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1 Introduction 

 

 
 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

One of the primary goals of language acquisition research is to determine the 
initial state of the language learner when he/she enters the linguistic 
environment (i.e. at birth). The working hypothesis in a generative 
framework is that we acquire our language using a specific set of 
grammatical tools as a starting point. When a given linguistic pattern 
consistently appears across languages and individual children, we may 
interpret it as evidence for universal innate linguistic knowledge. More 
psychologically-oriented approaches try to explain such patterns using 
general learning strategies. The two frameworks are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive; cognitive development may well interact with syntactic 
development. 
 This book investigates the rates, distribution and developmental 
patterns associated with (direct) object drop in child Dutch, between the ages 
of twenty and thirty-seven months old. Object drop refers specifically to the 
phonetic non-realization of the direct object in speech. Examples of child 
object drop with two obligatorily transitive verbs, pakken ‘to take’ and  zien 
‘to see’, are presented in (1) and (2). These utterances do not conform to the 
rules of adult Dutch. 
 
(1) Arnold pakken   (2) nog zien 
 Arnold take-INF    PRT see-INF 
 Arnold 2;08.01    Diederik 2;08.01  
  
 Object drop has received considerably less attention in the acquisition 
literature than subject drop. Through presenting a survey of the 
crosslinguistic data as well as an in-depth look at object drop in child Dutch, 
this book illustrates the role of object drop in language development for 
language acquisition researchers. The data from object drop in child Dutch 
also raise questions regarding the interaction of syntactic and cognitive 
development. Syntactic development refers specifically to the emergence of 
linguistic skills, whereas cognitive development deals with the child’s 
general abilities to understand the world around him/her. Within the 
generative framework, cognitive development is frequently treated as 
incidental to linguistic development. Our study demonstrates that cognitive 
development may be directly reflected in the child’s emerging syntax. The 
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study and analysis presented in the following chapters serve to further the 
research program of language acquisition within the generative framework 
by bringing new data and insights to the awareness of language scientists.  
 
1.2 Syntactic Development  

Generative linguistic theory rests on the assumption that all languages share 
a common, underlying system innate to humans: Universal Grammar (UG). 
This linguistic system is present from birth and provides children with the 
equipment to acquire any language in their environment. Note the use of the 
term acquire, rather than learn. The basic premise is that the child has all 
necessary knowledge and must only ‘acquire’ certain facts of his/her target 
language. The presence of such a mental system explains the rapidity and 
relative ease with which children learn their first language, as opposed to 
many other skills requiring explicit instruction (e.g. mathematics). It also 
accounts for the ability of children to determine an entire system of linguistic 
rules, based only on the limited and flawed input they encounter in their 
environment. Children hear only a subset of possible sentences in their 
native language, yet are able to generate sentences which they have never 
heard before. The input they receive from adults and other children is filled 
with stops and starts as well as mispronunciations, yet children fully acquire 
their native language. Chomsky (1965, 1981) and others argue that these 
facts are only explicable by the predisposition of humans to acquire 
language, or UG.  

Research on first language acquisition is therefore at the crux of 
generative theory. Only by researching the development of language in 
children, across a variety of languages, can we find (counter-) evidence for 
the predisposition to acquire language.  

In analyzing speech data from children, researchers who assume 
Universal Grammar have to presuppose the amount of linguistic knowledge 
available to the child from birth. The Continuity Assumption states that the 
child’s grammar should consist of the same rule types and basic elements as 
the adult grammar (Pinker 1996:7). This prevents the postulation of a child 
grammar completely different (i.e. in terms of basic elements and rules) from 
the adult grammar. Otherwise, at some point in linguistic development, the 
child would have to transform his/her grammar into one resembling that of 
the adult more completely. An alternative to the Continuity Assumption 
would allow a different set of principles to operate in child grammar. 
Language acquisition research tends to fall into one of two camps with 
respect to the degree of continuity between child grammar and adult 
grammar.  
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1.2.1 Strong Continuity  

Under the Strong Continuity Hypothesis, children’s grammars are assumed 
to have basically the same syntactic structure as those of adult speakers 
(Boser, Lust, Santelman & Whitman 1992, Pinker 1996, Poeppel & Wexler 
1993). The syntactic tree and information provided for the child by UG are 
almost exactly identical to the structure available in the adult’s grammar.  
 The child would have VP, IP, CP and a variety of other functional 
projections at his/her disposal, depending on the specific model proposed. 
This theoretical assumption allows researchers to account for the early 
emergence of adult-like language phenomena in young children. For 
example, children acquiring verb second languages, such as Dutch and 
German, show the ability to differentiate between finite and infinitival verb 
forms from early in their linguistic development (German: Poeppel & 
Wexler 1993, Verrips & Weissenborn 1992, Weissenborn 1990, among 
others; Dutch: Haegeman 1996, Wijnen 1998, among others). Finite verb 
forms move to the left-periphery of the clause (3-4) while infinitival forms 
frequently appear clause-finally (5-6). Infinitival forms at this stage are often 
referred to as root infinitivals. 
 
(3) Joost heeft nie  potlood  (4) gaat niet  uit 
 Joost has    not pencil   goes not out 
 Joost 2;08.19    Maria 2;09.19  
     

(5) Katelijne  ook beetje    drinken (6)   een lange streep maken 
 Katelijne also bit-DIM drink-INF  a   long stripe  make-INF 
 Katelijne 2;06.23    Katelijne 2;08.19 
 
This phase in language development is often referred to as the Optional 
Infinitive stage because verbs seem to appear in free variation as finite or 
infinitival (Wexler 1994). If the full syntactic structure is present, we can 
account for these structures in child language by assuming the children are 
using the functional projections available as a landing site for the finite verb.  
 However, these assumptions make it more difficult to account for 
errors in child language. In the examples with infinitival verbs, (5-6), we 
have no explanation as to why children are not forced to produce finite forms 
and move the verb into higher functional projections. Different explanations 
have been proposed – such as the postulation of a null auxiliary in the higher 
functional projections (Boser, Lust, Santelman & Whitman 1992, and 
others). Any characteristics of child language that do not match the adult 
target language must be accounted for in a similar fashion. 

The exact nature of the syntactic structure provided by UG is another 
difficulty encountered by the strong continuity hypothesis. While certain 
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commonalities may exist between the world’s languages (e.g. subject, verb, 
object), a variety of syntactic structures seem to be available. For example, 
we have head-initial (e.g. English) and head-final languages (e.g. Japanese). 
We must determine whether the tree provided by UG is head-initial or head-
final. Many different functional projections have also been proposed (cf. 
Cinque 1999 for a listing of possible functional projections). We have to 
assume that all of these functional projections are present initially, even if 
they are not required by the target grammar. The debate turns to how these 
unnecessary functional projections ‘disappear’. Under strong continuity, the 
child has the full syntactic structure at his/her disposal, but as we have seen, 
the nature of this structure is unclear. While this makes the acquisition task 
seem simpler, the structure available to the child from birth is controversial. 
Without abandoning the notion of continuity altogether, we can approach 
syntactic development from a more moderate standpoint.  
 
1.2.2 Weak Continuity 

The Weak Continuity Hypothesis states that child’s grammar does not 
necessarily have the full adult syntactic tree, but that the grammatical 
structures conform to the principles operating within UG (Clahsen 1990, De 
Haan 1987, Jordens 1990). Thus, the acquisition task involves acquiring the 
required syntactic structure for the target language. The presence of a 
particular projection is not assumed in child language unless there is overt 
evidence for its presence. Overt evidence is either direct or indirect. Direct 
evidence includes the consistent use of morphemes or words associated with 
a projection. For example, consistent and accurate use of verbal agreement 
morphology may be taken as evidence for the presence of AgrP in the child’s 
language. Indirect evidence includes the child making a systematic 
differentiation between two constructions, although no overt morphology is 
necessarily associated with this difference.  

 The weak continuity approach eliminates the disadvantages 
encountered by the strong continuity approach because child language is 
built upwards. The child only constructs the syntactic structure for which 
he/she has evidence. We will approach the child data from the perspective of 
weak continuity in this study.  

As mentioned in §1.2.1, researchers have noted the presence of finite 
and infinitival verb forms in child language. Initially, Dutch children 
produce most verbs in their infinitival forms (Bol 1995, Van Ginneken 1917, 
Schlichting 1996, Verhulst-Schlichting 1985, Wijnen 1995a, b) (7-8): 
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(7) voor Debbie  geven     
 for    Debbie give-INF 
 ‘give to Debbie’       

(Jasmijn 2;08.18)   
 
(8) ik zelf       doen 
 I   myself do-INF  
 ‘I want to do it myself.’ 
 (Jasmijn 2;00.20) 

 (Wijnen & Verrips 1998:229, (5a-b)) 
 
The second stage of development is characterized by the emergence of finite 
verb forms in the child’s speech. The vast majority of these finite verbs 
appear at the left-edge of the clause in sentence-initial or verb second 
position (Bol 1995, Bol & Kuiken 1988, Verhulst-Schlichting 1985, Wijnen 
& Verrips 1998). Examples (9) and (10) are taken from Wijnen and Verrips 
(1998:230):  
 
(9) zit  vuilniswagen  in     
 sits garbage-truck in 
 ‘there is a garbage truck in it’ 
 (Peter 2;00.07)   
 
(10) Peter kan [´] bij 
 Peter can  it   by 
 ‘Peter can reach it’ 
 (Peter 1;11.03) 
 
This stage emerges fairly early and lasts until around 3;06 in Dutch children 
(Wijnen & Bol 1993). Since the children in this study are between the ages 
of twenty and thirty-seven months, they fall into these stages.  

Several studies indicate that root infinitival clauses in Dutch exhibit 
two common characteristics: they often have a modal interpretation (Gillis 
1984, Van Ginneken 1917, Krämer 1993, Wijnen 1998), and they frequently 
refer to events (versus states) (Wijnen 1998). To explain these distributions, 
recent analyses argue that TP appears in both the finite and nonfinite clauses, 
but is interpreted differently in each (Hoekstra & Hyams 1998). In root 
infinitival clauses, TP is interpreted discursively, like a free pronominal to 
permit modal interpretations (Hoekstra & Hyams 1998). Finite verb forms 
are overtly realized in the present tense and often refer to current events 
(Van Ginneken 1917). Tense in these clauses is grammatically anchored via 
an operator in CP (Hoekstra & Hyams 1998). We assume the consistent 
presence of TP in the child data. Tense is interpreted discursively in root 



 CHAPTER 1 6 
 
infinitival clauses while it is grammatically anchored in finite clauses. This 
is the underlying structure we assume for children during the Optional 
Infinitival stage. 

The emergence of complex predicates indicates that the child has 
reached the third stage in development (Wijnen & Verrips 1998). Complex 
predicates are those in which one verb appears in sentence-initial or second 
position, and the second verb is in final position with non-finite morphology 
(i.e. an infinitive or past participle). The emergence of clauses with 
topicalization (i.e. non-subject initial clauses) is less clear (Bol 1995, 
Verhulst-Schlichting 1985, Wijnen & Verrips 1998). Syntactic structures 
associated with CP, including regular topicalization, inversion and wh-
questions, do not appear until after children leave the Optional Infinitival 
stage (Blankenstijn & Scheper, forthcoming). Now that we have addressed 
syntactic development, we turn to cognitive development and its 
implications for language acquisition. 
 
1.3 Cognitive Development 

We believe that the role of cognitive development in language acquisition 
must also be taken into account. While generative researchers often make 
brief mention of the role that cognition plays in the acquisition of language, 
the literature tends to focus primarily on the emerging syntax. However, to 
use several aspects of discourse and syntax correctly, we believe that 
children must achieve a minimum level of cognitive competence. We argue 
in this dissertation that cognitive competence directly affects the child’s 
discourse performance. If the child is not cognitively capable of analyzing 
information from his/her environment, he/she will not have the world 
knowledge necessary to apply to his/her language use. As we will see in 
Chapter 2, the ability to manipulate the discourse is highly relevant to the 
child acquiring Dutch as a first language. In adult Dutch, only those direct 
objects meeting certain discourse requirements may be dropped from adult 
colloquial speech. We look at two different areas within cognitive 
development which directly impact a child’s use of language: Theory of 
Mind and mutual knowledge. These two areas are inextricably linked with 
one another and language acquisition.  

During the earliest stages of linguistic and cognitive development, 
children lack a Theory of Mind, that is, the child is not able to take on the 
perspective of the listener (Bloom 1978, Brown 1973, Piaget 1959, Schaeffer 
1997). Until he/she is able to accurately adopt the viewpoint of other 
participants (in the conversation), he/she is likely to make mistakes with 
respect to what type of information is known to both the speaker and 
listener. Since the child relates his/her knowledge of the discourse to the 
syntactic representation, this may lead to errors in the syntax which are 
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directly attributable to the child’s limited cognitive abilities – not his/her 
grammatical representation. 

We believe that cognitive development plays a significant role in early 
language production. We expect that some errors in the child’s syntax may 
not be grammatical, but are instead the result of underdevelopment in 
cognition. The current study investigates children starting at the age of 1;08. 
At this age, children cannot take the perspective of the listener or addressee 
in a dialogue. Rather, they assume that everyone views the world from the 
same perspective. Children assume that their listener knows what they are 
talking about, because they work from the premise that everyone has the 
same worldview. This is often referred to as the ‘egocentric’ stage. The 
child’s language use is less about communicating with others, and more 
about simply using language for self-talk or for a basic level of social 
interaction (Hickmann 1986, Piaget 1923, 1959, Vygotsky 1934/1962).  

As the child develops cognitively, he/she is better equipped to take the 
perspective of the addressee into account (Piaget 1959, Vygotsky 
1934/1962).1  Emergence from this stage is often referred to as ‘de-
centering’. This is confirmed in several studies of children between two and 
three years of age and younger (Bresson 1974, Garton 1983, Karmiloff-
Smith 1979, Maratsos 1976). Studies of older children find that the 
egocentric tendency shifted with age. As children got older, they seem to 
grasp that other perspectives exist (Hickmann 1995, Kail & Hickmann 
1992). Once children have developed a Theory of Mind, mutual knowledge 
plays a role in their use of language. 

We define mutual knowledge as information known to both the 
listener and speaker. Only once the child has developed a Theory of Mind, is 
he/she capable of differentiating mutually known from non-mutually known 
information. Mutual knowledge has three main sources: physical copresence, 
linguistic copresence and community membership (Clark & Carlson 1981, 
Clark & Marshall 1981). Linguistic copresence refers to information which 
has been explicitly mentioned, in the preceding discourse (Abbeduto, Short-
Meyerson, Benson, Dolish & Weisman 1998). Physical copresence refers to 
the presence of a particular element(s) in the physical environment 
(perceived by the speaker and listener) (Abbeduto et al 1998). Community 
membership is “the background knowledge shared by the members of a 
particular community” (Abbeduto et al 1998:1349). A speaker decides what 
information is known to him/herself and the listener based on these three 
sources of information. When looking at research on children’s ability to use 
                                                 
1The manner in which cognitive development takes place is not relevant to this discussion. 
Note, however, that several theories exist on the interaction of cognitive and linguistic 
development and the extent to which they are independent of one another (cf. Hickmann 1986 
and, to a lesser degree Hickmann 1995, for a review of these proposals). 
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mutual knowledge, it is useful to understand the importance of mutual 
knowledge in adult grammars. 

Languages, such as Chinese and Japanese, permit arguments mutually 
known to the speaker and listener to be dropped completely (Japanese: 
Hirakawa 1993; Chinese: Huang 1984, cf. §3.2.3 – 3.2.4). In the discussion 
of adult Dutch topic drop (Chapter 2), we will see that the importance of 
mutual knowledge in language use cannot be underestimated. Only 
linguistically copresent elements are dropped from topic position in adult 
Dutch. The reduction or dropping of linguistic elements referring to elements 
which are part of mutual knowledge between conversational participants is 
not uncommon across adult languages (Horton & Keysar 1996). This has 
been illustrated in “a variety of studies [which] demonstrate that once 
common ground is established it is used to guide speakers’ selection of 
referring expressions, allowing the shortening of these expressions and 
establishing the conditions for a transition from descriptions to names” 
(Horton and Keysar 1996:92).  
 The ability to use the three main sources of mutual knowledge 
(linguistic copresence, physical copresence and community membership) 
requires Theory of Mind (§1.3.1) and emerges over an extended period of 
time (Abbeduto et al 1998). Independent research indicates that children 
under three years old have difficulty determining what is mutually known 
(Bloom 1978, Brown 1973, Hickmann 1995). Several researchers have 
shown that children use linguistic and physical copresence readily from two 
or three years old. Crosslinguistic research shows that children at the age of 
three tend to drop linguistic elements on the basis of linguistic copresence 
(Japanese & English: Gurriero, Cooper, Oshima-Takane & Kuriyama 2001, 
Korean: Clancy 1993, 1997). Guerriero et al (2001) look at the use of lexical 
NPs, pronominals and null arguments in child English and Japanese to 
determine what kind of information is represented by each type of referring 
description. To be considered mutually known the argument had to appear in 
the previous discourse (i.e. in the immediately preceding 20 utterances). 
When testing two groups of three-year old English and Japanese-speaking 
children, they find that these children make a distinction between 
information which is linguistically copresent and new information. Children 
showed a tendency, in both languages, to drop or pronominalize arguments 
previously mentioned in the discourse. Results similar to those found in this 
study have also been found in children learning other languages, such as 
Korean (Clancy 1993, 1997). The subtleties involved in some aspects of 
mutual knowledge may still elude children at these stages. 

However, children are unable to take into account other factors to 
determine mutually known information (e.g. community membership), until 
they are much older (Abbeduto et al 1998, Kail & Hickmann 1992). 
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Children show some ability to determine their listener’s needs as young as 
two or three years old, however, full adult-like use of mutual knowledge is 
not achieved until at least age seven, in some cases it is not reported as adult-
like until age 11 (Ackerman, Szymanski & Silver 1990, Hickmann 1995, 
Kail & Hickmann 1992).  
  Thus, the role of mutual knowledge is crucial to some areas of syntax, 
specifically argument drop. In terms of language acquisition, the child must 
be able to recall and refer back to preceding discourse (linguistic copresence) 
and be capable of taking the perspective of the addressee into account 
(physical copresence, community membership).  

We assume that the role of cognitive development directly impacts the 
ability of the child to use general discourse constraints during the earliest 
stages of language acquisition. Specifically, the child must begin to develop 
Theory of Mind, before he/she is able to determine what information is 
shared between the speaker and addressee. Often, this results in an 
overestimation of mutual knowledge between conversational participants on 
the part of the child. Many children exhibit linguistic behaviour indicating 
that they begun to develop a Theory of Mind and the ability to de-center at 
approximately three years old. At this point, children start to manipulate 
discourse information, in particular linguistic and physical copresence. 
Information related to community membership may only be used as the child 
gets older. Several studies show that children may not use mutual knowledge 
in an adult-like manner until age seven or older. 
 
1.4 Organization of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized into six further chapters. Chapter 2 deals with 
argument drop in adult Dutch. This gives us an idea of what input data the 
child receives in his/her linguistic environment, as well as the target 
grammar he/she is acquiring. Chapter 3 presents data from crosslinguistic 
studies of object drop in child language, including English, French, German, 
Japanese and Chinese, in addition to Dutch. This chapter also presents 
theories proposed to account for object drop in child language, providing us 
with several research questions to include in our study of child Dutch. The 
questions we pose at the end of Chapter 3 relate to the position of dropped 
objects, the relationship between finiteness and object drop and perfectivity 
and object drop. Chapter 4 includes a description of the subjects, the data set, 
and the specific criteria followed to address each research question. Chapter 
5 is a detailed analysis of the answers to each question in our study, 
including individual and group results. Chapter 6 proposes an explanation 
for the patterns and distribution of object drop that emerged in Chapter 5. 
Chapter 7 summarizes our findings and analysis. 




