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Sentences are made up of two kinds of 
meaningful elements:

- “Open class items: morphemes that refer to the objects, 
events, properties, etc. of experience:

dog, tree, jump, red … (nouns, verbs, adjectives)

- “Closed-class items, functors, grammatical morphemes”: 
morphemes that relate these bits of experience to each other, 
and to the discourse perspectives of the speaker:

e.g., bound morphemes (past -ed, progressive –ing, present 
singular -s), free words (determiners a, the, prepositions of, in, 
conjunctions but, if…), clitics…
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Claim that grammatical notions are “special”

1. Grammatical morphemes (closed-class items): fall into 
small, closed classes, and express a limited and 
universal set of meanings.

2. Nouns, verbs, etc. (open-class items): free to mean 
almost anything  

- Constraints on the meanings of grammatical morphemes 
reflect biases in the child’s capacity for language 

Hypothesis:

Children are predisposed to map grammatical 

morphemes onto meanings of the “right kind”
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What kinds of meanings do 
grammatical morphemes express?

Some conceptual domains are typically encoded in 
grammatical morphemes, while others are not. 
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(Talmy 1985, 
schematized by 

Slobin 1997) 

Talmy
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- Within these domains, there are also striking 
restrictions in the number and types of distinctions that 
are grammatically marked.

- Some conceptual domains are typically encoded in 
grammatical morphemes, while others are not. 

What kinds of meanings do 
grammatical morphemes express?
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Not grammaticizable: 

“Euclidean-geometric concepts – e.g. fixed distance, size, 

contour, angle – as well as quantified measure, and various 

particularities of a quantity: in sum, characteristics that are 

absolute or fixed.”

Grammaticizable:

Concepts that are “topological, topology-like, or relativistic.”

(Talmy 1988; Slobin 1997)
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Relative rather than quantified distinctions:

The ant is near the wall.

The tractor is near the building.

This leaf / that leaf

This galaxy / that galaxy

(Talmy 1988)
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John walked through the grass.

Through indicates that motion proceeds in some medium 
but it does not indicate: 

- the identity of the medium (grass, water, crowd…) 

- the exact contour of the path (e.g., zigzag, direct, circling)

- the precise extent of the path (e.g., 2 meters, 1 kilometers)

(Talmy 1988)
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Why should just these types of notions 
receive grammatical expression 
across languages of the world?

Hypothesis: 

There is “an innate inventory of concepts available for 
serving a structuring function in language”.

(Talmy 1985)
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Besides Talmy, other investigators have also urged that 

grammatical morphemes have special meanings, and that 

children have a priori access to these meanings, e.g.:

Bickerton (1981, 1984): 

“Language Bioprogram” hypothesis, based on analysis of 

grammatical marking in creole languages.

- Innate importance of the distinction between:

state and process

punctual and nonpunctual

specific and nonspecific

Bickerton: Children 
learning a pidgin as their 
first language introduce 
markers for these 
distinctions, turning the 
pidgin into a creole.



12

Slobin’s (1985) proposal:

“The first functors to appear in child speech, universally, should relate to 

the same complexes of Notions, regardless of the particular surface forms 

extracted from the input language”.

Building on Talmy: Children approach language 
acquisition with a shared, prestructured “semantic 
space” -- certain meanings constitute a “privileged 
set of notions” or “primordial building blocks” onto 
which functors and grammatical constructions are 
initially mapped. (Extension of the “Operating 
Principles” approach and part of “Basic Child 
Grammar”.)
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Three examples of claims for “privileged meanings” 
underlying children’s early grammatical morphemes

(Slobin 1985)

1. Transitivity (accusative, ergative markers

2. Temporality (tense/aspect markers)

3. Space (prepositions)
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Manipulative Activity Scene ~ 

Prototypically Transitive Event

Agent carries out physical and perceptible change of state or 
location in a patient by means of direct body contact or with 
an instrument under the agent’s control.  

In early language acquisition, a “scene” that receives very 
early grammatical marking is the...

(Slobin 1985)

1. TRANSITIVITY



15

This scene attracts markers of transitivity 
in child speech:

- In Accusative languages, transitivity is marked on the 

object NP (accusative case).

- In Ergative languages, it is marked on the 

agent NP (ergative case).
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Johny pushed the wagon. Johny pushed the wagon.

Mommy saw Susie. Mommy saw Susie.

Subject of transitive verb: Object of transitive verb:

Subject of intransitive verb:

Johnny ran.

The door opened.

ACC

ACC

Accusative
languages
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Johny pushed the wagon. Johny pushed the wagon.

Mommy saw Susie. Mommy saw Susie.

Subject of transitive verb: Object of transitive verb:

Subject of intransitive verb:

Johnny ran.

The door opened.

Ergative
languages

ERG

ERG
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TRANSITIVITY, cont.

- Children at first tend to underextend accusative and ergative 
case markers (Slobin 1985): 

They restrict them to utterances expressing 

manipulative activity scenes (e.g., with verbs 

like break, take, throw). 
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Johny pushed the wagon. Johny pushed the wagon.

Mommy saw Susie. Mommy saw Susie.

Subject of transitive verb: Object of transitive verb:

Subject of intransitive verb:

Johnny ran.

The door opened.

Child learning 
an Accusative
language

ACC

ACC
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Johny pushed the wagon. Johny pushed the wagon.

Mommy saw Susie. Mommy saw Susie.

Subject of transitive verb: Object of transitive verb:

Subject of intransitive verb:

Johnny ran.

The door opened.

Child learning 
an Ergative
language

ERG

ERG
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- Only later are accusative and ergative markers extended to 

the objects or subjects of transitive verbs that fall outside the  

“manipulative activity scene” (e.g. see, read) 

- This pattern – not modeled in the input – mirrors the way 

grammatical markers for transitivity arise diachronically. 
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2. TEMPORALITY

Children initial orient to two major 
temporal perspectives:

Process: nonpunctual, noncompletive, ongoing

Result : punctual, complete

(Slobin 1985)

Marked early on by...

- progressive vs. past (-ing vs. -ed) in English

- imperfective-perfective forms of verbs in Slavic languages

-te iru vs. -ta in Japanese

etc…



23

drop

break

fall

cry

sleep

sit

Result

Past tense –ed, irreg. past

Process

Progressive -ing

crying 

sleeping

sitting

dropped

broke

fell

English
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Much debate about exact nature of children’s earliest 
temporal distinctions:

Also debated: is it really necessary to appeal to prespecified 
grammaticizable notions to account for association of certain 
tense-aspect markers with certain kinds of verbs in kids’ speech?

- Evidence for an asymmetry in the linguistic input: different 

temporal morphemes tend to co-occur with verbs of different kinds.  
Maybe children are simply picking up on statistical patterns.

(e.g., Shirai & Anderson 1995)

result / process? 

state / process?
punctual / non-punctual?

(Slobin 1985;
Bickerton 1981, 1984; 
other refs.)

Temporal relations, cont. 
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3. SPACE

Landau & Jackendoff (1993):

“Our hypothesis is that there are so few [spatial] prepositions 
because the class of spatial relations available to be expressed 
in language – the notions prepositions can mean – is 
extremely limited.”

- In particular: they argue that information about shape 
is much more sparsely represented in prepositions and 
other spatial morphemes than in nouns.
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From Landau & 
Jackendoff (1993)
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…children would expect the meanings of grammatical 

morphemes for spatial relations to represent information 
about objects sparsely, if at all. 

- Experiment by Landau & Stecker (1990)

If the special meanings of spatial grammatical morphemes 

are hard-wired into the language learner…

(Claim of Landau & Jackendoff 
1983, Talmy 1988)

True?
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See this? This is A CORP.  (count noun condition) 

See this? This is ACORP my box.  (preposition condition)  

(Landau & Stecker 1990)

Results:

Learning a novel word - 
an experiment.

(children 3 & 5 yrs.)

Children in count noun condition generalized the new word 
based on object’s shape (shapes 1, maybe 2, but not 3).

Children in preposition condition indifferent to object’s 
shape; generalized based on object’s location (on top of box).
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Challenge to the claim that spatial grammatical morphemes 

are universally thin on information about objects’ shape:

“Positional” forms in Tzeltal Maya 

(Penny Brown 1994)
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Tzeltal Positionals (over 100): differentiation of ON Relations

pachal ta mexa

be-loc (of henisphere, upright) AT 
table

mochol

be-loc (animate on side)

lechel….

be-loc (wide, flat) ….

pakal …

be-loc (of blob with 
downwards flat surface)

waxal ta mexa

be-loc (cylinder) AT 
table

chepel …

Be-loc (of bulging bag, 
supported beneath)

nujul ta mexa

be-loc (of inverted 
hemisphere) AT table 

tek’el 
stand (of animate 2 
legged)

cholol

be-loc (of objects in row)
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Learners of Tzeltal, and its sister language Tzotzil, begin 

to acquire some of these forms very early, and use 

them more or less correctly for objects of the right sort.

(Brown 1998; de León 2001)
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But if closed-class spatial morphemes can express rich 

object information – i.e., are not constrained as Landau & 

Jackendoff propose – then how to account for Landau & 

Stecker’s (1990) finding: that learners of English “expect” 

spatial prepositions not to encode the shape of the located 

object? 
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“Typological Bootstrapping”?  

- Hypothesis: early on, children get a feel for the “type” of 

language they are learning – i.e., how it characteristically 

encodes meanings of type X.  They then draw on this knowledge 

in making predictions about the meanings of new forms.

(Slobin 1997)
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- English: spatial morphemes encode object information sparsely.



 

“If you think it names a spatial relation, disregard the shape of 

the located object.”

(Landau & Stecker’s 1990 youngest subjects were already 3 

years old – old enough to already know many spatial 

prepositions of English.)    

- Tzeltal, Tzotzil: spatial morphemes encode object information richly.



 

“If you think it names a spatial relation, pay close attention to the 

shape of the located object.”
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Slobin - opinion shift:

- originally a strong promoter of the view that children have 

a priori ideas about good meanings to attribute to 

grammatical morphemes of all different kinds…

- but now advocates “typological bootstrapping”

Important position paper:

“The origins of grammaticizable notions: beyond 

the individual mind” (1997)  
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A few of the reasons Slobin
 
changed his mind: 

1. How to identify a grammatical morpheme?

“There is a cline of linguistic elements from fully lexical 
content words to fully specialized grammatical morphemes, 
but there is no obvious place to draw a line between lexical 
and grammatical items.”

Latin casa ‘house’ (noun) > French chez ‘at s.o.’s place’ (prep.)

English going to (directional V + Prep.) >  English gonna 
(future/intentional aux)

content item > grammatical word > clitic > inflectional affix

(Hopper & Traugott 1993 Grammaticalization)
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2. Where can the child expect a “grammaticizable 
notion” to be expressed? 

Reasons for change of mind (Slobin

 

2001), cont.

The same notions often turn up in open-class content 
words in one language, and in closed-class 
grammatical morphemes in another (or even in the 
same language).

E.g. for path meanings like ‘in’, 
‘out’, ‘up’, ‘down’, ‘across’…
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Content /open-class Grammatical / closed-class

Words of both types are learned at about the same time 
(Choi & Bowerman 1991)

Reasons for change of mind (Slobin

 

2001), cont.
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3. Challenge presented by cross-linguistic diversity in 

the categories picked out by grammatical morphemes 

Where to put the boundaries in a meaning cline? Which of all 

the possible ways to partition the cline is the one favored by 

nonlinguistic cognition?

Reasons for change of mind (Slobin

 

2001), cont.
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English ON IN

Berber
X DI

Japanese UE NAKA
………………….[All-purpose locative particle]…………………….

Dutch OP INAAN

Spanish
EN

Recall the ON-to-IN cline -- and children’s relative 
accuracy in learning the meanings of spatial 
grammatical morphemes like in and on

Example:
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Scale from ‘comitative’ to ‘instrument’ (Schlesinger 1979):

Instrument

Comitative
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Iraqi
Arabic

Swahili

English12 languages; all respected the 
scale, but put the cuts in 
different places, e.g.:

Scale from ‘comitative’ to ‘instrument’ (Schlesinger 1979):
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The meanings of grammatical morphemes are not, after all, 
special because they are “in the mind” of the language- 
learning child ahead of time.

Rather, their “special meanings” are the outcome of diachronic 
processes of grammaticization.

- Lexical items from which grammatical morphemes develop 
have general meanings. 

Slobin (1997) concludes:

- Generality of meaning goes together with frequency of use, 
reduction of form, higher on-line accessibility, schematization of 
a domain, etc.  



44

But... Slobin may have gone too far in rejecting 
predispositions for the meanings of grammatical morphemes.

- “Linguistically sensible” errors – e.g., substitutions of make and 
let for each other; behind to mean after (Lecture 1).

- Some ways of categorizing topological spatial relations are easier 
for children than others – cross-linguistically frequent English-style 
system easier than rare Dutch system (Lecture 3).

English ON IN

Dutch OP INAAN

Recall evidence that children come equipped with some ideas of 
their own about semantic organization, e.g.:
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Acquisition of grammatical morphemes is still being 

heavily debated; the last word on “what is innate” and 

“what is learned” is not in yet.
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The End
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