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1. Introduction* 
 
 It has been reported in the literature that English-speaking children say 
sentences like What is these? and What’s you doing? (cf. Menyuk 1969; 
Radford 1990, 1996; O’Grady 1997, Clark 2003 and Yin 2017), while are/’re 
are used in English-speaking adult language (i.e., What are these?, What’re you 
doing?). I present new data showing a person asymmetry in the usage of the 3rd 
person singular agreement in “Wh-phrase BE…?” questions (e.g., What is they 
doing over there?) in present tense from a corpus study, in which I examined all 
the data from the CHILDES/English-North America corpus in the CHILDES 
database. I suggest an analysis to show how a syntactic mechanism could 
explain the person asymmetry, assuming a generative framework. 

 
2. General data 
 

The sentences under study consist of three important ingredients: the wh-
phrases, copula/auxiliary, and the underlying subjects. The wh-phrases 
examined involve non-subject What (e.g., What is these for?, What are you 
making?, What do elephants eat?), where (e.g., Where is my pen?), and why 
(e.g., Why are wheels so huge?). The copula and auxiliary under study is be. The 
underlying subjects under study include 1st person pronouns (i.e., I, we), 2nd 
person pronouns (i.e., you), and 3rd person plural DPs: they, these/those 
(NP)(PP) phrases (e.g., these toys over there), and the other regular DPs (i.e., 
the cats, toys). I used CLAN to search the data in the CHILDES database.  
 In Table 1-1 and 1-2, I show a general picture of the 3rd person singular 
agreement of the copula/auxiliary be in wh-questions.  
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Table 1-1. The 3rd singular agreement in wh-be-questions (1) 
 3rd pl 1st sg 
 %is/’s is/’s are/’re %is/’s is/’s am/’m 

what 24.82% 202 612 3.92% 2 49 
where 62.03% 606 371 4.76% 1 20 
why 7.69% 7 83 0% 0 10 

 
Table 1-2. The 3rd singular agreement in wh-be-questions (2) 

 1st pl 2nd sg/pl 
 %is/’s is/’s are/’re %is/’s is/’s are/’re 

what 1.69% 1 58 3.35% 17 490 
where 0% 0 25 3.05% 4 127 
why 0% 0 15 0% 0 94 

 
In Table 1-1 and Table 1-2, “%is/’s” represents for the percentage of using the 
3rd singular agreement. Under the column of “is/’s” is the total number of cases 
where is/’s is used. “3rd pl”, “1st sg”, “1st plural” and “2nd sg/pl” represent for the 
underlying 3rd plural subjects (e.g., they, the cats), the pronoun I, the pronoun 
we, and the pronoun you, respectively. All of them are non-3rd singular subjects. 
An example of the combination of “3rd pl”, “is/’s”, and what is: What is they 
doing?   
 It can be seen that the 3rd singular agreement is found in most of the wh-
questions with non-3rd singular subjects in Table 1-1 and Table 1-2, where 
are/’re/am/’m is supposed to be used in adult language. This matches the 
observation in the previous literature that the 3rd singular agreement is indeed 
used in non-3rd singular subject-questions.  
 The new observation is that for each type of wh-questions, the percentage of 
using the 3rd singular agreement is much higher for 3rd plural subjects than for 
1st/2nd person subjects. By “each type of wh-questions”, I mean what-questions, 
where-questions and why-questions. For instance, for what-questions, the 
percentage of using the 3rd singular agreement with a 3rd plural subject is 
24.82%, while the percentage of using the 3rd singular agreement with a 1st 
person singular subject, a 1st person plural subject, and a 2nd person 
singular/plural subject is 3.92%, 1.69% and 3.35% respectively.  
 Although this is not the focus here, I’d like to point it out that another 
observation is: for questions with 3rd plural subjects, the ranking of the 
percentage of using the 3rd singular agreement is: where-questions > what-
questions > why-questions (“>” means “more than”).   
 The high rate of the 3rd singular agreement in where-questions might be 
affected by their counterpart “There be…” sentences, where “There’s DP [3rd, 
plural]…” is not uncommon and in some dialects is well-formed. There are two 
possible analyses for the low 3rd singular agreement rate in why-questions. One 
might be that children acquire why-questions at a relatively later stage than 
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what-questions and where-questions, and have passed the stage where the 3rd 
singular agreement is used for non-3rd singular subjects. The other might be that 
why does not have any φ feature, unlike what (and maybe where) that has a [3rd, 
singular] feature. In this case, either the 3rd singular agreement is used as a 
default, or only the underlying subject is a possible candidate to agree with the 
copula/auxiliary. For now, I leave this question open for future research. 
 Data from an individual child, Sarah, from Childes/Eng-NA/Brown/Sarah, 
is shown in Table 2-1 and Table 2-2. The range is from 2;3 to 5;1. “Decl.” is 
short for declaratives. 
 
Table 2-1. 3sg & 3pl subjects 

 3sg 3pl 
 %is/’s is/’s are/’re %is/’s is/’s are/’re 

What 100% 221 0 30% 3 7 
Where 100% 148 0 94.12% 16 1 
Why - - - - - - 
Decl. 99.93% 1517 1 4.04% 4 95 

 
Table 2-2. 2nd (sg/pl), 1sg &1pl subjects 

 2nd (sg/pl) 1sg 1pl 
 %is/ 

’s 
is/ 
’s 

are/ 
’re 

%is/ 
’s 

is/ 
’s 

am 
/’m 

%is/ 
’s 

is/ 
’s 

are/ 
’re 

What 0% 0 3 0% 0 1 - - - 
Where 0% 0 7 - - - - - - 
Why 0% 0 1 - - - - - - 
Decl. 0% 0 89 - - - 0% 0 14 

 
3. The copy theory of movement 
 

Before presenting the analysis, I provide a brief background about the copy 
theory of movement that I use to explain the person asymmetry puzzle.   

According to Larson (2016), there are two possible ways of representing the 
way in which merge (cf. Chomsky 1995) effects displacement: the copy theory 
of movement and Multidominance. Larson (2016) points out that under the copy 
theory, an entirely new term is created to represent displacement, which is 
shown in Structure 1. 

 
Structure 1: 
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An example of such displacements in English is: What are they doing? Under 
the copy theory of movement, in adult English this sentence is derived from an 
underlying structure, which is shown in Table 3.  

 
Table 3. The derivations of What are they doing? in adult language 

Numeration  {what, be, they, doing}  
Underlying 
structure 

they be [present tense] doing what  

Agree they  be [3rd, plural, present tense] doing what 
Copy what be [3rd, plural, present tense] 

they be [3rd, plural, present tense] doing what 
At PF what be [3rd, plural, present tense] 

they be [3rd, plural, present tense] doing what 
Linearization what are they doing? 

 
In the underlying structure, what is generated post-verbally, and be is generated 
in the post-subject position, being unagreed. Be agrees with the subject they and 
gets the value of 3rd person plural. Then, be with the 3rd person plural feature and 
what are copied, resulting in What be [3rd, plural, present tense] they be [3rd, 
plural, present tense] doing what, with two copies of what and be. At PF, the 
original copies of be and what are deleted, and the structure is linearized as 
What are they doing? 
 It is worth pointing out that under the derivations, Agree happens before 
Copy is applied. This means that the unagreed form of be agrees with and gets 
the φ features from the underlying subject first, and then move (i.e., gets 
copied). In addition, it is assumed that once be gets the φ features, it becomes 
inactive and won’t enter another Agree relation.1 
 
4. Analysis 
 

There are two questions raised by the observations in the previous section: 
(i) Why is the 3rd singular agreement used in non-3rd singular subject-questions?; 
and (ii) Why is the rate of using the 3rd singular agreement higher when the 
subjects are 3rd plural, and lower when the subjects are 1st/2nd person 
singular/plural?  

For the first question, I adopt the analysis from Yin (2017) that in child 
language, Agree can either happen as soon as the underlying subject is merged, 
or happen after the whole structure is built. Recall that in adult language, Agree 
happens in the structure: they be [3rd, plural, present tense] doing what, and then 
be moves. Yin (2017) suggests that in child language, it is possible that Agree 

 1 I leave out the details of V-to-T-to-C movement in the derivations since they are 
not essential to the discussion here. 
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happens after the movement of be (i.e., after be is copied). An example of how 
this works is shown in Table 4. 

 
Table 4. The derivations of What is they doing? in child language 

Numeration  {what, be, they, doing}  
Underlying 
structure 

they be [present tense] doing what  

Copy what be [present tense] 
they be [present tense] doing what 

Agree what be [3rd, singular, present tense] 
they be [3rd, singular, present tense] doing what 

At PF what be [3rd, singular, present tense] 
they be [3rd, singular, present tense] doing what 

Linearization what is they doing? 
 

In child language, Copy can happen before Agree. This results in the structure 
where an unagreed be gets copied to a higher position. When Agree happens, 
this unagreed be agrees with what, assuming that what has a 3rd singular feature.2 
At PF, the lower copies of what and be are deleted, which is the same as in adult 
language. Finally, the structure is linearized as What is they doing? 
 Regarding the second question, if Copy can happen before Agree, why do 
the wh-questions that have a 1st or 2nd person pronoun as the underlying subject 
show a much lower rate of using the 3rd singular agreement? I suggest that the 
exceptional behavior for wh-questions with a 1st or 2nd person pronoun is due to 
that children also tend to observe the Person Licensing Condition (PLC): 
Interpretable 1st/2nd-person features must be licensed into an Agree relation with 
an appropriate functional head (Béjar and Rezac 2003). 
 In Table 5, I shown how What is we doing? tends to be ruled out in child 
language by the PLC.  
  I still assume that Copy can happen before Agree. After Copy is applied, 
one of the copies of be should enter an Agree relation. Assuming that the higher 
one enters the Agree relation and agrees with what, the lower one also shares the 
3rd person singular feature; and none of the two copies can enter an Agree 
relation again. In this sense, the underlying subject we can no longer find any 
functional head to agree with, which violates the PLC. 
 

 2 It is also possible that what does not have any φ features, and be gets a default 3rd 
singular value when it fails to agree. In addition, under this analysis, the two copies of be 
form a chain and share the same φ features, which cannot be over-ridden. In other words, 
once one of the copies enters an Agree relation, the other copy cannot enter an Agree 
relation again.  
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Table 5. What is we doing? in child language tend to be ruled out 
Numeration  {what, be, we, doing}  
Underlying 
structure 

we be [present tense] doing what  

Copy what be [present tense] 
we be [present tense] doing what 

Agree *what be [3rd, singular, present tense] 
we be [3rd, singular, present tense] doing what 

 
If the lower copy of be enters an Agree relation, and agrees with we, the higher 
copy of be shares the 1st person plural feature. In this way, be gets the φ features 
from we and we is licensed to an Agree relation with the functional head T0. 
This is shown in Table 6. 
 
Table 6. What are we doing? in child language  

Numeration  {what, be, we, doing}  
Underlying 
structure 

we be [present tense] doing what  

Copy what be [present tense] 
we be [present tense] doing what 

Agree what be [1st, plural, present tense] 
we be [1st, plural, present tense] doing what 

At PF what be [1st, plural, present tense] 
we be [1st, plural, present tense] doing what 

Linearization What are we doing? 
 
To derive What are we doing? in adult language, recall that in Table 3, Agree 
happens before Copy. In this way, be agrees with we and is then copied to a 
higher position, and the structure is linearized as What are we doing? 
 
5. The auxiliary do 
 
 A natural question to ask here is: What about the auxiliary do? The general 
data for auxiliary do is presented in Table 7-1 and 7-2.  
 
Table 7-1. The 3rd singular agreement in wh-do-questions (1) 

 3rd pl 1st sg 
 %does/’s does/’s do %does/’s does/’s do 

what 8.2% 5 56 5.56% 2 34 
where 10.71% 3 25 0% 0 14 
why 2.22% 1 44 0% 0 31 
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Table 7-2. The 3rd singular agreement in wh-do-questions (2) 
 1st pl 2nd sg/pl 
 %does/’s does/’s do does/’s %does/’s do 

what 0% 0 22 0.96% 9 937 
where 12.5% 1 7 0% 0 44 
why 0% 0 20 0.82% 1 121 

 
Comparing Table 1-1&1-2 with Table 7-1&7-2, the percentage of using the 3rd 
singular agreement is generally lower for auxiliary do. This is probably due to 
the later stage of acquiring do-support in child language, and at this stage 
children are better at figuring out the right timing to do agreement. However, it 
can be seen that the agreement mismatch still exists in non-subject wh-questions 
with the auxiliary do, especially when the subject is 3rd plural.  
 According to Table 7-1&7-2, wh-questions with the auxiliary do are not 
showing the person asymmetry puzzle as clearly as wh-questions with be.  One 
reason why the person asymmetry puzzle is not that obvious for auxiliary do 
might be that the overall rate of using the 3rd singular agreement is low, which 
obscures the differences in the rate of using the 3rd singular agreement between 
the 3rd plural subject questions and 1st/2nd subject questions; another reason 
might be that the overall number of data points is low for where-questions with 
1st plural subject, and the very high rate of using the 3rd singular agreement for 
the 1st plural subject questions might bias the result. 
 However, it is clear that the overall rate of using the 3rd singular agreement 
for wh-questions with 2nd person subjects is generally much lower, which 
matches the person asymmetry observation for 2nd person. More data for wh-
questions with 1st person subjects is needed to further examine the person 
asymmetry for auxiliary do.  
 Data from an individual child, Sarah, from Childes/Eng-NA/Brown/Sarah, 
is shown in Table 8-1, 8-2 & 8-3.  
 
Table 8-1. Individual Data-DO (1) 

 3rd sg 3rd pl 
 %does/’s does/’s do %does/’s does/’s do 

what 100% 62 0 100% 2 0 
where 100% 8 0 100% 1 0 
why - - - - - - 

 
Table 8-2. Individual Data-DO (2) 

 2nd (sg/pl) 
 %does/’s does/’s do 

what 0% 0 10 
where - - - 
why 0% 0 2 

834



Table 8-3. Individual Data-DO (3) 
 1sg 1pl 
 %does/’s does/’s do %does/’s does/’s do 

what 0% 0 1 - - - 
where - - - - - - 
why - - - 0% 0 1 

 
6. Conclusions 
 
 I’ve shown that in child language it is common to see the 3rd singular 
agreement in non-subject wh-questions when the underlying subject has [3rd 
plural] feature. The asymmetry for 1st/2nd person pronouns is due to the Person 
Licensing Condition (Béjar and Rezac 2003) that rules out the structure where 
the 1st/2nd subjects are left unagreed.  
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