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6. Argument structure: background 
 
 
 
6.1 Introduction 
 
 
This chapter  is a twofold introduction to the following chapters.    
First, the linguistic terminology concerning verb argument structure is clarified. Over 
the last decade, argument structure has been investigated in some depth in studies on 
normally developing children. Some insights that have resulted from studies in normal 
acquisition are summarised here as well. 
In the second half of the chapter, the literature on lexical verbs and verb argument 
structure in SLI will be reviewed. In section 2.5.3 I mentioned some recent 
publications that point at argument structure as an area that is affected by SLI. Since 
the following chapters deal with this topic, the relevant studies must be described in a 
more detailed way. In particular, the methodologies and results of these studies must 
be outlined, so that they can be compared with the results of the present study.          
 
 
6.2 Linguistic background; acquisition  
 
 
6.2.1 Thematic structure and subcategorisation: s-selection and c-selection 
 
In modern linguistics the relation between the lexical verb and the sentence parts that 
depend from it (the verb’s arguments) is clearly profiled.  
The verb (V) is the head of the verb phrase (VP). The subcategorisation of the verb 
specifies the sister phrase(s) of V. Due to the ability of the verb to select its 
complements, NP's in direct and indirect object relations, as well as oblique 
prepositional phrases (PP's) are derived from the subcategorisation frame of the lexical 
verb. Put in the terms of X-bar theory, the lexical head V maximally projects onto V'' 
(the VP).  

“Looked at from syntax, the VP(V'') (..) has a head V' which in turn has a head V 
that leads to a lexical entry for the particular Verb in question. Looked at from 
the lexicon, the lexical entry for a Verb affects first the V' and then the VP,” 
(Cook & Newson, 1996:159). 

Selecting an NP or PP complement is called c(category)-selection52.  
The verb can project up to the maximal projection, that is, within the VP. The filling of 
the subject position is not done through projection of V. In order to make sure that the 
subject position is filled, Chomsky formulated the Extended Projection Principle 
(Chomsky, 1981). This Principle demands that every sentence has a subject.  

                                                 
52Fletcher (1985) adopted Allerton’s (1982) valency analysis (a verb’s valency is the number of 
complements it will associate with). Just like the X-bar analysis, valency analysis "recognises the 
dependence of nominals (..) and other clause elements (..) on the verb" (Fletcher, 1985:49).  
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The structure that surrounds the verb can also be described in semantic terms. This is 
called the thematic structure. One of the thematic roles (or theta roles)53contained in it, 
canonically the agent (the instigator of the action), is not projected from the 
subcategorisation of the Verb. In this respect, the subcategorisation specifies 
grammatical categories for all thematic roles minus one. To quote an example from 
Cook and Newson (1996:163), the entry for 'cook' would be: 
      cook <Agent, Patient>[_NP]. 
The c-selection (indicated by [ ]) specifies the complement(s), the s(semantic) 
selection (indicated by < >) specifies all the thematic roles, including the argument 
that bears the theta-role that is to be linked to the subject position. The argument 
outside the VP (i.e. the subject) is called the external argument, arguments inside the 
VP are called internal arguments. The output of the verb’s subcategorisation coupled 
with the Extended Projection Principle results in a sentence barring the adjunct(s).   
 
6.2.2 Alternation  
 
In more recent lexical and conceptual semantics, syntax is the guide to semantic 
taxonomies of verbs: "subtle differences in word meaning correlate with (..) 
differences in the syntactic structures that the word can appear in" (Levin & Pinker, 
1991:1). These differences lead to the identification of semantic subclasses (Pinker, 
1989a; Levin, 1993). 
The reason such taxonomies were designed is the syntactic behaviour of verbs, in 
particular their participation in argument structure alternations. The same verb can 
occur in different syntactic frames. In Pinker’s terms: a verb lemma can contain 
different argument structures (Pinker, 1989a, b). This is called alternation. 
The subtle differences in syntactic behaviour that correlate with semantic distinctions 
inspired Pinker (1989a, b) to introduce an additional level of sophistication in verb 
taxonomy: he distinguished broad as well as narrow conflation classes. Conflation 
refers to the semantic components that are contained in the verb’s meaning (the term 
‘conflation’ derives from Talmy, 1985). In section 6.2.3.4 I will illustrate Pinker’s 
classification by detailing the verb classes that undergo causativisation. 
 
6.2.3 Semantic and syntactic bootstrapping 
 
It is useful to elaborate here on the nature of the semantics-syntax linking. Linking has 
implications for acquisition. It is assumed that the build-up of the sentence structure 
starts out with thematic roles. In order to map these roles onto syntactic categories, a 
verb predicate is expressed in an argument structure. Thematic roles such as 'agent' 
and 'patient' are mapped, canonically, onto subject and object. There is an ongoing 
debate in the literature on what the child makes of the relationship between theta-roles 
and arguments. The learning process that results in insight into this relationship is 
explained in two ways. The two rival positions are: 

                                                 
53In fact, the principle demands that a subject be present even if it is not semantically required (Chomsky, 
1981; Cook & Newson, 1996). 
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- that the child takes the semantic roles as cues for learning syntactic categories 
('semantic bootstrapping') (e.g. Pinker, 1989a, and passim) 
- that the child uses the syntactic categories as a framework for interpreting 
thematic roles ('syntactic bootstrapping') (Landau & Gleitman, 1985; Gleitman, 
1990). 

While experiments have produced evidence for both strategies, the deployment of both 
types of bootstrapping is required in the acquisition of verbs. The processes are 
generally not seen as mutually exclusive54. The child has both resources at his 
disposition. 
Both levels of representation - thematic structure and argument structure - require 
specification. The assumption that they are relevant (and have ‘psychological reality’) 
does not predict the direction of the mapping (syntactic-semantic or semantic-
syntactic) in psycholinguistic terms (in real time). 
 
6.2.3.1 Canonical mapping and non-canonical mapping 
 
The lexical specification of each verb contains the thematic roles that are involved in 
the action labelled by the verb.  In a mapping process the thematic role player receives 
a syntactic function. The relationship between a semantic role like agent and a 
syntactic functor like subject, is defined by linking rules. Pinker (1984) assumes two 
interrelated hierarchies of thematic roles and syntactic functions, respectively:  

Thematic roles: Agent, Theme/Patient, Location/Goal/Source;  
Syntactic (grammatical) functions: Subject, Object, Oblique object. 

(There is some disagreement on the particular order within these hierarchies past the 
first item: Pinker, 1989a). According to Pinker (1984) the child first identifies the 
agent argument of the predicate. The agent, first in the line-up of thematic roles, is 
linked by the child to the first in the hierarchy of grammatical functions: the subject. 
After this, the linking of another thematic role to a grammatical function obeys the 
same hierarchy. Following the hierarchies in the selection of linking rules is called 
canonical or default mapping because it occurs in the absence of information to the 
contrary (this may be compared to what in different contexts is named ‘unmarked’). 
Sometimes, however, predicates assign thematic roles to syntactic functions in a non-
canonical fashion. A more complex match between semantic structure and syntactic 
configuration is exemplified by the Dative shift55. With the Dative alternation, not 
only the order of the grammatical functions is at stake, but also their phrasal realisation 
(NP versus PP): 

Ik gaf een boek aan Mary 
‘I gave a book to Mary’ 
Ik gaf Mary een boek 
‘I gave Mary a book’ 

                                                 
54The Lingua issue edited by Gleitman and Landau (1994) contains remarks by proponents of both 
positions that attempt to reconcile both types of bootstrapping. The differences that remain concern the 
relative importance of syntactic and semantic bootstrapping.  
55Pinker (1989a) also includes passivisation in the line-up of alternations. The passive, however, can be 
considered the result of canonical linking plus movement: the s-structure is different from the d-structure 
by virtue of this movement.   
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(Two configurations that depart from the same thematic role structure but are mapped 
differently are, of course, alternants. It is a matter of dispute whether the two alternants 
are derived from separate argument structures (as is the central thought in Pinker, 
1989a, as opposed to Pinker, 1984; see Pinker, 1989a:63) or from a single argument 
structure.) 
 
6.2.3.2 Acquisition of argument structure  
 
How can the child discover the rules that are immanent in the input data? Pinker 
(1989a, 1989b) has analysed the learnability problem that the child is confronted with 
when he or she tries to figure out which verbs undergo a particular alternation and 
which verbs do not. 
Pinker sees the child's task as an induction problem. The child must generalise from 
the sentences in the input "to an infinite set of sentences that includes the input sample 
but goes beyond it" (Pinker, 1989a:15). In doing so, the child has a number of options 
available that are all consistent with the input. How does the child deal with that? An 
answer to this question should identify the basis for distinguishing alternating from 
non-alternating verbs. It should determine what children's learning strategies are, how 
they find out what the distinction is. 
Pinker (1989b:19) identifies three paradoxical aspects to the problem: 
- lack of negative evidence. 

Pinker assumes that children can do without negative evidence (i.e. correction56) 
and invokes Brown and Hanlon's classic (1970) study to argue that parents do not 
consistently provide distinct negative evidence. He goes on to claim that, even if 
there was negative evidence, it must still be shown to be useful, to be used and it 
must be a sine qua non. Pinker denies all these presuppositions, and therefore 
suggests we have to look elsewhere for explanations. 

- productivity. 
If children are conservative learners, they will not produce ungrammatical 
alternate frames. In fact they do. Errors documented in diary studies (Bowerman, 
1982) as well as responses garnered in experiments reflect evidence of children's 
productivity. 

-arbitrariness. 
A simple semantic guideline will not work: near-synonyms do not behave in the 
same way syntactically. These differences in behaviour are arbitrary at first 
glance. 

 
Pinker's solution starts by rejecting the claim that differential behaviour of verbs is 
arbitrary: for the acquisition of argument structure alternations he postulates narrow 
semantic guidelines instead of broad ones. These guidelines make ‘near-synonyms’ 
semantically different after all. If Pinker is right, children end up respecting the 
differential syntactic behaviour of narrow semantic categories. Productive use 

                                                 
56Outlining Pinker’s way of thinking here, I ignore an important point, one that has been advanced by 
Pinker’s opponents: it is disputable whether correction is the sole form of negative evidence available. The 
assumption that negative input is of no use is equally controversial (Saxton, 1996). 
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(erroneous use of novel frames that cannot have been gleaned from the input) offers a 
window to the acquisition of these subclasses. However, these errors are rare and this 
in itself weakens the claim that children are in the process of formulating hypotheses 
about subclasses - there are not many superficial reflexes of the hypothesis testing 
process. 
 
Then there is the other way of looking at children's acquisition of argument structure. 
Landau and Gleitman (1985) found evidence for 'syntactic bootstrapping'. Their 
evidence derives from a study on blind children. Landau and Gleitman found out that 
these children, for whom semantic bootstrapping is a priori limited (they lack visual 
input and that is the most crucial input for identifying the participants in an action 
scene), benefited from the syntax of a sentence and thereby were able to create a 
blueprint for the structure of the action. So it seems that syntactic patterns can help 
structure the world semantically. Whereas Pinker assumes that semantic information is 
used to get a grip on syntax, Landau and Gleitman show that children use syntactic 
information to predict the meaning of a verb (the thematic structure). 
 
In the tasks that are part of this study, syntactic bootstrapping was not targeted. 
Syntactic complementation is the dependent variable. The children were shown video 
clips and were asked to describe the action that is depicted (3.4.2.2.3). This allowed 
for inspecting the scene and mapping its (thematic) structure onto a syntactic frame. 
The task called for semantic bootstrapping only. The controversy regarding semantic 
versus syntactic bootstrapping is not a topic of the present study.  
 
6.2.3.3 Cross-linguistic differences; devices for alternation 
 
In order to explain the fact that alternation privileges differ across languages, Pinker 
distinguishes between two levels: the conceptual level and the semantic level. The 
conceptual level is universal, the semantic level is language-specific. So children have 
similar cognitive categories available, but have to learn which semantic distinctions 
are lexicalised in their language, and what alternation devices their language deploys. 
Pinker (1989a) takes alternations as a guideline for the identification of the semantic 
differences that are syntactically encoded. The occurrence of alternating frames with 
one verb cannot simply be explained by appealing to conceptual distinctions. After all, 
languages differ in the extent to which they allow for alternation. Each language has 
its own repertoire of semantic distinctions that are lexicalised and of alternations that 
occur in the absence of alternate lexical items.  
Also, the form that the alternation takes may be different. In English, the locative 
alternation is realised by conversion of arguments: 
 (1) He sprayed the wall with paint. 
 (2) He sprayed paint on the wall. 
In Dutch, the same verb is either subject to prefixation (by be-) or to complementation 
by a small clause complement (resultative particle vol, ‘full’) (Mulder, 1992). 
 (3) Hij sproeide verf op de muur (equals (2)). 
 (4) Hij besproeide de muur met verf (equals (1)). 
 (5) Hij sproeide de muur vol met verf (equals (1)). 
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The alternation makes for a change of meaning in both languages. Sentence (1) is 
equivalent to (4) and (5) in that it implies that the action results in 'total affectedness' 
of the goal (in this case, the wall)57. Mulder argues that the semantic notions that are 
lexicalised by the prefixed verb and the particle vol are "quite similar" (Mulder, 
1992:180) but the particle, it seems, lays additional stress on the fact that all of the 
goal is affected. On the other hand, (2) and (3) invite an interpretation by which the 
wall may be only partially covered with paint as a result of the action. 
Not every alternation requires different devices for each language. The 
causative/inchoative alternation calls for conversion only, in English as well as Dutch. 
The theme role is realised either as a subject or as an object in the presence of an 
agent-linked subject: 
 
 (6) The ball rolls 
 (7) De bal rolt 
 (8) He rolls the ball 
 (9) Hij rolt de bal. 
 
Apart from the types of alternation, languages differ in the extent to which they 
employ alternation devices at all. For English an exhaustive inventory was compiled 
by Levin (1993). There is no similar manual for Dutch, so a direct comparison is not 
possible. A good introduction to the types of alternation that are found in Dutch is 
given by Van Hout (1996). It should be noted that an alternant that is present in one 
language can be absent from another simply because both (potential) alternants are 
lexicalised. In that case, the contrast is there (with a similar semantic correlate) while 
the alternation is not. With or without a complete list of alternations, we lack a solid 
measure for determining in what language alternation per se is a more productive 
process58.     
 
6.2.3.4 An illustration of cross-linguistic differences in alternation: causativisation 
 
I return briefly to Pinker’s view that the conceptual level is universal while the 
semantic level is language-specific. When we apply Pinker’s (1989a) narrow classes to 
Dutch we run into difficulties. Without exploring this issue in depth - it is not part of 
the research questions - I want to present one illustration. 
The causative-inchoative alternation represents the ability of some verbs to alternate 
between transitive and intransitive sentence frames. I will list the alternating classes 
and items that Pinker refers to in his book (Pinker, 1989a:130-134). To highlight 
different behaviour by specific Dutch and English verbs, the verbs that allow 
alternation in Dutch are in bold type. Verbs that have no Dutch synonym are marked 
                                                 
57Van Hout (1996) refers to Anderson (1971) with regard to this example. According to Anderson, the 
direct object is interpreted in a holistic way. So in (3) ‘all of the paint’  gets sprayed and in (4) and (5) ‘all 
of the wall’ ends up covered (with paint). A holistic interpretation of (3), however, seems to depend on the 
presence of a definite article before the object noun (de verf). 
58One relevant observation is that alternation was a moderately productive process in the data collected 
within the Dutch part of the experiment (Chapter 8 will show that).  In the English sister project 
alternations were found more frequently (cf. Fletcher et al., submitted). 
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with an asterisk. Verbs of which the alternants are lexicalised separately in Dutch are 
between brackets. Note that the alternation has the same structure in English and 
Dutch: the device is conversion only (as will become apparent in Chapter 8, Dutch 
does have the alternative of using a prepositional phrase for the theme role; this does 
not affect the current example). 
 

1. Verbs of extrinsic change of physical state 
(open) / (close) / melt / shrink / shatter 

 
2. Verbs that involve contained motion taking place in a particular manner 
slide / skid / float / roll / bounce 

 
3a. Verbs that involve "manner of locomotion, and in its transitive version the 
sense is one of coercing or encouraging the locomotion" 
walk / gallop / trot / race / run / jump 
 
3b. Verbs that signify "an instrument of transportation, and in the transitive form 
(the verb) signifies enabling and accompanying the transportation" 
drive / fly / cycle / ferry* / boat* / sail / motor* 

 
How must the differences be read? Comparing the Dutch and the English alternation 
classes, we see that the items in class 3a do not undergo alternation in Dutch. All the 
other classes contain items that alternate, but the alternation is not classwise. The items 
categorised under 3b that have no parallel in Dutch are simply not lexicalised as verbs 
(denominals) within the language. The other non-alternating items have periphrastic 
causatives59. 
The problem is how to deal with exceptions. Within a conflation class, it is assumed 
that every member of the class is a candidate for alternation. The basis for identifying 
(broad and narrow) semantic classes is the syntactic behaviour of the class members. 
The implications for cross-linguistic differences are challenging. One might assume 
that different lexicalisation patterns occur classwise. The examples above do not 
confirm this assumption. This means that within Pinker’s framework classes 1 and 2, 
while described in ‘features’ that are conceptually available to speakers of Dutch, 
necessitate a language-specific supplement for Dutch. Psycholinguistically, Dutch 
children would have to grasp a semantic distinction, yet to be identified, that explains 
the differential behaviour of individual verbs in classes 1 and 2. Class 3 must simply 
be excluded from the alternating set. Even so, it is not clear how this rule of exception 
should be accounted for in the child’s grammar.  
It is fair to say that Pinker’s theory does not satisfactorily explain what happens in the 
developing grammar and why. There are cross-linguistic differences to be accounted 
for - distinguishing between a universal and a language-specific level only answers 
that issue on a theoretical level. 

                                                 
59In periphrastic causatives, the causative aspect is expressed by an auxiliary. In Dutch, the auxiliary is 
usually laten (‘let’); in English it is make, as in: she makes the bear fall. Comrie (1985) calls the 
periphrastic forms 'analytical causatives', as opposed to 'lexical (morphological) causatives'. 
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6.2.3.5 The role of language-specific devices for alternation 
 
What are the consequences of cross-linguistic differences for the child learning a 
language? Or rather, for the linguist studying the child learning a language?  
If the semantic classes direct the syntactic (alternation) behaviour of verbs, the Dutch 
(English, etc.) child should learn what the limitations are of the membership list for 
each class. If syntactic devices (conversion, prefix, small clause particle60) are cues for 
alternation, the child must read these devices, interpret them and learn their limitations 
in use. (It is clear that semantic and syntactic bootstrapping surface here.)  
The concept of a cue, a key one within the framework of Bates and MacWhinney’s 
(1982) competition model, is important here. In their view, cues relate to competing 
surface representations: lexical items, word order, morphological markers, intonation 
contours. A parallel can be drawn with Leonard’s account of the acquisition of verb 
morphology (Leonard, 1989; Leonard et al., 1988). He hypothesises that a child who 
learns a language that has a rich morphology is guided by the morphological marker, 
the word ending. In the same vein, an English child is guided by word order. 
Returning to argument structure, one possible hypothesis is that a Dutch child is 
guided by overt marking devices (surface reflexes of alternation) rather than by 
semantic class membership. Learning an alternation that has no explicit surface marker 
but is expressed in the word order (i.e. conversion) will, under this hypothesis, be 
more difficult than learning an alternation that is marked by a surface marker like the 
particle vol. An operationalisation of this hypothesis would run like this: the 
causative/inchoative alternation will fare worse than the locative alternation in 
Dutch61.   
The hypothesis is crippled, however, by other factors: the particle or prefix is not 
obligatory and word order is involved as well. It is even possible to take an opposite 
view. If there is a range of devices that have lexical constraints themselves (that is, 
they do not occur with each verb that is conceptually open to alternation) there is 
additional opportunity for making errors (Ingham et al., 1993).  
Although the predictions that follow from the existence of overt marking of alternation 
are not unidirectional, the issue itself remains intriguing: how will cross-linguistic 
(surface) differences affect the learning of alternation? While the present study does 
not directly attack this issue (prompting the verb and eliciting its argument structure 
does not determine the form the alternation takes), the occurrence of devices for 
alternation will be monitored in Chapter 8. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
60Or, in another language, case, for example. 
61If children with SLI (Rice, 1990) are conservative learners, this means they will learn verbs and their 
complements one by one without inferring a rule. If surface cues are infrequent, this will mean that these 
children lack one ersatz way of finding out about alternation. 
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6.3 Verbs and verb argument structure in SLI: empirical evidence 
 
 
6.3.1 Verb learning in SLI 
 
In her review of work on lexical development in language-impaired children, Menyuk 
(1993) summarised a central tendency in the literature: on vocabulary measures, 
children with SLI do not perform as well as their chronological age peers, but they 
perform better than their language age peers.  
Research in normal acquisition has suggested a discrepancy between the learning of 
nouns and verbs. Verbs are thought to be more difficult to learn than nouns. Many 
lexical verbs surface relatively late and the growth of the lexicon is not as fast for verbs 
as it is for nouns in typically developing children (Gentner, 1978, 1982). Several 
explanations have been invoked to explain the dissociation between nouns and verbs in 
normal acquisition (‘nouns before verbs’). Verbs present additional obstacles in the 
mapping of ‘world to word’: 

- Verbs' referents are transient. While an object can be inspected carefully to 
identify its relevant properties, actions are of a passing nature and only their 
repetition can add to the child’s knowledge. This is even more significant if we 
consider the fact that children's early word representations are based on perceptual 
information (Barrett, 1985).  
- Verbs’ referents are complex. How is one to determine which particular aspects 
of meaning that are inherent in a complex action scene are covered by the verb 
label? 
- Nouns refer to only one referent in a state or action, verbs involve the 
participation of more than one referent in a semantic scenario - the full thematic 
structure associated with the verbal predicate. 
- Verbs can package different meaning elements (Gentner, 1982) - for instance 
manner as well as direction of motion - and many of these 'conflation patterns' are 
not universal but language-specific (Talmy, 1985), so the meaning of verbs is apt 
to be more complex. Verbs are also more polysemous (Fellbaum, 1993)62. 

Assumptions about the noun-verb discrepancy in typical development have influenced 
research in SLI. Investigations have been carried out to test the prediction that 
acquisition of verbs was differentially affected by SLI. 
Confirming evidence was found in studies on fast mapping of verbs by language-
impaired children. Fast mapping or, to take a near-synonym, quick incidental learning 
(QUIL) is a research paradigm that was adopted in a number of studies by Rice and 
her colleagues (Rice et al., 1990; Rice et al., 1992). Children were presented with 
lexical items that were not familiar to them. In a video presentation an object or an 
action was consistently labelled by the novel word. It turned out that children with SLI 
were less likely to pick up the label than typically developing children. This was 

                                                 
62Fellbaum cites a study by Gentner and France (1988) that illustrated the ‘mutability’ of verbs: adult 
subjects were presented with sentences in which verbs were combined with nouns that did not obey the 
selectional restrictions of the verb. When they were asked for a paraphrase, they would give a different 
interpretation of the verb, but maintained the meaning of the noun.  
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especially true for action words. The studies by Rice et al. show a discrepancy 
between lexical acquisition in general and acquisition of verbs in particular. 
An early investigation by Leonard et al. (1982) found that SLI children performed like 
normal children in the learning of new labels for objects and actions. Unlike the 
children in the QUIL studies, these SLI children produced more action terms. It should 
be noted, however, that these children (language-impaired children and controls alike) 
were in the one-word stage, so it is not clear that they had acquired the entire verb 
lemmas, including the complements. The observation does agree with the concept of a 
manipulative action scene as being the first type of scene to be expressed. 
Johnston (1988) suggests that there are two broad sources for lexical acquisition. On 
the one hand there are conceptual factors (these are intact in SLI children, by 
definition), on the other hand there are non-conceptual factors: word frequency, 
perceptual characteristics of words and the syntactic properties of words. Johnston 
predicts that the conceptual share in the process will have children with SLI keep pace 
with normally developing children, but non-conceptual factors will put them at a 
disadvantage. This means, in the case of verbs, that argument structure, among other 
factors, can have a detrimental influence on lexical acquisition. At the same time, it 
follows that lexical shortcomings can be symptomatic of problems with argument 
structure. 
 
6.3.2 Verb diversity in SLI; General All-Purpose verbs 
 
Fletcher & Peters (1984) found fewer verb types in the output of SLI children than in 
that of their chronological age peers. Their study aimed to find variables that reliably 
distinguished SLI children from normally developing children and Verb Type was one 
of the two measures that did so (the other was unmarked verb form; see section 4.1). 
This finding was replicated when, in a number of studies, Rice and her co-authors 
investigated the verb lexicon of language-impaired children (Rice, 1991; Rice & Bode, 
1993; Watkins et al., 1993). In unison, these studies claimed:  

- that verb diversity, as measured by Verb Type Token Ratio (TTR), is low in 
SLI children; 
- that abundant use of a small set of verbs - the so-called ‘general all purpose’ 
(GAP) or ‘light’ verbs - is largely to blame for this low diversity. 

Children may, the rationale goes, restrict their acquisition of argument structures by 
learning a subset of the verb lexicon. It is possible that members of the subset are 
substituted for other verbs, provided that the subset contains applicable ‘GAP verbs’. 
In this way, low diversity could signify an underrealisation of the argument potential. 
Because this line of research has been very influential, it is useful to trace its course. 
The importance of verbs and verb argument structure as a target area for diagnostics 
and intervention was stressed by Rice (1991). Her article in fact served as a program 
for research to be undertaken. In it she described the way in which already notable 
difficulties in the lexicon could be more significant where verbs are concerned. Due to 
the key role that verbs play in syntax - their thematic roles are mapped onto argument 
constituents - children’s syntactic deficits could well be linked to limitations in the 
verb lexicon that is available to them. By prediction, the TTR for verbs would lag 
behind the general TTR value. The findings of Fletcher and Peters (1984), although 
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resulting from a comparison with chronological age peers, indicated as much. In a 
study on three language-impaired children, Rice and Bode (1993) found extremely low 
(lexical) Verb TTR’s, between 0.10 and 0.15. However, as the authors are quick to 
point out, this proportional value in itself should not be taken too seriously. It is a well 
known fact (Richards, 1987, is a key reference here) that TTR decreases rigorously 
with sample size, and the samples in this investigation were quite large.  
An additional calculation was made by Rice and Bode (1993): the number of tokens 
was divided by the number of types. This resulted in a set of verbs that were produced 
above average (average being the outcome of this division). In the words of Rice and 
Bode these verbs constituted a set of  ‘general all-purpose (GAP) verbs’ (the term was 
coined originally by Bloom et al., 1980). GAP verbs were defined as characterised by 
“frequent input, simple phonetic form and syntactic/semantic non-specificity” (Rice & 
Bode, 1993:127). This definition, it must be remembered, is post hoc - the verb set was 
first established by establishing their high frequency. 
Because the Rice and Bode study did not employ a control group, it is useful to 
compare these  findings with a complementary study (published in the same journal 
issue) by Watkins et al. (1993). They performed a group comparison that involved 14 
children with SLI and equally sized groups of chronological age matches and language 
age matches. If we restrict ourselves to the same topic that was extracted from the Rice 
and Bode study, the SLI children in the second study differed significantly from both 
control groups in Verb TTR. Importantly, there was no difference in general TTR. If 
we follow the rationale for language-matched comparison, the conclusion should be 
that children with SLI have a problem with the acquisition of the verb lexicon that 
goes beyond their general shortcomings in lexical development. 
Differences in Verb TTR were not found by Grela and Leonard (1997). They used 
samples that were somewhat larger (185 utterances) than the ones Watkins et al. 
(1993) used, but even when they downsized their data to 100-utterance samples (the 
size in the Watkins et al. study) no difference was visible between a group of children 
with SLI and a matched group of MLU controls. In that respect, Grela and Leonard 
(1997) seconded the results of a previous study by Fletcher and Garman (1988). These 
authors found no difference in number of verb types between a group of children with 
SLI and any of the normal age groups in their study (3-, 5- and 7-year olds). 
Another element from the Rice and Bode (1993) study that was put to the test by 
Watkins et al. (1993) was the use of the so-called GAP verbs. The SLI group did not 
distinguish itself from either control group in its use of these high-frequency verbs. 
This is worth mentioning because in the subsequent literature both studies are often 
summarised to the effect that they jointly show that children with SLI rely on a limited 
set of recurrent verbs - the discrepancy is ignored. While groupwise no difference for 
reliance on GAP verbs was found, the difference in Verb TTR remains an important 
and intriguing fact.   
 
I will take a closer look at the set of GAP verbs that is singled out by Rice and her co-
authors. The verbs that they identify (like go, do, make, get) overlap with a set that 
was described by Bloom et al. (1980; reprinted in Bloom, 1991). Bloom et al. called 
them ‘pro-verbs’ because of the pioneering role they seemed to play in the typical 
acquisition of verb morphology. Inflections were used with these verbs before they 
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were affixed to others (more or less like pronouns may precede nouns, hence the label 
‘pro-verb’). They also appear in Pinker’s work (Pinker, 1989a) under the name ‘light 
verbs’, though in a more restricted manner. Pinker refers to the sort of verbs that are 
used in fixed expressions (‘take a bath’, ‘make love’). These verbs may also be used 
with object nouns that are later incorporated in a lexical verb (Hale & Keyser, 1993; 
Hollebrandse & Van Hout, 1995; Van Hout, 1995). As Bloom put it: “Such pro-verbs 
seemed to ‘stand in’ for more descriptive verbs in that they named events with 
different aspectual contours” (Bloom, 1991:226). Disregarding aspect, the essence of 
pro-verbs would be that they take the place of more specific verbs (the word 
‘placeholder’ is a common expression in this context). By extrapolation, pro-verbs’ 
argument structures would stand in for the argument structures of semantically more 
specific verbs. 
There is a confound to the label ‘GAP verbs’ that is apparent in the two publications 
that were discussed before (Rice & Bode, 1993; Watkins et al., 1993). The same set of 
verbs that is highly frequent is also identified as ‘general all-purpose’. This is not an 
operational term. For its definition it is dependent on frequency, not on intrinsic 
characteristics. Starting from the frequency requirement, a subset appears in which not 
all members are equally versatile (all-purpose) in their use (work, for instance, has 
fewer verbs that it can stand in for than go). I will return to this misnomer in Chapter 
9. 
Rice and Bode (1993), unlike Watkins et al. (1993), performed an error analysis. One 
type of error that was conspicuous (though not exceeding 1% of the verb tokens) was 
overuse of GAP verbs. In these cases specific verbs were substituted by more general 
verbs. This is not an uncommon phenomenon, for typically developing and language-
impaired children alike. What set the examples apart was that the children did so in a 
context that was not compatible with the substitute verb, resulting in genuine errors, as 
in ‘I’m doing two balloons’ (where the action is juggling). In such cases, a GAP verb 
is really ‘general’ and, importantly, too much so. In the examples that Rice and Bode 
(1993) quote, the argument structure is similar to that of the target verb. This adds 
credibility to Rice’s (1991) hypothesis that children use these verbs as pro-verbs, not 
just to experiment with inflection, but also to experiment with argument structure. 
 
Another study that is relevant here was done by Kelly and Rice (Kelly, 1992; Kelly & 
Rice, 1994; Kelly, 1997). Fifteen children with SLI were compared to similar groups 
of typically developing children, matched by chronological age and language age, 
respectively. The study involved two tasks. The stimuli, in an animation film, involved 
activity scenes performed by abstract figures. The scenes were brief (8 seconds) and 
they pictured either motion events or change-of-state events. The first task had the 
child watching a television screen on which four activity scenes were shown 
simultaneously. The child was asked to point to the matching screen quadrant in 
response to the stimulus sentence. In the second task activity scenes were shown one-
by-one and the child had to label the action. The figures that performed or underwent 
the actions were the same ones that acted in the initial video task. 
The results from the first task showed that the children with SLI more often gave a 
change-of-state interpretation to a motion scene (a cross-domain semantic error) and 
showed more errors in selecting the correct change-of-state verb (a within-domain 
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semantic error). These errors were significantly more frequent among the SLI children 
than in either of the control groups. The preference (between domains as well as 
within a domain) that the errors demonstrated also differed from the pattern among the 
controls.  
The second task is more pertinent to the issue that will be addressed in Chapter 9. 
After all, it can illustrate which strategy children with SLI follow in labelling a newly 
witnessed action. In Kelly’s (1992; 1997) account of this experiment, one of the 
response categories was ‘GAP verb’. This category was defined not in frequency terms 
but as “a verb which allowed for syntactic/semantic nonspecificity” (Kelly, 1997:206). 
Surprisingly, the children with SLI produced fewer GAP verbs than either of the 
control groups: 58%, against 74% for the chronological age peers and 77% for the 
younger children.  
The conclusion on GAP verbs so far, then, should be that their status is unclear. If SLI 
children ‘rely on’ GAP verbs at all, normal children seem to do so as well (or even 
more). The impression deriving from the Rice and Bode (1993) study that 
predominant use of GAP verbs is a characteristic of SLI is flatly contradicted by 
Watkins et al. (1993), Kelly (1997) and also by Conti-Ramsden and Jones (1997). The 
method used by Kelly (1997) has the benefit of making the concept of a GAP verb 
more operational, independent as it is on an external measure like frequency. The way 
she elicited verbs is not unlike the verb specificity experiment to be reported in 
Chapter 9. An interesting question is whether the use of GAP verbs is perhaps 
influenced by the elicitation method (spontaneous data versus experimentally gathered 
data) - after all, a different strategy may be at work when the child must retrieve verbs 
in free conversation instead of in response to task demands, where the options are 
more limited63. At first glance, this does not seem to be the case. So far, we have data 
for two settings that contradict the hypothesis that SLI children adopt a GAP verb 
strategy: in free conversation (Watkins et al., 1993; Conti-Ramsden & Jones, 1997) 
and in action naming (Kelly, 1997). The Rice and Bode (1993) findings are not 
relevant here, because they are not contrasted with a control group and therefore 
cannot be used to verify claims that a GAP verb strategy is exclusive to language-
impaired children. 
 
It is useful to reiterate that the GAP verbs issue has been presented as interconnected 
with argument structure. Verb diversity, Rice (1991) proposed, can be a predictor of 
the productivity of verb argument structures. Low diversity could reflect the 
availability of a mere limited set of argument structures. Although this prediction has 
a tautological ring to it - fewer verbs equals fewer verb-specific argument structures - 
there is at least reason to take the nature of the children’s verb lexicon into account. 
Also, the argument structure of GAP verbs would be more solid than that of more 
specific verbs, leaving the children with an 'easy way out' that involves learning the 

                                                 
63In Chapter 4, I mentioned the finding in some children that inflection in the Pingu narrative task differed 
from that in the verb video task. Such differential performance has implications for whether we consider 
deficits in SLI representational or processing-related (it favours a processing account). The same rationale 
applies here, if we would be able to credit the child with a different naming strategy as circumstances 
require. 
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argument structures of more specific verbs by resorting to multifunctional (GAP) verb 
frames. 
One prediction that can be tested is that argument structures of GAP verbs are more 
intact than those of more specific verbs. Specifically, this would entail that more 
arguments are realised with GAP verbs than with their hyponyms. This question will 
be explored in section 9.3. 
 
6.3.3 Verb argument structure in SLI 
 
6.3.3.1 Introduction 
 
Besides research that focused on the differential learning of nouns and verbs, a 
different research trend has contributed to the increased interest in verbs. The literature 
on typical acquisition has devoted much attention to the interface of semantics and 
syntax, the thematic structure and the argument structure. The respective contributions 
of  syntactic and semantic bootstrapping to the acquisition process has been an area of 
interest: it is relevant for the acquisition of verbs, not for the acquisition of nouns - at 
least not in a similar fashion. 
 
It is well-known that children with SLI produce shorter utterances than their normally 
developing peers. By definition, the practice of MLU matching has obscured this 
phenomenon. Yet, if the measure is the number of clause constituents in the output, 
Dutch children with SLI do produce fewer tokens of the more complex combinations 
within a LARSP-type taxonomy than younger controls do (Bol & Kuiken, 1988). 
There are two measures of mean utterance length. MLU-W measures utterance length 
in words, MLU-M measures length in morphemes. The extent to which grammatical 
morphemes contribute to utterance complexity has been discussed in section 3.3.2.1. If 
length is measured in words (but the same is true for MLU-M) realisation of 
arguments exerts a direct influence on the MLU value (of course, grammatical 
morphemes do not influence MLU-W, unless the morphemes are free-standing). 
One characteristic that Rice and Bode (1993) mention for SLI is: “a delay in the ability 
to expand sentence constituents, as indicated by a shorter mean length of utterance 
than that of their age peers” (Rice & Bode, 1993:114). This statement is valid for 
MLU-M as well as MLU-W. However, is low phrase expansion really underlying 
depressed utterance length64? The contribution that the realisation of arguments makes 
to utterance length has not often been studied in depth. In fact, in doing so, we revisit 
an old issue: the ‘length versus structure’ dilemma (Menyuk & Looney, 1976). In this 
context, the relevant question to ask is: does the fact that children with SLI produce 
fewer words/morphemes (length) at least partly derive from an insufficient control of 
the lexical verb’s arguments (structure)?  
Menyuk and Looney themselves mentioned an exemplary item for which children had 
to differentiate between two competing argument structures (as Pinker, 1989, would 
have it; Menyuk and Looney described the alternants as linked by a transformation), 
the so-called ‘dative shift’. In their imitation task, the authors introduced the sentences 
                                                 
64This is, to be sure,  not a question that Rice and Bode (1993) ignore. 
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‘Paul gave Tom the rope’ and ‘Paul gave the rope to Tom’. Unfortunately, the item did 
not work well as an elicitor: “these were just the types of sentences that elicited only 
last word or last phrase responses from children with a language problem” (Menyuk & 
Looney, 1976:261; the reported finding is from Menyuk, 1969). Nevertheless, the item 
illustrates the correlation between argument structure and MLU, with the prepositional 
dative resulting in an extra morpheme (or word).  
In recent investigations, argument structure in children with SLI has been confronted 
head-on. In this section, I will summarise the evidence. 
 
6.3.3.2 Realisation of verb complements 
 
In two different studies an inventory was given of SLI children’s realisation of verb 
complements. In both instances the taxonomy makes reference to arguments or phrasal 
constituents, but not to thematic roles. This leads to analytical categories like Object (1 
or 2) or NP versus NPPP.  
King (1994) counted the production of phrasal categories and combinations of phrases 
in a comparison between a group of SLI children (n=11) and LA controls. For a 
subgroup of five children, she found differences in the use of NPPP complements 
only. They were used less frequently by the language-impaired children than by their 
(individual) matches. 
Leonard et al. (1988) performed a cross-linguistic comparison - their aim was to find 
differences between the performance of English and Italian children. The external 
SUBJ was realised more often by the English children; not surprisingly, because 
Italian is a prodrop language in which the subject argument is optional. The children 
from both language backgrounds exhibited the same repertoire of  predicate-argument 
structures (in Leonard et al.’s analysis, adjuncts were counted as well; for structures 
that included adjuncts the same pattern of similarity was found).  
Johnston (1988) in her survey discussed lexical and relational semantics and 
concluded that children with SLI reveal deficits in these areas. Where relational 
semantics is concerned, children with SLI, according to her review, fell short on 
expressing ‘experiencer + verb’ relations and preferred ‘agent + verb’ and ‘object + 
verb’65. While these categories are semantic, the findings imply patterns of verb 
complementation. 
 
 
 

                                                 
65The concept of relational semantics as applied in the study of early child language, introduced by Brown 
(1973) and followed by many child language researchers in the seventies, is not often used anymore. 
Nowadays, the same relations are studied as projections of the verb: thematic roles mapped onto 
arguments.  Semantic relations remain relevant for the stage in which syntax is not yet visible in the child’s 
output.  The original impetus for the concept was doubt about the availability of syntactic knowledge as a 
resource for children in the early stages of word combination. The same term finds a new context in the 
Wordnet literature. As Fellbaum (1993) points out, relational semantic analysis is contrasted with semantic 
decomposition as a different way of looking at word meaning. While semantic decomposition analyses 
meaning into the smallest atoms of meaning, relational analysis starts from lexical items. Word meanings 
are defined in relation to other lexical items.     
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6.3.3.3 Errors in argument structure  
 
In a number of studies errors in argument structure during free conversation were 
reported. Alternatively, experiments were designed that aimed to examine children’s 
knowledge of grammaticality restrictions in verb complementation.  
The Fletcher (1992) and King & Fletcher (1993) studies contain examples of errors in 
argument structure realisation but, as the authors point out, the identification of errors 
is riddled with problems of definition. Identification of an error presupposes that 
obligatory contexts can be recognised. Discourse, however, allows omission of various 
elements, provided that discourse constraints are complied with (Rispoli, 1992). 
Constraints also vary between languages. Dutch, for instance, allows direct object 
omission in topicalised, initial position (De Haan & Tuijnman, 1988); English does 
not. Such differences between languages make cross-linguistic comparison of 
omissions difficult. 
While King and Fletcher (1993) found errors in SLI children’s omission of obligatory 
direct objects, the number of errors was small, and the omission rate among the SLI 
children was not significantly different from the normally developing children. 
However, in the case of the SLI children, more verbs (types) were affected. Also, the 
normally developing children’s errors occurred mainly in the younger controls’ output.  
In Fletcher’s (1992) single-case study the subject was an eight-year old boy whose 
language, when analysed in a LARSP profile chart, had the morphosyntactic level of a 
three-year old normal. In the language output of this child, there were some indications 
of failure to control argument structure. First of all, most direct objects were expressed 
as a pronoun. Second, when using the verb cut - to quote the most vulnerable item - 
the boy showed no control of the verb’s arguments. This is illustrated by utterances 
like ‘cut the knife’, ‘daddy - cuts the knife’. The theme that is required by the verb cut 
is not expressed here. Subsequent testing of comprehension and production showed a 
dissociation: the child understood verbs’ argument structures, but failed to produce 
them appropriately. 
Errors were also found by Rice and Bode (1993). In their triple case study they found 
a small number (15) of ‘transitivity errors’. In all instances, an obligatory object was 
omitted. Most errors concerned GAP verbs. Because the same verbs were frequently 
used correctly, Rice and Bode suggested that the errors were performance-related. 
There were also 5 omissions of particles in an obligatory context, resulting in 
argument structure errors.  
In this study, I will concentrate on VP-internal arguments and ignore external 
arguments, i.e. subjects. Subject omission, after all, is influenced by factors that are 
independent of argument structure, like improper parameter setting (pro-drop setting; 
Loeb & Leonard, 1988) and the unstressed position of the subject (McGregor & 
Leonard, 1994). Moreover, the presence of the subject is more a requirement of the 
sentence (as specified in the Extended Projection Principle, which holds that “there 
must be a subject even if one is not needed semantically”, Cook & Newson, 1996:180) 
than a requirement of the verb, although the canonical agent role for the subject is one 
of the thematic roles that are intrinsic to the verb’s semantics. Grela and Leonard 
(1997) were among the authors who demonstrated that language-impaired children 
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omit subjects more frequently. They found no between-groups differences for 
omission of internal arguments (their control group consisted of MLU matches).  
Smith (1989) contributed a case study of a language-impaired boy, Clive, whose 
phonology he had explored in the boy’s teenage years. He saw the boy again when he 
was a 26-year-old man. At that time he took him through a number of tests. One test 
had him judge violations of subcategorisation restrictions.  

“Clive failed to react directly to ungrammatical sentences designed to illustrate 
such restrictions, but his responses indicated that he did at least have as part of 
his lexical knowledge the fact that ‘put’ and ‘find’ do require objects. For 
instance, his reaction to ‘she put in the garage’ was ‘the car’; to ‘the boy came 
the fish’ was ‘he eat it’; to ‘John found the’ was ‘found something on the 
ground’, and so on.” (Smith, 1989:172-173).  

Later on, Smith characterises ‘thematic theory’ as one of the modules that are ‘lacking 
or incomplete’. The examples he refers to, however, are ambiguous. It seems that the 
child fails to recognise the metalinguistic nature of the task (the need to call an 
ungrammatical utterance ‘wrong’) but he does return a fully grammatical utterance in 
which the ungrammatical aspects of the stimulus utterance are corrected (although, 
lexically, in a rather non-specific way).   
Counterevidence comes from Gopnik (1990) and Gopnik and Crago (1991). In their 
case and group studies they took their subjects through some tasks devised to measure 
control of argument structure. They found that the performance by their subjects 
reflected no difficulty in this particular area. It is worth mentioning, however, that 
performance was less than perfect, and in some of the tasks some of the subjects from 
the Gopnik and Crago (1991) study produced less than 60% correct responses. 
 
6.3.3.4 Argument structure alternation    
 
Apart from omission or substitution errors in verb complementation, there is another 
potential symptom of argument structure difficulties: violation of verbs’ alternation 
constraints. However, such errors are not always reflective of language learning 
difficulties, they can also illustrate awareness of a rule (as overgeneralisations of the 
past tense paradigm do). Bowerman (1982) described, for instance, novel causatives in 
the output of her daughters, as seen in utterances like ‘I’m just gonna fall this on her’ 
(Christy, 2;9) and ‘Daddy go me around’ (Christy, 2;8) (see Pinker, 1989a:23). Her 
examples show that these children are aware of causativisability as a semantic feature 
but lexicalise it in verbs that disallow lexicalisation of the cause feature. It is hard to 
hypothesise whether the Bowerman type of error will occur in SLI children: 

(i) less often, because the errors indicate ‘progressive learning’ and SLI children 
are sometimes claimed to be more conservative learners (Rice, 1991) or 

(ii) more often, because SLI children might find it difficult to determine the 
constraints on the application of alternation rules. 

In short, the dilemma involves the question whether these errors are considered 
progressive. Are they reflective of rule learning - after all, these instances cannot have 
been taken up from the input - or are they indicative of a lack of awareness of 
constraints? 
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Two research groups have recently investigated argument structure alternation in 
children with SLI. Their aim was not solely to elicit violation errors from the children, 
but also to find out to what extent the children were aware of the alternation potential 
of verbs - an awareness the children had to demonstrate by producing both alternants.  
Fletcher et al. (submitted) adopted a research paradigm that was designed in 
collaboration with the present author (it is identical to the design described in section 
3.4.2.2.3 of this book). The alternations they addressed were the causative/inchoative 
alternation and the locative contact alternation. In their English subjects they did not 
find a significant difference between the SLI group and a vocabulary-matched control 
group in the number of alternation pairs produced by the children. However, they 
found a close connection between deficient verb morphology and depressed verb 
alternation in individual children with SLI (that is: the same children that exhibited 
morphological difficulties also failed to realise the alternation potential of the target 
verbs; cf. 8.7) - a difference that is obscured by the group results. Also, when an adult 
control group was included in the comparison, that group differed significantly from 
the SLI group, but not from the younger controls.  
Loeb et al. (1998) took a different approach in their investigation of the causative 
alternation. Apart from alternating (causativising) verbs, they also included verbs that 
necessitate a periphrastic construction to allow for a transitive sentence frame and 
verbs that can only appear in an intransitive context if passivised. After exposing a 
child to an action, two different questions were asked, agent-questions and patient-
questions (Braine et al., 1990). Whereas King et al. (1995) left the choice of a sentence 
frame to the child, and promoted either alternant semantically by drawing visual 
attention to agent or patient, Loeb et al. presented the child with a question that 
prompted either agent or patient. In Loeb et al.’s study, SLI children did not perform 
differently on the causativisable verbs, but they had difficulty with the other two verb 
types.   
Errors of the kind described by Bowerman (1982) were extremely rare in these studies, 
as in other studies. In normal acquisition, most examples that we know of are from 
diary reports and that reflects their low frequency: apparently they are not easily 
elicited in an experiment nor do they occur naturally in free conversation often enough 
to fall within the limits of a recorded sample. In cross-sectional work, percentages of 
these progressive errors in argument structure hardly ever reach one percent. Rice 
(1991) predicted that, whereas overgeneralisations of past tense rules (i.e. progressive 
errors) do occur in children with SLI, these children may be conservative in their 
acquisition of verb argument structure “by using the verbs in linguistic contexts highly 
similar to the ones they encounter in linguistic input” (Rice, 1991:473). In short, if 
children with SLI would produce these errors, they would show more awareness of the 
linguistic rules involved than Rice gives them credit for.   
 
6.3.3.5 Semantic and syntactic bootstrapping 
 
The border region of thematic structure and argument structure, of semantics and 
syntax, has been investigated in depth by Van der Lely (1993, 1994). In particular, she 
drew attention to the limited availability of linking rules. Such rules connect thematic 
roles (e.g. agent, theme) to arguments (subject, direct object). Pinker (1984) proposed 
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that children adhere to a canonical order that links, say, agent to subject and theme to 
object. In some instances - notably passivisation or topicalisation - a canonical linking 
‘strategy’ leads to misinterpretation because the linking is of a non-canonical nature. 
Children with SLI tend to interpret non-canonical (in English: non-SVO) sequences 
according to a canonical mapping routine. This leads to an erroneous interpretation: 
e.g. the subject of a passive sentence is identified with the agent role instead of with 
the theme. Because Van der Lely found such errors when she presented children with a 
non-canonical sequence, she inferred that the locus of the SLI children’s problems was 
in syntactic bootstrapping: in the identification of thematic roles as derived from 
syntactic arguments (called ‘reverse linking’ by Van der Lely, 1994).  
O’Hara and Johnston (1997) replicated Van der Lely’s finding that children with SLI 
face difficulties in deducing meaning from a syntactic frame. However, whereas Van 
der Lely locates the problem in syntactic dependency, in other words in linguistic 
representation, O’Hara and Johnston (al least partially) blame SLI children’s 
processing deficit for their inability to take advantage of syntactic bootstrapping. The 
children in their study were asked to act out sentences in which the predicate contained 
a novel verb. Six children with SLI were matched by sentence comprehension score to 
six typically developing children. The SLI children performed worse than the controls: 
they made more errors. Still, their performance was well above chance level. Some 
factors were found to correlate with the appearance of errors. Recency effects were 
witnessed, pointing at immediate short term memory: selection errors occurred three 
times as often on initial and medial NPs than on sentence-final NPs. Also, errors 
occurred more often with three-argument sentences than with two-argument verbs. 
Finally, ‘lexical’ errors (in which the wrong object is matched with an NP) were 
typically ‘lower-level’: in selecting a ‘doctor’ for a ‘man’ the child preserved the 
higher-level feature ‘human’.    
Whereas the evidence summarised so far suggests that the children’s shortcomings in 
linking thematic structure and argument structure are of a syntactic nature, Rice (1991) 
also mentioned these children’s limited ability to fast-map meanings of verb items. In 
her view children with SLI face a difficulty in world-to-word mapping (learning new 
items) and in semantics-to-syntax mapping, i.e. in semantic bootstrapping (or forward 
linking). Recognising these children’s syntactic problems as well, Rice (1991) 
suggested children with SLI are in a ‘Catch 22’ situation: neither path - whether 
semantics to syntax or syntax to semantics - facilitates the learning of verbs and their 
argument structures for these children. There would be no type of  ‘bootstrapping’ that 
a language-impaired child can consistently benefit from. 
 
 
6.4 Conclusion 
 
 
This chapter served as an introduction to the research topics that are under review in 
this study. Some of the topics are resumed in the experiments that will be reported in 
the following chapters.  
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In Chapter 7, an analysis of the verb complements in a spontaneous language corpus is 
reported. This analysis is reminiscent of the studies summarised in section 6.3.3.2. For 
the same data, Type/Token Ratios will be established (cf. 6.3.2).  
In Chapter 8, argument structure and argument structure alternation are targeted (cf. 
6.3.3.4). The tasks were designed to elicit verb complements by showing the action 
labelled by the verb. Consequently, the task entails semantic bootstrapping and has no 
relevance for research on syntactic bootstrapping. It has become clear that alternation 
of verb argument structures is often seen as a measure of children’s awareness of the 
lexical semantics of verbs (Pinker, 1989a, Levin, 1993). However, performance on 
verb argument structure tasks is also influenced by the formal characteristics of 
alternation. These characteristics are language-specific. Both aspects - lexical-semantic 
classes (6.2.2) and alternation devices (6.2.3.3) - are at work in the experiments and 
must be watched. Finally, the literature on verb diversity and general all-purpose verbs 
proved to be inconclusive. In this study, an approach is taken that resembles that of 
Kelly (1997) - although the manner of presentation is different. The objections that 
were raised against the GAP verb literature (6.3.2) are countered  in Chapter 9 by 
defining non-specific verbs in a principled way. 




