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Abstract 
Language cannot be learned without linguistic input. Hence, the environment plays an 
important role in childrens’ language development. In this paper it is examined how 
important the environment’s role is. Two views are described: Universal Grammar 
and Emergentism. They are in this paper considered to represent two basic stances; 
the innate stance and the “non-innate” stance. The overall aim is to present evidence 
in favour of either Emergentism or Universal Grammar. It is achieved by a theoretical 
discussion and the findings from an observation. In the observational study the aim is 
to see if and, if so, how adults provide clues for children to develop their syntax. This 
is achieved by looking at target-words and how the adults use context and prosody to 
supply children with them. The findings show that the adults extensively use context 
when talking to children. The theoretical discussion together with the findings, are 
here found to support Emergentism, the non-innate view. 
Keywords: Target-words, syntactical development, Universal Grammar, 
Emergentism, environmental influence  
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1. Introduction 
Language cannot be learned without linguistic input. Humans need input before 
approximately 15 years of age; otherwise the human language development will not 
take place. This is shown with real-life cases such as Genie and Chelsea (Gleitman & 
Newport, 1997). 

Linguists, such as Tomasello (1995), Jackendoff (1994) and Pinker (1994), agree that 
human children are biologically prepared to acquire natural language. However, they 
have different ideas about how children are prepared for language.  

According to Tomasello (1995), the fact that humans are biologically prepared for 
speech does not imply that they have the final adult syntactic structures from the 
beginning. He (2000 a) means that humans have to use natural language the way that 
other people use it to become a competent speaker. At the same time they need to be 
creative and use words in contexts where they have not heard them before. By using 
this, at the same time creative and conventional, thinking, children develop their 
language. To reach adult linguistic competence the children, using their general 
cognitive and social-cognitive skills, categorise, schematise and creatively combine 
the linguistic expressions they get from their environment (Tomasello 2000 b). 
Tomasello will in this paper be the major representative of Emergentism.  

Jackendoff (1994) states that children are born with established categories for how 
“language” should be categorised. In this paper the syntactical categorisation will be 
in focus. A child does not need to learn how to categorise words, it has to learn in 
what category the words belong (see also Pinker, 1997 a). A child needs the 
environment not only for the linguistic input but also for getting help with placing the 
words in the right categories (Pinker 1994; Jackendoff, 1994). Both Pinker’s (1994; 
1997 a; 1997 b) and Jackendoff’s (1994; 1999) ideas are based on Chomsky’s 
Universal Grammar, and will therefore represent UG in this study. 

The differences between Tomasello’s view and Jackendoff’s and Pinker’s views will 
be used to represent a major question within linguistics. Of course, the debate 
following this question is far more nuanced than these views. However, they will be 
used as representatives for Emergentism and UG when addressing the question: how 
much knowledge about language, if any, are humans born with? This paper will not 
propose to answer that question; rather, the aim is to present evidence in favour for 
either Emergentism or Universal Grammar. 

Most studies with similar aims focus on children and their performance. This is hardly 
surprising since the research concerns childrens’ language development. However, to 
achieve a fuller understanding of language development the linguistic environment 
must be taken into consideration. The environment is investigated in earlier research, 
but not to the extent that is needed. 

It is commonly known that children begin their grammatically correct speech with 
one-word utterances. One-word utterances can be called grammatically correct, since 
it is then the child has started to store knowledge about words, so they can be used 
when it is suitable. This speech is highly context-dependent (Jackendoff, 1999). For 
instance, the word ‘dog’ could mean ‘there is a dog’, ‘I want to go to the dog’ et 
cetera. Noun is the most common class of words used in one-word utterances, but 
verbs are presumably quite ordinary (see also Pinker, 1997 a; 1997 b). Words 
belonging to other categories might be used but they are not so common. The one-
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word utterances consist of important words leading the environments attention to 
what the child wants to express.  

The words uttered at the beginning of a child’s grammatically correct speech-career 
seems to point to the fact that it picks up important words that adds information to the 
communication between the child and its environment. These important words are, in 
this paper, called “target-words”. Children have to get target-words from their 
linguistic environment. The target-words are not general to populations all over the 
world; rather they depend on, among other things, cultural and social interaction. The 
way that the child begins to understand and utter words shows that it has to recognise 
and be able to selectively pick out the words in the stream of sounds that speech is. 
Locke (1997) thinks that the child uses prosodic cues to extract those words.  

In this paper the notion of target-words has a slightly different meaning than in earlier 
research. It often refers to test situations where a child should recognise a familiar 
word that, for example, appropriately describes a picture or an event, or the other way 
around (Swingley & Fernald, 2002; Choi, McDonough, Bowerman & Mandler, 
1999). Instead of focusing on words important to the test situations, target-words, in 
this paper, concerns everyday speech. Albin and Echols (1996) mention target-words 
as words a child utters in the beginning of its speech career. Similar to the other 
notions of target-words, the target-words in this paper are informative and guides the 
listener to what is to be expressed.  

The overall aim of this paper is to present evidence in favour of either Emergentism 
or Universal Grammar. A study is made focusing on the linguistic environment’s 
communication with children. The linguistic environment will be represented by 
adults. In the observational study, the aim is to see if adults provide enough clues for 
children to develop their syntax. The focus is to see if adults use target-words after the 
children have begun to use one-word sentences, and if the target-words are sufficient 
as linguistic input, for children to develop syntax. To do this context and prosody will 
be investigated. The easier it is to discover which words that are the “heads” in a 
sentence, the easier it is to categorise those words. If it is easy to extract the target-
words and it is clear what purpose they have there might not be any innate categories 
needed. If there is a more subtle linguistic input, innate knowledge might be necessary 
for learning language as fast as humans do. The result will, together with a theoretical 
discussion, fulfil the overall aim of the paper.  

The background of the theoretical discussion is presented in chapter 2. At the start of 
chapter 2 the different tools used when talking to children is presented. This provides 
a base for the forthcoming analysis. In the following sections, the different views are 
discussed in more detail. In chapter 3, the problem to be investigated is presented in 
more detail. The method and course of action are described and motivated in chapter 
4, and the results are presented in chapter 5. Thereafter a discussion and concluding 
comments follows. 
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2. Background  
Childrens’ early language development has a central factor, namely early 
socialisation. Maternal sensitivity, among other things, contributes to early language 
acquisition (Baumwell, Tamis-LeMonda, & Bornstein, 1997). At the same time there 
are findings that state that children can learn (some sort of) language with nearly no 
interaction with adults (Gleitman & Newport, 1997). As written above (see chapter 1), 
it takes virtually total isolation and unbelievable mistreatment for language not to 
develop in “normal” humans. But still children must have some linguistic input to be 
able to develop a language. The linguistic input is given by the linguistic environment 
in a context. The concept ‘context’ refers, in this paper, to both the situation in which 
the linguistic input is given, and also the body language of the environment. This 
includes eye contact, joint attention et cetera. 

Children do not have to have special training or a special kind of linguistic input to 
acquire a natural language. Crain (1991) thinks that what must be explained is how 
adult grammar can be acquired, based on the linguistic input that (in this case) the 
children get. There are several, internally different solutions to this. One is based on 
Universal Grammar (UG) (Crain, 1991). 

The different views that provide the basis for the theoretical discussion are presented 
in sections 2.2 and 2.3. However, before presenting the views, a presentation of 
adults’ speech to children will be given in the next section. 

2.1 Adults’ talk to children  
In this section different “tools”, used to talk to children, are presented. These tools are 
well known and often mentioned in research. Therefore, it might be useful to present 
an overview of them and their relevance to this work.  

2.1.1 Prosody 

Thanks to, among other things, prosody the child is able to conduct preverbal 
dialogues, and to follow dialogues between adults, before it knows the meaning of 
utterances. Prosody means the melody of a language. 

According to Albin and Echols (1996) there exists evidence that children are born 
attentive on the prosody of the environment’s language. According to Pinker (1997 b) 
a child could begin its syntax learning by attending the prosody of sentences and to 
hypothesise phrase boundaries at points in the acoustic stream marked by lengthening, 
pausing, and drops in fundamental frequency. However, this alone is not enough since 
aspects of prosody are not only affected by syntax but by a lot of other things as well 
(Pinker, 1997 b). According to Aubergé and Cathiard (2003) prosody is an emotional 
medium, showing the surroundings what kind of feeling is attached to an utterance. 
Pinker (1997 b) also states that since the melody of the language is consistent in 
different ways in different languages there is confusion. The child must learn that as 
well, since it is not born with “patterns” for a special prosody. It is not certain that a 
child is born with any kind of pattern for prosody at all. At the same time infants have 
an early sensitivity to the prosodic contours of the language they hear (Nelson, 1996). 
When speaking, the child, like adults, uses prosody as well as words, in order to get 
the meaning of its sentences as clear as possible. Hence, prosody plays a constant, 
important role in speech throughout life.  
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2.1.2 Motherese 

It is not merely a mothers’ speech to a child that is considered in Motherese. The 
more politically correct name is “caretaker speech” (pers. comm., Zlatev, 2003), 
which better represents the meaning of the expression; parental speech to the child. 
According to caretaker speech the parents simplify their talk with their child, for 
instance, by shortening their sentences, exaggerating their intonation and repeating 
their speech. As the child’s language develops, the parent’s speech becomes more 
complicated. This progress could be illustrated with a spiral going upwards. The base 
illustrates the child’s earliest verbal language. When the child’s language 
development is at that level, the parental talk is very simplified (Stillings, Weisler, 
Chase, Feinstein, Garfield & Rissland, 1988). When the child’s verbal linguistic 
talents grow, the parental speech becomes more complicated. At the end the child’s, 
and the parent’s, talk have the same complexity.  

Newport, Gleitman and Gleitman (1977, in Gleitman & Newport, 1997) found that 
Motherese is most helpful in teaching more specific aspects of a language, and least 
helpful when it comes to more general aspects that are consistent with universal 
principles. More specific aspects are, for instance, words, and pronunciation et cetera. 
General aspects are, for instance, the way language should be categorised. Hence, the 
specific aspects of a language will not be any easier to learn with innate knowledge 
which implies that the children have to find resources in the linguistic environment, 
for example, parents and preschool teachers.  

Intonation is an important tool in Motherese. By deliberately changing prosody to put 
emphasis on a certain word in a sentence, the environment can focus the child’s 
attention to what is most important in that sentence. At the same time, it could be 
questioned whether this is necessary when addressing language acquisition. 

2.1.3 Evidence 
There exist two kinds of evidence, negative and positive. In this report the term 
evidence also includes all sorts of feedback. 

Pinker (1997 b) gives the following explanation of negative evidence:  

“…[it] refers to information about which strings of words are not grammatical sentences 
in the language, such as corrections or other forms of feedback from a parent that tells 
the child that one of his or her utterances is ungrammatical” (p. 153).  

Negative evidence is the way that the child is given information if its speech is wrong. 
It can sometimes contain a correct way of saying the child’s utterance. If the child 
says ’no want food’ the mother might respond with ‘you mean: I do not want any 
food’.  

It is not merely the words that are of importance in evidence. It also depends on how 
the evidence, including the prosody, is given. Positive evidence is given with a more 
encouraging, happy tone and body language. Negative evidence is given with a more 
correcting tone. There are, of course, exceptions. For instance, correction does not 
always imply correcting manners in tone and body expression; the words uttered 
might be the only “negative” in the situation. 

There have been studies conducted on what is here called negative evidence. This 
paper will address two known studies. These studies are interesting because one find 
evidence in favour of UG, while the other, which is a follow up on the first one, does 
not. The first one was conducted by Penner (1987). She stated that: “Obviously, there 
is no evidence for complete feedback that consistently distinguishes between 
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grammatical and ungrammatical utterances” (p. 382). From this finding she drew the 
conclusion that “models of language acquisition that require such feedback are not 
supported by the data” (p. 382). Hence, the study showed that children do not get 
feedback enough to learn grammar solely on that information.  

The second study on negative evidence was carried out by Bohannon and Stanowicz 
(1988). They found that “children’s conversational partners both subtly and blatently 
provide clues about the correct form of language by requesting clarification of and 
simultaneously recasting or expanding children’s syntactically ill-formed and 
mispronounced speech” (p. 688). They concluded that “to the extent that current 
theories of language acquisition also ignore adults’ tendency to provide feedback (i.e., 
negative and specific evidence), these theories will fail to accurately account for 
language acquisition” (p. 688) and “the proposed mechanism may not need to be so 
powerful or have so much innate knowledge of language that it can learn language 
exclusively from positive evidence” (p. 688). 

Bohannon and Stanowicz (1988), and Penner (1987) agree on the importance of 
negative evidence. They think that it is necessary for the child’s language 
development to achieve this sort of evidence. However, the studies did not achieve 
similar results, and hence, different conclusions were drawn.  

According to Pinker (1997 b) positive evidence refers to the information available to 
the child. This information tells which strings of words that are grammatical sentences 
in the target language. Most researchers in the area describe ‘grammatical sentences’ 
as ‘the sentences that sounds natural in everyday speech’. Newport, Gleitman and 
Gleitman (1977, in Pinker, 1997 b) found that the vast majority of the speech the child 
is exposed to during its language-learning years is grammatically well formed, fluent, 
and complete. The positive evidence is thus the input on which the child can base its 
acquisition of language. The child gets indications from the environment, whether its 
utterances are correct or not. For instance, imagine that the child that is holding one of 
its shoes has uttered ‘my shoe’. The father might answer ‘yes, that is your shoe’. The 
child has then received a confirmation of its utterance. The father’s response has told 
the child that it is its shoe it is holding, and also that its statement was correct from a 
syntactical viewpoint. 

Bohannon and Stanowicz’s (1988) and Penner’s (1987) conclusions have been used in 
the linguistic discussion focused on in this paper. The first view that will be presented 
is Universal Grammar. It pleads linguistic innateness.  

 2.2 Universal Grammar 
According to Stillings et al. (1998), Chomsky (1965) and Ross (1967) captured 
linguistic principles in Universal Grammar (UG). The principles captured are general 
features of all languages. The general linguistic principles incline the child towards 
the correct grammar for the language being acquired (Chomsky, 1980, in Stillings et 
al., 1998). These principles are assumed to be innate, just like other genetic 
information. In order for the child not to try every hypothesis in the language, where 
just one leads to the correct adult grammar, Chomsky and his associates developed a 
learning strategy that restricts the various options a child has when learning a 
language. The specific grammar features of a language will need to be stated when 
learning a language (Stillings et al., 1998). 

According to Mitchener and Nowak (2003), the evolution of UG is based on genetic 
modifications. These modifications affect the architecture of the brain and the classes 
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of grammars that it can learn. During the human history UG has emerged, and brought 
with it that human language is almost unlimitedly expressible. There exist, according 
to Mitchener and Nowak, different grammars in UG and it is choosing among these 
that can be called language acquisition. Hence, there are different rules of grammar, 
and the child (unconsciously) chooses the ones that suit the languages it will learn. 
What happens when a child is brought up in a bilingual environment, where the 
languages require different rules of grammar? Mitchener and Nowak establish that 
different UGs can coexist. Gleitman and Newport (1997) found that bilingual children 
learn both languages as fast and well as monolingual children learn theirs.  

However, the notion of multiple UGs may contradict the basic idea of UG, that is, that 
there are general features common to all languages. This paper will not have a 
discussion about this question; rather in the following it will just state what kind of 
UG is focused on here.  

The innateness described in this paper refers to the idea that humans have an innate 
brain module unique for language. This module contains knowledge of language 
categorisation and is relatively finished before the child is born. The idea is described 
in the following sections. 

2.2.1 Aspects of Universal Grammar in syntactic structure 

Jackendoff (1994) wants to make the idea of UG1 more accessible. He stated that 
there are different kinds of UGs, but at another level. He meant that there existed, 
amongst others, morphological and syntactical UG. It is the syntactical UG that will 
be focused upon in this paper. Jackendoff (1994) stated five different aspects of UG. 
These help the child restrict the options in learning a language. According to him UG 
can be seen as an organisation of the instinct of tree structures and categories, for 
instance noun phrases (NP). This paper will concentrate on the following three 
aspects, which are part of the five aspects.  

The following aspect is the first one mentioned by Jackendoff (1994), and is viewed 
here as the outcome of the other aspects, mainly the following two. 

“1. UG lets the child know that the expressive variety of language is made possible by 
combining local subtrees into larger assemblies. The child does not have to figure out 
that words are not just strung together one after another.” (Jackendoff, 1994, p.81)  

This first aspect (A1) can be illustrated with figure 1. The figure shows a syntax tree 
of a sentence (S). It is divided into a noun phrase (NP), which consists only of the 
head (N), and a verb phrase (VP). The verb phrase consists of the head (V) and a 
preposition phrase (PP). The preposition phrase consists of the preposition (P) and a 
noun phrase (NP). The noun phrase consists only of the head, which is a proper noun 
(EgN). A1 implies that children have innate knowledge, and that everything in the 
language is attached to everything else in some ways, with the effect that certain 
patterns can be formed. These patterns (the larger assemblies, like the one in figure 1) 
are similar to those found in logic.  

                                                
1 Chomsky could be called the father of UG. For further reading of Chomsky’s view, Chomsky (1965) 
is recommended. 
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Figure 1. The figure illustrates a larger assembly of local sub trees. The interested can 
find more information about this in Nordgård (1999). 

Pinker’s (1997 a) description of this is that mental grammar defines sentences by 
concatenating pieces of sentences. What these pieces of sentences are is described in 
the following aspects. A1 does not state that the child knows how to put these 
sentence pieces together, just that it should do it in some way. The child is not born 
with innate knowledge about the specific language it will acquire. Mitchener and 
Nowak (2003) stated that the child chooses the suitable rules for their specific 
language (section 2.2), which could be applicable here. An interpretation could be that 
different UGs have different finished versions of how these larger assemblies could be 
put together, and the child chooses those that are correct for the language it is 
learning. However, following Jackendoff (1994), it is more likely that the 
interpretation of A1 should be that there is an innate knowledge in children that they 
should put smaller verbal pieces together and thereby form longer verbal pieces, 
sentences, which express more fully what they want to communicate. 

If human beings actually structure their language like this then the question is if this 
capacity is dependent on the structure of the brain. The views presented and discussed 
in this report (section 2.2 and 2.3) agree upon that fact. However, they do not agree on 
to what extent this is specific for language. According to Tomasello (1995), children 
with brain damage in the “normal” language areas in the brain often develop language 
functions in uncharacteristic parts of the brain. It is not only brain damaged children 
that develop language in atypical parts of the brain. There exist left handed people 
that display this as well. However, most humans have language located at similar 
parts of the brain; the best known parts are Wernicke’s and Brocas’s areas. Pinker 
(1994) states that the fact that these parts are the most common ones when it comes to 
language location could be that it is their location in the brain that makes them 
suitable for language. Wernicke’s area is, together with supramarginal and angular 
gyri, located at the crossroad of three lobes, 

“and hence are ideally suited to integrating streams of information about visual shapes, 
sounds, bodily sensations (from the “somatosensory” strip), and spatial relations (from 
the parietal lobe). It would be a logical place to store links between the sounds of words 
and the appearance and geometry of what they refer to.” (p. 311) 

S 

NP  VP  

  N 

  It 

  V 

    smells 

 PP  

  P 

  in 

 NP  

EgN 

   Skövde 
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Maybe there is a “perfect” spot for language in the brain, but as stated earlier the 
location of language in brain is not an unavoidable factor in developing language. 
Humans are evidently able to have a “normal” language, even though it is atypically 
sited in the brain. Could it be that the human brain works by classifying things, and 
that the way of working is not special for language? Hence, the question is if the 
mechanisms used in language development is unique for language? This question is 
addressed in the final discussion in this paper.   

The following aspect (A2) can be seen as one of the constituents which enables the 
aspect mentioned above. It can be regarded as a description of the structure of a local 
subtree. 

“2. UG stipulates that a language contains a class of nouns, that the names of physical 
objects (among other things) are found in this class, and that a noun plus its modifiers 
constitute a syntactic unit noun phrase. It leaves open, though, where the modifiers are 
placed: is a modifying adjective before the noun, as in English, or after, as in French? 
The child has to figure this part out, but it’s a lot less than inventing the whole idea of a 
noun phrase from scratch.” (Jackendoff, 1994, p. 81) 

A2 says that there is innate knowledge that tells the child that the noun has modifying 
words that can be attached to it, that the noun sometimes needs to be (better) 
explained. According to Pinker (1997 a), A2 of UG does not stipulate the innate 
knowledge: “there exist nouns”. This would not be helpful to the child at all. An 
interpretation of what does exist in A2 of UG, and hence is innate, is that there are 
sounds that represent things. The child then has to select these sounds from the 
surroundings, for example, the parents. The sounds that get picked out are probably 
target-words, which in the context of the environment are considered to be important.  

Target-words are those words that are somehow pointed out in a sentence. A word 
that in one sentence is a target-word will most likely occur in other sentences, but 
maybe not as a target-word. Hopefully, the child has picked it up and will then be able 
to understand that the word could be used in a number of different contexts. The 
following example illustrates this. The word ‘dog’ will be the starting-point. The first 
time a child sees a dog adults in the surroundings might say things like: ‘a dog’, ‘look 
at the dog’ et cetera, with emphasis on the word ‘dog’. Later, when the child 
acquaintances itself with a dog, it might get admonitions like ‘no, pat the dog’, with 
emphasis on other words than dog, in this case ‘pat’. The child starts to realise that 
‘dog’ could be mentioned in utterances with other important words and the child’s 
knowledge of syntax develops. This continues, leading to childrens acquisition of a 
correct syntax. 

There also exist some sorts of sounds that describe what the sounds that represent 
something are representing. What these sounds are and where the describing sound 
should be placed in relation to the representing sound is not innate. The child has to 
figure that out with help from the environment (Pinker, 1997 a).  

According to Pinker (1997 b), approximately 50 percent of the child’s one-word 
utterances are words representing objects. Verbs, adjectives and adverbs stand for the 
major part of the remaining 50 percent. How do children learn these words? They are 
not born with a lexicon containing them. As mentioned before, history has shown 
examples of children that have not received any linguistic input and therefore have 
not developed any language and certainly do not know any words (Gleitman & 
Newport, 1997). If humans were born with lexicons this sort of input would not be 
needed. The child probably would not have been capable of constructing 
grammatically correct sentences but it would have been able to say existing words. 



2. Background 

9 

Adding to this, the child cannot know in advance what language it will learn. Even 
though it has English parents it might be adopted to Japan and will learn Japanese just 
as fast as it would have learned English. This reasoning does not just show that 
humans are not born with a lexicon; it also shows that children need the environment 
to give them linguistic input. 

The noun phrase mentioned above is one of the constituents that form the larger 
assemblies, as stated in the first aspect. Does that imply that the noun phrase is intact 
when it is a part of the larger assembly? Examples of typical noun phrase structures 
can be seen in figure 22. It shows that noun phrases have several constituents, 
although not everyone is obligatory. The noun (N), thus the head, is the obligatory 
constituent. That is often preceded by an article (Art). There could be a need to further 
describe the noun, which is done by an adjective. Hence, A stands for adjective. 
Sometimes, several adjectives describe the same noun, and in the A’s place, an 
adjective phrase can be placed. Noun phrases (NP) can contain phrases themselves. 
Those phrases are often preposition phrases (PP). An interesting thing is that the 
phrases can be recursively built, while the PP can contain NPs. That is what gives 
humans abilities to create an infinite number of sentences.   

  

Figure 2. Three basic architectures of a noun phrase. 

When a child begins to speak by combining two words, does it really start with 
completing the phrases? Pinker (1997 a, p. 144) provides example sentences that a 
child is uttering, from the age of two years and three months to three years and two 
months. When children begin to use multi-word sentences, most of the noun phrases 
are not complete. After approximately two months the article in noun phrases starts to 
appear and a couple of months later the child starts to use some adjectives in the 
phrases. This development shows that the noun phrases are not complete when the 
child starts to use them in larger assemblies. An interpretation of this could be that the 
child needs to classify words before it can put them together in larger assemblies, but 
it does not have to have located the modifiers and their position in the phrase yet. 
Thus, the development in UG is not strictly hierarchical. The child does not have to 
master the subassemblies before putting them together.  

The final aspect (A3) mentioned here, is also a constituent that enables larger 
assemblies. The ingredients in A3 also enable humans to create an infinitive number 
of sentences, just like the noun phrases.  

“3. UG stipulates that there is a class of verbs, and that a verb can combine with a noun 
phrase to form a verb phrase (or predicate). It leaves open whether the verb precedes the 
noun phrase (English) or follows it (Japanese).” (Jackendoff, 1994, p. 81) 

The last aspect addresses how verb phrases can be put together (see figure 3). What 
A3 does no state explicitly is whether noun phrases must be complete. Does the child 

                                                
2 The interested can read more about noun phrases in Nordgård (1999). 
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always have to use complete noun phrases when concatenating with verb phrases? If 
so, the examples of child utterances in Pinker (1997 b, p. 144) do not support this 
aspect. Consider the example ‘where wrench go’. The adult, grammatical way to say 
this is: ‘where did the wrench go’. The child has used the most important words in a 
syntactically correct fashion. An adult would probably not say that a wrench went 
anywhere, but still, it is syntactically correct even though the utterance has its 
shortcomings. The lack of the article in the noun phrase shows, for instance, that a 
child is able to form larger assemblies, even though the sub- assemblies are not 
complete.  

 
Figure 3. An example of a verb phrase. It is a part of the larger assembly shown in fig 1. 
Explanation of shortenings can be seen in Figure 1. 

The interpretation of this aspect (A3), as well as A2, is that the development within 
the aspects takes place somewhat hierarchically (starting with the head), but the 
development between them takes place in a more parallel fashion.  

Pinker (1997 b) states that verbs can occur in the one-word sentences a child utters at 
the beginning. Beyond nouns and verbs children also use modifiers such as ‘hot’, 
‘more’, and words like ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘hi’, in their speech. Word chunks; for instance, 
‘what is that’ can also be used, but as one word. How should these word chunks be 
classified? They can probably not be regarded as larger assemblies since the child 
uses them as one word. They can be regarded as target-words, and maybe the child 
does not realise that they are multi-word sentences. The question of how some 
utterances should be classified concerns not only the word chunks, but also the single 
words that are not verbs or nouns. Most of them could probably be included in verb- 
or noun phrases, but there is a risk that the child could become confused by these 
words if it does not have a clear picture of what noun- and verb phrases really are. 
Assuming that children have this classification capacity might be to give them too 
much credit of grammatical knowledge. Tomasello (2000 a) concludes that childrens’ 
grammars are different from that of adults’. If the child does not use whole noun- and 
verb phrases from the beginning, how could the child (unconsciously) classify other 
words belonging to them?  

Aspects A2 and A3 might give a little insight into how the larger assemblies 
mentioned in A1 can be composed. In this paper it is questioned if the ability to 
classify language in this way really is innate, as UG claims.  

2.2.2 Childrens’ language development 

Pinker (1997 b) proposes how childrens’ language acquisition might occur. The 
proposal corresponds well with Jackendoff’s (1994) aspects of syntactical Universal 
Grammar. It is important to stress that the view is not Chomsky’s, but it is influenced 
by him, and hence it is here called a UG view.  

According to Pinker (1994) all infants have linguistic skills when they are born. This 
statement is supported by the fact that an infant can discriminate between phonemes 

    VP  

   V    PP  
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that its parents cannot tell apart. Throughout its first year, the infant learns the sounds 
of its language. When a child is between five and seven months old it begins to play 
with sounds rather than “just” use them to express physical and emotional states. Its 
sound sequences now begin to sound like vowels and consonants. By six months it is 
beginning to put together discrete sounds. Its language collapses into a single 
phoneme, while it keeps on being able to discriminate equivalently distinct ones that 
its language keeps separate. When the infant is approximately seven to eight months it 
begins to babble in real syllables, for instance, ba-ba-ba, or de-de-de. At the end of its 
first year it varies its syllables and shortly before its first birthday it begins to 
understand words. Shortly after that, when it is approximately one year, the small 
child also begins to produce words. The language really takes off at about eighteen 
months of age. The child then learns a lot of words and starts to combine them 
(Pinker, 1994). 

The child could assume that when the parents, and other adults, talk they follow the 
basic design of human phrase structure. It is of course not a conscious act; rather an 
unconscious one. It simply means that most adults talk grammatically correct most of 
the time (Pinker, 1997 b). This structure’s core consists of phrases that contain heads, 
for example, a noun phrase is built around a head noun. Small phrases are created 
from arguments and heads, for instance ‘the teacher of French’. In this example, 
found in Partee (1997), ‘of French’ is an argument of ‘teacher’. Verbs also have 
arguments, which are denoted by the subject and object(s) (Partee, 1997). The small 
phrases, consisting of arguments and heads, are grouped with their modifiers inside 
larger phrases, for instance noun phrases and verb phrases. The phrases can have 
subjects (Pinker, 1997 b). Most target-words are probably heads. 

The meanings of parents’ sentences are derivable in context. Because of that, children 
can use meanings to help set up the right phrase structure. According to Pinker (1997 
b), if the parent utters a sentence, where the child is familiar with some of the words, 
the child can guess their categories and so the first branches in a syntactic tree grows. 
By using meaning deduced from context, part-of-speech categories, and phrase 
structures, the child can be assisted in learning grammar quickly without needing 
systematic parental input such as negative evidence (see 2.1.3).  

If a child is able to categorise input in, for instance, noun phrases it does not need to 
hear every combination that could be done with each head noun. Rather, it only needs 
to hear different kinds of combinations and learn each noun one by one (Pinker, 1997 
a). When the phrase structures are learned, it is easier to acquire such things in 
language like abstract words. The child “just” has to put them in a tree structure to see 
what kind of word it is. 

Pinker’s (1997 a) conclusion of the child’s language acquisition is that:  

“When learning a language, children have to generalize from a finite sample of parental 
speech to the infinite set of sentences that define the language as a whole. Since there are 
an infinite number of ways to do this but only one is correct, children must be innately 
guided to the correct solution by having some kinds of principles governing the design of 
human language built in.” (p. 128) 

Looking at Pinker’s view, it highly corresponds to Jackendoff’s aspects mentioned 
before. Even though the view pleads innateness it does not state that the environment 
is unimportant. On the contrary, it shows that children must have linguistic input and 
states the parental input as most important. It is not as important in telling children 
what is right or wrong in language, as it is important for giving input. The UG view 
described here does not encapsulate language acquisition, meaning that everything is 
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innate and the environment is of less importance. Rather, it stresses that the 
environment is of great importance and even if the child has innate knowledge it 
cannot develop language without any input. However, this view also says that a child 
is not in an immediate need of correction, it uses its innate knowledge to acquire 
correct grammar. 

2.2.3 Summary  
According to Chomsky (1980, in Stillings et al., 1998) there exist innate general 
linguistic principles that “show” children the right “grammar path” for the language 
they acquire.  

Jackendoff (1994) states five different aspects of UG. The five aspects help the child 
restrict the options in learning a language. UG can be seen as an organisation of the 
instinct of tree structures and categories (such as NP, VP etc). The first three aspects 
are in focus here.   

The first aspect mentioned by Jackendoff means that because of the innate knowledge 
in a child, which states that everything in language is connected with everything, there 
are certain patterns formed. Pinker (1997 a) utilises a description to explain this; 
mental grammar defines sentences by concatenating pieces of sentences. A1 does not 
state that the child knows how to put these sentence pieces together, just that it should 
do it in some way. The child is not born with innate knowledge about the specific 
language it will acquire. Following Jackendoff (1994), an interpretation of A1 is that 
there exists an innate knowledge in children that they should put smaller verbal pieces 
together and thereby form longer verbal pieces, sentences, which express more fully 
what they want to communicate.  

An interpretation of what does exist in aspect number two of UG, and hence is innate, 
is that there are sounds that represent things. The child needs then to select these 
sounds from the surroundings, for example, the parents. The second aspect also says 
that there is innate knowledge that tells the child that the noun has modifying words 
that can be attached to it, that the noun sometimes need to be more fully explained. 
Hence, there also exist some sorts of sounds that describe what the sounds that 
represent something are representing. What these sounds are and where the describing 
sound should come, in relation to the representing sound, is not innate. The child has 
to figure that out with help from the environment. Thus, the second aspect says that 
there exist noun phrases. The noun phrase is one of the constituents that form the 
larger assemblies, as stated in the first aspect. 

Aspect number three addresses how verb phrases can be put together. The ingredients 
in the third aspect also enable humans to create an infinite number of sentences. Verb 
phrases, perhaps more than noun phrases, give rise to new sentences since they can 
contain several other phrases. Of course, noun phrases can also contain different 
phrases, but verb phrases can also contain noun phrases. 

Pinker (1997 b) presents a theory about how language is acquired by a child. The 
theory fits well with Jackendoff’s (1994) aspects of syntactical Universal Grammar. 
The meanings of parents’ sentences are derivable in context. Because of that, children 
can use meaning to help set up the right phrase structure. If the parent utters a 
sentence, where the child is familiar with some of the words, the child can guess their 
categories and so the first branches in a syntactic tree grows (Pinker, 1997 b). By 
using meaning deduced from context, part-of-speech categories, and phrase structures, 
the child can be assisted in learning grammar quickly, without needing systematic 
parental input such as negative evidence. 
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According to Pinker (1997 b) what happens when a child is learning a language is that 
it has to generalise from a limited sample of parental speech to an infinite set of 
sentences. These sentences will define the language as a whole. There are endless 
ways of doing this, but only one is correct. Pinker is of the opinion that the child must 
be guided in the right direction by innate principles that govern the design of human 
languages. Otherwise the language acquisition would not be so fast.  

UG stresses the importance of children getting linguistic input from the environment, 
especially parental linguistic input, but it does not need negative evidence to acquire 
correct syntax.  

2.3 Emergentism 
According to Tomasello (1995) language is, like all other human competencies, 
grounded in the human genome. According to him (1992) humans are born with the 
capacity to form concepts and categories and to develop an understanding for the fact 
that different categories can be put together et cetera, not with a finished knowledge 
that it should be done and how. Bates and Goodman (1999) describe it as there are 
basic cognitive and communicative abilities that, even though they are not specific to 
language, permit the emergence of language and grammar. Tomasello (1992) states 
that “language acquisition also requires skills of cultural learning and reflection, and it 
requires that something like event structures, in the form of preexisting cultural 
activities, be present in the environment”. UG does not state the environment and 
culture as unimportant. It too means that the child must receive language input to be 
able to develop language. However, UG states innate knowledge (section 2.2.1; 
section 2.2.2), in a way that Emergentism does not. Hopper (1998) means that there is 
no natural, fixed structure to language. There is no single module in the brain stating 
grammar. Rather, the grammar of a language consists of an open-ended collection of 
forms that are constantly being restructured during use. The speaker both obeys the 
linguistic rules and creatively uses old words/utterances in new contexts (Hopper, 
1998; Tomasello, 2000 a).  

2.3.1 A classification issue 

The questions, whether humans have a kind of syntax module from the beginning, or 
if they start off with more general cognitive and cultural capacities that develop 
language structures during ontogenesis, cannot be answered by just looking at 
species-universality and species-specificities. Tomasello claims that theories like 
Pinker’s (section 2.2.2) are based on English, and that it is hard, if not impossible, to 
apply them to all the world’s languages. He states that language universality is theory 
dependent and that there are no theory-neutral structures in linguistics. This might be 
discussed in almost a philosophical fashion. How can we know when something is 
theory-neutral? Is it when all scientists in the field have agreed upon it, or when all 
the people in the world have agreed upon it? Before that is settled, it is nearly 
impossible to make out if there exist theory-neutral structures in language or not. 
There has to be a base which everyone agrees upon before something can be stated as 
theory-neutral.  

Nouns and verbs are of great importance in Jackendoff’s aspects (section 2.2.1), and 
in Pinker’s view of childrens’ language acquisition. The following citation from 
Tomasello (1995) is a response that: 

“Among the best candidates for universality are, as Pinker claims, the word classes of 
noun and verb. But even in this case, it is not totally clear that all languages have 
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English-like categories (Maratsos, 1988). Moreover, Braine (1987) argues that noun and 
verb are most likely reflections of the more basic cognitive distinction between predicate 
and argument, and Langacker (1987b) argues that they derive from the cognitive 
categories of object and process.” (p. 140) 

Tomasello argues that there would emerge a different view on language universals if a 
non-Indo-European language was taken as a starting point. What could be argued here 
is, that even though Jackendoff’s aspect clearly takes a starting point in nouns and 
verbs, it should be questioned if that is the important part of UG presented here. 
Rather, it is the principle that should be in focus; some types of words are used more 
often than others, and therefore they ground the classification.  

2.3.2 Right and wrong and the importance of verbs 

If the child has no innate knowledge to use when acquiring a language, how is it 
supposed to know what is right and wrong? It is the environments, especially those 
the child meets in its everyday life, task to show it. In that case, prosody (section 
2.1.1) and evidence (section 2.1.3) will be among the most commonly used tools to 
show children the right and wrong in their speech. Tomasello agrees with Pinker that 
negative evidence is not heavily used, for instance parents do not always correct their 
children. Tomasello does not see this in advantage for UG; he claims that negative 
evidence is not the best way that parents have to show their children the grammatical 
lacks. He states that when the child speaks, it will receive some kind of feedback 
about its linguistic production (Tomasello, 1995).  

Bohannon and Stanowicz (1988) concluded that children may be sensitive to the 
degree of difference in adult behaviour that follows language errors. They also stated 
that a child may not need so much innate knowledge that it can learn language 
exclusively from positive evidence, since it receives other kind of feedbacks et cetera.  

According to Tomasello (2000 a), children in their early language development 
produce rather few novel utterances. They can, for instance, be creative in such ways 
as generalising dumb paper from dumb lamp. To generalise from one noun to another 
does not seem to be a problem for a child. In this respect one can find remarkable 
creativity; children can create multi-word utterances they never have heard before. 
This sort of creativeness is, however, not used for verbs. For instance, a child does not 
use a verb in a sentence where it has never heard it before. The categories children are 
working with when it comes to verbs are hence not verb-general things like ‘subject’ 
and ‘object’ et cetera, rather they work with verb-specific things like ‘hittee’ (the 
thing that got hit) and ‘sitter’ (the one sitting on something). Tomasello (2000 a) 
suggests that this shows that children work more concretely with verbs; they see them 
as lexical items whose syntactic behaviour must be learned one by one. This is in 
direct contrast to what aspect 3 in section 2.2.1 states. Tomasello states that childrens’ 
early language is organised and structured around individual verbs and other 
predicative terms. Hence, children do not “look at” verbs and predicative terms as 
general categories, which they do with nouns. A two year old child’s syntactical 
competence is composed of verb-specific constructions with open nominal slots 
which enable it to create multi-word utterances. These verb-specific constructions can 
be called verb islands. Both the verb and the noun that fills the nominal slot can be 
assumed to be target-words. This does not have to be in direct opposition to UG. Even 
though children do not sort all verbs as a common class in the beginning, children use 
innate knowledge of how to put, more or less, correct sentences together to create 
utterances. It could be said that the child has not reached the maturity level that is 
needed for classifying the verbs. At the same time the knowledge of how to create 
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phrases is used. How is the child able to put together sentences with correct word 
order if the knowledge of how to do it is not there? This question will be addressed in 
the final discussion.  

Tomasello (2000 a) has performed both experiments and observations. Findings 
where, among other things, that when young children, from 2.8 years up to 4.4 years, 
are confronted with adults that talk to them with incorrect word order they tend to 
vary between correcting the adults and imitating them. The younger children imitate 
more than the older ones. Even younger children would probably, considering these 
results, imitate even more. This tendency together with the fact that young children 
are not creative in their handling with verbs speaks against UG. Thus, according to 
Tomasello (2000 a), the fact that children talk like adults does depend on their 
imitation of the grown ups, and not that they have the same underlying linguistic 
competence as them.  

2.3.1 The language development 

According to Tomasello (2000 a) children imitatively learn concrete linguistic 
expressions from their environmental language and then, using their general cognitive 
and social-cognitive skills; categorise, schematise and creatively combine these 
individually learned expressions and structures to reach adult linguistic competence. 
These linguistic expressions might be target-words. 

According to Hendriks-Jansen (1996) the child tends to perceive clauses as perceptual 
units, allowing them to serve as scaffolding for later grammatical analyses. Thus, the 
child does not put the verbs and the determiners in the categories; at least not in the 
early years. The clauses that the child meets in daily life enables it to ignore false 
starts of sentences, such as ‘hum’, and ungrammatical strings that do not sound like 
clauses. The “clause-perception” starts before the child starts to talk; it begins when 
the child is just a couple of weeks, if that old. These clauses are probably perceived 
through prosody. Pinker (1994) recognises that infants seem to respond more to the 
sound of their mother tongue than other languages. He does not state that the child 
from the beginning discriminates between different word classes; he too means that 
children start with discriminating between different sounds (see section 2.2.2). 

The mother starts to respond to the child’s noises, soon selecting which noises to 
respond to. She uses the pauses in the child’s ‘speech’ to respond. Preverbal dialogues 
are thus created, helping the child to create a “feeling” for the language. At an age of 
a couple of months the child uses the environment’s speech in developing its own 
language. It is, at this point, not able to attend to the fine structures within the clauses 
which work to its advantage. This enables the child to treat the environment’s clauses 
(at this point the child is with the mother most of the time) as conversational 
equivalents to its own utterances. The child is able to interact in preverbal dialogues, 
and is quite skilled at “following” a conversation between two adults, even though it 
does not understand the explicit meaning in what is said. Hence, according to 
Hendriks-Jansen, the child does not start its language development with words, it 
starts with learning interactive timing, stresses, rhythms, and intonations (thus 
prosody) associated with commands, statements, and requests, which is recognisable 
in nine to eighteen months (see also Sinha, 2001). This does not contradict the UG 
view mentioned earlier (section 2.2). In these preverbal dialogues the attention of the 
participants might be directed to figures of joint attention, rather than on each other. 
The child learns to focus its attention on some other thing while interacting with, for 
instance, its mother, by monitoring her doing it (Sinha, 2001).  
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When the child is between 25 and 50 weeks it is in the babbling state. Most babbling 
consists of a small set of sounds that is similar to those it will use in its early language 
later on and thus similar to sounds used in the child’s native language. The utterances 
have, during this period, no meaning. This shows that children have the physical 
ability to use the words of its native language long before they learn to utter words 
(Hendriks-Jansen, 1996).  

At the end of the first year, sometimes earlier or later, the child starts producing one-
word sentences. Meaning is now introduced into “conversations” the child has with 
the environment. The one-word sentences are not enough to express what the child 
wants to communicate and therefore the child strives to develop further (Hendriks-
Jansen, 1996). The one-word sentences probably consist of target-words. According 
to Hendriks-Jansen the child must learn to detach linguistic objects from its tight 
embrace of its grounding to develop further. When that is done, the linguistic object 
can be used as an atom of meaning and be combined with other linguistic objects 
(Hendriks-Jansen, 1996). This is not done with some innate knowledge; it is done 
with the language acquisition itself. As highlighted earlier, the child can direct and be 
directed to a figure of joint attention in a dialogue. When the child can put words on 
the object (a target-word) the dialogue will increase in complexity and focus will shift 
in the same dialogue. By doing this the child will start to realise that the linguistic 
objects are not the same as the actual object. For instance, imagine that a parent is 
talking to its child while pointing at a lamp, “Lamp”, “look, a lamp” etc. Later, the 
child looks at the lamp when told to. At that point the parent might start with 
utterances such as “look, the lamp is on… now it is of…” Soon the child shows an 
understanding that the lamp can both give light and not give light. Meanwhile, the 
parent has probably pointed out several lamps saying “lamp” or “look, a lamp”. By 
showing the child that different objects have the same name, and that an object can 
have different states, the parent points out that a linguistic object can be attached to 
different actual objects. Thus, the child learns that a linguistic object can be used as an 
atom of meaning. 

The categorising part is similar to that mentioned in Jackendoff’s aspects, in the way 
that children probably need to use some of their cognitive skills to categorise the right 
‘utterance’ into the right category. The difference is that in Universal Grammar, and 
hence Jackendoff’s aspects and Pinker’s theory, the categories already exist. 
According to Emergentism they emerge during development. The schematising part 
also shares similarities. In fact, Tomasello’s statement, given above, does not 
contradict Pinker’s explanation of how the child starts to develop the grammatical 
trees (unconsciously of course). So what differs in the theories?  

Children can, by reproducing the specific items and expressions of adult speech, 
produce speech that seems to be grammatical. This is Tomasello’s (2000 b) 
explanation of why most of children’s early language is grammatical from an adult 
point of view. The other explanation shown here is that UG helps the child to choose 
the right path when acquiring language, and thus fasten the time it takes to develop a 
more or less grammatically correct language. On this aspect the two theories differ 
greatly. The UG-theory described in this paper states that the child actually has an 
adult grammatical speech, while Tomasello thinks that the child’s speech just appears 
to be of an adult grammatical sense. He also thinks that so called verb islands are 
evidence of this.   

How does the child learn grammar? The views described in this section do not believe 
in UG, but they do acknowledge that there are special human abilities to acquire 
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language (Tomasello, 2000 a; Hendriks-Jansen, 1996; Nelson, 1996). These abilities, 
for instance the skill to categorise might not be special just for language; they can be 
used for other things as well. Whatever may be the case, these abilities together with 
interaction and exposure to language enable the child to develop grammar.  

Pine and Lieven (1997, in Tomasello, 2000 b) found that when children start to use 
determiners the nouns are “determiner-specific”. Children do not place ‘a’ and ‘the’ in 
front of the same noun. This shows that the determiners are attached to certain nouns, 
and not categorised as determiners in the noun phrase mentioned in Jackendoff’s 
aspect (section 2.2.1).  

Tomasello (1995) means that language can be seen as a mixture of different skills; 
some are specific for language, for example speech, and some are more general, and 
can be used in other domains of children’s cognitive and social cognitive 
development. However, is this really in contrast to the UG described here; cannot the 
aspects described in 2.2.1 also be specific skills for language? If emphasis is laid on 
the categorisation of word classes they could be called specific for the language, but 
then UG has to prove that all the languages in the world have universalities. If 
emphasis is not put on nouns and verbs, but rather on the classification skill, then the 
question is whether this is specific for language.   

2.4 Conclusion of the different views 

It would seem that the theoretical perspectives presented in section 2.2 and 2.3 agree 
upon the fact that babies start the language learning process with learning the sound of 
their language.  

The biggest difference between the views (see 2.2 and 2.3) is also the one causing the 
other differences. In Universal Grammar, the child is born with innate knowledge of 
how language should be categorised. It does not say which words should be 
categorised where since it does not think that children are born with innate lexicons. 
Emergentism does not think that the child is born with innate knowledge of how 
categorisation of language should be done; rather it states that the child is born with 
the capacity to do it. It does, however, share the thought that children are not born 
with innate lexicons. 

The big difference is of course reflected in the role that adults have for providing 
linguistic input. Both views share the apprehension that children need linguistic input 
to develop a language. In the UG view that is the adult’s role. The other view states 
that beyond the mentioned role, adults also have the role of guiding children towards 
a correct grammar; how to categorise words and put them together in a correct 
fashion. Target-words are applicable in both views, but with varying attributes. In 
UG, there are finished categories in which the target-words can be placed, and hence, 
the only thing children have to figure out is to what category the word belongs. In the 
alternative theoretical perspective the child has to figure out the different categories as 
well as to what category a word belongs. 
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3. Problem statement 
The overall aim of this paper is to present evidence in favour of either Emergentism 
or Universal Grammar. It should be done by examining the use of target-words in 
adults’ speech to children. Does the “target-word” behaviour continue in adults’ 
speech and; above all, does it provide information about grammatical things? 

In previous chapters, the views providing the focus in this paper were presented and 
discussed. Most research conducted in the area, focused on children. The adult role 
has also been investigated to some extent. In order to know how much the children 
derive from adults, the linguistic environment that adults provide must be 
investigated.  

Previous studies, presented in this paper (section 2.1.1), that have focused on adults 
are Penner’s (1987) and Bohannon and Stanowicz’s (1988) papers concerning 
negative evidence. Negative evidence is only one aspect of the linguistic environment 
the adults provide. It provides clues to the child as to whether it has performed a 
correct utterance or not, and if the meaning was perceived correctly. The child also 
has to start somewhere. It needs continuing input for developing its grammatical 
experience, and hence to be able to become a more integrated part of the linguistic 
community. This paper concentrates on the linguistic environment adults provide to 
children in the beginning of their syntactical careers.  

The views discussed (section 2.2 and 2.3) also agree upon the fact that children get 
information about word order from their surroundings. Most adults that have a young 
child in their closest environment have probably directed the child’s attention to, for 
instance, a lamp while saying things like ‘a lamp’, ‘look at the lamp’ et cetera. It 
would therefore seem that adults are aware of their importance in providing a lexicon 
to the child. Does this behaviour continue and; above all, does it provide information 
about grammatical aspects? In the observational study that will follow, the aim is to 
see if adults provide enough clues for children to develop their syntax.  

Target-words have, in this paper, been pointed out as a starting-point for childrens 
visible syntactical development. Since children are not born with innate lexicons they 
have to get the words from their environment. 

If the linguistic environment that the adults provide is obvious when showing what 
category the words uttered belong to, an implication sustaining Emergentism is 
acquired. This suggests that it has to be easy for the child to understand that the word 
focused on is, for instance, representing something (a noun), or is a denomination of 
an action (a verb). Thus, it must be easy for the child to understand that there exist 
different kinds of words.  

If the linguistic environment is not as clear when showing categorisation of words, 
then an affiliation to the UG is acquired. The marking of what categories that exist 
does not have to be as clear, because the child already has them.  

The manner, in which target-words are presented by adults will be analysed by using 
prosody and context as starting-points. The questions focused on here are: 

• Does the context provide clues about target-words and the categorisation of them?  

• Is it possible to catch target-words only by using prosody?  

Since prosody of speech changes after mood, information et cetera; it probably cannot 
give children information about target-words categorisation all on its own. The 
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context, including body language and environment, is needed to clarify to what 
category a word belongs. If prosody does not provide enough information to catch 
target-words the context might play an important part of that as well. The context and 
prosody are, in this paper, considered to be the largest components of the linguistic 
environment, and are therefore also important tools for the children to develop 
syntactically correct.  

As stated in section 2.1 adults use different “tools” when talking to children. The 
expectations are hence, to find that adults talk differently to children than what they 
do to other adults. The findings are also hoped to give enough information to provide 
advantage for one of the views. The result will, together with a theoretical discussion, 
fulfil the aim of the paper.
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4. The study 
In the study adults’ talk to children is investigated. How the study is performed and 
why it is performed in that way is explained in this chapter. 

4.1 Method 
The aim of this study is to see if the “target-word behaviour” continues in adults’ 
speech and, above all, does it provide grammatical information? The question can be 
explained as follows: When the child begins to speak, the target-words that adults 
provide acquire another purpose. Besides teaching the children new words, the 
purpose is also to show that several target-words can be uttered in one sentence, and 
to demonstrate how the target-words can be put together to form meaning. Thus, the 
target-word behaviour means how the target-words are delivered. This behaviour is 
thought to be almost exaggerated when teaching a child its first words, but does it 
continue? This might have an impact on how the child develops language.  

Earlier studies, concentrating on adult speech, have focused on negative feedback3 
(see Penner, 1987; Bohannon and Stanowicz, 1988; section 2.1.3). Those studies were 
rather experimental in their setup. 

The study conducted by Penner (1987) observed parent-child pairs playing in a quiet, 
familiar playroom containing a standard set of toys. The parents knew that language 
development was subject to the study, and were told to interact naturally with their 
child. The focus of the study was to see if the parents used negative evidence when 
interacting with their children. The play was recorded and each recorded language 
sample lasted 45 minutes.  

The study conducted by Bohannon and Stanowicz (1988) did not only look at parental 
responses to child utterances, they also compared parental responses with non-
parental. The focus of this study was, just like Penner’s, negative evidence; to see to 
what extent it was used by adults, and if there is any difference between how parents 
talk to their child and how other adults do it. The study was conducted by having a 
group of non-parents interacting with a single child. The results were then compared 
with 16 transcribed conversations conducted by eight children and both of their 
parents. 

Bohannon and Stanowicz’s and Penner’s studies differ from this study in the way they 
were conducted. They observed the adult-child communication once per pair. When 
being observed during a limited period of time it is quite easy to, unconsciously, not 
act normally. For instance, how many times can parents be seen yelling at their 
children in the supermarket? Often the child has to be really irritating before that 
happens. Thus, a risk is that parents, when being watched, do not act as they normally 
do. Penner (1987) tried to avoid this by not telling the adult being observed that she 
looked at their language as well as their childrens’ until the conclusion of the study. 
Even so, when knowing they are being observed (under a limited time period) the 
adults might have exaggerated their behaviour extra even though they thought that 
their children were the ones being focused upon. 

These kinds of studies could also be done in an even more experimental manner. For 
instance, you can take adults that children come in contact with on a daily basis and 
give them questions like ‘how would you say this to a child’. However, such an 

                                                
3 What they call negative feedback, is here called negative evidence. 
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approach to a study like this would be devastating. The results would not be reliable, 
since the environment and the assignment would be too artificial. The result would 
probably better describe how adults want to talk to children, opposed to how they 
actually do.  

Penner’s (1987) and Bohannon and Stanowicz’s (1988) studies fulfilled their aim. 
According to Cooke (1994) observations are one of the most powerful tools to elicit 
knowledge. Observations provide information about behaviour in natural settings 
(Shaughnessy & Zechmeister, 1997). When addressing the aim of this study the best 
way of acquiring accurate data is to observe the interaction in the real world, and 
complement it with recordings. The observed issue is target-word behaviour. 
Therefore, the observations will take place in natural environments; a family and a 
preschool. Open, participant observations, complemented with recordings, will be 
conducted over the course of several days. The purpose with the observation will not 
be hidden for the observed people. The fact that the people observed knows the real 
purpose makes it easier to get access to, for instance, the gatherings at preschool. 
Participant observations involve the observer in the action (Cooke, 1994; Wilkinson, 
2000; Shaughnessy & Zechmeister, 1997). This enables the observer to get closer to 
the observed, and get more accepted by them (Wilkinson, 2000; Shaughnessy & 
Zechmeister, 1997). By having the observer acting as a substitute teacher in the 
preschool, both the teachers and the children will relax. The observer will not visibly 
take notes, or at least not when this could be disturbing for the subjects under study. 
Once in a while, the observer will write down support notes and, at the end of the day, 
write down a description of what has happened during the day with help from the 
support notes. These support notes are focused on how target-words are presented. A 
small, discrete tape recorder will be used as a complement. It is anticipated that if the 
subjects in the observation relax they will probably give more reliable information. 
The fact that the observations span several days will make it harder for the subjects 
not to act naturally. 

It would be possible to use a video recorder. The information gathered then would 
also include the context in which words are said. At the same time the recordings have 
a purpose to be used to answer the second question. Then the prosody is all that is 
needed. It is also harder to discretely handle a video recorder. In the preschool the 
environment alters heavily. To just put a video recorder in one room would bring 
about that much information would get lost. The observer cannot carry it around 
either, since the effort is to keep everything as normal as possible. Hence, a tape 
recorder is chosen. When using the material as a complement to the observations, the 
support notes will help describe the context the recordings takes place in.  

One problem that could occur in this sort of study is that the leader of the observation 
might affect the people being observed (Wilkinson, 2000; Shaughnessy & 
Zechmeister, 1997). However, since the observation takes place in the subject’s 
natural environment they will, hopefully, feel more secure and act as they normally 
do. The adults in preschool will probably also feel more secure, when they acquire the 
role as a “teacher” for the observer. There is also a risk that the observer may put 
more effort on acting as a substitute, than observer. What neutralises this risk is the 
fact that it is easier for the observer to join the community, and hence better blend in. 

The observations and recordings will give an impression of how adults talk to 
children, with focus on how target-words are presented. The observations will focus 
on the visible context and the recordings on prosody. This will thus lead to a more 
detailed picture of the linguistic environment being taken into account. The more 
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adult talk that is taken into account, the better the analytical basis will be. By focusing 
the recordings on prosody, the aim is to see if the adults (deliberately) mark any 
words when they talk to children. If there are words that are clearly marked, these are 
probably the target-words that the adult wants to convey. Context often shows what 
the talk is about, and most likely points out what is important in the sentences. It will 
be observed if adults’ use context in marking words, hence showing what the target-
words are. 

4.2 Course of action 
The observations took place under seven days, to ensure that enough material was 
collected. The seven days were divided into two periods; the first one took place 
during five days and the second one two months later during two days. This will give 
more information to base the analysis on. There were two observational 
environments, a home and a day care centre. During the observations it was found to 
be difficult to write down more specific examples, and therefore the recordings will 
also be used as observational material. They too have taken place in a certain context, 
and might contribute with valuable information. 

The family consists of a mother, a father and a soon to be two year old son, and is 
located in the west of Sweden. In the family both parents work full time and the son 
spends his days at preschool. The observer spent the mornings and evenings mostly 
with the family. The observer is well known to the family, and it is not unusual that 
she sometimes lives with them. The family is thus familiar with having this person 
around and therefore acted naturally. The recorder was placed at fully visible, discrete 
places and the family members knew that they could be recorded. The observer was 
also careful not to write everything they did and said in front of them, since that could 
also influence them. After the observations were conducted the parents was given the 
opportunity to hear everything, so if there was something on the tape that they did not 
want to be used in the study, they could say so. They did not make use of that right.  

The day care centre is located in the west of Sweden. The preschool has 
approximately 15 children, in ages ranging from 16 months to six years old. There are 
four teachers and one cook. The preschool teachers knew in advance that the focus of 
the observation was how they spoke to the children, which may have affected their 
behaviour. By not constantly using a tape recorder or writing down everything that 
was said, the adults hopefully relaxed and spoke normally. Since the observer was 
there seven whole days, it was hard for the teachers not to behave as they normally do 
in their interaction with the children. The observer also acted as a substitute teacher 
when doing the observations. This made it more natural for the children, and hence 
led to that the teachers had to respond, and act as they usually do. The head preschool 
teacher was given the opportunity listen to the recordings and read the observations to 
see if there was some information that they did not want to be analysed. They did not 
make use of that right. 
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5. Results and analysis 
This chapter describes the result and analysis of the study. Apart from the notes taken 
during observation, the analysis will also be based on the recordings. From eight 
hours of recorded material, two hours where used. These two hours unfortunately also 
included some discussions between adults, but they could not be removed since they 
provided clues about context and was found to complement the notes. Six hours were 
not used since they did not include any useful material. The observation is presented 
in one section, the recordings in one section, and finally the most important findings 
are summarised.  

5.1 Observation 
As stated in section 4.2, the transcriptions of the recordings are used as observational 
material. They show examples of adults’ speech to children, which have taken place 
in a certain context. Some of the examples shown below will thus come from the 
transcriptions. If the findings shows that the linguistic environment (the adults) do not 
give the children clear information that there could be different categories of words 
and do not show them that different categories can be put together et cetera Universal 
Grammar is supported. This will easiest be explained with an example. A child and an 
adult advance a dog. The child tries to pull the dog’s tail. The adult responds by 
telling the child to pat the dog. Depending on how this is said, the child might get 
different linguistic input. If the adult utters ‘Pat it!’ the child receives one target-word. 
If the child almost only get these kind of input, it is not showed that several target-
words can be put together to form longer utterances. The child has to have another 
base than the linguistic input, to be able to develop language. In this paper, this other 
base is Universal Grammar. If the adult utters ‘pat the dog’, the child receives two 
target-words from two different categories. If the child receives utterances with 
different kinds of target-words et cetera and it is clear what meaning the different 
words have and that they belong to different categories Emergentism is supported.  

As expected, the findings from both the preschool and the family showed that adults 
talk differently to children, than to other adults. A clearer, higher tone of voice is used 
and prosody is extensively used to put extra meaning to the utterances. The adults also 
use more expressive body language, for instance, they raise their eyebrows and open 
their eyes more when they are happy or want the child to feel appreciated et cetera. 
They lower their eyebrows and put on a severe facial expression when the child has 
done something bad. The observations were divided into family and preschool and are 
therefore presented in this way. 

5.1.1 Family 

As a starting point, it is interesting how the child seeks attention and wants to share 
what is happening with its parents. It seeks conversations and wants to inform its 
parents about what it is doing and what it has done. This makes the longer parent-
child discussions possible. If the child is not in the mood for talking it does not take 
an active part in the interaction and the discussions will “fade out”. 

In the family, the use of evidence is marked. The parents seem likely to fill in, and 
extend their child’s sentences. The following dialogue is an example of that. The 
family and the observer are travelling in a car; the observer sits in the back seat with 
the child. The child pats the observer and wants its mother to recognise it. The mother 
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shows with her answer that she sees the child, understands what it is trying to say and 
confirms its action. 

     Child: - mamma (mom) 
     Adult: - ja (yes) 
     Child: - Nanna (a name) 
     Adult: - Johanna ja, klappar du Johanna (yes Johanna, do you pat Johanna) 
     Child: - ja  
     Adult: - ja 
     Child: - kjappa (child’s pronunciation of ‘klappa’, which means pat) 

The mother’s response in this example shows a quite typical pattern. The child seeks 
attention. The parent answers. The child then starts to inform the parent what it is 
doing. The parent shows that it understands the child’s intention, and fills in and 
extends the utterance. The child tells the parent if it was right or wrong and then 
repeats the most important word, in this case, ‘klappa’. It is also quite interesting to 
see that the child repeats the word. There are a number of different possibilities to 
what this might mean. The first one is that the child wanted the parent to tell what it 
was doing, and hence get a word for it. Secondly, the child simply just wants the 
parent’s engagement. Perhaps it knows that it is doing something right and wants the 
parents to see it. The fact that it repeats the target-word ‘klappa’ is to emphasise that it 
is patting. When looking at this child’s history, it has heard this word before. 
However, it is not certain that the child has said the word before. The explanation 
might therefore be a mix of the above. The child knows that it is behaving correctly 
and wants the parents to see this. At the same time it wants to know the name of what 
it is doing. How can the child know that ‘klappa’ is the word for patting? The two 
most obvious explanations are that, firstly, the parents had told the child to pat before, 
while explaining what the action is called. Secondly, the other important word in the 
adult’s utterance is ‘Johanna’, which the child already knows. So what does this 
example show when addressing childrens’ syntax development? Firstly, as already 
mentioned, the adults are keen on filling in and extending their child’s utterances. 
Secondly, the child wants a reaction to its behaviour. Thirdly, and perhaps most 
importantly, the parents have been using context when teaching the child a word. 
Therefore, the child knows that the word ‘klappa’ means the action of patting.  

The next example shows the use of positive evidence. The parent repeats what the 
child is saying and adds a confirming word, to show the child that its utterance is 
correct. 

     Child: - Nanna dissa (Johanna pee)  
     Adult: - ja (yes) 
     Child: - Nanna dissa 
     Adult: - ja, Johanna kissar (yes, Johanna is peeing) 

The most interesting aspect with this example is the history that precedes it. If a 
parent is leaving to go to the bathroom, and the child reacts, the other parent informs 
the child things like ‘daddy has to pee’ et cetera. The child has hence heard the word 
representing the parent and then something that the parent does. So how does the 
child know what ‘pee’ means? Well, it has heard the word in contexts that tells it what 
is meant by it. For instance, the parents might ask the child if it needs a new diaper 
with questions like ‘have you peed?’ et cetera. The child has then learned what is 
meant. In the example above, the child shows that it has listened to the parents and 
connected what it has heard to the right things in context. So, the parents have, by 
using utterances like the one described above, together with context, shown the child 
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how to put words on that act and tell who is doing it, and in the right word order. The 
parents confirm the utterance and the child has received feedback on a little bit of 
syntax.  

Another example illustrates how the child picks those words from the adult speech 
that it finds are the most important ones and then repeats them. The dialogue takes 
place when the child sits on the living room floor, eating a sandwich and playing. The 
adult sits on the sofa and there is a table between them. The child places the sandwich 
on the floor and the adult reacts:  

     Adult: - du kan inte lägga mackan där (you cannot put the sandwich there) 
     Child: - macka där (sandwich there) 
     Adult: - kom och lägg mackan på bordet (come and put the sandwich on the table) 
     Child: - macka på bordet (sandwich on the table) 
     Adult: - eller så kan du lägga mackan där (or you can put the sandwich there) 
     Child: - macka där (sandwich there) 

The story ends with the child putting the sandwich in a book shelf placed just where it 
is playing. What is really interesting here is that the child repeats after the adult. 
When the adult reacts to the sandwich on the floor, the child does not do anything. 
When the adult tells the child where to put the sandwich it obeys and moves the 
sandwich. However, it does not move it to the table, even though the adult has pointed 
towards it. It places the sandwich in the book shelf. The child must have 
comprehended that the adult does not want the sandwich to be placed on the floor. 
The fact that the child does not place the sandwich on the table can have several 
explanations. One is that it does not understand that the adult wants it to put the 
sandwich on the table; it just repeats the words for fun or for learning them. Another 
explanation is that the child understands where the adult wants the sandwich, but the 
table is out of reach. The child is just so caught up in the playing situation that it does 
not want to move from the spot, and therefore moves the sandwich to a place that, at 
least, is not the floor. The child does not choose to repeat the verb and the noun, 
which are said to be the most ordinary word classes for a child (Jackendoff, 1999; 
Pinker, 1997 a; Pinker, 1997 b). It could just be that the child repeats the last words 
uttered by the adult, or it could be that it does not know what word the verb is. 
However, those explanations are not enough. If the first one was correct, the child 
would probably not utter ‘macka på bordet’ (sandwich on the table). It would more 
likely have uttered ‘på bordet’ (on the table), since those words are the last ones, and 
the first repetition only consisted of the last two words (in Swedish). Considering the 
other suggestion, where the child does not know what word is representing the action, 
is also less likely considering the history. The child has heard both ‘där’ (there) and 
‘bordet’ (the table) extensively before, and the adult pointed towards the table when 
uttering ‘bordet’. This means that the child probably understands that neither of the 
words represents actions. Considering the dialogue, the most important message is 
where to put what. The fact that the child put the sandwich somewhere else, repeating 
the words it did, points to the fact that it has comprehended the parts of  the dialogue 
that were most important.   

It was also found that adults sometimes add adjectives and adverbs to their utterances. 
For instance, if one of the parents and the child are painting with watercolours the 
child might tell the adult to paint a vacuum cleaner. The adult asks what colour it 
should be, naming the colours while pointing at them. They pick a colour; the adult 
paints the vacuum cleaner while saying what it is “they” are painting and in what 
colour it is. This is a rather clear example of how the parents introduce adjectives to 
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the child. The adjectives are often presented in relation to nouns. After a while the 
child starts to understand that the adjectives “belong” to the nouns and some 
categorisation is made.  

Adverbs are presented in similar ways. For instance, if the parents are pushing their 
child on the swings, they might say ‘higher’ when they push harder. After that, if the 
child wants to be pushed harder when swinging it says ‘higher’. A typical adverb that 
the child in the family learned and then used in different “action contexts” is ‘mera’ 
(more). It shows that the child has somehow categorised this word in connection with 
actions. The child receives implications that speech can be categorised and how to 
categorise different kinds of words. The parents, probably unconsciously, give their 
child information by using context.  

The different examples above also show that the parents do not simplify their syntax. 
They do not complicate it either; they simply say what they say. Their body language 
and prosody are much more marked, almost excessively, from an adult’s point of 
view. By exaggerating their tone and body expression they inform the child in what 
state of mode they are in, what kind of feeling they want to provide with their speech 
et cetera. 

5.1.2 Preschool 

The preschool teachers were not found to simplify their syntax in a particular way; 
rather they used simpler words like ‘hard’ instead of ‘complicated’. Child-adult 
conversations, like those in the family, are not as common in the preschool. This is 
easily explained by the fact that there are several children that often seek attention, 
and therefore it is hard for a teacher to pay attention to only one child for any long 
period time.  

The next example shows how a teacher instructs a child to lean forward by saying the 
word and showing the child how to do it. It takes place when the teacher changes a 
child’s diaper: 

     Adult: - kom, ska vi byta din blöja… kom (come, shall we change your diaper, 
        come) 

     Child: - ligga där (lie there)  
     Adult: - nej, du får stå (no, you have to stand up) 
                  nej, du står upp (no, you stand up)  
                  o framåt (an’ forward) 
     Child: - framåt (forward) 
     Adult: - ja, framåt… framåt… jo, framåt… o framåt (yes, forward… forward et 

                           cetera) 

The dialogue continues, but this excerpt is the most interesting. It is a typical example 
of when adults use something concrete (the child should lean forward) to provide a 
new word. It is probably not something the adults do consciously, rather it just 
happens. The teacher also responds to the child’s response, confirming its repetition 
of the word. A little bit later the child starts to adjust its posture. The teacher then says 
‘framåt’ (forward) a couple of times, and the child obeys, showing that it 
comprehends what the teacher wants.  

The following example took place at afternoon snacks: 

     Child: - Jag är färdig (I am done) 
     Adult: - Du får äta upp smörgåsen (You have to finish the sandwich) 
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                   Smörgåsen (The sandwich)  

The context is that all the other children are done, and have left the table. This child 
has not eaten well and the teacher therefore wants it to eat some more. When the 
teacher informs the child that it has to eat the sandwich before it can leave the table, 
the child ignores it and makes no attempts to reach for the sandwich. The teacher then 
puts more emphasis behind the utterance of the target-word ‘smörgåsen’ (the 
sandwich). She does this by strengthening the tone of her voice and using a 
demanding prosody, while pointing towards the sandwich. This example shows how 
adults use prosody, context, and body language when talking to children. In this case 
these “tools” were used for directing the child’s attention to the sandwich. The 
repeating of the word ‘smörgåsen’ (the sandwich) probably did not provide any new 
linguistic knowledge for the child; this example merely shows how adults, perhaps 
unconsciously, make it easier for children to understand what they mean when they 
speak. However, the child might have received additional information of how words 
can be put together to form new meanings, but that is just speculation.  

It seems that teachers in preschool use prosody, and above all, context and body 
language to make it easier for the children to understand what they mean. When doing 
so they probably do not think about what kind of effects it might have on the 
grammatical development in the children. Teachers probably do not think about their 
role in this development, more than avoiding teaching the children any bad words. Of 
course, the preschool may, occasionally, include a topic like language some time, but 
it is not a must.  

Even though target-words might be apparent in teachers’ talk to the children, they are 
more inclined to, consciously, name things in a target-word fashion when they speak 
to children that have hardly begun to speak. This occurs when there is time and 
opportunity. As already mentioned, a teacher cannot spend too much time alone with 
a child since the other children demand attention and the teachers want to have an 
overview of what the children are doing. When a teacher reads for a child, they might 
be alone. Interactions like ‘What is the dog saying?’ while pointing at a dog in the 
book is a typical example. The reading goes on, and the next question to the child 
might be ‘What is the sheep saying?’ After a while the child starts to understand that 
the word that is shifting in the sentence is the word that represents what the teacher is 
pointing at. That word is a target-word. The adult will probably help the child with the 
response, for instance, ‘vov vov’. The child will finally comprehend what the word 
‘saying’ means in this context. Hence, ‘saying’ also becomes a target-word and the 
child is presented multi-word utterances where it can pick out several target-words. 

There is an extensive use of tunes and rhymes with movements in the preschool. The 
movements can be seen from a linguistical point of view, even though that might not 
be their real purpose. The movements give a context to the rhymes and tunes, which 
might make it easier for the children to absorb the meaning and more easily 
understand the syntax, for instance, in a song. The following example is a rhyme that 
is used before eating the main meal of the day. Everybody sits at the tables and the 
excitement is dampened. 

Chorus: Rak i ryggen som ett ljus (upright as a candle; everybody sit upright and 
                                                       put their hands together) 

                  Tyst i munnen som en mus (quiet as a mouse; everybody huddle up and 
                                                              put their hands to their mouths) 
                  Alla händerna i knät (Everybody put their hands in their laps; everybody 
                                                   straighten up and raise their hands, and then put them 
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                                                   in their laps) 
                  Varsågod och ät (please help yourselves and eat; sit with their hands in 
                                             their laps and start to eat) 

When doing the motions to this rhyme, the teachers are eager to show younger 
children how to do it. These rhymes and tunes are something that the children enjoy, 
and it is not uncommon that they want to use them at home as well. The word 
compositions can be used by the children in other situations as well, and so they 
expand their use of multi-word utterances, and hence their syntactical use.   

5.2 Recordings 
The recordings were conducted to, among other things, answer the second question. 
The reason that the question is important when examining the target-word behaviour 
is because it is difficult, if not impossible not to take the prosody’s role into 
consideration in this matter. The findings will help to clarify the context’s necessity 
when the child should recognise the target-words. If the adults are found to clearly 
mark words in their speech the context is more needed to show the meaning of the 
words, otherwise the context is also needed to pick them out.  

The recordings were transcribed and two people in addition to the observer listened to 
the recordings and marked what they considered as target-words in the transcriptions. 
They were asked merely to use prosody as an indicator, not taking into account what 
the words meant or the context. This was an attempt to see if it is sufficient to just 
listen to speech to get all the information that is needed to understand what is 
important in it. One of the “markers” is female, a parent and lives in the area were 
both the preschool and the family lives. The other “marker” is a male student who 
does not live in the same area and does not have the same dialect that is spoken in the 
area. The observer comes from the area, but has not lived there for four years. The 
fact that the observer also is included in the “marking process” could be a problem. 
However, the background knowledge cannot give a different result. The task to mark 
what words are believed to be pointed out with prosody is a matter of experience, not 
knowledge. Of course, the more familiar the marker is with the linguistic 
environment, the easier it might be to recognise fluctuations.  

It might seem odd to use adults to see what children might notice in speech on basis 
of prosody, since dialects and familiarity to the speaker might influence what the 
children hear. However, the intention is to see if adults, on purpose, mark certain 
words (target-words) in their speech to children. If adults are so clear in their marking 
of words, it might indicate that children more easily pick up those words faster than 
more unmarked words. At the same time, if there is no clear marking of words in 
adults’ speech it does not mean that target-words do not exist. It would just mean that 
adults do not use prosody to show a child what words are important in their speech.   

The result was that out of 276 words marked, 42 were marked of all three markers, 
thus giving 15.2% concordance. The concordance from preschool was approximately 
9.9% (17 of 172). The figures indicate that the adults do not use prosody to supply 
target-words, consciously or unconsciously.   

The concordance of marked words from the family recordings was higher (25 of 104), 
giving a percentage of 24. Even though these figures are higher, they demonstrate the 
same as above; the parents do not use prosody to supply target-words, consciously or 
unconsciously. There is of course a difference in what a child in a family picks up 
from its parents’ speech and what children pick up in preschool, since in the family 
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the child’s history is created. The child might be more sensitive to shifting in the 
prosody than the “markers” have been since it has heard the parental talk, and hence 
prosody, all its life.  

Even though the observer was one of the markers, the low figures show that it did not 
matter. If the figures would have been higher than 75%4, it would have been 
necessary to investigate if the observer had increased the figures with its background 
knowledge.  

5.3 Summary 
The observation shows that adults talk with more exaggerated tone of voice and body 
language to children.  

The parents were keen on filling in, and to extend, their child’s utterances. This shows 
the child how to explain what it is doing. At the same time, the child gets information 
about how to put words together. The parents use context to show the child what is 
meant by different words, and also to expose the child to different linguistic 
constellations. When the child later uses this knowledge the parents provide evidence 
showing that they observe his development. The parents do not simplify or make their 
syntax more complex, they simply say what they say. Their body language and 
prosody are marked, showing the child what state of mode they are in et cetera.  

The big difference between the preschool teachers and the parents is that the parents 
have more time for talking to their child. The preschool teachers do not have enough 
time to conduct long conversations with one child, simply because other children 
want attention as well. The fact that there are so few teacher-child conversations is not 
said to be unfortunate for the child’s grammatical development. It is merely stated that 
preschool teachers do not give the same sort of, and not as concentrated, input to the 
child.  

When talking to the younger children the preschool teachers use an even higher tone 
of voice, and a more marked body language, than they do when talking to the older 
children. They extensively use context and prosody to express what they mean. The 
use of tunes and rhymes with movements also helps show the children what is meant 
when certain words are put together. These word compositions are later used by the 
children in different situations, which make their use of more syntactically complex 
utterances more common and developed. 

What is common to both the family and the preschool is that context and prosody help 
direct the child’s/children’s focus, so what is said is clarified.  

The recordings showed that the children cannot get the target-words by just listening 
to an adult. The extremely low ratings, together with the fact of the extensive use of 
context and the fact that children pick up target-words from their environment show 
that context is necessary for providing target-words. Prosody alone does not have that 
function. However, the findings from the recordings in the family could be questioned 
since the markers have not grown up in that specific environment; while the child, 
regarding its history, can be more sensitive to fluctuations in the parent’s prosody.  

Even though prosody is found not to be used to mark specific target-words, it is found 
to play an important role in the linguistic input. It shows the child the feeling of an 

                                                
4 This figure is based on interobserver reliability. That is mostly used to see if observations are 
accurate. For further reading Shaughnessy and Zechmeister (1997) are recommended.  
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utterance, are used to comfort the child et cetera. Hence, prosody is an important tool 
used by the linguistic environment. 

The findings indicate that adults use target-words continuously throughout childrens’ 
language development. The target-words are used not only to teach children new 
words, but also to show how different target-words can be put together to form more 
specific utterances. 
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6. Discussion 
It is hard, if not impossible, to argue that the results from the observations would be 
the same wherever the observations were performed. Tentatively it might be said that 
the results are generalisable to the west of Sweden. The external validity would have 
been better if several families and preschools were included in the observations.  

The results of these kinds of observations could also be argued to depend on what the 
observer wants to find. This could have been a big problem if the observer wanted to 
confirm a personal belief. This study had no such desire; the observer did not know 
what to find and which view it had more faith in.  

It should be considered that the linguistic debate is far more nuanced than what has 
been shown in this paper. The views presented are, in this paper, considered to 
represent two basic stances; the innate stance and the “non-innate” stance which is 
something the reader must consider (section 2.2; section 2.3). 

When performing participant observations the observer might become too caught up 
in the actual participating. As a result information may get lost (section 4.1). This 
observation is no exception. Since the observer has acted as a substitute teacher it 
might have failed to notice interesting interaction events and hence missed valuable 
information. At the same time there exists a possibility that both the teachers and the 
children would not have acted normally if the observation were non-participant. Due 
to the participant observation they might not have felt observed and consequently 
acted more naturally. Information might also be lost during the time after an event has 
taken place and before support notes is taken. However, if there has been too much 
uncertainty attached to notes, they have been removed and not taken into 
consideration in the analysis. It could also be argued that it would have been 
advantageous to use a video recorder during observations. This would have assisted 
the observer in remembering the context. However, as explained before the attempt 
was to keep everything as normal. The normality would have been disturbed if the 
observer carried a video recorder everywhere. Of course it could have been rigged in 
a room frequently used by the adults and the children, but still valuable information 
might have been lost when interesting linguistic meetings occurred in other places 
than the specific room. The economical aspect made it impossible to use both tape 
and video recorder, and the video recorder was found to be less necessary.  

The fact that the observation conducted was open does not negatively affect the result. 
Disregarding the ethical problems, there would also be practical problems with a 
closed observation. A practical problem would, for example, be to explain why a 
substitute teacher sometimes recorded the adult-children dialogues.   

When examining childrens’ syntactical development, the time aspect must be 
considered. The syntactical development takes place over a couple of years. How can 
an observational snapshot provide any clues in this matter? This study is focused on 
what kind of input children receive from their environment. The environment does, of 
course, alter throughout a child’s development but it is believed, in this paper, that the 
way linguistic input is presented does not change so much. The context and prosody is 
used to the same extent to provide children with the linguistic information that is 
needed. The observations at preschool confirmed this belief. 

Pinker, Jackendoff and Tomasello was chosen as main representatives for each view 
because they are widely known and respected. If other representatives would have 
been chosen the theoretical discussion might have looked different. Even though two 
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scientists belong to the same view, they do not have to have the same ideas about 
everything. At the same time, as mentioned, Tomasello, Pinker and Jackendoff are 
well known and can be seen as fair representatives. The fashion in which they address 
childrens syntax and syntactical development made it easy to choose that area. The 
conclusion will hence address the child’s syntactical development, even though this 
gives implications about the child’s entirely language development.  

The findings from the observation are that adults extensively use context when talking 
to children (section 5.1). Just like motherese states, an exaggerated tone of voice is 
used (section 2.1.2). The syntax is not found to be especially simplified, but often less 
complex words are used. The fact that the syntax could be rather complex in the adult 
speech to children does not support motherese. The importance of motherese and its 
effect on language development can therefore be questioned. According to the 
findings in the study performed parental speech may very well include information 
about the general aspects of language. If the general aspects are provided by the 
environment the child might not need any innate knowledge about, for instance, how 
to categorise language. 

UG and Emergentism seem to agree upon the beginning of language development, 
with some exceptions. Pinker seems to interpret the fact that children are incredibly 
good at discriminating between phonemes as an indication that humans are born with 
specific language mechanisms that might not only be biological (section 2.2.2). It 
does not have to be an indication that humans have some sort of language module. It 
might depend on the fact that a child is more sensitive to different things. The child’s 
hearing might be developed in the womb, but the child has not just focused on what 
sound is important to it yet. When it acquaints itself with the surrounding speech, 
especially the parents’, it might just be unnecessary for the child to focus on 
phonemes not belonging to its native speech. If the ability to hear started in the womb, 
it can be said to be innate. However, that sort of “biological” innateness is not special 
for any of the views presented. The question is if there is any innate module for 
language in the brain, and if it shows itself by the child’s capacity to differentiate 
between phonemes. It does not seem necessary with an innate module. The child 
might, as discussed above, discriminate between different phonemes because it does 
not know what phonemes to focus its attention on. This area of course needs to more 
attention and it is impossible, based on the facts presented in the background, to point 
out the right explanation in this capacity. However, with regard to this question, this 
paper will suggest that in this case there is no need for an innate language module.  

Another interesting aspect concerning the preverbal period is how the child knows 
when it should start to categorise. If humans are born with finished categories like 
those described in section 2.2.1, how come the categorising does not start earlier? 
How can the child know when the sounds it utters are words? Of course, the response 
might be that the child does not categorise based on its own speech, it categorises 
what it is hearing. Because the innate categories (section 2.2.1), it is sufficient that the 
child learns a word and knows what it stands for. For instance, it learns the word 
‘dog’, and knows that it represents a thing. Therefore it is put in the category 
mentioned in aspect A2. Is it enough for the child to hear the word once to understand 
what it represents? It probably has to hear it more than once, at least in the beginning 
of the word understanding period. During the time of hearing this word the child 
probably hears a lot of other words and starts to understand them as well. Could it be 
that during the time it takes to start to understand new words, the categories starts to 
develop? 
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In the preverbal period the child does not seem to be able to separate words from 
meaningless babbling (section 2.2.2; section 2.3.1), which points to a conclusion that 
the child does not start to categorise during that period. Of course, this is an issue that 
would need to be more fully investigated. So far, it seems unnecessary for a child to 
have those kinds of categories in the preverbal period. However, it might develop 
some sort of feeling that language somehow should and can be categorised starting 
with, for instance, prosody associated with commands, statements, and requests. 
Hendriks-Jansen (1996) recognises that the language development starts in this way 
and if this is the case with language development then why should this not be the case 
in language categorisation as well. At the same time it is important to remember that 
this categorisation might just be an insight for the child that language should be 
categorised somehow.   

Clause perception begins when the child is just a couple of weeks old (section 2.3.1). 
The clauses that the child perceives are probably corresponding with the larger 
assemblies discussed in aspect A1 (section 2.2.1). Is it possible that the child starts its 
language categorisation in a top-down fashion, starting with these larger assemblies? 
When the child has established that clauses exist, and used it to conduct preverbal 
dialogues with its environment it starts to focus on what the clauses exist of. The 
questions are then if the category of larger assemblies is innate, while other categories 
are not innate, and if it corresponds to aspect A1. Looking at the definition of A1 and 
Pinker’s description of it (section 2.2.1), it seems like the child has to know that there 
exist sentence constituents before it knows that there exist sentences. Therefore, the 
category described in aspect A1 cannot be innate if no other categories are. In 
Hendriks-Jansen view, the child perceives the clauses through prosody (section 2.3.1). 
The clauses are probably the first thing the child perceives when it comes to language. 
When a child is that small, the environment is not as eager to teach it words then as it 
is later. Therefore, it is not strange that the clauses and the prosody are the first things 
that children attend to. In the beginning the child probably does not understand that 
the clauses consist of subassemblies. If any categorisation is made then this is 
probably dependent on how the clauses sound, for instance, happy or sad. When do 
children understand that language has more components? Probably that understanding 
emerges during the preverbal dialogues.  

One of the questions asked in chapter 2 is if the mechanisms used in language 
development are unique for language? If language always develops in a certain part of 
the brain it might be an indication that those parts contain some structures uniquely 
for language. As stated earlier (section 2.2.1), there are cases where language 
develops in atypical parts of the brain. The fact that left-handed peoples’ language 
might more often develop in atypical parts of the brain compared to right-handed is 
not crucial. The fact that brain-damaged children might develop language in atypical 
parts is more interesting. If they had not suffered brain-damage language would have 
developed in the common area described by Pinker (1994; section 2.2.1), instead it 
has developed in another part. This shows that humans are capable of developing 
language in parts that from the beginning were not intended as “language parts”, and 
hence that language structures can develop in the brain in childhood. Of course, this 
reasoning does not exclude the fact that there could be language-specific innate 
structures; rather it says that language can develop without it. If it is possible that 
language can develop without specific innate structures, why should they be there? 
From this point of view it is more likely that there are no specific linguistic structures 
from the beginning.  
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The next question was also asked earlier (section 2.3): How is the child able to put 
together sentences with correct word order if the knowledge of how to do it is not 
there? If this question is considered from a UG view it is not any problem. Because of 
the innate aspects the child partly knows how to do it. The child already has the innate 
knowledge that sentences are created by concatenating smaller constituents. “All” it 
has to learn is the words, what categories they belong to and what category should 
precede the other one. The fact that Tomasello found that young children are likely to 
imitate adults does not contradict UG. They too mean that children need the 
environment to acquire linguistic input. The younger children have not yet managed 
to learn which of the categories come first and therefore trust the adult. Tomasello 
also states that children handle verbs differently compared to nouns. It could be, from 
a UG perspective, that perhaps it is easier for children to handle aspect A2 than it is to 
handle A3. However, UG has not explained how the child can use words that it has 
not categorised in utterances, especially multi-word utterances. If the categories 
discussed in the aspects (section 2.2.1) really are innate, the child should know which 
category a word belongs in to be able to correctly concatenate it with other words, 
whose categories it knows. Of course, the interpretation of aspect A1 does not have to 
be so literal. It can be suggested that a child in the beginning of its multi-word verbal 
career might use some “chance words”, words that the child is not sure what category 
they belong to, that it adds where it feels is appropriate. If this is the case, the question 
is if the child cannot do that with all words, before knowing what category they 
belong to. The child would not then have to have the innate aspects A2 and A3, since 
they could develop during word learning.  

Is it possible for some sort of categories to develop during word learning, or for that 
matter, during all early language development? One of the aspects that has to be 
considered is the environment. It does not matter how good the child is at creating its 
own categories if it does not get enough linguistic input to base them on. The findings 
are that children acquire input from which categories can be deduced. The adults 
observed here extensively used context to show children what was meant by different 
utterances (section 5.1). The context used gives clues, not only on the meaning of 
words but also on what sort of word it is (for instance, if it is representing things or 
actions), how other words can be uttered together with it (for instance, adjectives are 
presented with nouns and adverbs with verbs) and so forth. Considering the observed 
childrens eagerness to interact verbally with the adults, their willingness to imitate 
what is said and their use of multi-word utterances consisting of target-words it is 
likely that the children can develop syntactical knowledge, based on the linguistic 
input received and without any innate knowledge.  

6.1 Conclusion 
The theoretical discussion together with the findings is here found to support 
Emergentism. The fact that this view is supported is not the same as stating that UG is 
impossible. It merely states that the innate knowledge presented by the other views is 
not thought to be necessary for achieving language. It seems meaningless for humans 
to be born with brain structures that can just as well develop during the rest of the 
language development. 

6.2 Future work 
It would be interesting to perform observations in corresponding environments in 
other cultures. If the findings would be the same, that is that the child gets enough 
information from the environment and thereby does not require innate language 
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structures the external validity will increase and the conclusion would be 
strengthened.  

The best way of acquiring answers to this matter would probably be to follow a child 
during its development, from the start until it has acquired its language. This would 
imply living with the child, attending preschool with it et cetera. This sort of study 
would probably imply both ethical and economical problems. However, that is almost 
certainly the only way to acquire knowledge about how the environment really effects 
has on childrens’ language development.  

A slightly easier way of conducting a study than the one mentioned above is to focus 
on one child and what kind of linguistic input it receives from, for instance, preschool 
teachers. Such a study would give an insight as to whether the preschool teachers give 
enough input for the child to develop a language. However, such a study would have 
limited external validity. 
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