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answering and asking wh-questions). There were structural differences
among these questions that corresponded to their sequence of acquisition.
The first wh-questions, what, where, and who, are wh-pronominals that
ask for major sentence constituents—object (what), place (where),
subject (who)—and are relatively simple syntactically. In contrast, why,
how, and when, which emerged later, are wh-sententials, which do not
replace major sentence constituents, but ask for information that pertains
to the semantic relations among all the constituents in the sentence. The
sequence in which the wh-forms were acquired, then, reflected the relative
syntactic complexity among different wh-forms.

In addition, there also was a differential use of wh-questions with
different populations of verbs. Apart from questions with the contracted
and uncontracted copula, there was a small group of verbs, the pro-verbs
do, go, and happen, that were the most frequent verbs that the children
used in wh-questions. These general, all-purpose pro-verbs, and the copula,
occurred overwhelmingly with the early wh-question words what, where,
and who. In contrast, the later-appearing questions how, why, and when
occurred primarily with descriptive verbs that named particular actions and
states. Thus, there was an interaction between the syntactic function of the
individual wh-words and the semantic complexity of the verbs that were
used with each question form. The pronominal wh-forms that asked for
sentence constituents (what, where, who) occurred predominantly with
pro-verbs, whereas the sentential forms (how, why, when) occurred pre-
dominantly with descriptive verbs. It was apparent that the order of
acquisition of the wh-forms covaried with both the syntax of wh-questions
and the kind and variety of verbs.

It appears that the sequence in which these children learned to ask
different wh-question forms was determined in part by complications
having to do with learning to use main verbs for asking questions. As
proforms for major sentence constituents, the earliest-learned wh-question
forms (what, where, who) can be combined more easily with the verb
proforms (the copula, do, or go) without the child having to sort out the
individual semantic and syntactic constraints between different descriptive
verbs and nouns. In contrast, why, how, and when are wh-sententials that
do not replace major sentence constituents; the meaning of these forms
interacts with sentential meaning. They were used with descriptive verbs
primarily, and they were acquired later. In addition, then, to whatever
cognitive constraints and whatever motivational and functional factors
contribute to the developmental sequence of wh-questions, there evidently
are important linguistic constraints: in particular, constraints that oper-
ate in the selection of verbs with different wh-question words.

Verbs and Complex Sentences

A major feature of the children’s later language development (after
the development of simple sentences and along with the development of
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inflections and wh-questions that has been discussed so far) is the develop-
ment of complex sentences with connectives.?* Three syntactic structures
have been observed in the children’s complex sentences in the develop-
mental sequence conjunction>complementation > relativization, and each
of the syntactic structures developed with essentially different populations
of verbs. Examples of conjunction were “maybe you can carry that and I
can carry this” (additive conjunction); “you push that up and it turn”
(temporal conjunction); “get them cause I want it” (causal conjunction);
and “I was tired but now I'm not tired” (adversative conjunction).
Conjunction, which was the most frequent kind of complex sentence,
occurred with many different action and locative action verbs and with
relatively few state verbs.?*

Relativization—for example, “that’s the man who fixes the door”—
occurred most often with the contracted or uncontracted copula is in the
main clause. In contrast with conjunction, which used action and locative
action verbs primarily, and relativization, which used the copula primarily,
the third complex sentence structure to develop, complementation, used
state verbs most of the time—for example, “I don’t know what her name
is”—or, less often, the contracted copula—for example, “That’s what you
can do.” The complementation that the children learned was constrained
by semantically specific state verbs: volitional and intentional verbs (want,
like, need); epistemic verbs (know and think); notice verbs (see, look,
show, watch); and communication verbs (say, tell).?* Complementation
verbs were acquired by the children in the order volition >notice > epistemic
>communication.?* Similar complementation verbs have been reported
for other children and appear to be the semantic antecedents of the verbs
used by adults for complementation.?5:2¢

The children’s verbs were distributed in complex sentences, then, in
the following way: conjunction occurred overwhelmingly with action
and locative verbs; relativization occurred primarily with the copula is;
complementation occurred overwhelmingly with state verbs, with semantic
subcategories of state verbs acquired sequentially.

The Importance of Verbs in Child Language

The importance of verbs in language has been underscored in both
psychological accounts of sentence processing and linguistic accounts of
grammatical theory.>** The results of the several child language studies
that have been described here have led to the following conclusions about
the importance of verbs in language acquisition. First, the child’s mental
lexicon probably is different for nouns and verbs. With respect to the
child’s expanding mental lexicon, the studies reviewed here suggest that
there probably are not separate entries for verbs in a mental lexicon as
there probably are for nouns. The fact that nouns are learned one by one
appears to be preserved in most accounts of the way that information about
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nouns is stored in memory. If children’s knowledge of verbs similarly
retains information from the way in which verbs are learned originally, then
it may not be appropriate to think in terms of a verb lexicon per se.
Lexical verb development and grammatical development appear to be
mutually dependent, with the result that the child’s verb lexicon is not
simply part of a mental dictionary with all the words that a child knows,
including nouns. Rather, the results of the studies described here suggest
that the verb system in child language may consist of a categorization of
verbs on several levels of rules of grammar, with a network of attachments
to a noun lexicon. Verbs are learned and exist along with the rules for
grammar that determine the basic structure of sentences, and children’s
knowledge of language structure probably never is independent from the
different verbs they know.

The categorization of verbs that has emerged from our studies includes
large, molar categories—action/state; locative/nonlocative; durative/
nondurative; completive/noncompletive; volitional/epistemic/notice/com-
munication states, etc. The claim for the psychological and linguistic
reality of these semantic categories rests on their being coextensive with
major grammatical developments in the children’s language, or on their
sequential development. There has been no evidence that more molecular
semantic categories—such as verbs of locomotion (run, walk, skip, fly, etc.)
or verbs of ingestion (eat, drink, swallow, slurp, chew, etc.)—have the
same psycholinguistic status in these children’s early language learning.
Such potential molecular categories appear to be represented in the early
child speech data by only one or a few instances (e.g., eaf for the larger
category of ingestion; ride and run for the larger category of locomotion;
say and tell for the larger category of communication, etc.). Thus, there
often were only a few verbs in one or another category that occurred with
great frequency, as though the children had learned the relevant linguistic
form or structure with a few verb exemplars and the high-frequency pro-
verbs, such as do and go, which they used generally, as they learned a wider
range of more semantically specific verbs. Knowing the structure, the
children then would be able to fill in and expand the verb categories to
form more molecular categories. Certain molecular categories may be
relevant, however, for language learning in other cultures, as for instance
appears to be the case for verbs of possession and exchange in the acquisi-
tion of Kaluli, a non-Austronesian ergative language of New Guinea, as
reported by Bambi Schieffelin.*?

To conclude, it has become increasingly clear that the structural com-
plexity, both syntactic and semantic, of the target language is a critical
factor that contributes to its acquisition.®®® The results of the several
child language studies that have been reviewed here provide substantial
support for a model of language development that emphasizes linguistic
complexity and, in particular, the syntactic and semantic functions of verbs
as major factors that contribute to the cognitive requirements for learning
language.
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