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Acquisition of Syntax in
Signed Languages

Diane Lillo-Martin & Deborah Chen Pichler

There are at least two reasons to be interested in the acquisition of
syntax in sign languages. One is in order to see the d(—'?'veﬁlopment of
language in the deaf child—the process by which .clt.aaf children come to
determine how their language operates. A second is to learn about !:he
nature of language, thereby informing linguistic theory. By studying
how deaf children acquire the syntactic structure of their language, we
can test theories of language and language acquisition. We concentrate
on the latter goal in the present chapter. . |

It is important for linguistic theory to consider da ta _erm the acqui-
sition of sign languages. Generally, linguistic theory is d_ev.e.lop(:zfd on
the basis of data from spoken languages only—and often, primarily on
the basis of English and other Indo-European languages. Languages
with distinct structures—particularly, languages employing a d]_st.lm‘:t
modality—are crucial testing grounds for such theortes. When linguistic
theory is concerned with those properties that hold across all languages,
its proposals should hold for sign languages as well as spoken languages.
If some proposed universal does not hold for sign languagesi, the ques-
tion should be asked whether there is an explanation for this gap as a
mod ality effect. That is, is there some characteristic of the mgnual—-visual
modality as opposed to the oral-aural modality that explans ‘why one
proup of languages, but not the other, displays this property (i.e., mod-
alily effect)? 1f not, the status of the purpor’ced universal as a true
lii’l}.;;llif'ilii(f_.‘ universal is threatencd (Sandler & Lil].oiMar.tin, 2005).

\ AL CRATNHE, el s consuder the iiurutl(-;-rn(:y' for s.;gns to be mon.O-
v b vl mnl-ia'a’u;s.s*;"s!;e.f-mi;- (Hrendars, 1995) What this means 1s that




b cat cotivey a ol of dorosation anoo siadl caul For Caannple

iy verbsowith apgrcement (dhsenssed o some detad helow) convey
Hidormation about the verby root, the ::%l_l'l.jij(."fi..’[', andt the {'rl’)jt*(j‘l', all withn |;'i

s with one simple movement pathe the typical shape of o monao
niorphemic sign. Hven more dramatically, classifior stgns (discussed i
several other chapters of this book) may convey muldtiple types ol in
tormation about a moving entity, its path, and ma aner of 1?:1(.}wmvnl,
dso wiathin a single syllable. Unlike many familiar spoken languagpers,
s languages primarily employ nonconcatenative 1i"u)rli}l‘u,.)I,(.);.;\f- hat
i, they add morphemes without adding affixes. There are some h:k;]'u sk
lang uages that employ this kind of nonconcatenative morphology (e

e ntbe I;:1t'lgggt.ia‘-l.gczf:), Iyl many cdo not. Similard y, whitle some Spoken

languages have a largely monosyllabic lexicon, others have ranpatl
mullisyllabicity. Sign languages, quite generally, as far as we know, o
bolh: Both lexical and derived forms tend to be monosyliabic, due i ) e
common use of nonconcatenative morphology (Brentari, 1998; Liddell,
19854 Sandler, 1989).

This s a true modality effect. 'The availability of simultancous on-
¥ )mfi!"l?._r, 5 taken advantage of in sign languages. Sign languages malke
e obmechanisms generally available to language (spoken and signed),
but particularly those that are most compatible with the mantal-vis |
modality. Theories of language should take these observations inlo
aceount,

Although additional variables come into play when considering lon
puage acquisttion, the point is still vital. There might even be more Op) -
portunities for modality effects to appear in language acquisition, di
0 physiological aspects of the articulatory system. For ummlthlv, SU
ose that the articulators for sign language develop at an carlicn
ape than the articulators for spoken language. Then, the first words

might ocour atan carlier age in sign languages as compared with SRISS
ken Janguages. This, in fact, scems to be the case. Meier and New por
(1990) have argued that the observed development of first si oy aborid
Zonths cartier than fivst words can be attributed, ot least in [iﬁ:x rt, to the
cartier development of control over the articulators necded o produce
recognizable signs. This would be an example of a modality offecr
!mldm for acquasition without holding for the mature grammar there
5o consequence o the mature grammar of this effect, Bot a theory
of the development of first words must take into account the observa
tion hatl words arg acquired ditferently (ie., carlier) in sign laneaagen,
Thues, linguistic theorists need (o be aware of the arcas of st 1:11'1';'3,11:1 s
and sign Tanpuage acquisition, which do and do not oxhibil modafity
ctlects (Lillo Marting, 1999), N

i this chapter, we review stadien of e avausthion of o e of

s bipnage morpholoey and syolos, Foreach of (hese areas, we anl

whicther the thieorae {If_w-’t‘lul e d oy Hie Do, ol f;lu,.rfa i e o een n ke
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(he right predictions for sign language. If there are differences between
sipn languages and spoken languages, what would the reasons be? In
neither of these areas is the work completed, and we suggest areas for
lurther study in both.

THE ACQUISITION OF VERB AGREEMENT

Quile a few studies have examined the acquisition of verb agreement in
American Sign Language (ASL) and other sign languages. Most of the
(uestions these studies have addressed are sign-language specific; that
is, they concern issues that do not arise in the study of spoken lan-
puages. Some, however, relate to proposals that apply to the acquisi-
tion of verbal morphology in both signed and spoken languages. 5ign
language verb agreement in itself has properties that are unusual, from
the point of view of spoken language agreement systems. Thus, study
of sign language verb agreement systems is important for theories of
agreement more generally, and the study of the development of sign
language verb agreement should be of broad interest.

Verb Agreement in Sign Languages

Agreement can be described as a system by which a “target” element
changes its form based on characteristics of a “controller,” which is the
item whose inherent features are matched. So, for example, the form of
a verb—the target—may reflect the person, number, and gender char-
acteristics of its subject—the controller. As another example, the form
of an adjective (target) may reflect the gender and number of the noun
it modifies (controller).

In sign languages, there is a class of verbs that is modified depending
on aspects of the subject and object; this is the phenomenon generally
considered verb agreement.' Verbs show agreement with their subject
and object by sharing a spatial locus with them, and this is generally
taken to mean that the verb agrees with its arguments in person and
number (though not gender).

Before discussing verb agreement in more detail, a few words must be
said about the spatial loci. Many referents can be associated with lo-
cations in signing space. People who are actually present in a discourse
situation, for example, are associated with the locations they actually
occupy. People who are not present, but referred to in the conversation,
may be “imagined” as occupying various spatial locations, or “associ-
ated” with loci. These loci are used by pronouns, which point to them,
and by agrecing verbs, which move with respect to them.

ot st Cethes conn b daodie b this way, Verbs that do not indicate subject ancl

2
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Toedhstrare, coreader the verh ok 7 When tHhe e tvatiln o con
ves, Thank Johe T the sion oves rom e Tocation s oo i wilh e
f;.j:;"m‘--;‘ ([|‘;1- };i}?w',:; EHASTL I!‘!!H]x) lo the Focation RINNETRBITR S %S.-fil,l] ](i]i;l,
with the palm facing John, To convey, “fohin asks e the sign Moy
rom fhe location associated with fohn to the Tocation associated witls
he signer, with the palm facing the S1NeT.

When John is nol actually present in the discourse, bul the SIS
watts Lo reler to him, one of a number of devices may be used 1

i1}l

sociate hime with some focation (or imagine him al a location: see
M i 1 ( "1 Y TYiv ,..";-\‘ ' . virthaer oy gy -. . N B . . | U B
iddetl 1990). Then, the agreeing verbs are used in the same way. The

N
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tse obapreement with nonpresent referents is illustrated in figures 10, ]
aned 122,
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Figure 10-T. LASKJOHN.
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The deonpion qust siven s the standard one assumed for many
years (cn Hscher & Gough, 1978; Klima & Bellugi, 1979; Padden, 1988).
In recent years, however, various aspects of this analysis have been
questioned (for discussion, see Liddell, 1995, 2000; Lillo-Martin, 2002;
Meir, 2002; Rathmann & Mathur, 2002). For the purposes of the present
chapter, we assume the description given; at the end of this section, we
discuss some areas for future research based on some of the new
concerns. We now turn to an examination of the role of iconicity in the
development of verb agreement.

lconicity and Verb Agreement

Brown (1980) thought that the acquisition of sign languages by hearing
people would be facilitated because of the iconicity of signs. He sug-
gested that “iconic signs, when the iconicity can be recognized, will
be more easily learned and remembered than arbitrary signs” (p. 14).
There are reasons to think he did not make the right prediction even
for second language learners, but let’s consider whether his argu-
ment would hold for young, deaf children acquiring sign language as a
first language. Does the iconicity of some signs make them easier to
learn?
This question was addressed explicitly in Meier’s (1981, 1982, 1987)
study of the acquisition of verb agreement in ASL. While iconicity of
verb agreement is not blatant in an example like “ask” given above,
other verbs do bear a resemblance to the actions they denote. For ex-
ample, when a signer produces the sign 1-GIve-you (figure 10.3), it 15
very similar to the action the signer would use to hand something over

to the addressee.

Figure 10-3. 1.GIVE-YOU.
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Before addressing this main question, fet us first consider how (he
wequsttion of inflectional morphology in spoken languages takes place,
Prawing on the work of Slobin (1982), Meier identified three kinds ot
spoken languages with respect to inflectional morphology (including
verb agreement and nominal case). In one kind, exem [ ified l.':ii;/' 'l"t.u*lqir&ink
Al zc.:l Hungarian, inflectional morphemes are syllabic, stressed, and ac-
quired quite early--before 2 years of age. In the second kind, which
meludes English, intlectional morphology is unstressed and unreliable,
‘0 comprehension of grammatical roles requires attention to word or-
dere Acquisition is slower in such Tan 0L geé (around 3 years to 3 years

6 omonths [3;6]). In the third, including Serbo-Croatian, inflection s

lastonal, which means that multiple

Wt

meanings may be expressed in o

single unstressed affix, with the same form sometimes con veymyg dif-
D)

lerent Kinds of information. Accord Ing to Slobin, acquisitior

1 1S GV

lower in such languages, because the child must attend to both in-
Hection and word order for appropriate comprehension.

) Meter studied the acquisi tion Of v.(-;.l.b agreement by three deaf chil-
dren who were exposed to ASL by their deaf parents from birth, One
child was studied from the age of 1;6 through 3;6, and the other (wo

woere studied for shorter periods: 3;1

Fhe percent use of agreement in obligatory contexts at each session is

piven i bigure 10,4,

though 3,9, and 2.7 through 3;3.

Y T A ST U TS

Maoter ot e boeocnterion for acquisition the correct use of agree-
ment in al least 907 of obligatory contexts in each of three successive
samples (lollowing Cazden, 1968). Using this strict criterion, he found
that the three children acquired ASL verb agreement at the ages of 3,0,
3-4, and 3;6. This is clearly not “early,” particularly in comparison with.
the acquisition of Turkish. Rather, it is more in line with the acquisition
of verbal morphology in English.

Meier’s study showed that deaf children acquiring ASL treat it just
like any other language. Children see words as things that must be
analyzed, decomposed, broken down into their component parts. They
resist what might be seen as a temptation to treat words holistically.
Rather, the nature of ASL verb agreement as a morphological system
means that it is acquired much like other similar morphological sys-
tems. In particular, since the agreement inflections are not stressed syl-
lables, they are acquired around the age that inflection is acquired in
languages like English. The iconicity of some signs seems to play no
role in their acquisition—a conclusion reached on independent grounds
by Supalla (1982). _

The role of iconicity in the development of verb agreement has been
addressed again more recently by Casey (2003). Casey observed “di-
rectionality’” in the signs and gestures of six deaf children, ages 08
to 2;11, exposed to ASL by their deaf parents.” These children were
observed longitudinally in 41 free-play and structured sessions. In her
detailed study, she compared the age of first use of directional and
nondirectional literal versus metaphorical verbs. All of the children pro-
duced literal verbs prior to their production of metaphorical verbs.
While two of the children produced directional and nondirectional
metaphorical verbs for the first time at the same session (ages 1711 and
2:3), two others were delayed m their production of dir -‘-*cti.on-al mela-
phorical verbs. Casey suggested that the delay in these two Chi.ldl’.‘@ﬂ, at

least, likely indicated that they were attending to iconicity. If they were
treating directionality as purely morphemic, there would be‘ Nno ex-
planation for their later use of directionality with metaphorical verbs.
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Gure 10 4 Production of verh agrecment in aoblicatory contexis, Reprondiicedd
withe peamisdon rom Meior (19819,

Meier’s (1982) study concerned the acquisition of verb agreement
with present referents. He did not include in his analysis children’s use
of verb agreement with nonpresent referents. Is there a difference in
the use of verb agreement between these two contexts? 1f so, to what
would such a difference be attributed? We now turn to several studies
that address this question.

]

*Casey uses the term “directionality”” rather than agreement in order to be neutral
concerning whether the child’s uses should be considered agreement or not. This also
Alows her to miake direct comparisons with directionality in gesture, a major component
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Verb Agreement With Present and Nonpresent feferents

Very young children generally talk about the here and now., Fowey 0,
there are various reasons for them to talk about nor present referents.
For example, they may ask about a missing parent, friend, or toy. They
may also engage in storytelling, telling about a past event or one thal
exisls only in the imagination.

How do young children use verb agreement when discussin £ 1O
prosent relerents? According to several studies, children use verb @:;,; e
ment with present referents before doing so with nonpresent reforents.

Loew (1984) studied children’s use of aspects of grammar and i
course involving space, including verb agreement (pa rt of what she
called “indexing”) and role play. She focused on the associalion ol
referents with locations in space, and later reference to these location::
through pronouns, verb agreement, and role play, in children’s story -
lelling. She studied one child from the age of 3;1 to 49, with some
additional information from two other children at 2 A1 and 4:3.

Loew found that children produce verb agreement with nonpresent
referents much later than the age at which Meier observed verb a £ ree-
ment with present referents. During the first stage she investi 3;1 lodl
(3;1-3;4), the child she observed frequently produced verb a greemeoent
with present referents but generally used the “citation” (uninflected)
lorm with nonpresent referents. Agreement is used with some consis-
leney during the second period (3;6--3;11), but the location for a reforenl
does not remain consistent across sentences within a narrative. Mulli
ple referents may also be “stacked”” in the same location, By the age
of 4:6-4;9, Loew reports frequent and often consistent use of i &.g't*ﬁ.?(_-*--
ment with nonpresent referents. Flowever, a quantitative a :'1;;-1Iy.:iir-~; 14
not provided, so it is not clear at what point this child would i.ﬁ');}:a:»-; )
stringent eriterion such as 90% correct use in three consecutive sessions,

Further support for Loew’s observations come from axpertmental
dtudies of children’s development of verb agreement and spartiol
mechanisms. Bellugi, Lillo-Martin, O'Grad y, and vanloek (1990) asked
children to tell a story associated with wordless Pt re books (Lhe
“halloon” and “paint” stories).” They found that 2-3-year-old children
may produce the signs of the story on the book, usin o the pictures os
Cpresent referents” for agreeing verbs. FHlowever, the children did nol
sel up and use abstract toci and verb agreement with ne mpresent ref
crents untib avound four, making crrors of the same types that Loew
reported antil around five, |

P maore information on the vesabia of thene rtory eletiihionss, wee Bellioer, vaol ok

Eably hoartin, and OYCady (898 1 il Mt (U o van el € ol Padbog i
il (v gtigan {l‘.??';:"‘, |*".’§."ﬁ i‘“’”}. | |
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Lillo-Martin, Bellugi, Struxness, and O’'Grady (1985) conducted ex-
perimental studies of 5- to 10-year-old children’s comprehension of
verb agreement with nonpresent referents. They found that children’s
performance on picture-choice and act-out tests of agreement for
nonpresent referents did not reach ceiling until 6 years of age.

In summarizing the results of studies such as Meier's and Loew’s,
Newport and Meier (1985) argued that the verb agreement system
is acquired around 3 years of age, and the later observation of verb
agreement with nonpresent referents is due to the difficulties of es-
tablishing and maintaining abstract loci. This proposal contrasts with
one that attributes the acquisition of agreement with nonpresent ref-
erents to a system separate from the one used with present referents.

Lillo-Martin et al. (1985) tested one part of this hypothesis by ex-
amining children’s ability to understand the association of a referent
with a location in space. The experimenter begins by associating two or

“three referents with points in space. Then the experimenter asks where

a particular referent is located, or what is in a particular location.

The results showed that very young children do indeed have diffi-
culty with abstractly associating referents with locations in space. After
associating a doll with one location, for example, when the experimenter
asked a 2-year-old, “Where’s the doll?” the child ran to her bedroom to
find her own favorite toy.

However, this problem was only found for the youngest children,
the 2-year-olds. Three-year-olds were able to answer the questions 1n-
dicating an understanding of abstract association. They did show ef-
fects of limited memory, as their results were higher when they only
had to remember where two items were located. But the concept was
already in place.

Thus, it is unlikely that failure to understand the relationship be-
tween nonpresent referents and abstract locations in space fully ex-
plains the failure of 3- and 4-year-old children to consistently produce
and understand verb agreement with nonpresent referents. But does
this mean that the child acquires verb agreement with nonpresent ref-
crents as a completely separate system?

Lillo-Martin (1991, 1999) argues against this extreme, noting that the
experiment by Lillo-Martin et al. (1985) only required children to rec-
ognize the relationship between a potential referent and a location in
signing space, not to set it up themselves or remember it across a dis-
course. She presented children’s failure to use verb agreement with non-
present referents as a performance problem rather than an indication of
a fack of grammatical competence.

The use of directionality with present versus absent referents in
the acquisition of ASEH was also studied by Casey (2003). In her study,
Children spontancously produced directionatity with nonpresent ref-
crents ol much yormger apes than those reported by the carlier studices.
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by the age of 27 The youngest productions ol directionality witly als

serd relerents used real locations of unscen referents, and e fale,
ones tsed abstraet S Lial loct. This observaton fils with the nolion th

e e 'm'||"1lg..';><,il.y ot establishing and remembering locations for nor
present referents is behind the later acquisition.

This conclusion is bolstered by the study of Finel 2001), whi
studied the acquisition of verb a greement with present and nonprenent
:f«..flkff(;ar“l s 1 two deaf children, ages 2;2-3:4, Jea Ny, Goerman S
Language (Deutsclie Gebiird ensprache, 1DGS). She studied monthl VU u"tii
ings of the children’s spontaneous productions, and coded vorbs 1o,
the presence or absence of a greement (as well as additional
syntactic development).

Hanel found an carly stage (until 2:3 for one child and 2,7 Tor ihe
other) during which the children did not productively use verly ap e
ment with either present or nonpresent referents. The children (sod e
“aitation” form of agreeing verbs d uring, this period, just like what Ty
been .re'porl'ed. for ASL. During phase 1, however, both children pro
ductively used verb a greement with present referents and with non
present referents. That is, Hanel did not find the same kind of ety
the use of agreement with nonpresent referents reported by other 1o
searchers working on ASI.

;;‘n-;|‘n.wﬁi.~'. (1]

During phase I, then, verb a greement is productive with botl
present and nonpresent referents. This does not men n, however, thal
‘l:hum are no cases of verb agreement errors d uring this time., In fint
Hinel .l.lltzs;‘!fad.t'cfs an interesling commission error made by both ¢hil
dren, in which the verb is si gned twice—once moving Toward (i
location associated with the subject, and then toward the location .
sociated with the object. How Many errors of Commission or onisaion
are made during phase 11 is not reported.

Overall, Hinel concludes that the mechanisms underlying  verds
agreement with both present and non present referenls are *“-"?l e
:-;iml.llt'a neously. The apparent differcnce in their use is attrib tted to X
lormance, not competence.

| We have seen a variety of results regarding the carliest STRIRIATRITITN
ob verb agreement with present and nonpresent referents. In rart, The
\f'i.u*'i;.il..’i|il:}" of these resuldts reflect the different foei of the studion, as waell
as different eriteria used., Meier observed overall tsagee of avreenwnd,
bt «hidd not consuder i ;;H.'T(,]‘I..l'i.’l‘(..‘{l unld it was Lisedd iy ¢ N |

. ; . .
){){)}’H il' {)I‘lu:dh” ‘:
: A I s i . . | X ‘ : |

N | Saovery strel regurement
Hanel considers verb aerecment ro be prochue

.‘ " (v Ii l]}t" "{‘)l'lil .;[}itg‘;ng
!&flfli ERTRIN G [l};itl (e |

aprecient verb and goshown m several sl e
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b more strict than simple first usage. In Hanel's early stage, then,
apreement with present referents might have been used, although not
productively. Other researchers report overall descriptions without fig-
nres (Loew), or present figures without a strict criterion of acquisition
{Casey). Comparing across studies can thus only be tentative. How-
cver, there 1s general consensus that although agreement with non-
present referents may be somewhat delayed with respect to that with
present referents, this difference is attributable to the abstract per-
lormance demands of the latter (particularly, memory for spatial
locations).

Omissions of Verb Agreement

All of the studies summarized thus far have in common the observa-
tion that children acquiring sign languages omit verb agreement in a
sizable number of the obligatory contexts at an early age. This might be
comparable to the observation in the spoken language literature that
Joyear-old children frequently use a nonfinite (or uninflected) form
where a finite form is called for. In English, this results in the use of bare
lorms such as “Mommy work,” where an inflected form (“Mommy
works/ worked/ is working”’) is called for. In languages with a mor-
phological marker on the verb for the infinitive form, children’s pro-
ductions use this infinitive, such as the German du das haben (you that
have-inf), and so this period has come to be known as an “optional
nfinitive stage”* (Poeppel & Wexler, 1993; Rizzi, 1993/94; Wexler,
1994, 1998).

Htudies of the acquisition of spoken languages have determined that
the languages that most convincingly display such a stage are those
that do not productively allow syntactic subjects to be omitted (i.e.,
nonnull subject languages such as English and German). Children ac-
quiting languages with rich verbal morphology, which do allow sub-
jects to be omitted (e.g., Italian), do not produce optional infinitive
lorms at anywhere near the same rate.

Are children acquiring sign languages going through an optional
infinitive stage? Since sign languages are like Italian in allowing sub-
jccls to be omitted (in fact, objects may be omitted as well; see
L illo-Martin, 1986), it might be expected that children would not go
through such a stage. Yet the studies cited above seem to indicate that
they do.

To mvestigate this further, Lillo-Martin, Quadros, and Mathur (1998)
look another look at young children’s use of verb agreement in the

o

Tl Enplish, the infinilive foon ol e verb is simply bare: “run” (“to ran’” vs. ““I run,”
The sy b Gornen, howeeves the aalintbive (Teufen 7to run”), and the inflected forms
(o8 B, e vans”) copdoy dbidos Dapoapdalopioal adfises.
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development of ASE aned Braviling NI INTETIYR OIS
/f%i"’f!:"-ﬁifz"11’(1_, [‘}l’r’) ’lt|'t&.*)-" wanled o see il the paltern of aereemenl onge,
ston and nall arprment use was anlike that Toond Tor sproken L
puapes. They examined nine sessions from two childron apes 1O
:ma‘lr}in;; ASL, and 10 sesstons from one child age 1,8-2,10 Tea .l."lliii‘,: |l

ach verb was cateporized as to verb type (agreeing or not) aned .
dgreement morphology used. They also ()dl lcg,;(o:%;zccl [i']é';(.‘ s;ln;;;{}::}l .::( ’l slvll‘:
jeel as overt or omitted, in order to check these children's use of el
arganments,

Lilto-Martin et al. (1998) found a surprising result. Unlike the e
vious studies, they found virtually 1o instances of verb a grecment omie,
S101, even in the 2-year-old a oe range. That is, the child r:;.fn they st i"'ml
consistently used verb agreement where it was required.

What can explain the different results found b y Lillo-Martin ot .
(,'l..‘-.?,‘;)S) as compared with the other studies? Of course, it is Povisthle
that | :'iIl,(,)~-Marlr.it.1. et al. might have miscoded children’s use of agree
mentin some way. Flowever, there is support for their conclusion fron,
one othoer recent stud y. Berk (2003) examined the acquusttion of verl
agreement by children whose exposure Lo si 2N l;?}.n;;;ua_;} ¢ bepan only
Y :l't;‘rr the age of 6 years. She found that these children lm:il '1'1'\;1;'; Y CEO
ob omisston and commission in their verb agreement. As a (.'_.’(.)I]l]y‘l it
berk also coded verb agreement in one native siener, at the ages

2,0, and 2;9. Like Lillo-Martin et al., Berk found that o 5..;":'(‘*r<..-;i:"n;_a

were used with virtually no errors during this time. | |

Another possibitity is that Lillo-Martin ot al. (1998) had a different
SR m:iqrd for coding forms as agrecing. In particular, they observed 1l
use ol eye gaze during verb production, noting Bahan's (Bahan, 199
!\l(_‘fidl(_‘, Kegl, Macl.a ughling, Bahan, & Lee, 20(.)0)”& rewment that eye sit
5 a nonmanual marker of agreement. If the child’s manual i"'u}*ml:lin
played some minimal movement in the agreeing direction, & more con
seevative coding might not count this as a preement. Flowever, as long:
as eye gaze also marked the object, Lillo-Martin ot al. counted .,wrizu’
lorms as displaying agreement. (There were not cases, however, whoere
cye gaze would have been the only possible marker of 4 erecient )

linally, there could he a difference in terms of which v l:.‘l‘l.,')fr% AFC o)
sidered agreeing, In recent years, i has become clearer how (o aeniy
Ve r’l.,) s 1o h ¢ category ofagrecing or plain (Janis, 1995: Meir, 2000). 1 | r;;:"
Healar, only verbs that have [human| controllers can be markod Fove ot
soncagreement, Verbs with [location] controllers can e machod o
spadial agreement. For some plam verbs, location can optionally b
marked. Thus, these verbs might have hoeen considoered

ATNINEL b
of ),

(\"‘( bil L

‘ l; - dytrectg verie,
e earlier stoddies, T TR L | |
¢ ”t!u* 4 i}gii i\i}l!l(l i")! l}{ { (U]lalllt ll(l it;lilfq‘r(riii}j, STRALES l il“>

vl AP reeniend OEN S TON S |"fl‘t‘\-’i¢.H..f:;l)-’ i"t‘[?ul"lt‘i! WWerpe |

| | ?l‘iiilill’il\‘ NUIR%
Virbr ol this type, thiss seordd aeeannt Tor thie niech o

oot ey ool

STV IR I il T P T DA W S |
ey, i the pecord st daes It -‘?l“l;:,l’x", ST (HOr i'é*%btlﬂ"i.‘-‘ 1

Clatand de S

- Pog T ) £ (3
Aequdbion of Tiynda 245

o the carliest sessions of one of the children he investigated, she fre-
qiently used agreement with the verb TELL-NO, using it in two different
woceing forms at 2;2. Agreement was missing from verbs including
contk ond DroP, which would not be considered agreeing verbs under
sany current classifications. Removing such verbs would bring the pro-
sorlion of required agreement omissions down, although not to zero,
e verbs including GIVE, TAKE, and GET are also reported by Meier as
ninsing agreement. Also, Casey (2003) found many instances of obliga-
ory agreement missing, although her classification of agreeing verbs is

s

mite similar to that of Lillo-Martin et al. (1998).

The difference in results from these studies remains to be fully ex-
lained. All examined native signing children of about the same ages,
v some find many more errors of agreement omission than others.
“tudies of the acquisition of verbal morphology with children Jearning
spoken languages have in general found relative consistency across
peakers within languages, with wider cross-language differences. Are
Hore wider differences across children learning a sign language? Or
 there another reason for these different results?

tpics for Future Study
The conflicting findings regarding missing obligatory agreement call
Lor more extensive research. Verb classification does vary from study to
Jtudy and could account for an important portion of the differential
sults observed. However, it is clear that more work must be done to
anderstand the different patterns of results just reviewed. Are the dil-
erences all due to different criteria used in coding? Do some children
sl obligatory agreement while others progress without errors? Are
here certain verbs or verb types that are more susceptible to agreement
~trors than others? These and related questions concerning the “option-
Ality”” of agreement in sign languages are of interest for understanding
hoth how sign languages are acquired and more general questions
+hout the acquisition of verbal morphology.

studies of the acquisition of verbal morphology in spoken languages
Ao suggest additional paths of inquiry. Researchers have attempted to
socount for children’s problems with verbal morphology in difterent
ways. Some researchers have suggested that children’s early grammars
Mlow tense to be omitted, while others claim that the uninflected forms
used by children reflect nonadult understanding of temporal aspect
ratlier than tense (Hoekstra & Hyams, 1998; Wexler, 1994). Both tense
sl aspect relate to the time of an event, but tense conveys its relation
(o the ulterance time, while aspect conveys its duration (among other
hings). Previous rescarch on sipn language verbal morphology has
nol exanmined aspect, whieh cottld hea confound in the apparent dif-
erend reandts oncapreement Bramnalion of the development of verbal
anpech i sipn linguages wonbbcontobute fo hies ddiseusston.
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compared with cach other and also should be re-exam i'h( i
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THE ACQUISITION OF WORD ORDER

Around the age of 2 years, most children begin producin

rord combinati (., # A “'(.."il’ froe
word combinations, or carly “sentences.”

" The word order of these fir
sentences or, more specifically, the order in which subject, object, i
wrlg:v‘(ﬁ, O, V) appear has long been an area of est to lang:
acquisitton researchers, T his highly influential book, Brown (19 )
reported that children learning English exhibit maslery of the canoni
cal (typical) order of their target L ngtage (SVO) from thei x" c,.':;'lt‘lif“;l
mulliword combinations, Other rescarchers sty ying ]all‘]y't.l'i.'lﬁ"t“;. willlz
sreater word order variabitity than linglish (e.o., Park, )'I,F-)'7() | for ]i‘;;( m; 'y
lobin, 1966, for Russian) reported a similar I sip childyen

Interest to fanguap.
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e, . Hterne among, childyen
uiring, these Tanguages. Some researchoers proposcd that this ove
reliance on g sigle word order ( typically the canonical order
}iﬁil(ﬁ’,’l.f.’.’l £26) was an carly strategy tor distinguishing s
jects untibmore advanced grammatical dovices (g,
developed. .
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Muysken, 1986, Wexler, 1998). Specifically, they proposed that the spe-
ctitier)-head parameter (responsible for the order of subjects with respect
v the rest of the sentence) and the head-complement parameter (re-
ponsible for the order of the verb and object with respect to each other)
wre umong the earliest parameters to be set. If this is true of all children, it
would explain why even those acquiring languages with high word order
variability initially adopt a fixed order strategy.

The investigation of word order acquisition in ASL is of great interest
hecause ASL exhibits variable word order, thus providing a good test
lor the hypothesis that the word order parameters are set early, and the
claim that children exhibit overreliance on the canonical order of their
Larpet language. It is all the more compelling because studies on the
opic have come to contradictory conclusions. In early reviews of sign
anguage acquisition (e.g., Newport & Meier, 1985), Hoffmeister (1978)
5 credited with discovering an overdependence on canonical 5VO
word order by his deaf subjects, confirming the patterns described
sbove for English, Korean, and Russian. The apparent rigidity with
which deaf children maintained canonical order, even once they had
acquired morphological means for marking grammatical relations, led
“ewport and Meier to categorize word order as the only aspect of ASL
crammar to be “acquired early and without error (if acquiring and
congistently using the canonical order of a language with great order
(exibility can be considered a nonerror)” (1985, p. 912).

The portrayal of early ASL word order as reliably canonical stands
in stark contrast to the findings of more recent studies conducted by
Schick and Gale (1996; Schick, 2002), Chen(2001), and Chen Pichler
(2001), as well as Coerts and Mills (1994; Coerts, 2000) for NGT. All
of these studies emphasize the frequently noncanonical order of early
sipn combinations, presenting a potential challenge to the notion of
umiversally early setting of the word order parameters. In the following
seclions, we take a careful look at the relevant literature and conclude
that the data reported so far are not necessarily contradictory. In fact,
they are consistent with one conclusion: Deaf children acquiring ASL
not only set the word order parameters early but also learn early on to
modify the resulting canonical order in grammatical ways.

Word Order in ASL

tnvestigation of the acquisition of word order in ASL began at a time
when sign language linguists were debating the properties of word
order variability found in adult signing. While some claimed that ASL
hid no basic word order scheme (e.g., Friedman, 1977), Fischer (1975)
A Liddelt (1977) had argued convincingly that the basic word order
For the Tanguage was SVO, and that departures from this order occurred
Ao resudt of various preantatioal mechanisims such as object topical-
pealion or “modulation” of the verhy
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Modulation” is described by Hoffmeister (1978), citing Kepl (19,0

a6 the process by which verbs are made to indicate subject and oy
th rou ¢ h 5P l’fa.l. means, referred to as verbal agreement in moder 1o
minology.” Kegl noted flexibility in word order with “modiidated
&w‘rl'm, or verbs modified to move from the subject to the object, 1
inforcing earlier observations of word order variation associ:ifed \f-\-'nlh
t--m*l:nin synlactic properties of the language. Additional contexts reanls
g word order flexibility have since been identificd and . e

‘ | | e
cussed in greater detail below.

is Early Word Order Strict?

Interestingly, the conclusion for which Hoffmeister (1978) is remen
bered and cited is not completely accurate. Although | I_oi'l':m*if-;lc;:
did conctude that deaf children show strong p r(:fc;;-*-.;rm:m; For canonical
word order in their early production, he also acknowled ged variation
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s0 little about the many noncanonicall y ordered utterances
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vy his subjects

prior to their maslery of verbal inflection, he is remens
ered as claiming that noncanonical orders do ot OCCLr in the o
sipn combinations of deal children. .

| lvt._)l"l'lx‘wls_«;l:{;}r E'()}lll(f)wu(;l [rhrc;r(;? deaf children acquiring ASL, Trom doat,
signing paren s, Two deat sisters, Alice and Anne, were filmed | S
hing % [ 24 months of age and conbinuing until 4:6 for Anne and ?.f’»;l%
l\f)"f Alice. A third child, Thomas, was (ilmed from 42 mon s of agee 1o
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Table 10-1: Percentages of Utterances Following Canonical Order in. the
Hoffmeister (1978) Data

T Rl LA TS

% Verb-

Total Subject- Total Verb-

Verb % Subiject- Obiject Object
Child, Stage Utterances Verb Order Utterances Qrder
Anneg, :f;l'age t 72 67 % 26 58:/0
Alice, stage | 36 83% 15 . 600/0
Anne, stage 1 53 83% 34 62{'}/0
Alice, stage 11 79 90% 57 88{'}0
']'I"l(.'}i'lléls, sta.ge 1 189 87% 134 8100
Alice, stage [1f 181 86% 100 880/0
Thomas, stage 111 90 92% 75 870/0
z‘\l'ice, stage IAY 5471 92% 259 860/0
T'homas, stage IV 251 87 % 171 80%

between children at comparable levels of production (as determined by
mean length of utterance, MLU).

Although Hoffmeister did not include a list of the &?Ct}ml uttemnces
used for his analysis, he did specify that his analysts :1;nc.|.u’d.ed only
sentences containing an overt verb, and focused only on.lS, v, O, and
locations (L; including either a phrase or a point [notated by .l:".[offme~
ister as PT]). For each child at each stage, ‘l%~'l'.0.ffn'1eistefrq reported the
(requency of eighteen possible ordering combinations. To answer 'l*he
hroader question of how often the children pr()du.ce.d, canonical O'I'i'
dering (in terms of preverbal subjects and postverbal ()b]ec(gs;?,‘ we ha ve
reorganized Hoffmeister's data by collapsing the counts. l'able 10.1
summarizes percentage counts for each child at e.ach stage. o

At stage I, Anne and Alice followed cano;ni-c:fal, patterns (preverbal
subjects and postverbal objects) for most of their recorded u.ttera:nces‘.
| lowever, noncanonical sequences were also frequent. Of he.r uttera?ces
containing a verb and object, Anne produced 'prQ'V'er‘.tvaJ. objects 42% of
the time (11 of 26 utterances), and Alice 40% of the tl.mef (6 of 15 utter-
ances). Postverbal subjects, also exhibiting nonca}nomcal order, ap-
seared in 33% of Anne’s utterances containing a subject a}nd a’ve,rb (24 of
/7 utterances) and 17% of the time (6 of 36 uttemnces)'m Alice’s. Inter-
cstingly, nearly all of the girls’ postverbal subjects in this stage occurred

(‘-M

. gy Fator 21 TEN _J
in lwo-sign VS strings, as illustrated by examples CRY PT (this/coii) ana

T arrive at the kil percentage of preverbal subjects used by each child at each

slagne, wee counted all uttersnee whieh the subiject appears before the verb and then
AR E) - S - Tt o b g 1. ! . - "

diviclod by the tofal ol all ptisea e containing, both a subject and verb in any order, with
o withont additionad conditaents Do o the percentage of postverbal objects were

stnatlarty calo nhbed
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Hlothmesior also noted that Anne in stagre |
HHerances such as example (1O 1)
ot appears i citation form,
stbyect or object. Grammatical rel

ob ndexes (points) (o subject and object.

e o d
L

(HO-1) vi(this picture) rir Pr{me/Alice)
“He/she (the person in the prcture) hit me.””

At this stage, noted HMoffmeister, the chilc
to the word order alterin g potential o

e canonical order, just |

ike any ordinary verb.
Atstage I, use of canonical preverbal sub;
nercased and Hoffmeister re
distinet preferences for basic
Although Alice and Anne now correctly inflected some verbs (or suly
et and object, they continued to use overt a feuments i canonical op
der with such utterances. Floffmeister nterpreted this redund
2 learning strategy designed to ensure clear ¢
matical relations while the children worked out the function and for
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Table 10-3: Positional Variability
with Sample Verbs
From Schick (2002)

Examples with AGENT - WANT AGENT - EAT

WANT ME
ME WANT POINT-Object

ME WANT GRAPES
EAT ME
DADDY EAT

associate topic noun phrases (NPs) (i.e., presupposed information) with
preverbal position. However, topicalization in children’s production
may have been obscured by the absence of the adult nonmanual marker,
reported to emerge around 3.0 (Reilly, MclIntire, & Bellugi, 1990). A
related possibility is that deaf children view word order variation as
encoding pragmatic distinctions (e.g., old vs. new information). Studies
of Turkish, a language with highly variable word order, indicate that
children manipulate order in pragmatically appropriate ways from

around age 2;0 (Aksu-Koc & Slobin, 1985).
Schick’s study demonstrates that deaf children use a variety of word

orders, “[reflecting] the diversity of word orders that they see in their
input” (Schick 2002, p. 157). Thus they are aware that certain nonca-
nonical orders are permitted in their language and produce preverbal
objects associated with topicalization and verbal agreement, for exam-
ple, despite lacking control of the nonmanual marker and inflectional
system required to correctly mark these departures from canonical order.

Is Early Word Order Grammatical?

Both Hoffmeister (1978) and Schick (2002) repeatedly mentioned that
certain aspects of ASL. grammar associated with word order change,
such as topicalization and verb agreement, reportedly emerge late in
deaf children. While these particular aspects of AbL grammar may be
beyond the capacity of 2-year-old children, there may be other order-
modifying processes that are already acquired by this age. Chen (2001)
and Chen Pichler (2001) investigated early multisign productions with
respect to two syntactic devices observed to trigger noncanonical order
in adult ASL: subject pronoun copy and nonagreement verbal morphol-

ogy® (handling, spatial, and aspectual inflections).

U Lo been aeeaed elsewhere (recently, as well as at the time that the Hoffmeister
sterdy v condu bed) Hhial devecinent morphology also licenses noncanonical word or-
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ff:,flwn Do . ilyors tevealed that the children used canonical word
order inconsicicently, similarly to the children in the Schick (2002) report.
They used pred lurinantly canonical orders one session and then non-
canonical orders the next, giving the overall impression of random word
order choice. Table 10.4 surmmarizes the children’s use of canonical pre-
verbal subjects and canonical postverbal objects during the pelriod° of study.

At first glance, the children’s inconsistent reliance on canonical order
would appear to indicate failure to set the basic worfi order parameters
by 20-30 months of age. Such a finding wou.ld be in stark contrast to
those reported for spoken language acquisition, where the word or-
der parameters are reportedly set extremely early (Clahsen & Muysken,
1986: Wexler, 1998). However, Chen Pichler (2001) rea.soned that the
apparent randomness of the data need not :i.pdx.cate failure to set the
word order parameters, but might indicate inste ad :tha.t the ch]ld'ren.
were using grammatical noncanonical orders in adc{itzo'n to canonical
order. To test for this possibility, she inspected all instances of post-
verbal subjects and preverbal objects for evidence of sqb]ec-t pronoun
copy and reordering morphology, l?espec_'tiv.ely. Chen ‘.Pl.c.hler ad,opted
the following; criteria for identifying reordering operations: for Stlb}@f:i:«-
pronoun copy, the presence of a sentencemﬁnal. gub}ect in pronoun (m-
dex) form (i.e., a point); for aspectual OV, repetition of t]zle Verb in large
movements with extended duration; for spatial OV, articulation of the
verb toward or at a specific location, with correqunding eye gaze; and
for handling OV, use of a handling classifier in articulation of the \{erb.

In their SV combinations, all four children favored pronoun subjects
over full NPs in postverbal position, consistent Wiﬂ;’l subject-pronoun
copy. Samples of postverbal subjects counted as subject-pronoun copy

are given in example 10.6.

(10.6a) 1 SEARCH¢p | (Aby, 29.5 months)
“I'm looking and looking (for my shoes).”

Table 10-4: Use of Canonical Word Orders From Chen Pichler (2001)

Total Utterances Percentage Total Utterances Percentage
with QOvert Preverbal with Overt Postverbal
Chiid Subject Subject Object Obiject
Ned 68 72% 25 52%
Gal 50 54% 44 32%
Jit 33 73% 50 50%

Aby 98 57% 76 50%
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caised and addiee s We tond tymg studies of the acquusition ot Siglht

sues in language development and linguis-

Our overview has only scratched the surface of “acquisttion of Symn-
" Studies of other areas of syntax have been conductec% Or ?re m;
progress. As an illustration, consider Morgan (f:hapter 13 thﬁ :Eiuinjm
on morphosyntax in British 5ign Language, Reilly (chap’ter L S vor
ume) on nonmanuals (an important part QJE thg synta.x. 01 Sl-tgrf:@;és
guages), Schick (chapter 5 this volume) on f:.lass1f1.er5 (preva (-3'1 1'1--‘ (1n
sign languages), and Shaffer (chapter 12 thzsf volum.g) on mod ali y‘f t;lé
issue not yet well studied). We are involved in addmonai Stlﬁ. .16?3 &-ju@
acquisition of syntax as well, including studies of Whm(-luesu;'cl);]bl\/i o
Martin, 2000, Lillo-Martin and Quadros 2004a) and focus (Lillo-Martit

& Quadros, 2004b). o
We look forward to the outcomes of these and additional studies on

the acquisition of syntax in sign languages.
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