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MODELS OF SYNTACTIC DEVELOPMENT 
 

‘Before they grow so big, the baobabs start out by being little.’ 
‘That is strictly correct,’ I said. ‘But why do you want the sheep 
to eat the little baobabs?’ He answered me at once, ‘Oh, 
come, come!’ as if he were speaking of something that was 
self-evident. And I was obliged to make a great mental effort 
to solve this problem, without any assistance. (Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry – The Little Prince) 

 
 

KEY POINTS: 
In this chapter you will learn about:  
• the way in which generative acquisitionists account for the differences 

between child and adult speech  
• different explanations of how child speech turns into  the correct target adult 

speech 
• the advantages/disadvantages of  various hypotheses with respect to syntactic 

development 
 
 
1. Introduction  
 
It is generally assumed in the literature dealing with first language acquisition that 

there is an orderly progression of stages in first language development. This property 
associates linguistic development with biologically programmed behaviour, which 
exhibits a pattern of ordered stages.  

There seems to be consensus in the literature that child speech goes through a 
succession of stages, illustrated in (1): 

 

(1)  0 – 12 months: prelinguistic stage   oogh 
 12 – 18 months: single word stage (SWS)   apple 
 18 – 24 months: early multi-word stage (EMWS)  (I) want apple 

24 – 30 months: later multi-word stage (LMWS) I want to have   
    an apple. 

 
During the prelinguistic stage, that of babbling, the child produces only 

vocalisations to which no meaning is assigned and which gradually become more varied, 
finally turning into syllables such as /ba/, /ma/, etc. The baby focuses on the acoustic 
information in the language stream, which helps him/her to ‘segment complex non-
linguistic events into what will be linguistically relevant units at the next phase’ (Hirsh-
Pasek and Michnick – Golinkoff 1996: 165). As early as a few days, babies are able to 
discriminate between their mother tongue and a foreign language from a different class 
and at about 4 or 5 months they can distinguish their own language from a foreign 
language in the same rhythmic class (Spanish vs. Catalan or English vs. Dutch, for 
example) (Jusczyk et al. 1992). Also, it seems that as early as two weeks, babies are 

4.1



able to discriminate between voiced and unvoiced consonants (Crain and Lillo-Martin 
1999), a sign that they are on their way towards distinguishing phonemic boundaries.  

The SWS is the stage of words uttered in isolation. The first words are names for 
things or persons in the environment. Studies of early vocabularies point out that almost 
half of the words used during this stage are names for objects and that quite often these 
words are actually used with the meaning of whole sentences.    

Linguists have access to evidence which shows whether children have/ do not 
have knowledge of parameter values only when children begin to utter two word 
utterances. It is possible that some parameter values have already been set before this 
stage, but this is a hypothesis which cannot be tested1. 

Beginning with the EMWS, the child begins to string words together and to form 
simple ‘reduced’ sentences. The average vocabulary at the beginning of this stage is of 
about 50 words (Nelson 1973) and sometimes the child may begin by simply reproducing 
rote-learned structures whose meaning they may not know. Take for example the constant 
use of ‘Ce crezi?’ (‘what do you think?’) used by a monolingual Romanian-speaking child 
(B., aged 1; 5 – 1; 9) only to signal the wish to speak to an adult, or the wish to look at the 
pictures in a picture book, etc.  But, in spite of this, the vast majority of corpora reveal that 
the child is able to use a variety of semantic relations during this stage: agent-action, action 
– theme, action-location, etc. (O’Grady 1997).  New words are assigned to the different word 
classes. (Overt) grammatical formatives or functional categories seem to be either absent or 
rarely used. For example, in English, children omit determiners, auxiliaries and 
complementizers: 

 

(2) baby [is] talking  
Mummy [has] thrown it 
[the] bunny [has] broken[its/the]foot  
want [to] go out (Radford 1990) 

 
In Romanian, they omit auxiliaries, pronominal clitics and weak pronouns, the 

indefinite article and complementizers: 
 

(3) [a] cădut pe jos  
[has] fallen on the ground  
Mo] Nicolae [le-][a] adus  
Saint Nicholas [them][has] brought (Avram and Coene 2001) 

 
 But, in spite of the fact that functional categories seem to be systematically 

omitted (at least in some languages), children do not totally lack knowledge of these 
classes. There is experimental evidence that, if functional items are replaced with 
nonsense words which have the same rhythmic properties, sentence comprehension 
and sentence memory are negatively affected (Gerken and McIntosh 1993).   

Since the properties of functional categories have been assumed to be relevant 
for the syntactic compartment, we expect the lack of functional elements to be reflected 
at the syntactic level as well. In English, yes-no questions are often signalled only by 
intonation at this stage: 

 

(4) Fraser water? 
No eat?   (Goodluck 1991) 

 
Wh- questions at EMWS are illustrated in (5) below. 
 

                                                           
1 But see Wexler (1998) for a more radical point of view according to which children are assumed 

to have set parameters correctly before entering the two-word stage.  



 (5) a. Where Kitty? 
b. Where horse go? (Goodluck 1991) 
c. What this? 
d. Who that?  
e. What colour is these?    (Radford 1990)  

The vast majority of early questions are where and what questions and are often 
formulaic (Radford 1990). When a copula is used, there might be agreement errors, as in 
(5e).  

The LMWS is associated with longer utterances and the correct use of 
grammatical formatives. At the beginning of this stage, the child has a vocabulary of 
approximately 400 words and a Mean Length of Utterance (MLU)2 of 1.75. At the end of 
the stage their vocabulary measures approximately 900 words and the MLU is about 
2.25 (Crain and Lillo-Martin 1999). Obviously, individual differences do exist, vocabulary 
size and MLU varying from one child to another.  

Yes-no questions are no longer signalled by intonation alone (6) but Subject-
auxiliary inversion may still be absent in wh-questions (7): 

 

(6) Can I have a piece of paper? 
(7) Why Kitty can’t stand up? (Goodluck 1991)   
  
Linguists also agree that certain grammatical morphemes are acquired in a 

certain order, which may differ cross-linguistically. A child whose target language is 
English, for example, will go through the following stages: 

 

– ing
– plural –s
– copula 

– auxiliary
– participle

– irregular past tense forms
– regular past tense forms
– 3rd pers.sg. –s
– possessive 
                     (Goodluck 1991)

(8)

    
 
The existence of an orderly progression of stages raises the question of why 

language development follows a particular course and of how this course is related to 
UG. For generative first language researchers the availability of UG for the acquirer is 
biologically given. However, there is no consensus with respect to the way in which UG 
functions in the process of acquisition and hence on how developmental facts could be 
accounted for. The literature offers a wide range of detailed descriptions of those 
acquisition facts which are used as empirical evidence in favour of one model of 
development or the other. As each model aims to explain how the child manages, in the 
end, to attain adult knowledge of his/her target language, learnability facts play an 
important part in the evaluation of the various hypotheses. 

In this chapter the following questions related to the course of language 
development will be addressed: 

 

(i) is UG (fully) available to the child from the onset of acquisition? 
(ii) if UG is available from the onset of acquisition, how can one account for 

the differences between child speech and adult speech ?  

                                                           
2 Mean Length of Utterance (MLU): the average number of words which are used in the utterances 

recorded in the speech sample of a child.  



(iii) is child grammar qualitatively different from adult grammar?  
(iv) why do children use non-adult structures and how do they get rid of them? 

 
Recently, there has been considerable debate as to whether UG is fully available 

from the onset of acquisition (in which case, child grammar would not deviate from adult 
grammar in a radical way) or whether it is engaged gradually (in which case child and 
adult grammars would be qualitatively different since UG would not be fully available 
from the start). Three main positions have been taken with respect to the availability  of 
UG at the onset of language acquisition: 

(i) The Strong Continuity (or the Full Availability) Hypothesis, according to which 
all the principles and parameters of UG are available from the very beginning of the 
acquisition process. This hypothesis has two versions. The radical one assumes that the 
representations of child grammar observe both UG principles and the values of the 
parameters of the target language. According to the weaker version3, the child’s 
representations obey UG principles but need not obey the parametric values of the target 
language (Borer and Wexler 1987, Weissenborn 1992, Whitman, Lee and Lust 1991, 
Whitman 1994, etc.);  

 

(ii) The Discontinuity (or No-Continuity) Hypothesis, associated with 
maturation, according to which UG is not accessed from the start. It becomes available 
in the course of development in a gradual fashion, perhaps biologically driven (Felix 
1984). The child’s early representations violate UG constraints; 

 

(iii) The Weak Continuity Hypothesis, according to which some (or all) functional 
projections may be missing at the onset of acquisition but some (or all) the principles are 
in place. The early representations may be deviant from the target system but are 
constrained by principles of UG4 (Lebeaux 1988, Radford 1990, Powers 1996, etc.).  
 
 

2. The Strong Continuity Hypothesis 
 
2.1. Main assumptions 
 
Within the Strong Continuity approach to language development, the child is 

assumed to have full access to UG from the onset of acquisition. The syntactic phrase 
structure of the child is identical to the syntactic phrase structure of the adult (Crain and 
Fodor 1987,  Pinker 1984,  Boser et al. 1992, Poeppel and Wexler 1993, Lust 1994, 
Schütze 1995, Thornton and Crain 1998, among many others). In other words, all the 
principles of UG and all the functional projections (or at least the ones which exist in the 
target language) are present and operative in the child’s grammar from the very 
beginning. The early phrase marker is identical to the adult one: 

 

(9)     CP 
        2 

C’         
      2 
    C0      IP         

                           2   
                                                           

3 This position has been labelled the Weak Continuity hypothesis in other works (see, for example, 
Weissenborn, Goodluck  and Roeper 1992). I have chosen to treat this line as a weaker version of the 
Strong Continuity Hypothesis taking into account the fact that it assumes that UG is available and its 
principles are all observed from the onset of acquisition. i.e. there is strong continuity in this respect.  

4 This is the reason for which I consider that such a position is not a discontinuity one. On such a 
view, UG is available from the very beginning. There is continuity with respect to UG.  For a different point of 
view, see Weissenborn,Goodluck and Roeper (1992). 

The Strong 
Continuity 
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all the 
principles of 
UG and all 
the functional 
projections of 
the target 
language are 
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acquisition. 

The Strong 
Continuity 
Hypothesis:  the 
differences 
between child 
and adult 
speech  are 
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processing 
limitations, lack 
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lexical, 
pragmatic or 
real world 
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perceptual 
considerations 
or underspeci-
fication of 
functional 
heads.  



             I’         
       2 
      I0     VP 
 2 
           V’         

       2 
     V0      DP         

  2 
   D’         
               2 
        D0             NP 

 
Child grammar can depart from adult grammar only in ways in which adult 

grammars can differ from each other. Hence, no «wild» grammars which violate the 
principles of UG are possible. The mistakes which children make represent (minimal) 
violations of rules which constrain only the target language, but which represent choices 
available in UG. For example, it has been noticed that children acquiring non-null subject 
languages (like English, German or Dutch) occasionally produce null subject sentences 
during early stages of language development. Such sentences deviate from their target 
language but represent an option which UG makes available: there are null subject 
languages.  

The fact that children’s productions differ from adult grammar is explained as a reflex 
of lexical learning, of processing limitations, of perceptual considerations, of pragmatic 
knowledge or of real world knowledge. For example, longitudinal corpora of child speech 
reveal that young children acquiring English as their first language do not use 
complementizers of the type that or whether during early stages. This omission has been 
interpreted within this model as the result of a gap in the lexicon: the child has not acquired 
these items yet and hence cannot use them. Moreover, the absence of overt 
complementizers is not taken as a proof that the child lacks knowledge of the syntax 
associated with these items.The German complementizer dass ‘that’ is also acquired 
relatively late. However, lack of this complementizer in early German does not mean that the 
German-speaking child does not have knowledge of embedded clauses. Experimental data 
show that children know about the complementary distribution between dass and the finite 
verb at a stage when the complementizer is not yet spontaneously produced (Weissenborn 
et al. 1998). Such explanations, however, raise the question of why complementizers and 
not adjectives, for example, are acquired so late (O’Grady 1997: 333).  

 Pinker (1984) explains the production of incomplete utterances as the reflex of 
processing limitations; the child’s representation of the meaning of a grammatically 
incomplete sentence is, according to him, complete: 

 

(10) a. Mummy [eat] apple. 
b. I sit [on] chair. 

 
A «processing bottleneck» is assumed to intervene between this meaning 

representation and the syntactic structure which encodes it, acting like a filter which 
allows only two-word utterances, three-word utterances, a.s.o. As the child grows older, 
his /her processing limitations decrease, the constraint is relaxed and the sentences 
which he/she produces are complete.  But such an account also leaves the problem 
mentioned above unsolved: why does the bottleneck constantly «block» the same type 
of elements? What exactly modifies the ‘bottleneck’ so as to make it allow longer 
utterances? 



Weissenborn (1994) relates early grammar deviations from the target language 
to the child’s strategy of avoiding those structures which ‘force their computational 
capacities to their limits’ (p. 238). It is however important to notice that, on this view, 
children’s incomplete or simplified utterances are constrained by the so-called Local 
Well-Formedness Constraint. They involve all the steps of the adult derivation, minus 
one/some. Thus, early surface strings are seen as the result of incomplete derivations: 
‘[...] the child sometimes fails to complete the derivational process and the premature 
structure surfaces’ (p. 235). Children have knowledge of the full set of operations 
involved in the derivation (sometimes, correct forms are used in alternation with 
incompletely derived ones) but they optionally choose to use simpler syntactic structures 
which require less computational effort.  

Another explanation for the differences between child and adult grammars relies on 
the role of the linguistic input: the changes in the child grammar are interpreted as reflecting 
changes in the input (Brown and Hanlon 1970, Wexler and Hamburger 1973). Deprez and 
Pierce (1993) suggest that the child’s analysis of the input changes over time, i.e. in the 
beginning, the child does not analyse the data in the input correctly or he/she does not analyse 
it at all.  

Perceptual considerations have also been invoked as the cause of the lack of 
certain lexical items or certain structures. The underlying idea is that unstressed 
morphemes (markers of tense, aspect, agreement) are acquired later than stressed 
ones (Slobin 1985). The fact that children acquire the preposition for before the 
complementizer for  (Nishigauchi and Roeper 1987) or the preposition to before the 
infinitival particle to  (Pinker 1984) have been explained along these lines: the infinitival 
particle and the complementizer are instances of unstressed morphemes.  

Hyams (1996), examining what she calls the ‘optional specificity stage’ (i.e. the 
stage when Tense and determiners may be absent) adopts the view that the full set of 
functional categories is available from the onset of acquisition and proposes that some 
functional heads are underspecified, in the sense that they must be interpreted 
deictically. Within such an account, the difference between child and adult grammars is 
not strictly syntactic but the result of differences between the pragmatic system of the 
child and that of the adult. The child has to resort to discourse strategies in order to 
interpret the underspecified elements. Linguistic development involves a restructuring of 
the mapping between grammar and pragmatics.  

One of the main advantages of the Strong Continuity Hypothesis is that, postulating 
a minimum of difference between child and adult speech, one does not have any difficulty 
explaining how early grammars turn into adult grammars. The LAD is not assumed to 
change (or to change in a radical way) and the acquisitionist does not have to attribute ‘ad 
hoc grammars’ to the child (Clahsen 1992:56). But it fails to explain the systematic lack of 
articles, complementizers, (certain) prepositions or verbal morphology in early speech. 

 
 
2.2 Arguments in favour of the Strong Continuity Hypothesis 
 
Arguments in favour of the Strong Continuity Hypothesis are usually based on the 

early presence of syntactic movement of lexical elements to functional nodes. The absence of 
functional elements in overt syntax is not taken to be evidence that the child’s phrase marker 
lacks one or several functional projections. Within such an approach, the overt morphological 
realisation of functional structure is taken to be preceded by the existence of functional 
structure.  

The theoretical assumption on which such arguments rest is that a maximal 
projection is legitimate even if its head is not filled with overt material; if an element has 

One main 
argument in 
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Strong 
Continuity 
Hypothesis: 
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movement in 
early 
grammar. 



moved to the Specifier position of the projection (to check its features in an agreement 
relation with the abstract features of the head) the projection is justified (Grimshaw 1993, 
Speas 1993). Re-interpreted from a minimalist perspective, such a view leads to the 
hypothesis that features can be checked from the onset of acquisition since all the 
functional projections are assumed to be present. Also, since items come fully inflected 
from the lexicon, with a set of formal features which need checking and thus cause 
movement, the lack of overt morphological markers cannot automatically imply that the 
functional projections associated with those markers are missing.  Given that feature 
checking drives movement, the proponents of this hypothesis have tried to prove that 
there exists movement  during the early stages of language development. If one can prove 
that early child grammar has movement, this will represent evidence that the phrase 
marker contains those functional projections which serve as landing sites in the process.   

 
 
2.2.1 The Null Auxiliary Hypothesis 
  
Boser et al. (1992) examine the properties of the complementizer (CP) system 

and the acquisition of V2 in early German with a view to providing evidence that the child 
demonstrates knowledge of verb grammar in German very early (contra those 
hypotheses which claim that the early categorial  inventory of child language is an 
impoverished version of that of the adult, Clahsen 1990, Meisel and Müller 1992). Their 
main assumption is that examples (10a) and  (10b), which represent child utterances, 
are structurally identical to the corresponding adult sentences: 

 

       (11)   a. Jem want [IP Mummy [I e [V take] it out] 
b. [CP [C e] [IP [NPe][I e][VP doing what there]]]? 

 

(10a) and (10b) are assumed to contain functional heads and their projections. 
They differ from their adult counterparts in that the head and the specifier nodes of some 
projections may remain empty at S-Structure. The theoretical implication would be that 
maximal projections of functional categories in child speech are allowed even when both 
the head and the specifier are empty, i.e. null projections are allowed in child grammar: 

 

(12)                XP 
        2 
   Spec       X’  
    ∅       2   XP is allowed 
              X0      YP 
    ∅ 

 

The corpus they use includes recordings of 30 children (aged 21–34 months), 
whose natural speech was studied in detail, and the results of two experimental elicited 
imitation studies on 40 children (aged 2–4 years). The target language is German. The 
samples prove the availability of head movement, in particular of V to C (in 12 below the 
finite verb has raised from VP), as well as of topicalization (i.e. movement of a DP or an 
Adverb to CP) at a very early age: 

 

(12) a. Hab ein hier. 
have one here 

 b. Das geht da. 
     that goes there 
(13) a. Da ist der. 

 there he is 
b. Mit der papa fahrt Anita. 

There is 
evidence 
that V-to-I-
to-C 
movement 
is available 
in early 
German.  



    with the papa goes Anita  ( Boser et al. 1992: 53-54) 
 

Topicalizations are present in 6%–34% of the utterances in the sample which 
they analysed, throughout all ages. 

In between 20% and 66% of the utterances which contain a finite moved verb are 
questions. Given the fact that in questions the verb moves to C (as shown in 14), these 
data represent evidence that the child’s grammar has V-to-I-to-C movement: 

 

(14)  CP         
         2 

Spec      C’       
           2 
   C0      IP         
        vi         2 
         Spec          I’ 

             I-to-C                        2 
              I0           VP 

       ti       2 
 Spec   V’  

          2 
        V-to-I          V0... 

              ti 
   

In (15) below ist has raised to I and then to C:  
(15) Ist der Bar da? 

is the bear there 
 

Finite verb movement to C, as well as the wide range of auxiliaries (haben ‘have’, 
sein ‘be’, tun ‘do’-dialectal) and modals which always appear in V2 position in the 
corpus, suggest that IP and CP are available from early stages. The syntactic 
representation of the child is claimed to be structurally identical to that of the adult 
throughout development. V-to-I-to-C raising exists in early child grammar, providing 
evidence that the targeted functional projections are available at this early stage. 

 But sentences like the ones in (16), though not very frequent, seem to question  
this proposal: 

 

(16) a.  der eine Hose anziehen 
he a pants on-put-inf 

       b.  nur die Buch mal sehen 
               only the book once see-inf 
       c.  Reh gelauf 
              deer run (participle) 
 
The verb is non-finite and occurs in sentence final position, in spite of the fact 

that it is used in a context in which a finite form is required in the target language. This 
suggests that the lexical verb has not moved5,6.  

Boser et al. (1992) propose that this early pattern contains a non-overt auxiliary 
in C at S-Structure. Whenever the lexical verb is non-finite and sentence final it occurs 

                                                           
5 Such utterances represented important arguments in favour of an “extended verb final stage” in 

early German (Clahsen and Muysken 1986).  
6 As will be shown in 2.2.2., where the analysis in Poeppel and Wexler (1993) is presented, the 

sentences in (16) are not problematic: non-finite verbs are sentence final in adult-German, they do not 
move.  



as the complement of a (null) auxiliary which occupies C. This is the so-called null 
auxiliary hypothesis  defined as follows:  

 

(17) In those structures which contain a non-finite verb form (infinitive 
or participle) and no overt tensed auxiliary, C is occupied at  
S-Structure by a null auxiliary moved from its position in V or I, whose phi-
features (including tense and agreement features) are recoverable under 
licensing conditions for null pronominals (in this particular case by Spec-head 
agreement).  

 
Arguments that null auxiliaries are licensed by Spec-head agreement are closely 

linked to the presence of the subject in all the null auxiliary utterances. This allows the 
null auxiliary, which has moved to C (18), to check its phi-features in a Spec-head 
agreement configuration whose specifier position is occupied by the overt subject: 

 

(18)        CP 
   2 
DPi         C’ 

     2 
  C0             IP 

              null auxj      2 
         ti            I’ 

                2 
           VP    I0 
       

                tj 
 
(19)             CP 

         2 
  Spec  CP 

         Subject           2 
                    C0          IP  

   null aux 
 
When the topicalized element is a non-subject topic moved to Spec CP, no 

agreement relationship can obtain between the null auxiliary and the moved element: 
 

(20)             CP 
         2 
  Spec          CP 

      No Subject       2 
               C0       IP  

   null aux 
 

      No agreement 
 
How does the child get rid of the non-adult null-auxiliary utterances? The 

authors of the study suggest that obligatory realisation of overt auxiliary involves 
lexical learning. Since lexical realisation of auxiliaries is language-specific, it cannot be 
derived from UG; the child will have to learn that the auxiliary must be overtly realised 
and how on the basis of positive evidence.  

The null 
auxiliary 
hypothesis: 
early non-
finite 
structures  
have the 
functional 
architecture of 
adult clauses 
but contain a 
null auxiliary 
which has 
moved to C. 



One advantage of this approach7 is that the child’s grammar does not have to 
change from no or optional I to C movement to obligatory I to C movement.  

A few problems seem to have remained unsolved though. Why do children 
systematically omit auxiliaries and not other classes of verbs? With Boser et al., the term 
auxiliary also includes modals, which have a rich semantic content, which means that 
lack of substantive content (which has often been invoked) cannot be a viable 
explanation. The null auxiliary hypothesis does not answer this question. 

Further arguments against the null auxiliary hypothesis are related to the 
predictions it makes. If all the clauses in early child language are full CPs, we should 
come across infinitival wh-questions. But it seems that this prediction is not borne out 
cross-linguistically. Data from early Dutch (Haegeman 1995), early German and early 
French (Crisma 1992) show that such utterances are unattested in these early 
grammars.  

One more prediction is that null auxiliaries and hence infinitival constructions 
should be dependent on the existence of a filled Spec of CP, the landing site of the 
subject DP. But empirical data disconfirm it. Subjectless infinitival structures as well as 
infinitival structures with an object or an adverbial in initial position (21) have been 
attested in child German: 

 

(21) das auch mone hol(en) 
this also (si)mone get 
auch baby essen  
also baby eat  (Weissenborn 1994: 219–220) 

 
 
2.2.2 The Full Competence Hypothesis 
 
Poeppel and Wexler (1993) provide evidence in favour of what they call the full 

competence hypothesis, a variant of the strong continuity hypothesis, on the basis of 
empirical data from child German. Within their approach, the child has the adult grammar, in 
particular: 

(i) the child knows the difference between finite and non-finite forms 
(ii) movement is available, which means that the targeted functional 

projections  are also available 
(iii) word order in child German suggests that the functional projections IP 

and CP are available at a very early stage. 
 
Their main arguments are related to the position of finite and non-finite verb 

forms and the status of sentence-initial elements in early child German. 
The corpus they examined is the one provided by the transcript of Andreas (age 

2; 1, monolingual) from the CHILDES database (MacWhinney and Snow 1985).  
The representation of German clauses assumed in the analysis is the one in 

(22):  
  

(22)      CP 
                   2 

Spec      C’ 
     2 
    C0   IP 

                                                           
7 For a discussion on how the null auxiliary hypothesis can answer questions related to the optional 

infinitive stage see Chapter 6. 



             2 
          Spec       I’ 
         2 
     VP        I0 

       2 
           Spec          V’ 

    2 
                 NP         V0 

 
Since German is a verb-second language, when the verb is finite, it moves to I 

and then to C (V-to-I-to-C movement) and the Specifier position of CP must host an 
element which has moved to this sentence initial position. This element can be a DP 
subject, a DP object or an adverb: 

 

(23)       8CP 
   2 

       Spec     C’ 
       DP/Adv. 2 

         C0      IP 
         2 

                               I’ 
                                         2 
               VP       I0 

           2 
        V’ 

     2 
            DP       V0    
       finite verb  
 
But if the verb is non-finite, it will remain in its sentence-final position: 
(24)   CP 

         2 
                 C’ 
            2 
    C0       IP 
                     2 
                 I’ 

    2 
          VP          I0 

      2 
     V’ 
2 

   DP         V0 

     non-finite verb  
 
 

                                                           
8 Poeppel and Wexler use this representation for the German phrase-marker in order to capture the 

word order  O-V.  



On this model, child and adult German are identical. Hence the prediction is that 
we should find the alternation finite-verb in C0 – non-finite verb under the VP in the 
matrix clauses available in samples of early German.  

Poeppel and Wexler examined 282 indicative declarative sentences present in 
the corpus. The empirical data show that there is contingency between the position of 
the verb and its inflectional status, as seen in Table 1 below:  

Table 1 
 + Finite Verb – Finite Verb 

Verb Second 216 utterances   7 utterances 
Verb Final   15 utterances 44 utterances  

     (Poeppel & Wexler 1993: 6) 
 
Andreas places the finite verb in verb second position most of the time, which 

indicates availability of verb movement at this stage of linguistic development. After the 
first screening, all the two-word utterances were eliminated (since in such sentences the 
second position was also the last position). The results are not different from the ones in 
Table 1. Out of 282 declaratives, only 251 sentences were at least three-word 
utterances. The examination of the data reveals the same consistent and systematic 
distinction between finite/non-finite verbs at this early stage, as can be seen in Table 2: 

 

Table 2 
 + Finite Verb – Finite Verb 

Verb Second 197   6 
Verb Final  11 37 

     ( Poeppel & Wexler 1993: 7) 
 
The consistent contingency between the inflectional status of the verb and its 

placement in the sentence is taken to represent solid proof that verb movement is 
available and that the functional projections targeted by verb movement (IP and CP) are 
present in the child’s phrase marker at this early stage. In spite of the fact that overt 
complementizers are not present, the availability of head-to-head movement of the verb 
shows that the functional projection associated with complementizers is present. The 
same movement proves that the phrase marker contains an IP, in spite of the fact that 
Andreas may occasionally use the infinitival form of the verb in matrix clauses. 

Further evidence in favour of the Full Competence hypothesis comes from the 
analysis of the status of the element which occurs in sentence-initial position in those 
utterances in which the verb has moved out of the VP. The key idea is that if we only 
came across DP subjects in sentence initial position we would not have clear evidence 
that the verb moved as high up as C0.  Sentence-initial DP-subjects could have raised to 
Spec IP in which case the verb could have landed in I0. But if other elements (DP objects 
or adverbs) are found in sentence initial position, this will provide convincing evidence 
that the verb is in C0. Andreas’ corpus contains 180 sentences with overt subjects out of 
which 50 have a non-subject element in sentence-initial position. This proves the 
availability of both IP and CP. The conclusion Poeppel & Wexler reach on the basis of 
these data is that the grammatical system of the child is in place from the onset of 
multiword speech.  

Though providing evidence that the early inflectional system in child German is 
identical to the adult grammar, the study does not answer the question raised by the 
infinitival forms used in ‘finite’ environment in early child grammar: why are such forms 
used in matrix clauses, if the child can systematically distinguish between finite and non-
finite forms?  

  
 

The Full 
Competence 
Hypothesis: 
all the func-
tional pro-
jections of 
the adult 
phrase 
marker are 
available 
from the 
onset of 
acquisition; 
movement is 
also 
available.  



2.2.3 Minimalist Arguments  
 
Most proponents of the (Strong) Continuity Hypothesis, though providing evidence 

in favour of movement to functional projections, cannot account in a direct way for the 
systematic absence of overt functional material in early child grammar. Borer and 
Rohrbacher (1998) argue that it is precisely the absence of this overt material «which 
provides evidence FOR, rather than AGAINST, the existence of functional structure in the 
early grammar» (p. 4).  

According to their scenario, the child will constantly and systematically avoid using 
functional material in an attempt at avoiding incorrect forms whose morpho-phonology 
he/she has not acquired yet. Functional projections are present from the onset of acquisition 
but the child has no knowledge of the corresponding functional morphemes.  

Arguments in favour of this view are mainly theory-internal and they are discussed 
within the framework provided by the early Minimalist Program (Chomsky 1993). 
According to this model, each lexical item (verbs included) comes fully inflected from the 
lexicon, i.e. each item which enters the Numeration carries formal features and is inserted 
in the syntactic structure fully inflected. These features are checked, in the derivation, via 
overt or covert movement, against the content of functional heads. For example, a verb 
comes fully inflected from the lexicon (with tense and agreement markers), it carries a set 
of V-features and is inserted into V. The subject DP carries a set of N-features and is 
inserted in the specifier position of VP. Inflection, in its turn, has a set of V-features and a 
set of N-features. The subject DP moves to the specifier of IP, where its N-features are 
checked against the N-features of I, and the verb moves to I, where its V-features are 
checked against the V-feature of Inflection. If all the features match (as in 25), they are 
eliminated and the derivation is legitimate: 

 

       (25)            IP 
 

Spec            I’ 
 
    I0            VP 
         2        2 

NPi      Vk           I       ti         tk 
She      dances  N-f  V-f  
N-f     V-f     3SG  3SG 
3SG     3SG PRES 

   PRES 
 
If one of the features of Infl conflicts with one of the V-features of the verb (as the 

ones bolded in 26) or with one of the N features of the noun, the derivation will crash at 
PF: 

(26)         *IP 
 

Spec                 I’ 
NPi     3 

I0  VP 
                  2              2 
   Vk       I          ti      tk 

 I       dances    N-f    V-f 
N-f         3SG      1SG    1SG 
1SG        PRES 
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What makes (26) ungrammatical is precisely the presence of Inflection which has 
features that do not match with those of the verb. This fact shows that in the absence of 
a functional projection IP, nothing would prevent, according to Borer and Rohrbacher, a 
sentence like (27): 

 

(27) *I dances. 
 

Without IP, the features of the inflected forms could not be checked and hence 
syntactically inappropriate forms could not be ruled out. 

 The prediction for language acquisition would then be that children would use 
inflected forms randomly if their phrase marker did not have an IP. Empirical data 
support the Strong Continuity hypothesis. When morphemes are used, they are used 
correctly, which means that they are subject to adult-like checking and consequently the 
child’s phrase marker must contain the same functional projections (relevant for the 
checking process) as the phrase marker of adult grammar. For example, when tense 
and agreement morphology is used in early English, it is used correctly (Harris & Wexler 
1996). When German-speaking children use agreement markers, they use them 
correctly (Clahsen & Penke 1992). In child Greek there are no unambiguous agreement 
mistakes (Varlokosta, Vainikka & Rohrbacher 1996). Finally, agreement mistakes are 
rare in French (Pierce 1992), Italian (Guasti 1994), Spanish and Catalan (Torrens 
1995)9.  

On such an account, language development is reduced to the acquisition of 
morphological markers, a conclusion which falls nicely within the general minimalist 
assumption that morphology is the locus of language variation. The child is endowed 
with UG, which is active from the onset of acquisition; what the child has to learn is the 
morphology of his/her target language.  

Borer & Rohrbacher (1998) also claim that there exists empirical evidence which 
shows that lack of functional projections leads to random usage of inflected forms. They 
compare child language to the speech of agrammatic aphasic patients, which has been 
argued to reflect the loss of functional structure. The inflected forms are always used 
correctly in child language, while studies of agrammatic aphasic patients (whose native 
language is French, Italian or Hebrew) reveal that they produce a substantial number of 
tense and agreement mistakes10. Within the minimalist framework adopted in their study, 
the random use of morphological markers can only be explained as the reflex of the 
absence of functional projections. The features of the fully inflected items cannot be 
checked against a relevant syntactic environment. The conclusion they reach is the 
following: ‘While the random behaviour of agrammatic patients is entirely compatible with 
the loss of functional projections, the contrast between agrammatic patients and children 
strongly supports the claim that in the early grammar, these functional projections are 
present.’ (p.16). 

At least one problem remains unsolved: if, under minimalist assumptions, all the 
items come fully inflected from the lexicon, what exactly in early grammars allows the child 
to take some items bare from the lexicon before he/she acquires the morphology of the 

                                                           
9 But see Accounts of the Optional Infinitive Stage for empirical data from child English which 

contradict this generalisation.  
10 Sentences (i) and (ii) below illustrate the type of mistakes they make: 
(i)  Poi ritorna la mia casa.  

then return3SG to my house 
‘Then I return home’. 

(ii) Le loup demande au où  il va. 
the wolf asks to-the  where he go-3SG 
‘The wolf asks Little Red Riding Hood where he is going’ (Borer & Rohrbacher 1998: 14–15)  
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target language? One possible solution would be to question the strong lexicalist 
assumption of the Minimalist Program according to which all the items come fully inflected 
from the lexicon. The mistakes which one comes across in child language may suggest 
that some morphology (agreement on the verb, for example) cannot come straight from 
the lexicon but is filtered by syntax. One would need to asssume that there is access, in 
the computational system, to morphology after (Bonet 1991, Chomsky 1995) or before 
(Avram 1998) Spell-Out. The child’s access to this component may be delayed by lack of 
knowledge of the paradigm, i.e. certain items cannot be always retrieved when needed, as 
well as by the heavy computational load they may involve.  

 
 
3. The Discontinuity Hypothesis 
 
3.1 Main assumptions 
  
At the other extreme, acquisitionists claim that early stages in language 

development are not constrained by principles of UG. Within such an approach, the 
child’s phrase marker is fundamentally different from the phrase marker of adult 
grammars and there is discontinuity in development from child to adult grammar. The 
early grammar is constrained only by those principles that have matured, but may violate 
those UG principles which have not been subject to maturation yet. The child can 
produce structures which represent violations of UG, i.e. wild grammars are possible. 

Maturation plays an important part in the explanation of the orderly progression 
of stages which is hypothesised to be driven by a biologically determined timetable and 
which is, to a certain extent, independent of experience.               

 In spite of the fact that discontinuity approaches rely mainly on maturation  
to accommodate developmental facts (Felix 1988, 1992), maturation should not be 
necessarily associated only with this model of syntactic development. There are studies 
which invoke maturation as a possible explanation but which argue in favour of one form 
or the other of the continuity hypothesis. Borer & Wexler (1987) and Wexler (1992) 
propose what they call a UG-Constrained Maturation, a hypothesis which ‘casts the 
study of Universal Grammar solidly within a biological framework, where maturation is 
central to development’ (1992: 148).  On such a view, child grammar is governed by UG 
principles at every stage (the very early ones included) but certain structural descriptions 
(made available by UG) are maturationally unavailable to the child until a certain age. 
Wild grammars are impossible under such a hypothesis. Tsimpli (1991) puts forth the 
idea that maturation affects only the acquisition of functional categories, not the 
principles of UG, which are, according to her, available from the onset of acquisition. 
Stevenson (1992) provides data from binding theory as evidence in favour of the 
continuity view and maturation.  

 
 
3.2 Language Acquisition as a maturational process 
 
One of the proponents of the discontinuity hypothesis, Sasha Felix, put forth the 

idea that language acquisition is a process driven primarily by internal, biologically 
determined mechanisms. According to Felix (1984, 1987,1992) the principles of UG are 
not fully available and active from the very beginning of the language acquisition process; 
they emerge successively, in a specific order, determined by a maturational schedule: 
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Although the set of universal principles is fully and exhaustively specified 
by the child’s genetic program, each of these principles is somehow ‘latent’ up to 
a specific point in time after which it will start to operate and thus constrain the 
child’s knowledge of what may be a humanly accessible language. (Felix 
1978:114) 

 

He opposes ‘maturationism’ to what he calls ‘perceptionism’ (according to which 
child grammars fall completely under the constraints of UG), arguing that ‘UG is not the 
only […] component that controls language development, but rather that -in addition to 
UG- there is an innate maturational schedule which, loosely speaking, determines what 
the child will do at what time.’ (Felix 1992: 27).  Such a hypothesis seems to render the 
innateness hypothesis even stronger since it proposes that the child is not only endowed 
with UG (though not operative from the beginning) but also with a biological mechanism, 
which is responsible for the successive ordering of stages in the process of acquisition.  

Felix’s main argument is that early child grammars do generate structures that 
violate principles of UG in different domains. The only possible explanation is, according to 
him, the inoperativeness of the relevant principle(s) at that particular stage. For example, 
during the earliest two-word stage, English-speaking children produce utterances like the 
ones in (28): 

 

(28) a. Mummy bathroom (for ‘Mummy is in the bathroom”) 
  b. sit lap ( for ‘want to sit on Mummy’s lap’) 

c. throw daddy (for ‘throw it to Daddy’) 
d. slipper doggie (for ‘Put the slipper on the doggie’) (Felix 1992:30) 

 

According to Felix (1992) such utterances represent headless maximal projections 
which violate X-bar theory according to which a maximal projection must have a head. 
Children’s language seems to be structured entirely on the basis of semantic categories 
and semantic relations are directly mapped to surface expressions without any intervening 
syntactic level. The child will know the correct order of lexical heads and their 
complement(s) as soon as the maturational emergence of X-bar principles has occurred.  

During early stages, children also frequently produce noun+noun constructions in 
a subject-object relationship, as illustrated in  (29): 

 

(29) a. baby milk (for ‘the bay wants the milk glass’) 
b. cat more meat  (for ‘the cat needs more meat’) 
c. girl dress (for ‘the girl is wearing a dress’) (Felix 1992:32) 

 

In such constructions, the verb is constantly omitted, which means that there is 
no theta-role assigner in the utterance, in violation of theta-theory. The only possible 
explanation would be that the Theta-criterion11 is not available yet. The child will 
abandon such verbless structures as soon as this principle emerges.  

Further arguments that child grammar violates principles of UG come, according 
to Felix, from the domain of Case theory, which is responsible for explaining constituent 
order constraints in natural languages.  Sentences like the ones in (30) below are taken 
as indicative of the children’s lack of knowledge of Case theory: 

 

(30) a. balloon throw (O-V) 
 b. Mommy hit Kendall (O-V-S) 
 

The word order in (30a-b) is taken to be a violation of UG. However, such 
utterances cannot represent instances of wild grammars, since OV and OVS are allowed 
in other languages. They represent deviations from the target grammar, not from UG.  
                                                           

11 The Theta criterion states that each argument in a sentence must bear a thematic role (Agent, 
Patient, Theme, Experiencer). The verb is a prototypical theta-role assigner. 
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In Felix (1984, 1987) the developmental sequence of child German is analysed 
along the same lines. It is argued that the German-speaking child begins with a stage 
during which the order of constituents is randomly used, in violation of X-bar theory. The 
transition from this early stage to the next one, when the word orders SOV and SVO are 
no longer randomly used, is accounted for by assuming that X-bar principles mature some 
time before the second stage12. 

Placing maturation at the core of language development, such a discontinuity 
approach enhances the view that language is part of our biological endowment and is in 
line with studies of the development of other innate biological systems. Also, the claim 
that there are critical developmental points for various properties of UG (see also Borer 
and Wexler 1987) can explain why certain structures emerge in a certain ordering along 
the developmental process. However, it  fails to provide an explanation for how the child 
can search within the huge hypothesis space with no constraints to help him/her.   

 
 
4. The Weak Continuity Hypothesis 
 
4.1 Main assumptions 
 
The proponents of this model of language development take the absence of overt 

inflectional morphemes as the reflex of the absence of those functional projections 
associated with the missing markers. If the head of a particular projection is not overtly 
realised, there is no maximal projection and hence no possible landing sites for any 
related movement. Unlike the proponents of the Strong Continuity Hypothesis, those 
who argue for a weak version of continuity do not allow empty projections. A projection 
must have its head filled with lexical material, i.e. the affixes associated with that 
particular projection have to be overt or, according to less radical proponents, a 
projection is justified if its head is either filled with lexical material or contains abstract 
features (in which case, the Specifier position must be filled). This less radical 
assumption subsumes the principle of economy of representation as stated in Chomsky 
(1989), Grimshaw (1993) or Speas (1994).  

Within this approach, the child’s phrase marker deviates from the adult phrase 
marker (one or several functional projections may be missing at an early stage) but the 
utterances produced by the child do not violate UG at any point. Wild grammars are 
not allowed.    

The Weak Continuity Hypothesis can be said to fall into two main variants: 
 

(i) The No Functional Projection Model, which goes rather radical in holding 
that there are no functional projections at all at the onset of acquisition (Guilfoyle and 
Noonan 1988, Lebeaux 1988, Radford 1990, Platzack 1990, Powers 1996, a.o.). The 
total lack of functional categories may qualify this approach as a discontinuity one. 
However, most of the studies arguing in favour of the weak continuity hypothesis do not 
deny the availability and operativity of some or all UG principles. On the contrary, some 
of them explicitly show that child utterances are constrained by theta-theory or X-bar 
theory. 

 

(ii) The Truncation Structure Model, which holds that lower functional projections 
are available from the start, whereas the higher ones are acquired at a later stage (Meisel & 
Müller 1992, Rizzi 1993/1994, Weissenborn 1994, Ingham 1998). Some truncation studies 

                                                           
12 For a critical discussion of Felix’s analysis of the German data see Clahsen (1992). 
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assume that there is one single, underspecified functional projection available at the early 
stages of acquisition (Clahsen 1991, Hoekstra, Hyams & Becker 1996). 

 
The developmental accounts proposed across the two variants of the Weak 

Continuity Hypothesis are quite different from one another. Several positions have been 
taken with respect to how the missing functional projections emerge in the course of 
acquisition. One position argues that they develop gradually (Tsimpli 1991, Vainikka 
1993/1994, Powers 1996). The other position supports the view that all the functional 
projections appear at once (Radford 1990). The role of maturation in the growth of the 
phrase marker is invoked by some acquisitionists (Radford 1990, Tsimpli 1991, Rizzi 
1993/1994) but denied by others (Vainikka 1993/1994, Powers 1996).  

In what follows a selection of studies representative for each main position will  
be presented. 

 
  
4.2 The No Functional Projection Model  
  
4.2.1. The lexical theta-subtree account 
 
On a no-functional-projection model, at the SWS, child speech lacks all functional 

elements. The child’s first structures are claimed to be lexical.  
Lebeaux (1988) is one of the first proponents of the hypothesis that early 

grammar is purely lexical, a mere representation of argument structure.  Its content is 
determined by X0  (lexical) elements; an utterance like eat, for example, would have the 
following representation:  

 

(31)   V 
 2 

       (agent)      V 
    2 
   V           (patient)   

    eat 
 
The theta-grid of each word is represented in a tree-form in the lexicon. The tree 

is not a maximal projection since it is not formed through projection. At the SWS, there is 
no syntax in the child’s speech. But words are not used in vacuum; they are associated 
with a theta-grid which is not overtly realised. This is a lexical stage, during which words 
(or single word utterances) are a representation of pure theta-relations.  

The theoretical implications of this view are manifold. On the one hand, the theta-
grid is allowed real syntactic status. On the other hand, the demarcation between lexicon 
and syntax is weakened: they both use the same type of formal representation (i.e. tree 
structures). From the point of view of acquisition, Lebeaux’s view suggests that theta-
relations are analytically prior to other types of primitives (such as case-theoretical 
primitives, for example) and, in supporting the view that the child starts with a lexical-
looking grammar he actually argues in favour of the semantic bootstrapping hypothesis 
(Pinker 1989, 1994, Grimshaw 1989). 

What developmental story does Lebeaux suggest? How does the child build the 
adult phrase structure in the end within this approach? He puts forth the following 
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hypothesis: since the Projection Principle13 plays a crucial role in the adult grammar, it 
would be odd to think that it plays no part in early grammar as well. It should be 
construed, Lebeaux argues, as a continually applying rule Project α, which holds at all 
levels of representation. In the course of acquisition, it behaves as a rule which matches 
the lexical tree to the syntactic tree, i.e. which generates the phrasal syntax from the 
lexical syntax and binds the two together: 

(32)      V                Project α          VP 
2 

             V          V’ 
        2      2 
              see         (    )   see       ball  
 

Lexical entry ( at SWS)  Syntactic projection (at EMWS) 
 
The lexical representation projects itself into the phrasal syntax, retaining the 

structure of the lexical entry. The information encoded in the lexical entry is faithfully 
projected. The output of Project α includes both the lexical information and the syntactic 
one. As can be noticed in (32), at the EMWS the phrasal system is not complete yet. 
Functional elements are still absent. 

 At the LMWS, functional elements emerge; evidence in favour of their 
emergence is presence in the surface string, their overt realisation: 

 

 (33) LMWS see (the) ball 
   VP 
2 

   V’ 
          2 

       V0         DP 
      see       (the)   ball 
 
 Lebeaux proposes that levels of grammatical representation correspond to the 

output of acquisition stages (the so-called General Congruence Principle), an idea which 
is at the core of any structure-building account of language development14.  

 
 
4.2.2 A  radical approach 
  
Radford (1990) is one of the most radical proponents of the No Functional 

Projection Hypothesis. According to his developmental model, the syntactic structures 
found in early child English differ from those found in adult English in two respects:  

 

(i) child sentence structures lack functional elements altogether, being 
projections of lexical heads ( N, V, A, P) only; 

(ii) child sentence structures represent lexical categories bound together by 
thematic relations.  

 

                                                           
13 One possible definition of this principle could be: Lexical information is syntactically represented.  
14 Some researchers treat Lebeaux’s acquisition model as an instance of the Discontinuity 

Hypothesis: ‘Clearly, the Lebeaux’s proposal instantiates a discontinuity hypothesis regarding UG, because 
it fractionates grammars in terms of levels of representation. In the adult grammar, in contrast, levels of 
representation cannot be dissociated from each other’ (Lust 1994:89). However, we have seen that early 
representations do not violate all the principles of UG and hence Lebeaux’s proposal cannot be interpreted 
as support in favour of the Discontinuity hypothesis (at least, not as it has been defined in this chapter).  



Just like with Lebeaux (1988), during the SWS, child speech is assumed to be 
purely lexical. Radford (1990), though, goes more radical. At this age, he claims, child 
speech is also acategorial. Words have phonological and semantic properties, but they 
lack categorial ones15. For example, the child knows that cat has the phonological form 
/kæt/ and he/she associates it with a certain constant meaning; but he/she does not know 
that cat is a common countable noun. That is why Radford calls this stage the 
precategorial stage.   

Categorisation emerges in child speech once there is clear evidence that 
inflectional morphemes are used selectively, contrastively and appropriately. Empirical 
data suggest that at the EMWS (possibly around the age of 20 months), the child 
grammar produces word combinations which look very much like maximal projections: 

 

(34) a.Cup tea. 
 b.Big plane. 
 c.Open box. 
 d.Want Teddy. (Radford 1990) 
 
At this stage, syntax is organised in terms of grammatical classes and 

grammatical relations. The structures are no longer acategorial, they turn into categorial-
thematic structures, i.e. their constituents have both a categorial and a thematic function: 

 

(35)   VP 
           2 
      NP V’ 
                    2 
Agent         V          NP (Patient) 
 

Baby       eat        cookies           
 
Categorisation and projection become operative at the same time since projection 

is seen as an inherently categorial process: ‘Once we have evidence that children have 
developed the four lexical word categories N, V, P and A we also find evidence that they 
«know» how to project them into the corresponding phrasal categories NP, VP, PP and 
AP, and thus have developed an N-system, V-system, P-system and A-system’ (Radford 
1990).  

As can be seen in (35) above, child speech still lacks functional categories. This 
stage is called, in Radford’s model, the lexical stage. The child’s phrase marker deviates 
from the adult’s in that the grammar does not project functional categories yet: 

 
 

 
(36)   CP 
 2                 absent 
          IP 

        2   
     Spec        I’ 

  2    
   I0         VP 

     2 
V’ 

                                                           
15 This proposal can also be found in Atkinson (1985), who argues against the child’s access to a 

system of syntactic representation at the SWS or in Berman (1988), where the one-word phase of language 
acquisition is described as largely ‘agrammatical’. For a different point of view, according to which child 
speech is categorial, see Powers (1996).  



        2 
           V0       DP 

 2  absent 
              D’       

2 
           D0 NP 

       2 
N’ 

        2 
                    N0             ….  

 
But lexical categories, available at this stage, project according to X-bar theory 

and the tree also reflects the thematic relations between the constituents of the phrase: 
(37)  Baby eat cookies. 
   VP 
             2 
         NP              V’ 
                      2 
        Agent    V0  NP 
     Patient 
   
 In this respect, child’s grammar is identical to the adult’s.  
Evidence in favour of the lack of functional categories at this early stage comes 

from the Determiner domain, the Inflection domain and the Complementizer domain.  
The systematic absence of articles or any premodifying determiners is taken as 

the most obvious proof that children use nominals which lack a syntactically projected D-
system in contexts where adult grammar requires DPs:  

 

(38) a. Where helicopter? 
          b. Stick gone. 
         c. Reading book. 
          d. Want ball 
 
Possessive ‘s is also absent from child speech: 
 

(39) a. That Kimmy ball. 
b. Mommy shoe.  
c. Kathryn sock.  (Radford 1990: 106–107) 

   
Given that the I-system is absent, the prediction will be that children utterances 

should not contain modals16, auxiliaries or Tense and Agreement affixes. The prediction 
is borne out by empirical data. At this stage children systematically omit modals, both in 
spontaneous speech and in imitation tasks (40), the auxiliaries have, be or do are not 
productive (41) and negative sentences do not contain auxiliaries (42): 

 

(40) Adult model sentence                            Child’s imitation 
  a. Mr Miller will try.                Miller try. 

b. I will read the book.            Read book. 
c. I can see a cow.         See cow.  

(41) a. Daddy gone. 
 b. Tractor broken. 

                                                           
16 Radford adopts the current GB view that the English modals are base-generated under Inflection.   



(42) a. Man no go there. 
     b. no lamb have it  (Radford 1990) 
 
During the lexical stage, children use tenseless/agreementless verbal forms in 

contexts which require a verb inflected for tense and agreement 17: 
 

(43) a. Mommy go. 
 b. Adult: What did you draw? 
         Child: Hayley draw boat.  
 
Infinitival to is also absent:  
(44) a. want go out 

b.want Daddy get chocolate 
 
Given the fact that early child English shows no evidence of acquisition of the 

morphosyntax of those elements associated with Inflection, we also expect child 
grammar to lack Nominative Case assignment. Moreover, Case is a property of DPs. 
Since the D-system is absent at this stage, Case plays no role and the Case Filter 
cannot be operative.  

The C-system, associated with elements which are both functional and non-
thematic, is also missing at the lexical stage. Children’s complement clauses lack overt 
complementizers (45),  Subject-Auxiliary inversion does not apply (46) and Wh-
movement is not productive (47): 

 

(45) a. want hat on. 
 b. want baby talking 
(46) a. Fraser water ? 
 b. Chair go? 
 c. Mommy eggnog? 
(47)     Adult model             Child’s imitation 
 a.Where does daddy go?     Daddy go? 
      b.Where shall I go?          Go. 
 
Children continue to misanalyse initial wh-expressions in copula construction as 

subjects even at a later stage: 
 

 (48) a. What colour is these ?  
  b. What’s those? 
 
They also give inappropriate replies to wh - questions: 
 

(49) a.  Who did you play with? Me. 
    b. What’s he doing? Daddy. 
 
The empirical data in (45) – (49) are taken as strong evidence that children’s 

early grammar lacks a C-system.   
Radford’s hypothesis is that, at this stage, children’s utterances are adult small 

clauses (defined as in Stowell 1981). They begin with the acategorial stage, then enter the 
                                                           

17 Ever since Pollock (1989) Tense and Agreement are distinct categories, which head their own 
projection.  From the point of view of acquisition, on a structure-building model, this implies that one is 
acquired after the other; there might be a stage when Tense has been acquired, for example, but when 
Agreement is still absent. This hypothesis has been proved correct in some studies, as for example in 
Ingham (1998) where it is argued that there is a stage in English-speaking children’s language development 
when Tense but not Agreement is present. The other way round, one might take the acquisition data as 
support in favour of the existence of two distinct categories: Tense and Agreement.  



lexical stage (when lexical categories are projected as in adult grammar but when 
functional categories are still conspicuously absent) .The linguistic system of the child has 
to mature before he/she is able to produce full syntactic trees,  which contain both lexical 
and functional projections. At about the age of 24 months, Radford argues, the child enters 
the functional stage.   

Radford’s theory has been adopted as a framework in many subsequent studies 
which tried, however, to be less radical. Radford himself adopts a structure-building 
model of development in Radford (1996), within which functional projections emerge 
gradually: ‘one layer at a time’ (p. 66).   

 
 
4.3 The truncation model 
 
A more moderate approach to the absence of functional categories in early child 

language is the one in terms of truncation.  
Rizzi (1993/1994) assumes that in adult grammar the phrasal structure is always 

a CP  and the principle in (50), the axiom of the system, is always operative: 
 

(50)  root clause = CP 
Children start with a slightly unspecified UG: certain principles, namely the axiom 

in (50) are not operative from the onset of acquisition. When (50) is not operative, the 
child may take other categories as legitimate roots, and will produce truncated 
utterances in which the CP layer may be missing. This theory opens up the possibility 
that the child take any maximal projection as the root: VP, AgroP, AgrsP or CP. If a 
projection is truncated at a certain point, all the projections dominating that particular 
point will also be missing.  

The axiom in (50) is claimed to be subject to maturation since some principles 
can «be triggered, or mature later in the mind» (Rizzi 1993/1994: 373). The moment the 
axiom matures, the child will ‘know’ that every root clause has to be a CP and truncated 
structures will be banned.  

This account has great explanatory power and it predicts a number of 
generalisations with respect to properties of the so-called optional infinitive stage, when 
children optionally use non-finite structures in contexts which require finite verbal forms in 
the adult grammar. On this view, early infinitival structures are due to the fact that higher 
projections are still missing, and are defined as bare VPs or AgroPs. Since CP is missing, 
we do not expect infinitival wh-questions to occur at this stage. Thus, the truncation 
approach can elegantly explain why sentences like the ones in (51)-(52) are not attested in 
child French and child German but leaves open the question of why similar infinitival  
wh-questions are allowed in child English (Bromberg and Wexler 1995) (53): 

 

 (51) *Où maman aller? 
 where mother go-INF (Crisma 1992) 
(52) *Was Hans essen? 
 What Hans eat-INF (Weissenborn 1992) 
(53) Where go?  

 
Further evidence in favour of this theory comes from the acquisition of Dutch 

weak pronouns. In Haegeman’s (1996) analysis, object clitics in Dutch are argued to 
emerge late because, as predicted by the truncation hypothesis, certain higher functional 
projections are missing at this stage. She proposes that the clausal domain in West-
Germanic SOV languages contains (at least) three zones: 

 

Truncation 
theory: 
children start 
with truncated 
utterances in 
which the 
higher layer 
(TP and 
above TP) is 
missing.  



(54)    C [Zone 1] adverb [Zone 2] Neg [Zone 3] V finite  
 
Zone 1 is the domain between the complementizer and the highest sentential 

adverbial, and it hosts the definite subject, clitic objects, weak pronoun objects and some 
scrambled objects. Zone 2 is the domain of Object Shift and it contains sentence 
adverbials, strong pronouns and definite DPs. Zone 3 is the domain between Negation 
and the finite verb. The rarity of object clitics in root infinitives in child Dutch follows 
straightforwardly from this description of the phrase structure and the truncation theory. 
Object clitics are assumed to occupy a position in Zone 1, i.e. higher than TP and AgrP: 

 

(55)     CP>FP>TP>AGRoP>NEGP>PREDP>VP 
 
FP, being higher than TP, is absent at this stage and hence there is no position 

to which the object clitic could move. As soon as the child ‘knows’ that every root clause 
is a CP, FP will be available and clitics will be appropriately used.  

Many acquisition studies show that auxiliaries are often omitted during early 
stages of linguistic development. Since auxiliaries have been analysed as related to 
Inflection (more often than not either as base generated in or moved to the Tense 
projection), their omission follows straightforwardly from the hypothesis that the Tense 
projection is absent at this early stage. Utterances like the ones in (56) are unattested: 

 

(56)    *avoir mangé 
have –INF eaten 

 *être venu 
 be-INF come 
 *gekauft haben  
 bought have-INF (Rizzi 1993/1994: 380) 
 
Rizzi’s model does not differ in a radical way from the one proposed in Clahsen 

(1990) or Clahsen et al. (1996), where it is claimed that at an early stage in the 
development of child German the child’s lexicon contains elements categorized as [+F 
(inite)], such as modals and the verb suffix -t (which could be, according to Clahsen, an 
aspectual marker). [+F] is underspecified with respect to its syntactic category and its 
interpretation does not involve subject agreement. What Rizzi’s and Clahsen’s models 
share is the idea that early representations are incomplete versions of the adult ones 
and that child grammar is, somehow, underspecified.  

 The highest projection is, at this stage, on Clahsen’s model, a projection of F: 
 

 (57)  FP 
                    2   

        F’ 
   2  

   [+F]   VP 
2  

           Neg      VP 
        2 

       V’ 
   2 
V0  … 

    
But, if modals do indeed occupy the F projection and if F stands for finiteness, 

this highest projection seems to be less underspecified than claimed. Ingham (1998) 
correctly points out that within Clahsen’s approach there is a stage when the child 



«knows» Tense; what the child grammar seems to lack is an agreement system  
and a C-system.  

The truncation approach adds to the No Functional Projection Hypothesis the 
assumption that the child’s phrase marker does not necessarily have to be stripped off of 
all functional projections. Some projections may be absent at the very beginning; some 
others may be present but may be underspecified. This model development is somehow 
at the borderline between weak continuity models and full competence ones.  

 
 
SUMMARY 
 
In this chapter, the main models of syntactic development have been presented:  

 
   A.The Strong Continuity Hypothesis 

 
Radical version  Weaker version 

 
B.The Discontinuity Hypothesis 

 
C.The Weak Continuity Hypothesis 

 
The No Functional Projection Hypothesis The Truncation Model  

The core assumptions of these three main models with respect to the 
availability/non-availability of UG principles and parameters as well as with respect to the 
structure of early phrase markers are summarised in the table below:  

 
 STRONG CONTINUITY WEAK CONTINUITY DISCONTINUITY 
Availability of 
UG Principles 
and 
parameters at 
the onset of 
acquisition 

All the principles and para-
meters are available and 
ope-rative in the early 
grammar. The early 
representations need 
(radical version) /need not 
(weaker version) obey the 
parametric values  of the 
target language  

Some (all) UG principles 
constrain the child’s repre-
sentations from the onset 
of acquisition.  

UG principles are not 
operative from the 
onset of acquisition. 

Functional 
pro-jections in 
early grammar 

The child’s phrase marker 
is identical to the adult 
phrase marker; all the 
functional projections are 
available from the start, 
serving as landing sites 
for moved elements. 

Some (The truncation 
model) /No functional 
projections (The No 
Functional Category Model) 
are available at an early 
stage. The phrase structure 
starts ‘lexical’ and then 
either ‘grows’ gradually or 
emerges at once. 

Constituents project in 
violation of UG.  The 
child’s phrase marker 
is different from the 
adult one. 

Explanation of 
the 
differences 
between child 
and adult 
speech 

In terms of: processing 
limi-tations, lack of lexical 
know-ledge, lack of 
pragmatic knowledge, lack 
of real world knowledge, 
perceptual considerations, 
underspecifi-cation of 
functional heads. 

The early phrase marker 
is ‘smaller’ than the adult 
phrase marker. 

UG principles are not 
operative in early child 
grammar. 

Explanation of See above Functional categories UG becomes gradually 



the develop-
mental shift 
from child to 
adult grammar 

emerge gradually/ at once. 
Matura-tion is occasionally 
invoked. 

available, biologically 
dri-ven. Maturation is 
invoked.  

  
 
Further Reading 
 
Advanced: Weissenborn, Goodluck and Roeper (eds.) (1992) is a good choice if 

you want to read more about  the various theories of syntactic development.  
Textbooks:  Part II in O’Grady (1997) provides an excellent presentation of 

theories of syntactic development.  


