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ABSTRACT 

This study is based on the acquisition of basic grammatical 

categories by children acquiring English as their first language. 

In this study the acquisition of basic categories of verbs and 

nouns and their relations are investigated, such as actor-action 

relationships and animate/inanimate subject relationships. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how children acquire 

these relations and how they classify different subject and verb 

meanings in order to acquire semantic and syntactic knowledge of 

language. Schlesinger's Semantic Hypothesis is tested by means 

of the data from a two-year-old boy complied by Kuczaj (1987). 

Results show that although this boy seems to have a wide animate 

agent category, there were no findings that would support semantic 

assimilation starting with the motion agent category. 
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1.1. Introductory Comments 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

How do children acquire basic semantic and grammatical 

categories such as subjects and verbs? Are there any specific 

rules to interpret semantic agent-action relations using subject

verb word order or verb inflections? To answer these questions, I 

used the Semantic Hypothesis of Schlesinger (1974, 1977, 1988), 

which states that the elementary relationships between words are 

semantic in nature and that children formulate syntactic rules of 

word order to categorize words on the basis of semantic similarity. 

The semantic similarity found in familiar contexts seems to make 

children categorize subjects as agents and verbs as words meaning 

actions carried out by the agents. In this thesis, by means of a 

longitudinal analysis of a conversational transcript, I shall 

discuss whether, as the Semantic Hypothesis predicts, most 

subjects in familiar contexts are used to denote animate agents, 

and whether verbs meaning state or non-action seem to be regarded 

as those of action performed by such animate agents. 

1.2. The Definition of Categorization 

Generally speaking, categorization refers to a human 

cognitive process which discriminates objects by means of concepts, 

experience, and knowledge. In other words, categorization 

represents the natural human tendency to make basic assumptions 

about the nature of the attributes of real-world objects and the 



structure of sets of those attributes (Rosch, 1978). Attributes 

and concepts of objects, however, are not necessarily easy to 

define or classify, especially for children acquiring their first 

language. They have to classify these objects by organizing the 

features which they perceive and commit these to memory by using 

their developing first language system. In the primary cognitive 

mechanism, some concepts are harder to categorize than others, 

and sometimes specific categories are made for new concepts. In 

this sense, categorization is one of the processes of children's 

cognitive growth, their "assimilation" and "adaptation" to the 

external world, in which they act upon the world to structure it 

(Piaget, 1967). 

1.3. Lexical Categorization by Children: Prototype 
Theory 

When children organize basic category systems, they identify 

pieces of information from the external world. The literature on 

categorization written in the 1970s focused on how children become 

able to distinguish differences in meaning that develop into 

lexical contrasts (Clark, 1987). As Rosch notes, "the task of 

category systems is to provide maximum information with the least 

cognitive effort" (1978, p. 28). The basic ideas of "prototype 

theory" account for this (Rosch, 1978; Rosch & Mervis, 1975; 

Medin, 1989). 

A prototypical member is the best exemplar in a category. It 

has the most attributes in common with other members of that 

category and fewer attributes in common with members of the 

2 



contrasting categories (Rosch & Mervis, 1975). Category 

boundaries are roughly drawn by the prototypical members. A 

3 

robin is a prototype in that it has most attributes in common with 

other members of birds, such as feathers, a beak, and flying, but 

it has few attributes common to the categories of other species. 

Prototypes in artificial categories seem to affect 

information processing as follows (Rosch, 1978; Rosch, Simpson, & 

Miller, 1976). First, prototypes (i.e., the most frequently 

remembered items) are associated with fast reaction times to 

category-membership questions, such as "Name X; X is a member of 

Y." Second, most prototypical items are the first and most 

frequently produced in the listing of members of a given category. 

For example, a sparrow and a robin are most often listed first as 

birds, while a penguin is one of the birds rarely named first. 

Third, the more prototypical the items are, the more priming or 

advance information of the category name facilitates responses in 

a matching task. For instance, the information about the birds, 

e.g., "to have feathers," "to have a beak," "to fly," and "to lay 

eggs" facilitates responses to prototypical members such as 

sparrow and crow, but rarely penguin. Last, prototypicality works 

in logical reasoning. For example, when asked to place any word 

into the X in "X is virtually Y," the more prototypical member of 

a pair of items is most often chosen. Also, the most prototypical 

terms of a word (e.g., sparro~) tend to be remembered first as 

the substitutes for the superordinate word (e.g., bird) in the 

sentence. These results show that prototypes are the most 



symbolic members of a category, which facilitate fast and easy 

word-association and imagination about the whole category. Rosch 

(1978) and Rosch and Mervis (1975) argue that a category is a 

fuzzy set of items with fluid boundaries, for judgments of 

membership differ in social and physical experience. Thus it is 

difficult to find discrete boundaries between categories and 

between prototypes and other members. "Family resemblance" 

(Rosch, 1978; Rosch & Mervis, 1975) describes this flexible 

internal structure of categories: each member of a category 

shares some salient attributes to form a representative group, 

but no or few attributes are common to all members. For instance, 

Rosch and Mervis (1975) found that adults listed many more 

attributes for the basic level categories (e.g., chair, table, 

lamp) for which the frequency within categories is maximized, 

than for superordinate categories (e.g., furniture) which share 

only a few attributes with the category, or for subordinate 

categories with attributes which overlap with those of 

cqntrasting subordinate categories (e.g., kitchen chair vs. living 

room chair). The most prototypical members of these three 

categorization types bear the greatest family resemblance to other 

members of those categories. Thus family resemblance shows the 

relationships between the prototypes and the other members of the 

same category. 

4 



1.4. Child-Adult Differences in Nonlinguistic 
Categorization 

A study of prototypes in child categorization procedures must 

explain how children perceive each difference in meaning and how 

they put it in their early small lexicon. In Rosch's second task 

mentioned above (1978), ten-year-old children verified good and 

poor members of categories far faster than adults. Rosch notes 

that "the children had learned the category membership of 

prototypical members earlier than that of other members" (Rosch, 

1978, p. 38). Rosch (1978) also argues that when they abstract 

concepts to form prototypical members and develop a category, 

children need to perceive motor movements, functions, and iconic 

images in routinized and familiar events and concrete objects. 

Thus children are assumed to start inductively structuring 

principles of categorization in routinized experience that is 

common to almost all children. Children will first acquire the 

concepts of such prototypes in the basic level categories and 

then start adding more common attributes and recognizing 

different attributes of atypical or peripheral members of the same 

category. 

As discussed above, children organize basic semantic 

categorization differently from adults. Gelman and Markman (1986) 

noticed that children rely upon perceptual appearances and only 

rudimentary scientific knowledge and might not induce new 

information within natural categories, while adults examine the 

natural membership of an object more than its superficial 

perceptual appearance. Shown the pictures of two animals and 
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given verbal explanations of each, the subjects got information of 

the third animal that looked like the first one but had the same 

biological features as the second. When perceptual similarity and 

natural similarity were opposed, children from four to four 

yearsand eleven months of age preferred to use the perceptual 

features to determine category membership 68% of the time, but 

86% of adults chose the natural kind membership. Gelman and 

Markman then argue that by at least age four, as adults do, 

children come to use category membership to support inductions, 

even when it conflicts with perceptual appearance, although some 

individual differences in perception between children and between 

adults are possible. 

It seems that adults first hypothesize categories on the 

basis of both perceptual similarities and verbal explanations. 

Thus prototypes are decided after all the attributes of most 

salience are weighed or carefully analyzed (Medin, 1989). 

The prototype scopes are changed according to what determines the 

typicality of each member of a category, such as family 

resemblance and "cue validity," the degree of frequency with which 

an item (cue) is associated with a given category (Medin, 1989; 

Rosch & Mervis, 1975; Taraban & Palacios, 1993). Therefore, 

adult categorization is similarity-based and theory-driven (Medin, 

1989), while very young children's depends in part upon 

inferential processes from perceptual properties without the 

principles of visible and invisible attribute matching. 

6 



Since children under eight years old hardly grasp the 

conservation of discontinuous quantities when their perceptual 

dimensions are transformed (Piaget, 1967), they will regard the 

content and the form of an object as an inseparable entity, which 

may affect child categorization by physical attributes. 

Experience of the world and knowledge of forming fuzzy categories 

may improve children's theoretical categorization gradually. In 

categorization by naming, Gopnik and Meltzoff (1992) found that 

eighteen-month-old children who knew "exhaustive grouping" 

(pp. 1091-1102) or displacing one kind of objects into one group 

and the other kind into another, did a naming act significantly 

well in order to place objects different in size and color into 

each category. Gopnik and Melzoff conclude that this act means 

active dividing of the world into categories of natural visible 

kinds. 
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CHAPTER II 

LANGUAGE ACQUISITION OF SEMANTIC RELATIONS 

2.1. Semantic Similarity needed for Categorization 

If an ability to categorize general objects into groups plays 

an important role in cognitive development, it should also affect 

language development. The Semantic Assimilation Theory by 

Schlesinger (1974, 1977, 1988) states that children acquire 

syntactic structure by means of semantic structure of linguistic 

input given in familiar contexts, and that semantic similarity 

expressed in nouns is explained in terms of case-like categories, 

such as agent, patient, and location, which reflect the relations 

in situations described by the sentences heard by children. Thus 

children will need to incorporate into the grammar the roles of 

people involved in social contexts and the roles of pragmatic 

information into the developing semantic categorization of words. 

2.2. The Emergence of Early Utterances 

The emergence of early utterances is observed in "telegraphic 

speech" (Reich, 1986; Brown, 1973), which mainly consists of 

nouns and verbs but of few function words (e.g., articles, 

prepositions, and auxiliaries), bound morphemes of verbs, and 

nouns (e.g., plural marker-s, and past marker -ed) (Brown, 1973; 

de Villers & de Villers, 1985). Telegraphic speech emerges in 

Brown's Stage I, where Mean Length of Utterance ranges from 1.0 

through 2.0 (Brown, 1973) typically at twenty-two months of age 

(Reich, 1986). 

8 



9 
Basic word-order formation processes, such as subject-verb 

and subject-place word can be observed in the two-word stage of 

language acquisition. When child vocabulary contains nearly fifty 

words around eighteen months of age, they begin to combine each 

word into two-word messages (Cantwell and Baker, 1987). 

According to Nelson (1973), 51% of the first fifty words 

uttered by eighteen children acquiring English were composed of 

general nominals that refer to all members of a category by the 

terms accepted generally by adult language (~.g., ball, milk, girl, 

he). Lieven, Pine, and Barnes (1992) excluded pronouns, animal 

sounds, proper nouns, and unanalyzed nouns from Nelson's 

definition of general nominals and defined "common nouns," which 

refer to common, nonspecific objects in adult terms (e.g., milk, 

dog, book)(pp. 295-297). Lieven et. al (1992) report that 33.2% 

of the first fifty words of children at around eighteen months of 

age consist of such common nouns. Gentner (1978) notes that verbs 

are acquired later than nouns for the following reasons: while 

nouns have only perceptual meanings within themselves, verbs need 

complex semantic relations between verbs and between verbs and 

nouns, such as change of state, movement of objects, and 

perceptual features. 

These findings suggest that nouns are the first word class 

that develops its basic category and supply children with the 

richest and relatively simplest linguistic information by 

combining with other word classes (e.g., verbs, prepositions, and 

adjectives) in various contexts. This first acquired 
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class will help children expand vocabulary earlier than any other 

word class. Thus the category of nouns appears to expand first in 

cognitive development in terms of the concepts of names. 

Schlesinger (1988) notes that "categories are formed by (explicit 

or implicit) comparisons of instances, and only when there is 

sufficient similarity between instances will such a comparison be 

performed spontaneously" (p. 162). The similarity between nouns, 

for example, will come from semantic relations expressed in the 

utterance and be noticed by children as those with familiar 

relations to them. Basic syntactic rule-formation will start 

when it is found that although many different word combinations 

are possible, words come in fixed positions in word order, being 

assigned syntactic roles (e.g., subject, object, predicate) and 

semantic relationships (e.g., actor-action). 

2.3. Approaches to Semantic Categorization of 
Subject-Verb Relations 

2.3.1. Semantic Assimilation Theory (Schlesinger, 1988) 

In the Semantic Assimilation Theory (Schlesinger, 1974, 1977, 

1988), early semantic categories are reorganized and assimilated 

into larger relational categories on the basis of formal and 

semantic similarities of words and utterances. 

According to Schlesinger (1988), semantic assimilation 

through the relational categories is assumed to occur as follows: 

The child 

Input: 1. Hears Ur 

Analysis: 2. Notices formal similarity 



3. Notices semantic similarity r = R 

Assimilation: 

either 4a. Registers: lexical entry for word in Ur 

or 4b. Registers: r is included in R. 

(Schlesinger, 1988, pp. 128-130) 

UR means the utterance (U) with the relation (R) for which 

syntactic rules have already been established. In this case, the 

relation R holds the relational agent-action construction. Ur is 

an utterance (U) with a relation (r) for which no syntactic rules 

have yet been found. In the Semantic Assimilation Theory, 

relational categories are semantic in nature, e.g., agent and 

action, agent and object, reflecting the way that the world is 

perceived: the relational categories continuously correspond with 

the syntactic categories, e.g., "subject of" (Schlesinger, 1988, 

p. 127). 

1 1 

In Step 1 the child hears Ur (e.g., Billie found the book) 

and in Step 2 notices the formal similarity between the Ur and the 

UR (i.e., agent-action construction) in word order and verb 

inflections. In Step 3, that formal similarity draws the child's 

attention to the semantic similarity between the relational 

categories expressed in these utterances. When semantic 

similarity is especially salient, Step 3 may precede Step 2. Thus 

r is assimilated into R, which leads to the final assimilation 

process, either Step 4a or 4b. 
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In Step 4a, the formal and semantic similarities noticed in 

Steps 2 and 3 make the child register a word in the utterance 

with the unanalyzed relation Ur (e.g., found in Billie found the 

book). The word is then put it into the lexical entry as an 

action word. Similarly, the lexical entry also must include the 

fact that the finder (i.e., Billie) is specified as the agent 

doing the action. In Step 4b, not the individual words but the 

whole relational category r is included into the existing larger 

category R. For example, the instrument in the subject position 

can be interpreted as if it were an agent in motion (see section 

2.3.4). Then the agent concept R is extended to include the 

instrument concept r. Because of the formal and semantic 

similarities, nonagent subjects and nonaction verbs are regarded 

as agents and action verbs, respectively. Thus the nonagent 

category will be assimilated into the agent one. 

For example, when an utterance is heard in which a subject is 

an instrument, e.g., The water removes dirt, this nonagent 

subject is treated as if it were an agent, for the agent concept 

is metaphorically extended into the instrument concept. Thus the 

words related to the instrument category are assimilated into the 

agent category in Step 4b. Schlesinger argues that since action 

verbs come in very frequently as input from familiar contexts, 

children come to prefer an agent or a doer doing an action. When 

they acquire the "agent first, action last" patterns (Schlesinger, 

1988, p. 125), children are assumed to apply them to nonaction or 

stative verbs, e.g., fin~, ~ee, remember, and contain. 



2.3.2. Prototypical Agents and Relational Categories 

In the Semantic Assimilation Hypothesis, nouns in the subject 

position are categorized into the following three prototypical 

agents; the agent in motion, the agent that causes the action 

described by the following verb, and the agent in control of an 

action (Schlesinger, 1988). In terms of the assimilation theory, 

Schlesinger asserts that the motion agents have a "feature of 

agentivity which may give rise to semantic assimilation" (1988, p. 

135). If this is the case, the child will first assume all 

subjects to be agents making a certain action and then 

incorporate agents of cause and control into that motion category. 

Similarly, the child may consider verbs of cause and control 

similar to or the same as motion verbs. 

The Semantic Assimilation Hypothesis defines semantic 

relations of categories on the basis of Fillmore's case theory 

(Fillmore 1971, 1977; cited in Cook, 1989). According to this 

theory, case relations or semantic functions of nouns are decided 

by lexical semantic representation and relations between verbs at 

the deep structure level (Cook, 1989; Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 

1991). Both Schlesinger's concept of agents and Fillmore's verb

oriented concept of cases (1971, 1977) discuss subject meanings 

in adult use of language. While Fillmore allows the cases in the 

deep structure to be deleted from the surface structure via 

transformation, Schlesinger argues for no such case role change 

but keeps in the output semantic representations of a given 

concept like basic subject-verb relations. Schlesinger (1977, 

13 



1987) argues that, in the semantic assimilation, semantic 

categories could develop through case assignment into the 

syntactic ones without discontinuity in the learning process. 

2.3.3. Motion 

Firstly, the following verbs describing some motion take 

entities in motion as subjects: 

a. The cat fell from the rooftop. 

b. The building blew up. 

c. Prices fell on the stock market. 

d. The quarrel blew up. 

( 1 ) 

(Schlesinger, 1988, pp. 134-135) 

The sentence subjects above involve physical movement (1a) and 

(1b) and nonphysical movement (1c) and (1d), although "no 

intention, no 'instigation of action'" can be ascribed to the 

subjects (Schlesinger 1988, p. 135). After the physical movement 

of the verbs in (1a) and (1b) is licensed as action in the 

lexical entry, it expands and assimilates the nonphysical movement 

of the verbs in (1c) and (1d) because of semantic similarity to 

action words. 

The concept of motion involves "change of state," 

(Schlesinger, 1988, p. 135) of an agent, and the change is . 
expressed by the verb. The change of state is also assimilated 

into the prototypical concept of motion: 

14 



(2) 

a. The pansies are growing fast. 

b. The ice cream has melted. 

c. The fog vanishes. 

d. Sugar dissolves in water. 

(Schlesinger, 1988, p. 135) 

Thus the concept of motion assimilates that of change of state. 

The verb (e.g., fall) is lexicalized as an action verb, but it 

comes to be used to mean nonphysical movements. Fillmore defines 

agents of motion verbs as the "principal cause of an event" (1971, 

p. 43) and the "instigator of an action" (1971, p. 37). This 

concept includes both animate and inanimate agents but excludes 

natural forces (1971, p. 42). 

2.3.4. Cause 

Subjects can also refer to the cause of an event: 

(3) 

a. Salt increases blood pressure. 

b. The hot weather wore him out. 

c. The pancreas produces insulin. 

d. The increase in tourism boosted sales. 

(Schlesinger, 1988, p. 136) 

All the subjects in (3) are instruments, which may refer to a 

"feature of abstract entities" (Schlesinger, 1988, p. 136), e.g., 

the increase in (3d). Fillmore states that a cause verb takes 

instrumental case for the "immediate cause of an event" 

15 



(1971, p. 42) and also allows natural forces (1971, p. 44). For 

example, the sentence in (3a) does not mean that salt intends to 

increase blood pressure. An unknown agent (e.g., chemist) in the 

context is involved. As motion comes to include a feature of the 

change of state, so cause takes on a feature of the 

"characteristic responsible for an event" (Schlesinger, 1988, p. 

137). This means that the subject represents the characteristics 

of an entity that are responsible for the state of affairs: 

(4) 

a. The hall seats five hundred people. 

b. This room sleeps two. 

c. This box holds eight beer cans. 

(Schlesinger, 1988, p. 137) 

In (4) one of the characteristics of the subjects is responsible 

for the fact described in the predicates. For instance, in (4a) 

the property of the hall (e.g., the size) is responsible for 

seating five hundred people in it. 

16 

These instrumental and responsible features of cause subjects 

seem to be inherent in inanimate agents, for, as discussed, an 

uncertain agent which must be animate intentionally causes 

something to happen and therefore is the agent of cause in the 

strict sense. Yet the inanimate causal agents are also conceived 

of as animate agents and assimilated into the action category. 
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2.3.5. Control 

The feature characterizes the subjects of experience verbs, 

which denote "psychological event" (Fillmore, 1971, p. 37) and 

"mental state" (Fillmore, 1971, p. 42). The verb types of control 

can also be subcategorized as follows: 

a. Verbs of sensation: see, hear 

b. Verbs of emotion: like, want, fear, love, feel 

c. Verbs of cognition: imagine, believe, expect, 
know, think. 

(5) 

(Cook, 1989, p. 40) 

Accoding to Schlesinger (1988), the subject of each sentence below 

is "judged as being more in control than the object" (p. 137): 

(6) 

a. Joyce admires Bruce. 

b. Joyce detests Bruce. 

c. Bill charms John. 

d. Bill shocks John. 

(Schlesinger, 1988, pp. 137-138) 

In (6a) and (6b), the subject, Joyce, is an experiencer of the 

emotions of admiring and detesting, while in (6c) and (6d), the 

subject, Bill, is in control of the emotions of charming and 

shocking. 

Agent-recipient relations, or syntactically, subject-object 

relations must undergo some semantic constraints in terms of the 

degree of semantic similarity. The semantic assimilation relies 

upon lexical restrictions of the verbs with emotional meanings 



(e.g., charm, admire). Schlesinger mentions that sentences such 

as (6a) and (6b) differ from those such as (6c) and (6d). He 

argues that the subject in (6c) and (6d) also has the feature of 

cause, while it is the object in (6a) and (6b) that has the 

feature of responsibility for making the ~ubject experience what 

the verbs describe. Thus control agents cannot be assimilated 

into into the motion or the cause category without lexical 

constraints. 

Such semantic constraints will become clear by means of 

animate/inanimate distinctions mentioned in cause agents in 

section 2.3.4. For example, when the animate cause subject in 

(6c) and (6d) is replaced with the inanimate counterpart in (7c) 

and (7d), no semantic constraints apply in sentence 

interpretation, whereas that replacement cannot be applied when 

the verb meaning takes the agents that experiences what the verb 

describes, as in (6a, b) and (7a, b): 

(7) 

a. *The book admires Bruce. 

b. *The book detests Bruce. 

c. The jewel charms Joan. 

d. The news shocks Joan. 

In (6c, d) and (7c, d), these agents have the features of cause 

and control and can be assimilated into the cause category and 

henceforth the motion category. In contrast, in (6a, b) and (7a, 

b), semantic blocking is applied in the lexical entry of verbs, 

which selects either animacy or inanimacy of agents. This will 

18 



make difficult semantic assimilation from the control category to 

the motion category, unless such semantic constraints are 

understood in advance. 

2.4. Syntactic Constraints on Prototypical Verbs 

19 

There are also syntactic constraints as well as semantic ones 

which help categorize prototypical verbs. As Schlesinger puts it, 

"the less action-like the verb, the less likely it is to take the 

progressive -ing ending and to enter into several other linguistic 

constructions" (1988, p. 144). According to de Villiers (1980), 

there are some syntactic reasons to support that action verbs form 

the most prototypical category that assimilates nonaction verbs 

into itself. _First, action verbs can take the progressive; e.g., 

"He is going," "He is hitting the ball," but nonaction verbs 

cannot; e.g., "He is believing you" or "He is knowing the answer." 

Second, action verbs can take the imperative, while not many 

nonaction verbs can; e.g., "Hit the ball!" but not "Know the 

answer!" Third, action verbs can enter the passive construction, 

but not all nonaction verbs can; e.g., "The ball is hit by him," 

"Tom is hated by John," but not "*Shampoo was contained by the 

bottle," or "*300 lbs. was weighed by the man." 

However, there are some exceptions that are acceptable in 

certain contexts. In Schlesinger's terms, motion verbs are 

accepted by all the three syntactic processes mentioned above. 

Contrary to de Villiers' definitions above, some cause and 

control verbs can be expressed in the progressive forms; e.g., 



"Joyce is admiring Bruce," "The salt was increasing blood 

pressure," and in the imperative forms; e.g., "(To the chemist) 

Increase the blod pressure (with salt)!" "Surprise Bruce!" But in 

these forms sentence meanings may change subtly in terms of 

speaker's perspectives and temporal emotional state. 

As Schlesinger (1988) puts it, "no explanation in terms of 

purely syntactic rules seems to be in sight" (p. 140). The 

semantic origin of the relational categories may not develop 

directly into the adult formal relational categories. In the 

assimilation processes (see section 2.3.1), therefore, the formal 

similarity in Step 2 may not draw the child's attention correctly 

to the semantic similarity in Step 3. To expand the relational 

categories into adult formal categories, the child should notice 

semantic and syntactic idiosyncracies by making categorization 

errors, such as overgeneralization. That is, if the child 

supposes first that all verb types will be categorized as motion 

verbs through semantic and syntactic assimilations, 

misapplication of certain syntactic rules to nonmotion verbs will 

be observed in the child's performance. 

2.5. Purpose of the StudY. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate a child's correct 

and incorrect use of Schlesinger's three prototypical agent types 

and discuss semantic features of agents and events in the daily 

contexts shown in the conversational transcript. 

20 
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As discussed, the Semantic Assimilation Hypothesis states 

that relational categories will be semantic in nature and then 

expand through syntactic and semantic similarities of agents and 

actions. Schlesinger argues that the agent-action relational 

category will develop into the "adult subject-predicate relation" 

(1988, p. 125). Schlesinger, however, has not provided empirical 

evidence or findings in order to confirm his hypothesis. To 

attain adult use of grammar, a child might make syntactic errors 

based on the hypotheses about categories and semantic relations. 

For example, since the relational categories start with agents in 

motion, some misuse of non-motion agents as motion ones may 

persist in the daily context (i.e., they might be overgeneralized), 

until semantic and/or syntactic constraints on the non-motion 

agents are noticed and entered into the lexicon to modify the 

categories. 

The animate/inanimate distinctions of semantic features of 

agent should affect semantic assimilation to a large extent 

because of frequency in daily contexts. Since the child will 

first develop the concept of action or motion, the concept of 

animacy or cause of action should also precede that of inanimacy 

and ease the assimilation process. 

2.6. Hypotheses 

The basic assumption is that because of similarity of events, 

the child will assume that all agents and verbs will belong to 



the motion category. In this respect, the following hypotheses 

are possible: 

22 

1. Formal and semantic similarities will cause categorization 

errors in syntactic processes, depending upon syntactic 

and semantic constraints and contextual information. 

For instance, some control and cause verbs will be 

expressed in progressive forms as motion verbs can be, 

although they cannot as de Villiers (1980) explains. 

2. As for the semantic constraints, animacy described in 

agent and event will be easier to process and categorize 

than inanimacy. The use of an instrument as the agent 

for the cause verb will be observed later and less often 

than those of animate agents in motion and control verbs. 



CHAPTER III 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE ABE TRANSCRIPT 

3.1. Method 

To revisit Schlesinger's Semantic Assimilation Hypothesis, I 

used the data compiled by Kuczaj (1987; for further details, see 

Kuczaj, 1976) on the computer-based child language search program 

CHILDES (the Child Language Data Exchange System) (MacWhinney, 

1991).• In the Kuczaj transcript, the speaker is called Abe, a 

boy acquiring English as his first language. The data cover Abe's 

utterances recorded from ages 2;4,24 to 3;1,5 in conversation 

mainly with his parents (The first number of this notation of age 

means year(s), the middle number month(s), and the last number 

day(s); this notation will be used hereafter to refer to a 

child's age). Approximately one hour of Abe's spontaneous speech 

in his home environment was recorded each week (two one-half hour 

sessions per week). Showing Abe's use of verbs and nouns, I shall 

point out several characteristics of his language development in 

terms of Schlesinger's prototypical semantic relations mentioned 

earlier. 

3.2. Results 

Tables 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 indicate Abe's uses of motion, cause, 

and control verbs with agents in those categories. 

•CHILDES is available to the public. See MacWhinney (1991) 
for information about access. 

23 



Table 3.1 Verb Types with Agent Subjects of Motion in Abe's 
Speech (Abe's Ages, 2; 4.24- 3; 1. 5) 

Verb Age of first use 
of Motion Verbs 

ask 2; 1 o. 7 
bake 2; 9. 16 
beat 2; 5. 7 
bite 2; 6. 4 
blow 2; 5. 7 

bother 2; 8.18 
break 2; 6. 4 
bring 2; 5.20 
brush 2; 5. 0 
bug 2; 5.29 

burn 2; 5.23 
call 2; 1 o. 30 
catch 2; 6. 14 
change 2; 9. 30 
chew 2; 8.22 

chop 2; 6. 12 
clean 2; 1 o. 20 
close 2; 7. 7 
color 2;11.21 
come 2; 5. 7 

cook 2; 6. 4 
cover 2; 9.16 
crack 2; 7.18 
cry 2; 5. 0 
cut 2; 6.10 

dance 2; 5.23 
do 2; 4.24 
draw 2; 6.18 
drink 2; 5.26 
drip 2; 8. 8 

drop 2; 5.20 
dry 2; 6.10 
eat 2; 5. 0 
fall 2; 4.24 
fill 2; 9.18 

No. of 
Total Uses 

5 
21 
18 
7 

15 

4 
148 

32 
1 1 
4 

34 
3 
5 
6 
8 

6 
6 
7 
9 

48 

6 
14 
5 

17 
43 

5 
38 
23 
41 
3 

39 
25 
54 
69 

9 

No. of Uses with 
Motion Agents 

5 
21 
18 
7 

15 

4 
89 
32 
11 
4 

22 
3 
5 
6 
8 

6 
6 
2 
9 

45 

6 
14 
5 

17 
43 

5 
31 
23 
41 
3 

39 
18 
54 
69 

9 

24 



Table 3.1 Continued. 

Verb Age of first use 
of Motion Verbs 

find 2; 5. 7 
finish 2;10.23 
fish 2; 8.22 
fit 2; 5.22 
fix 2; 7. 0 

fly 2; 8.15 
get 2; 4.24 
give 2; 5.16 
glue 2; 7.15 
go 2; 5. 0 

grow 2; 5.23 
hang 2; 7.15 
happen 2; 7.26 
have 2; 5. 0 
help 2; 5.22 

hide 2; 5. 7 
hit 2; 5.23 
hold 2; 5. 0 
hug 2; 9. 5 
hurt 2; 5. 0 

ice skate 2;10.27 
jump 2; 7.11 
keep 2; 7.26 
kick 2; 4. 24 
kill 2; 8. 1 

kiss 2; 4.24 
knock 2; 5.22 
laugh 2; 5.26 
lay 2; 7.26 
leave 2; 5.10 

lick 2; 6.12 
lie 2; 5.22 
look for 2; 1 o. 27 
make 2; 5. 0 
melt 2; 8.29 

No. of 
Total Uses 

51 
22 
16 
14 
35 

8 
1794 
243 
79 

11 4 

36 
33 
27 

109 
56 

47 
34 
38 
14 
51 

1 
32 
34 
13 
26 

11 
30 
27 
5 

29 

48 
24 
23 

108 
21 

No. of Uses with 
Motion Agents 

51 
19 
6 

14 
35 

8 
1777 
243 

44 
83 

33 
27 
27 
85 
56 

29 
34 
36 
7 

44 

1 
32 
30 
13 
22 

11 
29 
27 
4 

26 

43 
24 
23 
97 
21 

25 



Table 3.1 Continued. 

Verb Age of first use 
of Motion Verbs 

move 2; 8. 6 
mush 2;11.25 
open 2; 7. 0 
paint 2; 5. 26 
peek 2; 6. 10 

peel 2; 6.14 
pick 2; 5.29 
play 2; 5.23 
point 3; 0.29 
poop 2; 7.18 

pop 2; 7.18 
pretend 2; 1 o. 23 
push 2; 4. 24 
put 2; 4.24 
race 2; 8. 14 

rain 2; 8. 8 
reach 2; 6.12 
read 2; 6.14 
ride 2; 7. 4 
rip 3; o. 7 

roll 2; 5.20 
rub 2; 6.12 
run 2; 5.26 
say 2; 5. 0 
scribble 2;11.18 

send 2; 8. 6 
share 2; 1 o. 3 
shoot 2; 9. 11 
show 2; 6. 4 
sing 2; 9.27 

sit 2; 5.22 
sizzle 2; 7. 7 
skate 2; 1 o. 27 
sleep 2; 5.23 
slice 2; 7. 7 

No. of 
Total Uses 

14 
6 

14 
47 
24 

26 
30 
78 

3 
37 

23 
5 

76 
95 
3 

7 
10 
15 
7 
3 

20 
6 

63 
48 
8 

5 
5 

21 
59 
7 

39 
11 
6 

47 
23 

No. of Uses with 
Motion Agents 

14 
6 

10 
42 
24 

22 
27 
71 

3 
32 

23 
5 

74 
91 
3 

7 
10 
11 
5 
3 

18 
6 

62 
45 
7 

5 
5 

19 
53 
7 

34 
11 
2 

45 
18 

26 



Table 3.1 Continued. 

Verb Age of first use 
of Motion Verbs 

slip 2; 4. 24 
smile 2; 1 o. 3 
snow 2; 8. 14 
spill 2; 7.26 
squeeze 2; 1 o. 23 

squirt 2; 9. 11 
stand 2; 5. 1 0 
start 2;10.27 
stay 2; 7. 7 
step 2; 9. 16 

stick 2; 7. 7 
stir 2; 9. 8 
stop 2; 5. 7 
sweep 2; 9.19 
swim 2; 9.16 

swing 2; 1 o. 3 
take 2; 5. 0 
talk 2; 5.23 
tease 3; 0.29 
tell 2; 5.29 

throw 2; 8.22 
tickle 2; 1 o. 7 
tie 2; 1 o. 27 
touch 2; 8.18 
trick 2; 10.27 

try 2; 5.23 
tumble 2; 9.19 
turn 2; 5. 0 
undo 2; 1 o. 23 
untie 2; 1 o. 27 

use 2; 1 o. 20 
visit 2; 7.11 
wait 2; 6.18 
wake 2; 1 o. 7 
walk 2; 6. 4 

No. of 
Total Uses 

31 
5 
5 
8 
5 

15 
26 
6 

45 
5 

9 
6 

17 
15 
6 

47 
103 

31 
9 

43 

34 
8 
7 
8 
6 

45 
28 
36 
6 
8 

9 
27 
13 
18 
24 

No. of Uses with 
Motion Agents 

31 
5 
5 
8 
5 

11 
25 

6 
37 
4 

8 
5 

15 
15 
6 

47 
98 
31 
7 

41 

33 
8 
6 
8 
5 

45 
28 
36 
5 
6 

7 
27 
7 

18 
24 

27 



Table 3.1 Continued. 

Verb Age of first use 
of Motion Verbs 

wash 2; 5.29 
water 2; 7.14 
wear 2; 6.14 
write 2; 6.18 
win 2; 8.14 

wipe 2; 9. 5 
work 2; 5.22 
yell 2; 5.14 

No. of 
Total Uses 

46 
6 

68 
7 
1 

10 
10 
6 

No. of Uses with 
Motion Agents 

45 
4 

52 
5 
1 

7 
10 
6 

28 



Table 3.2 Verb Types with Agent Subjects of Cause in Abe's 
Speech (Abe's Ages, 2; 4.24- 3; 1. 5) 

Verb Age of first use 
of Cause Verbs 

burn 2; 5.23 
dry 2; 6.10 
have 2; 6.14 
make 2; 5. 1 0 
say 2; 1 o. 27 

stain 2; 9. 1 
take 2; 5. 23 

No. of 
Total Uses 

34 
25 

109 
108 

48 

1 
103 

No. of Uses with 
Cause Agents 

10 
14 
13 
21 

1 

1 
7 

29 



Table 3.3 Verb Types with Agent Subjects of Control in Abe's 
Speech (Abe's Ages, 2; 4.24- 3; 1. 5) 

Verb Age of first use 
of Control Verbs 

feel 2; 5.29 
forget 3; 0.25 
guess 2; 8.22 
hear 2; 6.12 
hope 2; 8. 6 

know 2; 4.24 
like 2; 4.24 
live 2; 5.20 
look 2; 5. 7 
love 2; 8. 1 

mean 2; 8.15 
miss 2; 7.15 
need 2; 5.10 
remember 2; 9.19 
scare 2; 7. 0 

see 2; 4.24 
smell 2; 8. 6 
sound 2;10.12 
taste 2; 7. 7 
think 2; 8. 8 

understand2;10.20 
want 2; 4.24 
watch 2; 6. 6 
wish 2;10.15 
wonder 2; 9.27 

No. of 
Total Uses 

21 
7 
7 

44 
9 

145 
108 

25 
130 

11 

7 
24 
83 
22 
35 

225 
18 
16 
73 
32 

6 
156 
97 
12 
16 

No. of Uses with 
Control Agents 

21 
7 
7 

44 
9 

144 
108 

25 
88 
11 

7 
24 
80 
22 
26 

129 
12 
16 
60 
32 

6 
130 

71 
12 
16 

30 
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All uses are in subject-verb constructions, including questions 

and negative declaratives. Repreated verbs in an utterance and 

ambiguous words which may have been used as nouns are excluded 

from the tables. Tables 3.4, 3.5, and 3.6 show Abe's uses of the 

verbs in all the three categories in the progressive, imperative, 

and passive forms. 

Table 3.1 is the list of the verbs used by Abe either in 

subject + verb or subject + verb + object syntactic constructions. 

Table 3.1 shows that in Abe's utterances most verbs are 

categorized into verbs of motion, while in Table 3.2 only seven 

verbs are used with cause agents or instrumental agents. Notice 

that in Table 3.2 few of all the uses of each verb are cause 

agents. For example, the verb burn is used with motion agents 

twenty-two times (e.g., You burned yourself) and cause agents ten 

times (e.g., It (i.e., the frying pan) burned me). There are 

also few uses of the verb have with cause agents 13 out of 109 

times (e.g., Oh this recipe didn't have baking powder?) and motion 

agents 85 out of 109 times (e.g., I have a big bite), which 

denote temporary possessing as a kind of action. Table 3.3 

indicates Abe's frequent use of cognitive, perceptual, and 

emotional verbs of control. Verbs referring to perception and 

emotion such as lik~, look, want, see, and need are used at 

relatively early stages, before two years and six months of age, 

while verbs of cognition such as forget, remember, understand, and 

wish, emerge at relatively late stages in recording, after two 

years and nine months of age. Most control agents have as agents 



32 

Table 3.4 Progressive Forms of the Verbs in Abe's Speech 
(Abe's Ages, 2; 4.24- 3; 1. 5) 

Verb Age of first use 
of Progressive 
Forms 

ask 2; 1 o. 7 
bake 2; 9.16 
beat 2;11.25 
boil 2; 11 • 2 
call 2; 1 o. 30 

check 2; 7. 11 

chew 2; 8.22 

chop 2; 6.14 
climb 2; 11 • 25 
color 2;11.21 
come 2; 7.11 

cover 2; 9.16 
cry 2; 4.24 
cut 2; 8.14 
do 2; 7. 0 

draw 3; o. 7 
dry 2; 1 o. 20 
eat 2; 5.22 
fall 3; o. 7 
find 2;11.21 

fly 2; 8.25 
get 2; 7.14 
get 2; 7.18 
go 2; 6. 4 
grow 2; 5.23 
hammer 2; 11 • 6 
hang 2; 9.30 
have 2; 9. 5 

have 2;11.21 
hide 2; 5. 7 

hold 2;11.30 

Examples of First Emergence 
of Progressive Forms 

(To Mother) I'm asking Daddy. 
What we baking that in Mommy? 
You're beating this in Mom? 
Know what's boilng? 
(Pretending to call) 
Call you're not calling hey! 
(Looking at a picture of a doctor) 

Why he's checking someone? 
Father: What are you doing? 
Abe: Chewing a gumdrop. 
You chopping it up Mom? 
He's climbing in his cave. 
I'm coloring a color book. 
Mother: We're going to go to 
Texas. 
Abe: And me Daddy coming? 
I'm trying to cover this up. 
Alligator's crying. 
I'm cutting this. 
(Father is writing) 
You doing work at home. 
I'm drawing with my oil pastels. 
We are drying it. 
He's eating peanuts. 
My pants are falling down. 
(Looking for a toy) 
I'm finding cards that go see? 
I saw him flying around. 
We getting some? 
Our tomatoes are getting red. 
Where we going? 
Hyppopotamous is growing! 
I'm hammering this. 
Why bobcat was hanging up? 
You having yogurt? 
Mother: No, I'm going to have a 
small salad. 
I'm having problems. 
I'm hiding I'm gonna hide right 
here. 
It's a funny hand it's uh holding 
one more truck. 



Table 3.4 Continued. 

Verb 

hurt 

ice skate 
jump 

lick 
lie 
look for 

make 
make 

melt 
mush 
paint 
peek 
play 

point 

poop 
pretend 
push 

put 

race 
rain 
read 
rip 

roll 
run 
say 
scare 

scribble 

show 

Age of first use 
of Progressive 
Forms 

2; 9. 23 

2;10.27 
2; 9. 5 

2. 9.30 
2; 5.22 
2; 10.27 

2; 5.16 
2;11.30 

2; 9.16 
2; 11 • 25 
2; 1 o. 22 
2; 6.10 
2; 4.24 

3; 0.29 

2; 8.18 
2: 1 o. 30 
2; 5.22 

2; 8.22 

2; 8.14 
2; 8. 8 
2; 7.18 
3; o. 7 

2; 5.20 
2;11.21 
2;11.10 
2; 11 • 30 

2;11.18 

2;10.12 

Examples of First Emergence 
of Progressive Forms 

They (i.e., shoes) are hurting my 
feet. 
She ice skating. 
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I saw it when I was jumping on the 
bed. 
I'm licking the spoon off. 
There he's lying down. 
I'm looking about (i.e., for) elves 
of where we go down. 
what you making? 
(Holding pillows) 
I'm making them stand up. 
That's (i.e., ingredients) melting 

You mushing it up? 
You painting one too. 
I'm hiding you peeking. 
(To the kid who just came in) 
We playing a game like to play a 
game? 
(Looking at a clock) 
The little hand is pointing seven 
and the big hand is pointing to 
number two. 
Mom they pooping? 
I'm pretending you're a fish. 
(Making the zebra push the car) 
He's pushing. 
Why he putting the yellow in the 
green thing? 
See they are racing. 
It's raining on him. 
I'm reading a book. 
Why it's (i.e., weak paper) 
ripping? 
This crayon's rolling. 
I'm running. 
I was just saying "Daddy Daddy." 
That's (i.e., the noise) scaring 
me. 
I'm scribbling you hang this on the 
wall ok? 
(Holding his gourds) 
I'm just showing Edna. 



Table 3.4 Continued. 

Verb 

sit 
sizzle 
slice 
snow 
squirt 
stand 
start 
stay 

swim 
swing 

take 
talk 

tease 

tell 
think 
touch 

try 
turn 

use 
wait 
walk 

wash 
watch 
wear 
win 
work 
yell 

Age of first use 
of Progressive 
Forms 

2; 7.18 
2; 7. 7 
2; 7. 7 
2; 8.14 
2; 9. 11 
2; 1 o. 7 
3; 1 • 1 
2; 9.30 

2; 5. 7 
2; 1 o. 6 

2; 8.29 
2; 9.27 

2; 1 o. 30 

2;11.21 
2; 9. 5 
2;11.21 

2; 9.16 
2;11.21 

2;10.22 
2; 1 o. 6 
2; 1 o. 6 

2; 9. 5 
3; 1 • 5 
2; 7. 11 
2; 8.14 
2; 8. 8 
2; 5.14 

Examples of First Emergence 
of Progressive Forms 

He's sitting on his chair. 
I hear it sizzling. 
He's slicing that tomato. 
It's snowing in my house. 
I'm squirting at you. 
They are all standing up see? 
Are you starting it? 
When I look up and see leaves 
staying on the trees. 
I'm up I'm swimming. 
(Looking at a picture of himself) 
He's swinging. 
Why you taking shoes off? 
(Father is using a tape recorder) 
Why you talikng on that thing? 
(After shooting Father) 
Abe: No I was just teasing you. 
I'm telling a story. 
I'm thinking about Lisa. 
Why are you touching that when it 
is not dry? 
I'm trying to cover this up. 
(Drawing a picture) 
Now it's turning into a dog. 
I'm using it for a letter. 
I'm waiting for her. 
I'm walking with an "eighteen" 
shirt on to school. 
I washing this Mummy? 
The boy was watching a polar bear. 

What's he's wearing on his neck? 
They are both winning. 
They are not working out toe right 

You yelling. 
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Table 3.5 Imperative Forms of the Verbs in Abe's Speech 
(Abe's Ages, 2; 4.24- 3; 1. 5) 

Verb 

blow 
bring 
bother 
bug 
burn 
close 
come 
crack 
cut 
do 
draw 
drip 
dry 
eat 
fill 
fix 
fly 
get 
get 
give 

glue 
go 
hang 
help 
hide 
hit 
hold 
hurt 
keep 
leave 
look 
make 

move 

open 
peek 
peel 
pick 
play 
push 

Age of first use 
of Imperative. 
Forms 

2;11. 2 
2; 6. 14 
2; 8. 18 
2; 5.29 
2; 5.29 
2; 6. 14 
2; 5. 7 
2; 8.29 
2; 6.10 
2; 5. 7 
2; 6. 6 
2; 8. 8 
2; 6. 14 
2; 5. 16 
2; 9. 18 
2; 8. 1 
2; 6. 6 
2; 4.24 
2; 5. 20 
2; 5.16 

2; 7.15 
2; 5. 1 0 
2: 7.15 
2; 6. 6 
2; 6. 10 
2; 7. 4 
2; 5.29 
2; 8.22 
2; 7.26 
2; 5.10 
2; 5. 0 
2; 5. 14 

2;10.20 

2; 8.22 
2; 6. 10 
2; 9. 19 
2; 5. 29 
2; 7.11 
2; 5.10 

Examples of First Emergence 
of Imperative Forms 

You blow this up Mommy. 
Bring my shirt. 
Fly don't bother me. 
Don't bug me. 
Don't burn yourself. 
Mom close the window please. 
Come poo+poo with me. 
(Eating peanuts) Don't crack them. 

You cut my hair Mom? 
Do it again. 
Draw Momma draw please draw. 
Don't drip it. 
Dry it off dry it off Dad. 
Don't eat them. 
Mommy no water in here fill it! 
Fix it. 
Flew (fly) away you flew away. 
Get another one ok? 
Don't get heavy! 
(Wants to lick the beater) 
Give me. 
Glue this to him Mom. 
You go away! 
Hang this gold fish. 
I got you I got you help me! 
Daddy hide Daddy hide. 
Don't hit me any more. 
You hold me. 
Don't hurt your two fishing poles! 

Keep that beard. 
Leave me alone. 
Look what Jean gotted for me. 
Make pie too ok chocolate chip 
pie. 
You move the table out for this 
chair and Daddy where sit. 
Don't open it up. 
Don't peek. 
No you peel it I can't peel it. 
Pick it up in the air. 
Don't play barefoot in my house. 
Push me please! 



Table 3.5 Continued. 

Verb 

put 
read 
say 
see 
show 
stop 
take 
tell 
throw 
tie 
try 
turn 
wait 
wash 
watch 
water 
wipe 
wear 
write 

Age of first use 
of Imperative 
Forms 

2; 5. 20 
2; 1 0. 23 
2; 5. 7 
2; 1+.24 
2; 6. 4 
2; 5. 7 
2; 6. 14 
2; 9.27 
2; 7. 7 
2; 1 o. 23 
2;11. 2 
2; 5. 0 
2; 9.11 
2; 5.29 
2; 6. 4 
2; 7.14 
2; 9. 5 
2; 9. 1 
2; 1 o. 23 

Examples of First Emergence 
of Imperative f'orms 

Don't put an egg on! 
You read it. 
Don't say nook? 
See those toys! 
Show me how again. 
(Father is getting Abe) Stop it! 
Take this for my Mom. 
You tell me then. 
Throw it up like a pizza. 
Don't tie it (i.e., shoelace)! 
I can't you try Mama. 
(For TV) Daddy turn i.t on! 
Wait for me. 
Mama wash my hands! 
Momma watch this bite. 
Water the tree. 
Come wipe my bottom. 
Mommy wear a belt like mine. 
Don't write on my new books. 

36 
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Table 3.6 Passive Forms of the Verbs in Abe's Speech 
(Abe's Ages, 2; 4.24- 3; 1. 5) 

Verb 

break 

call 

close 
cook 
crack 

cut 
fasten 
finish 
glue 
hold 

name 
scare 

shoot 

start 
stick 
tie 

Age of first use 
of Passive Forms 

2; 6. 4 
2; 6. 6 
2;11.21 

2; 9. 5 
2;10.12 
2; 8.29 

2; 8. 18 
2; 9. 5 
2;11. 6 
2; 7.15 
2;11.30 

3; 0.29 
2; 11.21 

3; 0.16 

3; l • 1 
3; 1. 5 
2; 9. 23 

Examples of First Emergence 
of Passive Forms 

This broken this broken Mom. 
This is broken Mom. 
That's what they're (i.e., 
dentists?) called. 
I bet my school is closed now. 
T~ey (i.e., foods) cooked now? 
Those things (i.e., peanuts) are 
cracked. 
Why that's cut all cut up? 
It's fastened you open this up now? 
Now it's finished Mom. 
Why this is glued? 
(Father tries to hold Abe's hand) 
I didn't want my hand to be 
holded. 
What is he named? 
He's scared because he saw a 
cowboy. 
I was just playing you're not 
really shot. 
I'm gonna get a game started. 
It's stuck (i.e., slinky toy). 
That one's (i.e., shoelace) tied. 
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Abe himself (e.g., Can I taste it?; I want more cookies), an 

animate subject of experience verbs. Table 3.4 shows the verbs 

used in their progressive forms to denote action or state in 

progress or at a point in time that the speaker recollects. 

Except for the control verbs think and scare, most of the verbs 

denote motion or change of state and follow agents denoting 

physical movement. Most subjects are animate, and most verbs 

refer to actions which the referent is causing or is getting 

involved in. For inanimate subjects, some of them are used with 

verbs denoting change of state (i.e., get red, melt, rip, turn), 

while some of them are followed by verbs of physical movement 

(i.e., fall, hold, point, hurt, roll, sizzle, stay, work). 

Motion verbs snow and rain take as their subject the expletive it, 

which has no semantic features in the weather context. 

Nevertheless, Abe made adultlike language use of this agent with 

the semantic constraint, so he could refer to the change of 

weather in progress. 

Compared with the total number of uses of control verbs in 

Table 3.3, only two cases are shown in the progressive forms; 

think and scare. The former verb takes an animate subject, while 

the latter takes an inanimate subject. Most of the progressive 

verbs in Table 3.4 denote action or motion noticed by the speaker 

(i.e., Abe) in a point in time, while some verbs may have drawn 

Abe's attention to a temporary aspect of their characteristics 

(e.g., hold, point). This aspect signifies as temporary 

experience, emotional change, and cognitive process in the control 
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verbs (i.e., think, scar~). According to Schlesinger's definition, 

control should mean experience of duration, but this momentary 

experience in progress may make the subject less in control of 

the object in the case of scare. This will make cognitive verbs 

denoting "less emotionally loaded experiences" (Schlesinger, 1988, 

p. 138), such as think used to mean some cognitive activity, 

rather than psychological processing. 

Table 3.5 shows the use of imperative verbs. As discussed in 

Chapter II, most verbs used here belong to the motion category. 

In all Abe's utterances, the unspecified agents whom he commands 

are his parents. Although some verbs are not categorized as 

motion verbs in Schlesinger's terms, they are used in the 

imperative forms, such as control verbs (e.g., bother, bug, see, 

watch, look). Some verbs that belong to the motion category but 

denote change of state are also used here (e.g., get heavy, burn). 

These verbs, however, seem to have been used as motion verbs, 

which mean not physical or perceptual state in duration, but 

action that may start such experiences. 

Table 3.6 has Abe's use of passive constructions. In the 

passive constructions, the noun that precedes the predicate is a 

subject in syntax, but it is a recipient in semantics, which is 

influenced by the action caused by an agent. When passivization 

applies in syntax, the sentence meaning also changes. Passivized 

verbs denote that the results of the events mentioned by the 

verbs continue and become the attributes of the recipient. In 

this sense, motion verbs in passives do not mean temporary action 
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or physical movement. In Table 3.6 most recipients in the subject 

position are inanimate (e.g., it, this, my school, a game) and 

few cases of animate recipients (e.g., you, he). A few control 

verbs (e.g., name, scare) indicate the attributes or 

characteristics of events as discussed in section 2.3.3, but 

these verbs also characterize the state caused by actions of 

scaring and naming. Notice that none of these cases specifies 

the agents in the by-construction. It seems that the child's 

perspective was on the recipient and the influence of an action, 

and that the agent was out of topic partly because he did not 

exactly know who caused that action. 

3.3. Discussion 

According to the Semantic Assimilation Theory, on the basis 

of the prototypical feature of agentivity, the motion category 

expands with nonmotion members denoting control and cause. Only 

later in development will cause and control be treated as 

distinct categories. Thus semantic assimilation seems to be a 

process of semantic and formal family resemblance with fuzzy 

boundaries between categories and few salient semantically common 

features among the members. 

Abe's utterances indicated that in the transcript, agents of 

motion and verbs expressing it were most frequently used from two

to three-years of age across all syntactic patterns given in the 

Tables 3.4, 3.5, and 3.6. Tables 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 show that most 

verbs with agents in motion emerged in earlier stages (before 



2;8.0) in the data. That most verbs Abe used are motion verbs 

implies that they form the widest category in his lexicon because 

they are most frequent in the daily contexts the child is exposed 

to. Most frequent motion verbs in Table 3.1 denote 

intentionality of agent (e.g., fix, help, say, show, try, tell, 

wash) and take animate agents. It seems that in Abe's lexicon, 

most motion verbs are related to animate agents. By contrast, 

there may be limited exposure to nonmotion verbs especially 

because verbs with inanimate instrumental agents may be rare in 

input. 

For control verbs, Table 3.3 shows that most verbs take 

animate experiencers as agents. Some verbs are used with 

inanimate agents (e.g., It feels better, It tastes good), but in 

this case the agents will mean characteristics for events or 

states, as cause verbs. Abe often used some control verbs in 

this sense. 

In the progressive form data, inanimate agents are used as 

animate agents (e.g., hand, crayon, alligator). These inanimate 

agents have neither intentions or purposes. However, they become 

the instigators of physical movement and change and they draw the 

attention of the child and caretakers to talk about what is 

happening here and now. De Villiers (1980) states that the child 

may change perspectives to regard objects as part of self: for 

instance, a mug in the hand will be considered as an agent like 

the person holding it. This kind of semantic generalization of 

'' 



inanimate agents into animate agents appears to interact with the 

development of the motion category. 

It is difficult to say from Abe's use of passive forms (Table 

3.6) that he really meant by passives the reverse recipient-agent 

relations. None of them indicates agents in the Ql-phrase, nor 

do the recipients denote animacy. Rather, it is highly possible 

that these passive verbs are semantically the same as adjectives, 

in that they refer to the attributes, states, and results 

described by the verb meanings. That is why most motion verbs are 

used here, but that does not mean that semantic assimilation into 

motion verbs also occurred in passive forms. 

Motion verbs used by Abe can be distinguished as the 

following subordinates in terms of semantic features; 

(1) intentionality or purpose with animate agents (e.g., ask, call, 

find); (2) change of physical state or event (e.g., grow, melt, 

get+ attribute); (3) temporal and punctual action (e.g., eat, 

have, read, stay, walk); (4) physical movement or state (e.g.,~' 

cut, roll, work). Some control verbs denoting perceptual and 

cognitive activities in duration with animate agents (e.g., think, 

see, watch) and psychological effect (e.g., scare) are 

categorized into the motion verbs. 

From all of these results, no syntactic and semantic errors 

across prototypical agent categories in Abe's speech were found. 

If Abe hypothesizes by trial-and-error in the assimilation, he 

might say, "*The box is having six bottles," and "*I surprise 

that," instead of "I was surprised by that," or "That surprises 



me," when Abe himself is an experiencer and a certain thing (i.e., 

that) is an agent. Why Abe did not make such errors is not clear 

from the results. Even in free performance situations, it is 

hard to expect two- and three-year-old-children to go through 

assimilation without making any syntactic or semantic errors. 

Why are there many more animate agents produced by the child 

than inanimate agents? One possibility is for cognitive reasons. 

According to Piaget (1967), two-year-old children are yet to 

cognize the permanent existence of an object left unmoved. They 

just pay attention to what is going on here and now, that is, 

objects in motion. Thus the permanent feature of inanimate 

agents seems to hard to cognize for two-year-old Abe. Another 

possibility is that the use of animate agents will be highly 

affected by contexts. In free conversation, interaction with 

caretakers influences speech production. The child and the 

parents will be conscious of each other's action and events 

related to them, such as watching TV, playing, what is being said 

in books, and what they did yesterday. These events are easily 

described in animate agents and motion verbs, and syntactically, 

present, past, and progressive forms. 

In sentence interpretation tasks, animate agents are 

considered easier for the child to process than inanimate agents. 

Bates et al. (1984) state that young children at around two years 

of age cannot use semantic and syntactic cues to decide sentence 

meaning. Strohner and Nelson (1974) reported that to comprehend 

agent-object relations in active and passive sentences, three-
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year-old children relied on event probabilities but that five

year-olds typically used word-order and interpreted sentences 

correctly. Also, Chapman and Kohn (1978) found that two-and-a

half-year-old children regarded the first noun as agent for 

animate nouns, while three-and-a-half-year-olds consistently used 

word order. Bates, McNew, MacWhinney, Devescovi, and Smith 
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(1981) and Bates et al. (1984) also found young children's 

preference for animate subjects in noun-verb-noun and noun-noun

verb word order patterns. These studies suggest that at around 

three years of age a transition occurs from a semantic strategy 

(including contextual information) to a syntactic strategy of word 

order. 

Although Schlesinger (1988) asserts that "subject is a 

cluster concept, with family resemblances holding between the 

various instances" (p. 142), it is not clear from the subordinate 

semantic features above how the basic concept of subject is formed. 

Even if subject is conceptualized with animacy, relational 

categories with subject-verb relations are hard to find, for 

semantic features of verbs have very few attributes common to each 

other. As discussed, verb meanings of the motion category are 

diversified into four subordinates, such as purpose, change, 

temporal action, and physical movement. It is difficult to 

define the most prototypical attribute and common atributes in 

these meanings in this subcategorization. Thus the general 

concept of the agent of the whole motion category could not be 

defined, which makes semantic assimilation harder to explain. 
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If semantic assimilation develops by noticing formal 

similarity before semantic similarity (Step 2; see section 2.3.1), 

animate/inanimate distinctions in agent need to be clear, and the 

child must be careful about semantic restrictions (see section 

2.3.5) before going from Step 2 to 3. When semantic similarity 

precedes formal similarity (Step 3 before 3), syntactic 

constraints will cause errors (See section 2.4). Schlesinger's 

Semantic Assimilation Hypothesis does not predict these semantic 

and syntactic overgeneralizations, or how the child comes to 

acquire correct use of verbs and agents. 

Schlesinger asserts that the relational categories are formed 

on the basis of familiar agents (e.g., Mommy, Daddy, doggy) and 

that verbs are understood as those that denote what these agents 

are doing. However, this does not apply in passives. It will be 

the case that before formal and semantic similarities are noticed, 

individual verb meanings will need to be entered independently of 

the agent + action constructions. According to "verb semantics" 

(de Villiers, 1980, p. 35), the child applies a new grammatical 

rule to a verb very carefully when the rules are selective to that 

verb. It is possible that Abe was able to use agent + verb 

patterns correctly because he had understood lexical information 

of verbs before semantic assimilation. 

Schlesinger's definition of semantic similarity between the 

agent types is still vague, since he did not specify what aspects 

of semantic similarity of events are listed into the lexicon and 

how children come to know that some syntactically possible 
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structures are blocked by semantic selectional restrictions 

licensed in the lexicon. In this point, in the Semantic 

Assimilation Hypothesis, stages 4a and 4b are not clearly 

distinguished. As discussed in section 2.3.5, Schlesinger argues 

that some control agents can be categorized as cause agents, such 

as those in (6c) and (6d), However, in the definition of control 

agents (see section 2.3.4), they must be instruments or inanimate 

subjects manipulated by unspecified agents as those in (3). Then, 

will the child treat such control agents as those in Step 4a, or 

as cause agents in Step 4b? In the latter case, control agents 

will be included in the cause category, but the semantic 

categorization is still vague. Wolff (1988) states that 

children's knowledge of meaning could not persist in a one-to-one 

relation between form and meaning. For proper lexicalization of 

words, children need to consider selectional restrictions and 

idiosyncratic features of each word. Some words may belong to 

more than one category, while some may stay in one category with 

small membership. Some verbs, such as make, say, and hurt mean 

both agents in motion and those in cause, depending upon the 

context. Thus formal and semantic similarities will depend more 

upon contextual information. Also, assimilation processes becomes 

more complicate, because agent-action relations in each category 

are not clear in dual categorization. 

It is impossible to confirm Schlesinger's Semantic 

Assimilation Hypothesis from the data. As Schlesinger insists, 

agents in motion form the widest category in all the prototypical 
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agent categories, but it does not follow that this category makes 

the child first assume that all agents will belong to it. Unclear 

definitions of semantic categorization will make errors difficult 

to find, because there are no clear-cut reasons for 

miscategorization. Abe correctly used all verbs with agents in 

the same categories, making no syntactic or semantic errors 

predicted by constraints. Thus, Hypotheses 1 and 2 (see section 

2.6) are not confirmed. As Hypothesis 2 describes, inanimate 

instrument agents of cause are the least frequent and formed the 

smallest category at the recording period. But it does not mean 

that animacy is easier to assimilate. 

3.4. Conclusions 

From the results of this study, Schelsinger's basic 

assumption that a typical feature of agentivity in the motion 

category may enhance semantic assimilation is supported, for the 

data show the richest lexical entry and syntactic use of the 

motion verbs. However, the Semantic Assimilation Hypothesis 

cannot be confirmed, because no predictable errors were found in 

Abe's speech and the assimilation processes were impossible to 

analyze. To confirm this hypothesis, positive evidence must be 

found in order to see what aspects of verbs and agents can be 

categorized into motion prototypes. It is not clear either how 

the semantic and formal similarities in the extended motion agent 

category lead the child to form the syntactic and semantic concept 

of subject. 
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Schlesinger's classification of the three prototypical agent 

categories are ambiguous in that there are several subordinate 

semantic features and restrictions in one category. If they are 

all clarified in the hypothesis, the definition of relational 

categories and where the semantic similarity is noticed will be 

easier to understand. 

This study has one methodological limitation. It is that 

categorization processes are difficult to observe in the 

longitudinal and individual conversational situations, which 

include no experimental manipulations. Under these circumstances, 

the vocabulary of the child and the caretakers is limited, so 

that the child's comprehension of agent categories cannot be 

evaluated by means of free speech production. As mentioned 

earlier, some empirical evidence must be available to manifest the 

gradual development of relational categories on the basis of 

perceived similarity of events. 
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