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6 The Aspect Phrase Hypothesis: Explaining Object 
Drop in Child Dutch 

 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter 5 identified three main patterns associated with object drop in child 
Dutch: object drop rates are higher in perfective/telic clauses, object drop 
does not occur from sentence-initial position and object drop rates are higher 
in nonfinite clauses. These associations provide us with three specific 
questions, which we attempt to address in this chapter: 
 
Q7: Why is object drop significantly higher in telic clauses? 

Q8: Why does object drop not occur sentence-initially? 

Q9: Why is object drop significantly higher in nonfinite clauses than in  
finite clauses? 

 
This chapter endeavours to explain the findings with respect to object drop 
in child Dutch as well as the developmental stages associated with it. Earlier 
analyses for object drop in child Dutch were tested in the preceding chapter 
and the data indicate that these proposals do not satisfactorily account for 
object drop. We now present a possible explanation for object drop, focusing 
on syntactic and cognitive development. First, we look specifically at the 
relationship between the direct object and telicity, where object drop rates 
are highest (§6.2). We then address the syntactic development of specificity 
and telicity in child Dutch (§6.3). We present the Aspect Phrase hypothesis 
to account for the syntactic licensing of object drop in telic predicates (§6.4-
§6.5) (Q7). This analysis explains non-sentence-initial object drop in telic 
clauses and the higher rate of object drop in nonfinite clauses (Q8, Q9). We 
also discuss the impact of cognitive development on identification of the null 
object. Empirical evidence for our hypothesis is presented in §6.6. Individual 
variation is addressed in §6.7.  
 
6.2 Telicity and the Direct Object in Adult Dutch 

We wish to find an explanation for why object drop is significantly higher in 
telic clauses in child Dutch. As a starting point, we must determine what 
information the direct object contributes to the telic predicate. We briefly 



 CHAPTER 6 142 
 
discussed telicity and the particle verbs in §3.3.5, but the following sections 
will explore their properties in-depth. We look first at the adult language and 
then the consequences for child language. 
 
6.2.1 The Definition of Telicity 

Telicity is an aspectual property of a predicate. The aspect of a predicate 
refers to the internal temporal structure of a given event or action, not 
necessarily in relation to when the event or action actually occurred (Klein 
1994). Aspect is expressed in a variety of ways crosslinguistically, but is 
usually indicated by verb morphology, adverbials, or particles (Klein 1994). 
Telicity is the presence of a potential culmination moment in the event 
denoted by the predicate (§3.5).  
 When we talk about the telicity of a predicate, there are two ways in 
which a predicate may be telic. First, the verb may be telic by virtue of its 
semantics; this type of lexical aspectual specification is often referred to as 
Aktionsart (Klein 1994). For example, the verb die is inherently telic because 
the event of dying requires an endpoint. These verbs are set aside for the 
remainder of this discussion, since no obligatorily transitive inherently telic 
verbs appeared in the data collected in this study. Generally, we would 
expect them to follow the same patterns as the particle verbs. Second, a verb 
may receive a telic or atelic reading compositionally through the 
characteristics of the predicate as a whole. The interpretation can be 
expressed in a variety of ways: the specification of the direct object, the 
tense of the verb, or other morphosyntactic markings (Van Hout 1996, 
2000). In the study presented in Chapter 5, perfective past tense clauses and 
particle verbs were grouped together under the heading ‘perfective’ (§3.3.5, 
4.4.5).  
 In Dutch, the telic value of a predicate may be indicated by the 
morphosyntactic context of the verb (e.g. the presence of a telic particle, or 
resultative construction), by the semantics of the direct object or both (Van 
Hout 2000, Verkuyl 1972). Many verbs in Dutch receive a telic reading 
based only on the semantics of the direct object. These verbs are often 
referred to as incremental. Verbs in this group include: eten ‘to eat’, drinken 
‘to drink’ and lezen ‘to read’. To illustrate the importance of the direct object 
in determining the aspectual properties of a clause, we look at how the 
telicity of these predicates changes, on the basis of the semantics of the 
direct object, in particular the specificity of the direct object.1 

                                                 
1Later, we discuss how these semantic differences are represented in the syntax, so we may 
attribute the telic differences to syntax. However, for the present discussion, we refer to the 
semantics of the direct object. 
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 Specified objects usually appear in a definite or indefinite Determiner 
Phrase (DP) (§6.3). They refer to a unique member of a class, that is, they 
are referential (Fodor & Sag 1982, Van Hout 1996). The noun phrases listed 
in (1) are specified nominal expressions. 
 
(1) de  appel   het meisje  
 the apple   the  girl 
 ‘the appel’   ‘the girl’ 

een koekje  
a     cookie 
‘a cookie’ (non-generic reading) 

zijn boek   twee tafeltjes  
 his   book   two   tables 
 ‘his book’   ‘two tables’ 

 deze  vrouw   dat  huis  
 this woman   that house 
 ‘this woman’   ‘that house’  
 
In all cases, the determiner/quantifier/possessor/demonstrative serves to 
indicate a particular member(s) of a class or group.  
 Generally speaking, the presence of a specified (or quantized) direct 
object in a predicate results in a telic reading (Tenny 1994, Verkuyl 1972) 
(2). The presence of a non-specified (or non-quantized) direct object (e.g. a 
mass noun) results in a non-telic reading of the predicate, in a sentence with 
exactly the same verb and tense (Van Hout 1996, 2000) (3).2 
 
(2) Het meisje   heeft  een/de  appel gegeten.  SPECIFIFED OBJECT 
 the  girl        has    an  /the  apple    eaten   
 ‘The girl has eaten a/the apple.’ TELIC READING 
 
(3) Het meisje   heeft appels gegeten. NON- SPECIFIED OBJECT 
 the  girl       has    apple   eaten   
 ‘The girl ate apples.’ NON-TELIC READING 
 

                                                 
2Unrealized objects may be specific or non-specific with optionally transitive verbs (Hans den 
Besten, p.c.). The telicity readings still depend upon the interpretation of the null direct object. 
(i) Ik heb urenlang       gegeten.   NON-TELIC READING 
 I   have hours-long eaten 
 ‘I have eaten for hours.’ (= I have been eating over the last few hours) 
(ii) Ik had in een uur gegeten.   TELIC READING 
 I   had in an hour eaten 
 ‘I ate in an hour.’ (= I ate in an hour) 
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The critical difference between (2) and (3) is the specificity of the direct 
object. The specified object ‘measures-out’ the event, while the non-
specified object does not. The event in (2) takes place with a countable 
number of entities, a particular apple. As a result, the event of eating has a 
definite endpoint, it does not continue indefinitely. If the direct object is 
countable, the event has a clear completion point. The sentence in (3) refers 
to an undetermined quantity of apples. The event does not have a clear 
endpoint, but may continue over an unspecified period of time. We can test 
whether or not predicates are telic by applying a set of tests as proposed in 
Dowty (1979). 
 Dowty (1979) argues that we can ascertain whether or not a predicate 
is telic by adding the adverbial phrases urenlang ‘for hours’ and in een uur 
‘in an hour’. The grammatical addition of urenlang ‘for hours’ indicates that 
the event denoted by the predicate is ongoing.3 If the resulting sentence is 
ungrammatical, we can reasonably assume that the event is not ongoing, but 
has an endpoint. The tests with in een uur ‘in an hour’ apply in a similar 
fashion. If the addition of in een uur ‘in an hour’ is grammatical, then the 
predicate is likely to be telic because the event occurs within a specified 
period of time. Ungrammatical addition of in een uur ‘in an hour’ shows that 
the predicate does not denote an event with an endpoint. Examples (4-5) 
demonstrate the tests: 
 
(4) Het meisje heeft *urenlang  /in een uur  een/de  appel gegeten. 
 the  girl       has     hours-long/in  a    day an /the apple  eaten 
 ‘The girl ate a/the apple *for hours/in an hour.’  

  TELIC READING 

(5) Het meisje heeft urenlang/   *in een uur   taart gegeten.  
 the girl       has    hours-long/  in an   hour apples   eaten 
 ‘The girl has eaten apples for hours/*in an hour.’ 

  NON-TELIC READING 
 
In example (4), with the specified direct object, the event is not ongoing, as 
the ungrammaticality of urenlang ‘for hours’ shows. The addition of in een 
uur ‘in an hour’, however, is grammatical. In (5), the non-specified direct 
object forces an atelic reading. Hence, urenlang ‘for hours’ is added without 
causing ungrammaticality. In een uur ‘in an hour’ cannot be added because it 
requires the event to have an endpoint. As in (2) and (3), the only difference 
between the two sentences in (4) and (5) is the semantics of the direct object. 
                                                 
3This test is not foolproof. The adverb urenlang ‘for hours’, for example, sometimes appears 
with a telic event. However, the reading in this case is iterative (i.e. a series of repeated, 
completed events). As long as these readings are excluded, the test is applicable. 
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The specified direct object in (4) forces the telic reading of the predicate, 
while the non-specified direct object in (5) results in a non-telic reading. 
 Syntactically, the distinction between telic and non-telic predicates is 
represented by the projection of a functional head, Aspect Phrase (Borer 
1994). AspP is located below IP (i.e. TP and AgrP) and above the VP (Borer 
1994) (6).4  
 
(6)          …  
     3 
                   TP 
                   3 
           Spec     T' 
          subjecti 3 
           T0          AspP 
                    verbk      3 
         Spec      Asp' 
       specified direct objectj     3 

                 Asp0   VP 
                    tk            3 
                        Spec V' 
               ti             3 
                          tj           V 
   
Telic clauses require the full projection of AspP. The telic feature on the 
verb (or particle) is checked in Asp0. The specificity of the direct object is 
checked in SpecAspP, so the specific direct object raises into SpecAspP 
(Borer 1994, Van Hout 2000, Johnson 1990).  
 To summarize, the semantics of the direct object is related to the 
aspectual specification of the predicate as a whole. Specified direct objects 
provide a telic reading whereas non-specified direct objects result in a non-
telic reading with the incremental transitive verbs. We now turn to the 
relationship between the telic particle and direct object. 
 

6.2.2 Particle Verbs and Direct Objects in Adult Dutch 

The direct object is not the only element contributing to the aspectual 
interpretation of a predicate. In §3.3.5, we saw that Dutch has a set of verbs 
which are prefixed with a particle; these are often referred to as particle 
verbs. The particle does not contribute qualitatively to the meaning of the 
verb, that is, the lexical entry of the verb itself is not altered. However, the 
                                                 
4Van Hout (1996, 2000) uses a similar structure, but refers to this projection as AgrOP 
(Object Agreement Phrase) instead. The basic mechanics are the same. 
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particle may affect the aspectual value of the predicate as a whole. The 
general assumption is that, in cases where aspect is affected, the particle 
itself is specified as telic or atelic in the lexicon (Van Hout 1996, 2000).  
 When a telic particle is prefixed to an activity verb, the predicate has a 
telic reading (Van Hout 1996, 2000).5 Examples (7) and (8) illustrate that the 
presence of the particle results in a telic reading. These verbs were included 
in the counts of telic clauses and, in fact, make up the majority of this group 
(Table 5.37).  
 
(7) Het meisje eet  urenlang /*in een uur brood. NO PARTICLE 
 the  girl    eats hours-long/in an hour  bread   
 ‘The girl eats cookies for hours/*in an hour.’ NON-TELIC RDG. 

(8) Het meisje eet *urenlang/    in een uur het brood op. TELIC PARTICLE 
 the  girl     eats  hours-long/in an hour the bread   up     
 ‘The girl eats up *for hours/in an hour the bread.’   TELIC RDG. 
        
Not only does the predicate take a telic reading, but the verb becomes 
obligatorily transitive, in many cases (Van Hout 1996:96). The direct object 
must be a specified noun phrase (see contrast between (10) and (11)). In fact, 
using a bare plural (9) or a mass noun (10) with a particle verb is 
ungrammatical. However, the use of a specified direct object is grammatical 
(11).  
 
(9) *Het meisje eet koekjes   op.6 BARE PLURAL 
   the  girl      eats cookies up 
 ‘The girl eats up cookies.’ 

(10) *Het meisje eet   brood op. MASS NOUN 
   the  girl      eats bread  up   
 ‘The girl eats up bread.’ 

(11)  Het meisje eet   het  brood op. SPECIFIED NOUN 
 the  girl      eats  the bread  up 
 ‘The girl eats up bread.’ 
 
Pragmatically, it does not make sense to refer to a non-specific direct object 
when discussing a completed event. Often, the direct object represents the 
member of a group being acted upon by the subject. Referring to an action 

                                                 
5The addition of a particle does not always result in an event-type shift. Van der Putten (1997) 
addresses the types of particle verbs in Dutch which do not necessarily result in events with 
inherent endpoints. Verbs of motion, such as gaan ‘to go’, do not undergo event-type shifting 
(e.g., doorgaan ‘to continue’).  
6Some speakers find the examples in (9) and (10) marginally acceptable under a progressive 
reading (Hans den Besten, p.c.). 
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that has either an internal endpoint (particle verbs), or one which has been 
completed by virtue of having taken place in the past (past tense clauses), 
implies that a particular individual performed an activity on a particular 
theme or patient. If we discussed the event using non-specific arguments, 
this would make no sense. For example, in *John ate apples up, it makes no 
sense to us to talk about a completed action, like eating up, occurring with a 
non-specified referent. In order for an action to have been completed, it had 
to affect a particular entity.  
 Briefly summarizing, a telic particle verb is always associated with a 
specific direct object. This association is necessary; we cannot talk about a 
completed event having taken place with an unspecified referent. The 
specific/non-specific status of the direct object in Dutch is represented 
morphosyntactically in Dutch by a definite or indefinite determiner (§6.2.1, 
(1)). In the following paragraphs, we address the role of the determiner in 
adult Dutch, as well as the corresponding DP-structure.  
 
6.2.3 Specificity in Adult Dutch 

The definite determiner agrees in number and gender with its noun in adult 
Dutch (12). Dutch has two genders: common and neuter.7 The gender 
distinction is not reflected in the indefinite determiner een (13). 

 
(12) Definite Determiners in Adult Dutch (Specific) 

 NEUTER, SINGULAR het huis  ‘the house’ 

 NEUTER, PLURAL   de huizen ‘the houses’ 

 COMMON, SINGULAR de hond  ‘the dog’ 

 COMMON, PLURAL de honden ‘the dogs’ 

(13) Indefinite Determiners in Adult Dutch (Non-Specific and 
Specific) 

 NEUTER, SINGULAR een huis  ‘a house’ 

 COMMON, SINGULAR een hond ‘a dog’ 
 

In Dutch, the determiner signals the specificity of the nominal 
expression. In other words, the determiner indicates whether a particular 
entity or a class of entities is being referred to. The definite determiners het 
‘the’ and de ‘the’ indicate that a particular referent (or group of referents) is 
being named (14).  

                                                 
7The determiner de ‘the’ is used with the plural forms of both common and neuter nouns, so 
the distinction between common and neuter is only apparent in the singular. 
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(14) Het kind  heeft zijn avondeten niet gegeten. DEFINITE, SPECIFIC 
 the child  has   his  dinner       not  eaten READING 
 ‘The child hasn’t eaten his dinner.’    
 
The indefinite determiner een ‘a’ can refer to a particular entity or to a non-
specific or generic group (15-16) (Fodor & Sag 1982, Van Hout 1996, 
Verkuyl 1972, 1999). The specificity of the indefinite nominal is determined 
by context. In (15), we know that the speaker is referring to a particular dog, 
the dog who bit him/her. Example (16) does not necessarily refer to a 
particular cat, but may refer to cats in general. The absence of a determiner 
altogether may also indicate non-specificity, as shown in (17). In (17), the 
speaker is referring to all or most cats in general – a class reading. 
 
(15) Een hond heeft mij gisteren    gebeten. INDEFINITE, SPECIFIC  
 a   dog     has    me yesterday bitten READING 
 ‘A dog bit me yesterday.’  

(16) Een poesje         houdt niet van water. INDEFINITE, GENERIC  
 a  cat-FEM-DIM  loves  not   of   water READING 
 ‘A cat doesn’t like water.’ 

(17) Katten houden niet van water. Ø DETERMINER, 
 cats      love      not  of   water CLASS READING 
 ‘Cats don’t like water.’ 
 
For the child, this means that he/she must recognize the role of specificity 
and its associated determiner in Dutch. 

The definite determiners het ‘the-NEUTER’ and de ‘the-COMMON’ 
signal to the listener that the referent is a part of mutual knowledge, via 
linguistic copresence, physical copresence, or community membership 
(§1.3). The use of the indefinite een ‘a’ indicates the introduction of a new 
referent. Thus, the determiner system is used to indicate the status of a given 
referent, in terms of mutual knowledge, as well as its specificity.  

The Dutch child must acquire the interaction of specificity and mutual 
knowledge. Figure 6.1 illustrates the relationship between specificity and 
mutual knowledge in a hierarchical form. This figure is not intended to 
imply a particular theoretical structure regarding the DP in adult Dutch, but 
is for expository purposes only. 



 THE ASPECT PHRASE HYPOTHESIS 149  
 
 
Figure 6.1 Determiner Selection in Adult Dutch 
   qp    
        specific    non-specific 
       qp                een/Ø  
 Mutual    Non-Mutual 
 Knowledge  Knowledge 

de/het   een 
 

The syntactic structure we assume for the DP in adult Dutch accounts 
for the specific/non-specific distinction. Specific nominals project up to DP 
(18), while non-specific nominals project only to NumP (19). We assume the 
DP structure in (18) for specific nominal expressions in Dutch (based on 
Abney (1987), Barbiers (1992), Ritter (1991), Schaeffer (1997) and Zwarts 
(1993)).8 Nominal expressions referring to specific entities have an overt 
determiner, such as het ‘the’ or een ‘a’. The overt determiner is the 
morphosyntactic expression of referentiality on the noun phrase (Longobardi 
1994, Schaeffer 1997). These expressions project the full structure up to DP 
and are marked as [+specific].9, 10, 11  

  
(18) SPECIFIC NOMINAL EXPRESSION 

 [DP [D' Het kind] heeft zijn avondeten niet gegeten. 
            the child  has   his  dinner       not  eaten 
 ‘The child hasn’t eaten his dinner.’ 

[DP [D' Een hond]] heeft mij gisteren    gebeten. 
  a   dog     has    me yesterday bitten 
 ‘A dog bit me yesterday.’ 

                                                 
8Barbiers (1992) does not include NumP as such in his tree, but instead has the projection 
Q(uantifier)P. This projection fulfills a similar function but is also used for indefinites. 
9Various functional projections have been proposed between DP and NP, we only include 
NumP in our discussion (Ritter 1991, Valois 1991).  
10Proper names and pronouns are analyzed using the same structure. Proper names are 
generated in N0 and, because they are inherently referential (and specific), raise to D0 
(Longobardi 1994, Schaeffer 1997). Pronouns are also inherently referential; they refer to 
particular entities (Koopman 1993, Schaeffer 1997). We assume that pronouns are base-
generated in N0 and raise to D0 to realize their referentiality (Koopman 1993, Zwarts 1993). 
11Note that we are referring to the class of strong pronouns in Dutch. The status of weak 
pronouns is not relevant to the current discussion. For the reader’s information, however, 
weak pronouns and clitics are not DPs in this analysis, but project only to an intermediate 
functional projection such as NumP (Cardinaletti & Starke 1994, Haegeman 1993, Zwarts 
1993). 
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  DP 

       3 
 Spec  D' 
        3 
   D0   NumP 
       u 
  [+specific]       Num' 
  het             3 
  een      Num0  NP 
         u 
      N' 
         u 
       N0 
         g 

kind 
hond 

 
Like Schaeffer (1997), we assume that indefinite, specific nominal 
expressions fit into the same structure. The indefinite determiner is generated 
in D0 and the noun is generated in N0 (19). Non-specific nominal expressions 
project only to NumP, not DP, as shown in (19) (Ritter 1991, Schaeffer 
1997). 
 
(19) NON-SPECIFIC NOMINAL EXPRESSION 

 [NumP [NUM' Een poesje]]         houdt niet van water. 
        a  cat-FEM-DIM  loves  not   of   water 
 ‘A cat doesn’t like water.’ 

   NumP 
           u 
    Num' 
             3 
   Num0  NP 
     g      u 

een   N' 
          u 
       N0 
        g 
                 poesje 
 
Not only does the determiner indicate the specificity of a given nominal 
expression, but it also provides the addressee with information about the 
referential status of the expression. In §6.2.1, we saw that the use of the 
definite determiner indicated that a specific referent was known to the 
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speaker and addressee. Use of the indefinite determiner (in the specific 
sense) points out that the referent is new information for the addressee.  
 We have outlined our assumptions regarding the structure of the DP in 
adult Dutch. In particular, we have an account for how specificity is 
represented syntactically. Specificity versus non-specificity is distinguished 
by the projection up to DP in specific nominal expressions, while non-
specific nominal expressions project only to NumP. Since specified direct 
objects are required in telic predicates, we know that DPs appear in telic 
predicates whereas NumPs do not.  
 
6.2.4 Conclusion 

The preceding sections illustrate that the direct object plays a crucial role in 
the aspectual value of a predicate. A specified direct object used with an 
incremental verb results in a telic reading of the predicate, while a non-
specified direct object results in an atelic reading with the same verb. 
Specification of the direct object is indicated by the presence of a definite or 
indefinite determiner with the nominal expression. Bare plural nouns or mass 
nouns are often non-specified arguments. Telic predicates in adult Dutch 
include the AspP projection. In adult Dutch, these predicates only take 
specified direct objects. The verb raises into Asp0 to check its telic feature, 
while the direct object raises into SpecAspP. 
 We assume that UG provides the child with the information that 
specific direct objects are required in telic predicates. Several theories of 
telicity rely on this implicational relationship to be available in UG 
(Gavruseva, forthcoming, Verkuyl 1999).12 
 To determine whether or not the relationship between telicity (i.e. 
particles in child Dutch) and the direct object plays a role in child object 
drop, we need to know if children recognize telicity and specificity. We look 
first at whether children distinguish between telic and atelic predicates 
(§6.3.1). This may provide us with (counter-) evidence for the projection of 
AspP in child Dutch. We also investigate the acquisition of the telic particles 
themselves. We then look at whether or not children differentiate the 
specific/non-specific distinction. Three possibilities present themselves. 
First, children may not make the specific/non-specific distinction. 
Consequently, specificity will not be related in any way to the higher rates of 
object drop in the telic clauses. In this case, an external, undetermined factor 
is playing a significant role. The second option, again based on the absence 

                                                 
12Children must still learn which morphosyntactic elements indicate telicity in their target 
language. For example, a Dutch child must learn that particles in Dutch may be used to 
indicate telicity. Once he/she recognizes this group, he/she knows, from UG, that only 
specified direct objects occur with the particles. 
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of the specific/non-specific distinction, is that a property of the particle verbs 
themselves permits high rates of object drop during these stages of 
development (independent of the direct object).13 Third, the strongest claim 
would be that children make the specific/non-specific distinction in their 
grammar. If this is the case, then specific direct objects are undergoing high 
rates of drop in telic clauses.14 We explore these possibilities in §6.3.2.  
 
6.3 Telicity and Specificity in Child Dutch 

6.3.1 The Acquisition of Telicity 

To determine whether or not the telic structure of the particle verb plays a 
role in direct object drop, we require evidence that children in this age group 
recognize telicity.  
 Studies of child language indicate that children differentiate between 
telic and atelic verbs. Crosslinguistic research shows that lexically telic verbs 
are frequently marked with the past tense, while activity verbs appear in the 
present tense, or with a progressive marker (Wagner 1999). Table 6.1 
summarizes several studies from a wide variety of languages, cited in 
Wagner (1999:85-97).  
 
Table 6.1 Child Languages in Which Telicity Effects Were Found (based on  
  Wagner 1999:85-97) 

Language Age  Study 
1;11 – 2;04 Bloom, Lifter & Hafitz (1980) 
1;04 – 5;01 Olsen, Weinberg, Lilly, & 

Drury (1998) 

 
English 

1;06 – 4;09 Shirai & Anderson (1995) 
Italian 1;06 – 2;05 Antinucci & Miller (1976) 

Brazilian Portuguese 0;08 – 2;05 de Lemos (1981) 
Catalan 1;09 – 2;01 Llinas i Grau (1997) 
Polish 1;07 – 2;02 Bloom & Harner (1989) 

German 1;03 – 2;08 Behrens (1992) 
Turkish 1;09 – 2;06 Aksu-Koç (1988) 

2;00 Berman (1983) Hebrew 
1;07 – 2;04 Armon-Lotem (1997) 

Mandarin Chinese 3;00 – 6;00 Li (1990) 
                                                 
13For example, Sawyer (1999) proposes that high rates of object drop in verb adverbial 
constructions (a type of verb particle construction) are the result of the object appearing as the 
subject in a theme-predicate relation with the particle-element. 
14Recall from §3.2.5 that Jakubowicz et al (1997b) state that the most dropped objects in child 
German are non-specific; this contradicts the conclusions we reach here for Dutch. However, 
in their study, the criteria and statistical evidence for their conclusions is not presented, so we 
will not address this issue further. 
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We see from these data that children are indeed sensitive to the telicity 
distinction, regardless of their target language. In child Dutch, de Haan 
(1986, 1987) and Wijnen (1995b) find that verbs in their nonfinite form tend 
to “denote action or change” (Wijnen & Verrips 1998:233), while “finite 
verbs express time or modality” (Wijnen & Verrips 1998:233). We assume 
that the telic verbs fall into the group of nonfinite verbs, since they often 
refer to an action or change of state. So, Dutch children do appear to 
distinguish between verb types, on the basis of their event structure. 
However, a study looking specifically at the verb marking on telic versus 
atelic verbs in child Dutch is lacking. Based on the extensive crosslinguistic 
evidence, we argue that Dutch children are likely to be sensitive to and 
producing a distinction between telic and atelic verbs. The next question is: 
while Dutch children may recognize telicity, do they recognize the role that 
the particles play in telicity? We look at evidence indicating that they do - 
from very early in linguistic development. 
 Jordens (2000) investigates the emergence of particles in child 
Dutch in children between the ages of 1;08 and 3;01. Particles begin to 
appear in two-word utterances (Jordens 2000, Wijnen & Verrips 1998). 
Often these particles are taken to act as independent predicates (Bennis et al 
1995, Jordens 2000, Wijnen & Verrips 1998). Jordens (2000) finds that the 
particles only “refer to a Result State of a Causative action” (Jordens 2000:7) 
before the age of 1;09 – 1;10. As the particles begin to be used with verbs, 
they behave much like resultative adverbs (Jordens 2000). Resultatives are 
by their very nature telic predicates (i.e. they refer to events which have been 
completed). These data indicate that children know from an early stage that 
the particles indicate the completion of a given event. Van Hout (1996, 
2000) presents evidence indicating that Dutch-speaking children recognize 
the role of particles in telicity by the age of three. In an experiment where 
the task involved differentiating event types using the specification of the 
direct object or the presence of a particle, children were more likely to 
interpret a predicate as telic if a particle were present. Children interpreted 
clauses as telic at a rate of 17%, based on the (non-) specificity of the direct 
object. In contrast, they interpreted similar clauses with a telic particle as 
telic in 50% of cases. This indicates that particles are relevant cues used by 
children to determine the telicity value of a given predicate. They interpret 
telic particles as imparting a telic interpretation. 
 Based on the crosslinguistic data, as well as the Dutch data, we assume 
that children are recognizing the telic value of particles from an early age 
(i.e. at least from 1;09). These facts, in addition to the distribution of tense 
marking by verb type, provide direct and indirect evidence for the projection 
of AspP from 1;09 in Dutch children. Once they acquire the telic/non-telic 



 CHAPTER 6 154 
 
distinction, they use AspP. This follows from the weak continuity 
assumptions we outlined in §1.2.2. We look at how children acquire 
specificity in the next section.   
 
6.3.2 The Acquisition of Specificity 

Based on the structure we assume for adult Dutch, three pieces of knowledge 
are necessary for the child to learn how to produce adult-like nominal 
expressions. The child must recognize the structural differences between 
specific and non-specific nominals. He/she must also recognize that the 
selection of the determiner is partly based on whether the referent is 
mutually known. Note that specificity is not equivalent to mutual 
knowledge. Mutual knowledge involves the perspectives of multiple 
participants and refers to what is commonly known between them. 
Specificity refers only to whether or not a nominal expression refers to a 
unique individual. 

Crosslinguistic evidence that children are capable of producing the 
specific/non-specific distinction from an early age is overwhelming. Studies 
on several languages, including English, French and Russian, indicate that 
children are sensitive to the specific/non-specific distinction as young as two 
years old (Russian: Avrutin & Brun 2001, English: Brown 1973, Maratsos 
1976, French: Karmiloff-Smith 1981, see Cziko 1986 for a survey of several 
studies). Generally, children use the definite determiner to refer to specific 
nominals, while the indefinite determiner is used for non-specifics (Brown 
1973, Karmiloff-Smith 1979). While many of these studies are based on the 
acquisition of the determiner system, the specific/non-specific distinction is 
also manifested in children acquiring languages without determiners, such as 
Russian (Avrutin & Brun 2001).  

Errors in child language indicate that children use the definite 
determiner to mark specificity, regardless of the mutual knowledge status of 
the referent (Bresson 1974, Brown 1973, Garton 1983, Maratsos 1976, 
Karmiloff-Smith 1979). Non-specific nominals consistently appear with the 
indefinite determiner. Cziko (1986), in his survey of several studies on the 
emerging determiner system, concludes: “children may simply be using the 
definite article for +S [=specific] referents and the indefinite article for –S 
[=non-specific] referents, without the slightest suspicion that the listener’s 
perspective has anything to do with the choice of articles” (Cziko 1986:896). 
Evidence for this strategy is present across languages (Avrutin & Brun 2001, 
Clancy 1993, 1997, Guerriero et al 2001). 

Summing up the crosslinguistic data, children use determiners, at least 
initially, to mark specificity only. Either the child does not yet recognize the 
role of mutual knowledge in selecting the determiner, or he/she is not yet 
cognitively capable of taking his/her listener’s perspective into account. 
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Although no direct research has been done to test the hypothesis that 
Dutch children use determiners to mark specificity, indirect evidence 
indicates that they do have the specific/non-specific distinction. Schaeffer 
(1997) shows that at two years old, children begin to make this distinction. 
She finds that three-year old Dutch children use the specific/non-specific 
distinction in object scrambling structures. They scramble direct objects 
appropriately (i.e. specific direct objects are scrambled while non-specific 
direct objects are not). They could not do this without recognizing 
specificity. Based on Schaeffer’s study (1997) and the crosslinguistic data, 
we assume that Dutch children start to comprehend and produce specific and 
non-specific direct objects around the age of two. This evidence indicates 
that children are differentiating between specific and non-specific nominals.  
 
6.3.3 Conclusion  

The discussion in §6.2 looked at the relationship between telicity and the 
specificity of direct objects in telic clauses. We saw in §6.3.1 that previous 
research indicates that children are sensitive to aspectual distinctions. Dutch 
children, in particular, acquire the aspectual meaning attached to the 
particles. Based on these data, we assume that Dutch children, between the 
ages of 1;08 and 3;01 have access to AspP. Knowing that AspP appears to 
play a role in their grammar, we turned to the question of whether or not 
specificity is recognized.  

We were left with three possibilities with respect to specificity in the 
child data (§6.2.3). First, children will not produce the specific/non-specific 
distinction. In this case, specificity is not related to higher rates of object 
drop in the telic clauses. Second, children will not produce the specific/non-
specific distinction, but another property of the particle verbs is associated 
with higher levels of object drop. Object drop would not be related to either 
specificity or telicity, but to another property of the particle verbs. Neither of 
these claims is upheld in the preceding discussion. Earlier literature indicates 
clearly that children have the specificity distinction from an early age. Based 
on this, we can argue that children produce the specific/non-specific 
distinction. Thus, the third claim, proposing that children are making the 
specificity distinction, appears to be upheld. The early ability to differentiate 
between specific and non-specific nominals, paired with evidence that 
children assign telic values to particles indicates that children are dropping 
high numbers of specific direct objects in telic clauses.  
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6.4 The Syntactic Licensing of Object Drop in Child Dutch: 
 The AspP Hypothesis 

The data from child Dutch, as presented in Chapter 5, indicate that object 
drop rates are higher in telic-marked clauses. When we further investigate 
the role of the direct object in telic/particle clauses in adult Dutch, we find 
that the direct object must be specific. Independent data from language 
acquisition indicate that children in this age group are sensitive to the 
specific/non-specific distinction, as well as the telic value of particles 
(§6.3.2). UG provides them with the information that telicity and specificity 
are closely related. Therefore, children understand the relationship between 
specificity and telicity. Telic predicates require specific direct objects.  
 We assume that children project AspP in their telic predicates.15 The 
evidence shows that children associate a telic meaning with the particles 
from an early age. Thus, when they start producing particle verbs (i.e. telic 
predicates), they project AspP. The (finite or nonfinite) verb raises out of the 
VP and into Asp0 to check its telicity feature (20). Based on evidence 
indicating that children distinguish specific and non-specific nominals, we 
argue that they move specific direct objects to SpecAspP (20).  
 
(20)         … 
   3  
                    TP 
                   3 
           Spec     T’ 
          subjecti 3 
           T0          AspP 
                          3 
         Spec   Asp’ 
                    direct objectj/   3 

        ec         Asp0   VP 
                  verbk           3 
                        Spec V’ 
               ti             3 
                          tj           V 
                  tk 
 
As stated in §1.2.2, we adopt the weak continuity approach whereby TP is 
available in nonfinite clauses. However, T0 is interpreted discursively in 
nonfinite clauses (Hoekstra & Hyams 1998). In infinitival clauses, the verb 

                                                 
15The following analysis, the Aspect Phrase hypothesis, is based in large part on a proposal 
presented initially in Thrift and Hyams (2001). 
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remains in Asp0. Spec-head agreement between the telic feature of the verb 
(Asp0) and the specificity of the direct object (SpecAspP) (20) closely 
resembles the Spec-head relationship between the (overt or null) topic 
operator and finite verb in adult Dutch topic drop structures (§2.2.3).16 We 
argue that, like topic drop in adult Dutch, this configuration syntactically 
licenses direct object drop. In adult Dutch, null objects are grammatically 
licensed in this configuration only. The child consistently hears dropped 
objects in a Spec-head relationship with an overt verb. We believe that they 
apply this licensing relationship to AspP, where the nonfinite verb and direct 
object are in a Spec-head relationship. We have a possible answer to Q8 
“Why does object drop not occur sentence-initially?”.17 Object drop is 
licensed within AspP in the child’s grammar. AspP is located clause-
internally, therefore objects are dropped clause-internally, not from 
sentence-initial position. 
 Object drop is also licensed in nonfinite nonparticle verbs, if they have 
a telic interpretation (i.e. a specific direct object is required). The telic 
particle is not necessary for the projection of AspP. AspP may be projected 
in other telic clauses, resulting in the same Spec-head configuration between 
the verb and direct object. The nonparticle verb raises to Asp to check 
telicity, just as a particle verb would. The direct object raises to SpecAspP to 
check its specificity. Thus, object drop is grammatically licensed in these 
clauses. 
 In finite telic clauses, the verb raises out of Asp0 into T0 (§1.2.2). We 
argue that the licensing relationship between the verb and direct object (for 
object drop) is no longer available once the verb moves out of AspP. The 
verb leaves a trace behind, and is no longer overt in the relevant head 
position.18 The child only hears object drop in the input with the verb overtly 
realized in the head position. The verb must appear in C0 in order for the 
appropriate feature-checking relationship with the direct object drop to be 
possible (e.g. topic and finiteness features, §2.4). We expect little or no 
object drop in finite telic clauses where the verb precedes the direct object.  
 Given our assumptions regarding the representation of specificity in 
child Dutch the dropped object must be an empty DP. We may choose 
between: PRO, pro, or an empty variable. Since the dropped direct object is 

                                                 
16As mentioned in Chapter 2, our definition of government relies on m-command (Chomsky 
1986) (Chapter 2, footnote 37). 
17If object drop were to occur in finite telic clauses, at this stage, we expect to be from 
sentence-initial position (i.e. CP) rather than clause-internally (i.e. AspP). 
18This creates an issue in terms of case assignment, in particular, how it is possible for the 
trace of a verb to assign accusative case to the direct object, but no longer able to participate 
in a Spec-head agreement relationship with the direct object. This requires further research 
and thought, but we acknowledge that this analysis is not unproblematic. 
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properly governed by the verb (i.e. receives accusative case from the verb), it 
cannot be PRO. This leaves us with a choice between pro and an empty 
variable. Pro must be licensed by a governing head (Rizzi 1986); in this 
structure, the verb may serve as the licensing lexical head.19 Identification of 
pro occurs through an A-binding relationship with features on the licensing 
head (Huang 1984). Rich verb-object agreement morphology may function 
as the licensing head (Jaeggli & Safir 1989). Alternatively, a nominal 
expression may act as an antecedent, identifying pro (Huang 1984, 1989). 
We know that Dutch does not have rich verb-object agreement morphology, 
so pro cannot be identified this way in child Dutch. Pro also cannot be 
identified by the matrix subject because it would result in an incorrect 
interpretation. Therefore, the empty direct object cannot be pro. 
 We are left with only one possibility: the empty direct object is an 
empty variable. Empty variables must be governed, like pro, but are 
identified via Ā-binding (Huang 1984). Using the same machinery as in 
adult Dutch (and other adult languages), we argue that the empty variable is 
generated in the direct object position and identified by a zero topic, external 
to and adjoined to the clause (21-22). This parallels the structure we saw in 
adult Dutch in which a zero topic serves to identify the empty topic operator. 
Under this analysis, empty direct objects in child Dutch mirror empty topics 
in adult Dutch. Not only do they appear in a similar Spec-head 
configuration, but they are identified by a zero topic, as well.20, 21 
 
(21) [Topic Øi  ] [TP  madam [AspP  eci  toedoen         [VP …]]]    
               madam                 close-do-INF   
 Arnold 2;06.22 (4.31) 

(22)  [Topic  Øi ]  [TP [AspP eci   aftrekken      [VP  …]]]                                          
        off-pull-INF    

 Gijs 2;06.23 (5.51) 

                                                 
19Rizzi (1986) argues that languages may select which, if any, lexical heads permit pro. The 
Dutch child encounters evidence in the input (i.e. topic drop structures) that the verb licenses 
direct object drop. 
20This discussion outlines arguments similar to those laid out in the PRO-Adjunction 
hypothesis (§3.3.4). The PRO-Adjunction Hypothesis relies on the empty variable 
transforming into PRO when it adjoins to IP. However, our analysis treats the antecedent as a 
zero topic, much as it would be in adult Dutch. This results in a grammar more closely 
aligned with the adult system. 
21Given this structure, we expect the null topic to also be overtly realized. Although we 
determined that topicalization is rare in finite clauses in §5.4, we did not investigate the order 
of constituents in nonfinite clauses. Further research would explore whether direct objects 
precede subjects in nonfinite clauses. 
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The empty variable replacing the specific direct object appears in a DP. As 
discussed in §6.3.2, children are making the specific/non-specific distinction 
from an early age. We would expect them to make this distinction 
syntactically. Specific nominals appear in DP constructions, so the empty 
variable is base-generated in D0.  

Identification of the zero topic in child Dutch is highly flexible. This is 
a result of their (low level of) cognitive development at this age (§1.3). 
Recall that the direct object drop in child language occurs at rates much 
higher than those in adult Dutch (8% - 67% versus 15%) (Table 5.38). The 
formal licensing mechanism we presented above addresses why object drop 
occurs in telic clauses, not why the rates are consistently higher than for 
adult Dutch. The consistently higher rates of object drop indicate that 
children may apply different, less restrictive identification criteria. We know 
that under the age of three, children work from a highly egocentric 
perspective because they have not yet developed a Theory of Mind (§1.3). 
At this stage, we believe that the child identifies empty elements freely, 
according to his/her own perspective. Therefore, high rates of object drop are 
observed, even within the formal licensing mechanism we discussed. In this 
sense, cognitive development directly impacts the child’s linguistic 
development. 

We summarize the analysis briefly to this point. The particle verbs are 
overtly marked as telic by the particle. Children recognize this relationship 
between the particle and its telic meaning from as young as 1;08 (Jordens 
2000). We argue that they project AspP in their grammar when producing a 
telic predicate. Children also know that telic predicates require a specific 
direct object (from UG). Evidence from child language acquisition indicates 
that children are making the specific/non-specific distinction from around 
the age of two years old (Cziko 1986, Schaeffer 1997). On the basis of these 
two sets of facts, we can reasonably assume that children are not only 
projecting AspP, but they are raising the verb to Asp0 and the direct object to 
SpecAspP. The resulting Spec-head relationship licenses direct object drop. 
The direct object may appear as an empty variable, identified by a zero topic 
external to the clause. Direct object drop in child Dutch structurally parallels 
topic drop in adult Dutch. The syntactic account addresses why object drop 
occurs clause-internally in nonfinite telic clauses. High rates of object drop 
are observed because the child uses a less restrictive set of identification 
constraints on null elements. We must now address why children eventually 
stop dropping objects in AspP (i.e. clause-internally) as well as the overall 
decrease in object drop.  

Syntactically, we predict that object drop will decrease with the 
activation of CP in the child’s language and the disappearance of root 
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infinitival forms in the child’s grammar. As children move out of the 
Optional Infinitival stage, they will produce fewer and fewer nonfinite telic 
verbs. The verbs will raise from Asp0 to T0 (and C0). The trace the verb 
leaves in Asp0 is no longer able to participate in licensing the null object; the 
Spec-head relationship is no longer available in AspP. As CP is used more 
frequently, the verb and direct object appear in this Spec-head configuration, 
and object drop occurs sentence-initially. The relevant feature-checking 
relationship is between the topic (i.e. direct object) and finiteness (i.e. verb), 
not telicity and specificity (§2.4). Syntactic development, according to our 
analysis, affects the grammatical licensing of object drop. 

Identification of the empty direct object is affected by cognitive 
development. We know that Dutch children stop producing non-sentence-
initial object drop between the ages of 2;07 and 3;01 (Table 5.38). Based on 
what we know of cognitive development under the age of three, children are 
likely to overuse zero topics in their language (§1.3). Not only must they 
achieve a certain level of cognitive development to appropriately assess 
mutually known information, but they must also require language-specific 
restrictions on what (if anything) may appear as a zero topic. Once children 
develop a Theory of Mind, they are capable of determining mutually known 
information. Direct object drop will decrease because children will begin to 
differentiate between mutually known and new information. Later, we 
expect that children will recognize that mutual knowledge is also not a 
sufficient condition for identification, but that adult Dutch requires 
discourse-linking (§2.4).   

We now address the last question from Chapter 5, Q9 “Why is object 
drop significantly higher in nonfinite clauses than in finite clauses?”. The 
numbers indicate that the rates of object drop in nonfinite clauses are 
proportionally higher than the rates of object drop in finite clauses (§5.5, 
Table 5.19). We believe that the higher rates of object drop in the nonfinite 
verbs may be an epiphenomenon related to the types of verbs produced in 
their infinitival forms in child Dutch, as we alluded to in §5.7. Nonfiniteness 
and object drop are associated because object drop is licensed in clauses 
where the verb does not raise higher than Asp0. As such, the association is 
not a direct result of finiteness, but is related to the tendency for a certain 
class of verbs to appear in their nonfinite forms in child Dutch (i.e. eventive 
verbs). 
 Wijnen (1998) finds a strong, consistent trend in child Dutch whereby 
the majority of infinitival clauses are eventive or dynamic verbs. In contrast, 
the finite verb forms are overwhelmingly non-eventive. This effect is often 
referred to as the Eventivity Constraint (Wijnen 1998). In Wijnen’s 
terminology (1998), eventive verbs include activities, accomplishments and 
achievements (e.g. hit, kiss, eat). They “have inherent temporal 
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characteristics, in that they denote eventualities with a specific onset… 
and/or a duration… and/or a definite end point” (Wijnen 1998:385). Non-
eventive verbs include stative verbs (e.g. know and love). Specifically, 
Wijnen (1998:393) shows that 93% or more of the root infinitivals are 
eventive verbs. Approximately 51% of the finite verb forms in Wijnen’s 
study are non-eventive verbs. Table 6.2 shows that virtually all the transitive 
particle verbs are in their infinitival form (for the rates for individual 
children, see Appendix 13).  
 
Table 6.2 Average Rates of Infinitival Clauses in Transitive Particle Verbs and  
 Transitive Non-Particle Verbs in All Utterances by Young Dutch  
 Children (n=6) by MLU Level  

Transitive Particle 
Verbs 

Transitive Non-
Particle Verbs 

 
MLU 
Level Raw 

Numbers 
% of 

Nonfinite 
Clauses 

Raw 
Numbers 

% of 
Nonfinite 
Clauses 

 
Stat. 
Sig. 

I 1/1 n.c. 5/15 33%  
II 5/5 n.c. 11/49 28%  
III 11/26 42% 210/226 93% ***22 
IV 94/100 94% 397/457 87% *23 
V  79/85 93% 221/320 69% ***24 
VI 52/54 96% 60/155 39% ***25 
VII 38/78 49% 224/543 41%  
VIII 9/14 64% 24/109 22% **26 
Total 289/363 80% 1152/1874 61% ***27 

 
This falls in line with the effects reported by Wijnen (1998). The high rates 
of object drop with these verbs is not related to finiteness, but is instead 
related to the telicity of the predicate. Telic verbs, which are primarily 
nonfinite, may only move to Asp0, whereas finite verbs (many of which are 
not telic) move past Asp0 into T0.  The reasons for why eventive verbs are 
frequently nonfinite requires further explanation, but is beyond the scope of 
this dissertation. Basically, the association between nonfiniteness and direct 
object drop in child Dutch is attributable to the types of verbs appearing in 

                                                 
22MLU III: χ2 = 55.366, df =1, Fisher’s exact p < 0.001 
23MLU IV: χ2 = 3.992, df =1, p < 0.05 
24MLU V: χ2 = 19.940, df =1, p < 0.001 
25MLU VI: χ2 = 53.398, df = 1, p < 0.001 
26MLU VIII: χ2 = 11.291, df =1, Fisher’s exact p < 0.01 
27χ2 = 43.663, df = 1, p < 0.001 
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their infinitival form, rather than due to any particular property associated 
with infinitival clauses themselves.  
  Another issue which we have not addressed in our analysis is the 
rate of object drop with finite verb forms in child Dutch. The rates are 
certainly not negligible (5% - 80%) (Table 5.12). In most stages of 
development, particularly after MLU Level III, rates of object drop with 
finite verbs are much lower than in their nonfinite counterparts. Given our 
analysis, we do not expect the Spec-head licensing relation in finite clauses. 
We must find an alternative explanation for the existence of object drop in 
finite clauses. One possibility is that object drop in finite clauses is simply an 
extension of Stage 1 object drop. Zero topics may license an empty variable 
anywhere in the clause. This is an unappealing approach as it would weaken 
our proposal that the Spec-head relationship between the direct object and 
verb syntactically licenses object drop. Zero topics would be available across 
the board. However, finite clauses are considered grammatically anchored 
(via an operator in C0) (§1.2.2). We may argue that since the clause is 
anchored, its reference is firmly established. An empty object may be 
permitted by virtue of the fact that the clause is anchored in this way. This 
would still restrict the distribution of zero topics in child language, while 
explaining object drop in the finite clauses. In essence, we will have to 
explain object drop in finite and nonfinite clauses differently. Ultimately, our 
approach encounters the same problem as the PRO-Adjunction hypothesis 
(§3.3.4). 
 An additional problem arises when considering the relationship 
between finiteness, verb movement and AspP. We do not have an obvious 
explanation for why direct objects would not be dropped from SpecAspP in 
adult Dutch in those clauses where the verb does not move higher than 
AspP. For example, an embedded telic verb and a specific direct object are 
in a Spec-head relationship. The embedded verb does not move because it is 
not finite. According to the proposal presented here, nothing forces the child 
to stop dropping direct objects in these cases. Possibly, the child may 
recognize that the properties of Spec-head agreement between the verb and 
direct object in AspP (i.e. telicity and specificity) differ from the Spec-head 
agreement in CP (i.e. topic and verb). Alternatively, identification of an 
empty variable may not be able to reach “through” the CP. Clause-internal 
empty variables are not grammatical clause-internally because they cannot 
be identified. However, nothing in the current proposal addresses this issue 
directly. 

The following section summarizes our analysis and outlines a course 
of language development with particular reference to object drop (§6.5). 
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6.5 Bringing the Elements Together: The Developmental Sequence  

of Object Drop 

The last sections discussed the answers to the questions posed at the 
beginning of this chapter with respect to object drop in child Dutch. We 
looked at object drop from various perspectives. In the following paragraphs, 
we pull these elements together to provide a broader picture of what takes 
place in the child’s grammar. The developmental sequence is divided into 
the stages presented in Table 5.38. 
 

6.5.1 Stage 1 (1;08 – 2;00) 

Children in Stage 1 produce high rates of object drop, indiscriminately 
(63%). During this stage, between the ages of 1;08 and 1;10, we believe that 
object drop may not be linked to a particular syntactic configuration. In other 
words, a formal licensing mechanism may not be present at this stage. 
Cognitive development would be the major factor in object drop at this 
stage. This would explain the lack of any detectable syntactic pattern 
associated with object drop during these stages. Due to the low level of 
cognitive development, identification restrictions are minimal. The 
identification of empty elements is completely related to the child’s 
perception of the world around him/her. Further research of object drop 
during this stage is required before a more detailed explanation can be found. 

  
6.5.2  Stages 2 and 3 (1;10 – 3;01) 

We group Stages 2 and 3 together here because both stages show the 
growing influence of telicity on object drop. These stages cover a significant 
time period in development. Rates of object drop (26% - 30%) are much 
lower than in Stage 1. Children produce longer clauses (MLU 2.51 – 6.25). 

Syntactic development begins to play a more important role during 
this stage. Children apply formal licensing to object drop. The acquisition of 
telicity and specificity mark a turning point in object drop. AspP and DP are 
now available to the child. Telic verbs consistently move into Asp0 and 
specific direct objects raise to SpecAspP. Children overgeneralize the Spec-
head relationship between (overt or null) topic operators and finite verbs in 
adult Dutch to AspP. Null variables in object position are licensed by the 
Spec-head relation between the direct object and the nonfinite verb. The 
empty variable (generated in the position of the direct object) is identified by 
a zero topic, adjoined to the clause. Object drop rates with telic predicates 
are high during these stages. We expect particle verbs to undergo high rates 
of object drop and other telic predicates with specific direct objects to 
undergo comparable rates of object drop. Cognitively, children do not yet 
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have a fully-developed Theory of Mind, resulting in minimal identification 
restrictions on null objects. Mutual knowledge plays no role in which direct 
objects are dropped, so object drop rates are high. 

 
6.5.3 Stages 4 and 5 (2;07 and older) 

Stage 4 is marked by a decrease in the rate of object drop to approximately 
8%. Under the proposed analysis, syntactic and cognitive development result 
in decreased object drop.  

 Syntactically, as the child acquires CP, we expect object drop rates 
to decrease considerably. The formal licensing relationship between the verb 
and direct object in AspP no longer exists. Clause-internal object drop 
should decrease. Since the presence of CP makes the appearance of clause-
internal empty DPs in the child’s language illicit, we expect to see decreases 
in object drop correlate with increases in the use of determiners. Only 
specific direct objects (i.e. DPs) appear in AspP, so decreases in object drop 
in AspP should correspond to increases in the appearance of determiners. 
Sentence-initial object drop is still rare in Stage 4, as is object topicalization 
(§5.4).  

Cognitive development directly impacts the child’s ability to apply 
language-specific restrictions on the identification of zero topics. However, 
as the child approaches the age of three, we predict that he/she will begin to 
develop a Theory of Mind. We expect mutual knowledge to begin to play a 
role in the identification of null objects. The rates of object drop will 
decrease overall. 
 By the age of four, children drop objects from sentence-initial position 
(SpecCP). Few postverbal direct objects are dropped from their speech 
(Blankenstijn & Scheper, forthcoming, §3.2.6). Children have shifted into 
using CP regularly. Many of the errors they make at this stage in 
development are due to identification problems (Blankenstijn & Scheper, 
forthcoming, §3.2.6). We now investigate further evidence to support the 
predictions made by the Aspect Hypothesis.  
 
6.6 Further Empirical Evidence 

In this section, we look at evidence supporting the hypothesis and course of 
development as proposed in §6.4-§6.5. We first discuss decreases in 
infinitival particle verbs and any possible relationship to decreases in object 
drop with the particle verbs. We then look at the decreases in object drop 
rates to determine if they correspond to an increased use of determiners, 
which we would expect if empty D0’s and DPs were no longer permitted. 
Finally, assuming the AspP hypothesis is correct, we would expect it to be 
crosslinguistically applicable. In other words, we predict that object drop 
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rates may be high in telic predicates across a variety of child languages. We 
look at object drop in a child acquiring English to determine if object drop is 
associated with telic predicates.  
 
6.6.1 Object Drop in Particle Verbs and Finiteness 

As the number of nonfinite particle verbs decreases, we predict that the rate 
of object drop in particle verbs should also decrease. The finite verb will 
raise out of Asp0 into higher functional projections to check tense features 
and the Spec-head configuration between the verb and direct object in AspP 
no longer exists. We look at the object drop rates in particle verbs and the 
number of infinitival particle verbs. Decreases in infinitival forms should 
correspond with decreases in object drop to maintain the AspP hypothesis. 
Table 6.3 presents rates of object drop with the particle verbs and the 
proportion of infinitival particle verbs, by MLU Level. 
 
Table 6.3 Rates of Object Drop with Particle Verbs Compared to Rates of  
   Infinitival Particle Verbs in All Utterances by Young Dutch  
   Children (n=6) by MLU Level 

Rate of Object Drop in 
the Particle Verbs 

Rate of Infinitival Forms in 
the Particle Verbs 

 
MLU 
Level Raw 

Numbers 
% with Null 

Objects 
Raw 

Numbers 
% in Infinitival 

Forms 
I 0/1 n.c. 1/1 n.c. 
II 3/5 n.c. 5/5 n.c. 
III 12/26 46% 11/26 42% 
IV 39/100 39% 94/100 94% 
V 41/85 41% 79/85 93% 
VI 36/54 67% 52/54 96% 
VII 14/78 18% 38/78 49% 
VIII 0/4 n.c. 9/14 64% 

 
The rate of object drop decreases from 67% at MLU Level VI to 18% at 
MLU Level VII. This difference is highly statistically significant (p < 
0.001).28 At the same time, the proportion of infinitival particle verbs also 
decreases dramatically from 96% at MLU Level VI to 49% at MLU Level 
VII. The difference here is also highly significant (p < 0.001).29 

                                                 
28The difference between rates of object drop MLU Levels VI and VII is significant: χ2 = 
32.185, df = 1, p < 0.001. 
29The difference between rates of infinitival particle verb forms between MLU Levels VI and 
VII is significant: χ2 = 33.926, df =1, p < 0.001. 
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 The data from this study indicate object drop rates with the particle 
verbs decrease with the disappearance of infinitival particle verb forms and 
activation of the C-system. Thus, this prediction is upheld by our data.  
 
6.6.2 Object Drop and Determiner Use 

Under the current hypothesis, empty DPs are no longer permitted in AspP, as 
finite verbs are used more frequently. Therefore, those specific direct objects 
will appear in overt DPs which often include a determiner. We would expect 
decreases in clause-internal object drop to overlap or correspond with 
increased use of determiners in child Dutch. We discuss the acquisition of 
the determiner system in the paragraphs below. 
 Determiner acquisition follows a similar path across languages, albeit 
at different rates (Bohnacker 1997). Generally, during the earliest stages, no 
determiners are produced. Nouns are produced in their bare form. The next 
stage is characterized by the optional use of determiners whereby some 
nominal expressions appear with determiners while others do not. 
Eventually, determiners become obligatory (assuming they are obligatory in 
the adult target). Dutch children also follow this pattern.  
 Schaerlaekens and Gillis (1987), who studied the children considered 
in this study, find the determiners appear between the ages of 1;09 and 2;05 
(Table 6.4). Regular determiner use emerges later,  between 1;11 and 2;09. 
Table 6.4 illustrates the first appearances of de ‘the-COMMON’, het ‘the-
NEUTER’ and een ‘a’ according to Schaerlaekens and Gillis (1987, Schema 
5.1). ‘Adequate and regular use of’ refers to the consistent appearance of 
determiners where a determiner is expected.30 We are primarily concerned 
with the last stage in development – when determiners appear regularly.  
 

                                                 
30Schaerlakens and Gillis (1987) do not refer to a particular threshold value to define regular 
use of the determiners. They state only that at this stage, determiners appeared when they 
would be necessary in the adult language, most of the time. 



 THE ASPECT PHRASE HYPOTHESIS 167  
 
Table 6.4 First Appearances of Determiners in Child Dutch for Maria, Diederik,  
 Arnold, Joost, Katelijne and Gijs (based on Schaerlaekens and Gillis  
 1987, Schema 5.1) 

First 
Appearance: 

een de het Regular Use 
of de/een 

Maria 2;05 
4.1231 

2;07 
4.52 

-a 

 
2;09 
6.09 

Diederik 2;02 
3.51 

2;07 
4.86 

- 2;08 
5.44 

Arnold 2;01 
3.45 

2;02 
3.50 

3;00 
6.92 

2;09 
6.05 

Joost 2;00 
2.51 

2;00 
2.51 

- 2;09 
4.65 – 5.80 

Katelijne 2;01 
2.92 – 3.33 

2;01 
2.92 – 3.33 

2;09 
5.99 

2;07 
5.99 

Gijs 1;09 
2.28 

1;10 
2.73 

2;00 
3.91 

1;11 
3.19 – 3.91 

aThe – mark indicates that the first form of het ‘the-NEUTER’ had yet to appear by the last 
recorded transcript (3;01, 3;01 and 2;10, respectively). 
 
If we look at Stages 3 and 4 in object drop, as presented in the previous 
chapter (Table 5.38), we see that object drop decreases dramatically (15% to 
8%).32 In four of the six children, the age and MLU of the decrease in object 
drop corresponds to regular use of determiners (Arnold, Diederik, Katelijne 
and Maria) (Table 6.5). Shaded boxes indicate this overlap. Gijs and Joost 
show regular determiner use before the decrease in object drop emerges in 
their language.  

                                                 
31The numbers in parentheses indicate MLUs for each age, as presented in Tables 4.1-4.4. 
When an age cited in Schaerlaekens and Gillis (1987) does not correspond exactly to an age 
in our tables, an average of the MLUs for transcripts on either side of the cited age is used. 
32The decreases in object drop are documented in Tables A4.1 – A4.6. 
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Table 6.5 Ages and MLUs of Regular Determiner Use and Decreased Object  
 Drop for Individual Children 

Child Age of Regular 
Determiner Use 

Age of Decrease in 
Object Drop 

Arnold 2;09 
6.05 

2;08 – 2;10 
5.84 – 6.24 

Diederik 2;08 
5.15 

2;08 – 3;01 
5.44 – 6.23 

Gijs 2;00 
3.91 

2;07 – 2;08 
6.50 

Joost 2;07 
4.35 

2;10 
5.80 

Katelijne 2;07 
5.99 

2;07 – 2;10 
5.99 

Maria 2;09 
6.09 

2;08 – 3;01 
6.09 

 
The data show that at around 2;07-2;09, determiners begin to appear 
obligatorily and object drop decreases significantly.33 Thus, reduction in 
object drop rates and the acquisition of the determiner system seem to co-
occur in the acquisition of Dutch (Table 6.5). 
  
6.6.3 English Object Drop 

In principle, the theory we are proposing to account for object drop in child 
Dutch, should apply to other languages. The direct object-verb relationship 
in AspP is not specific to Dutch. In the acquisition of other target languages, 
we would expect AspP to be projected in telic predicates. Presumably, in 
many cases, the same Spec-head configuration would be available and telic 
predicates would exhibit higher rates of direct object drop.  
 English is a close relative of Dutch and even has telic particle verb 
constructions similar to those in Dutch.34, 35 We assume a tree similar to that 

                                                 
33Van der Velde, Jakubowicz and Rigaut (2002) do not find this correlation in French 
children. This may prove problematic in the crosslinguistic applicability of our analysis. 
Further research on the relationship between object drop and the emergence of determiners is 
necessary. 
34This discussion is almost entirely based on Thrift (2001). 
35Unlike adult Dutch, adult English does not have a topic drop construction, whereby the 
finite verb licenses the dropping of the direct object (§3.2.1). Thus, English children would 
not necessarily encounter the same Spec-head relationship in the input as their Dutch 
counterparts. Based on our proposal, we have argued that the input influences Dutch children 
to produce object drop in AspP. Ideally, however, the AspP analysis would apply 
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for adult Dutch (§6.2, (6)). As in Dutch, AspP appears between TP and the 
VP (Borer 1994). The verb (of a telic predicate) raises into Asp0. The 
specific direct object raises into SpecAspP. Like child Dutch, we would 
expect nonfinite (or verbs unmarked for tense in English) to raise into Asp0 
in child English. The specific direct object would raise into SpecAspP. Thus, 
we would expect high rates of object drop in English particle verb 
constructions.  
 Recall from §3.2.1 that overall, child English has low rates of object 
drop, between 7% and 13% (Tables 3.1, 3.2). This is likely related to the low 
or nonexistent rates of object drop in the English input. However, Sawyer 
(1999), in her study of the acquisition of particle verb constructions in child 
English, finds high rates of object drop in a group of particle verbs (the Verb 
Adverbial Constructions). Rates of object drop in these verbs are between 
36% and 50%. The age range is similar to that of the Dutch children as well. 
Table 3.3 is restated here as Table 6.6. 
 
Table 6.6 Rate of Dropped Objects in VACs (Adam, Eve and Sarah) (based on  
 Sawyer 1999:178) 

Rate of Dropped Objects in VACs Age MLU 
 Raw Numbers % with Null Objects 

1;06 - 2;07 0 - 1.99 4/8 50% 
1;08 - 2;11 2.00 - 2.49 66/128 52% 
1;09 - 3;05 2.50 - 2.99 77/211 36% 

MLU is calculated on the basis of morphemes per utterance, based on the CLAN program in 
CHILDES (MacWhinney & Snow 1991). 
 
 Our question is: are most of these VACs telic predicates? If they are 
telic, the AspP hypothesis as presented in this chapter has additional 
crosslinguistic support. Otherwise, the AspP hypothesis cannot satisfactorily 
explain object drop in other languages. We conduct a small-scale study of 
the data discussed in Sawyer (1999) by looking at the VACs in one child, 
Adam. 
 We selected Adam’s transcripts for two reasons. First, Adam is around 
the same age and MLU as the children studied in this thesis (Table 6.7). 
Second, Adam had the highest number of dropped direct objects, providing 
us with the largest data sample.  
 

                                                                                                                   
crosslinguistically, regardless of the input. We are trying to determine if this is indeed the case 
by investigating the English data.   
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Table 6.7 Adam’s Age and MLU Range 
 

Child Age Range MLU Range 
Adam 2;03 - 5;02 2.10 - 4.60 

 
In this small study, we look only at the telicity of the predicates to 

investigate the possibility that high rates of object drop are associated with 
telic VACs. Further research will indicate whether or not the finiteness facts 
in child English corroborate this proposal. 

To maintain consistency between the Dutch and English data, criteria 
similar to those applied in the Dutch study were applied to each verb to 
determine whether or not it was obligatorily transitive (§4.4.2). First, if the 
verb could be produced (with the same meaning) with or without a direct 
object, then it was classified as optionally transitive (23). 
 
(23) He eats.   OPTIONALLY TRANSITIVE 
 He eats apples. 
 
Second, if the verb could not be produced without an object, then it was 
tested with the adverbial always to determine if it can be produced in certain 
contexts without an object. If the addition of always makes the verb 
grammatical, then the verb is optionally transitive (24). Otherwise, the verb 
is obligatorily transitive (25). 
 
(24) He hits his sister.  OPTIONALLY TRANSITIVE 
 *He hits. 
 He always hits. 
 
(25) She makes her bed. OBLIGATORILY TRANSITIVE 
 *She makes. 
 *She always makes. 
 

The transcripts were first coded to demarcate all VACs, and within the 
group of VACs, whether the obligatory object was present or missing. All 
ambiguous examples, repetitions and imitations were excluded from the 
counts. 

 A list was compiled of all transitive VACs appearing in Adam's data 
(Appendix 14). Each VAC construction underwent three tests, as proposed 
in Dowty (1979), to determine whether or not it was telic. 

The first test was the for an hour/in an hour test: if the verb can appear 
with in an hour, it is classed as telic. In contrast, atelic verbs often take for 
an hour grammatically (26) (§6.3.1). 
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(26) He held the pieces together for an hour/*in an hour. ATELIC 
 She threw her outfit together in an hour/*for an hour. TELIC 
 
Next, we applied the spend/took test: Atelic verbs cannot appear in the 
constructions beginning with It took…or He spent…, whereas telic verbs can 
(27-28). 
 
(27) *It took him an hour to hold the pieces together. ATELIC 
 *He spent an hour holding the pieces together. 
 
(28) She spent an hour throwing her outfit together. TELIC 
 It took her an hour to throw her outfit together. 
 
Finally, we tested the grammaticality of the each of the constructions with as 
the complement of finish: Only telic verbs may appear as a complement to 
the verb finish (29). 
 
(29) *He finished holding the pieces together. ATELIC 
 She finished throwing her outfit together. TELIC 
 

As we show in the following paragraphs, the results of the English 
study appear to support our proposal. The majority of VACs are telic. In 
addition, a high proportion of these undergo object drop during the earlier 
stages of development. First, of 53 different types of Verb Adverbial 
Constructions, five did not pass the tests for telicity (30). 
 
(30) ATELIC VACS 

hold in 
hold together 
hold up 
keep on 
keep together  

 
We determined whether or not the proportion of missing objects in the telic 
VACs was higher than the rate of missing objects in the atelic VACs. 
Although the number of atelic VACs is quite small, the results indicate that 
object drop occurs at higher rates in telic verbs (Table 6.8). These results 
appear to support the AspP hypothesis. The rate of object drop with other 
verb types has been shown, in other studies to be much lower, at 10% 
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(Hyams & Wexler 1993). In contrast, the telic VACs exhibit object drop at 
rates between 34% and 42% in the earliest stages of Adam’s speech. 36 
 
Table 6.8 Rate of Object Drop with Telic and Atelic VACs in Adam  

Telic VACs with Object 
Drop 

Atelic VACs with Object 
Drop 

 
MLU 
Levels Raw 

Numbers 
% with Null 

Objects 
Raw 

Numbers 
% with Null 

Objects 
II 45/107 42% 0/1 n.c. 
III 54/159 34% 3/7 n.c. 
IV 26/347 7% 1/4 n.c. 
V 1/129 < 1% 0/16 0% 

 
The following examples show both telic and atelic VACs, with and without 
direct objects (31-38). 
 
(31) take out    TELIC VAC WITHOUT OBJECT 
 Adam 2;03 (2.13) 

(32) you put on    TELIC VAC WITHOUT OBJECT 
 Adam 2;07 (2.53) 

(33) take shoe off?   TELIC VAC WITH OBJECT 
 Adam 2;04 (2.16) 

(34) I put it down   TELIC VAC WITH OBJECT 
 Adam 2;10 (2.63) 

(35) hold together   ATELIC VAC WITHOUT OBJECT 
 Adam 2;10 (2.63)  

(36) you keep on   ATELIC VAC WITHOUT OBJECT 
 Adam 3;02 (3.59) 

(37) hold dis in   ATELIC VAC WITH OBJECT 
 Adam 2;10 (2.63) 

(38) keep it on   ATELIC VAC WITH OBJECT 
 Adam 2;09 (2.53) 

Unfortunately, the numbers (particularly of atelic VACs) are too small to 
conduct a statistical analysis, so we only discuss the data in terms of general 
trends. The AspP hypothesis predicted that high object drop rates would 
occur in telic clauses because of the Spec-head licensing relationship 

                                                 
36Since we are dealing with a narrower set of data (in terms of length of time and age), we 
divided Adam’s data into the same MLU Levels as we used for the Dutch children (Table 
4.7), rather than into the object drop stages as shown in Table 5.38. 
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between the verb in Asp0 and the direct object in SpecAspP. This prediction, 
at least initially appears to be supported by the child English data.  

This small-scale study illustrates that the majority of VACs in the 
English data for Adam are indeed telic, and at MLU Levels II and III, object 
drop rates in the telic VACs are much higher than in other verbal 
constructions. This seems to corroborate the predictions made by the AspP 
hypothesis. 
 
6.7 Individual Variation 

In Chapter 5, when we presented the results of our study, we saw that while 
the majority of children tended to drop objects in their telic predicates, two 
children did not: Gijs and Arnold (§5.6). Initially, their linguistic behaviour 
may appear to disprove the AspP hypothesis. However, we argue here that 
their data is not incompatible with our analysis. 
 Our study focused primarily on the rates of object drop with verbs 
overtly marked for telicity (i.e. through particles or other means). As we 
suggested in §6.4, telic predicates may be produced by children, without the 
telic particle. 
 We suggest that Gijs and Arnold may be dropping objects in telic 
predicates. Telicity is not necessarily overtly marked by a particle, although 
particles were used by the other children. Arnold and Gijs may not use telic 
particles to mark telicity as regularly as the other children, but may rely on 
other cues to express telicity (e.g. specific direct objects). Many nonparticle 
verbs could be telic in their language. As a result, the criteria outlined in our 
study would not have uncovered a link between telicity and object drop in 
their data. However, if this hypothesis were correct, we would still expect to 
see high rates of object drop in nonfinite clauses. Nonfinite telic clauses have 
the Spec-head licensing configuration. We saw in Arnold’s chi square and 
loglinear analyses that nonfiniteness was associated with object drop (§5.5.2, 
§5.8.2). Gijs’ loglinear analysis also established an association between 
infinitival verb forms and object drop (§5.8.2). While the data from Gijs and 
Arnold do not appear directly support the AspP hypothesis, they are 
compatible with the proposal. 




