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1. Introduction
Although adjectives in English normally precede nouns, as in (1), they must follow so-called
indefinite pronouns (henceforth, InPros) like something, someone, and everything, as in (2).
(1) a. an interesting book

b. * a book interesting

(2) a. something interesting

b. * interesting something

This paper argues that English-speaking children aged three to four already have adult-like
knowledge of this subtle point of grammar, based on the observation that they do not over-generalize
WKH µ$GM 1RXQ¶ RUGHU WR ,Q3URV EXW LQVWHDG XVH WKH µ,Q3UR $GM¶ RUGHU WKDW LV UHTXLUHG LQ WKH DGXOW
language. This suggests that children do not expand their hypotheses by means of general learning
mechanisms such as analogy (e.g., Tomasello, 2003). Instead, their grammatical hypotheses
concerning adjective placement are constrained by UG from very early ages, in conformity with
:H[OHU¶V   9HU\ (DUO\ 3DUDPHWHU 6HWWLQJ DQG 6Q\GHU¶V   FODLP RI *UDPPDWLFDO
Conservatism.

2. Syntactic Background
Kishimoto (2000) argues that the contrast between (1) and (2) found in adjective placement is to
be explained on analogy with the contrast found in the domain of verb movement. In English, thematic
verbs and semantically light verbs such as be and have behave differently in terms of verb placement.
(3) a.
b.
c.
d.

John rarely visited Bill.
*John visited rarely Bill.
*John rarely was at home.
John was rarely at home.

In (3a) the verb visited follows the VP adverb rarely. If the verb precedes the VP adverb, as in
(3b), the sentence is ungrammatical. The semantically light verb be is the reverse, as shown by the
contrast between (3c) and (3d). To explain this fact, Chomsky (1993) focuses on the semantic
properties of these verbs. Specifically, he proposes that, since such verbs as be and have are
semantically vacuous, they are not visible to LF operations, hence must raise in the overt syntax.
Kishimoto (2000) proposes that InPros consist of a determiner and a semantically light noun such
as thing or one, and that the light noun undergoes overt Noun-to-Number raising, much like be and
have. The derivations of (1a) and (2a) are given in (4) and (5), respectively.
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(4) an interesting book in (1a)
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In (4) the noun book stays in situ, because of the assumption that (contentful) English nouns bear
weak features: Since weak features can be tolerated at PF, checking of these features is postponed until
LF (due to Procrastinate1). In contrast, the semantically light noun thing in (5) undergoes overt N-toNum movement, because it is not visible to LF operations. The determiner some and the raised noun
thing are then combined into a single word in the morphological component.
There are two pieces of evidence for the syntactic independence of the quantifier in an InPro.
First, Kishimoto (2000) observes that InPros can be modified by an adverb, as in (6), even though
adverbs cannot modify nouns or pronouns, as in (7).
(6) almost/virtually/nearly everyone

(Kishimoto, 2000, p. 561)

(7) a. *almost/virtually/nearly people
b. *almost/virtually/nearly them

(Kishimoto, 2000, p. 561)

One might say that the adverbs in (6) just modify a subpart of the InPro, that is, the quantifier
every. However, it has been argued that word boundaries serve as a barrier against adverbial
modification. As seen from the examples in (8), the initial subpart of a lexicalized compound such as
small talk and hot dog cannot be modified by an adverb like very. This suggests that adverbial
modification cannot occur across word boundaries. 2
(8) a. *some very [small talk]
b. *a very [hot dog]
1

(Kishimoto, 2000, p. 561)

Procrastinate (taken from Lasnik, 1995, p. 257; cf. Chomsky, 1993, p. 30):
Delay an operation until LF whenever possible, that is, whenever delaying would not cause the derivation to
crash.
2
1RWHWKDW.LVKLPRWR¶V  H[DPSOHVDUHVRPHZKDWSUREOHPDWLFEHFDXVHLWLVQRWFOHDUZKDWH[DFWO\µDYHU\
KRWGRJ¶ZRXOGPHDQHYHQLIWKHJUDPPDUGLGDOORZVXFKPRGLILFDWLRQ$EHWWHUH[DPSOHPLJKWEHVRPHWKLQJ like
µDYHU\EODFNELUG¶ZKLFKLVVWLOOXQJUDPPDWLFDO
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The fact that the quantifier in the InPro in (6) can be modified by the adverbs suggests that the
quantifier is not part of a lexical noun, but is a syntactically independent element. Thus, InPros pattern
with unambiguously phrasal DPs in terms of adverbial modification, as shown below.
(9)

almost/virtually/nearly all (the) students

(Kishimoto, 2000, p. 561)

Based on these observations, Kishimoto (2000) concludes that syntactically, InPros consist of a
quantifier and a semantically light noun.
7KH VHFRQG SLHFH RI HYLGHQFH FRPHV IURP 6DWR¶V  discussion of amount relatives (e.g.,
Carlson, 1977). Consider the sentence in (10).
(10)

Everyone there was on US Airways Flight 1549 was saved thanks to Chelsey
Sullenberger.
(Sato, 2010, p. 13)

In this example the InPro everyone serves as the relative pronoun modified by the following
existential clause. Sato (2010) points out that it is not clear why the sentence in (10) is grammatical
under the Raising analysis of relative clauses (e.g., Vergnaud, 1974; Kayne, 1994), which assumes the
following derivation for (10).
(11)

[CP everyonei [&¶ C [TP there was ti RQ86$LUZD\V«@@@

In (11) the InPro everyone is base-generated in the post-verbal position and undergoes movement
to the Spec of CP. One piece of evidence for the Raising analysis comes from the fact that the sentence
in (12) is ambiguous, as observed by Kayne (1994).
(12)

John bought the picture of himself that Bill saw.

(Kayne, 1994, p. 87)

The sentence in (12) can either mean that John bought the picture of John that Bill saw, or that
John bought the picture of Bill that Bill saw. This fact receives a direct explanation if we adopt the
Raising analysis, which assumes the derivation in (13), DQG &KRPVN\¶V   DSSURDFK WR
reconstruction.
(13)

the [picture of himself [that [Bill saw t]]]

More specifically, the ambiguity in (12) can be accounted for on a par with the ambiguity
observed in the (embedded) interrogative sentences in (14).
(14)

John wondered [which picture of himself] [Bill saw t]

(Chomsky, 1995, p. 205)

The sentence in (10), however, poses a problem for the Raising analysis. It is well-known that
existential constructions in English exhibit the definiteness effect (cf. Milsark 1974). Contrary to the
prediction of the Raising analysis, the sentence in (15), which has an expression triggering the
definiteness effect in the post-verbal position, is ungrammatical.
(15)

*There was everyone on the US Airways Flight 1549 saved thanks to Chelsey
Sullenberger.
(Sato, 2010, p. 14)

To solve the problem, Sato (2010) proposes the derivation for (10) in (16), in which every and one
are generated separately in the syntax, and the light noun one undergoes movement to the Spec of CP,
maintaining the Raising analysis.
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(16)

[DP Every [CP onei [&¶ C [TP there was ti RQ86$LUZD\V«@@@@

Summing up this section, the facts from adverbial modification and amount relatives provide
VXSSRUW IRU .LVKLPRWR¶V   SURSRVDO WKDW InPros consist of syntactically independent elements,
Determiner and (semantically light) Noun, and surface order is obtained by movement of the light
noun.3

3. Predictions for Acquisition
It has been observed that English-speaking children acquire correct verb placement very early
(e.g., Stromswold, 1990; Wexler, 1998; among many others). If we assume that all feature values on
functional categories are set from early on (aVLQ:H[OHU¶V9HU\(DUO\3DUDPHWHU 6HWWLQJ LWLV
expected that English-speaking children will show adult-like performance on adjective placement with
,Q3URV IURP WKH HDUO\ VWDJHV $OVR 6Q\GHU   DUJXHV WKDW FKLOGUHQ DUH µJUDPPDWLFDOO\
conservatLYH¶ LQ WKDW DW OHDVW LQ WKHLU QDWXUDO VSRQWDQHRXV VSHHFK WKH\ GR QRW EHJLQ XVLQJ D QHZ
construction until they have both determined that the construction is permitted in the adult language,
DQG LGHQWLILHG WKH DGXOWV¶ JUDPPDWLFDO EDVLV IRU LW 8QGHU *UDPmatical Conservatism, it is predicted
that English-speaking children will not produce co-mission4 HUURUV RI WKH IRUP µ$GM ,Q3UR¶ DW DQ\
stage.
The Usage-Based approach to language acquisition, on the other hand, makes a different
prediction. Proponents of the usage-EDVHGDSSURDFKDUJXHWKDWFKLOGUHQOHDUQµFRQVWUXFWLRQV¶E\PHDQV
of their input and general learning mechanisms such as analogy (e.g., Tomasello, 2003). Actually, the
Usage-Based approach also predicts conservative learning, in the sense that cKLOGUHQ¶V ODQJXDJH
OHDUQLQJLQLWLDOO\SURFHHGVµLWHPE\LWHP¶,IFKLOGUHQKHDU,Q3URVRQO\LQFRQWH[WVVXFKDVµVRPHWKLQJ
IXQQ\¶DQGµHYHU\WKLQJVWURQJ¶WKHVHDUHWKHRQO\ IRUPVWKH8VDJH-Based approach predicts in early
child speech. Therefore this approach might also predict an absence of over-generalization errors.
However, the Usage-Based approach invokes item-by-item learning only in the very early stages
of language acquisition. Tomasello (2006, p. 276) asseUWVWKDWµLWLVQRWWKHFDVHWKDWFKLOGUHQDUHWRWDOO\
FRQVHUYDWLYH WKURXJKRXW GHYHORSPHQW¶ ,Q WKHLU ODWHU GHYHORSPHQW EHJLQQLQJ DURXQG WKUHH \HDUV RI
age, children start to create abstract linguistic representations (Tomasello, 2003, 2006). They include
abstract grammatical categories such as nouns and verbs, as well as grammatical constructions. For
example, it is argued that children at this stage will group together the so-FDOOHG µYHUE LVODQG¶
constructions for give, tell, show, and send, which share WKH FRQFHSW RI µWUDQVIHU¶ DQG LQIHU D PRUH
JHQHUDOFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKHIRUPµ1391313¶,QWKLVFRQVWUXFWLRQ13LVWKHJLYHU13
is the receiver, and NP3 the gift. Importantly, over-generalization errors are predicted in this particular
stage even under the Usage-Based approach, due to the abstract construction induced by analogy.
,Q WKH FDVH DW KDQG FKLOGUHQ ZLOO SUHVXPDEO\ SRVWXODWH WKH FRQVWUXFWLRQ µ$GM  1RXQ¶ ZKLFK
represents the abstract relation of noun modification. At the same time, given that InPros have
essentially the same distribution as ordinary (pro)nouns, children should include them in this general
schema. If so, the Usage-Based approach predicts that children will begin to make over-generalization
HUURUVOLNHµLQWHUHVWLQJVRPHWKLQJ¶DQGµJRRGHYHU\WKLQJ¶VRPHWLPHDIWHUWKHWKLUGELUWKGD\
To test this prediction I analyzed spontaneous speech data from four English-speaking children in
the CHILDES database (MacWhinney, 2000), the results of which are reported in the next section.

3

For challenges to Kishimoto (2000), see /DUVRQ DQG 0DUXãLþ  and MDUXãLþ DQG äDXFHU  , who
specifically argue against the Noun Raising analysis of InPros (although they do not seem to question the idea that
the quantifier and the light noun are syntactically independent). In my view their arguments against Noun Raising
are inconclusive. For example, Roehrs (2008) points out that some of the arguments do not hold in other Germanic
languages such as German and Dutch. For purposes of this paper, I will assume without further discussion that the
Noun Raising analysis of InPros is correct.
4
Following recent literature on Grammatical Conservatism (e.g., Snyder, 2011), I use the sSHOOLQJµFR-PLVVLRQ¶
QRWµFRPPLVVLRQ¶LQWKLVSDSHU
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4. Data from Spontaneous Speech
The corpora I analyzed are summarized in Table 1.
Table 1
Corpora analyzed of four English-speaking children
Child
Collected by
Age span
# of child utterances
Abe

Kuczaj (1976)

2;04-5;00

22,633

Adam

Brown (1973)

2;03-4;10

45,555

Naomi

Sachs (1983)

1;02-4;09

15,960

Sarah

Brown (1973)

2;03-5;01

37,012

To check how these children used adjectives with InPros, the CLAN program Combo was used to
locate all of the child utterances containing the following InPros: something, someone, everything,
everyone, and nothing. The output was then searched by hand to locate all of the child utterances
FRQWDLQLQJWKHVHTXHQFHRIHLWKHUµ$GM,Q3UR¶RUµ,Q3UR$GM¶$OVR&RPERZDVXVHGWRORFDWHHYery
child utterance containing at least one occurrence of the determiners some, every, and no, and then the
RXWSXWZDVVHDUFKHGE\KDQGWRORFDWHDOORIWKHFKLOGXWWHUDQFHVFRQWDLQLQJDVHTXHQFHRIHLWKHUµ'HW
$GM1RXQ¶RUµ'HW1RXQ$GM¶,PLWDWLRQVUHSHtitions, and formulaic routines were excluded.5,6
2YHUDOOWKHFKLOGUHQXVHGWKHFRUUHFWµ,Q3UR$GM¶RUGHURIWKHWLPH  DQGWKH\XVHG
WKHFRUUHFWµ'HW$GM1RXQ¶RUGHURIWKHWLPH  ZLWKRUGLQDU\QRXQV7KHUHVXOWVIURPHDFK
child are presented in (17) to (20).
(17)

Abe
InPro + Adj
Adj + InPro

12/12
0/13

Det + Adj + Noun

20/20

First use (3;01)
abe071.cha: line 660.
*FAT:
it could be the number one if you have two of them next to each other (.) it
could be the number eleven .
*CHI:
HOHYHQ\RX¶UHULJKWKH\OHW¶VPDNHDJXLWDU  'DGOHW¶VPDNH a guitar.
*FAT:
a guitar ?
*CHI:
uhhuh .
*FAT:
how are we going to make a guitar ?
*CHI:
\RXKDYHWDJHWRQHRIWKHVHDQGRQHRIWKHVH  QRQROHW¶VPDNH
(1)something different .
*FAT:
like what ?
*FAT:
LI\RX¶UHGRQHZLWK\RXUWUDLQ  \RXKDYHWRSLFNLWXSDUH\RX done with it ?
*CHI:
yeah .
5

Specifically, the following expressions were excluded from the data analysis.
(i) a. µ,Q3URHOVH¶DQGµ,Q3URPRUH¶EHFDXVHWKHV\QWDFWLFVWDWXVRIWKHZRUGelse/more is unclear,
b. µ,Q3UR SDVWSDUWLFLSOH¶ HJsomething fixed), because such expressions are ambiguous between
post-nominal adjectival modification and reduced relatives, and,
c. µDOLWWOHVRPHWKLQJ¶EHFDXVHLWLVDIRUPXODLFH[SUHVVLRQLQDGXOW(QJOLVK
6
In this study , GR QRW GLVFXVV FRQVWUXFWLRQV OLNH µVKH KDV D FHUWDLQ VRPHWKLQJ¶ EHFDXVH something in this
example is more like an ordinary noun, rather than an InPro, as indicated by the presence of the article. (InPros
never appear with an article.)
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(18)

Adam
InPro + Adj
Adj + InPro

7/7
0/8

Det + Adj + Noun

20/20

Det + Adj + Noun

1/1

First use (2;09)
adam13.cha: line 2192.
*CHI:
cow .
*URS:
cow ?
*CHI:
cow (.) on the hay .
*URS:
under the hay ?
*CHI:
yeah .
*CHI:
show (1)something funny .
*URS:
oh yes .
*URS:
once I saw something funny +...
*CHI:
yeah .
(19)

Naomi
InPro + Adj
Adj + InPro

2/2
0/2

First use (4;07)
n91.cha: line 1073.
*CHI:
so <hop (.) hop> [/] (.) hop .
*CHI:
so <hop (.) hop> [/] (.) hop .
*CHI:
back to doing his work .
*CHI:
he was doing something else (.) not doing that .
*CHI:
KHGLGQ¶WZDQWDQ\
*CHI:
he wanted to do (1)something special (.) like going to the play+ground or
doing +...
*CHI:
hey (.) is that how far it goes ?
*FAT:
mhm .
*CHI:
he hop hop hop .
(20)

Sarah
InPro + Adj
Adj + InPro

8/9
1/97

Det + Adj + Noun

First use (4;05)
sarah111.cha: line 234.
*MOT: what are ya doin(g) ?
*MOT: sit there and take your boots off on the chair .
*CHI:
buhbuhboo@b (.) booboobuhl@b .
*CHI:
I will show you what I got for Christmas .
*CHI:
cries .

7

There was only one instance of a co-mission error (out of 37), which was produced by Sarah.
(i) sarah117.cha: line 1772. (4;07)
*GAI:
you have beautiful legs .
*CHI:
QR[[[P\OHJV[[[DW$QQB0DULH¶V
*GAI:
what ?
*CHI:
birthday that makes your legs beautiful (1)somethin(g) .
*GAI:
\RXKDG$QQB0DULH¶VZKDW"
*CHI:
things .

5/5
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*CHI:
*CHI:
*MEL:
*CHI:

not really cries but (.) (1)something cute .
I want you to see .
ZKDW¶VWKLV"
a Susie_Cue .

,WLVXQOLNHO\WKDWWKH\KDGVLPSO\OHDQHGWKHµ,Q3UR$GM¶RUGHUDVDIRUPXODLFH[SUHVVLRQEHFDXVH
WKH\ FKDQJHG WKH RUGHU WR µ'HW $GM things/ones¶ ZKHQ WKH QRXQV ZHUH VHPDQWLFDOO\ FRQtentful (as
evidenced by their plural form), as shown in (21) to (24).8
(21)

Abe
abe033.cha: line 126. (2;08)
*FAT:
oh (.) what are you putting in there now ?
*CHI:
huh ?
*FAT:
what are you putting in your truck now ?
*CHI:
just (1)some round (1)things .
*FAT:
what for ?
*CHI:
in the truck .
*FAT:
in the truck ?

(22)

Adam
adam42.cha": line 1377. (4;00)
*MOT: he came in through the open door .
*MOT: Rinny (.) no (.) no .
*CHI:
keep my racing car .
*CHI:
you see (1)some little tiny (1)things ?
*URS:
no (.) I see some big ropes .
*CHI:
le(t) me see .
*CHI:
some little ropes .

(23)

Naomi
n77.cha": line 1015. (2;11)
*CHI:
get the phone .
*CHI:
get the phone .
*CHI:
oh (.) pretty lookit .
*CHI:
can I draw (1)some pretty (1)things (.) too ?
*CHI:
lookit that xxx drawing +...
*CHI:
<at the drawing> [/] (.) at the drawing .
*CHI:
look at the drawing .

(24)

Sarah
sarah055.cha": line 2078. (3;03)
*CHI:
in a puzzle .
*CHI:
in +...
*CHI:
you know &uh the puzzle (.) three ?
*CHI:
you [/] you gonna buy me (1)some new (1)ones .
*MOT: Santa_Claus gonna buy her new ones .
*GRA: but she [//] <did she> [//] is that the one she got last Christmas?

As illustrated in Table 2, one child (Adam) produced a sufficient number of examples to permit
statistical testing, and indeed there was a significant contingency between word order and the numbermarking on the noun. 9
8

In this paper, I assume two thing Ns, one light N that raises, and one that is contentful and bears weak features.
Only the latter can appear with plural morphology.
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Table 2
$GDP¶VZRUGRUGHUDQGQXPEHU-marking
N=singular N=plural
(thing/one) (things/ones)
Det>N>Adj

7

0

Det>Adj>N

0

5

(Fisher Exact Test: Two-tailed p=.001)

5. Conclusion
An empirical contribution of this paper is that English-speaking children rarely over-generalize the
µ$GM1RXQ¶RUGHUWR,Q3URVDWDQ\SRLQWLQWKHLUGHYHORSPHQW DWOHDVWWKURXJKWKHDJHRIILYH $OVR,
have reported that children change the position of adjectives according to the semantic heaviness of the
DVVRFLDWHG QRXQV %DVHG RQ WKHVH REVHUYDWLRQV IROORZLQJ .LVKLPRWR¶V   DQDO\VLV RI ,Q3URV ,
have argued that parameters related to Noun raising are set very early, just like Verb movement
SDUDPHWHUVOHQGLQJVXSSRUWWR:H[OHU¶V  9HU\(DUO\3DUDPHWHU6HWWLQJ$OVRWKHVHILQGLQJVDUH
FRQVLVWHQWZLWK6Q\GHU¶V  *UDPPDWLFDO&RQVHUYDWLVPZKLFKSUHGLFWVYHU\IHZFR-mission errors
LQ FKLOGUHQ¶V spontaneous speech. On the other hand, it is not clear how the Usage-Based approach
accounts for the lack of over-generalization errors, especially in the later stages of language
acquisition. Given the distributional commonalities between (pro)nouns and InPros, and the abundance
RI WKH µ$GM 1RXQ¶ RUGHUV LQ FKLOG-directed speech, it seems highly probable that children would
K\SRWKHVL]H WKH FRQVWUXFWLRQ µ$GM 1RXQ¶ DQG H[WHQG LW WR ,Q3URV 7KH DEVHQFH RI VXFK RYHUgeneralization errors suggests that children do not construct abstract constructions by means of
analogy, which would allow them to expand their grammar in an unconstrained way. Rather, I claim
that the possibility of adjective placement is constrained in a principled way, as Kishimoto (2000)
argues, and English-speaking children obey the constraints throughout language acquisition.
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