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The goal of this chapter is to present some of the 
interesting and important aspects of cross-linguistic comparisons which can be 
made between the acquisition of Japanese and of English. We d o  not attempt an 
exhaustive review of the literature (see, for example, Clancy, in press; Iwata, 
1979; Murata ,  1968, 1972; Sato, 1978 for reviews of the Japanese literature). 
We  focus instead first on the basic theoretical issues underlying the study of 
language development in general. Then we selectively describe research that seeks 
invariants as well as interesting variations in the cross-linguistic circumstances 
of language development in Japanese and in English. 

Among the areas of child psychology, language development is perhaps one 
of the least understood by those outside the specialty. Developmental psychol- 
inguists frequently find themselves forced to explain the major issues in the field, 
even to their colleagues in developmental psychology. This confusion exists in 
part because the questions asked by linguists (for an immediate example, see 
Kuno, this volume) ordinarily have considerable influence on the questions asked 
by developmental psycholinguists. In an  interdisciplinary volume such as this, 
then, it behooves us to consider these issues. Therefore, we should ask why de- 
velopmental psycholinguists study child language in general and cross-linguistic 
child language acquisition in particular. Such a discussion is a prerequisite for 
any consideration of specific research findings from comparative studies of the 
acquisition of Japanese and of English, the topic That comprises the second part 
of this chapter. 

Why  Study Language Development? 

The basic reasons for studying language development in children have endured 
throughout the history of child language. Linguists have been fascinated with the 
developing language of children as it bears on the diachronic question of language 
history and the synchronic question of the form and function of the linguistic 



- system. Psychologists have been motivated by their desire to understand the mind, 
the nature of learning, and the relation ketween the individual and society. Of 
prime importance are the issues of the relation between language and thought 
and between biological and  social influences on  language. (For brevity, we  omit 
from this discussion the more abstract relation between linguistic and psycholin- 
guistic theories, although serious readers are iirged to consult relevant sources, 
such as  Wexler, 1982.) 
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I Language and  Tholight 

One important contemporary issue is that of the mental representation of the 
form and the function of language and how each element is related to general 
cognition. T w o  distinct points of view are associated with two  of the most in- 
fluential theorists of our time: Jean Piaget and  Noam Chomsky. Their views differ 
about the relation between the mental representations of language and of reality. 
They also differ about  whether language is learned and develops according to 
universal developmental laws or is a matter of the maturation of biologically 
determined and universal grammatical mechanisms. 

According to Piaget, language is a part  of general cognition; the same sym- 
bolic capacity underlying the development of language also underlies the devel- 
opment of other aspects of thoright. Moreover, language development depends 
upon cognitive development. The  meaning of children’s language derives from 
the representation of reality-objects, events, and relations between them de- 
veloped in infancy. Subsequent development of language continues to depend on  
the logical development of thought. The  existence of language universals (for 
example, Comrie, 1981) is the reflection of the universality of human development 
more generally. 

In contrast, for Chomsky the syntax of language is a n  autonomous cognitive 
system which is biologically determined, with n o  caiisal chain existing between 
it and thought. The  child is born with a specifically linguistic mechanism which 
somehow makes it possible to discover the particular grammar of the language 
on  the basis of only a limited sample of speech from the environment. Language 
acquisition is a matter of maturation. What  is mentally represented is an  abstract 
system of rules and the mechanisms for their discovery. These rules cannot be 
learned from the environment. They bear n o  relation to the representation of 
reality in everyday events, constituting instead a core “universal grammar” which 
forms a part  of’an innately determined human mental capacity. 

The  tension between these two points of view has permeated efforts to explain 
language development (Piattelli-Palmarini, 1980). In linguistic terms, the question 
concerns whether the semantic or the formal aspects of language are primary in 
determining the contrasts children learn. To what extent d o  children depend on  
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