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1. Introduction and review 

It is a common belief that children learn language by imitating adults. Indeed, this was the belief 

in the American linguistic community of structuralists, in the pre-generative era.  
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It is true that children acquire the language(s) of the communities they are born into. (Babies are 

not born speaking Universal Grammar!) This simple fact attests to some role for environmental 

stimulation of the language faculty during acquisition. On the other hand, in unit 1, where we 

discuss the faculty of language, we already see a number of arguments that imitation could not 

possibly be an explanation of how children learn language. To recapitulate:  

 When we compare the three year old child with a pet dog, cat or parrot that has been in 

that same family for three years, it is easy to see that the child acquires language in a way 
that pets do not, or cannot (although pets may understand specific bits of language).  
Parrots are known to be good imitators of speech, but they do not speak on their own!  

 Language learning in the child occurs in the absence of teaching. It occurs in all children 
all over the world, regardless of the particular culture, society or family a child is born 

into. It is a universal occurrence.  

 All children develop a comparable knowledge of the language(s) that they share with 

their community. Their language learning can be said to be uniform, because they 
develop a shared grammar.   

We have also seen that there are some properties of language that human beings unquestioningly 

assume to be true, such as the property of hierarchical structuring.  

 The yes-no question rule in English shows that words are arranged hierarchically in a 
sentence, and not simply serially, like beads on a string. The rules of grammar refer to 

this hierarchical structure.  

 This is a property of all languages that “comes for free” to the child learning a 

language. No child has to be taught this property of language: the child automatically 
assumes it. This is why no child makes the kind of mistakes that would result from 
the wrong kind of yes-no question rule, referring to “the third word,” or “the first 

word,” or “the last word.” 

These are all theoretical arguments, supported by data from “adult language,” i.e. the object that 

has been learnt. The rationalist argument is that the structure of what we learn as language is 

articulated far in excess of the limited and accidental samples of language that we are 

individually exposed to. Do our theoretical predictions match what children actually seem to do 

when they learn language?  

Some linguists choose to observe, study and document how children actually begin to understand 

and produce language. This sub discipline of infant and child language acquisition provides an 

empirical perspective on language acquisition in real time (instead of be ing idealized to an 

instantaneous process, on an early Chomskyan assumption), and an empirical basis from which 

to confirm or question our assumptions about language and its acquisition. We must remember, 
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however, that such empirical study needs to proceed hand- in-hand with theorization about the 

nature of language, in order to be illuminating. To paraphrase Chomsky, if all we knew about 

biology was that humans walk and birds fly (and had no idea about the structure of human limbs 

or birds’ wings), we would  not learn much about how birds fly simply by watching and 

observing them. We could only say how on successive days the fledglings in a nest flapped their 

wings, and then one day flew away! 

2. Creative error in child language 

Children do not simply imitate adults when they learn language. They seem to recreate it in some 

way. The first piece of evidence for this is that the language produced by children has “creative 

errors.” Let us look at a few examples from the English of two year olds, cited from the work of 

Melissa Bowerman. 

1. How would you flat it?  (intended: How would you make it flat/ flatten it?) 
2. Down your little knee.   (intended: Put your little knee down.) 
3. Don’t eat her yet.   (intended: Don’t feed her yet.) 

4. I’m singing him.   (intended: I’m making him sing.) 
5. She came it over here.  (intended: She brought it over here.) 

 

It is obvious that no adult speaker of English would utter these sentences. So these sentences 

could not arise from imitation. Two year olds who produce them seem to assume that English 

has a rule of causativization that can make causative verbs out of adjectives like flat, prepositions 

like down, transitive verbs like eat, and intransitive verbs like come and sing. As they learn more 

English, they realize that English has no such rule.  

Other languages, of course, may have such a rule. In Hindi, for example, we have causative 

verbs khilaana ‘feed’ and bhagaana ‘make run, drive away’ corresponding to the transitive verb 

khaana ‘eat’ and the intransitive verb bhaagna ‘run.’ Japanese and Tamil, too, have a way of 

making causative verbs by adding a morpheme to a transitive or intransitive verb.  

Interestingly, causative verbs are an error-prone area in child speakers of languages like Japanese 

and Tamil as well. Japanese children between the ages of 2 and 4 show a “late” developmental 

error of using an intransitive verb instead of its transitive or causative counterpart (Murasugi et 

al, 2007). Similar errors in child Tamil can be found in the Vanitha corpus (Narasimhan 1981) on 

the CHILDES database (MacWhinney and Snow 1985), and in the CIEFL-Max Planck database:  
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6.   nii  oonj -uTT  -a . (Vanitha, 2;4.05 =2 years, 4 months, five days) 
  you  break- intr. completive asp.pst 2sg   

  ‘You got broken’  
  [intended: nii oD-acc-uTT-e, ‘You broke (it).’]  

 

[Vanitha is referring to a bangle that pricks her, because it is broken. She accuses her father of 

breaking it.]     

7. vand-uTT  - een  naanU   (AV, 2;1.10 = 2 years, 1 month, ten days)  

 come-completive asp. past-1sg I  
  'I have come (up)!'  
 [intended: vara-vacc-uTT-een ‘I’ve made it come (up)!']  

 [AV has managed to make the toy toast pop up.]  

 

3. The potential of errors in an explanatory theory 

  3.1 Principles and the absence of negative evidence 

Recall that we said there are some kinds of errors children never make. But now we see that 

there are errors that children do make! 

So what are the kind of errors that children do make, and what kind of errors do they never 

make?  

Children never make errors about the “Principles” of language (such as that it has hierarchical 

structure and not linear ordering). One way to look at the question of children’s errors is by 

asking: suppose a child makes an error, what can lead him to correct his error? How can he come 

back to an error- free system?  

3.1.1 The futility of error-correction  

Here again, pre-generativists had a ready speculation: children correct their errors because 

parents (caregivers, adults) correct them. But this turns out to be a false belief. Transcripts of 

parents and children show that parents approve truthful utterances even if they are 

ungrammatical (“Daddy car.” “Yes, dear, that’s Daddy’s car!”), and they correct utterances that 

are not true even if they are grammatical (“That’s my toy.” “No, it’s not.”)  

Even where correction is offered, children may not accept it. A famous instance in the literature 

is that of a linguist parent correcting his child who asks for “another one spoon.” “Listen to me 
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carefully,” says the father for the fifth or sixth time, not giving the child the spoon he wants: 

“Say: another - spoon.” The child responds: “Another – spoon. Now can I please have another 

one spoon?” In another instance, a child says, “Nobody don’t like me.” When corrected (“Say: 

Nobody likes me,”) the child “realizes” what he must say: “Oh! Nobody don’t likes me.” (He 

corrects an error, but he corrects the “wrong” error, which leads to more error!)  

3.1.2 The absence of negative evidence 

So it looks like children must correct themselves when they go wrong. To do so, they have only 

“positive evidence” available: that is, the set of grammatical sentences available to them from 

adult speech input. They do not receive correction, or “negative evidence” about what sentences 

are ungrammatical. Ungrammatical sentences simply do not occur in the input – they are absent!  

  …the abundant supply of information that (the child) receives concerning which  
  sequences of words are to be taken as well- formed sentences of his language is  

  accompanied by little if any useful information on what sequences of words are  
  not well- formed.  

  (Baker 1979: 536)   

Linguists therefore believe that children never make errors with regard to the “Principles” of 

Universal Grammar. The evidence for these principles lies in the kind of sentences that cannot 

occur. Evidence for the Principles of UG is never available to the child, as it is only negative 

evidence (the absence of some kinds of data). The Principles of UG are a classic case of Plato’s 

problem, of knowledge that arises in the absence of experience.  

4. Knowledge in the absence of experience: investigations in child language  

Investigations of child language that address Plato’s problem look into whether children respect 

the Principles of UG, and into their understanding of structurally ambiguous sentences such as 

“They fed her dog biscuits.”  

For example, the Binding Principles tell us where in a structure an “anaphor” such as a reflexive 

or reciprocal must or must not occur, and where it is possible for a pronoun to corefer with a 

noun phrase. Pronominal coreference is determined hierarchically and not linearly, as the 

following examples (from experiments with children) illustrate:  

8. After he danced, Kermit ate a cookie.  

9. He danced after Kermit ate a cookie.  
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In (8), we understand that it is possible that the person who danced was Kermit; in (9), we 

understand that the person who danced cannot possibly be Kermit. Do children understand these 

sentences in the same way?  

 4.1. The truth value judgment task  

To find out, children are shown a small story acted-out with toys, and asked to make a “truth 

value judgement.” That is, a toy in the story says things that are sometimes true, and sometimes 

false. The child can reward the toy if it speaks the truth, and scold it if it doesn’t. Suppose the 

story is acted out with Kermit first dancing and then eating a cookie. Suppose the toy says 

sentence (8); the child must agree, and reward the toy. If the toy says sentence (9), the child must 

disagree, and scold it. From the children’s truth value judgments, the experimenter can determine 

if the child respects the Principle of pronominal coreference, or not.   

 4.2 Errors and the Strong Continuity Hypothesis 

Some linguists have argued that children’s errors arise because they have continual access to UG 

while they map out the grammar of their particular language.  That is, their “errors” arise out of 

their allowing all the possibilities that UG allows, whereas their particular language allows only 

some of these possibilities. For example, some languages allow an element that moves to be 

pronounced in both its original place, and in the place that it moves to. If this is allowed 

(therefore) by UG, it would explain a child’s error in English like “When can I can eat?” Here, 

the child wrongly pronounces can in both its original position and its moved position.  

5. Grammatical conservatism 

Some linguists have argued that children must be conservative in the way they construct their 

grammars. The subset principle of Wexler and Manzini is based on such an assumption.  

5.1 The subset principle 

Recall that grammatical principles are universal. What allows languages to vary are parameters. 

Parameters are assumed to be binary, i.e. to have two values, e.g.: +/-, or on/off, or marked/ 

unmarked. Suppose every parameter has the property that when it is set to one value, the 

language it generates is a subset of the language that would be generated by the parameter when 

it is set to the other value.  
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For example, suppose there are languages with “free” and “fixed” word orders. Free word order 

languages also have a default or “normal” word order. This “normal” word order corresponds to 

the fixed word order in a fixed word order language-type. Then, a free word order language 

includes utterances with a “normal” word order and utterances with “free” word order; therefore, 

it has a larger grammar than a fixed word order language.  

The subset principle predicts that a child begins to acquire word order with a conservative 

hypothesis of fixed word order, even when it is born into a language community whose language 

has free word order. The child entertains the idea of “free” word order only when it gets positive 

evidence for this in the input.  

If (on the other hand) a child started with a free word order approach to a fixed word order 

language like English, it would never get the evidence that such sentences were not allowed in 

the language, because of the absence of negative evidence. The child must be grammatically 

conservative: it must assume a grammar that generates a smaller set of acceptable sentences than 

the language actually allows. This way, when the child receives positive evidence, it can easily 

enlarge its grammar to accommodate the new set of data. But if it had started out by assuming a 

larger grammar than the adult language allows, it would have to somehow backtrack into a 

smaller grammar, in spite of the absence of negative evidence.   

 5.2 Errors of omission and commission 

Snyder (2007) has argued for grammatical conservatism on the basis that children’s errors are 

not positive errors of “commission,” but are overwhelmingly errors of “omission,” in syntax, 

morphology and phonology. He illustrates this with the errors children make in the acquisition of 

the verb-particle construction in English. This is the construction: 

 10a. She ate up her rice. 

 10b. She ate her rice up.  

Notice that the construction allows two word orders. However, it does not allow both orders if 

the object is a pronoun: 

 10c. *She ate up it.  

Nor does it allow the particle to occur before the verb (*up-ate), or to be marked for tense 

(*upped-eat), to occur in both places (*ate up her rice up), and so on.  
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One can imagine a number of such possible errors of word order and tense marking that a child 

could make. One can also imagine as a possible error the wrong choice of preposition, and the 

omission of a particle that cannot be dropped without changing the meaning, as in throw away / 

throw.   

Snyder analyses one child’s corpus of utterances to show that the child begins to use transitive 

verb-particle constructions at the age of 2;06 (two years, six months) in the order verb-NP-

particle.  Over the next four months, she produces 32 errors, of which 29 (over 90%) are errors 

of omission (of a verb, NP or a particle). Of the remaining three errors, one is the wrong choice 

of particle (took on instead of took out), and one marks tense on the particle (go downed). The 

third error is unclear: it could be the wrong placement of a pronoun him (put back hm), or the hm 

could be just an interjection. Be that as it may, the child’s errors in the verb-particle construction 

are overwhelmingly errors of omission, not of commission; and many imaginable types of error 

are never attested.  

 

6. What aspects of language acquisition have been investigated?  

Almost every aspect of language poses interesting challenges to acquisition.  We have seen 

examples from syntax. We can also look at the acquisition of words (the lexicon), meaning 

(semantics), and of course of the sounds and the sound system (phonology) of a language.  

The question of what phenomena are due to linguistic knowledge and what due to cognitive 

ability more generally, is also carefully addressed in this research. For example, if a two year old 

child begins to use the past tense or the plural morpheme, is it because he has now learnt the 

linguistic elements for these, or developed the concepts of time and counting?    

In infant language acquisition, investigators have asked the question: when does the child acquire 

the sound system of his language? They have experimentally shown that the infant below the age 

of about 9 months is a “universal listener.” She can discriminate sound contrasts that are not 

available in her language. For example, a Japanese child can distinguish the sound of [r] from [l], 

and a British child can distinguish [p] and [ph], [b] and [bh]. The Japanese language does not 

distinguish the liquids [r] and [l], however, and English does not phonemically recognize the 

aspirated - nonaspirated contrasts [p] and [ph], [b] and [bh].  
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The interesting fact is that by the time infants start learning and saying words in their language, 

around 9 months of age, they stop being able to make the discriminations that are not available in 

their language. They become “speakers of their language” instead of being “universal listeners.”  

But they do regain the ability later, around four years of age, to discriminate between sounds that 

their language does not recognize as different. Infants’ ability to discriminate sounds as 

“universal listeners” thus takes on the shape of a “U,” where they first have the ability, then lose 

it, and then regain it. The U-shaped developmental curve is in fact observed in morphological 

aspects of child language acquisition as well.  

 6.1 The child as Word learner 

 6.1.1 Fast mapping 

It is estimated that by the age of 6, a child knows about 14000 words in her language (including 

the “inflected” forms that are marked for number, gender, case, etc., and the “derived” forms of 

words of different categories built upon a single stem, such as ice (noun), icy (adjective), and ice 

(verb, as in ice the cake, or it’s iced over)). Even if we count only stems, 6 year olds understand 

about 8000 words. If we calculate the time they have had to learn these words (eight hours a 

day?), and assume that they started at the age of 18 months, it turns out that they must have 

learnt an average of 9 new words a day, or 5 word stems a day.  

Researchers have asked questions like “How do learners know whether a word is about a 

substance, a quality, or an action? How do they distinguish names (proper nouns) and nouns?”  

In an interesting experiment, Susan Carey showed that children learn words in stages, and not in 

an all-or-none manner. She introduced a new colour word, olive, to pre-school children who 

knew both the word green and the colour value it represented. She put two cups into their 

schoolroom, one red and one green, and established that they called the green cup “green.” She 

then had the teacher say just once to a child: “Bring me the cup, not the olive one, the red one.”  

Fourteen days later, children were tested on their use of colour words for the two cups. The 

children who had called the green cup “green” were not calling it “green” anymore. They didn’t 

use the word olive (they couldn’t remember it), but they had “flagged” a new colour word for 

that cup, and so stopped using the old colour word for it. They had made space for a new colour 
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word for the object that they had earlier called “green,” by a process that Carey called “fast 

mapping.”  

Carey’s experiment suggested that children learn words related to each other in a semantic sp ace 

(such as colour words), and that they do so in stages.  

 6.1.2 A noun advantage: Cognition or language?  

It turns out that universally, the first 50 words in a child’s vocabulary are nouns. Why should this 

be so? One idea is that nouns are conceptually simpler than verbs and predicates (adjectives and 

adpositions), which are relational. A different idea is that nouns are linguistically more similar 

across languages than verbs and predicates. Verbs and predicates must occur in a syntactic or 

sentential frame. You can read more about this in the works suggested at the end of this unit.  

 6.1.3 Adjectives and Adpositions 

Most children know the words big and little before they are three years old. But a big shoe is 

smaller than a small chair! We use the words big and little with reference to a standard: big for a 

shoe, small for a shoe.  

It turns out that children do so too. So they have the idea of a standard, and they understand that 

there are words with “opposite” meanings (that is, words that show “positive polarity” or 

“negative polarity” on a dimension of size). But they make mistakes on finer semantic features. 

So they may use little for the “opposite” of all the words wide, high, and deep, which differ in 

bigness along an axis (e.g., horizontal/ vertical). Again, they may use the word big as the 

opposite of all the words low, skinny, and short.  

How do children understand and use spatial words like in or out, above or below? Is one easier 

than the other? How are spatial meanings encoded in the words enter and come in (observe that 

enter encodes motion as well as its direction, whereas come needs the help of in to do so), and 

how do children understand such encodings?   

7. The acquisition of semantics and syntax: negation and quantifiers  

7.1 Negation and quantifier scope  

Researchers have experimented with how children understand sentences like “He didn’t eat two 

biscuits.” This sentence can mean: (1) There are two biscuits that he didn’t eat. (This is so in 
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spite of the fact that he ate two biscuits. There were actually four biscuits on a plate, so there are 

in fact still two biscuits such that he didn’t eat them). Or it can mean: (2) He ate only one biscuit. 

It is not the case that he ate two biscuits.  

In this sentence, therefore, the two … not and not … two readings are both available. Although 

the words in the sentence occur only in one order, the sentence has two meanings. The grammar 

indicates the meaning that does not match the order of not and two with a rule that invisibly 

“moves” two up and in front of not.  

It turns out that four year old children prefer the reading where the meaning of the sentence 

corresponds to the surface order of the quantifier word and the negation in English (not … two): 

It is not the case that he ate two biscuits.   

Interestingly, parallel results were obtained with Kannada-speaking children. Now Kannada is an 

SOV language, so the numeral two that quantifies the object always precedes the verb and its 

negation. But in Kannada as in English, the object is hierarchically below the verb. So the 

conclusion we can draw is that children allow an interpretation that corresponds to the surface 

hierarchical relations between the numeral and the negation. (To obtain the inverse scope 

interpretation, they would need to mentally “move” the numeral to a sentence- initial position 

where it was higher in the tree than the verb and its negation.)  

8. Summary 

Children do not learn language by imitation. They seem to recreate language from what they 

hear; so they make creative errors. Nevertheless, there are some kinds of errors that children 

never make. They do not make errors of principle (such as assuming that sentences have a linear 

structure instead of a hierarchic one).  

The errors that children do make are not as varied as we can imagine. Rather, children seem to be 

conservative learners, and their errors are of omission rather than of commission. Such 

conservatism appears necessary because children receive only positive evidence from the 

language around them, in the form of sentences that do occur. They do not receive negative 

evidence about which sentences are ungrammatical in their language.  

We can investigate child language using experimental tasks such as the Truth Value Judgment 

task, or by examining corpora of natural speech. There are interesting questions to ask about 
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every aspect of language acquisition: phonology and phonetics, word learning, and syntax and 

semantics. In first language acquisition research, we also need to keep in the mind the relative 

contributions from cognitive growth and linguistic growth to the child’s language production and 

understanding.  


