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The acquisition of the morphosyntax-pragmatic interface in 
French L1: 

Evidence from reference with articles and pronouns 
 

Margot Rozendaal  
Amsterdam Center of Language and Communication, University of Amsterdam 

 
 
1. Introduction 
 

One of the first uses to which children put language is reference. Reference can 
be defined as the use a linguistic expression to identify a person or object (Brown 
and Yule 1983). This is a crucial part of language acquisition, since it is the only 
way for children to make clear what they want to communicate without having to 
resort to deictic gestures, such as pointing. The linguistic subfields of morphosyntax 
and pragmatics are both closely involved in reference. The linguistic form that 
speakers choose to refer depends on various pragmatic aspects, for example on 
whether speaker and hearer are both familiar with the referent and on whether the 
referent is new or given in the current discourse. Thus, in French, an indefinite 
article indicates newness and cannot be used for referents that are already given in 
discourse. In that case, a definite noun or pronoun is used (see example 1). 
 
(1) Ma collègue a vu un comédien célèbre courant le marathon. Le comédien/il/ 

*un comédien était en tête de la course. 
‘My colleague saw a famous comedian running the marathon. The comedian/he/ 
*a comedian was in the leading group.’ 

 
In language acquisition children are thus faced with a double task. They must 

not only learn the morphosyntactic forms for reference in their mother tongue, but 
also learn when to use these forms in relation to the pragmatics of reference. Earlier 
research on the interaction between the morphosyntax and pragmatics of reference 
in language acquisition has found that up until at least six years-of-age children 
experience difficulties in several aspects of pragmatic language use, such as taking 
into account the listener’s perspective (Hickmann 2003; Power and Dal Martello 
1986). However, early sensitivity to the (morpho)syntax-pragmatics interface has 
also been demonstrated for two-year-olds, for example in the field of object drop 
(Serratrice 2005). 

The current study will address the morphosyntax-pragmatics interface of 
indefinite articles, definite articles and pronouns in the language of two- and three-
year-old French children and in the input addressed to them. I will focus on how 
children, who are in the process of acquiring these forms, use these in relation to 
different pragmatic aspects. It is assumed that these pragmatic aspects have 
cognitive underpinnings, some of which are present before the start of article and 
pronoun use, for example the ability to distinguish whether something is new or 
given. It is, however, not known whether children are able to apply their cognitive 
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knowledge to linguistic reference from the moment that they start using 
morphosyntactic forms. Moreover, it is unclear whether children make the same 
associations between morphosyntax and pragmatics in articles and pronouns. The 
current paper tries to fill these gaps. French is an interesting language to investigate 
these questions, since French children are relatively young when they start using 
articles, especially in comparison to children acquiring Germanic languages 
(Chiercha, Guasti and Gualmini 2001). The question is however, whether they use 
articles and pronouns in similar ways as adults do in the input. 

The paper starts with a description of the pragmatic aspects that play a role in 
the use of linguistic forms in adult French. Next, we will briefly describe earlier 
research on the acquisition of the morphosyntax-pragmatics interface in French and 
other languages. Finally, the method and results of the current research will be 
presented, followed by a discussion of the results. 
 
2. Background 
2.1 The morphosyntax-pragmatics interface in adult French 
 

As was briefly mentioned above, indefinite articles, definite articles and 
pronouns cannot always be used in the same pragmatic contexts, since these forms 
convey different levels of accessibility or givenness (Ariel 1996; Gundel 1996). 
Indefinite articles indicate that the referent is highly inaccessible and new, whereas 
(zero-) pronouns1 form the other end of the accessibility scale: they are used for 
referents that are in focus and given. Several aspects influence the accessibility or 
givenness of a referent. Three pragmatic aspects are investigated in the current 
study, these are: (1) whether the referent is specific or non-specific to the speaker 
(based on the speaker’s familiarity with the referent, Lyons 1999: 173), (2) whether 
the referent is new or has already been mentioned in the discourse, (3) whether the 
referent is familiar to the listener (based on mutual knowledge / perceptual 
availability).  

The first distinction is between non-specific reference and specific reference, 
based on whether the speaker (presumably) does not have or does have a particular 
entity in mind. Specificity is thus interpreted as a pragmatic notion in this research 
and not as a semantic one as in, for example, Enç (1991). In example (2)2 the 

                                                 
1 In French a difference can be made between full pronouns and subject / object clitics. 
According to van Kampen (2004), clitics do not refer deictically but depend on discourse 
instead, but see Van Kampen and Pinto (this volume). On the basis of their common property 
of high accessibility to the listener however, full pronouns and clitics are combined in the 
current research. They will be henceforth referred to as ‘pronominal forms’ or ‘pronouns’ 
here. A different distribution over pragmatic functions of these forms is however not excluded 
and needs to be investigated further.  
2 Examples will come primarily from the input to the children or the children’s language 
production whose language is analyzed in this research (CHILDES). Target references are 
indicated with italics. The examples are presented as they occur in the CHILDES-database as 
much as possible, including hesitations, self-corrections etc. 
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discourse context indicates that the speaker does not (yet) have particular necklaces 
in mind. She is referring to necklaces that might be made. The entity is not (yet) 
familiar to the speaker, nor to the hearer, who can therefore only identify the type of 
entity described. This is termed here ‘non-specific reference’. In this research other 
typical examples of non-specific reference include proposals to construct something 
and reference to one instance out of many. Non-specific reference is usually 
indicated with an indefinite article in adult French, although definite articles can also 
be used, especially in generics (Lyons 1999). 
 
(2) Non-specific reference (input to Anne, 3;3) 

%sit: The investigator is asking Anne what she usually does at school. 
*INV: Ah tu fais des petites perles?  

‘Oh, you make little beads?’ 
*INV: Tu fais des colliers alors? 

  ‘And do you then make necklaces?’ 
 

If the discourse context indicates that the speaker has a specific entity in mind, 
the form might be new or given in the current discourse (see Table 1 at the end of 
this section). A referent that is mentioned for the first time in the current discourse is 
termed ‘discourse-new’. Form choice then depends on the familiarity of the referent 
to both speaker and hearer. There might be ‘mutual knowledge’ (MK) about a 
referent between speaker and hearer on the basis of, amongst other things, shared 
(world) knowledge (‘the queen’) or inference (‘the wheels of a car’) (Clark and 
Marshall 1981). For MK-referents both indefinite and definite articles can be used to 
mention a referent for the first time. An example is given in (3) where the mother 
refers back to a mutually known elephant that she and the child saw in the zoo some 
time ago.  
 
(3) Specific discourse-new referent with mutual knowledge (input to Philippe 2;3) 
 %sit: Philippe is showing his mother a toy elephant and asks her for his trunk. 

*MOT: Il a un nez très très long, ça s' appelle une trompe. 
‘He has a very long nose, that is called a trunk.’ 

*MOT: Tu te souviens, tu l' as vu au jardin un jour le gros gros elephant qui 
mangeait avec son [//], sa trompe. 
‘Do you remember, you have seen a very, very big elephant once in the 
zoo, who ate with his trunk.’ 

 
If on the other hand there is ‘no mutual knowledge’ (NMK), an indefinite article 

must be used to indicate the newness of the referent to the hearer, as is shown in 
example (4). It is possible for the hearer to become familiar with the referent, 
because it is physically present and therefore perceptually available. As long as there 
is shared attention between speaker and hearer for a perpetually available referent, 
pronouns can be used to introduce the referent in the discourse. This is the case in 
example (5) where the mother refers to hot coffee with a demonstrative pronoun. 
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(4) Specific discourse-new referent, no mutual knowledge (Philippe 3;3) 
%sit: the investigator is asking Philippe about Mother’s Day. 
*INV: A l' école tu avais pas préparé quelque chose? 

   At school, didn’t you make something for her?’ 
*CHI: Si, un carnet. 

   ‘Yes, a booklet.’ 
 
(5) Specific discourse-new referent that is perceptually available to the hearer 

(input to Philippe, 2;3) 
%sit: Philippe is very interested in the steam (which he calls ‘smoke’) 

coming from a hot drink. 
*CHI: c' est la fumée +... 

 ‘It is smoke…’ 
*MOT: C' est la fumée parce que c' est chaud. 

 ‘It is smoke because it (the coffee) is hot.’ 
 

Referents that have already been mentioned before in discourse are termed 
‘discourse-given’. Indefinite articles cannot be used for given referents, since this 
form indicates newness. Furthermore, form choice for given referents is influenced 
by the syntactic closeness between a subsequent mention and its previous mention 
(Wilson and Sperber 2004). In this research, a subsequent mention that is similar to 
the immediately previous mention is termed ‘maintenance’. Pronouns are the most 
felicitous forms for maintenance, since the use of a nominal form can be seen as 
redundant (compare example 6a and 6b). However, if another referent intervenes 
between the two subsequent mentions (‘referent shift’), definite nouns are equally 
appropriate or even better than pronouns (see example 7).  
 
(6) a. Discourse-given-maintenance (input to Grégoire, 2;3) 

*MOT: Pour de vrai comment il te dit Adrieni? 
‘Seriously, how does Adrien call you?’ 

*MOT: Ili t' a inventé un tout gentil petit nom qu'il te donne. 
   ‘He came up with a very nice name that he gave you.’ 

b. Discourse-given – maintenance (Input to Grégoire, 2;3) 
*MOT: Moi je l'aime bien ton petit avioni. 

‘I like your little airplane very much.’ 
*MOT: Cherche ton petit avioni. 

‘Go find your little airplane.’ 
 

(7) Discourse-given – shift (input to Léa, 3;3) 
 %sit: Léa is playing in the sink, with various objects. 

*CHI: Je pense que on va un peu laver la tasse de caféi. 
   ‘I think that I will just wash the coffee cup.’ 

%sit: she reaches for it after speaking, but her grandmother takes it away. 
*GRM: Ah non pas [/] pas dans l' eau que [//] où tu viens de te laver les pieds. 

  ‘Oh no, not in the water where you have just washed your feet.’ 
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*GRM: Hein, Léa! Maman mettra la tasse de caféi # euh dans le lave-vaisselle, 
hein. 

 Hey, Léa! Mummy will put the coffee cup in the dish washer.’ 
 

Table 1 gives an overview of how indefinite articles, definite articles and 
pronouns can be used for the pragmatic aspects investigated in adult French. 

The main question in this paper is if young children, who are in the process of 
acquiring morphosyntax, are also sensitive to these pragmatic aspects in their use of 
indefinite articles, definite articles and pronouns. Moreover, form-function 
associations in the input will be examined to establish the evidence that children get 
from the input. 
 

 indefinite 
article 

definite 
article 

pronoun 

Non-specific reference + + - 
Specific Reference    
Discourse-new NMK + - - 
 MK–not perceptually avail. + + - 
 MK – perceptually avail. + + + 
Discourse-given Maintenance - - + 
 Shift - + + 

Table 1: Relevant form-function combinations for this research 
+ = form is correct for function; - = form is incorrect for function. 

 
2.2 Studies on the development of the morphosyntax-pragmatics interface 
 

The acquisition of the morphosyntax of reference has been widely studied in 
French L1. The earliest forms of articles appear to be filler syllables that are often 
considered to be proto-articles (Veneziano and Sinclair 2000). The development of 
article use in obligatory contexts proceeds fast in French. Several authors report that 
French children provide articles in around 80% or more of the obligatory contexts at 
2;6 (e.g. Bassano, Maillochon and Mottet 2005; Pannemann 2006; Van der Velde, 
Jakubowicz and Rigaut 2002). The first pronominal forms are produced around 2;0. 
Furthermore, many studies have found that the acquisition of subject clitics precedes 
that of object clitics, which are generally produced from 2;6 onwards (Hamann, 
Rizzi and Frauenfelder 1996; Van der Velde et al. 2002). The present research will 
not take object drop into account. Rather, the focus will be on the association 
between overt forms and pragmatic functions. 

The acquisition of pragmatic properties of articles and pronouns has also been 
studied for French (e.g. Hickmann 2003). The results indicate that children seem to 
master some pragmatic properties relatively late. For example, up until at least six 
years-of-age, they erroneously use definite articles in discourse-new-NMK contexts 
(see Table 1). Most studies on the morphosyntax-pragmatics interface of reference 
have been conducted with children older than four years-of-age. However, French 
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children start using articles and pronouns around two-years-of-age and therefore the 
investigation of the morphosyntax-pragmatics interface can and should start earlier.  

Studies of the development of socio-cognition suggest that infants develop 
cognitive concepts necessary for the pragmatics of reference before the age of two. 
Before twelve months they are able to distinguish between stimuli that are, for them, 
novel or familiar and around fourteen months children are also aware of what is new 
for others, even if it is not new for the children themselves (Roder, Bushnell and 
Sasseville 2000; Tomasello and Haberl 2003). Complete understanding that others’ 
minds are separate from one’s own is part of the development of a Theory of Mind, 
which seems to take at least until age four (Ruffman and Perner 2005). 

It is not clear whether children use their acquired cognitive knowledge in the 
pragmatics of reference as soon as they start to use articles and pronouns, although a 
few studies found evidence for early sensitivity to pragmatics. It has been shown 
that children associate indefinite articles with non-specific reference in English 
(Schaeffer and Matthewson 2005). Moreover, in various languages children drop 
subjects and objects for given referents but use full forms for new referents 
(Guerriero, Oshima-Takane and Kuriyama 2006; Serratrice 2005, this volume). 
These findings indicate that young children distinguish between new and given in 
their choice of linguistic forms. This distinction might then also be apparent in their 
choice between indefinite versus definite articles and nouns versus pronouns, as the 
results here will hope to clarify.  

Various studies have found that in story telling children have troubles in 
applying MK and NMK in article production until a late age. However, children 
seem to be better able to take the interlocutor’s knowledge into account in more 
natural situations (O'Neill 2005). Since this study investigates spontaneous speech, 
some sensitivity to other’s knowledge is therefore expected in the use of articles 
(MK/NMK) and pronouns (perceptually available/unavailable). Errors are also 
expected here, however, since taking the listener’s perspective into account is part of 
the development of a Theory of Mind, which continues into the pre-school years.  

In sum, in adult French there is a clear pattern of which linguistic forms can be 
used for the pragmatic aspects of specificity, givenness in discourse and the 
familiarity of the referent to the listener. Some but not all of the cognitive concepts 
for these pragmatic aspects are present before two years-of-age. The question is 
whether children associate these pragmatic aspects with the same linguistic forms as 
French adults do in the input. Moreover, do children apply the same pragmatic 
aspect to both articles and pronouns? The current study will thus focus on the 
following questions: 
 
1. Do children acquiring French distinguish between non-specific/specific reference, 
new/given in discourse and familiar / not familiar to the listener in the use of 
indefinite articles, definite articles and pronouns?  
2. Do the children show sensitivity or insensitivity to the same pragmatic aspect(s) 
in using indefinite versus definite articles and in using pronouns versus nouns? 
3. How can the children’s acquisition behavior be related to the use of linguistic 
forms for pragmatic aspects in the input? 
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3. Method 
3.1 Subjects 
 

The data were taken from the CHILDES-database (MacWhinney 2000) and 
needed to satisfy two criteria. Firstly, the transcripts had to include speech from both 
conversational partners, as this allows us to track the diverse pragmatic aspects 
(non-specific reference, givenness etc.). Secondly, the transcripts needed to be coded 
for external, non-linguistic events and context information to facilitate the coder’s 
analysis of the pragmatic aspects. Video-recordings of the conversation would have 
facilitated the interpretation even more. Unfortunately, these tapes did not exist for 
all CHILDES-data or were not available through CHILDES at the time of coding. 
Therefore, videos have not been used in this research 

Data from four monolingual children acquiring French were taken between 2;0 
and 3;3 (Anne and Léa from the York-corpus, Grégoire from the Champaud-corpus, 
Philippe from the Leveillé-corpus). The data were analyzed with three-monthly 
intervals, at 2;0, 2;3, 2;6, 2;9, 3;0 and 3;3. For the child Philippe there were no data 
available before 2;3. Furthermore, at the time of coding there was no third French 
child available in CHILDES whose data covered the total age range 2;0-3;3. 
Therefore a mixed longitudinal-cross-sectional design was used to obtain more data. 
Grégoire’s data range from 2;0-2;6 and Léa’s data range from 2;9-3;3. For each 
child a sample of input language of a (grand)parent and/or an investigator was 
analyzed at the ages of 2;3 and 3;3. 

Since a small number of children are studied, it was important to know that the 
three children per language group fall within the normal range of general linguistic 
development. The subjects’ MLU in words (MLUw) was therefore compared to the 
MLUw of a group of ten children of the same age. The subjects were comparable to 
the norm group: at only one time point in one child was there an MLUw more than 1 
s.d. from the norm (Grégoire 2;6). Since the language level of the four children is 
rather similar, the data from the different children will be pooled per age point in the 
analyses reported here. 
 
3.2 Analysis 
 

For each child a sample of 600 utterances was analyzed in order to achieve a 
similar amount of discourse diversity across the different children. If there were no 
or insufficient data available at exactly the target age, as many additional data as 
needed were used from recordings made within one month before or after the target-
age. In no case were there more than five weeks between the different samples of 
one child for a particular target-age. Moreover, 300 utterances of input language 
from the samples of each child were coded at both 2;3 and 3;3. The same analysis 
procedure was used for the child and adult utterances. 

Nominal and pronominal references to persons, objects and concrete substances 
were selected from the utterance sample. References were excluded if they occurred 
in singing, partly uninterpretable utterances, unfinished utterances and imitations. 
Generic locations (dans la cuisine) or nouns that are part of a (fixed) verbal 
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construction (aller en voiture) were excluded. Noun phrases in such constructions 
show idiosyncratic behaviour with regard to the presence and type of article. The 
total proportion of such excluded nominal references is less than 5% of the data. 

The morphosyntactic analysis focused on articles and pronouns. In the study 
reported here, the use of indefinite articles will be contrasted with the use of definite 
articles for different pragmatic functions. Attributively used demonstrative pronouns 
are combined with the definite articles in the analysis, since these forms behave 
similarly with respect to the pragmatic aspects investigated. A category ‘other’ 
contains ungrammatical bare nouns (*ø chaise), possessive (ma etc chaise), numeral 
(deux chaises) and partitive articles (du sucre) as well as fillers (ə chaise)3. The 
analysis of pronouns contains personal, demonstrative, possessive, numeral, relative 
and reflexive pronouns. In the current analysis, the category of pronouns as a whole, 
including both full and clitic pronouns, is contrasted with the use of nouns and 
proper names for pragmatic functions. Table 2 shows the total numbers of indefinite, 
definite/demonstrative articles, ‘other’ nouns, pronouns and proper names produced 
by each subject. These data form the basis of all further analyzes.  
 

Child Indefinite 
articles 

Definite 
articles 

‘Other’ 
nouns 

Pronouns Proper 
names 

Total 

Anne 173 (10%)  367 
(21%) 

236 
(14%) 

777 
(45%) 

180 
(10%) 

1733 

Grégoire 54 
(8%) 

101 
(15%) 

229 
(35%) 

152 
(23%) 

120 
(18%) 

656 

Léa 95  
(13%) 

141 
(19%) 

82 
(11%) 

353 
(47%) 

83  
(11%) 

754 

Philippe 320 (18%) 513 
(29%) 

173 
(10%) 

658 
(38%) 

5%  
(90) 

1754 

Table 2: Child data used in study 
 

The pragmatic aspects discussed in section 2.1 are the basis for the pragmatic 
functions analyzed (see also Table 1). The pragmatic function of ‘labelling’ was 
however added to the analysis, since in child language, utterances in which the 
speaker categorises, names or identifies a specific entity frequently occur. Labelling 
often appears after a WH-question from the interlocutor or occurs in a predicating or 
existential construction (example 8). Also, single word utterances that are not 
elaborations from a previous utterance or elaborated upon in subsequent utterances 
by the child are classified as labelling. 
 
(8) Labelling – (Grégoire, 2;5) 

*CHI: Ça c'est un gros camion rigolo. 
  ‘That is a big, funny truck.’ 

 

                                                 
3 Transcriptions of e/a in front of nouns were interpreted as fillers in the data analysis. 
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Following Table 1, referents were then coded for whether they referred to a 
non-specific or specific referent. If reference was analyzed as specific, it could then 
be coded as discourse-given or discourse-new. Referents that are specific and new in 
discourse can be either MK or NMK to the interlocutors. Moreover, discourse-new 
referents are coded for whether they are perceptually available or not. Finally, 
referents that have already been mentioned before in discourse, either by the child or 
the interlocutor, are coded as discourse-given. A distinction is made between 
maintenance and shift. In maintenance the target reference refers to the same entity 
as the reference immediately previously. The referent thus stays in focus. In referent 
shift, the distance between two references is larger: there are one or more references 
to other entities in between. For references that occur in dislocated (topic) position, 
Hickmann’s analysis (2003) was followed: the dislocated element is seen as the 
referential element and is therefore coded morphosyntactically and pragmatically. 
The resumptive (clitic) pronoun is not analyzed separately. 

The author coded the data. To determine the reliability of the coding scheme, a 
trained research assistant coded 10% of the child data independently. The mean 
percentage of agreement between the two coders was 85% for pragmatics and more 
than 98% for morphosyntax. 

In the statistical analysis Pearson’s chi-square was used to determine whether 
morphosyntactic forms were used differently for pragmatic functions at each age 
point. The significance level was set at p<0.05. Chi-square was not calculated if 
more than 20% of the cells had a value lower than 5, since this reduces the power of 
the test. To determine the variables that contribute to a significant chi-square value, 
the adjusted standardized residual (‘asr’) was used. More specifically, the asr 
indicates how a particular form is used for a particular pragmatic function relative to 
other forms for that function and also how this particular form is used for other 
functions. As such, it indicates if a particular form is associated with one or more 
pragmatic functions and/or disassociated with others. Asr-scores between 2 and 3 
are seen as major contributors to the overall (significant) chi-square value. In this 
research, asr-scores higher than 2.5 are reported. 
 
4. Results 
4.1 The morphosyntax-pragmatics interface in the input 
 

In this section the morphosyntax-pragmatics interface in the input will be 
discussed. The use of form for functions in the input creates expectations for the 
morphosyntax-pragmatics interface in child French.  

Table 3 shows the use of articles for pragmatic functions in the adult input to 
the children. The focus lies on the use of indefinite versus definite/demonstrative 
articles. Other forms are included in the category ‘other’. With respect to the new-
given distinction, there is no need to distinguish between discourse-given-
maintenance and discourse-given-shift in analyzing articles, since for both pragmatic 
functions indefinite articles cannot be used. Maintenance and shift are therefore 
combined into one category ‘discourse-given’ in Table 3. The distinction between 
MK and NMK is relevant for the speaker’s sensitivity to the listener’s perspective. 
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Indefinite articles must be used for NMK, whereas both indefinite and definite 
articles can be used for MK. There is no need to distinguish between perceptual 
availability in DP-use, since as long as the referent is mutually known, both 
indefinite and definite articles are allowed for perceptually unavailable referents. 

The figures in bold designate form-function combinations that have a strong 
association (indicated with >) or strong disassociation (indicated with <) compared 
to the expectation based on equal distribution of the forms over all pragmatic 
functions (asr-calculation). For example, the pragmatic function of discourse-given 
is strongly associated with the use of definite/demonstrative articles (80% of the 
cases), and disassociated with indefinites (3%).  
 

 indefinite article def/dem article ‘other’ noun 
Labelling 51% (48)> 35% (33)< 15% (14) 
Non-specific reference 62% (49)> 22% (17)< 17% (13) 
Discourse-given  3% (6)< 80% (160)> 22% (46) 
Discourse-new MK 21% (27) 55% (73) 24% (32) 
Discourse-new-NMK (1) (0) (0) 

Table 3: Use of articles for pragmatic functions in the French input data. 
Raw figures are given in brackets. Bold=cell is a major contributor to the significant 
chi-square value for form-function associations. >=Adjusted standardized residual 
greater than 2.5, the morphosyntactic form is more strongly associated with this 
function than other forms and more strongly with this function than with other 

functions. < has the opposite interpretation. 
 

Table 3 shows that there are clear form-function associations (χ2, p< 0.001). 
Indefinite determiners are strongly associated with labelling and non-specific 
reference and disassociated with discourse-given references. Definite/demonstrative 
determiners are also used for labelling and non-specific reference, but these are 
dissociated with these functions, since they are most strongly associated with 
discourse-given referents. Although the category of discourse-new does not 
contribute to the overall effect, the adults use significantly more definite determiners 
than indefinite or ‘other’ nouns for MK (χ2, p< 0.001). Finally, the pragmatic 
function of discourse-new-NMK hardly occurs in the input (n=1). The children thus 
seem to receive little positive evidence on how to express this pragmatic aspect. 

Table 4 shows the use of pronouns for pragmatic functions. The pragmatic 
aspect of givenness can be investigated by examining the choice of morphosyntactic 
forms for discourse-given referents versus discourse-new referents (perceptually 
available and unavailable). Moreover, sensitivity to different degrees of givenness is 
investigated by examining form choice for discourse-given-maintenance versus 
discourse-given-shift. Sensitivity to the listener’s perspective is examined by 
looking at the use of pronouns to introduce referents in discourse. A distinction is 
made here between introducing referents that are either physically present or absent. 
In the latter case the referent is perceptually unavailable to the interlocutor and 
pronouns cannot be used to introduce the referent in discourse. 
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 Pronoun Noun Proper name 
Discourse-new-perc. avail 30% (46)< 64% (100)> 6% (10) 
Discourse-new-not perc. avail 2% (1)< 73% (33)> 24% (11)> 
Discourse-given-maintenance 81% (218)> 16% (43)< 3% (8)< 
Discourse-given-shift 53% (251) 35% (169) 12% (58)> 

Table 4: Use of pronouns for pragmatic functions in the French input data. 
For explanation: see Table 3. 

 
It is clear from Table 4 that there are also strong form-function associations for 

pronouns as compared to nouns and proper names (χ2, p<0.001). Pronouns are 
disassociated with both perceptually available and perceptually not available 
discourse-new-referents. There is, however, an association between pronouns and 
discourse-given maintenance. In contrast, nouns are disassociated with maintenance 
and associated with both forms of discourse-new-referents. The pragmatic function 
of referent shift is not particularly associated with either nouns or pronouns. 
However, pronouns are more often used for maintenance than shift, indicating that 
adults differentiate between degrees of givenness. Finally, proper names are most 
strongly associated with discourse-new referents that are not perceptually available 
and with referent shift.  
 
4.2 The morphosyntax-pragmatics interface of articles in child French 
 

The French children in this study had already started using articles before 2;0, 
the age at which the current investigation starts. The percentage of ungrammatical 
bare nouns is down to 2% or less at 2;9. Table 5 gives an overview of the percentage 
of realized articles in obligatory contexts at the six age points investigated. 
 

 2;0 2;3 2;6 2;9 3; 3;3 
Realized articles in obligatory cont. 60% 84% 91% 98% 99% 98% 

Table 5: Percentage of realized articles and bare nouns in the French child data. 
 

In Table 5, the category ‘realized articles’ includes indefinite, definite, 
demonstrative, possessive, partitive and fillers. In the following analysis, the focus is 
on how children use indefinite and definite/demonstrative articles for different 
pragmatic functions. The remaining forms are included in the category ‘other’, 
together with the ungrammatical bare nouns.  

Table 6 shows the children’s use of morphosyntactic forms for pragmatic 
functions per age point. Associations (>) and disassociations (<) of forms with 
functions per age point (asr-calculation) are again indicated in bold. It is important 
to keep in mind that the asr does not only take into account the distribution of forms 
within one particular function, but also the distribution of a particular form over all 
other functions. 
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 Form 2;0 2;3 2;6 2;9 3;0 3;3 
Indefinite 10% 

(8) 
31% 
(35)> 

36% 
(33)> 

61% 
(54)> 

58% 
(61)> 

53% 
(53)> 

Def/dem. 9%  
(7) 

30% 
(34)< 

32% 
(30)< 

17% 
(15)< 

27% 
(28)< 

30% 
(30)< 

Labelling  
 

Other 81% 
(64) 

40% 
(45) 

32% 
(30) 

23% 
(20) 

15% 
(16) 

17% 
(17) 

Indefinite 33% 
(2) 

50% 
(26)> 

26% 
(10) 

52% 
(33)> 

71% 
(65)> 

60% 
(32)> 

Def/dem. (0) 8% 
(4)< 

53% 
(20) 

33% 
(21)< 

13% 
(12)< 

19% 
(10)< 

non-
specific 
reference 

Other 67% 
(4) 

42% 
(22)> 

21% 
(8) 

14% 
(9) 

16% 
(15) 

21% 
(11) 

Indefinite (0) 1% 
(1)< 

2% 
(5)< 

2% 
(2)< 

4% 
(4)< 

4% 
(4)< 

Def/dem. 19% 
(13) 

64% 
(86)> 

65% 
(147)> 

83% 
(87)> 

77% 
(79)> 

64% 
(90)> 

discourse-
given 
 

Other 81% 
(55) 

35% 
(47) 

33% 
(74) 

15% 
(16) 

19% 
(20) 

32% 
(45)> 

Indefinite 13% 
(2) 

17% 
(18) 

25% 
(31)> 

21% 
(24)< 

19% 
(24)< 

31% 
(36) 

Def/dem. 19% 
(3) 

54% 
(59)> 

51% 
(62) 

57% 
(64) 

53% 
(67)> 

45% 
(52) 

discourse-
new-MK 
 

Other 69% 
(11) 

29% 
(32)< 

24% 
(29) 

22% 
(25) 

28% 
(36)> 

24% 
(27) 

Indefinite (0) 13% 
(2) 

36% 
(8) 

20% 
(2) 

58% 
(11) 

63% 
(5) 

Def/dem. 50% 
(4) 

44% 
(7) 

32% 
(7) 

70% 
(7) 

21% 
(4) 

25% 
(2) 

discourse-
new-
NMK 
 

Other 50% 
(4) 

44% 
(7) 

32% 
(7) 

10% 
(1) 

21% 
(4) 

13% 
(1) 

Table 6: Use of articles for pragmatic functions in the French child data. 
Raw figures are given in brackets. Bold=cell is a major contributor to the significant 
chi-square value for form-function associations. >=Adjusted standardized residual 
greater than 2.5, the morphosyntactic form is more strongly associated with this 
function than other forms and more strongly with this function than with other 

functions. < has the opposite interpretation. 
 

At 2;3 for example, the use of indefinite articles, is strongly associated with 
labelling, whereas definite/demonstrative articles are disassociated with this 
function, even though the percentage of use for labelling itself hardly differs 
between the two forms. Since the children use the definite/demonstrative article 
more often used for specific-given referents than for labelling, there is a 
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disassociation between definitive/demonstrative articles and labelling and an 
association with indefinite articles. 

The statistical analysis could not be carried out at 2;0, since the raw figures 
were too low. From 2;3 onwards, there are clear form-function associations in the 
children’s language at every age point (χ2, p<0.001), These associations have the 
same pattern as found in the input. That is, the children associate indefinite articles 
strongly with non-specific reference (see example 9) and disassociate definite/ 
demonstrative articles with this function. The same pattern is found for labelling. In 
contrast, definite/demonstrative articles are associated with specific discourse-given 
referents. There is a disassociation between indefinite articles and specific 
discourse-given at all age-points. 
 
(9) Non-specific reference with indefinite article (Philippe, 3;3) 

%sit: Philippe and the investigator are talking about the shape of an object.  
*INV: Il est comment le mien alors? 

   ‘Then how is mine?’ 
*CHI: Il est ovale. 

   ‘It is oval.’ 
*INV: Il est ovale? 

   ‘It is oval?’ 
*INV: Ah bon. 

   ‘ok’ 
*CHI: Comme un oeuf. 

   ‘Like an egg.’ 
 

Overall, there are no clear associations or disassociations between either type of 
article and discourse-new-MK. However, if the form choice is analyzed separately 
for discourse-new-MK, it appears that definite/demonstrative articles are used 
significantly more frequently than indefinite articles at all age points, as was also 
found in the input (χ2, p<0.05, see example 10).  
 
(10) Discourse-new-MK with definite article (Léa 2;9) 

%sit: Léa is playing in the sink with her puppet. 
*GRM: Comment dis tu? 

   ‘What did you say?’ 
*CHI: Je veux laver les mains de la poupée. 

   ‘I want to wash the puppet’s hands.’ 
 

However, the children use indefinite articles significantly more frequently for 
discourse-new referents than for discourse-given referents at all age points (χ2, 
p<0.001). This indicates that they do differentiate between new and given in article 
use. The French children do not significantly differentiate their use of 
morphosyntactic forms for MK and NMK in the age range 2;0-2;6 (χ2, p=0.21, age 
points combined due to low cell frequencies). However, they have started to use 
more indefinite articles than definite/demonstrative articles for NMK at 2;9-3;3 (χ2, p 
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<0.01, age points combined due to low cell frequencies). The error of using a 
definite article for NMK is, however, still quite frequent at all ages. The error rate 
ranges between 21% and 50%. In example (11), Grégoire uses a definite plural 
article to introduce some horses he has seen the other day. The investigator tries to 
elicit more information, but Grégoire’s answers are not informative enough, 
indicating that he does not take the investigators knowledge into account  
 
(11) Discourse-new-NMK with definite article (Grégoire, 2;6) 

*CHI: Non, non, moi j'étais, moi j'ai été regarder les chevaux. 
  ‘No, no, I went, I went to see the horsies.’ 

[…] 
*INV: Y'a longtemps que tu as été voir les chevaux? 
  ‘Is it a long time ago that you went to see the horsies?’ 
*CHI: Et pis j'en a pas des oranges des chevaux. 

   ‘And then there weren’t any orange horses.’ 
[…] 

*INV: Quand quand tu es allé voir les chevaux? 
  ‘When, when did you go to see the horsies?’ 
*CHI: J'ai été, y'a longtemps. 

   ‘I went, is long time ago.’ 
 

The French children use articles for referents that are new or given in discourse 
in an adult-like way from an early age. There are no differences between the 
children and the adults in the use of articles for discourse-new-MK (χ2, p <0.96). 
Moreover, already at 2;3 the children hardly use indefinites for discourse-given, a 
pattern also found in the input language. Moreover, by showing an association 
between indefinites and non-specific reference and a disassociation of this function 
with definite articles, the French children demonstrate that they also make a 
difference between non-specific and specific reference. The difference between MK 
and NMK in article use is emerging in these children. Before the end of the period 
under investigation, i.e. at 3;0, they have reached adult levels of the associations of 
forms with the aspects of specificity and givenness in discourse, but with the 
presence or absence of mutual knowledge. 
 
4.3 The morphosyntax-pragmatics interface of pronouns in child French 
 

In this section, the pragmatic aspects of givenness and familiarity to the listener 
(here defined as perceptual availability) will be discussed in relation to pronoun use. 
Table 7 shows that from 2;3 onwards, the children make clear form-function 
combinations; pronouns, nouns and proper names are used differently for the four 
pragmatic functions at all age points (χ2,  p <0.001). Nouns are associated with 
discourse-new and disassociated with discourse-given-maintenance from 2;3 
onwards. In contrast, pronouns are strongly associated with discourse-given 
maintenance at all age points (example 12). 
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 Form 2;0 2;3 2;6 2;9 3;0 3;3 
Pronoun 35% 

(8) 
27% 
(30) 

37% 
(50) 

34% 
(48)< 

33% 
(50)< 

32% 
(46)< 

Noun 65% 
(15) 

73% 
(82)> 

63% 
(84)> 

65% 
(91)> 

66% 
(102)> 

65% 
(93)> 

Discourse-
new- perc. 
available 

ProperN (0) (0)< (0)< 1% 
(2)< 

1% 
(2)< 

3%  
(4) 

Pronoun 8%  
(1) 

2% 
(1)< 

8% 
(6)< 

2% 
(1)< 

7%  
(4)< 

11% 
(5)< 

Noun 75% 
(9) 

88% 
(43)> 

78% 
(60)> 

76% 
(32)> 

73% 
(44)> 

67% 
(30)> 

Discourse-
new-not 
perc. avail. 

ProperN 17% 
(2) 

10% 
(5) 

14% 
(11) 

21%  
(9) 

20% 
(12)> 

22% 
(10)> 

Pronoun 30% 
(15) 

54% 
(57)> 

63% 
(144)> 

86% 
(171)> 

85% 
(175)> 

85% 
(210)> 

Noun 60% 
(30) 

41% 
(43)< 

34% 
(78)< 

8% 
(15)< 

11% 
(23)< 

13% 
(31)< 

Discourse-
given- 
maintenance 

ProperN 10% 
(5) 

5%  
(5) 

4% 
(8)< 

7% 
(13)< 

3%  
(7)< 

2% 
(5)< 

Pronoun 13% 
(13) 

20% 
(30)< 

40% 
(124) 

51% 
(149) 

61% 
(182) 

62% 
(244) 

Noun 38% 
(38) 

60% 
(91) 

48% 
(148) 

31% 
(90) 

27% 
(80)< 

28% 
(109)< 

Discourse-
given- 
shift 

ProperN 49% 
(49) 

20% 
(31)> 

13% 
(39)> 

18% 
(53)> 

12% 
(35)> 

11% 
(42)> 

Table 7: Use of articles for pragmatic functions in the French child data. 
Raw figures are given in brackets. Bold=cell is a major contributor to the significant 
chi-square value for form-function associations. >=Adjusted standardized residual 
greater than 2.5, the morphosyntactic form is more strongly associated with this 
function than other forms and more strongly with this function than with other 

functions. < has the opposite interpretation. 
 
(12) Discourse-given-maintenance with pronoun (Léa, 2;9) 

MOT: Et Luci, où est il en ce moment? 
‘And Luc, where is he now?’ 

CHI: Euh ili fait dodo. 
   ‘Uh, he is doing a nap.’ 
 

The children’s sensitivity to new and given in pronoun use is, however, not 
completely adult-like at 2;3 and therefore, seems to be developing up to 2;9. That is, 
only from 2;9 onwards the children disassociate pronouns with discourse-new 
referents that are perceptually available as do the adults. Furthermore, the use of 
pronouns in maintenance strongly increases to around 80% at 2;9, a figure also 
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found in the input. Finally, at this age, the children also start to use more pronouns 
and fewer nouns for discourse-given-shift. 

The choice of different forms for referent maintenance versus referent shift 
indicates whether children distinguish between different degrees of givenness. It 
appears that from 2;3 onwards, the children use pronouns, nouns and proper names 
significantly differently for maintenance and shift (χ2,  p <0.001). They prefer to use 
pronouns for maintenance, whereas nouns and proper names are more often used for 
shift (example 13).  
 
(13) Discourse-given-shift with definite article (Philippe 2;3) 

MOT: Si la vitrei est cassée, y a pas que ça. 
  ‘If the window is broken, only that is left.’ 

MOT: Les roues aussi, mon pauvre chat. 
   ‘The wheels too, my poor darling.’ 

CHI: Réparer la vitrei. 
   ‘Repair the window.’ 
 

The erroneous use of pronouns for discourse-new referents that are not 
perceptually available varies between 2% and 11%. This error is thus less frequent 
than the use of definite articles for discourse-new-NMK (see section 4.2). Moreover, 
the children significantly differentiate their use of pronouns, nouns and proper 
names according to whether the referent is perceptually available or not at both 2;0-
2;6 and 2;9-3;3 (χ2, p<0.01, age points combined due to low cell frequencies). 
Pronouns are more often used for referents that are physically present. If the referent 
is absent, nouns or proper names are preferred. This pattern is highly similar to what 
was found in the input. 

In sum, the children associate pronouns with given referents from 2;3 onwards. 
Moreover, they prefer to use pronouns over nouns if a discourse-given referent is 
highly in focus (maintenance), indicating that they also distinguish between different 
degrees of givenness. Their sensitivity to givenness seems however to be developing 
to the adult level until 2;9. Only at this age do the children disassociate pronouns 
with discourse-new referents that are also perceptually available. From 2;3 onwards, 
the children appear to take account of the listener’s perspective, since they prefer to 
use nouns or proper names if the referent is not perceptually available. Whether this 
really indicates sensitivity to the perspective of the listener will be discussed in the 
next section. 
 
5. Discussion and conclusion 
 

This study has investigated reference to persons and objects with articles and 
pronouns longitudinally in two- and three year old children acquiring French. In 
adult French the choice for an indefinite or definite article and noun or pronoun is, 
amongst other things, influenced by three pragmatic aspects: (1) whether the referent 
is non-specific or specific, (2) whether the referent is new or given in discourse and 
(3) whether the referent is familiar to the hearer, based on mutual knowledge or 
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perceptual availability. Studies on children’s socio-cognitive knowledge indicate 
that some of the cognitive underpinnings of these three pragmatic aspects are 
already present when children start to produce articles and pronouns, that is around 
two years-of-age. The goal of this study was to examine if and how young children 
take account of these pragmatic dimensions in using indefinite and 
definite/demonstrative articles and pronouns when they are in the process of 
acquiring these forms, that is between two and three years-of-age. The role of the 
input was also taken into account. The children in this study have reached an adult 
level of producing articles in obligatory contexts by 2;9. 

With respect to article use, the results show that the children apply both the non-
specific/specific distinction and the distinction between new/given in discourse in an 
adult-like way from 2;3 onwards. That is, indefinite articles are associated with non-
specific reference and labelling. Definite/demonstrative articles are associated with 
specific referents, both discourse-new and discourse-given. Moreover, within the 
category of specific referents, the children do use indefinite articles for discourse-
new referents, but hardly make the error of using indefinites for discourse-given 
referents. This indicates that from at least 2;3 onwards, French children also 
distinguish between new and given in discourse for article use. For the pragmatic 
aspects of givenness and specificity, the French children thus already make adult-
like form-function associations by 2;3. With respect to the perspective of the listener 
however, the children need more time to use articles correctly. They often use 
definite articles for not mutually known referents, also at 3;3. 

The French children are also sensitive to the distinction between new and given 
in discourse in using pronouns compared to nouns (and proper names). From 2;3 
onwards, nominal forms are associated with new referents, whereas pronouns are 
associated with given referents. Furthermore, the children use pronouns more 
frequently when the referent is syntactically close to its antecedent (maintenance) 
than when the syntactic distance is larger (shift). There is however also a 
developmental pattern in the children’s sensitivity to new and given in pronoun use: 
only from 2;9 onwards the percentage of pronouns for maintenance is at an adult 
level. Moreover, the children start to disassociate pronouns with discourse-new-
referents that are perceptually available at this age. The children seem to take the 
perspective of the listener into account in using pronouns already at 2;0. They hardly 
use pronouns to introduce referents that are not physically present and not 
perceptually available. Rather, they correctly prefer to use nouns or proper names to 
refer to these entities. Whether this pattern of pronoun use really indicates sensitivity 
to the listener will be discussed below. 

The study also considered if the children apply pragmatic aspects in similar 
ways to articles and pronouns. The results are somewhat difficult to interpret. 
Firstly, the children distinguish between discourse-new and discourse-given in 
article use in an adult-like way from 2;3 onwards. In contrast, it takes the children to 
2;9 to reach the adult pattern in using pronouns versus nouns and proper names with 
respect to givenness in discourse. The consistency of form-function combinations in 
the input might play a role here. Indefinite determiners are hardly used for 
discourse-given referents in the input (3%). This might give children a strong cue on 
the restricted use of this form. The pattern of use of nouns and pronouns for 
pragmatic functions is, however, much less clear. Both forms are used to a 
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considerable extent for both new and given referents in the input. For example the 
adults use 30% of pronouns for discourse-new referents that are perceptually 
available. They use nouns in 35% of the cases in discourse-given-shift. These less 
systematic form-function associations in the input might give children a less strong 
cue on how to use nouns and pronouns for given referents. They seem to need more 
time to acquire these form-function associations. 

The results are also contradictory with respect to the children’s sensitivity to the 
listener’s perspective. Up to 2;9 the children do not differentiate their use of articles 
with respect to MK or NMK and at 3;3, the children still make the error of using an 
definite article to refer to a referent that is not mutually known between speaker and 
listener. In contrast, the children seem to be more sensitive to the listener’s needs in 
using pronouns. From 2;3 onwards, the children disassociate pronouns with 
discourse-new referents that are not perceptually available to the listener and use this 
form erroneously in only about 7% of the cases. However, this apparent sensitivity 
to the listener’s needs might be explained by the deictic properties of pronouns. That 
is, the children may be using pronouns to introduce referents to discourse only if the 
referent is perceptually available to the children themselves. This suggestion needs 
to be investigated further, preferably in an experimental situation. Results by 
Matthews, Lieven, Theakston and Tomasello (2006) suggest this is the case. They 
investigated two-year-old children’s use of nouns and pronouns in an experimental 
situation where the child could always see the referent and the listener either could 
or could not see it. In these situations two-year-old children did not differ their use 
of morphosyntactic forms with respect to the perceptual availability of the referent 
to the listener, possibly because the referent was visible to the children. 

To conclude, the current study has shown that children between two and three 
acquiring French already apply pragmatic aspects to the use of articles and 
pronouns. Different aspects of the morphosyntax-pragmatics interface in reference 
are, however, acquired at different rates. The distinctions between non-specific/ 
specific and new/given in discourse are both acquired and used in an adult-like way 
before the end of the period under investigation here (3;3). The children have not yet 
learned to correctly take the listener’s perspective into account by this age. 
Furthermore, the morphosyntax-pragmatics interface is acquired on a form-by-form 
basis. Articles are used according to the specificity of the referent and according to 
whether the referent is new or given in discourse from 2;3 onwards. For pronouns, 
deixis seems to be important. Only by 2;9, the French children have developed an 
adult-like use of pronouns and nouns with respect to the pragmatic aspect of 
givenness. 
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