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7 Conclusions  
 
 
 
 

Our goal was to determine the patterns of distribution associated with object 
drop in child Dutch. We presented an analysis differing from the typical 
generative approach. Rather than looking for a solely syntactic explanation, 
we applied what is known about cognitive development to our data, as well. 
We believe that this provides a more comprehensive picture of what takes 
place in linguistic development. While UG may provide a language-learning 
mechanism, other developmental factors cannot help but directly impact the 
child’s use of language, particularly at the syntactic -pragmatic interface. 

The main question, as we presented it in Chapter 1, dealt with the 
extent to which object drop is present in child Dutch, and if there were any 
discernible patterns linked to object drop in child Dutch. We discussed 
several proposals put forth to account for object drop in child Dutch, and 
arrived at six specific research questions for our empirical study. 
 
Q1: Does object drop occur at rates similar to subject drop in child Dutch?
  

Subject drop is an oft-studied phenomenon in child language, whereas 
object drop has only recently begun to receive significant attention in the 
generative literature. We wanted to demonstrate that object drop, contrary to 
previous assumptions, occurs at rates comparable to subject drop. Since we 
discovered in Chapter 2 that objects are dropped more frequently than 
subjects in adult Dutch, we also wanted to determine whether the language 
of Dutch children reflected what they heard in the input. We found that 
while overall, subject drop occurred at rates slightly higher than object drop, 
the drop rates were not substantially different (Table 5.1, Figure 5.1). 
 
Q2: Does object drop occur at similar rates in obligatorily and optionally  
 transitive verbs? 
 

We wanted to determine whether obligatorily transitive verbs were 
simply being treated as optionally transitive verbs. We would expect object 
drop rates to be similar between the two groups of verbs, if this were the 
case. The study indicated that children were dropping the objects of 
optionally transitive with a great deal more frequency than obligatorily 
transitive verbs (Table 5.2, Figure 5.2). This indicates that the children were 
differentiating between the two types of verbs. 
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Q3: Does object drop occur more frequently from sentence-initial 

position? 
 

According to the topic drop hypothesis (§3.3.3), children are 
overapplying adult-like topic drop in their language. Therefore, object drop 
will be primarily sentence-initial. The data clearly demonstrate that object 
drop does not occur from sentence-initial position (Table 5.4). Virtually all 
object drop occurred clause-internally. 
 
Q4: Does object drop in child Dutch obey discourse-linking? 
  

Chapter 2 illustrated that in addition to the syntactic licensing imposed 
on null topics, the constituent had to be discourse-linked. We expected that 
children would not apply this constraint from the earliest stages, based on 
what is known about cognitive development (§1.3, §2.5). We were not able 
to explore this question using the data from the CHILDES database, so we 
could not answer this question empirically (§4.2). However, given our 
understanding of cognitive development, we would not expect children to 
obey discourse-linking after the age of three. We expect them to drop too 
many elements in their language before having developed Theory of Mind 
and the ability to discern mutual knowledge. 
 
Q5: Do object drop and finiteness bear any relation to one another? 
 

The topic drop hypothesis predicted higher rates of object drop with 
finite clauses, while the perfectivity hypothesis predicted higher rates in 
nonfinite clauses (§3.3.3, 3.3.5). We found that nonfinite verbs underwent 
higher rates of object drop from MLU Level IV onwards (Table 5.12, Figure 
5.3). In three of the children, finiteness was associated with object drop 
overall. Two children did not show any association between object drop and 
finiteness. 
 
Q6: Does object drop occur more frequently in non-perfective clauses? 
 
 Krämer’s perfectivity hypothesis predicted that perfective clauses 
would undergo lower rates of object drop in child Dutch (§3.3.5). The data 
from our study indicated that perfective clauses were associated with higher 
rates of object drop than their non-perfective counterparts between MLU 
Levels V and VII (Table 5.20, Figure 5.4). Five of the children exhibited this 
overall pattern. 
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 Perfectivity and finiteness appeared to play the strongest role in the 
children’s language, so we conducted further analysis to determine whether 
one factor was stronger than the other. Looking at the interaction of the three 
variables, object drop, finiteness and perfectivity, perfectivity and object 
drop were most strongly associated in the data overall. This applied to four 
individual children, as well. Moreover, we explored the group of verbs 
classed as perfective, more closely and found that the highest rates of object 
drop occur with particle or telic -marked verbs in child Dutch (Table 5.37). 
Based on the results of this study, we were presented with three main 
questions to address in our analysis for object drop in child Dutch. 
 
Q7: Why is object drop significantly higher in telic clauses? 
 
 We argue that this is the result of the presence of AspP (and lack of 
availability of CP) in early child Dutch. The child hears the Spec-head 
relationship between the verb and direct object in adult Dutch and applies 
this to the Spec-head relationship in AspP. Thus, the licensing mechanism 
for object drop is primarily available in telic clauses. 
 
Q8: Why does object drop not occur sentence-initially? 
 
 Object drop does not occur sentence-initially because the child is not 
yet using CP, so direct objects are rarely topicalized in his/her speech (§5.4). 
Also, the licensing mechanism for object drop in his/her language is in 
AspP, a clause-internal functional projection. 
 
Q9: Why is object drop significantly higher in nonfinite clauses than in  
 finite clauses? 
 
 We attribute this to the fact that nonfinite verbs remain in Asp0, 
resulting in the necessary Spec-head relationship between the verb and direct 
object in AspP. Finite verbs raise out of Asp0, leaving a trace behind, which 
is not sufficient for licensing object drop. Telic verbs tend to appear more 
frequently in their nonfinite form than other transitive verbs (Table 6.8).  
 
 In addition to the syntactic licensing of object drop, we also addressed 
the role of cognitive development in the identification of the dropped direct 
object. Although children apply formal licensing, they still drop objects at a 
much higher rates than adults. We argue that this is the result of 
‘interference’ from their cognitive development. Before the age of three, a 
child has a highly egocentric view of the world around them. The child 
assumes that his/her viewpoint is the sole perspective of the universe. This 
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egocentricity directly impacts the child’s use of language; he/she uses 
language primarily for basic interactions and self-talk rather than to actually 
communicate a message (§1.3). As a result, the child’s speech is highly 
elliptical during the earliest stages of linguistic development. As he/she 
begins to apply syntactic principles, this cognitive perspective still affects 
his/her language use. Specifically, until the child begins to develop a Theory 
of Mind, he/she is not cognitively capable of distinguishing mutually known 
from new information – the child assumes that most information is mutually 
known. At this stage, we see syntax playing a role in the distribution of 
argument drop, but the drop rates remain considerably higher than that for 
adult speech. Only by applying what we know about linguistic and cognitive 
development can we develop a clear picture of the development of language 
in young children. This thesis illustrates that when cognitive development is 
taken into account, we acquire a better understanding of its impact on child 
grammar. 
 Clearly, further research is necessary in several directions highlighted 
by this thesis. If object drop can be explained by the telicity of the predicate, 
then the rates of object drop in atelic predicates should be further 
investigated. Under the current hypothesis, objects will not be dropped from 
atelic predicates. Few atelic predicates occurred in the spontaneous data, so 
this could possibly be explored experimentally. Crosslinguistic research of 
object drop in language acquisition is also necessary to determine whether 
the patterns we found for object drop in child Dutch hold across other 
languages. We have proposed a potential analysis which could be 
implemented as a starting point for research on object drop in other 
languages. We also believe that the interaction between cognitive 
development and syntactic acquisition requires further exploration. Not only 
in terms of argument drop, but also the determiner system. The use of 
determiners in languages such as Dutch and English relies heavily on the 
syntax-pragmatics interface where cognitive and syntactic development 
interact. 
  
 




