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The game of language acquisition research can be described as the search for an 
appropriate level of description of the learner‘s system of rules. The player can 
lose in at least two ways: either the forms produced by learners are not predicted 
by the description, or the description predicts Occurrences of forms never 
produced At the level of word classes, for example, it would be inappropriate to 
describe a learner as having the form class called”nouns” if, in facr, s/he were 
ody  restricting it to concrete nouns, or to the form class called ”verbs” when 
only action-related verbs constiturd the class. At thc level of word combina- 
tions, similarly, given an utterance The boj*rwurred rhej l j :  we could describe it 
at any number of different levels. 

( 1 1  IBOYl + ISWATl + IFLYI 
(2)  I+HUMAN,+ANIMATE NOUN1 + ItACTION VERB1 

+ 1--HUMAN.+ANIMAlE NOUN1 
( 3 )   AGENT^ + IACTlONl + IPATIFNTI 
(4)  ISUBJtCT) t (VERB1 + IOBJECI‘I 
( 5 )  I worn1 + I WOKDI f I WOKDI 

Which of these levcls should be chosen as the appropriate description is 
primarily an empirical question ( 1 ) would fail if our learner produced the utwr- 
ance The muti killed rhefiog. The system is more productive than it claims. (2)  
tails given the utterance Thefly are rhesucchurin, ( 3  J given the uitcrance Thuj1.1~ 
rrceiveda rivur, and(4) if our learner showed evidence of Swaf die boy rhr j l r  or 
The bovthefly swul being within hidher range of possible utterances. These are 
cases where the description is shown to be underdetennined by the data  The 
descriptive categories are too narrow. On the other hand, ( 5 )  would account for 
all threeword combinations in the language, but clearly i t  is LWgeneriil and t’ailh 

to capture the system’s salient characteristics (4) fails if only agents with 
actional verbs appeared in sentence-initial position, and utterances such as I h e  
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sirloin satiA$ed Perer. which would motivate the more general description in 
(4), were never produced In such cases, the description is overdetermined by 
the data 

The reason for my burdening the reader with such obvious reasoning 
reminiscent of an introductory class in descriptive linguistics is to motivate the 
basic point 01' my paper: both tirst and second langauge acquisition research 
share this basic question of determining the primitives upon which the system is 
built What is the appropriate scope ofthe linguistic categories upon which rules 
operate? How does the learner get there'? 

One need not go through the entire exercise of demonstrating that in 
descriptions of adult language knowledge, the most elegant and parsimonious 
description of synlactic categories is indeed quite abstract and is best stated 
independently of semantic considerations. In English, the semantic distinction 
between process and state cub  across both verbs and adjectives, and linguistic 
rules operate on the syntactic classes independent of the semantics invulved 
Witness pairs of sentences such as Sum resembles Mary/Sam is similar IO 

A1ur.v and Tlrc drugon is kicking Marihu/Tlre drugon is being violerrr IO 
Murrha Similarly, while it is a stalistical generalization that the subject of a 
sentence tends to be the agent of the verb, that is hardly always the case. The 
subject of a sentence appears to be independent of any panicular semantic role. 
I t  is a puzzle how the learner enters this seemingly semantically obscure system 

Short of taking a radical nativistic view, there are several possible soh- 
tions w this problem In one approach, the learner would begin by taking 
advantage of the correlation between syntactic and semantic categories. For 
example, most subjects tend LO be agents, most nouns things, most verbs actions, 
arid so forth Then at some point, there is a reorganization of the semantic 
categories into broader syntactic classes. This view, taken by Bowerman( 1973) 
and de Villiers and de Villiers ( 1978) among others, is perhaps the closest to 
much of thc data from early word combinations,,yet in general they leave open 
for Future research the task of specifying how the reorganization might take 
place. 

Maratsos and Chalkley( in press) argue that the learner takes advantage of 
the !'act that the privileges of occurrence of form classes are correlated across 
different syntactic constructions. Adjectives and verbs can be ditrerenuated by 
taking note of the different syntactic contexts in which they occur. In addition, 
categorics such as "subject" are seen as reifrcations of nouns which can enter 
into the semantic relationship expressed in the argument structure of di!Terent 
classes of verbs. Depending on the verb, the first noun phrase argument can be 
agentive, experiencer, and so forth 

In my view, second language acquisition research has largely ignored this 
basic set of questions as to how the learner enters the system 11 has laken what I 
will call the "post- reorganizational view," that is, the syntactic categories at the 
end slate of the attempted descriptions above are taken as givens for the second 
language learner. Under the post- reorganizational view, the learner already has 
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