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In order to  test the hypothesis that the second language 
learner possesses a series of structurally cohesive learner systems, 
speech samples of a five-year-old Japanese speaking learner of 
English were elicited over a 15 month period. Three types of 
“prefabricated ttenu” were analyzed in detail: (1)  patterns using 

as employed in questions; (3)  the segment how to as in embedded 
how-questions. The analysis supported the contention that the 
subject was operating within a simple learner system involving 
prefabricated routines. 

the copula, inc r uding all allomorphs of be; (2)  the segment do you 

A number of alternative strategies of approaching the task of 
acquiring a second language may be available to  the learner, and it 
is conceivable that a learner may employ several strategies at  the 
same time. Evidence will be presented here that suggests a strategy 
of learning on the surface structure level: learning through rote 
memorization of segments of speech without knowledge of the 
internal structure of those speech segments. 

The data to be reported here come from a longitudinal study 
of the untutored acquisition of English as a second language by a 
five-year-old Japanese girl whom we shall call Uguisu. Her family 
came to the United States for a period of two years while her 
father was a visiting scholar at Harvard, and they took residence in 
North Cambridge in a working-class neighborhood. The children in 
that neighborhood were her primary source of language input. 
Uguisu also attended public kindergarten for two hours every day, 
and later elementary school, but with no tutoring in English syntax. 
Most of her neighborhood friends were in her same class at school. 

She was observed over a period of 60 weeks, from age 5.4, 
which was five months after exposure to English began, until age 
6.5. Every two weeks for at least two hours, spontaneous speech 
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was recorded and later transcribed in traditional orthography. It 
should be noted that, prior to the first sample, in fact from three 
months after her exposure to English began, I made repeated 
attempts to gather data, but she produced little speech. I t  probably 
would have been possible to  elicit speech from her at that time by 
bombarding her with questions, but 1 chose to Iet her begin 
speaking in a natural environment, which was in a play situation 
with her peers. Thus, the first sample could be considered her 
earliest attempts at production. 

In the case of a second language leamer, we would expect 
that, with advanced semantic development and yet no form with 
which to express such thoughts, the need to learn the various 
linguistic structures of the target language is especially acute. 
Obviously, in order to be on an equal level with other speakers of 
the target language community, the learner must induce the “latent 
structure” of the language and come to grips with the variables 
contributing to speaking a language with full native proficiency; 
but until that point, it is conceivable that the learner will employ a 
strategy which “tunes in” on regular, patterned segments of speech 
and employs them without knowledge of their underlying struc- 
ture, but with the knowledge as to which particular situations call 
for what patterns. They may be thought of as props which temporar- 
ily give support until a firmer foundation is built. This argument is 
based on the consideration that a developed processing span enables 
memorization of longer speech segments, and segments, for example, 
like ,this is would be not too different from individual lexical 
items. Individual lexical items are memorized by rote; for example, 
Uguisu in Months I thru I11 used 121  different nouns, 56 different 
verbs, and 40 different modifiers in 581 utterances, and this is 
undoubtedly an underestimate of her lexicon. Although estimates 
vary, the vocabulary in the native language of a 5-year old English 
speaker is estimated to be about 2,000 (Smith 1926, reported in 
McCarthy 1954), so the capacity is present. 

This sort of phenomenon, of course, is not non-existent in 
first language acquisition, but the extent to which it seems to 
occur is slight. Brown (1968, 1973) has coined the term “prefabri- 
cated routines” for utterances such as what’s that or what dat 
which seem to be memorized wholes. He also mentions sentence 
frames such as where’s plus a slot into which different noun 
phrases may be inserted. What we are interested in especially is the 
latter type of phenomenon, that is, segments of sentences which 
operate in conjunction with a movable component, such as the 


