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INTRODUCTION

A fundamental issue that must be addressed in the study of child language is the
relationship between linguistic theory and child-language data. There are at least
three possibilities that can be identified in current thinking: '

1. Data from the way children acquire language should be used as a gauge of
linguistic theories; constraints can be set on possible theories of adult language
by studying the process of language acquisition. Researchers of many different
persuasions have adopted this approach (e.g. Bates, 1976; Bruner, 1975; Mc-
Neill, 1970).

2. Child language is no more revealing about the nature of adult language
than the wing movements of fledgling birds are to an account of adult bird flight.
In both cases, there are such strong biological constraints on the final form that
&e preparatory attempts do not necessarily play a role in the end product
(Chomsky, 1976). This extreme position has not been endorsed by developmen-
tl psycholinguists.

3. Linguistic theory provides information for the developmental psycholin-
Buist about how to look at the development of language, what rules children are
likely to need, and the hypotheses they might adopt as partial or whole solutions.
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During the 1960°s, this third approach was by far the most popular, especially
in the debate involving the psychological reality of transformational rules. The
fate of the simple *‘derivational theory of complexity’’ in accounting for adyj,
performance is well known (see Fodor, Bever, & Garrett, 1974), but R. Browy
(Brown & Herrnstein, 1975) proposed that in certain areas it may provide an apt
description of the acquisition of knowledge rather than the use of it in com-
prehension or memory tasks by adults. The specific cases Brown had in mind
were the acquisition of grammatical morphemes (Brown, 1973) and the de-
velopment of tag questions (Brown & Hanlon, 1970), both of which seem 1o
involve well-defined prerequisite knowledge. There are, unfortunately, numer.
ous other instances in which the predictions of the derivational theory of com-
plexity fail against data from child language (de Villiers & de Villiers, 1978;
Maratsos, 1978).

Subsequent investigations of grasmmatical development have generally pro-
ceeded more independently, without particular linguistic theories guiding them.
However, there are three general observations we have distilled from the current
child-language literature, some paralleling changes in linguistic theory, which
may once again lead to a closer relationship between the two disciplines (see
Halle, Bresnan, & Miller, 1978).

1. Structures may not have the same source in child language that they have
in adult language. Two examples from the current literature illustrate this general
point. Ingram (1975) studied the relative clauses produced by children in telling
stories, and found that children younger than age 5 or so produce a very limited
variety of relative clauses that do not seem to require transformational rules, but
instead could result from phrase-structure rules.

Horgan (1978) points to the large number of truncated passives in child speech
and the paucity of full passives. She argues that the truncated forms are not
plausibly derived from their corresponding full forms because they are gram-
matically distinct in many ways, and may instead be formed by analogy with
predicate adjectives. '

2. Language is more closely tied to context for young children than for
adults. If an adult speaker were asked: Are the following two sentences identical
in meaning?

The dog bites the child.
The child is bitten by the dog.

[ ]
she or he would most probably say “‘yes’" with a qualification that the sentenc®
would be used in slightly different circumstances. In particular, choice of onc %
the other would depend on whether the child or the dog was the focus of anenno®
in the discourse. Children apparently leam constructions such as the passi™*
much more readily when it is presented to them as a motivated consn'ucﬁ_o" _f°'
highlighting certain topics (e.g., 1. Brown, 1976). A reasonable generalizato®






