
The Acquisition of Polish 

Magdalena Smoczyriska 
Jagiellonian University 

Krakow, Poland 

Contents 
Introduction 595 

Descriptive Sketch of Polish 595 
Sources of Evidence 612 
Overall Course of Linguistic Development 617 

The Data 620 
Typical Errors 620 
U-Shaped Developments 642 
Timing of Acquisition 644 

Conclusions 667 
Universal Operating Principles and the Acquisition of Polish 667 
Language Acquisition Strategies: Universal or Language Specific 677 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

1. D e s c r i p t i v e Ske t c h o f Po l i sh 

/. /. General Typological Characteristics 

Polish is an Indo-European language, belonging to the Slavic branch. Wi th in 

the Slavic branch, Polish represents one o f the North Slavic languages, as differ-

ent from South Slavic (Serbo-Croatian, Bulgarian, etc.). The North Slavic group 

*The present chapter includes some sections written by Dr. Richard M. Weist, who was asked to give 
a first-hand account of his research conducted at Adam Mickiewicz University and SUNY College, 
Fredonia. These sections are indicated by [WEIST] at the beginning and end of each section. Due to 
the communication problems caused by the situation in Poland during the completion of work on this 
book, Dr. Weist undertook the job of developing and editing the first draft of my chapter as a favor to 
me. He has contributed enormously to the final formulation of my text, and I would like to express 
my deepest gratitude for his cooperation. I would also like to thank my colleague and friend, Dr. 
Elzbieta Tabakowska from Jagiellonian University, Krakow, who helped me with the English for-
mulation of the original draft. 
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is further subdivided into West Slavic languages including Polish, Czech, Slo-
vak, etc., and East Slavic (Russian, Ukrainian, etc.). 

L ike other Slavic languages, Polish represents an inflecting, or fusional type 
of language, in which single grammatical morphemes combine several functions: 
case, gender, and number in noun forms; person and number in verb forms. 
However, Polish is less close to the ideal model o f an inflecting language than 
Czech or Slovak. Lotko (1979) gives many examples o f replacing synthetic 
means of expression by analytical ones in contemporary Polish. In general, the 
Polish grammatical system closely parallels that o f Russian. 

Because Polish retains a r ich inflectional system, morphology is the main 
device for expressing syntactic distinctions. Word order has grammatical func-
tions only to a l imited extent, and hence i t can serve other purposes, namely, i t 
performs pragmatic functions. Deviations from the standard (unmarked) SVO 
order serve the purposes o f topicalization; and combined wi th focal stress, word 
order expresses special emphasis on certain elements, i n a way independent from 
discourse structure. Furthermore, the r ich inflectional system makes i t possible 
to apply ellipsis to a much larger extent than in English. A selective outline o f 
Polish morphology and syntax is provided in Sections 1.2 and 1.3. The interested 
reader w i l l profit from Schenker's (1967, 1973) comprehensive and wel l -
organized description o f Polish grammar and Fisiak, Lipihska-Grzegorek, and 
Zabrocki's (1978) Polish-English contrastive grammar. 

1.2. Morphology 

There are some relevant differences between Slavic and English morphology. 
In English, the basic word form is the stem. The same stem can constitute the 
basic form of both noun and verb, e.g. change, drink. The form STEM + 0 
usually performs numerous functions, and the use o f inflectional endings is 
greatly l imited. The form STEM + ENDING occurs in opposition to the basic form, 
e.g. balls!ball, Mommy-'si Mommy, drinks/drink, want-ed/want, etc. Thus, in 
English one can talk about the acquisition of particular grammatical morphemes, 
as is actually done in Brown (1973), de Vil l iers and de Vil l iers (1973), and 
others. 

In Slavic languages, bare stems, i.e. forms wi th a zero ending, are rare, and in 
most cases, the word stem can never occur alone. Hence, the concept o f a word 
stem is a mere abstraction which can be formed by cutting o f f the common part 
that occurs in various forms o f a word from the array o f possible endings. Even 
those forms which are functionally unmarked, e.g. nominative singular o f nouns 
or infinitive o f verbs, have specific endings, and a given ending explicit ly spec-
ifies the grammatical category o f the word. Moreover, in view o f the rich variety 
of inflectional forms o f a word , a given form occurs in opposition to the whole 
inflectional pattern, rather than to the basic form only. Therefore, morphological 
development should be conceived o f as the acquisition o f the ability to REPLACE 
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grammatical morphemes according to the rules of language, rather than the 
ability to ADD them to basic forms when required. 

In consequence, although Polish children can very easily split a word form 
into a stem and an ending (as illustrated by their own morphological formations, 
differing from adult forms), the basic unit o f the text is a WORD rather than a 
morpheme. In Polish this is additionally strengthened by fixed penultimate word 
stress. In contrast to Polish, word stress is mobile in Russian and Serbo-Croatian. 
Free morphemes are not numerous in Polish, and their status is entirely different 
from that o f bound morphemes. Furthermore, most Polish endings are syllabic, 
whereas in English many of them are nonsyllabic. Thus their presence does not 
affect the prosodic shape o f the word (equal to stem). 

The purpose o f this section on morphology is to provide the reader wi th a 
sketch o f the declensional and conjugational patterns o f Polish. Hence, the 
description which follows has been simplified in many ways. In some areas, the 
nature o f the simplification w i l l be identified so that the reader can appreciate the 
complexity o f the overall system. However, in many instances the relationship 
between this brief sketch and the ful l system w i l l not be identified. The reader 
seeking an understanding o f the ful l system should consult another source, such 
as Schenker (1973). 

1.2.1. Nouns. Nouns are marked for gender, and they are inflected for case 
and number. The relationship between the cases and their most typical semantic 
and syntactic functions is presented in Table 6 . 1 , and the basic regular declen-
sional patterns are outlined in Table 6.2. Gender serves as the basis for the 
classification o f nouns into declensional patterns. Singular nouns have one of 
three genders: feminine, masculine, or neuter. The masculine and neuter patterns 
are relatively similar as contrasted wi th the feminine pattern. In the plural , there 
are two genders: vir i le ( V I R) and nonvirile ( N V I R ) , where vir i le includes the 

TABLE 6.1 
The Polish Cases and Their Most Typical Functions [WEIST] 

Semantic Syntactic 
Case Function Function Key Wh Question 

Nominative (NOM) Agent Subject Who 
Accusative (ACC) Patient Direct Object Whom 

Genitive (GEN) Possessor Possessive Whose 
Dative (DAT) Receiver Indirect Object To whom 

Locative (LOC)" Location Adverbial On what/where 
Instrumental (INSTR) Instrument/Comitative Adverbial With what/whom 
Vocative (VOC) The case used when addressing someone 

a The locative case is also referred to as the prepositional case. 
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TABLE 6.2 
The Basic Declensional Patterns 

Singular (SG) 

Feminine Masculine Neuter 
Case (FEM) (MASC) (NEUT) 

NOM -a -0 -o/-e 
ACC -e [AN] = GEN/[IN AN] = NOM = NOM 
GEN -y/-i [SFC] -a/(-u) -a 
DAT -e/-i [SFC] -owi/(-u) -u 
L O C = DAT -e/-u [SFC] -e/-u [SFC] 
INSTR - a -em -em 

Plural (PL) with Virile (VIR)INonvirile (NVIR) 

NOM -y/-i, (-e) [SFC], -a [NEUT], -owie [VIR] 
A C C [NVIR] = NOM/[VIR] = G E N 
GEN -0 [—MASC] -6w/(-y/-i) [+MASC] 
DAT -om 
L O C -ach 
INSTR -ami (-mi) 

[ ] = criterion, e.g. animate [AN]. 
SFC = stem final consonant (hard/soft or other). 

( ) = less frequent suffix. 

features masculine and human. 1 In the plural , the dative, locative, and instru-
mental suffixes are identical, regardless o f gender. The nominative and ac-
cusative suffixes are conditioned by the vir i le versus nonvirile distinction and the 
genitive endings depend on the masculine versus non-masculine distinction. 
Throughout the declensional system specific suffixes are sometimes controlled 
by the morphophonological properties o f the noun stem, e.g. hard versus soft 
stem-final consonants. Furthermore, i t is important to note that the speaker's task 
consists not only in the selection o f an appropriate ending but also in performing 
necessary modifications o f the phonological form o f the stem. Some of such stem 
alternations result from general phonological rules. In most instances, however, 
they are governed by narrow morphophonological rules only. 

1.2.1.1. [WEIST] Cases and Functions. One o f the basic problems that 
the child (or any other listener) faces is to extract information about semantic 
functions, e.g. agent versus patient, from the surface structure. I f a simple 

Polish seems to be the most sex-biased of all Indo-European languages. Russian has the ani-
mate/inanimate distinction in plural for all nouns and Serbo-Croatian preserves the masculine, 
feminine, and neuter distinction. 
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transitive sentence contains two feminine singular nouns, there is no ambiguity 
within the basic declensional pattern as shown in sentence l . 2 I n sentence 1, 

(1) Dziewczynk-a pcha matk-e 
girl-FEM:NOM:SG pushes mother-FEM:ACC:SG 

'(A) girl is pushing (the) mother.' 

(2) Dziewczynk-i pchajq matk-i 
girl-NVIR:NOM/ACC:PL push mother-NVIR:ACC/NOM:PL 

'Girls are pushing mothers' or 'Mothers are pushing girls.' 

(3) Chlopiec-0 goni ojc-a 
boy-MASC:NOM:SG chases father-MASC:ACC:SG 

'(A) boy is chasing (the) father.' 

(4) Samochdd-0 goni autobus-0 
car-MASC:NOM/ACC:SG chases bus-MASC:ACC/NOM:SG 

'(A) car is chasing (the) bus' or '(A) bus is chasing (the) car.' 

the word dziewczynk-a ' g i r l ' has the nominative singular suffix -a which indi-
cates (in this context) that the g i r l is the one who is initiating the action, and the 
word matk% 'mother' has the accusative singular suffix -£ which specifies that the 
mother is somehow affected by the action. The meaning is the same i f we change 
the word order: Matk% pcha dziewczynka, Pcha dziewczynka matk$, etc. A m b i -
guity can arise i f these nouns are plural nouns since the nominative suffix is the 
same as the accusative for nonvirile nouns, as demonstrated by sentence 2. I f the 
two nouns in a transitive sentence are masculine singular and animate, the 
nominative and accusative suffixes are distinct, e.g. chtopiec and ojciec in the 
nominative case and chiopca and ojca in the accusative case. However, i f the 
masculine nouns are NOT animate the suffixes in the nominative and the ac-
cusative case are identical as shown in sentence 4. 

(5) Siostr-a Michal-a zjadla 
sister-FEM: NOM: SG Michael-MASC:GEN:SG ate 

ciast-o pod stol-em w 
cake-NEUT:ACC:SG under table-MASC:INSTR:SG in 

kuchn-i 
kitchen-FEM:LOC:SG 

'Michael's sister ate (the) cake under (the) table in (the) kitchen' 

(6) Chlopc-y zjedli ciast-a z 
boy-VIR:NOM:PL ate cake-NEUT:GEN:SG with 

2 For a guide to pronunciation, see Appendix A. 
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rodzynk-ami. 
raisin-NVIR:INSTR:PL 

'The boys ate some cake with raisins' 

(7) Michal-0 nie jadl ciast-a 
Michael-MASC:NOM:SG not ate cake-NEUT:GEN:SG 

palc-ami. 
finger-NVIR:INSTR:PL 

'Michael did not eat (the) cake with (his) fingers' 

(8) Chlopiec-0 poszedl do sklep-u z 
boy-MASC:NOM:SG went to shop-MASC:GEN:SG with 

siostr-q. 
sister-FEM:INSTR:SG 

'(The) boy went to the shop with (his) sister' 

(9) Dziewczynk-a czytaia brat-u o 
girl-FEM:NOM:SG read brother-MASC:DAT:SG about 

zwierz^t-ach. 
animal-NVIR:LOC:PL 

'(The) girl read to (her) brother about animals.' 

The above examples serve to demonstrate that the functions o f cases are not 

l imited to those presented in Table 6 . 1 . The genitive, for instance, is not only the 

Possessor's case (as in sentence 5) but also expresses the Partitive (sentence 6) , 

the Direct Object o f negated sentences (sentence 7) , the Location in the ex-

pression 'to the shop' (sentence 8), etc. Similarly, the instrumental is not only 

the expression o f Instrument (as in sentence 7: ' w i t h fingers') but also a Com-

itative: ' w i th raisins' and 'w i t h sister' (sentences 6 and 8), as wel l as the Loca-

tion 'under the table' (sentence 5). The locative not only expresses Location (as 

in sentence 5) but also figures in a prepositional phrase 'about animals' which is 

not a Location (sentence 9). As for the locative case, which is also referred to as 

the prepositional case, i t is worth noting that both its names are misleading: in 

fact, other cases serve to express location as w e l l , and other cases are used wi th 

prepositions. For instance, while na ' on ' and w ' i n ' require the locative to 

express static location, when used wi th the accusative they express dynamic 

notions o f 'onto ' , ' i n to ' . Prepositions do ' t o ' , od ' f rom' require the genitive, 

while pod 'under' , nad 'over ' , za 'behind' govern the instrumental case. The 

same prepositions, however, when used wi th the accusative express motion: ' to 

go under/over/behind something'. Among Polish cases, it is the genitive which 

has the widest range o f functions, while the use o f the dative is relatively the 

most l imited, i.e. Receiver, Beneficiary, Experiencer. In addition to these points 

concerning the relationships between the cases and semantic and syntactic func-
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tions, sentences 1-9 show clearly the sense in which Polish is an inflecting 

language. Each suffix combines the concepts o f gender, case, and number. 

Furthermore, the individual suffixes can only be understood wi th in the context o f 

a declensional pattern. Hence, the suffix -a [a] has the nominative singular 

function in the feminine pattern, the genitive (and/or) the accusative function in 

the masculine pattern, and the accusative and nominative plural function in the 

neuter pattern. [WEIST] 

1.2.2. Adjectives. Adjectives agree in case, number, and gender wi th the 

noun they modify. The declension o f adjectives is relatively regular: there are 

five different patterns corresponding to the five genders (three in singular, two in 

plural). Comparative and superlative degrees are formed also rather regularly by 

adding special suffixes and prefixes. W i t h some classes o f adjectives only analyt-

ical forms can be used. 

1.2.3. Adverbs. Adverbs are primarily derived from adjectives by means o f 

suffixes. They are not declined. Comparative and superlative degrees are formed 

according to rules similar to those for adjectives. 

1.2.4. Numerals. Whi le ordinals are declined according to the regular ad-
jective pattern, the declension o f cardinal numerals is a loose collection of 
exceptions rather than a system. Every honest native speaker o f Polish would 
confess making occasional mistakes wi th these forms or at least admit that the 
choice o f the correct form requires an intensive intellectual effort on his or her 
part. 

1.2.5. Pronouns. Most pronouns are declined according to the regular ad-

jectival pattern, but the case forms o f personal pronouns are highly idiosyncratic. 

Furthermore, oblique cases o f personal pronouns have special enclitic short 

forms, distributed according to special rules. 

Another peculiarity is the existence o f special reflexive pronouns, which 

replace the personal or possessive pronoun when the person to which it refers 

coincides wi th the sentence subject. For instance, the English sentences / think 

about myself, You think about yourself, They think about themselves are trans-

lated into Polish as Myslq o sobie, Myslisz o sobie, Myslq o sobie, where a single 

reflexive pronoun, sobie, is used wi th no distinction for number or gender. 

Similarly, the fol lowing set o f sentences reveals the contrasts for possessives: On 

bierze moje ksiqzki 'He takes m y : l S G books' , but Bior$ swoje ksiqzki T.take 

my.REFL books'; and compare Bior% jego ksiqzki 'Ltake his:3SG:MASC books' 

wi th On bierze swoje ksiqzki 'He takes his:REFL books' . The use o f the third 

person singular pronoun in the last example (On bierze jego ksiqzki 'He takes his 

books') would specify that the owner o f the books and the agent are two different 

persons. 
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In general, possessive pronouns are used less frequently than in English. For 
instance, in the above examples the possessive reflexive is most frequently 
omitted and such terms as body parts or kinship terms are usually used without 
possessive pronouns, unless the "possessor" happens not to be identical wi th the 
agent. Thus, a literal translation o f the English, / wash my hands, would seem 
queer in Polish, unless the speaker wanted to stress that he is not washing 
somebody else's hands. Furtheremore, many English constructions wi th a pos-
sessive are rendered in Polish by means o f a construction wi th the benefactive (in 
dative): / wash his hands, translates as Myjq mu rqce T:wash to:him hands'. 

1.2.6. Verbs. Finite and nonfinite forms o f the verb are marked for aspect. 
Finite forms are inflected for tense, mood, person, number, and in some in-
stances gender. 

1.2.6.1. Aspect. The major aspectual distinction in Polish is between per-
fective and imperfective, and Polish also has an iterative aspect. These distinc-
tions are clearly marked in the morphology (see Majewicz, 1982). Whi le the 
meaning of perfectivity is sti l l debated (e.g. Ferrell, 1951; Ridjanovie, 1976), we 
w i l l take the position that perfective verbs specify the notion o f a completed 
situation, i.e. a situation which has a beginning, a continuation, and a termina-
tion (see Comrie, 1976). The imperfective aspect is neutral and the imperfective 
verb form does not specify whether the action is completed or not. The selection 
of aspectual form depends on perspective. Given that a situation is in fact 
completed, the speaker may refer to that situation wi th a perfective or imperfec-
tive verb form. The perfective form is chosen i f the speaker intends to identify 
the property o f completion in the situation. However, i f reference is made to a 
situation which is not completed, only an imperfective verb can be used. 

For most verbs, the imperfective form is morphologically simpler, and the 
perfective form is derived from i t . This is done by means of adding either a 
prefix, e.g. pisaclna-pisac ' to wri te ' ( IPFV/PFV) or a suffix, e.g. kop-a-clkop-

nq-c ' to k ick ' ( IPFV/PFV) . For some aspectual pairs, both terms do not differ in 
morphological complexity. Each o f them includes a stem and a suffix, and the 
aspectual opposition is indicated by the k ind o f suffix used, e.g. strzel-i-cl strzel-

a-c ' to shoot' (PFV/IPFV) . For many verbs o f this group the suffix alternation is 
accompanied by the stem alternation as we l l , e.g. otworz-y-clotwier-a-c ' to 
open' (PFV/IPFV) . Suffix alternation usually implies the shift o f the verb to 
another conjugation type. For a dozen other verbs, the basic form is perfective 
and the imperfective form is derived from i t , e.g. dacldawac ' to give ' 
(PFV/IPFV); wstaclwstawac ' to get u p " (PFV/ IPFV) . 

As has already been said, for most verbs perfective forms are derived from the 
imperfective and the number o f verbs in which the derivation goes the other way 
is rather l imited. There is, however, another (very frequent) process which 
consists o f deriving imperfectives from prefixed perfective forms. In the example 
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cited above, pisac I na-pisac ' to wri te ' ( IPFV/PFV) , the prefix na- is added to the 
simple imperfective form to make a perfective form. This particular prefix does 
not carry any particular meaning except for that o f perfectivity. There are, 
however, other prefixes which can be added to the imperfective pisac and which 
serve two functions at one time. They perfectivize the verb and carry additional 
meanings roughly corresponding to those expressed by verbal particles in En-
glish, e.g., (1) pod-pisac ' to sign' (PFV) pod- 'under', (2) wy-pisac ' to write 
out' (PFV) wy- 'out ' , (3) prze-pisac ' to copy' (PFV) prze- ' through' , (4) przy-

pisac ' to ascribe' (PFV) przy- 'at ' , (5) w-pisac ' to write i n ' (PFV) w- ' i n ' , (6) 
do-pisac ' to add to ' (PFV) do- ' t o ' , and (7) od-pisac ' to cr ib ' (PFV) od- ' f r om ' . 
Since all these verbs are perfective and their meanings differ from that o f the 
imperfective simple verb pisac, their aspectual counterparts are derived from 
them by means o f suffixation, e.g. pod-pis-ywa-c, wy-pis-ywa-c, etc. Such 
forms are called secondary imperfectives. Finally, aspectual pairs can be sup¬
pletive, each o f the terms based on a different stem, e.g., brae (IPFW)/wziqc 

(PFV) 'to take,' widziec (IPFV)Izobaczyc (PFV) 'to see'. 

1.2.6.2. Finite Forms. The conjugation o f the Polish verb is illustrated in 
Table 6.3, where all the finite forms o f the verb pisac I napisac ' to wri te ' are 
given. 

There are three moods in Polish: indicative, conditional, and imperative. The 
tense system is very simple and i t involves three tenses only: present, past, and 
future. The tense distinction appears in the indicative mood only, and its fu l l 
realization concerns imperfective verbs. Perfective verbs lack the forms of pre-
sent tense, since the notion o f perfectivity precludes the simultaneity o f action 
wi th the moment o f speaking; thus they have only past and future forms. For 
perfective verbs, forms corresponding to those o f present ( in imperfective verbs) 
are used to express futurity, while for imperfective verbs a separate analytic 
construction is used. I t involves the auxiliary b%d% ' T w i l l ' followed either by the 
"past part iciple" (see below): bqdq pisal ( M A S C ) , bed$ pisala (FEM) , bgdzie 

pisalo ( N E U T ) , bqdziemy pisali ( V I R ) , bqdziemy pisaty ( N V I R ) or by the in f in i -
tive: b%d% pisac, bqdziemy pisac, w i th no distinction o f gender. The choice of the 
form (past participle vs. infinitive) is opt ional . 3 

I t should be noted that each verb has at least two stems. Stem I , called the 
"present tense stem" (here: pisz-) appears in present forms (both " t r u e " present 
of imperfective verbs, and " f o r m a l " present, in fact, future o f perfective verbs) 
and in imperative forms. Stem I I , called, the " in f in i t ive s tem," occurs in past 
tense indicative forms (including the "past part iciple" o f the analytic future) and 
in conditional forms. What is more, many verbs require additional stem alterna-
tions WITHIN a given inflectional paradigm, e.g. bior-q T-take' but bierz-esz 

3 In Polish, the analytic future is ungrammatical with perfective verbs, while in Serbo-Croatian it 
is a regular form. 



TABLE 6.3 
Finite Forms of the Verb pisaclnapisac 'to write' 

Aspect 

Imperfective (IPFV) Perfective (PFV) 

Indicative Present 
SG 1. 

2. 
3. 

pisz-e 
-esz 
-e 

PL 1. 
2. 
3. 

pisz-emy 

-ecie 

-Q 

Future 

(0) MASC 
SG 1. b%d -£ pisa-1-}a> 

Io) 
F E M 
NEUT 

1. na-pisz-q 

2. bqdzi-esz or 2. na-pisz-esz 
3. -e pisa-c 3. -e 

PL 1. bedzi-emy pisa- j ! *' f 
VIR 
NVIR 

1. na-pisz-emy 

2. 
3. 

. or ( y ) 

-ecie . 
. , pisa-c 
b$d -q 

VIR 
NVIR 

2. 
3. 

-ecie 

-Q 

Past 

SG 

PL 

1. pisa-1-la> + m 

2. + s 

3. + 0 

1. pisa- j J + sray 

2. + sde 
3. + 0 

MASC 
F E M 
NEUT 

VIR 
NVIR 

MASC 
1. na-pisa-i- -l a \ + m F E M 

\o\ NEUT 
2. + s 
3. + 0 

VIR 

2. + 5Ci> 

3. + 0 

Conditional 

SG 

PL 

1. pisa-1- J I + &y-m 

2. - i 
3. 

1. pi'jfl-

2. 

+ by-smy 

-scie 

MASC 
F E M 
NEUT 

VIR 
NVIR 

1. na-pisa-1- j a j- + ¿?y-m 

2. - i 
3. -0 

1. na-pisa-

2. 
3. 

smy 

scie 

Imperative 
SG 1. — 1. — 

2. pÌSZ-0 2. na-pisz-0 
3. — 3. — 

PL 1. pisz-my 1. na-pisz-my 
2. -eie 2. -eie 
3. — 3. — 

6 0 4 
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'you-take', wi th the alternation lb' or I : Ib'ezl wi th in Stem I , as opposed to Stem 
I I : /bra/ in bra-c ' take-INF' (cf. stem alternation in the auxiliary be.d$lb%dziesz 

in Table 6.3). Stem selection is the major difficulty in Polish conjugation. In 
respect to stem alternations, Tokarski (1973) distinguishes among 11 groups o f 
verbs, some o f them further subdivided. For many o f those "regular" groups it 
is not sufficient to know the infinit ive and the present tense form in order to be 
able to predict all the alternations involved. Moreover, a number o f verbs are 
quite irregular. 

The forms which are especially interesting are those o f the past tense and o f 
the conditional mood. Their peculiarity consists o f their agglutinative structure 
(Tokarski, 1973), quite atypical for Polish. In these forms, each category is 
expressed by a separate morpheme. The rule o f past tense formation can be 
phrased as follows: 

[INFINITIVE STEM + PAST + GENDER] + PERSON 

e.g. pisa- -I- -a- -s 
write PAST FEM 2 S G 

The conditional is derived from the past tense form by inserting the special 

article by, which results in : 

[INFINITIVE STEM + PAST + GENDER] + [CONDITIONAL + PERSON] 

e.g. pisa- -I- -0- -by- -m 
write PAST MASC COND 1SG 

Yet another peculiarity lies in the fact that these forms are not fully synthetic: 

they are composed o f the "past part iciple" (PP): [ I N F I N I T I V E S T E M + PAST 

+ GENDER] and the movable ending: PERSON in past tense forms, and 

[ C O N D I T I O N A L + PERSON] in conditional forms. The past participle forms a 

prosodic entity: i t is regularly stressed on the penultimate syllable, whether 

followed by the ending or not, and i t is an autonomous word (e.g. when used 

wi th the auxiliary bqdzie to form the analytic future) . 4 Past participles: pisa} 

( M A S C ) , pisala ( F E M ) , pisalo ( N E U T ) , pisali ( V I R ) , and pisafy ( N V I R ) coin-

cide wi th the third person past forms, since these forms have a zero marker for 

PERSON. On the other hand, past and conditional forms are not analytic either, 

since the movable endings are not words per se. They can either fol low the 

participle, without altering its stress, or they are moved towards the beginning of 

the clause, usually to fol low the first stressed unit, e.g. Co ty napisaia-s? or Co-s 

ty napisala? 'What have you written?' 

4 Even if the ending follows the verb, its presence does not affect the regular penultimate stress 
pattern of the past participle: pisdli-smy, pisal-bym, pisdia-bym, etc. 
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The endings which are most frequently moved to the front o f the clause are the 
syllabic ones, which are enclitic. These include the first and second plural o f the 
past tense -smy, -scie, and all the conditional endings: -by-m, -by-$, -by for 
singular and -by-smy, -by-scie, -by for plural. In spoken language, Dlaczego-smy 

to napisali? is more natural than Dlaczego to napisali-smy? ' W h y did we write 
that?' and J a by-m to napisaia is much more frequent than J a to napisala-bym T 
would write that'. 

A l l these peculiarities result from the fact that the Polish past tense historically 
comes from an analytic construction (pisai jesm), and the present state is that of 
a transitional form, neither ful ly analytic nor ful ly synthetic. In Serbo-Croatian 
the corresponding forms preserve their analytic status, e.g. ja sam pisao, ja bih 

pisao, w i th regular auxiliaries. I n Russian the auxiliary disappeared completely, 
and the person distinction is expressed by the pronoun only, e.g. ja pisal, ty 

pisal, etc. I t is worth noting that Polish marks person in the endings o f all the 
finite forms, and this is why personal pronouns are not used unless special 
emphasis is required. English / write ox I am writing translates simply as Piszq, 

while Japiszq would mean Tt is I who am wr i t i ng ' or 'As for me, I am wr i t i ng ' . 

Synthetic imperative forms exist for second singular and first and second 
plural, while the third person forms, as wel l as that o f first singular, are formed 
periphrastically, e.g. niech on pisze ' let h i m wr i te ' . I t should be noted that the 
imperative form is not considered impolite among familiar speakers, and it is 
used much more frequently than in English. 

I t has already been noted that the main difficulty o f Polish verb inflection 
consists in stem selection. The choice o f endings does not present major prob-
lems. Linguists distinguish three conjugation types, based on the present tense 
vowel: -e, -il-y, or -a. Some linguists treat i t as stem final vowel , while other 
consider i t as a part o f ending, as we did in Table 6.3. Except for the vowel , the 
sets o f endings used in the three conjugation types are very similar. The excep-
tion is the first singular ending o f the present tense, where two alternative 
endings occur: or -am (pisz-g T-wri te ' vs. czyt-am T-read'). (see Table 6.7.) 

1.2.6.3. Nonfinite Forms. Indeclinable forms comprise infinitives (e.g. 
pisac or napisac ' to wri te ' ) and two gerunds. The present gerund, e.g. piszqc 

(only IPFV) is equivalent to the adverbial clause 'whi le wr i t i ng ' ; and the past 
gerund, e.g. napisawszy has the meaning 'having wri t ten ' (only PFV) . The past 
gerund is almost never used in spoken language. Apart from these, there are 
verbal nouns e.g. pisanie or napisanie '(the action of) wr i t ing ' (both PFV and 
IPFV) and two adjectival participles. They are the active participle, e.g. piszqcy 

'wr i t ing (person)' (only IPFV) and the passive participle, e.g. pisany or napisany 

'wri t ten ' (both IPFV and PFV). Verbal nouns and adjectival participles are 
regularly declined according to respective noun and adjective patterns. What has 
been referred to as "past part iciple" in Section 1.2.6.2 is only a part o f some 
finite verbal forms and does not occur independently. 
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Passive participles are used in passive voice constructions. In spoken lan-
guage, however, these have a l imited range o f use, as word order f lexibi l i ty is 
sufficient for expressing focus, and a number o f subjectless active constructions 
can be used for subject downgrading. Those occurring in spoken language typ-
ically involve perfective participles, used in order to refer to a resulting end state 
of some action, performed by an unspecified agent which is either unknown or 
evident or simply irrelevant. These cannot be called truncated passives, as ful l 
passives are practically never used. They are rather a subclass o f attributive 
sentences making statements about objects. 

1.3. Syntax 

1.3.1. Simple Sentences. Most o f the basic constructions correspond to 
those in other Indo-European languages. Thus I w i l l point only to some idiosyn-
cratic structures. There are a number o f subjectless constructions wi th either 
special impersonal forms used, such as the reflexive verb form pisze sie. or the 
impersonal participle pisano 'one:wrote', or the third plural form without a 
subject, piszg ' they:write ' ( = 'somebody writes ') . 

Another specific structure is the existential sentence, in which the verb bye ' to 
be' is used in the sense o f 'to exist, to be present', e.g. Jest chlopiec-0 'is boy-
N O M ' ( = 'There is a boy ' or 'The boy is here'), wi th the negated version Nie ma 

chhpc-a 'not have boy-GEN' ( = 'The boy isn't here'). 

Specific structural patterns are those involving an experiencer in dative, e.g. 
Jest mi zimno 'is m e . D A T cold ' ( = T am cold ' ) , Jest mi smutno 'is me :DAT 
sadly' ( = T am sad') 5 or Leci mi krew 'is falling me :DAT blood' ( = T am 
bleeding') (cf. Berman, 1985, for a description o f identical constructions in 
Hebrew). The dative experiencer can also be used instead o f the nominative 
subject (i .e. agent) in order to express the lack o f a definite agentive intention. 
Compare Sthkla mi si% filizanka 'the cup broke itself to me ' , uttered by an 
involuntary agent, w i th Sthklem filizankq T broke cup' on the one hand, and 
Filizanka si% sthkla 'cup itself broke' , where no agent is mentioned, on the 
other. 

1.3.2. Negation. The negation system is simple. Unlike Russian, where 
anaphoric and sentential negation have two distinct forms (nyet and ni), in Polish 
there is only one negative particle, nie. I n negated sentences nie immediately 
precedes the verb or the auxiliary, and in constituent negation i t immediately 
precedes the constituent in question, e.g. Czy Jan idzie do szkofy?-NIE. 'Does 
John go to s choo l? ' - 'No . ' , Jan NIE idzie do szkoty 'John not go to school' ( = 
'John doesn't go to school') , Jan idzie NIE do szkofy 'John goes not to school 
(but . . . ) ' , and NIE Jan idzie do szkofy ' ( I t is) not John (who) goes to school 
(but . . . ) ' . 

5The copula jest can be deleted, which results in Zimno mi, Smutno mi, etc. 



608 Smoczyhska 

A peculiarity o f Slavic languages is that o f converting the object o f a negated 
verb into the genitive form, e.g., Czytam ksiqzk-% 'read b o o k - A C C ( = T am 
reading the book') but Nie czytam ksiqzk-i 'Not read book-GEN' ( = T am not 
reading the book ' ) . The same transformation is applied to subjects o f negated 
existential sentences. 

Unlike English, Slavic languages display multiple negation, e.g. Jan nigdy z 

nikim nie idzie 'John never wi th nobody not goes' ( = 'John never goes wi th 

anybody'). 

1.3.3. Questions. Question formation is also simple. Yes-no questions re-

quire either rising intonation alone or preposing the particle czy 'whether', e.g. 

Piszesz?ICzy piszesz? 'Do you wri te? ' . Wh-questions are formed by preposing a 

given wh-word or a prepositional phrase wi th the wh-word (the "s t randing" o f 

prepositions is not allowed). No additional transformations are needed for 

questions. 

1.3.4. Modals. Polish verbs whose semantic content corresponds to that o f 
English modals should be treated as fu l l verbs rather than auxiliaries in view o f 
their syntactic properties (cf. Fisiak et a l . , 1978, for details). Therefore sentences 
wi th modals are embedded constructions rather than simple sentences wi th a 
complex predicate, e.g. Musz-% napisa-c list 'Mus t - ISG wri te - INF letter' ( = T 
must write a letter') or even Mog-% musie-c wyjsc ' can- lSG must-INF leave-
I N F ' ( = T could be obliged to leave'). In these examples, the past or future tense 
forms of the " m o d a l " could be used. Moreover, there are a number of imperson-
al modals used in subjectless constructions, e.g. mozna 'oneican', wolno 

'one: is: alio wed: to ' , trzeba 'it:is:necessary:to', etc. 

1.3.5. Complex Sentences. A detailed analysis o f syntactic differences be-
tween Polish and English complex sentences is given in Fisiak et al. (1978). In 
the present discussion, I w i l l point only to some of the most general charac-
teristics o f Polish syntax. The major difference is that Polish constructions are 
more transparent. I t would be premature to say that surface realizations o f claus-
es are closer to the deep structure than their English counterparts, since we sti l l 
do not know what the deep structure in fact is l ike for adult speakers, much less 
for children. But we can say that Polish complex sentences are easy to process, 
since the surface form of constituent clauses is much l ike that of simple sen-
tences, and the abundance o f explicit local cues facilitates the processing o f 
internal relationships holding between clause constituents, w i th clauses being 
clearly delineated by explicit boundary markers. This "transparency" o f Polish 
complex sentences is manifested in various aspects, which are discussed below. 

1.3.5.1. Clear Marking of Clause Boundaries. Except for some coordinate 
clauses which can be simply juxtaposed without any connective, complex sen-
tences must be clearly divided into separate clauses, not only by pauses (or 
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commas in wri t ing) but also by overt markers. This feature is a natural conse-

quence o f the freedom o f word order. Constituents can be permuted wi th in a 

given clause, but the clause as a whole must be "bracketed" in some way to 

prevent relating a given constituent to the predicate of the neighboring clause. 

Therefore connectives in relative and complement clauses cannot be deleted. The 

English He said (that) he was there is rendered by Powiedzial, ZE tarn by / wi th 

the obligatory complementizer ze ' that ' . The English The boy (whom) I met was 

hungry translates into Polish in the form Chlopiec, KTOREGO spotkalem, byi 

giodny with the obligatory relative pronoun ktory 'whom' , in the accusative case. 

The main clause which follows the subordinate clause is usually preceded by 

the empty particle to ' i t ' ; for instance, the English When I came, you were 

sleeping translates as Jak przyszedlem, TO ty spafei; and the English / / it rains, 

Til stay at home is rendered by Jesli bqdzie padac, TO zostan$ w domu. The 

empty particle is not used when the main clause comes first; e.g., Zostanq w 

domu, jesli bqdzie padac, where the connective jesli ' i f is a sufficient boundary 

marker. Although not obligatory, to is widely used in spoken language. I t occurs 

also wi th center-embedded relative clauses to mark the beginning of the second 

part of the interrupted matrix clause, e.g., Ten chlopiec, KTOREGO spotkafem, TO 

byI giodny. I n this way the inserted relative is placed wi th in "brackets" formed 

by ktory and to.6 

1.3.5.2. Clear Marking of Syntactic Relations. Polish lacks certain rules 

that result in semantically opaque constructions, at the same time providing overt 

local cues that facilitate interpretations. This can be illustrated by the fo l lowing 

examples. 

The first point concerns restrictions on infinitivization rules. Polish lacks 

constructions o f the "accusativus cum i n f i n i t i v o " type. Where English uses a 

infinit ival construction, Polish frequently requires a ful l clause wi th the finite 

verb form, e.g. / saw him go(ing) = Widzialem, ze szedl T:saw that 

he:was:going' or Widzialem (go), jak szedl T:saw (him) as he:was:going'. Simi-

larly, / asked him to go = Prosilem (go), zeby poszedl 'Tasked (him) that 

he:goes'. I f the verb can take an inf ini t ival complement, the other complement 

appears in dative form, e.g. / ordered him to go = Kazalem mu pojsc T:ordered 

he .DAT go : INF ' . Fisiak et al. (1978) cite the verb uczyc ' to teach' as the only 

exception, since i t takes both the accusative and the infini t ival complements, e.g. 

Uczg go spiewa-c'kteach he:ACC sing-INF' ( = 1 teach h im to sing). 

I t is worth noting that Polish lacks a periphrastic causative construction o f the 

makeH~VERB type. The causative meaning is conveyed mostly by lexical 

causatives, e.g. usypiaclspac 'make sleep'/ 'sleep', rozsmieszac Ismiac si% 

'make laugh' / ' laugh' , zasmucaclbyc smutnym 'make sad'/ 'be sad', or by means 

of the nonreflexive/reflexive contrast, e.g. zlamac I zlamac si% 'break'/ 'break 

6The distribution of Polish to seems quite similar to that of ia in the creole Tok Pisin language, as 
described in Sankoff (1974), quoted by Slobin (1977). 
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i t se l f as in Chiopiec zlamalpatyk 'boy broke stick' vs. Patyk ziamai si% 'stick 

broke i t se l f . Another device used in Polish is that of employing complex sen-

tences wi th subordinated clauses o f purpose, introduced by zeby 'so:that' (non-

factive). Typical ly , the main clause verb specifies the K I N D o f action performed 

in order to realize the PURPOSE specified by the subordinate clause as the 

intended result o f the main clause action. Therefore, more information is con-

veyed than in English, Make it pretty or Make it hold, which do not specify the 

manner o f obtaining the causative results, cf. Polish counterparts o f the above 

sentences: Pomaluj to, zeby byto ladne 'paint i t so.that (it) be pretty' or Umocuj 

to, zeby si% trzymah ' f i x i t so:that itself (it) held ' . On the other hand, using a 

general term for causative action as in Zrob, zeby si% trzymah 'make so:that 

itself (it) held' is not equivalent to the English periphrastic causative, since i t 

conveys additional information, T don't know how to do i t ' or 'Do i t , whatever 

means you employ' . 

The second factor involves demonstrative elements in the matrix clause. I n 

the matrix clauses for embedded relatives, demonstrative pronominal anteced-

ents occur, which serve as "auguries" o f the fol lowing subordination, e.g. 

Zrobiq. to WTEDY, KIEDY b$d$ miec czas T:shall:do i t T H E N W H E N T w i l l have 

t ime ' , Znalaziem to TAM, GDZIE to poio'zyies T.found it THER E W H E R E you .put 

i t ' , Znalaziem TO, CO chciales miec T:found T H A T W H A T you:wanted to:have'. 

Such pairs comprising the demonstrative antecedent and the relative pronoun 

provide cues for establishing correct relations between the matrix and the relative 

clause. 

The third point concerns the abundance o f local cues (endings). I n simple 

sentences, the large range o f gender/number/case agreement may seem redun-

dant. Its usefulness, however, can be best seen in complex sentences. Compare 

the fol lowing English sentence wi th its Polish counterpart: 

The cow that the elephant kissed kicked the lion. 

Krow-a ktdr-q pocalowal-0-0 
cow-FEM:NOM:SG which-FEM:ACC:SG kissed-MASC:3SG 

slon-0 kopnql-a-0 Iwa 
elephant-MASC:NOM:SG kicked-FEM:3SG lion-MASC:ACC:SG 

Apart from casemarking on nouns, which separates the agents in nominative 

'cow' and 'elephant' from the patient ' l i o n ' and corresponds to the information 

conveyed in English by word order, gender agreement in past tense verbs makes 

the situation clear at first glance. I t is only the cow that can be the agent o f 

kicking as the past-tense verb kopnqla is marked for feminine and the word 

'elephant' is masculine. Analogically, the cow is precluded as an agent o f 

kissing, since pocahwal is marked for masculine. Furthermore, the relative 

pronoun ktory occurs in the accusative feminine singular form, ktorq. Thus i t 

agrees in gender and number wi th its antecedent ' cow ' , while its case form is 
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governed by the predicate o f the relative clause 'kissed'. I t is not difficult to 

guess that only the cow could be kissed and that the only possilbe agent o f 

kicking is the elephant. 

In relative clauses, another relative pronoun the indeclinable co 'that' can be 

used. In such cases a shadow pronoun appears in an appropriate case form in 

order to make explicit the relation clause-antecedent,7 e.g. Chiopiec, co GO 

spotkaiem 'boy that H I M Lrnet ' , Chiopiec, co NA NIEGO czekaiem 'boy that FOR 

H I M I:was:waiting' (cf. similar constructions in Hebrew in Berman, 1985). 

Another example of clear marking is the form of nonfinite verbs. Infinitives 

are clearly marked as such, due to their specific endings ( in English, although 

they are sometimes preceded by to, their form itself is homonymous wi th finite 

forms). Polish counterparts o f the ambiguous -ing form are also clearly differ-

entiated, e.g. pisanie 'wr i t ing (books)' , piszqcy 'wr i t ing (people)', piszqc 

' (while) wr i t ing ' wi th additional cues provided by casemarking in verbal nouns 

and case/gender/number marking in adjectival participles. Thus, Poles do not 

have such problems wi th visit ing relatives as typical for English-speakers (and, 

especially, for linguists). 

The fourth issue is direct temporal reference. The use o f tenses is not re-

stricted by any formal rules (i .e. there is no "consecutio temporum"); for 

instance, Powiedziaia, ze piszElist 'Sheisaid that (SHE) : i s :WRITIN G letter', where 

a complement clause in the present tense is embedded in a main clause in thepas 

the past tense. I t means that she said T am w r i t i n g ' . On the other hand, the Polish 

counterpart o f the correct English sentence She said that she was writing— 

Powiedziaia, ze PISALA—would mean that she referred to a past event and said T 

was wr i t ing ' . Similarly, an //"-clause which refers to a future event occurs in 

future tense form, e.g. Jesli bqdzie padac ' i f ( i t ) :w i l l ra in ' , cf. English If it rains. 

Polish use o f tenses preserves the one-to-one correspondence between tense form 

and temporal characteristics o f external reality. 

Finally, we must consider factive/nonfactive reference. Like the use o f tense 

discussed above, mood is not formally restricted, and any proposition considered 

by the speaker as nonfactive is put into conditional mood. In conditional sen-

tences, all possible combinations o f mood and tense can occur. I f the speaker 

conceives both events as nonfactive (only possible or truly hypothetical), both 

clauses occur in conditional mood e.g. Jesli by-0 padai-o, poszedi-0-by-m do 

teatru ' I f COND-3SG rain:PP-NEUT, go :PP-MASC-COND-lSG to the-

ater:GEN' ( = ' I f i t-would-rain, I-would-go to the theater;), cf. English / / it 

rained . . . , where the past tense is used according to a purely formal rule. 

There is a specific type o f conditional mood used in nonfactive subordinate 

clauses introduced by zeby. I t is called "entangled" because of the impossibility 

7 In colloquial speech the shadow pronoun can be omitted if the relation clause-antecedent is 
unambiguous, e.g. To krzeslo, co ja (na nim) siedziakm 'this chair that I (on it) was:sitting', as the 
usual relation between the chair and sitting is that of sitting on it. 
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of detaching the conditional particle by f rom the proper connective ze. I n accor-

dance wi th the general rule concerning conditionals (cf. Section 1.2.6.2), zeby 

must be immediately followed by a person suffix, while the remaining verbal 

form is that o f the "past par t ic ip le ," e.g. Ona chce, ze-by-m poszl-a, 'She 

wants, tha t -COND-lSG go:PP-FEM' ( = 'She wants me to go ' ) or Ona chce, ze-

by-smy poszl-i 'She wants, tha t -COND-IPL go:PP-VIR' ( = ' S h e wants us to 

go ' ) . To summarize, tenses and moods in Polish tend to carry clear and non-

arbitrary semantic information concerning temporal relations o f events and fac-

tive/nonfactive evaluation o f the propositional content which is made by the 

speaker. 

The above outline o f Polish presents some main features o f the system as a 

whole, wi th more detailed discussions o f the formal features which are signifi-

cant for the fol lowing analysis o f the acquisition process. The structures that I 

have discussed and the examples that I have provided are those of the normal 

colloquial use o f the language. 

2. S o u r c e s o f E v i d e n c e 

Unlike some other languages discussed in this volume, most o f the evidence 
concerning the acquisition of Polish is provided by naturalistic data. Experimen-
tal studies dealing wi th strictly grammatical questions are scarce. 

2 . 1 . Naturalistic Data 

2 .1 .1 . Diary Studies. There exists a large corpus o f raw data collected 100 
years ago (1885-1904) by the eminent Polish linguist Jan Baudouin de Courte-
nay, which comprises detailed diaries of the speech of his five chi ldren. 8 I n 
1974, extracts from one o f those diaries were edited by Maria Chmura-
Klekotowa. Those extracts (10% o f the whole diary) prove that Baudouin's data 
still have more than merely historical value (see Zarebina, 1976, and Savic, 
1975). 

Polish diary studies published so far are presented in Table 6.4. The authors 
are mainly linguists who recorded and analyzed their own children's speech, 
concentrating on the earliest stages o f language development. Particular analyses 
differ w i th respect to scope and delicacy. The monographs by Kaczmarek, 
Smoczyhski, and Zarebina contain the most detail. Later periods o f the gram-
matical development find a less complete documentation in diary studies. There 
are two short works: (1) a paper by Siatkowscy (1956) wi th some observations o f 
the authors' son o f age 2;6 and (2) a paper by Wojtowicz (1959), who reports 
"formations by analogy" in her duaghter's speech from 4;0 to 5;0. The diary 
studies provide copious evidence on the acquisition o f the basic system; howev-
er, because of the wel l -known shortcomings o f diary studies in general, the data 
are frequently difficult to interpret from a psycholinguistic point o f view. 

8The manuscript (13,000 pages) is kept in the Polish National Library. 
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TABLE 6.4 
Polish Diary Studies 

Author Date Children-Age Description 

Rzetkowska 1908 girl 0-4;6 vocabulary, remarks on morphology 
and syntax (33 pages) 

Rzetkowska 1909 boy 0-3;0 vocabulary, somewhat more detailed 
discussion of grammar, and a com-
parison with the older girl's devel-
opment (54 pages) 

Brenstiern-Pfanhauser 1930 girl l;0-2;3 
boy l;0-2;3 

phonetics, morphology, syntax (56 
pages) 

Wawrowska 1938 boy 0-2;3 vocabulary, general remarks on 
grammar, psychological analyses 
(57 pages) 

Skorupka 1949 girl 0-2;0 general remarks (39 pages) 
Kaczmarek 1953 girl 0-3;6 

plus casual observations 
on three older children 

full linguistic description (90 pages, 
summary in German) 

Smoczyñski 1955 girl 0-3;0 
boy 0-3;0 

most detailed analysis of phonology 
and semantics of first words, re-
marks on morphology and early 
syntax (230 pages, summary in 
French and in Russian) 

Zarebina 1965 girl 0-2;3 
plus casual observations 
on two younger children 

full description of phonology, mor-
phology and syntax, vocabulary 
(100 pages, summary in French) 

The monograph by Chmura-Klekotowa (1971), concerned wi th children's 
neologisms, is based on longitudinal data o f several children (including early 
Kraków data, see Section 2.1.2) as wel l as experimental data o f elicited word-
formations. 9 I t provides a detailed and systematic analysis of 5000 neologisms 
recorded in children's speech. To the best o f my knowledge, i t is the most 
exhaustive published study o f derivational processes in child language. 

2.1.2. The Szuman Project: Early Kraków Data. A separate group of natu-
ralistic longitudinal data are those recorded in K r a k ó w in 1950-1960 as a part of 
a research project on language and thinking directed by Stefan Szuman (Jagiello-
nian University). Although the samples were recorded by the mothers o f the 
subjects in handwriting (or sometimes in short-hand), they differ significantly 
from classic diary data. The observers did not record isolated utterances, selected 
for some reason or other, as was the case wi th classic diaries. On the contrary, 
the observers collected short sections o f discourse which covered the entire 

9Chmura-Klekotowa used also data from Baudouin's children. She found significant differences 
between productive suffixes which they used to form neologisms and those employed by contempo-
rary children. 
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chronological sequence o f utterances addressed to the child as wel l as the child's 
productions. Changes in behavioral and situational context were also observed 
and recorded. Every day several samples were taken, wi th the observers trying to 
make the fullest account possible o f what they considered to be typical situations. 
Daily samples were collected for several years o f the child's l i fe , and in the case 
of children studied for the longest periods, they comprise up to about 20,000 
utterances. A l l the children studied had at least one parent wi th a higher educa-
tion degree, wi th most mothers being psychologists. Four girls and four boys 
were studied through the fol lowing period o f development: (1) Inka l ;0-8;0, (2) 
Basia l;5-8;0, (3) Kasia 1;3-3;1, and 3;9-4;0 (Kasia is Michal ' s younger sister), 
(4) Tenia 1;5-1;7 (Tenia is Inka's younger sister), (5) Jas l ;6-6;0, (6) Micha l 
2;0-6;0, (7) M i s 2;9-5;10, and (8) Janek 4;2-7;3 (Mis and Janek are two brothers, 
observed simultaneously). 

Szuman's project was carried out in collaboration wi th Maria Przetacznikowa 
and Lid ia Geppertowa. One part o f the project was concerned mainly wi th 
vocabulary development: its input consists o f Szuman's (1955) work on nouns 
and verbs, Przetacznikowa's (1956, 1959) studies on adjectives and adverbs, and 
Geppertowa's (1968) monograph on the acquisition of prepositions and conjunc-
tions. Another part o f the project dealt wi th syntactic development and is repre-
sented by Przetacznikowa's (1968) study o f the syntactic structure and function 
of child utterances. This work is based on the corpus o f all declarative utterances 
recorded for Jas over the period 1;6 to 6;0. The data were classified according to 
a taxonomy used by Polish grammarians, and detailed quantitative analyses show 
the structural development o f the child's syntax. Qualitative analyses, however, 
reflect the approach o f the whole Szuman project; that is, they concentrate on the 
ways in which children's thoughts are expressed through language rather than on 
the process o f learning the grammatical structure itself (Przetacznikowa, 1976, 
1978). 

Although the children who were studied are now more than 20 years o ld , the 
data are sti l l used for various kinds o f analyses, concerning psycholinguistic and 
psychological problems. M y own dissertation on early syntax (Smoczyhska, 
1978a; also see papers written in English: 1976a, 1976b, 1978b, 1980, 1981) 
was based on the early data of five of those children. The same corpora were 
analyzed by Przetacznikowa (1975) wi th in the framework o f Fillmore's case 
grammar. Other detailed studies on these data involve negation (Kubi t , 1977), a 
functional analysis o f children's questions (Lig^za, 1979), and a number o f other 
works in preparation. 

2.1.3. Tape-Recorded Discourse: Late Krakow Data and Other Research. 

In Krakow, at Jagiellonian University, new data were collected in the 1970s 
within a child language project directed by Maria Przetacznikowa. Tape record-
ings o f several children were made by their mothers, who were mainly members 
of the project. I n order to collect relatively continuous data, the recordings were 
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made two to four times a week in the early stages. The frequency o f recording 
decreased wi th age. The fol lowing children (one gi r l and five boys) were re-
corded: Agnieszka, Wi tek , Szymon, Przemek, and twin brothers, Micha l S. and 
Maciek from the beginnings o f syntax to about 3;0 (wi th some extra samples 
collected later). 

Grace W . Shugar at Warsaw University collected data from two children over 
the period 1;6 to 3;0. Those data were analyzed in her study on relations between 
language structure and activity structure (Shugar, 1972, 1974, 1976a, 1976b, & 
1978). These data also served as a basis o f the report on grammatical develop-
ment o f Polish children found in Slobin (1973). 

A t Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznah, Richard M . Weist conducted a 
research project which combined longitudinal and cross-sectional experimental 
designs. In the longitudinal phase six children were tape-recorded twice a month 
for about 6 months and two children for shorter periods. The observations in -
clude detailed contextual notes which were integrated wi th the discourse. The 
naturalistic observations concentrated on the period from 1;6 to 2;6. T w o of the 
children began participation at 1;7, two at 1;9 and two at 2;2 (Weist, Wysocka, 
Witkowska-Stadnik, Buczowska, & Konieczna, 1984). 

2.2. Experimental Studies 

Although many experimental studies concerning child language have been 
carried out in Poland, those which are relevant for the present discussion are few. 
Smoczyhska (1972) investigated the control o f the singular noun declension 
forms in 3-, 4-, 5-, and 6-year-old children (10 children per age group) using 
elicitation techniques for real and nonsense words. Olszowska-Guzik (in prepa-
ration) investigated selected aspects o f the control o f the linguistic system by 6-
year-old children wi th respect to environmental differences (4 milieux x 30 
children). She used various experimental procedures such as elicitation tech-
niques, grammaticality judgments, etc. Mystkowska (1970) analyzed 6-year-old 
children's productions (story narration on the basis of a series of pictures) which 
were then compared wi th parallel data obtained from 11-year-olds and adults. 
Weist (1980, 1983a,b) used comprehension and production tests in studies of 
tense and aspect and o f word order wi th ten 2;6-year-old and ten 3;6-year-old 
children. A l l subjects were also tape recorded in naturalistic situations for one 45 
minute session. 

2.3. Sources of the Data Used in This Paper 

While examining the existing data concerning the acquisition of Polish from 
the point o f view o f their relevance for the present paper, I discovered that only a 
few o f the previous studies could be directly util ized. As far as morphology is 
concerned, only the diary studies proved useful. However, even in the case o f the 
diary studies the data are l imited to the acquisition o f the basic system up to about 
2;3, and the authors (mainly linguists) were interested in the emergence of adult 
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categories. These investigators did not attempt to identify the rules that the child 
could have formed for himself. Typical ly , several examples o f the first correct 
use o f a form were given followed by instances o f erroneous usage. Thus, the 
reader is not able to estimate the ratio o f correct/incorrect forms for a given 
linguistic expression. 1 0 As for syntax, i t has been investigated by the Krakow 
psychologists but, in view of their cognitive orientation, they centered on refer-
ential meaning. The acquisition o f the linguistic forms themselves was given 
only marginal attention. 

Consequently, I undertook the task o f exploring the corpora o f the Krakow 
children. The first step consisted o f extracting all erroneous forms from the data 
of several children aged 2 to 6. I determined the morphological and syntactic 
forms which were especially diff icult for Polish children. Subsequently, the 
corresponding instances o f correct use o f those forms were singled out in order to 
establish the significance o f the errors, i.e. whether they were consistent or only 
sporadic. Sometimes it was necessary to go back to the period preceding the 
occurrence o f the first error in order to trace the emergence o f the category itself. 
When no erroneous forms were attested, I tried to find out whether this was so 
because the child used the form correctly or because he did not employ it at a l l . 
Because o f the short time at my disposal, I could not do this for all kinds o f 
errors, and I chose only those which seemed to be o f theoretical interest. Regard-
ing case for instance, errors in totally irregular exceptional forms are less in -
teresting than those occurring wi th more or less complex yet regular forms. I also 
gathered all utterances in which the conditional mood appeared, as wel l as those 
containing relative clauses. These two structures are interesting in themselves, 
both from the cognitive and the strictly formal point o f view. 

Another part o f this study consisted o f analyzing the emergence o f basic 
linguistic categories and forms in the data o f three children covering the period 
from the very beginning t i l l the age o f 2;6. This analysis was carried out as a 
supplement to the diary studies in order to obtain detailed knowledge concerning 
consecutive steps in the acquisition of the basic system. 

This research provides the basic data o f the present paper. The results ob-
tained by other authors were frequently confirmed, which I shall point out at 
relevant points. The analysis o f the raw data helped me to form a general outlook 
concerning the acquisition o f Polish which can be compared wi th what is known 
about other Slavic languages. Addit ional arguments were provided to confirm 
my strong opinion that the acquisition o f a language (especially in later stages) 
cannot be reasonably accounted for i f we try to divide i t into the acquisition o f 
particular forms or subsystems, since the various parts o f the linguistic system 
are interlinked. The interrelationship is inherent and organic so that any analysis 
should be carried out wi th in the broader framework. 

Another important point o f caution to be made here concerns I N D I V I D U A L 
DIFFERENCES. The analyses I carried out made me realize that there can exist 

1 0 This criticism refers to Gvozdev's (1949) work on Russian as well. 
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immense differences between the individual paths children take to arrive at 
roughly the same final result, i.e. mastery o f the ful l system. I t is not the case 
that one child acquires all forms more quickly than another, but rather that the 
order o f acquisition o f the correct adult forms is never the same for two different 
children. A n investigation o f these individual ways of arriving at the fu l l adult 
system would require a very thorough study. Having analyzed the data o f more 
than ten subjects, all that I can say about Polish children in general is that there 
are linguistic forms whose acquisition is L I K E L Y to cause some difficulties for 
varied intervals o f time somewhere between the age o f 2 and 6. W i t h one child 
this interval can last 3 months, and wi th another 3 years, and wi th sti l l another 
child the predicted difficulty may not appear at a l l . Some scholars assume that i f 
errors attested in the data o f one child are not found in other children, they must 
have gone unnoticed. The nonselective and continuous daily sampling used wi th 
the Krakow children makes me preclude such a possibility. The absence o f a 
predicted difficulty is most puzzling, especially i f the source o f difficulty can be 
easily accounted for. That is why I prefer to discuss individual children rather 
than to make general statements. On the other hand, the observations concerning 
individual variation call for great caution when generalizing the results obtained 
from a diary study based on the data from a single chi ld . 

3. Ove ra l l C o u r s e o f L i n g u i s t i c D e v e l o p m e n t 

A t the one-word stage there is no evidence for productive use o f any inflectional 
forms, wi th no significant changes being observed in this respect in the earliest 
two-word combinations. Indeclinable words used in this early period are either 
specific baby talk items, e.g. am ' food, to eat' and onomatopoeias, e.g. hau-hau 

'dog, to bark' or adult words. I n the latter case, nouns occur in the nominative 
singular, or sometimes in one o f the oblique cases as "ci ta t ion fo rms . " Verbs 
occur in the third singular present tense form or in the imperative or the infinit ive 
form. Zarebina's (1965) daughter, for example, began to use the imperative form 
at 1;0, e.g. [es'] = wez ' take' and [Xuc ' or oc] = chodz 'come on ' , and the third 
singular indicative form at 1;3, e.g. [g h a ] = gra 'plays' , [pxa] = pcha 'pushes', 
[c ' i ta] = czyta 'reads', etc. Zarebina reported that Hania used the imperative 
form to express demands and desires and used the indicative form to make 
statements. Whi le these verbs have a pragmatic value, they are syntactically 
frozen forms. We do not f ind contrasting verb forms at this stage o f develop-
ment, e.g. chodz 'come on! ' versus idzie 'he:is:going' or pcha 'he:pushes' 
versuspchaj 'push!' In my data verbs wi th the imperative form occur M O S T L Y in 
requests, and verbs wi th the indicative form occur M O S T L Y in the declarative 
context. However, i f children happen to use one o f these verbs in the less 
frequent context, they do not change the form o f the verbs. Sometimes several 
forms are used in free variation, e.g. da, daj, dam, dac, or damy-damy, ' g ive ' . 
A l l these forms of the verb ' to give ' were used interchangeably by one o f the 
children studied. 
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The development o f the syntactic structures o f mul t iword utterances, recorded 
in five children during the six months after the emergence of first word combina-
tions, was described in Smoczyhska (1978a). I t was found that by the end o f the 
period studied the children had arrived at fu l l control over most of the basic 
simple sentence patterns. Assessment was made according to three criteria: 
(1) the ability to produce a number o f complete sentences of a given type; (2) 
pattern generalization, as revealed by a relatively large variety of predicates 
(Smoczyhska, 1981); and, (3) automaticity o f pattern generation, as evidenced 
by the lack o f replacement sequences on the one hand, and examples o f expanded 
patterns on the other. A n example o f the developmental analysis wi th respect to 
the transitive sentence pattern is given in Smoczyhska (1976a). 

As for morphological development, i t usually starts in the third month o f the 
two-word stage. Regarding nouns, the ini t ia l contrast is accusative and genitive 
singular as opposed to nominative, wi th vocative appearing at the same time or 
slightly earlier. In verbs, the second singular o f the imperative emerges as 
opposed to the third singular o f the present tense. The infinit ive is found a little 
later. The next step is the emergence of the nominative plural and the accusative 
plural, followed by the instrumental singular, the locative singular ( in locative 
phrases wi th the preposition omitted) and the dative, which is typically mixed 
wi th the genitive (see Section 4.3.2.1) . The fol lowing new verb forms appear 
more or less simultaneously—all o f them mostly in the third singular: perfective 
future (formally identical wi th the imperfective present tense form), past tense 
(mostly perfective, but also imperfective, see Section 6.1.2) and a little later, 
also the analytic imperfective future. Thus tense and aspect emerge very early 
and simultaneously. The above list of forms characterizes the average level of 
morphological development o f a 2-year-old. The sequence was established on 
the basis o f the data o f three children (Kasia, Jas, and Basia), and it is consistent 
wi th the findings reported in Zarebina (1965) and Kaczmarek (1953). 

I t should be said, however, that such an overlap of morphological and syntac-
tic development is not always observed. W i t h some children, the acquisition o f 
morphology is slowed down, probably due to individual phonological dif f icul -
ties, cf. the data in Smoczyhski (1955) and in Baudouin de Courtenay's diary 
(1974). Also Smoczyhska (1978a) reported a contrastive example of two of her 
subjects (Jas and Tenia). In the fourth month after the first word combinations 
emerged both children reached the same level o f syntactic development. Howev-
er, while Jas's morphological development was fairly advanced, Tenia st i l l tend-
ed not to make inflectional contrasts. 

As far as the acquisition o f specific case endings is concerned, most o f them 
are used correctly from the very moment o f emergence of a given category, as 
opposed to Russian, where "inflect ional imper ia l i sm" (Slobin, 1966) is com-
mon. This is due to the early mastery o f grammatical gender in the singular, 
which determined assigning a given noun to an appropriate declensional pattern 
(see Section 6.1.1). Overgeneralization occurs mainly when an irregular ending 
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competes wi th a regular one, and less frequently wi th in regular patterns (see 
Section 4.3). 

In the third year o f life new tasks appear. The chi ld learns the remaining 
elements of the declensional pattern, especially plural case forms of nouns which 
have not been used so far. During this period o f development children expand 
various noun phrase constituents, begin to use oblique case forms of adjectives, 
and master the whole declensional pattern o f adjectives. Przetacznikowa (1968) 
computed the percentage of noun modifications in all kinds of expansions occur-
ring in simple declarative sentences produced by Jas, and she found that at-
tributes appeared in about 20% of expanded sentences from 1;6 to 3;0. Their 
number systematically increased wi th 36% from 3 to 5 years and 42% from 5 to 6 
years. 

A t the same time, the chi ld learns how to combine basic patterns that he had 
previously acquired to form various types o f complex sentences. The ratios of 
different kinds o f declarative sentences recorded for Jas are presented in Table 
6.5. I t can be seen that coordination precedes subordination and occurs more 
frequently in the early years. Jas started using conjunctions relatively early. W i t h 
"telegraphic" children, however, who omit conjunctions over a relatively long 
period, the dominance o f parataxis would be even stronger since mere juxtaposi-
tions must normally be interpreted as coordination. Another important develop-
ment shown in Table 6.5 is the growing ability to combine more than two 
clauses. The different structural patterns o f such constructions have been de-
scribed by Przetacznikowa (1968), and a detailed discussion of complex sen-
tences can be found later in this paper (see Sections 6.1.4 and 6.2). 

TABLE 6.5 
The Proport ions of Declarative Sentences 3 

of Varying Complex i ty in the Speech of Jas 
(Based on Przetacznikowa, 1968) 

Age l;6-2 2-3 3-4 4-5 5-6 

simple sentencesb 94% 78% 64% 52% 46% 
coordinate clauses 6% 13% 18% 25% 29% 
main & subordinate — 7% 13% 14% 12% 
more than 2 clauses0 — 2% 5% 9% 13% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
N 372 2365 2223 1484 2243 

a The proportions would be somewhat different if imperative sentences 
were included since some kinds of subordinate clauses typically occur first 
with requests. 

^including expanded. 
csubordinate or mixed. 
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Another important task for the 2-year-old involves mastering the distinction o f 
person in verbs. The first-person form emerges in opposition to the third-person 
form, which was ini t ia l ly used for self-reference as wel l as for the second and 
third person. Later on the second person is also introduced. The acquisition of 
the rules o f deictic switching takes several months and is followed by the mastery 
of the pronominal declension pattern, as wel l as the discourse rules of pro-
nominalization. A l l these processes are gradual. During the third year o f l i fe , 
many examples can be found in the child's utterances o f some o f the required 
forms but not all o f them. Whi le the conjugation patterns o f the indicative are 
supplemented by adding first- and second-person forms, the conditional mood 
emerges, first in its entangled form in subordinate clauses, and later in main 
clauses wi th some typical formal difficulties (see Section 4.6.3) . Also , passive 
constructions are used from the age o f 2 without explicit mention o f the agent. 

By the end o f his third year o f life the child masters the syntax o f complex 
sentences as wel l as discourse rules which makes i t possible for h im to construct 
longer texts in a more coherent and economical way. This textual function is 
realized by means o f a complex system involving pronominalization, reflexiviza-
t ion, ellipsis, word order, focal stress, etc., all these elements being related to 
each other. Finally, after 3 years o f age, the chi ld learns the devices for compact-
ing information in st i l l more economical although less transparent form, which 
involves infini t ivization, nominalization, etc. 

THE D A T A 

4. T y p i c a l E r ro rs 

The present chapter gives a relatively complete outline o f errors that were found 
in naturalistic data o f 10 children aged 1;6 to 6;0. Although several kinds o f 
erroneous forms are reported in earlier diary studies, the studies lack sufficient 
information concerning frequency o f occurrence and the ratio o f correct versus 
incorrect forms. I t is only when these aspects are taken into account that an exact 
evaluation o f the range o f erroneous forms can be made and the fol lowing kinds 
of errors distinguished: (1) consistent errors; (2) inconsistent erroneous usage o f 
forms in their earliest appearance, resulting from unsuccessful attempts at quot-
ing a particular form or reconstructing its general shape; (3) mistakes, i.e. spo-
radic occurrences o f erroneous forms after the given rule has been learned, 
attested by a prevailing number o f correct uses (these errors constitute a 10% 
margin which remains after the 90% criterion has been met); (4) free variation o f 
correct and incorrect forms; and, (5) totally isolated occurrences o f erroneous 
forms which do not fol low typical structural patterns. 

Another classification is related to the character o f the adult norm wi th which 
the error is compared, where the norm we refer to is that o f spoken language as 
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used by educated native speakers. Some morphological patterns that occur in a 
language are R U L E G O V E R N E D (or regular). Some of these rules are simple and 
others are complex. Regardless o f the complexity o f the rule the distribution o f 
forms is based on some explicit grammatical criteria, for instance, a group of 
words sharing certain features (criterion A ) takes the form a, whereas another 
group of words which satisfies the criterion B takes the form b. On the other 
hand, there are I R R E G U L A R morphological patterns wi th no criteria for their 
application, for instance, a list o f words: C p C 2 . . . C n which do not share any 
common feature takes the form c. The latter is found to be less interesting than 
the former, as in such cases learning the correct form consists o f rote-memoriza-
tion o f a list o f exceptions, although the strategies that the chi ld employs in such 
cases can prove to be o f some interest, e.g. overgeneralization, looking for 
distributional criteria where there are none, etc. 

The distinction between the complexities o f the regular system on the one 
hand and the irregularities on the other has not received adequate attention, in 
spite o f its crucial relevance. For instance, many authors claim that Slavic 
children are not able to acquire the declension system before the age o f 5 or even 
7. I f however the term "sys tem" is taken to mean a given set o f rules excluding 
irregularities, then in fact, the system itself is mastered much earlier. In his 
discussion o f Russian, Slobin (1966, 1968) emphasized certain aspects that must 
have been unknown to those investigating the acquisition o f English. Slobin 
discussed morphological complexities and irregularities which the child must 
face and wi th which—much to the amazement o f scholars—he finally manages 
to cope. In this place, however, I would like to introduce the distinction between 
a set of rules and the exceptions to these rules in order to make the acquisition o f 
Slavic languages more easily understood and a little bit less amazing. 

We shall therefore try to classify particular types o f errors in terms o f the 
relation between children's productions and the norms o f the language. The 
simplest k ind o f error, very common wi th English-speaking children, but consid-
erably less so wi th Polish children, is that o f omitt ing a grammatical morpheme 
in an obligatory context. The opposite k ind o f error is overmarking. St i l l another 
type consists o f using correct adult forms in improper contexts. 

Sources o f difficulties can be found in different characteristics o f the adult 
norm: (1) complexity o f the criteria for rule application; (2) complexity o f the 
rules themselves, i.e. when the rule involves a combination o f several opera-
tions; and, (3) given a simple criterion and a simple rule, a difficulty can arise 
from a mismatch between the system acquired so far by the child and the rule 
under acquisition. 

Consequently, the fo l lowing situations can be distinguished: (1) disregard— 
or lack of recognit ion—of adult criteria of form distribution which results in 
overgeneralization or formation o f an idiosyncratic or simplified rule which does 
not exist in the language; (2) acquiring all rules without learning the criteria o f 
their distribution, which results in free variation o f the forms in question; and, (3) 
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difficulties in the complete application o f a complex rule after the criteria o f its 
use have been learned, i.e. partial application of a rule. 

A l l these types are attested both among early and late errors. Whi le the early 
errors can be explained in terms of operating principles (whether cognitive or 
strictly linguistic) , the later errors should be related to the entire system of the 
language. We must attempt to discover the discrepancy between a given rule (or 
the criteria o f its application) and the distinctions already acquired, rather than 
some isolated operating principles. A discrepancy of this k ind can result in U -
shaped developments such as the blurring of some well-learned distinctions due 
to the acquisition o f a rule which contradicts the distinctions. Moreover, i t seems 
that there exists another type o f U-shaped development in which the chi ld , in his 
attempt to create a maximally economical system, gets r id o f an already acquired 
sub-rule and overextends the one that he had just learned. 

4 . 1 . Omission of Obligatory Functors 

In view of the general morphological structure o f Polish, only the fol lowing 
free grammatical morphemes are potential candidates for telegraphic reduction: 
prepositions, conjunctions, the copula jest, the future tense auxiliary bqdzie, 

two enclitic particles ( i .e . the reflexive siq. and the conditional by) and possibly 
also enclitic movable endings o f the plural past tense forms (i .e. -smy, -scie). 

In the earliest data the children studied omitted prepositions and the reflexive 
particle si%. The copula jest was also deleted, however, i t is not obligatory in 
Polish. In the case o f other candidates for reduction, omission could not occur 
in the earliest utterances because o f the lack o f appropriate obligatory contexts. 
Later, the children can be clearly divided into "telegraphic" versus "non-
telegraphic" types wi th most o f the children fall ing in the latter category. T w o 
of the children studied (Basia and Inka) persistently omitted some obligatory 
morphemes. W i t h the development o f syntax, new obligatory contexts emerged 
for other free morphemes and Basia and Inka now omitted the new set o f free 
morphemes. W i t h these two "telegraphic" children (as wi th English-speaking 
children) the appearance of the morphemes that had been omitted earlier was a 
gradual process taking place during the third year, for instance, at the given 
moment the children were using some conjunctions and omitt ing others, even 
though they were building sentences wi th both kinds o f obligatory contexts. 
Typical ly, asyllabic prepositions (w ' i n ' , z ' w i t h ' ) were omitted for a longer 
time than the syllabic ones (do 4 t o ' , na ' on ' ) . This is due more to phonetic 
reduction o f an ini t ia l consonantal cluster than to processes discussed here. In 
the case o f the remaining children, prepositions and the particle si% appeared 
before the age o f 2, and the remaining free morphemes were used from the 
moment o f the emergence o f appropriate contexts, and their usage satisfied the 
90% criterion from the point o f emergence. 

Let us turn to the data o f the "telegraphic" children. Establishing obligatory 
contexts for conjunctions and other connectives is not very easy since in some 
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kinds of complex sentences their use is optional. However, wi th complement 

clauses, "complementizers" are obligatory, and Basia and Inka omitted them. 

The resulting utterances would be correct in English but not in Polish, e.g. Inka 

(2;4) Tatuspowiedzialjestem grzeczna 'Daddy said Lam good' , cf. correct Tatus 

powiedzial, ZEjestem grzeczna 'Daddy said T H A T Lam good' . 

Another obvious example is the omission o f the conditional particle by, 

resulting in utterances in which the predicate occurs in a past-tense form while 

they clearly refer to some hypothetical future events, e.g. Basia (2;6) refused her 

friend's invitation to cl imb a h i l l and said, J a nie pojdg, ja spadlam, moja 

mamusiaplakala T not wi l l :go , I fe l l , my M o m m y cried' . Since Basia had never 

fallen down a h i l l before, and thus her mother could never have cried for that 

reason, i t is obvious that the g i r l actually meant to say, Ja Bv-m spadla, moja 

mamusia BY plakala ' i W O U L D - 1 S G fall (and) my M o m m y W O U L D cry ' . Omis-

sions o f the conditional by are easy to detect in Basia's utterances as early as 2;0 

because Basia had already demonstrated an understanding of the correspondence 

between tense and temporal reference at an earlier phase o f development (see 

Section 6.1.2). Hence, we know that a word like plakala is not intended as a past 

form but rather as a past participle wi th conditional particle by omitted (cf. by pi 

akala or plakalaby). 

Among the candidates for omission listed above, two behave differently in 

that one is seldom omitted and the other is often omitted irrespective o f whether 

the child demonstrates "telegraphic" tendencies or not wi th respect to other 

functors. First o f a l l , the future tense auxiliary bqdzie appears very early in all 

children. This can be explained both by its clear semantic function, and by the 

fact that unlike other free morphemes, the auxiliary b^dzie is polysyllabic and 

receives normal penultimate stress. As such it can be more easily given the status 

of a " n o r m a l " word. Whi le the periphrastic future is formed quite early, some 

investigators have observed the omission o f bye 'to be' during the emergence of 

the form. In the earliest data, I found examples such as Basia spa-c 'Basia sleep-

I N F ' ( = 'Basia to sleep') which could have been due to the omissions o f either 

the future auxiliary bgdzie or the verb chce 'want ' . 

When considering truncated forms of the periphrastic future one must be 

careful to evaluate the discourse context because some contexts provide the 

option o f deleting the auxiliary. Excluding elliptical examples, I found no exam-

ples o f auxiliary deletion wi th the past participle, e.g. pisala instead o f bqdzie 

pisala 'she:will write (be wr i t i ng ) ' . Weist (personal communication) has found 

such truncated forms but very infrequently. In contrast to Polish where the 

polysyllabic auxiliary is seldom omitted, Kolaric (1959) has found auxiliary 

deletion in Slovenian where the auxiliary is monosyllabic. This shows that the 

poly- versus monosyllabic nature o f this functor is responsible for its resistance 

to omission. 

Secondly, the movable ending -smy o f the first person plural past tense is 

omitted both by "telegraphic" and "non-telegraphic" children. The use o f this 
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ending involves some quite special problems which are discussed in Section 

4.4.4. The second person ending -scie is very rare. 

4.2. Overmarking 

Redundant marking appears most clearly wi th movable endings. In the pro-

cess o f learning acceptable positions o f an ending, frequently a transitional stage 

occurs, when i t is used twice. W i t h conditional forms, one k ind o f error consists 

of using the particle by twice. For instance, when Basia began to use explicit 

marking at 2;7, she introduced the particle by which had been omitted before. 

She used the particle in two positions, e.g. after she was told by her mother not to 

take her shoes off, she said, Bo co? Bo zaziebilam-BY si$ BY? 'Because what? 

Because I-would-get-a-cold would?' Such final repetition o f by is l imited to the 

very early examples. Later on, the particle appears twice in each o f the two 

alternate correct positions, i.e. as an enclitic and postverbally, e.g. Basia (2; 11) 

A moja mamusia tez BYmiaia-BYladne wloski ' A n d my mommy also would have 

would pretty hair' (cf. correct by miaia or alternatively mialaby). Such errors can 

be found in other children, and they are also reported for Russian in Gvozdev 

(1949). 

Another k ind o f error wi th conditionals involves overmarking for person. As 

w i l l be shown below (Section 4.6.3) , children tend to attach the person suffix to 

the past participle and not to the particle by. Whi le learning the correct position 

of the person suffix, they frequently use it twice (once wi th the past participle 

and wi th by), e.g. in the context where mother said, Nie pojezdzit-by-s na 

koniku? 'Not ride:PP-COND-2SG on horse' ( = 'Wouldn ' t you (like to) ride a 

horse?'), and Jas (3;0) replied, Nie pojezdzii-em by-m 'Not ride:PP-lSG 

COND-1SG' ( = I wouldn ' t (like to) ride.) cf. correct Nie pojezdzil-by-m. 

In case o f the analytic future wi th the past participle, analogous examples o f 

person overmaking can be found, but they are significantly less frequent, e.g. Jas 

(2;7) W spodenkach b^dzie-m lezal-em ' i n trousers w i l l - l S G l ie:PP-lSG' ( = T 

w i l l lie down wi th my trousers on ' ) , cf. correct bed$ lezai. Siatkowscy (1956) 

reported such errors in their son's speech at 2;5. However, there is no informa-

tion on how consistent the error was. In my data, i t should be treated as a mistake 

or a slip o f the tongue rather than a consistent error. Final ly, another case o f 

overmarking is that o f using a sequence of two conjunctions as bo zeby 'because 

so:that', bo dlatego 'because because' or two connectives in comparisons as in 

wiekszy niz od ciebie 'bigger than from you ' . 

4.3. Overgeneralization 

This strategy is applied first o f all when an irregular ending competes w i th a 

regular one, the latter being overextended to include irregular cases. Some exam-

ples are presented below in Section 4 . 3 . 1 . Another process is the overgeneraliza-
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tion o f one o f the two regular forms, i.e. when the child fails to discover relevant 

criteria (see Section 4.3.2) . 

4 . 3 . 1 . Irregular Versus Regular Form 

4 .3 .1 .1 . Genitive Singular of Masculine Nouns: the Irregular -u Replaced by 

the Regular -a Ending. The class o f masculine nouns wi th the genitive -u suffix 

is quite large. There exist some vague criteria, such as [—animate], e.g. pociqg 

' t rain ' or [ + mass noun], e.g. cukier 'sugar' or [ + loan word] , e.g. papier 

'paper', but they are not adequate since not all nouns having one o f these features 

take the -u ending in the genitive singular. Children show a tendency to overex-

tend the regular -a ending. The reverse overextension is rare. I t should be noted, 

however, that the number o f words to which the -u ending is applied correctly 

constantly grows wi th age, and the errors o f overextension o f -a quickly become 

infrequent. I am unable to explain the way in which the children elaborate a rule 

which grammarians have been so far unable to make explicit . Yet i f not rule 

governed, the children would have to retain the information for each item sepa-

rately. This seems unlikely since the number o f words that take the -u ending is 

large. One o f the factors facilitating the acquisition o f correct forms may be the 

high frequency o f genitival forms as i t is the grammatical case that has the largest 

range o f functions. 

4.3.1.2. Regularization of the Irregular Feminine Nouns Which End in a 

Consonant in the Nominative Singular. The irregular feminine declensional 

pattern is as follows in the singular: N O M & A C C -0, G E N , D A T & L O C -yl-i, 

and INSTR -q. Here the child faces a conflict situation. Whi le the adjective and 

verb agreement indicates the feminine gender, the lack o f an ending suggests the 

masculine gender. These nouns constitute quite a large class. One o f the options 

chosen by children is that o f avoiding these forms and using regular diminutive 

forms, e.g. mysz 'mouse' becomes myszka. Diminut ive forms are also used by 

adults when they address children and even krew 'b lood ' becomes krewka in the 

baby-talk register. 

I f the child does not avoid the base form, he w i l l either treat i t as masculine 

and decline i t accordingly (together wi th appropriate agreement) or else he w i l l 

provide i t w i th the regular -a ending and treat as a regular feminine noun. The 

selection o f one or another pattern is subject to free variation. The child can say 

Widzialem kolej-% T:have:seen t ra in-FEM:ACC:SG' using the regular feminine 

accusative ending and immediately afterwards say Ten kolej jechal-0 
' t h i s :MASC:NOM:SG train was :go ing-MASC wi th the demonstrative ten and 

past tense jechal marked for masculine. 

Smoczyhska (1972) found that children over 4;0 know this special declen-

sional pattern, but they are not l ikely to apply i t when there is a clear diminutive 

correspondent o f a noun, e.g. mysz is replaced by overregularized mysz-a (under 
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the influence of mysz-k-a) yet the noun kosc 'bone' is declined correctly since its 

diminutive kostka has a different meaning. 

4.3.1.3. Irregular and Infrequent Forms. The dative singular form -u w i th 
masculine nouns and the instrumental plural -mi can serve as examples o f irreg-
ular and infrequent forms. They are used for a very l imited number o f words 
without any explicit criteria so that they are marginal wi th respect to the over-
whelming number o f words that take the respective regular endings (-owi and 
-ami). Overgeneralization o f the regular pattern is most typical in such cases. 
Smoczyhska (1972) did not f ind any progress in 5- and 6-year-olds as compared 
wi th 4-year-olds wi th respect to the dative in -u. Olszowska-Guzik (personal 
communication) has supplied me wi th her data concerning the acquisition o f 
irregular forms in 6-year-olds. Using elicitation techniques she tested 120 chi l -
dren from four different social backgrounds and found that some items o f the 
kind described above were incorrect in nearly 100 percent o f responses, irrespec-
tive o f the social background o f the chi ld. In some other instances, social back-
ground proved to be significant. 

4.3.2. Competition of Regular Forms 

4 .3 .2 .1 . Genitive Case Instead of the Dative (and Vice Versa). According 
to Slobin (1973), so far no scholar has reported consistent mix ing o f two cases or 
using one case instead o f another. Gvozdev (1949, vo l . 2, p. 84) explicit ly states 
that such errors never occur in his data. According to my Polish data, however, 
several children went through a transitional period of substituting the genitive 
case for the dative. The overextension o f the genitive case usually follows some 
early correct uses o f dative forms, and it can persist for some time, e.g. 1;7 to 
1;10 in Kasia and 1;9 to 2;5 in Basia. 

In order to explain this phenomenon, several features o f the Polish declen-
sional system should be presented. First of a l l , the dative case in Polish has a 
very restricted range o f functions and all o f them referring to animate beings. 
Receiver, Benefactive, and Experiencer are the most typical funct ions. 1 1 I n chi ld 
speech, the dative contexts appear quite early but usually only after the genitive 
has been acquired. Such early occurrences are primari ly strictly l imited to forms 
of the names of family members wi th the child himself included, and less 
frequently, the names of some animals or animal toys occur. No doubt the cause 
of the presently discussed generalization is the homonymy of the genitive and the 
dative endings in one class o f feminine nouns, i .e. stems ending in a soft 
consonant. This set o f nouns includes frequently used nouns such as mamusia 

'mommy ' , babcia 'granny' or the child's name, e.g. Basia and Kasia. The 

1 unlike Russian, where the notion of 'movement towards' is expressed by the preposition k + 
DAT, in Polish it is expressed by means of do + G E N , which accounts for the absence of dative 
contexts for inanimate nouns. 
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homonymous genitive-equals-dative forms for these examples are: mamusi, bab-

ci, Basi, and Kasi. Because o f the very restricted use o f the dative, this hom-
onymy is not counterbalanced by a sufficient number of other forms where the 
genitive is not identical w i th the dative. Some of these counterexamples which 
do occur in the data include the fol lowing: from the nominative mama ' m o m ' 
there is the dative mamie and the genitive mamy, f rom N O M tatus 'daddy' D A T 
tatusiowi versus G E N tatusia, from N O M mis 'teddy-bear' D A T misiowi versus 
G E N misia, etc. The children tend to use the genitive form in dative contexts, 
e.g. misia not misiowi. 

One o f the three children studied, Jas, did not reach the level o f mix ing the 
two cases. Probably his own name, which takes the dative form Jasiowi as 
different from the genitive Jasia, and which was used very frequently in dative 
contexts, helped to avoid this confusion. However, there was a short period 
(from l ; 1 0 t o l ; l l ) when the -/ ending became generalized and was used also 
wi th some nouns requiring -e or -owi. The examples were not numerous: (1) 
mami for dative, cf. correct mamie, versus the genitive mamy ' m o m ' , (2) babi 

for dative, cf. correct babie, versus the genitive baby 'grandma', and (3) pieski 

for dative cf. correctpieskowi, versus the genitivepieska 'doggie' . One month 
later the correct distribution was established. This example, however, points to 
the importance o f the homonymous -i ending. 

Zar§bina (1965) quotes similar examples from her daughter's speech in the 
last months o f the second year. They are fol lowed, after the age o f 2, by several 
examples of reversed substitution, where the dative is used instead o f the genitive 
in the sense o f possession, e.g. tatusiowi jest lekarstwo 'to:Daddy is medi-
cine'—quite unusual in Polish but typical for Latin (e.g. Mihi est liber) or 
Hebrew (cf. Berman, 1985). Similar examples o f the possessive dative are given 
in Siatkowscy (1956), e.g. ksiqzka tatusiowi 'book to:Daddy' instead o f the 
correct ksiqzka tatusia 'book of.Daddy' . The Siatkowscy examples were col-
lected during the period from 2;0 to 2;6. In my data such errors are only sporadic. 

The homonymy alone cannot adequately account for these substitutions since 
i t is fairly frequent in the whole declensional system and stil l never leads to such 
results. What seems necessary for this homonymy to result in the mixing o f the 
two cases is the close semantic proximity o f the possessive genitive and the 
dative cases, the only difference between the Possessor and the Receiver being 
that o f the stative versus dynamic notions. 

The cases are occasionally mixed in locative phrases when a directional 
expression is used instead o f a stative one (or vice versa), e.g. ' to the tram' instead 
of ' i n the t ram' , or 'at the shop' instead o f 'to the shop'. Such examples occur 
sporadically in my data, and similar ones have been cited by Zar^bina (1965). 

4.3.2.2. Genitive Plural -6w Instead of 0 Ending in Feminine and Neuter 

Nouns (Grammatical Gender Criterion). This overextension represents the 
only obvious instance o f "inflect ional imper ia l i sm" in the acquisition of Polish. 
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The adult rule is quite simple, i.e. in the genitive plural masculine nouns have the 
ending -6w while feminine and neuter nouns have a zero ending. In addition to 
this regular pattern, some masculine nouns take an irregular -yl-i end ing . 1 2 

The majority o f the children studied used the -6w ending irrespective o f the 
noun gender. Typical ly , this ending appeared in the first contexts for genitive 
plural (about the age o f 2) and was persistently and exclusively used for differing 
periods o f time, for instance, t i l l 3;0 for Kasia, 3;4 for Micha l , 3;9 for Jas, and 
4;6 for Bas ia . 1 3 This is a typical "late error" since all the remaining R E G U L A R 
case forms are mastered by the age o f 2;6 or before. I t is also worth noting that in 
the Russian data for Zhenya, the corresponding -ov ending persisted much longer 
than other " imper ia l i s t ic" endings, which were no longer overextended after the 
age o f 2;9 (Gvozdev, 1949, vo l . 2, p. 87). 

There are five factors which should be taken into account as possibly respon-
sible for the "inflect ional imperal ism" of -6w. First o f a l l , the zero ending in 
feminine and neuter nouns contradicts the principle o f overt marking (see 
Slobin's (1973) Operating Principle E) . This argument, however, does not pro-
vide a sufficient explanation o f the persistence of this error. Furthermore, this 
argument does not explain why other -0 endings are N O T replaced by overt 
markers wi th similar consistency, e.g. the accusative singular o f inanimate nouns 
or the second person imperative for the verb. 

Secondly, the form wi th the zero ending is one (or even two) syllable(s) 
shorter than the remaining forms of the noun, e.g. nominative singular lampa 

' lamp' has the genitive plural form lamp and the instrumental plural lampami. 

The significance o f this factor is supported by the finding that diminutive forms, 
e.g. lamp-(e)k-0 Tamp-DIM-GEN:PL ' which for phonetic reasons acquires an 
additional syllable wi th the insertion o f /e/ between the stem and the -k suffix 
usually appear earlier than bare stem forms. Hence the child who uses the correct 
form lamp(e)k w i l l continue to say lamp-dw instead o f lamp. I t is possible that 
the child conceives /ek/ as a k ind o f ending for genitive plural . Whi le the first 
and second factors are concerned wi th the form of the rule, the third and fourth 
factors refer to the criteria o f rule application. 

Thirdly , in case o f genitive plural , the criterion o f grammatical gender distinc-
tion between feminine and neuter nouns on the one hand and masculine on the 
other is in two ways inconsistent from the point o f view o f the declension system. 
First, in plural the distinction between masculine/feminine/neuter, relevant for 
singular, is abolished to be replaced by the vir i le /nonvir i le gender distinction. 
While this is true for adult language, in early child language this conflict o f 
double gender distinction does not actually occur because the vir i le /nonvir i le 

1 2 The -yl-i ending occurs also with some irregular feminine nouns. This fact will not be taken 
into account here, as these nouns were not found to occur in the data. 

1 3After this age, -6w continued to be overextended to replace the irregular -yl-i of masculine 
nouns, but this phenomenon is similar to those discussed in Section 4.3.1. There were also sporadic 
instances of its use with feminine and neuter nouns but the correct use was much more frequent. 
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distinction wi th all its implications is acquired long after the appearance of the 
genitive plural forms (see Section 6 . 3 . 1 ) . 1 4 

Moreover, in singular, masculine and neuter nouns form the nonfeminine 
gender as opposed to the feminine, while in the case of genitive plural it is the 
neuter together wi th the feminine that are opposed to the masculine. This dis-
proportion justifies the prediction o f special difficulties wi th neuter nouns, which 
would therefore be l ikely to behave as masculine nouns, rather than take the 
same ending as feminine nouns. This prediction is confirmed in the data o f 
Basia, who used -6w as the only genitive plural ending unti l the age o f 4;6, while 
later, from 4;6 to 5, she applied i t only to neuter nouns (apart from its correct use 
wi th masculine nouns), w i th feminine nouns having the correct 0 ending. Thus, 
the factor seems to be significant, although not from the very beginning of the 
acquisition of genitival form. 

The fourth factor concerns the fact that the basic system of the plural declen-
sion as elaborated by small children seems to be much simpler than that o f adults. 
There is a clear tendency for one-to-one correspondence between case and end-
ing wi th no gender distinction at a l l , i.e. nominative has two allomorphs -il-y, 

accusative equals nomina t ive , 1 5 dative takes -om, instrumental -ami and lo-
cative -ach. This apparent regularity o f the system can contribute to the child's 
expectation that the genitive also has a unique form. 

The fifth and final factor concerns the role o f agreement. Agreement forms 
can also be o f some importance for establishing gender distinctions. Table 6.6 
shows the neutralization o f gender in plural , where all the nouns except [ + vir i le] 
take the same agreement forms in both adjective and verb. The importance of this 
factor was revealed to me by a strange metalinguistic problem set forth by one of 
the subjects studied, Mis (3;4): Mamusiu, piatek to on? ' M o m m y , is ptatek 

(petal) a he?' Piatek, jak jeden, to on? 'Piatek, when there is one, is i t a he?'. 
Mother: Tak. 'Yes . ' Mis : A dwa? ' A n d ( i f there are) two (of them)?' Mother: To 

platki. 'Then (they are) platki' Mi s : A sto? ' A n d a hundred (of them)?' Mother: 
To platkow 'Then—platkow'. Rather than the form itself, the child wanted to 
learn the grammatical gender. Mis ' s use o f 'he' and 'she' was a technique that he 
employed as early as 2;11 to ask questions about gender. What is interesting here 
is the occurrence o f two separate questions, i.e. 'What is the gender of piatek in 
singular?,' and then 'What is its gender in plural?' . I t could mean that Mis 
constructed a hypothesis on the metalinguistic level concerning the change of 
gender in plural. He could have noticed that piatek, which in singular behaved 
like a boy, undergoes a sharp transformation in plural and begins to behave l ike 

1 4There are, however, numerous early examples of the correct nominative plural -a with neuter 
nouns, which could be treated as evidence that the tripartite gender distinction can work in plural as 
well. However, the nominative form is somewhat more basic than those of oblique cases, and as such 
it can be learned more easily. 

1 5Children use mostly inanimate plural objects, which are nonvirile. The use of virile objects, 
where accusative equals genitive, comes much later. 
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TABLE 6.6 
Gender Agreement in Adject ives and Past Tense Verbs in Singular and Plural 

Singular Plural 

Gender Noun 'was' 'pretty' Gender Nouns 'were' 'pretty' 

MASC chlopiec 'boy' byl ladny VIR chlopcy byli ladni 
MASC kotek 'cat' by! ladny NVIR kotki byly ladne 
FEM matka 'mother' byla ladna NVIR matki byly ladne 
FEM zabawka 'toy' byla ladna NVIR zabawki byly ladne 
NEUT ' jablko 'apple' bylo ladne NVIR jablka byly ladne 

girls, and thus it takes the adjective and verb forms proper to female human 
beings. I t could be then that children perceive the non-virile gender simply as a 
kind of feminine which is due to their tendency to refer to natural sex differences 
in their metalinguistic reasoning (cf. Karmiloff-Smith , 1979). 

The combination of all these factors can provide an adequate explanation o f 
the phenomenon described above. What I found to be most difficult to account 
for is the case o f three children among my subjects who had no problems wi th the 
genitive plural. W i t h two of them, the distribution o f 0 and -6w was correct from 
the very beginning (2;0 to 2;2). The third one, Inka, seemed to avoid zero forms 
until 2;5 using -6w exclusively and only wi th masculine nouns. Next, from 2;5 to 
3;3 she used the 0 ending but only wi th diminutive nouns (when this involves 
Id-insertion). Eventually after the age o f 3;3, she also used bare stem forms. 
Such a stategy o f avoiding difficulties is interesting in itself, but i t goes beyond 
the problem presently under discussion. When trying to account for the data from 
these children, I would claim that the first two factors can also be the very cause 
of the E A R L Y acquisition of zero forms. Word forms which do not have any overt 
marker and are shorter than usual seem strange to all children. This peculiarity 
can be rejected by some children which results in replacing the zero ending wi th 
an overt marker. In contrast other children would notice the zero ending just 
because o f the perceptual salience o f the lack of an ending, and they would 
accept i t resulting in the establishment of distributional criteria. 

4.3.2.3. Accusative Singular of Masculine Nouns: Overextension of -a (the 
Animate I Inanimate Criterion). In the accusative singular, masculine nouns 
subdivide into animate and inanimate, wi th the former ending in -a and ac-
cusative equal to genitive and the latter having the 0-ending and accusative equal 
to nominative. The distribution of forms is identical to the parallel distribution in 
Russian, where it has been reported as a late acquisition by Gvozdev (1949) and 
Slobin (1966). Polish data are unclear in this resepct. The picture is obscured by 
the interference o f another factor. In contemporary spoken Polish, there is a 
strong tendency to use the -a ending also wi th inanimate nouns in some l imited 
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but not very well-defined contexts. So far, the research carried out by Polish 
linguists has not led to any clear conclusions concerning either the kinds of words 
which are l ikely to take the -a ending, or typical contexts in which it occurs. 
Hence, no adequate explanation o f the phenomenon has been provided. 

On the one hand, Polish children seem to acquire the -a versus 0 distinction 
very early (about 2;0), but at the same time, they use the -a ending wi th inani-
mate nouns to a much larger extent than adults do, although some contexts prove 
that they know the distinction. I t is difficult to state anything definite without 
clear information on adult usage. What seems to be the case here is the overex-
tension of some adult rule rather than the simple overgeneralization o f the -a 

ending. Typical ly , chi ld language more explicit ly reflects a change that the 
language undergoes at a given time (cf. Slobin, 1977). 

4.3.2.4. Locative Case of Nonfeminine Nouns: Overextension of the Ending 

-u (Morphophonological Criterion). The distribution o f the two alternative 

endings -u and -e depends on the character o f the stem final consonant. Further-

more, while adding -u does not require any transformation o f the stem, the -e 

ending involves softening o f the stem final consonant, e.g. the shift from [v] to 

[ v ' ] in drzew-o vs. na drzewi-e ' tree'. When there is no palatal counterpart of the 

consonant, i t is replaced by another consonant according to a clearcut pattern, 

e.g. rower vs. na rowerze 'b ike ' ; zeszyt vs. w zeszycie 'copybook' , wi th Ixl - Izl 

and HI - 161 alternations. 
In some children one can find a dozen or so examples o f overextended -w, e.g. 

na roweru, w zeszytu, but the -u ending is never found to predominate to such an 
extent as to drive out the -e ending completely; cf. also examples in Wojtowicz 
(1959). This overextension results in the avoidance o f stem alternations. Further-
more, in some children, the vocative ending -u undergoes an analogous overex-
tension. Russian has similar endings but their distribution differs from that o f 
Polish, and in view of differences in the phonological system, no similar stem 
alternations are involved. In fact Gvozdev (1949) finds a reverse tendency to 
overextend -e at the cost o f -u. 

4.4. Idiosyncratic Rules 

Idiosyncratic rules are somewhat different than overgeneralizations. Idiosyn-

cratic rules involve a simplified procedure invented by the child in order to cope 

with a diversity o f rules. This is not identical to overextending a rule that exists in 

the adult language. On the other hand, an idiosyncratic rule is usually related to 

one of the existing rules, or else it can be based on a single linguistic form which 

serves as a model for overgeneralization. 

4 . 4 . 1 . Present Tense: First-Person Form Equals Third-Person Plus -m . 
Among present-tense forms the first to emerge is the third-person form. When 
shifting to the use o f first singular for self-reference, children must establish the 
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TABLE 6.7 
Present Tense Forms in Singular 

Conjugation I Conjugation II Conjugation III 
Person (-Í-) (-a-) 

1 pisz-e bior -§ rob-i-§ widz -£ czyt-a-m 
2 pisz-e-sz bierz-e-sz rob-i-sz widz'-i-sz czyt-a-sz 
3 pisz-e bierz-e rob-i widz'-i czyt-a 

'write' 'take' 'do/make' 'see' 'read' 

distribution o f the two endings -§ and -m. Table 6.7 presents the distribution o f 

these endings. Most o f the children studied acquired these rules quickly and 

made no consistent errors. One boy (Jas), however, used a simplified rule o f 

adding -m to the third-person form in all verbs, e.g. pisze-m, bierze-m, robi-m 

and the correct czyta-m. I t is worth noting that this invention made i t possible for 

the child to avoid specific options related to the application o f i.e. replacing 

the stem vowel by -§ (as in pisz-e I pisz-e) versus adding the ending to i t (as in 

rob-ilrob-i-e), or finally stem alternations (e.g. bierz-1 bior-} widz/widz-). Jas 

applied the rule from the age o f 2;0 to 3;6. A slightly different rule which 

involves adding -em was used by the child reported in Siatkowscy (1956) from 

2;0 to 2;6. 

4.4.2. Sentence External Negation: nie + Sentence. Most Polish children 
do not have any difficulties w i th sentence internal placement o f the particle nie. 

In general, the negation system is mastered early. One chi ld (Basia), however, 
displayed the strategy o f N E G + S commonly used by English-speaking children 
(see Bel lugi , 1967). This case was reported in Smoczyhska (1978a), where i t 
was pointed out that Basia's overall syntactic development was much slower than 
that o f the other four children studied. Basia used this rule in her early negated 
sentences, e.g. Nie Basia spi 'not Basia sleeps'. The context clearly indicated 
that such utterances involved sentence negation rather than the anaphoric nie + 

positive statement, which is contrary to Bloom's (1970) claim. Furthermore the 
negations were used not only for rejection, as claimed by de Vil l iers and de 
Vill iers (1979), but also in declarative negative statements and questions, e.g. 
Nie tu brudno? 'not here dirty? ' ( = ' I t ' s not dirty here?'). Later on, Basia 
continued to place nie in sentence-initial position but moved the verb to the 
second position, which results in correct sentences, e.g. Nie spi Basia 'Not 
sleeps Basia'. Eventually, she arrived at sentence-internal placement o f nie, e.g. 
Basia nie spi 'Basia not sleeps' ( = Basia isn't sleeping'). On the other hand, 
Kaczmarek (1953) gives several examples o f placing nie after the verb, e.g. (1;6) 
placze nie 'cries not ' ; (1;8) mamusia kopac bqdzie nie ' M o m m y dig w i l l not ' . 
Similar examples occur sporadically in Kasia's early negations. 
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Children learning English introduce multiple negation into their language. I f 
this is a general tendency for children, Polish (wi th its multiple negation) should 
be an ideal language to learn. Yet this is not the case. Whi le American children 
reconstruct the multiple negation, nonexistent in their language, Polish children 
do exactly the opposite. W i t h Kasia and occasionally also wi th other children, 
the use o f a negative pronoun involved the deletion o f nie. This deletion resulted 
in literal counterparts o f English sentences o f the k ind / will say nothing, Nic 

powiem, 'nothing I :wil l :say ' while the correct Polish form is Nic nie powiem. 

Moreover, when the particle nie was used, the pronoun was not converted into its 
negative f o r m , 1 6 e.g. Kasia (2;3) said, A Jezus to zawsze nie gryzie 'But Jesus 
always not bites' where nigdy 'never' should be used instead o f zawsze 'always' . 
Rz^tkowska (1980) reported the use o f emphatic wcale 'at a l l ' as a negative 
marker, e.g. (1;10) Jadziusia wcale placze 'Jadwiga at all cries'. 

4.4.3. Syllabic Prepositions and Prefixes Realized as a Reduplication of the 

First Syllable of the Word. This individual strategy was used by my own twin 
sons whose early speech was systematically recorded (see Section 2 . 1 . 2 ) . 1 7 The 
twins began to combine words at the age o f 2;4. A t the beginning, they omitted 
all prepositions, using only appropriate case endings. A t the age o f 2;7 one o f 
them, Micha l S., began to produce strange forms of nouns wi th reduplicated first 
syllable, e g . ma-mamy, (s)to-tole or kup-kupkach. The context, as wel l as case 
endings, clearly indicated that a prepositional phrase was intended, such as do 

mamy ' to M o m ' na stole 'on table' and po kupkach, used in Nie wolno chodzic 

po kupkach '(One is) not allowed to:walk on (cow) excrements'. Immediately 
after the emergence o f these forms, I tried to make the child repeat various kinds 
of prepositional phrases. This procedure revealed that the reduplication tech-
nique was consistently used to replace syllabic prepositions, while the asyllabic 
ones were continually omitted, e.g. the phrase z mamq ' w i t h M o m m y ' was 
produced mamq w i th the preposition z deleted and w lesie ' i n forest' was pro-
duced as lesie. Later on, the reduplication rule was extended to include syllabic 
verbal prefixes indicating perfectivity and/or modulation o f verb meaning, e.g. 
je-jechat meant either po-jechal 'went ' , wy-jechat ' l e f t ' , or przy-jechal 

' a r r i v e d ' . 1 8 The same procedure began to be used by the other tw in , Maciek, 3 
months later and it persisted in both o f them for several months. 

I t is more than probable that the rule was based on a single instance, namely 
the frequently used phrase do domu ' to home' , in which the phonetic form of the 

16Contrary to the English some I any I no tripartite distinction, Polish has the binary opposition, 
e.g. ktoslnikt 'somebody/nobody'. 

1 7From informal sources I have learned about three other cases of applying such a rule. Unfortu-
nately, data were not collected. 

1 8 I noted one case of erroneous morphological analysis, in which the initial stem syllable of the 
word wysoki 'high' was treated as a prefix, which resulted in so-soki (cf. the prefix wy- in wyjechal, 
above). 
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preposition happens to be the same as that o f the first syllable in domu. Since the 
rule was applied only in case of syllabic morphemes, i t cannot be treated as a 
strictly grammatical rule, but rather as a procedure used to render an approximate 
prosodic shape of the prefixed form. There was no attempt to differentiate 
specific semantic content o f various prepositions and prefixes. A l l received 
exactly the same treatment. 

4.4.4. First-Person Plural of the Past Tense: Total or Partial Identification 

of the Movable Ending with the Personal Pronoun. First o f a l l , it should be 

said that the first-person plural forms of the past tense appear relatively late 

(usually after 2;6) and due to the lack o f appropriate context, they are rarely 

used. When referring to past actions carried out together wi th other persons, 

young children are more l ikely to use a singular subject and a comitative, which 

is acquired relatively early. Past forms o f the first-person plural begin to be used 

more frequently about the age o f 5 in the case o f only children, and somewhat 

earlier i f the chi ld has siblings or attends a nursery school. 

The Polish enclitic and movable ending -smy, which is the unique marker for 
first-person plural o f the past tense in all verbs, appears to cause specific diff icul -
ties for all children. As i t happens, the phonetic shape of -smy partially coincides 
wi th that o f the respective personal pronoun my 'we ' . As a consequence of this 
coincidence, two kinds o f erroneous interpretation appear in the data. The first 
one consists in the identification o f my and -smy. The latter is considered as an 
allomorph o f the former. Children correctly use -smy in sentences which do not 
contain a pronoun, e.g. Wczoraj poszli-smy 'yesterday went-1 P L ' . In contrast, 
when the pronoun is present, they omit the ending and say; Wczoraj my poszli, 

cf. correct Wczoraj my poszli-smy or the more natural, Wczoraj my-smy poszli. 

Another interpretation is based on an erroneous analysis o f the morpheme 
-smy into two morphemes, i.e. the ending -s and the pronoun my. Here again 
sentences without pronouns seem to be correct, but for children the form 
poszlismy consists o f three morphemes (PP + -s + PRO) rather than two (PP + 
-smy) as in adult language. This can be seen in such utterances as My poszli-s or 
My-s poszli. I n the latter example, the idiosyncratic -s ending is given the status 
of a movable suffix. For some children, such forms as poszli (first interpretation) 
orposzli-s (second interpretation) appear also in sentences wi th no pronoun used. 
This indicates that children can correctly apply the pronoun ellipsis rules, but 
they delete the pronoun from the suffix -smy where i t is supposed to be placed. 
Wi th some children, examples o f overmarking can be found, e.g. My-smy poszli-

smy. Finally, evidence for the fu l l control o f the adult form is found in utterances 
such as My-smy poszli in which both the pronoun and the ending are present. In 
other cases, the erroneous rule can result in apparently correct forms. 

In general, the k ind o f error presently under discussion is typically a late 
error. The omission o f -smy which results in forms like My poszli can also be 
found in the substandard Polish o f adults wi th a low educational level. The role 
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of incorrect input is evident in the case o f Inka, who (at some period) used 
correct forms when referring to actions carried out together wi th her mother, but 
who used the my + P A R T I C I P L E form when reporting what she was doing wi th the 
children in the yard. 

I t would be interesting to compare the acquisition o f the ending -smy wi th that 
of -scie for second person plural which does not coincide phonetically wi th the 
corresponding pronoun wy. Unfortunately, contexts involving addressing several 
persons are even more rare than those referring to jo in t ly performed past actions, 
and the second-person plural past-tense form is extremely infrequent in the data. 
The forms found in the data occurred late and were correct except for one case o f 
overmarking in Witek (4;5) Wy-scie przebierall-scie si$ 'you-2PL changed-2PL 
R E F L ' ( = 'you changed yourselves'). 

From the theoretical point o f view, these errors provide evidence for the 
significance o f prosodic features in establishing what is a word and what is not. 
Such errors would never occur i f -smy were not enclitic. A contrastive test-case is 
provided by the present-tense first-person plural ending -my, which is phonet-
ically identical wi th the pronoun my, e.g. czyta-my ' read-IPL' . However, i t is 
neither enclitic nor movable, cf. the stress pattern o f czytdmy w i th that o f czytdli-

smy. Conseqeuntly, children never try to identify this ending wi th the pronoun 
and use correct forms from the very beginning, wi th no errors at a l l . 

4.4.5. An Idiosyncratic Causative Construction. This is also an individual 
case. When he was 2;11, my youngest son, Wawrzont, invented a syntactic 
construction which does not exist i n Polish. He used the verb karmic ' to feed' in 
an overextended causative sense, e.g. Mama mnie pokarmi umyc rqczki 

' M o m m y me will :feed to:wash hands'. He meant that he wanted M o m m y to 
wash his hands instead o f h i m doing i t by himself. Other examples involved 
'feeding h i m ' to eat something although the meaning o f 'eat' is normally in -
cluded in that o f 'feed', i .e. 'make eat'; 'feeding h i m ' to put on his clothes; 
'feeding h i m ' to wee-wee; or even 'feeding h i m ' to draw a dog after he declared 
he was unable to do i t . I n all these instances, a simple transitive sentence would 
have been quite appropriate, e.g., ' M o m m y w i l l wash my hands' or 'draw *a dog 
for me' . What the child intended to convey by his causative constructions was a 
special emphasis on his refusal to do something by himself, that he was in fact 
able to. Hence these constructions had a definite pragmatic sense which was 
narrower than that o f the English make + V E R B structure. This pragmatic sense 
emerged in response to a specific situation. I was very busy for several weeks 
and although I was present at home, other people had to take care o f the chi ld. 
The origin o f this construction can be found in a concrete proportion, i.e. T am 
eating by myse l f : ' M o m m y is feeding me. ' The word 'feed' became a causative 
auxiliary. A n especially interesting aspect o f this construction is that i t represents 
the 'accusativus cum inf in i t ivo ' type which is practically nonexistent in Polish. 
In other words Wawrzont added an inf ini t ival complement to the accusative 
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object normally governed by karmic. This construction was strongly productive 
for a l imited period o f t ime, and disappeared simultaneously wi th the disap-
pearance o f the appropriate context, that is, as soon as I finished my work. 

4.5. Free Variation 

This k ind o f error occurs when the child has acquired alternative forms wi th -

out learning specific criteria o f their distribution, which are either irregular or too 

complex or inconsistent wi th his present system. 

4 . 5 . 1 . The Choice of Present (PRES) vs. Infinitive (INF) Stem Form of the 

Verb. Establishing which verb stem should be used wi th a given form takes 

over two years. From 2 to 4, the erroneous choice of the stem is clearly the most 

frequent error wi th all children. As noticed in Zarebina (1965), the number o f 

such errors increases wi th age in proportion to the growth o f vocabulary. From 

4;0 on, the number o f errors diminishes, but those involving especially compli-

cated kinds o f verbs persist t i l l 6;0 and over. 
Considerable complexity, and also irregularity o f the adult system in this 

respect has been discussed in Section 1. Whi le in some verbs the phonetic 
realization o f the stem does not change, e.g. czyta/czytac 'read' 
(3SG:PRES/INF), others require complex transformations, e.g. rysujelrysowac 

'draw' , pierzelprac 'wash' , and wezmielwziqc ' take'. 
According to Brenstiern-Pfanhauser (1930), the child displays a tendency 

towards building all verb forms from the stem that he learned first. On the other 
hand, Zar§bina (1965) claims that this is true only for the early stages. After the 
child has learned both stems, he builds the given form in an ad hoc way using one 
or the other stem. Thus one can observe two types o f errors occurring simul-
taneously: imperfective present tense or perfective future tense forms created 
from infinitive stems and past tense forms created from present tense stems. For 
instance, the present tense form rysowa '(he):draws' is buil t on the infinit ive 
stem (rysowa-c ' d raw-INF' ) instead o f the correct rysuje. For the verb prac 

' to:wash' we find on the one hand the past tense form pierzy-I '(he):washed' 
obviously based on the present tense pierz-e '(he):washes' instead o f the correct 
pra-l (cf. infinitive pra-c). On the other hand, however, present tense forms 
happen to be based on the infini t ive, e.g. pra or praje instead o f pierze. 

As shown by the fol lowing examples from Inka, when coping wi th such 
problems, children do not avail themselves o f the correct model, and even i f they 
do, i t is only to produce an ad hoc correct form; soon afterwards they revert to the 
old one. A t 2;7 Inka asked her father: Co to rysowa-sz tatusiu? 'What are you 
drawing, Dad?' (cf. correct rysuj-esz). Father: Nie rysuj-%, tylkopisz-%. T am not 
drawing, but I am w r i t i n g ' . Inka: Co pisa-sz? 'What are you wri t ing? ' (cf. 
correct pisz-esz). A t 2;4 Inka's grandmother said: A babcia ci cos przywioz-I-a 

'Granny has brought you something'. Inka: Co przywioz-I-a-s babciu? 'What 
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have you brought, Granny?' Kolejkg przywiezia-l-a-s mi? ' A train did you bring 

me' (cf. correct przywiozl-a-s). 

Early examples o f such errors have been reported in all diary studies, and 

those for later periods can be found in Siatkowscy (1956) and Wojtowicz (1959). 

Gvozdev (1949) has presented a detailed discussion of similar errors in Russian, 

and Guillaume (1927) has done the same for French. The phenomenon should be 

investigated systematically in order to establish which kinds o f verbs are es-

pecially diff icult , and to look for some rules which could underlie this overall 

picture o f free variation. I n all these cases, the verb is clearly marked for tense 

and aspect although the given realization o f these categories does not correspond 

to the adult norm. From the theoretical point o f view, however, this phe-

nomenon—in spite o f its wide range—is o f relatively li t t le interest, as the 

irregularity o f the system ( i f i t can be considered a system at all) is immense. 

4.5.2. Cardinal Numeral 'Two': Feminine Form dwie Versus Nonfeminine 

dwa. Unl ike the errors discussed above, the occurrence o f a free variation 
pattern in this case is extremely interesting. The cardinal numeral ' t w o ' when 
used wi th reference to nonvirile nouns 1 9 has two distinct forms: dwie for femi-
nine nouns and dwa for masculine and neuter, where the latter form is unmarked 
(e.g. used while counting: jeden, dwa, trzy . . . ) . Most o f the children studied 
had problems establishing the correct distribution o f these forms in spite o f the 
fact that i t is determined by a very simple rule which is based on grammatical 
gender, and gender is a category which is acquired a long time before numerals 
come in use. In i t ia l ly , children use the unmarked form dwa regardless o f gender. 
Later on, both forms are found to occur in free variation. 

For Jas, this error persisted even in the latest recordings (6;0). His case is 
especially interesting. Jas was very interested in numbers, and numerals were 
unusually frequent in his speech. 2 0 Not only did he frequently speak about 
thousands and mil l ions , but even his nostrils were numbered and received specif-
ic labels as 'the first one' and 'the second one'. His data provide obvious support 
for the claim that training does not help to acquire even such a simple rule i f i t 
happens to be blocked for some mysterious reasons. When trying to f ind some 
rule governing the distribution o f dwa/dwie, I was able to analyze more than 200 
examples o f ' t w o ' + N O U N constructions recorded from 2 to 6. S t i l l , I failed to 
find any rule. Clearly, both forms were used in free variation wi th a tendency to 
use the same form at a given moment, e.g. at (3;5) he said dwi-e bramk-i i dwi-e 

domk-i ' t w o - F E M gate-FEM:PL and t w o - F E M house-MASC:PL' ( = ' two gates 
and two houses') cf. correct dwie bramki i dwa domki. After he was corrected by 

1 9Virile nouns involve complicated rules of numeral agreement, which will not be discussed here. 
2 0 The data were collected more than 20 years ago, and it might be of some interest to add that 

those early interests prevailed, since he is a statistician by now. 
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his mother ( 'One doesn't say dwie domki but dwa domkV), he corrected himself 
wi th dwa domki i dwa bramki, w i th the incorrect form o f ' two ' for bramki this 
time. As adults started correcting his utterances, he began analyzing the problem 
on the metalinguistic level. The only result o f this was "correc t ing" adults, that 
is, providing erroneous forms wi th the correct argumentation concerning gender, 
e.g. 'Aunt ie , you should say dwi-e numerk-i ' t w o - F E M number-MASC:PL' 
because one says ten numerek ' this :MASC:SG number:MASC:SG'. He also 
began to produce both forms at the same time, leaving the option to the listener, 
e.g. Znalazlem dw-a czy dwi-e szmatk-i 'Lfound two-MASC or t w o - F E M rag-
FEM:PL ' ( = T found two or two rags'). 

For other children, this error did not persist for such a long time, but sti l l i t 
could be considered as a typical late error, for instance, it appears in the 
Baudouin data. I am unable to provide an adequate explanation for this error 
although three factors can be demonstrated to be o f some importance. Firstly, 
among plural cardinal numerals only ' t w o ' displays such a gender distinction in 
addition to the opposition o f vir i le /nonvir i le forms; 'three' and 'four ' having 
only the latter differentiation. I f this factor were the only one at play, one would 
expect the children to ignore the distinction dwa/dwie and use only dwa in order 
to preserve paradigmatic relations among numerals. In fact, this distribution does 
occur, but only in the early stages. 

Secondly, the nonvirile nominative plural form of adjectives ends in -e, e.g. 
du'z-e klock-i, pilk-i, ciastk-a ' b i g - N V I R : N O M : P L , b lock -NVIR:MASC:PL, 
ba l l -NVIR:FEM:PL, b i scu i t -NVIR:NEUT:PL ' . I f the child were to treat 
dw-a/dwi-e as a k ind o f adjectival form (by analogy to jeden-0/jedn-a/jedn-o 

'one', which takes regular adjective declension forms), he would be expected to 
use the form dwie exclusively for all nonvirile nouns—a prediction that is not 
supported by the data. Final ly, i t could be hypothesized that children simply 
refuse to take into account the masculine/feminine/neuter distinction when using 
plural forms. This would be congruent wi th one o f the explanations offered in 
connection wi th their generalizing o f the genitive plural -6w ending (see Section 
4 .3 .2 .2 ) 2 1 Note, however, that the distribution o f ' t w o ' forms is consistent wi th 
the main distinction wi th in the singular (feminine vs. nonfeminine), whereas that 
of -6w/0 is not. Yet in the case o f Jas, the latter rule is acquired E A R L I E R than the 
former. That is why I am unable to produce any definite explanation. 

4.5.3. Using Masculine or Feminine Forms of Adjectives and Past-Tense 

Verbs in Free Variation. This k ind o f error differs considerably from those 
described above. The rules are neither too complex nor incompatible wi th the 
system. On the contrary, they are simple and consistent, but the child simply 
does not know them yet. The occurrence o f these errors is l imited to the earliest 

2 1Children, however, are perfectly aware of the gender of the noun in singular, e.g. dw-a srub-y, 
jedn-a . . . drug-a . . . 'two-MASC screws-NVIR, one-FEM . . . other-FEM'. 
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instances of using adjectives and past tense forms, e.g. tatus mii-a 'Daddy nice-
F E M ' , babcia poszedl-0 'Granny went-3SG:MASC\ A t the very beginning, mila 

or poszedl can be simply the only form of the word that the child knows. These 
errors disappear completely long before the age of 2 (see Section 6.1.1). 

4.6. Partial Application of a Rule 

These errors reveal difficulties in the complete application o f a complex rule 

which involves performing several operations. The problem does not consist o f 

learning the criteria, but rather i t concerns technical difficulties in producing a 

correct form. 

4 . 6 . 1 . Nouns: Correct Ending Added to an Incorrect Stem Form. Errors o f 
this type occur infrequently in all children. The basic noun form is nominative 
singular. The child tends to bui ld other forms from the nominative form. Howev-
er, there are stem alternations in the nominative singular, and oblique cases have 
a different stem. I n Polish there is a phonological rule according to which the 
opposition o f voiced/voiceless becomes neutralized in word final position, e.g. 
/%lep/ versus /%leba/ 'bread' for nominative versus genitive but /%uop/ : 
/%uopa/ 'peasant'. In order to know whether the final voiceless consonant in the 
nominative form alternates wi th its voiced counterpart, the child must memorize 
the form that a given stem takes in oblique cases. The phonological rule is 
acquired early and errors such as chlepa instead o f chleba typically occur very 
early. When this k ind o f error occurs at a later stage of development, i t occurs 
when the child has just heard the nominative form for the first t ime. 

Another rule requires that -e- be inserted between consonants in order to avoid 
an unacceptable word-final cluster. I t appears typically in diminutive masculine 
nouns wi th the -k suffix, e.g. kot-k-a ' c a t - D I M - G E N' but kot-(e)k-0 ' c a t -DIM-
N O M ' . Because o f the abundance of diminutive forms, this rule is acquired very 
early, and children normally delete the inserted -e- when producing oblique case 
forms. Errors such as kotek-a appear only in the earliest period. Other forms wi th 
the -e- inserted into the stem itself prove more difficult especially i f the stem is 
relatively short (one or two syllables), e.g. the genitive o f the word lew /lef/ 
' l i o n ' is frequently realized as lew-a (cf. correct Iw-a) or even lef-a i f the 
unvoiced If I is preserved and ogien ' f i re ' results in ogienia (cf. correct ognia). 

Sometimes stem-internal consonants and/or vowels alternate fol lowing defi-
nite alternation patterns. What seems to be most difficult for the child is the case 
when several phonemes alternate according to distinct patterns. The fol lowing 
example w i l l make this clear. Micha i (2;4) wanted to say 'Good morning, eagle!' 
Dzien dobry, oriel, where the vocative orle constrasts wi th the nominative orzel 

He began wi th Dzien dobry, orzele I oleic I then corrected himself wi th orzle 

lollel, and eventually, he gave up and used the nominative orzelloleul instead. 
Producing the correct version required three transformations of the nominative 
stem form, i.e. lul to III, deletion o f lei, and 111 to III. The sequence of forms 
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that he produced demonstrates that he was able to perform one transformation 

at a time. Although he failed to perform the third one, the fact that he 

reverted to the more safe nominative form (also acceptable in the vocative 

function) proves that he was not satisfied wi th the form he arrived at. Wojtowicz 

(1959) noted that errors o f preserving the nominative singular stem in oblique 

cases are much more frequent than those involving the reverse process, e.g. an 

incorrect nominative singular form ojc 'father', based on the genitive singular 

ojc-a, (cf. correct nominative singular ojciec). 

4.6.2. Preserving Case Forms in Negated Sentences. The rule o f convert-
ing the accusative object o f transitive sentences into genitive when the predicate 
is negated is l ikely to create difficulties at least for some children. Sometimes the 
rule is grasped at the earliest period, e.g. for Micha l not a single error was found 
for the period 2;0 to 6;0, while other children tend to preserve the case ending 
used in non-negated sentences and they say Nie czytam ksiqzk-% 'not Tread book-
A C C instead o f ksiqzk-i ' book-GEN' . This can be seen in the early data for 
Basia, who used the genitive case correctly wi th possessives, as wel l as in 
contexts involving the preposition do ' t o ' , but failed to use it wi th negated 
existential sentences wi th niema 'there:is:no' and preserved the nominative form 
typical for subjects o f positive existential sentences. Similarly, after she began 
constructing negated transitives, the object appeared in the accusative case. 
Eventually, she learned the adult rule, but she frequently failed to apply i t in 
negated sentences wi th modals. Such errors occurred also wi th other children. 

4.6.3. Conditional Forms: Wrong Placement of the Person Suffix. This 
error can be found to occur in practically all the children studied for at least a 
short period. According to the adult rule, the person suffix for first and second 
person in singular and plural must fol low the conditional particle by regardless o f 
the place in which this particle happens to occur, that is, whether i t follows the 
past participle (e.g. pisal-Bv-m), precedes the verb (e.g. J a sv-m pisat), or 
constitutes a part o f the connective zeby (e.g. zesr-m pisat). 

A widespread error concerning the use o f conditional forms is that o f placing 
the suffix immediately after the participle (which results in a regular past-tense 
form) while leaving the particle by either to fol low i t or to occur in an enclitic 
position, e.g. pisat-(e)m-by or Ja by pisal-(t)m T would wr i te ' . Here the chi l -
dren apply the rule: A d d by to the past-tense form, wi th the option o f moving by 

to an enclitic position. This contrasts wi th the adult rule: Insert by between the 
participle and the person suffix so that by + PERSON forms an enclitic. This 
erroneous rule is probably due to the influence o f the third-person forms, in 
which the past participle is identical to the past-tense form where both rules lead 
to the same correct result, i .e. the child's pisal + 0 + by equals the adult's pisat 

+ by + 0 (see also Section 6.1.3). 
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W i t h some children this error was typical only during the early uses o f the 

conditional form while in others i t was more persistent. In the case o f Jas, for 

instance, the correct order o f morphemes had not been acquired by the age of 6. 

Early errors involving the incorrect order o f morphemes and/or overmarking for 

person (see Section 4.2) can be accounted for i f we propose that the child builds 

the conditional form on the basis o f the past-tense form, and not the past partici-

p l e . 2 2 As to late errors, some additional factors can contribute to their per-

sistence. Jas, for instance, was more l ikely to use the correct form in main 

clauses than in subordinate clauses, and he was especially reluctant to attach the 

person suffix to the connective zeby. I t could be hypothesized that children avoid 

applying a verbal suffix to a morpheme which is not a verb, and the morpheme 

by (even though, historically, i t comes from an aorist) does not have the status o f 

an auxiliary verb. For zeby, i t can be even more difficult for the child to accept 

the rule which requires that a connective be conjugated. Therefore, the adult 

rules can be rejected because they violate the well-established distinction o f word 

classes. 

4.6.4. Self-Reference: Using Feminine Forms. This error appears fre-
quently wi th boys when they begin using the first-person form o f verbs. I t has 
nothing to do wi th gender agreement, since the latter is f i rmly established before 
the occurrence o f these er rors . 2 3 I n my data the fol lowing sequence can be 
found. After the emergence o f feminine forms of first person in past-tense verbs, 
e.g. feminine pisal-a-m instead o f masculine pisai-0-(e)m, the use o f the femi-
nine form was overextended in two ways to include: (1) adjectives referring to 
the child himself, e.g. Jestem glodn-a T:am hungry-FEM, cf. correct giodn-y 
4 h u n g r y - M A S C \ and (2) the third-person past-tense form of verbs but only in 
self-reference, e.g. Michalpisal-a, 'Michael wro te -3SG:FEM\ (cf. correctpisal 

-0, 'wrote-3SG:MASC') . Earlier, these forms had the correct gender marking. 
These overextensions quickly disappeared while the feminine first-person forms 
persisted for several more months, occurring in free variation wi th correct mas-
culine forms. Eventually, the masculine form became the only one used by the 
child when referring to himself. This phenomenon was sometimes accompanied 

2 2 I t is not the case, however, that children are unable to single out the past participle form, since 
they use it very early in correct future tense forms in which the person is marked on the auxiliary by 
means of special endings and not added to the participle, e.g. b$d-q pisal, bgdzie-sz pisal 'will -1SG 
write:PP, will-2SG write.PP') or overmarking for person (e.g. bqd-e pisal-(e)m 'will-lSG 
write:PP-lSG') are extremely rare. But on the other hand, a strange form mogl(e)-by-m (correct mogi 
-by-m), produced by Jas in his effort to order morphemes correctly, is clearly based on the past tense 
form mogl-(e)m T-could', as revealed by the presence of phonetic (e). 

2 3Gvozdev (1949) reports quite a similar phenomenon in Zhenya's speech, noting that gender 
agreement with nouns was mastered by the age of 2;6, while feminine past-tense forms with self-
reference continued to be used till as late as 3;0. 
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by the use o f the masculine second-person form irrespective o f the sex o f the 
person addressed (see also Rz^tkowska, 1909, and Brenstiern-Pfanhauser, 
1930). 

I t is quite clear that when learning the rules o f person switching, the male 
child employs the first-person form which he hears most frequently from his 
mother, while for the second person he selects the masculine form used by adults 
when addressing h im. For girls, unless they are brought up by their fathers, the 
task is more simple because boys must perform an additional operation to arrive 
at the correct form. This error is rare wi th boys who have elder male siblings, 
since elder brothers provide the correct model. 

4.7. Summary 

The above presentation o f grammatical errors can be considered as complete, 
in the sense that i t gives an account o f all systematic errors found in the data, 
regardless o f their duration and o f whether they were made by most children 
studied or only one o f them. Special attention was given to errors occurring wi th 
respect to regular adult language categories, while the children's problems wi th 
irregular categories were only mentioned, even i f they produced a large number 
of erroneous forms. I f a category is not reported here or in the section on U -
shaped developments (Section 5) or delayed acquisition (Section 6.3), i t means 
that its acquisition is error-free and does not cause any problems to children. The 
comparisons o f what is difficult for children wi th what is easily acquired allow 
for some generalizations on children's strategies presented in Section 7. 

5. U - S h a p e d D e v e l o p m e n t s 

5.1. Possessive and Attributive Modifiers 

In Polish, possession is expressed by means o f a genitival construction, while 

attribution is realized mostly by an adjective modifying the head n o u n . 2 4 I n the 

earliest stages of syntactic development, two distinct patterns appear (attribute 

plus head and possessive genitive plus head) which are subsequently used as 

constituents o f expanded sentences (Smoczyhska, 1978a). 

During the third year o f l i fe , children learn adjectival declension, and they try 

to reduce the number o f rules o f noun modification by replacing genitival pos-

sessors wi th denominal adjectives. Chmura-Klekotowa (1971) reports a wide use 

of such possessive adjectives, e.g. mamusin, mamusiny, or mamusiowy instead 

of the genitive mamusi ' M o m m y ' s ' . 

24Although denominal possessive adjectives exist in Polish, they are not widely used by adults, 
the genitival form being much more common. In Serbo-Croatian and Russian the situation is differ-
ent: possessive adjectives are used much more frequently than genitival forms. 
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On the other hand, the data from Kasia, who did not use such possessive 
adjectives, provide interesting examples o f adding other case endings to the 
genitive form o f the noun in order to achieve agreement in case wi th the head 
noun. Normal ly , the genitive modifier preserves its form regardless of the case of 
the head. Kasia, however, treated it as i f i t were an adjective, e.g. w pokoj-u 

Anul-i-m ' i n room-LOC A n u l a - G E N - L O C or Anul-emi kredkami ' (wi th) Anula-
INSTR:PL pencils:INSTR:PL' (cf. correct wpokoju Anuli and Anuli kredkami). 

Chmura-Klekotowa (1971) has cited similar examples. 

After the children have established separate rules for both kinds o f noun 
modification and learned possessive pronouns, another kind o f regularization 
appears. The Polish system is inconsistent in that the function o f possessive is 
performed by possessive adjectives for the first and second person (as wel l as the 
reflexive) while in the third person, genitival forms o f the personal pronoun are 
used, which do not agree wi th the head. In the fol lowing set o f examples the first 
three show agreement and the second three do not: Moj-a ksiqzk-a ' m y - N O M 
b o o k - N O M ' , moj-q ksiqzk-% ' m y - A C C b o o k - A C C , and w moj-ej ksiqzc-e ' i n 
my-LOC b o o k - L O C contrast wi th jego ksiqzk-a 'h is-GEN b o o k - N O M ' , jego 

ksiqzk-g 'h is-GEN book-ACC' , and w je-go ksiqzc-e ' i n h i s - G E N b o o k - L O C . 

The regularization made by children consists o f using the genitive form of the 
personal pronoun o f first and second person instead of the possessive adjective, 
e.g. Michal chce do MNIE lozka 'Micha l wants (to come) into I 'S bed' (cf. 
correct: do MOJEGO lozka ' into M Y bed') or Gdzie jest C/EB/E rqczka? 'where is 
Y O U ' S hand?' (cf. correct: TWOJA rqczka ' Y O U R hand'), cited by Rzefcowska 
(1908). Typical ly , instead o f using a specific question word czyj? 'whose?' 
children incorrectly employ the genitive question word kogo? 'of :who?' . 

5.2. Embedded Infinitival Complement Replaced by a 
Full Clause 

Similar to English-speaking children, the earliest k ind o f embedded construc-

tions wi th the verb 'want ' is that wi th coreferential subjects ( T want' plus 

infinit ive). When the two subjects are not coreferential, a construction wi th an 

embedded z^&y-clause is used, equivalent to the English T want h i m ' plus 

infinit ive. 

W i t h Jas, inf ini t ival clauses emerged at 2;0, e.g. Chcem pic dzem w shiku 

'Lwant to.drink j a m in ja r ' , and the explicit zefry-clauses appeared three months 
later, e.g. Mother: Co ty chciales? 'What do you want?' Jas: Zeby mamusia szla 

do kuchni z Jasiem 'that M o m m y goes to kitchen wi th Jas'. From this time on, 
constructions o f both kinds were frequently used, without errors. Surprisingly 
enough, wi th in the period o f 3;1 to 3;4, a number o f examples were recorded in 
which the explicit zeby-clmsz was used wi th coreferentiality, e.g. J a chc%, zeby 

mialem kotka T want that Lhave cat' (cf. correct J a chc% miec kotka T want 
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to:have cat ') . Although the inf ini t ival construction acquired a long time earlier 
was not completely ruled out by the zeby-clause (the errors constitute about 25% 
of all instances o f coreferential 'want ' sentences), the proportion is important 
enough to infer that an attempt at reducing the variety o f rules had taken place. 

6. T i m i n g o f A c q u i s i t i o n 

This section is concerned wi th those linguistic categories which are mastered by 
Polish children either especially early or especially late. There is a difficulty wi th 
what should be taken as the reference point wi th which the Polish acquisition 
pattern could be compared in order to evaluate precociousness or delay in the 
mastery o f particular categories. A common option here is to take the acquisition 
of English as the reference point, since it is best described and widely known. 
This option, however, would lead us, for instance, to state that for most lan-
guages the mastery o f negative and interrogative sentences is precocious, while 
in fact, i t is in English that i t is delayed because o f the formal complexity o f these 
transformations in that language. Therefore I w i l l l imi t myself to presenting only 
those categories which seem to be mastered in Polish significantly earlier or 
significantly later than in several other languages. 

6 . 1 . Precocious Acquisition 

The categories reported here are: grammatical gender, which is acquired 
earlier than in Russian (Section 6.1.1); tense and aspect, both of which are 
acquired simultaneously and very early as compared wi th other languages (Sec-
tion 6.1.2, presented by Richard Weist); and hypothetical reference, which ap-
pears in Polish children two years earlier than in English-speaking subjects 
(6.1.3). As for the acquisition o f complex sentences, i t takes place in Polish 
either at the same time as in other languages or slightly earlier, o r — w i t h some 
types of temporal clauses—later. I n order to present the data on complex sen-
tences in a more or less systematic way, I included a separate section (6.2) , 
which follows the present section. 

6 .1 .1 . Grammatical Gender: Declensional Patterns and Gender Agree-

ment.25 The acquisition o f grammatical gender has been reported to occur late 
in Russian children, both wi th respect to the establishment o f noun inflectional 
patterns and to the control o f gender agreement in adjectives and past-tense verbs 
(Gvozdev, 1949; Zakharova, 1973; Popova, 1973; Slobin, 1966, 1968, 1973). A 
phenomenon typical in the acquisition o f Russian is that o f "inflectional imperi-
a l i sm." The child seizes upon one ending for a given case and uses it for all 

2 5 The present discussion is limited to the acquisition of the gender distinction in singular (mas-
culine/feminine/neuter); the plural distinction into virile/nonvirile, which is acquired late, is dis-
cussed in Section 6.3.1. 
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nouns irrespective o f their gender. Later on, he selects another " imper ia l i s t ic" 
ending to drive out the ini t ia l " imper ia l i s t i c" ending. Slobin (1966, 1968) gave 
a detailed description o f this phenomenon, trying to establish the determinants 
governing the selection o f the given ending as dominant. As far as gender is 
concerned, he concluded that this category seems to be difficult because of its 
arbitrariness. 

M y analysis o f the early data o f several Polish children, together wi th careful 
reading o f Polish diary studies, reveals that the acquisition o f gender is pre-
cocious in Polish children. Most of the children have acquired this distinction 
before the age o f 2. First, when a case category emerges, several endings appear 
simultaneously according to the gender o f the noun; thus, there is no inflectional 
imperialism. Second, the occurrence o f inappropriate gender agreements is l i m -
ited to a very short period when adjectives, past-tense forms, or pronouns begin 
to appear, and it should be attributed to the lack of knowledge o f possible 
differentiation o f these forms rather than o f that concerning noun gender. (Using 
feminine forms when referring to oneself (Section 4.6.4) is quite a separate 
phenomenon, which consists in treating the first person-form used by the mother 
as the only one in existence.) 

The early acquisition o f gender in Polish is even more puzzling i f one takes 
into account the close similarity o f the Polish and the Russian declensional 
systems. The distribution o f endings in the singular is almost identical. The 
Polish declension looks as i f the Russian endings were translated into the Polish 
phonological system. I n both languages the criterial nominative singular endings 
are 0 for masculine, -a for feminine, and -ol-e for neuter. Moreover, both 
languages have a l imited number o f masculine nouns ending in -a which take 
feminine case forms and masculine agreement, and a large class o f irregular 
feminine nouns ending in 0 in the nominative singular having a special set o f case 
endings. T w o apparently minor factors appear to cause a considerable delay in 
Russian acquisition. First, the fact that the Russian unstressed o is pronounced as 
a; and second, the existence o f diminutive masculine forms which end in -a and 
are declined l ike feminine nouns, e.g. mishkalmyedvyed 'bear', zaykalzayats 

'hare', and, very frequently, boys' first names such as Zhenya, Sasha, Kolya. 

These two apparently minor facts seem to be the cause o f the whole confusion. 
While most o f the nouns ending in -a to which Polish children are exposed are 
regular feminine nouns, the input to the Russian child contains different declen-
sion and agreement patterns, e.g. mama 'mommy' wi th a feminine declension 
and agreement, Zhenya 'boy's name' wi th a feminine declension and masculine 
agreement, and ydbloko [ydblaka] 'apple' wi th a neuter declension and a neuter 
agreement (-o is identical to the feminine -a when unstressed). Such an inconsis-
tent input makes i t impossible for the Russian child to discover the criteria of 
grammatical gender, while Polish children can tolerate the l imited amount o f 
inconsistency to which they are exposed, simply regularizing irregular instances 
according to the tripartite gender distinction (see Section 4.3.1.3) . 
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Early acquisition o f gender in Polish shows that the child is able to learn rules 
which are based on totally arbitrary criteria, provided these criteria are consistent 
and clear enough to be discovered, and that selecting one salient (or phonetically 
unique) ending is only a strategy that Russian children apply when faced wi th the 
impossibility of discovering adult criteria. 

6.1.2. Tense and Aspect [WEIST], Weist, Wysocka, Witkowska-Stadnik, 
Buczowska, and Konieczna (1984) and Weist (1983a) have conducted the most 
intensive investigation o f tense and aspect in child Polish. Given that tense 
expresses a deictic relationship between speech time and event t ime, Antinucci 
and Mi l l e r (1976), Aksu (1978), Stephany (1981), and others proposed that the 
init ial tense morphology in languages such as Italian, Turkish, and Greek was 
"defective" in its function. According to the strongest form of this "defective 
tense" hypothesis (see Antinucci & M i l l e r ) , children between the ages o f ap-
proximately 1;6 and 2;6 cannot express temporal deictic relationships because 
they lack the necessary abstract conceptual capacity. I t was proposed that when 
tense morphology emerges i t codes the aspectual distinction between completed 
and ongoing situations rather than a relationship between speech time and event 
time. Hence tense morphology was supposed to be coding an aspectual distinc-
tion, not a tense distinction. The research on Polish challenges this hypothesis. 

The defective tense hypothesis involved three lines o f argumentation and can 
be viewed as having the fo l lowing three components: (1) semantic—only telic 
verbs w i l l be inflected in the past tense because a prior change of state wi th a 
speech-time resulting state is required; (2) syntactic—aspectual distinctions w i l l 
not be made independently o f tense distinctions, and present versus past mor-
phological distinctions w i l l correspond in a one-to-one manner wi th the situa-
tional properties "comple ted" versus " o n g o i n g " ; and (3) temporal—children 
w i l l refer only to the immediate past. Evidence supporting each component o f the 
argument can be found in the research o f Antinucci and M i l l e r (1976), Stephany 
(1981), and Szagun (1979), respectively. In fact, none o f these components o f 
the defective tense argument are supported by the evolution o f tense and aspect 
distinctions in child Polish—nor any other Slavic language for that matter. 

When considering the semantic component o f the argument, one must first 
draw attention to the problem of defining subcategories o f verbs which are relevant 
to verbal aspect (or Aktionsart). Since defining categories o f verbs according to the 
situations to which they refer leads to a hopelessly circular argument, objective 
definitions are needed. Weist et al. used a contemporary version (Dowty , 1979) o f 
Vendler's classification schema, which was shaped for Polish wi th the guidance o f 
Cochrane's (1977) work on Serbo-Croatian and Mi l l e r ' s (1970) work on Russian. 
Growing out o f this framework, objective distinctions were made between state 
versus dynamic verbs, atelic (or activity) versus telic verbs, and achievement 
versus accomplishment verbs. From the init ial period o f tensed language, Polish 
children use imperfective activity verbs in the past, producing such utterances as 
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the fol lowing: (1) Marta (1;7): Lecial samolot 4 f ly : IPFV:PAST plane' ( = 'The 
plane was f l y ing ' ) , (2) Bartosz (1;8): Pfywala si$ ' swim:IPFV:PAST' , and (3) 
Paulina (1;11): Jadiam 4 ea t : IPFV:PAST\ The production o f activity verbs wi th 
past-tense inflections can be found in other research on Polish (Smoczyhska, 
1978a), research on Russian (Gvozdev, 1961), and on Serbo-Croatian 
(Radulovic, 1975). This phenomenon is by no means unique to Slavic languages, 
e.g., Spanish (Eisenberg, 1982), Greek (Stephany, 1981), Japanese (Rispoli , 
1981), and Finnish (Toivainen, 1980). 

Regarding the syntactic component o f the defective tense hypothesis, tense 
and aspect morphology emerge simultaneously in Polish. During the acquisition 
of the verb system, there is an early period during which children use only frozen 
forms. There is some evidence (e.g. Zarebina, 1965) for a primit ive distinction 
in mood at this point, since indicative forms are typically used to make state-
ments and imperative forms to make requests. The indicative forms are typically 
imperfective verbs in the present tense and in the third-person singular. Zarebina 
has shown that this third-person form is generally applied making reference to 
second as wel l as third person. Typical ly when children are between about 1;6 
and 1;9, they begin to use past-tense inflections and perfective verb forms. 
References to the future are made at that time or soon thereafter. Since the 
present perfective meaning is impossible in Polish, the combination o f three 
tenses and two basic aspects produces five possible verb forms. Only the pe-
riphrastic future form for imperfective verbs is sometimes missing (or difficult to 
identify) in the ini t ia l set o f tense/aspect combinations. These distinctions appear 
to emerge without errors in Russian (Gvozdev, 1961) and in Serbo-Croatian 
(Radulovic, 1975) as wel l as in Polish. There is no evidence W H A T S O E V E R that 
tense morphology codes the aspectual distinction between perfective and imper-
fective or that tense morphology emerges as a redundant appendage. 

When considering the temporal component o f the overall argument, the first 
obvious finding is that the resulting state of a previous change of state is not 
required for children to make reference to past events. A t 1;7, for example, 
Marta was talking to her grandmother about their recent trip to the seashore and 
in response to the question A co panowie robili? ' A n d what were the men doing 
[ IPVF]? ' , Marta replied iowili T h e y were catching [ I P F V ] ' ; and in response to 
further questioning, rybki ' f i sh ' . Lowili . . . rybki is an imperfective accom-
plishment verb phrase and as such a clear terminal point is implied, yet the child 
did not need any specific retrieval cues much less the resulting catch to refer to 
this event. Weist et al. partitioned all o f the utterances which made reference to a 
prior situation into the categories "mode led" versus "spontaneous" and " i m -
mediate" versus "moderately remote" (more than two turns in the discourse). 
During the early period o f tensed language, more than one-fourth o f the utter-
ances o f the children were both spontaneous and moderately remote. In summa-
ry, tense and aspect emerge simultaneously and from the init ial period of tensed 
utterances, Polish children produce activity verb phrases in the past, imperfective 
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as wel l as perfective past forms, and moderately remote references to the past. 
Experimentation wi th in the cross-sectional component o f the research design 
only confirms this general conclus ion . 2 6 [WEIST] 

In general, my data support Weist's findings. After the earliest period o f the 
very emergence o f tense/aspect distinctions, no instances were found of inap-
propriate use o f tenses. Aspectual errors do occur, but they are insignificant in 
proportion to the total frequency o f verbs (Polish children are forced to make an 
aspectual option each time they use a verb); for instance, sometimes the analyt-
ical future form occurs wi th a perfective verb (e.g. b%d% na-pisac T:shall PFV-
write ' cf. correct PFV na-pisz% or IPFV b%d% pisac), but i t should be treated as a 
mistake, since children frequently correct themselves after having produced such 
a form. 

[WEIST] Considering children who are somewhat older, there are two 
sources of data which attest to the child's control of aspectual distinctions in 
comprehension and production. Weist (1983a) used a sentence-picture matching 
task to evaluate the capacity o f children to comprehend tense and aspect distinc-
tions which were made either by prefixation or by suffixation. Two groups o f ten 
children at age levels 2;6 and 3;6 participated in the experiment. The problems 
concerning aspectual distinctions contrasted pictures o f completed versus in -
complete situations and sentences differing only in the form of the verb, e.g. 
zjadlljadi PFV/ IPFV 'ate/ate, was eating' or zamknqilzamykai PFV/ IPFV 
'closed/closed, was closing' . The children in both groups were able to com-
prehend the aspectual distinction. 

Regarding productive capabilities, Chmura-Klekotowa (1967, 1968) has con-
tributed important insights from her work on neologisms. Polish children use 
prefixation and suffixation processes to invent aspectual contrasts. 2 7 A t 3;4, one 
child invented the imperfective form zwyczaic 'to:get:used:to'. For the adult, the 
aspectual pair is przyzwyczaiclprzyzwyczajac siq PFV/ IPFV. The child appears 
to have used the perfective form as the basis for a prefix deletion in the formula-
tion of his imperfective form. In the next example, the process o f suffixation was 
used by a chi ld at 4;0 to create the form laskotnq T :wi l l : t i ck le ' . I n contrast to the 
adult's aspectual pair which is based on prefixation laskotaclpolaskotac 

IPFV/PFV, the chi ld invents the perfective form laskot-nq-c ' t i ck le-PFV-INF' 
by suffixation. Gvozdev (1961, pp. 424-427) has shown that Russian children 

2 6 [ W E I S T ] This section replaces an earlier section which Smoczyhska based on the preliminary 
findings of this research which were reported in Krakow (Weist, 1980). In this research on tense and 
aspect, the classification of verbs always included verb phrase context (see Verkuyl, 1972). [WEIST] 

2 7 [WEIST] Slobin (personal communication) has made the interesting observation that Polish and 
Russian children create neologisms differently, depending on whether a tense distinction or an aspect 
distinction is being constructed. When making a tense distinction, children appear to be searching for 
a common stem (see Section 4.5.1). However, when making an aspect distinction, children try to 
construct two different forms. [WEIST] 
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also use prefixation and suffixation to invent aspectual pairs. The form zdravil 
'congratulated' observed at 6; 10 was derived by prefix deletion from the perfec-
tive form po-zdravif. The adult's aspectual pair is pozdravif Ipozdravlyaf 
PFV/IPFV. A t 2; 10 the form katnul ' ro l led ' was observed. The perfective form 
katnuf was constructed from the imperfective kataf, by -nu suffixation. For the 
adult the aspectual pair is formed by prefixation kataf Ivykataf. [WEIST] 

Adverbs which point to aspectual and temporal characteristics of events also 
emerge very early. Among the earliest adverbs used are those indicating comple-
tion vs. duration o f an action: jeszcze 'more, again, s t i l l ' is a pivot word for 
recurrence, but i t is also used to express imperfectivity (cf. also jeszcze nie 'not 
yet ' ) , and the opposite term is juz 'already' (Przetacznikowa, 1956; 
Smoczyhska, 1978a). Another very frequent adverb is teraz ' now ' , which is 
used mostly to mark immediate futurity. In some children, numerous temporal 
adverbs are used in early speech, e.g. Kasia at 1;9 used dzis ' today', jutro 
' tomorrow' , niediugo 'soon',potent 'afterwards', and even asked kiedy? 'when' 
questions. These time words were used appropriately in that they referred to a 
kind of temporal notion; however, their specific meanings were not yet acquired. 
As a matter of fact, such notions are mastered very late: during the whole period 
under study, numerous examples were found of using ' tomorrow' instead o f 
'yesterday', 'afterwards' instead o f 'before', etc., whereas tense-marking on the 
verb was always correct. Words expressing 'timelessness' such as zawsze ' a l -
ways' and nigdy 'never' emerge before the age o f 3 that is, much earlier than in 
English-speaking children (cf. Cromer, 1968). 

6.1.3. Hypothetical Reference. Brown (1973) states that the hypothetical 
use o f past-tense forms comes very late in English-speaking children. Cromer 
(1968) did not f ind any reference to hypothetical events, even inappropriately 
expressed, in the data o f the Harvard children unti l the age of 4;6. Kuczaj and 
Daly (1979), who used elicit ing techniques in naturalistic and experimental 
situations, obtained a number o f hypothetical statements from younger children. 
They found that such early uses are more often impl ic i t than explicit and other-
initiated than self-initiated. They refer to single hypothetical events rather than to 
a sequence of such events, and reference to future hypothetical events is prior to 
that to past ones. 

Gvozdev (1949) and Slobin (1966) have pointed out that relative to the 
emergence of imperative and indicative moods, the conditional mood develops 
somewhat late, e.g. Zhenya was observed to produce conditional clauses wi th 
esli ' i f at 2;9. Whi le this may be relatively late for Russian, i t is relatively early 
when compared to English. The onset o f conditional forms in Russian occurs 
almost 2 years earlier than in the English-speaking Harvard children, and i t is 
preceded by the emergence o f non-factive subordinate clauses introduced by 
stob(y) which closely correspond to the Polish ze/?y-clauses. 
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In my data, zeby-clmses are found at about 2;0 (wi th some children as early as 
1;9 or even 1;7). 2 8 Causal clauses providing a hypothetical reason appear at the 
same time, e.g. Jas (2;1): 

Nie rzuca-m pidrk-a do wody bo 
Not throw-1SG feather-NEUT:GEN to water-FEM:GEN because 

mokr-e by-0 byl-o 
wet-NEUT COND-3SG be:PP-NEUT 

T don't throw a feather into the water because it would be wet ' . Note that the 
future tense form (bo bqdzie mokre) would have worked as we l l , but Jas did not 
avoid the conditional mood form in spite o f the existing option. Later on, the first 

4 i f -clauses are used in indicative mood, and somewhat later hypothetical condi-
tional clauses appear. They are not as frequent as at the age o f 5; nevertheless, 
several examples can be found in the spontaneous speech o f all children before 
the age o f 3. The fol lowing examples, provided wi th detailed glosses, can serve 
not only as evidence for hypothetical conditionals but also as illustration o f some 
phenomena which appear typically from 2 to 3: 

Agnieszka (2;0) 

Jak ty by-s chcial-a, to by-m 
If you COND-2SG want:PP-FEM PARTICLE COND-1SG 

ci dal-a 
you: DAT give:PP-FEM 

'If you wanted (it), I would give (it) to you.' 

Kasia (2;6) 
Ja ma-m dw-a kieszonk-i. A jak by-0 
I have-lSG two-MASC pocket-NVIR:FEM:PL. And if COND-3SG 

byl-a jedn-a to by-0 brakowal-o. 
be:PP-FEM one-FEM PARTICLE COND-3SG be:missing:PP-NEUT 

'I have two pockets. And if there was one, (something) would be missing.' 

(The neuter -o in brakowal-o expresses the impersonal 'something would be 
missing'.) Note the erroneous dw-a instead o f dwi-e. 

The fol lowing two examples from Kasia 2;9 involve double hypothetical 
implications o f a hypothetical condition: 

Jak by-m wylazl-a na plot-0 to jeszcze 
If COND-1SG climb:PP-FEM on fence-ACC PARTICLE even 

2 8 With "telegraphic" children, conditional mood clauses can be deprived of their specific 
markers, i.e. by and conjunctions, the only cue to the non-factive or hypothetical reference being the 
inappropriate use of past tense forms (see Section-4.1). 
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by-0 mnie bab-a skrzyczal-a . . . Mo'ze 
C0ND-3SG me:ACC old:hag-FEM scold:PP-FEM Perhaps 

by-0 mnie porwal-a? 
C0ND-3SG me:ACC kidnap:PP-FEM 

Tf I climbed the fence, the old hag would even scold me . . . Perhaps she would 
kidnap me?' 

Jak by-m poszi-a bez misi-a 
If COND-1SG go:PP-FEM without teddy :bear-MASC: GEN 

to mis-0 by-0 ptakal-0. I 
PARTICLE teddy:bear-MASC:NOM COND-3SG cry:PP-MASC. And 

wolal-0-by-0 Kasi-u! 
call:PP-MASC-COND-3SG Kasia-VOC 

Tf I went without my teddy-bear, the teddy-bear would cry. And he would call: 
Kasia!' 

The fol lowing four examples illustrate not only the hypothetical conditionals 
but also typical difficulties w i th the person suffix placement, as described in 
Section 4.6.3. These difficulties appear wi th respect to the first and second 
person only, but in view of the special rule children use, the third person forms 
have to be glossed differently, as compared wi th the examples cited above, and 
wi th adult use. 

Kasia (2;7) 

Jak by ukroil-a-m to by sie] 
If COND cut:PP-FEM-lSG PARTICLE COND R E F L 

skaleczyi-a-m. Krew-0 by mi leciai-a-0. 
hurt:PP-FEM-lSG B lood-FEM: NOM COND me: DAT fall:PP-FEM-3SG 

'If I cut (it), I would hurt myself. I would bleed.' Literally: 'Blood will fall to 
me'—correct in Polish! Cf. adult 3SG form: 

by-0 leciai-a 
COND-3SG fall:PP-FEM 

Note the presence of two implications. 

Mis (2; 10) [After his brother told him he would not let their mother enter the 
school, he said]: 

Jak by ja chodzil-0-(e)m to by mamusi-^ 
If COND I go:PP-MASC-lSG PARTICLE COND mommy-ACC 

wpuscil-0-(e)m. 
let:in:PP-MASC-lSG 

Tf I were going (to school), I would let mommy in.' 
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Mis (3;0) 

Mamusi-a by plakai-a-0 jak by ja 
Mommy-FEM:NOM COND cry:PP-FEM-3SG if COND I 

byl-0-(e)m w spoldzieln-i. I ja by plakaI-0-(e)m 
be:PP-MASC-lSG in shop-LOC And I COND cry:PP-MASC-lSG 

sam-0 w spoldzieln-i. 
alone-MASC in shop-LOC 

'Mommy would cry if I were in the shop. And I would cry in the shop alone.' 

Jas (2; 10) 

Jak by Jas-0 
If COND Jas-MASC:NOM 

klej-em to by 
glue-INSTR PARTICLE COND 

nie Jas-0. 
not Jas-NOM 

'If Jas smeared himself with glue, I 

powalai-0-0 si% 
smear:PP-MASC-3SG R E F L 

byl-0-(e)m klej-0 a 
be:PP-MASC-lSG glue-NOM and 

would be glue and not Jas.' 

Note the coexistence o f two perspectives in self-reference. Jas uses here both 
first and third person while speaking about himself. This phenomenon, typical o f 
the third year o f l i fe , is also illustrated in the next sentence, where the 1SG 
possessive pronoun ' m y ' is used, although the verb occurs in 3SG. 

Jas (2; 10) 

Jak by Hani-a stoil-a na wdzk-u, to 
If COND Hania-FEM stand:PP-FEM-3SG on pram-LOC PARTICLE 

by Jas musial-0-0 kupi-c wdzek-0 za 
COND Jas:MASC:NOM must:PP-MASC-3SG buy-INF pram-ACC with 

moj-e pieniqdz-e. 
my-PL money-PL 

T f Hania stood on the pram, Jas would have to buy a (new) pram wi th my 

money'. Note the incorrect stem in stoi-i-a (= sta-I-a). I n the above example, as 

wel l as in the fol lowing one, we cannot credit Jas wi th the adult glossing o f the 

3SG conditional forms. I f I insist on that, i t is mostly in order to stress that the 

apparently correct surface structure must not necessarily reflect a correct under-

lying rule. 

Jas (2; 10) [After having been scolded for locking a neighbor in the bathroom, he 
explains that no harm was done.] 
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Jak by pan-i zamykal-a-0 sie. sam-a, 
If COND lady-FEM (= she) lock:PP-FEM-3SG R E F L self-FEM 

to by si% tez boil-a-0. 
PARTICLE COND R E F L also frighten: PP-FEM-3SG 

'If she locked her up herself, she would also be frightened.' Note the incorrect stem 
in boi-t-a (= ba-l-a) 

A few more observations on conditionals are relevant here. As seen from the 

above examples, the children refer not only to sequences o f hypothetical events 

(condition-implication), but often two hypothetical conditions or implications are 

mentioned. Sometimes the logical order is reversed, e.g. Jas (2; 10) said, Jak by 

bralem zastrzyki, to by by km chory i mialem katar ' I f I took injections, I would 

be i l l and would have a co ld ' . One o f the children studied, Micha l , began asking 

hypothetical questions at 2 ;1 , e.g. Jak by kto Michaiowi urwalrqczki, to co? ' I f 

somebody tore of f Michal ' s hands, then what?' , and then he frequently carried 

out "experiments," presenting two alternate versions o f events, e.g. [putting his 

hand close to a candle] Micha l (2:2): A jak bym si$ sparzyla? ' A n d i f I burned 

myself?' Mother: To by by to He ' I t would be bad' . M i c h a l : A jak by nie? ' A n d i f 

not?'. Similarly at the age o f 2;3: A jak by nie mialem glowy? ' A n d i f I had no 

head?' Sister: To by ci% nie bylo 'Then you wouldn ' t exist '. Michal : A jak bym 

byla z glowq? ' A n d i f I were wi th a head?' Sister: To bys byl To jestes 'Then 

you would exist. You exist ' . Michal : A jak bym nie byia z glowq? ' A n d i f I were 

not wi th a head?' Finally, at the age o f 3;1 the fol lowing complex reasoning was 

recorded: Michal : Co by bylo, gdyby Pana Boga nie bylo? 'What would happen, 

i f there was no God?' Mother: To by i nas nie bylo 'Then we wouldn ' t exist 

either'. Michal : A jak by Pana Boga nie bylo, a smy byli? ' A n d i f God didn' t 

exist and we did?' 

To summarize, the only overlap wi th Kuczaj and Daly's results is that refer-

ence to future hypothetical events appears before that to past hypothetical events. 

In all other respects, the development o f Polish children is decidedly precocious 

when compared wi th their English speaking peers. 

There are three factors that can account for this finding. First o f a l l , the 

conditional particle by is a salient and a unique marker for nonfactive events 

(hypothetical events included). Secondly, the first distinction to be made is that 

between factive versus nonfactive reference, and the conditional mood is intro-

duced first in zeby-clauses, which have an explicit structure. I n contrast, the 

above distinction is not marked at all in English, and the counterparts o f Polish 

zeby-clauses are opaque inf ini t ival constructions. Thi rd ly , English conditional 

clauses are expressed by means o f the purely conventional use o f the past-tense 

form in the subordinate clause and a would + V E R B construction in the main 

clause. The parallel distinction in Polish is realized in terms o f transparent 

constructions in which every single occurrence o f nonfactivity is clearly and 

consistently marked by conditional mood. 
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6.2. Acquisition of Complex Sentences 

In general, the acquisition o f complex sentences matches the universal pattern 
described by Clancy, Jacobsen, and Silva (1976), as wel l as that for English 
presented in Limber (1973) and Bowerman (1979). A t some points, however, i t 
seems to be precocious. In this section I try to present the data on complex 
sentences in a more or less systematic way. Complex structures which appear 
before the age o f 2 involve coordination, antithesis, sequence, inf ini t ival embed-
ded clauses, and causal adverbial clauses. Whi le conjoined structures seem to 
develop in a manner which is similar to other languages (cf. Clancy et a l . ) , the 
two latter ones deserve special attention. 

Wi th children who formulate their requests as "desires" rather than as "or -
ders" (Smoczyhska, 1980), the earliest embedding verb is chce 'want ' , e.g. 
Tenia (1;6): Jablko chce jesc 'apple want to:eat', Kasia (1;7): Isc na dot chce 

Kasia 'to:go on down wants Kasia ' , Kasia (1;9): Kasia chce budzic babcig 

'Kasia wants to:wake:up Granny'. These sentences seem more complex than 
those reported for English at the same age . 2 9 Before the age o f 2, sentences 
involving a non-coreferential subject o f the embedded verb are not used or used 
incorrectly, e.g. Kasia (1;9): Kasia nie chce kaszlesz 'Kasia not wants 
youxough ' , in which the second-singular present-tense form is used instead o f a 
zeby-clmse (cf. correct Kasia nie chce, zeby-s kaszlal-a 'Kasia not wants 
that-2SG cough:PP-FEM' ( = 'Kasia doesn't want you to cough')). 

Another type o f early embedding involves the Polish "moda ls" (or better 
"pseudo-modals"), both personal and impersonal; e.g. Jas (1;10): Mo'zna 

ly'zeczkq pic herbatkq? 'Onexan with:spoon toidrink tea?'. These were ex-
tremely frequent wi th Kasia, who freely employed a number o f constructions 
wi th "psuedo-modals" before the age o f 2 , 3 0 e.g. Kasia (1;9): Trzeba przykryc 

mamgnaszq . . . poduszkq 'one:should to:cover mommy our . . . w i th :p i l l ow ' , 
or the fol lowing sequence recorded at 1;9 (note the variability o f word order): 
Musi Kasia jesc obiadek. Musi obiadek jesc. Myc naczynie Kasia musi. Musi 

Kasia naczynie myc. Garnuszek musi Kasia myc. 'Must Kasia to:eat lunch. Must 
lunch to:eat. To:wash:up dishes Kasia must. Must Kasia to:wash:up dishes. Cup 
must Kasia to:wash:up.' These constructions also seem to appear a li t t le earlier 
than in English (cf. Limber, 1973). 

The earliest adverbial clauses are those providing "reasons" for requests. I n 
"telegraphic" children these are realized by means o f mere juxtaposition, e.g. 
Basia (1;9): Babciu, zdjqc to, ba to, tu dziura 'Granny, take i t off, ugly this, here 
hole' [Basia wants Granny to take o f f her apron because i t is dirty and has a hole 
in i t . ] In other children the conjunction bo 'because' appears, e.g. Kasia (1;8): 
Umyc rqczk%, bo brudna 'to:wash hand, because di r ty ' (This utterance is quite 

2 9 A s in English, these are preceded by simpler forms such as 'want apple' or 'want eat'. 
3 0 I t should be noted, however, that Kasia, who began combining words at 1;3, manifested 

precocious development. 
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TABLE 6.8 
The Proport ions of Various Kinds 

of Subordinate Clauses 
Wi th in Complex Declarative Sentences 

Recorded for Jas 
(Based on Przetacznikowa, 1968) 

Age 

Type of Clause 2-3 3-4 4-5 5-6 

Complement clauses 
object 21% 9% 12% 14% 

Adverbial clauses 
cause 21% 36% 37% 33% 
purpose 10% 8% 4% 2% 
condition/time 25% 26% 26% 29% 

Relative clauses 12% 17% 14% 14% 
Other 1% 4% 7% 8% 

Number of sentences 165 290 203 280 

correct in adult Polish!). I t is only later that &6>-clauses become attached to 

declarative statements. A bo-clause usually follows the main clause. Thus the 

order o f events mentioned is reversed. Wigc 'so'-clauses which reflect temporal 

sequence of events are marginal in both child and adult speech. 

As for later developments, I shall concentrate on subordinate clauses. Table 

6.8 shows the quantitative development o f subordinate clauses in declaratives 

over the period from 2 to 6 years. The figures would be somewhat different i f all 

kinds o f utterances were taken into account. Some types o f clauses are especially 

frequent wi th requests, e.g. cause and purpose adverbials, or wi th questions, e.g. 

conditional questions o f the k ind ' W h y i f so-and-so, then so-and-so?'. The 

development o f particular kinds o f subordinate clauses w i l l be discussed below. 

6 .2 .1 . Complement Clauses. Object complement clauses emerge at about 2 

years. The complement-taking verbs used correspond to those listed in Limber 

(1973). The most frequent are verba dicendi and sentiendi. W i t h "telegraphic" 

children, sentences have an English-like structure (see Section 4.1) , but most 

children use a whole range o f appropriate connectives, e.g. factive ze ' that ' , 

nonfactive zeby lthat\jak 'as', etc., as wel l as a number o f wh-words in indirect 

questions. 3 1 Errors in the choice o f factive versus nonfactive complementizers 

are extremely rare although examples can be found, e.g. Kasia (2;9): Obiecujg, 

3 embedded questions are formally identical to direct questions since neither kind involves 
inversion. 
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zeby Michal byl grzeczny w szkole T:promise so:that Micha l wouldibe good 
at:school'. This error was obviously caused by the lack o f understanding o f the 
verb 'promise'. 

As far as the 'ask/tell ' problem is concerned, Polish displays certain pecu-
liarities. The meaning o f the English ask is realized by two distinct verbs, i.e. 
zapytac 'ask:a:question' and prosic 'ask:a:favor'. However, another ambiguity 
arises wi th tell since Polish has no tell/say distinction and only the verb 
powiedziec is used followed by ze&y-clauses in the sense of 'order' and factive ze 

or wh-clauses for ' tell /say' . Although children do not mix the two meanings and 
use appropriate complementizers, i t is often the case that they use powiedziec 

' tell/say' instead o f zapytac 'ask:a:question', e.g. Basia (4;0): Ale powiem 

mamie jak trzeba ciqc 'but I:shall:tell to :Mommy how one:should cut ' , when 
zapytam T:shall:ask' was intended. I t could be explained by the semantic rela-
tionships between the two verbs: 'asking' constitutes a subclass wi th in a broader 
class o f ' te l l ing ' / ' say ing ' , and the child can simply use the more general term in 
the matrix clause without specifying that what he says is a question. 

Subject complement clauses emerge later. They occur wi th some special 
constructions, e.g. zdaje mi siq, ze 'seems to:me that' , snilo mi si%, ze 'dreamed 
to:me that' ( = T dreamed'), prawda, ze 'true that', and they are very infrequent. 

6.2.2. Adverbial Clauses. Clancy et al . (1976, p . 74) stated that, "Even in 
adult language the three concepts o f cause, t ime, and condition are closely 
related and overlap to some extent." One could argue that these concepts are in 
fact aspects o f a broader category which could be called something like "rela-
tionships holding between events" and that the partitioning o f the particular 
meanings among these "concepts" differs from one language to another. More-
over, in the case o f Polish, another "concept" is clearly marked, namely that o f 
purpose, as expressed by means o f ze&y-clauses. 

Indeed, the means o f expressing "relationships between events" are not 
l imited to subordinate adverbial clauses. For instance, what Italian children 
express by conditional clauses wi th senno ' i f not' is translated into English by 
means o f coordinate clauses wi th or (Clancy et a l . , 1976, p. 78). In Polish the 
same meaning w i l l be rendered by a zeby-clause wi th the verb negated indicating 
"a purpose to a v o i d , " for instance, Nie ruszaj tego, zebys si$ nie sparzyi 'Don ' t 
touch i t , so that you wouldn ' t burn yourself, ' or by a causal &oclause wi th the 
verb in future tense, for example, Nie ruszaj tego, bo si% sparzysz 'Don ' t touch i t 
because you w i l l burn yoursel f , wi th the implic i t ' I f you do i t ' ; in English one 
would say Don't touch it or you will burn yourself. Similarly, many of Polish 
ze&y-clauses w i l l be rendered in English or Italian by means o f a causative 
construction. Each language therefore makes a different categorization o f possi-
ble relationships, and the same event can be shaped differently by speakers o f 
different languages. I t would be interesting to investigate how these linguistic 
differences affect cognitive development. 
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6 .2 .2 .1 . Cause. Causal adverbial clauses emerge in Polish children before 
the age o f 2, and they constitute the most frequent category o f subordinate 
clauses throughout the whole period under study (see Table 6.9). Their func-
tions, however, undergo certain significant changes. Geppertowa (1968), who 
analyzed the meanings o f the conjunction bo 'because' as used by several chi l -
dren, distinguished between the fol lowing usages: (1) motivational "reasons" 
(both objective and less frequently, subjective) used to justify actions and re-
quests; (2) statements o f objective causality; and (3) beginnings o f logical rea-
soning. Table 6.9 presents the change o f meaning o f causal adverbial clauses in 
Jas, as analyzed in Przetacznikowa (1968). I t can be seen that motivational 
reasons dominate unt i l 4 at which time statements o f objective causality begin to 
prevail. The logical reasoning category can be found at about the age o f 3 and 
becomes more frequent wi th age. 

In the data there are two examples which indicate that there can be nothing 
causal about ^-clauses used as ' 'reasons" for requests, their only function being 
that o f strengthening the request itself, e.g. talking to her mother who was 
laughing at her, Kasia (2;1) said: Nie smiej si% mamusiu, bo . . . jest slisko. Nie 

wolno si% smiac 'Don ' t laugh, mommy, because . . . i t 's icy. One: is mot: al-
lowed to:laugh' and this example from Mis (2;9): Ubierz mnie, bo szyby siq 

stlukq. (Mother: Dlaczego?) Bo szyby si% stiukq, jakby mnie si% potem ubieraio. 

'Dress me, because window will :break' ( 'Why? ' ) 'Because window will:break, 
i f one dressed me later'. Both were uttered when the child was so angry that he 
could not look for a more appropriate "reason," and just picked up the first one 
&oclause he could think of. 

6.2.2.2. Purpose. Clauses o f purpose are reasonably frequent in early 
stages (see Table 6.8). They are also used to express "reasons," e.g. Micha l 
(2;9): Ja plujg na indyki, zeby siq obraziiy T spit on turkeys so:that they:get:of-

TABLE 6.9 
Meanings of Causal Adverbia l Clauses 

in Declarative Utterances of Jas 
(Based on Przetacznikowa, 1968) 

Categories 

Age 

Categories 2-3 3-4 4-5 5-6 

motivational reasons 73% 59% 33% 39% 
objective causality 25% 26% 42% 39% 
logical reasoning 2% 15% 25% 22% 

Number of sentences 52 104 76 93 
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fended'. I n fact, both kinds o f meanings overlap, which frequently makes the 
children use a sequence o f conjunctions, e.g. Michat (2;3): Mamo, zapal lamp%, 
BO ZEBVwidziaiem, bo jest ciemno ' M o m m y , put the light on, B E C A U S E S O I T H A T 

I:see, because it 's dark'. Sometimes the purpose clause is quite superflous, e.g. 
Jas (3;2): Chc% tuprzyjsc, zeby tu byiem 'Lwant to:come here so:that Lam here'. 
A detailed analysis o f various meanings o f zeby as used by children is given in 
Geppertowa (1956). 

6.2.2.3. Time I Condition. Except for hypothetical conditional sentences 
which are clearly marked as such (see Section 6.1.3), i t is impossible to dis-
tinguish between temporal and conditional clauses since both are introduced by 
the conjunction jak 'as'. The question should be asked whether this reflects the 
parental tendencies to use only jak when talking to their children, since normally 
the spoken language provides the option for distinguishing between the two 
meanings, i.e. kiedy 'when/whi le ' and jesli ' i f . I f the hypothesis were not 
confirmed, i t would be somewhat surprising i f children did not prefer the clear 
marking o f temporal sentences wi th the connective kiedy instead o f plurifunc-
tional jak. This expectation is supported by the fact that kiedy is also a question 
word for time while jak is a question word for manner ( ' h o w ' ) as wel l as a 
comparative term Tike, as', a complementizer 'as', etc. 

Clauses introduced by jak emerge early. They usually occur in sentence ini t ia l 
position wi th the main clause introduced by the semantically empty particle to. I n 
Polish, the distinction 'when/whi le ' is not marked in the conjunction. I t is 
expressed through the aspectual marking o f verbs in both clauses. The imperfec-
tive aspect of the subordinate clause points to simultaneity o f events. The perfec-
tive verb form indicates that the event referred to in the subordinate clause 
occurred first. I n the sentence Spotkaiem Zosi$ jak kupowalem chleb T:met:PFV 
Zosia while I:was:buying:IPFV bread' the past tense kupowalem o f the imperfec-
tive verb kupowac is used and the word jak means ' w h i l e ' . However, in the 
sentence Spotkaiem Zosig jak kupilem chleb T met Zosia when I:bought:PFV 
bread' the word jak is now interpreted as 'when ' or 'after' because o f the 
perfective verb kupic which appears in the past form kupilem. The perfective 
aspect o f the adverbial clause points to the fact that the action o f buying bread 
occurred first, and the meeting wi th Zosia, second. I t is not marked in the 
sentence whether the meeting took place at the very moment when the buying 
was completed ( 'when ' ) or some time later ( 'after ' ) . I f the clauses are reversed, 
wi th the ja/c-clause coming first, the order o f mention matches the temporal order 
of events, and in fact this order prevails in children's data. Temporal sentences 
wi th the main clause coming first are usually those referring to simultaneous 
events (where the order o f mention is irrelevant). Further research would be 
needed to establish which o f the two meanings ( 'when ' vs. 'whi le ' ) appears 
earlier, nonsimultaneous temporal sentences are more frequent but a large part o f 
them could be better described as conditional clauses. 
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As for other temporal clauses, the meaning o f 'after' is usually rendered by 
aspectual marking in the jak-clmsc and no special construction is needed. There 
is, however, a nominalized form of the 'after'-clause involving po 'after' plus a 
verbal noun in locative case. Such constructions are not recorded in the data, 
except for two examples in Micha l (4;1) [asking his mother to give h im her pen] 
Mother: Nie mog$, bo pisz% Txannot because I :am:wri t ing ' Michal : Na chwilkg 

albo po pisaniu 'For a moment or after wr i t ing ' Mother: Ale ja terazpiszq 'But I 
am wri t ing now' Michal : To po napisaniu 'Then after having:written'; and 
Michat (5;1): Zotnierzpo zwyciezeniu idzie 'Soldier after having:won goes'. A n 
incorrect use was recorded in Wawrzont at (3;7): J a nie chcg za jajkiem od-

poczywac T not want after egg to:rest' ( = T don't want to have a rest after I eat 
my egg') in which the wrong preposition is used, i.e. the spatial za 'after' or 
'behind' instead o f the temporal po 'after'. The gerundial form napisawszy 

'after:having:written' was not attested in the data. Most probably it is hardly 
used in spoken language. I t occurs, however, in "short stories" written by a 9-
year-old. 

The meaning o f 'before' cannot be rendered by ./^-clauses, and the special 
conjunction zanim is required which introduces a regular clause wi th a finite 
verb. However, I did not f ind examples o f this structure in any o f the data 
studied. The only example is that of an inappropriate use, recorded from 
Wawrzont at (3;8): Kto mi wytrze tylek, zanim ja zrobi% kupk%? 'Who w i l l wipe 
off my bottom before I pass my B . M . ? ' , where the natural order of events 
referred to shows that he meant 'after' and not 'before'. This example provides 
negative evidence, yet the fact that the chi ld tried to use zanim can be a signal 
that he has noticed the structure and w i l l soon learn i t . 

The notion o f simultaneity involves two kinds o f transformed structures which 
are infrequently found in the data. One o f them is przy 'at' plus verbal noun in 
the locative case found in Micha l as early as (2;6): Dlaczego przy lezeniu na 

brzuszku nie chlupnie krwi? ' W h y at ly ing on belly blood won ' t spurt (from the 
nose)?' and in Wawrzont at (3;8): [sitting in his bed and reading books] Dobrze 

siq czujq. przy spaniu T feel wel l at sleeping'. Another construction involves the 
present gerund, and it is reported in Rz^tkowska's daughter before the age o f 
(4;0): Wracajqc do domu spotkafysmy Czesig 'While:going:back home we:met 
Czesia'; i n Witek (3;7): Bos ty nie widziala rozmawiajqc z ciotkq wtedy 'Because 
you didn ' t see (it) while:talking to Auntie then' , and also in Wawrzont at (3;11): 
[Mother had promised h im that she would go to sleep at the time when he is 
going to sleep, but she continues to read a book] Wawrzont: Spisz? ' You:sleep?' 
Mother: Ja tak spig czytajqc T am:sleeping while reading?' Wawrzont: Ty tak 

spisz czytajqc? ' Y o u are:sleeping while:reading' Mother: Tak 'Yes ' Wawrzont: 
To ja b%d% nie czytajqc spai, tylko zamkn% oczka 'So I w i l l not while:reading 
sleep, but Tshallxlose eyes'. I t seems that the meaning o f simultaneity is more 
available to Polish children than that o f 'before' (constructions wi th 'after' are 
not necessary since jak works equally wel l ) . 
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6.2.3. Relative Clauses 

6.2 .3 .1 . Production. I n all the children studied the first relatives appear 
about 2;0, fo l lowing an adult question 'Which one?' or 'Which kind of? ' , asked 
in order to obtain additional information about one o f the referents previously 
mentioned by the chi ld . Children usually answer by using an isolated relative 
clause, or they precede i t wi th the demonstrative antecedent 'this (one)' , e.g. 
Kasia (2;0): Dqj mi chustkq 'Give me handkerchief Mother: Jakq? 'Which 
(one)?', Kasia: co LEZY ' T H A T I S : L Y I N G ' , and Micha l (2;2): Daj mi tu laski moje 

'Give me my walking-sticks' Mother: Jakie laski? 'Which walking-sticks?' 
Michal : TE co SA W MOIM KACIKU 'Those T H A T A R E I N M Y R O O M ' . 

A t the same time children learn to construct fu l l complex sentences and to use 
them when they suppose that some additional information is needed to establish 
unique reference, e.g. Micha l (2;3): A gdzie te naczynka co JE WYJMOWALEM? 

' A n d where are those dishes T H A T T H E M I : W A S : T A K I N G : O U T ? ' and Kasia (2;5): 
[comments on a picture] O, gofy chlopczyk. A te co SIE BAWIA to nie sq gole. 

'Oh , a naked boy. A n d those T H A T A R E : P L A Y I N G are not naked', also Kasia 
(2;6): [to her parents who came back home after an absence] Zdechla jedna 

rybka. A te co NIE ZDECHEY to pfywajq. 'Died one fish. A n d those T H A T N O T 
D I E D are:swimming'. As can be seen from the above examples, contrary to 
Limber's (1973) observation concerning English-speaking children, Polish chi l -
dren produce subject-embedded relatives early on. Note the use o f the empty 
particle to at the beginning o f the second part of the main clause. 

Children frequently use relatives also to explain what they mean i f they do not 
know the name of an object, e.g. Jas (4;0); [explains what he wants to play wi th] 
Taki z dhigq rqczkq co MA DZIURKE, taki chc% co WCZORAJ 'Such wi th a long 
handle T H A T HAS A H O L E , such I:want T H A T Y E S T E R D A Y ' . Note that such an 
incomplete elliptical relative as ' T H A T Y E S T E R D A Y ' instead o f ' T H A T I H A D 
Y E S T E R D A Y ' could be also used in adult Polish. (To satisfy the reader's curiosity, 
I w i l l say that the object referred to was a strainer.) 

A l l the examples quoted above refer to some knowledge that the listener is 
supposed to have. I f a relative carries some new information about a referent, i t 
is embedded in a kind of " in t roductory" matrix clause, e.g. Kasia (3;0): A ja 

jestem byk potworny co ZJADA DZIECI, a mamusia byczek mafy co NIE ZJADA 

D Z I E C I ' A n d I am bul l terrible T H A T EATS C H I L D R E N , and M o m m y bul l l i t t le 

T H A T N O T EATS C H I L D R E N ' , Jas (2; 10): Ja mam szoferk$ co MA OKNO T have cab 

T H A T HAS W I N D O W ' , Kasia (2; 10): Ja widzialam takiego psa co GRYZIE i mnie 

nie ugryzl i patrzyt T saw such dog T H A T BITES and (he) me not bit and looked' , 
and Michal (2;2): Byisobie taki Jacus co SIE BAwih CORKA 'Once there was such 
Jacus T H A T P L A Y E D W I T H : D A U G H T E R ' . Moreover, although less frequently, rela-
tives o f place appear early, simultaneously wi th the attributive type exemplified 
so far; e.g. the fol lowing complex construction, involving a hierarchical com-
bination o f both types, Micha l (2;6): Czy Janek jest w kuchni GDZIE JEST STARY 
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ZEGAR co ROBI TiK-TAK? 'Is Janek in kitchen W H E R E IS O L D C L O C K T H A T SAYS 

T I C K - T O C K ? ' 

Most children employ almost exclusively the relative pronoun co which is 
indeclinable, and i t requires a shadow pronoun or an antecedent copy to make 
explicit case relationships, although in unambiguous contexts they can be omit-
ted. The relative pronoun który which requires case marking and a gen-
der/number agreement wi th its antecedent occurs only sporadically. These re-
quirements seem to cause special difficulties in constructing prepositional 
phrases such as ' i n wh ich ' , 'on wh ich ' , etc., e.g. Micha l (2;1): Jaki wspaniafy 

konf Ja go kiedys narysowatem KTÓRY SIE NA NIM JEZDZI 'What a splendid horse! 
I h im once drew W H I C H RIDES O N H I M ' . Note the lack o f a case marker on KTÓRY 

and the shadow pronoun NA NIM, cf. correct NA KTÓRYM SIE JEZDZI 'on which one 
rides'. A t 3;2, while looking for the car that he has lost, Jas said Ono byio na 

szafie malutkiej KTÓREJ MAM RZECZY NA TEJ ' I t was on cupboard little W H I C H I 

H A V E T H I N G S O N T H A T ' . I n Jas's statement there is a correct case ending and 
gender/number agreement (KTÓREJ), but the child could not front the preposition 
and introduced a shadow pronoun instead, cf. correct N A KTÓREJ MAM RZECZY 'on 
which I have things' . I t seems that English forms involving "s t randing" o f 
prepositions would be easier to produce. 

Among the children studied i t is only Micha l who mastered the correct use o f 
który and employed i t frequently in later stages (also wi th prepositions); other 
children avoided i t throughout the whole period studied, e.g. Jas (4;3): [telling 
his mother what he has seen] Mamusiu, widzialas ten autobus co w TYM AUTO-

BUSIE NIE BYEO KIEROWCA i ten autobus CO W T Y M A U T O B U S I E N I E B Y L O 

KIEROWCA ciqgnqi drugi autobus? Mother: Pewnie jeden siq zepsul. Jas: Nie 

zepsul sie tylko nie by to w tym autobusie kierowca co CIAGNAL DRUGI AUTOBUS. 

Jas: ' M o m m y , you:saw that bus T H A T I N T H A T B U S T H E R E W A S N O D R I V E R and 

that bus T H A T I N T H A T B U S T H E R E W A S N O D R I V E R was .pulling another bus?' 

Mother: 'Probably one broke down ' . Jas: ' I t not broke down, only there was in 

that bus no driver T H A T W A S : P U L L I N G A N O T H E R B U S . ' Note the numerous repeti-

tions of the whole antecedent. 

The data recorded in wr i t ing do not provide adequate cues for the restrictive 

versus nonrestrictive distinction, which in Polish is clearly marked by different 

intonation contours. However, i n view of the contexts in which the recorded 

relatives occur, i t is highly improbable that any of them could be classified as a 

definitely nonrestrictive. 

6.2.3.2. Comprehension. The large corpus o f relatives recorded from the 
Kraków children needs a thorough analysis before the developmental tendencies 
can be systematized. General properties o f children's production o f relatives as 
described above can shed some light upon numerous comprehension studies 
which result in conflicting observations (see Bowerman, 1979). I n the case o f 
Polish, i t can be expected that Aróry-relatives although difficult to produce, do 
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not involve difficulties in parsing, because o f the large amount of explicit cues 

they provide. The only experimental study concerning Polish relatives is that of 

Zabielski (1974), who tested comprehension o f different kinds of sentences wi th 

3-, 4-, 5-, and 6-year-olds (20 subjects in each age group). For relatives he used 

the five fol lowing items: 

1. Kazik glaszcze psa, który je kielbas%. 

'Kazik is stroking a dog that eats sausage' 
2. Tata rozmawia z Jackiem, który trzyma pilk%. 

'Daddy is talking to Jacek, who is holding a ba l l ' 

3. Jas goni kota, który uciekl na drzewo. 

'Jas is running after a cat which had climbed a tree' 

4. Mama podaje jablka, które przyniosla na talerzu. 

' M o m m y is serving apples that she had brought on the plate' 

5. Kasia spotkala Jacka, które go boli glow a. 

'Kasia met Jacek whose head is aching' 

For each item three pictures were presented, and the children had to choose 
the one which corresponded to the sentence uttered by the experimenter. Unfor-
tunately, there is no exact information on the pictures used, except for one 
example (item 4) , where the two " w r o n g " pictures were those o f a boy serving 
some apples on a plate to a woman and a boy holding an empty plate, being given 
some apples by a woman (wi th no plate). The ratios o f the correct choice for all 
the five items were: 65% wi th 3-year-olds, 60% at 4, 78% at 5, and 90% at 6. 
These global results indicate that the level of comprehension as measured by 
Zabielski was relatively high wi th children aged 3 - 4 , and then gradually in -
creased to reach 90% criterion at 6. 

In view of these results, and expecting that Polish /tfory-clauses would be easy 

to understand, I arranged an experiment investigating my son at age 3; 10, who 

freely produced co-relatives whenever required by the context. Although only 

one child was tested, and in a quite informal way, the result obtained is surpris-

ing enough to be reported. When presented wi th four classical types o f reversible 

fctóry-relatives (SS, SO, OS, and OO, e.g. 'The cow that kissed the horse kicked 

the rabbit ' , etc.) and asked to repeat each o f them, he did not make any e r rors . 3 2 

However, when asked to act-out the same sentences, in most cases3 3 he was 

unable to do so, although additional information was supplied by gender marking 

in past tense verbs. I n his wrong answers he used all kinds o f "strategies," 

described in the literature and summarized by Bowerman (1979). What I found 

3 2 0 n the other hand, he was quite unable to repeat utterances in which który was preceded by a 
preposition. 

3 3Some positive answers were obtained with SS sentences, but they were not consistent enough. 
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most puzzling, however, were not his scored answers but the nonscored behavior 
which accompanied the performance. I f he used the strategy o f main-clause-
only, he acted it out quickly and, quite satisfied, looked at me asking for 
approval. In all the remaining cases, his behavior showed total confusion and 
apparent inability to retain the whole information given in the sentence. He asked 
me to repeat the sentence several times or asked 'Who kissed?', 'Who kicked?' , 
etc. after he had performed one o f the actions, and sti l l he was unable to solve the 
task correctly. Clearly, what he found difficult was not sentence processing but 
rather information processing. 

A n experimental situation is o f course artificial in some way, and significant 
discrepancies can occur between correct performance in natural contexts and 
correct solving o f experimental tasks. In natural conversation, relatives are un-
derstood (and produced) when they are necessary to transmit a message. I t can be 
of no significance to the child whether i t is the cow who did the kissing or the 
rhinoceros. A more relevant fact, however, is that the acting-out task is not 
congruent wi th the very function of relative clauses, which usually serve to 
downgrade one clause wi th respect to another. When both clauses are equally 
important, and both provide new information, they are coordinated. The relative 
transformation reduces one clause to the function o f an attribute, which either 
refers to some prior knowledge or points at some observable features o f the 
referent. In both cases i t serves to help the listener in identifying the referent 
uniquely. Thus the matrix clause usually contains new information (to be remem-
bered or acted out), whereas the relative clause contains the information to be 
retrieved from memory (old information) or perceptually checked. Even i f i t is 
new information, as in the latter case, i t is not intended as a message to be 
remembered, i t is totally instrumental wi th respect to identifying the referent o f 
its antecedent. N o w , the experimental task of acting out B O T H actions is com-
parable wi th testing the comprehension o f The black cow is swimming i n which 
the child would be scored for painting the cow black. I f the chi ld does not pay 
equal attention to both clauses, i t is precisely because he knows the function o f 
relatives. The strategy o f acting-out the main clause only is the most intelligent 
answer to an inappropriate task requirement. 

I carried out another "exper iment" in which Wawrzont (3;10) had to choose 
by means o f a relative clause the correct toy out o f 10 toys presented to h im. The 
relative clause referred to an action which had been performed by one o f the toy-
animals before the presentation o f the sentence, e.g. 'The animal which has 
fallen down kissed the elephant' and, subsequently, 'The cow kicked the animal 
that kissed the elephant' or even 'The animal that the elephant kicked kissed the 
animal that jumped over the l i o n ' . The child made some errors, but in general his 
responses were correct and what is most important, there were no signals of 
confusion while processing these sentences. 

A l l these observations point to the fact that the acting-out tasks do not check 
comprehension o f relatives but much more beyond that. In view of the existence 
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of copious naturalistic data in Polish, and also because o f the relatively easy 

structure o f the relatives, i t would be profitable to carry out regular experiments 

wi th Polish children in which not only the form of relative clauses but also their 

function were taken into account. 

6.3. Delayed Acquisition 

Two kinds of phenomena can be discussed here. One is the 4 Tate mastery" o f 
forms which emerged relatively early, which is revealed in "late errors." A n -
other phenomenon is that o f late emergence o f a category which is present in the 
child's input. Typical late errors involve difficulties wi th all kinds o f irregular 
forms, the choice o f verb stem being the most frequent error o f this type (see 
Section 4.5.1) . Among regular forms, most difficult categories—frequently not 
yet fully mastered by the age o f 3 or 4 or beyond—are the fol lowing: (1) the 
genitive plural o f nouns (Section 4.3.2.2) , (2) the order o f morphemes in condi-
tional forms (Section 4.6.3) , (3) the first person plural of the past tense (Section 
4.4.4), and (4) the distribution o f dwaldwie ' t w o ' (Section 4.5.2) . I t is perhaps 
worth noting that the very same forms appear as innovations in various Polish 
country dialects (cf. Bartnicka-D^bkowska, 1965). As far as late emergence is 
concerned, apart from some kinds o f temporal clauses, which have been dis-
cussed in Section 6.2.2.3, several categories w i l l be discussed below. 

6 .3 .1 . Virile vs. Nonvirile Gender Distinction (in Plural). The distinction 
of vir i le/nonvir i le gender is relevant for the fol lowing linguistic forms: (1) nomi-
native plural (where vir i le nouns have a specific and highly irregular distribution 
of endings), (2) accusative plural (wi th accusative identical to nominative for 
nonvirile nouns, and accusative identical to genitive for v i r i le ) , (3) gender agree-
ment in adjectives, pronouns and past tense verbs (see Table 6.6), and (4) forms 
of numerals. 

I have not yet whol ly analyzed the data concerning this distinction. A l l that 
can be said at this point is that vir i le nouns and the problems involved in their use 
do not occur in the child's speech from the very beginning. Note that potential 
referents for vir i le gender (men in plural) are rather l imited in number, as op-
posed to all other elements o f reality which have nonvirile gender. Moreover, the 
use o f specific vir i le nouns requires broader social knowledge (in early stages 
only the plural o f the semantically "neu t ra l " pan 'man, sir' occurs, which is 
typically pany instead o f panowie). I n general errors emerge after 3 or 4 years, 
and they occur wi th respect to all the forms listed above. Mystkowska (1970) 
reports gender-agreement errors in plural forms as typical for 6-year-olds. 

The most interesting category is the accusative. The rule is inconsistent wi th 
that for singular where all animate masculine nouns have the accusative-equals-
genitive pattern. I t can be therefore predicted that the names of animals o f 
masculine gender w i l l cause difficulties in the accusative plural since they are 
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[ + M A S C ] and [ + A N ] but [- H U M ] , and therefore [- V I R ] . Indeed such errors 
are frequent, e.g. Janek (6;6) [speaking about snakes]: Zeby ich zabic ' imorder 
them t o : k i l l ' ( = 'to k i l l them'; cf. correct Zeby je zabic). Here Janek uses the 
genitive plural ich ' them' fol lowing the accusative-equals-genitive pattern, 
rather than the correct nominative plural je ' them' , according to the appropriate 
accusative-equals-nominative for nonvirile nouns. The results obtained for Pol-
ish could be then compared to those for Russian and Serbo-Croatian. A l l three 
languages have the same distribution o f accusative forms in singular wi th clear-
cut differences in plural. I n Russian all [ + A N ] nouns, irrespective o f gender, 
have the accusative-equals-genitive pattern, and in Serbo-Croatian all masculine 
nouns, irrespective o f animacy, have a specific accusative plural ending which is 
distinct from both the nominative and genitive plural, whereas feminine and 
neuter nouns have the accusative-equals-nominative pattern. Such a contrastive 
analysis could perhaps elucidate more general principles o f language acquisition. 

6.3.2. Concessive Clauses. These appear rather late in the data, and not in 
all children. Przetacznikowa (1968) noted some single instances in Jas during his 
sixth year. I n other data they were not found except for Mis at (3;7), e.g. A zajqc 

jest on, choc zajqc wcale nie jest chlopakiem ' A n d a hare is a he, although hare is 
not a boy at a l l ' , and Micha l , who even tried to use a concessive clause at 3;0 
wi th the fol lowing result: J a nie wiem jak sig robi most, choc umiem to robic T 
don't know how to make a bridge, although I can do i t ' , but from 3;8 Micha l 
produced correct forms, e.g. (4;1): Biedny wilczek. Chociaz on jest niedobry, to 

ja jego zatujg 'Poor wolf . Al though he is bad, I pity h i m ' ; (4;1): Ale ja widziatem 

jak z zabitego ktos sciqgai skorg, chociaz by I dobrym czhwiekiem. 'But I saw 
somebody skinning a k i l led one, although he was a good man' ; (4;2): Bardzo ich 

lubii, choc ich nie znai. Nieznajomych milowal 'He l iked them very much, 
although he didn ' t know them. He loved the strangers.'; and (5;3): Te ryby w 

beczce sig nie pozjadajq, choc majq dopfyw do siebie 'Those fishes in the barrel 
won ' t eat one another, although they can reach one another'. 

These data show that concessives are cognitively not as difficult as was 
expected. The failure to observe concessives in the data could be caused either by 
their low frequency (as compared wi th other kinds of adverbial clauses), or by 
the fact that parents do not use them when speaking to their children. Addit ional 
evidence for this claim is supplied by Zabielski's (1974) comprehension tests. 
Children aged 4 succeeded in 40% of the answers consisting o f choosing the right 
picture out o f three presented for each o f five sentences, e.g. Piesek ucieklmimo 

ze bytprzywiqzany do drzewa 'The dog ran away although he was tied to a tree'. 
This result approximated the chance expectation. Five- and 6-year-olds did much 
better giving correct responses—in 62% and 82% cases, respectively. Similar 
results were obtained wi th nominalized versions o f concessives, e.g. mimo 

przywiqzania do drzewa ' in:spite:of being:tied to (a) tree'. 
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6.3.3. Comparison, Comparatives, and Superlatives. The earliest occur-
rences of comparative degree involve the form wiekszy 'bigger' as an egocentric 
expression o f power, e.g. Micha l (2;1); J a jestem wiekszy od tatusia. T am 
bigger than Daddy' [disappointed by the reaction o f his listeners, he looks 
around, notices a pair o f scissors and says] Od nozyczek jestem wiekszy T am 
bigger than the scissors'; Micha l (2;4) [after he said that his cousin, Pas, is a li t t le 
boy] Mother: Pas jest wiqkszy od ciebie 'Pas is bigger than you ' Michal : Tak. 

Pas jest wiekszy ode mnie, ale ja jestem wiekszy od Pasia 'Yes. Pas is bigger 
than me, but I am bigger than Pas'; Micha l (3;0): [to his father, who is drawing] 
Ladniej rysujesz niz mamuma ' Y o u draw better than M o m ' Father: Mamuma tez 

ladnie rysuje ' M o m can also draw w e l l ' Michal : Tak. Mamuma ladniej od ciebie 

rysuje, ale ty ladniej od mamumy 'Yes. M o m draws better than you, but you 
(draw) better than M o m ' . Whi le the example o f 2;4 could involve an egocentric 
meaning 'He is bigger, but I am more important ' , the latter example clearly 
shows that the notion o f comparison itself is misunderstood, and the comparative 
degree is used in an absolute sense. 

A l l the children studied made errors that consisted o f using the positive form 
in comparative constructions, e.g. Janek (4;3): Ja jestem duzy niz wujek Stas T 
am big than uncle Stas'; and, Janek (4;3): Mis ma malo wody niz ja ' M i s has lit t le 
water than T . On the other hand, the fol lowing utterance was recorded from 
Micha l , which made explicit the relative value o f compared terms: Micha l (3;9): 
[giving cake to his mother] J a ci to dam. To jest wieksze, a ja sam mam mniejsze. 

Ale tez duze ' I ' l l give you this one. I t is bigger, and I have a smaller one myself. 
But (it is) also b i g ' . Even so, later on he continues to use the incorrect form: 
Michal (4;2): Pies to ghiptas od wilka ' A dog is a fool than a w o l f . Such errors 
persist all throughout the period studied, besides correct forms, also for the 
superlative. 

Another case is that o f the expression o f "sameness." Unlike English or 
French, studied by Karmiloff-Smith (1977), Polish has two separate expressions 
for the two meanings: 'same one' is expressed by ten sam 'this same'; 'same 
k ind ' by taki sam 'such same'. Surprisingly, children happen to make mistakes 
when using these forms, although the correct use normally prevails, e.g. one o f 
my twin sons at 3;8 said, Zobacz, taki sam! 'Look , the-same-kind-of!' when 
noticing the person we had met two hours earlier. A n d , at 5;5 he asked, Czy pani 

jest soma? which literally means 'Is the lady alone?'. He obviously meant to say 
taka sama as he intended to ask whether the pregnant woman seen in the shop 
was as pregnant as his mother was at the moment. 

Such isolated occurrences o f the incorrect use o f those expressions indicate 
that there can be someting difficult in the cognitive distinction between the two 
kinds o f sameness. Thus Karmiloff-Smith 's (1979) interpretation, which at-
tributed the errors made by French-speaking children mainly to linguistic factors, 
should perhaps be tested against experimental results obtained for a language l ike 
Polish which makes the distinction more clearly. 
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C O N C L U S I O N S 

7. U n i v e r s a l O p e r a t i n g P r inc ip les a n d t h e A c q u i s i t i o n 
o f Po l i sh 

The data presented in preceding sections w i l l now be compared wi th what have 
been claimed to be universal principles used by the child while processing 
linguistic information (Slobin, 1973). Some comparisons w i l l also be made wi th 
available data on other languages. 

7 . 1 . Operating Principle A: ''Pay attention to the ends 
of words." 

Slobin's Operating Principle A refers to receptive processes ("pay atten-
t i o n " ) but i t is mostly based on the data on production and not on comprehen-
sion. As for Polish children, they seem to obey this principle in production. They 
produce word endings earlier than preposed grammatical morphemes (preposi-
tions and prefixes). I t is reasonable to assume that i f the endings are produced 
early, they must have been noticed before, according to the general rule that 
comprehension precedes production. One cannot, however, preclude the pos-
sibility that preposed grammatical morphemes are noticed equally early, but for 
some reason or other they are not used in production unti l l a te r . 3 4 

I n the Polish language the modification o f a word ending is the most wide-
spread pattern o f grammatical marking, wi th inflectional endings being used 
much more frequently than preposed morphemes. In this situation it is impossi-
ble to say whether the facts observed are due to a universal a pr iori principle, to 
which Polish happens to f i t , or to the child's prior experience wi th this particular 
language, which has led to a similar generalization. I f we had the acquisition data 
of a language which uses mainly preposing, and i f children, who learn such a 
language, ignored the commonly-used device for a less frequent postposing 
device, we could regard Operating Principle A as proven. 

Although it does not apply directly to the beginning and ends o f W O R D S , there 
is some less clear-cut evidence which challenges the universal validity o f Operat-
ing Principle A . I t can be found in the acquisitional sequence of 14 EngUsh 
grammatical morphemes as established by Brown (1973) and de Vil l iers and de 
Vill iers (1973). W h y are the PREPOSITIONS in and on among the earliest gram-
matical morphemes to appear (rank order 2 and 3)? W h y are the PREPOSED 
articles a and the (rank order 8) acquired earlier than the regular past ending -ed 

(rank order 9) and the third-person ending -s (rank order 10)? The answer to these 
questions can be found in the general characteristics o f the English language, in 
which preposed and free grammatical morphemes are used relatively frequently. 

3 4 [WEIST] We are now analyzing the prefixation in the aspectual and locative systems. Our 
preliminary findings indicate that children from 1;6 to 2;6 develop prefixes surprisingly rapidly, 
given what has been said about the child's preference to pay attention to the ends of words. [WEIST] 
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As demonstrated above, English-speaking children discover this morphological 
pattern relatively early in comparison to Polish children, even i f this does not f i t 
the universal Operating Principle A . 

7.2. Operating Principle B: "The phonological form of 
words can be systematically modified." 

As was demonstrated above, children not only know T H A T the forms of words 
can be modified, but also H O W they are usually modified in a particular lan-
guage. We should try to trace back the genesis of this knowledge by analyzing 
the stages which precede the productive use o f morphological markers. 

Once the child has gained some basic knowledge o f phonology which makes 
it possible for h i m to recognize sequences o f sounds, his efforts concentrate on 
segmentation of the f low of speech. This early segmentation cannot be done on 
the whole string o f sounds except for some rough procedures o f establishing 
prosodic units. What the child is most interested in is to extract those sounds 
which can be paired wi th some referents present in the situation. This task can be 
more or less difficult depending on the language the chi ld is dealing wi th . I n 
some languages, the sounds for such referents as 4 dog ' or 'wash' do not vary 
depending on the syntactic context except for the fact that they are sometimes 
accompanied by some additional sounds which precede or fol low the word 
without affecting its phonological and prosodic shape. In other languages, there 
is more or less considerable variation W I T H I N the word conceived as a prosodic 
unit. The word can be divided into a constant part (a lexeme) and another part 
which is subject to variation (a grammatical morpheme). In some languages the 
constant part itself can include some amount o f extra variation (stem alternation, 
etc.). I n order to recognize the meaningful referential parts o f the f low o f speech, 
such as 'dog' or 'wash' , the chi ld must have developed stategies of I G N O R I N G 
possible variation involved in their forms (cf. Berman, 1985). Paradoxically 
enough, an early strategy used by Polish children can be formulated as: "Ignore 
the ends o f words , " since i t is precisely the ends o f words which are subject to 
variation in most cases. Once the chi ld is able to detect lexemes wi th some ease, 
his attention can be turned to what has been ignored so far. 

What is puzzling is that in spite o f enormous differences between particular 
languages as to the amount o f morphological variation involved, the one-word 
stage does not seem to be especially protracted in any particular language. I n my 
opinion, i t is at the end o f this stage that every child has gained passive know-
ledge o f the most widespread patterns o f morphological variation used in the 
language under acquisition. This knowledge is used in later stages, when the 
child starts to make productive use o f morphology. 

I would l ike to emphasize the important role of the F R E Q U E N C Y of mor-
phological (or syntactic) PATTERNS used in a language. This factor has not 
usually been taken into account as only the frequency of particular forms or 
words has been investigated. To make this point clear, let us compare mor-
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phological development in English and in Polish. One would expect the mor-
phology o f English, being relatively simple and involving a l imited number of 
grammatical morphemes, to be easier to learn than the complex and highly 
irregular morphological system o f Polish. The facts do not confirm such an 
expectation, as Polish children start to use inflections productively much earlier 
than English-speaking children do. They do so because they are forced to notice 
that the most frequent pattern is W O R D = S T E M + E N D I N G . English-speaking 

children frequently hear forms where W O R D = S T E M , and instances o f W O R D = 
S T E M + E N D I N G are relatively less frequent. On the other hand, Turkish children, 
who deal wi th a language characterized by a highly regular agglutinative mor-
phology, use inflections productively as early as the one-word stage (Aksu-Kog 
& Slobin, 1985). 

7.3. Operating Principle C: "Pay attention to the order 
of words and morphemes." 

There is one preliminary objection as to the formulation o f this Operating 
Principle, and that is that the word order wi th in an utterance and the order o f 
morphemes wi th in a word are two distinct things. This objection is confirmed by 
acquisition data from many languages. There are no instances o f incorrect order-
ing o f morphemes wi th in a word , whereas examples o f the wrong word order are 
rather numerous. This demostrates that children organize their utterances by 
taking words as basic units instead o f by ordering morphemes like beads on a 
string. We cannot analyze a child's utterances in terms o f morphemes without 
taking into acount the status o f particular kinds o f morphemes wi th respect to 
words. There are lexemes which are equal to words and lexemes which are not 
autonomous words. There are grammatical morphemes which cannot occur inde-
pendently (bound) and those which can be used as words (free). Moreover, since 
most words are also prosodic units—since they have independent stresss— 
special attention must be paid to clit ics, which have the status of words without 
this prosodic feature. 

I have not tried to describe the use of word order by Polish children. The task 
is very hard, since the rules governing its use in adult language are so complex 
that they are not sufficiently wel l described in linguistic literature. A l l that can be 
said at this point is that there are large individual differences wi th respect to 
adherence to a r ig id word order. Anyway , the freedom of word order is much 
larger than in English-speaking children, who seem to discover the grammatical 
relevance o f the word-order device very early. As for the pragmatic use o f word 
order by Polish children, i t needs further detailed study. 

[WEIST] There is no question about the fact that children can process word-
order information, and children learning English rapidly acquire a strategy which 
involves the use o f word-order information to recover basic relations. I t has been 
argued that the basic conceptual relationships which are fundamental to sentence 
processing are ordered, e.g., agent-action-object-recipient (Bruner, 1975, p . 
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17). The hypothesis implies that those patterns of nouns and verbs which corre-
spond to the ordered basic relations lend themselves to a "na tura l " one-to-one 
mapping. I t follows from this argument that order information should precede 
inflectional information as a cue for basic relations. This argument has been 
made explicit ly for a Slavic language by Radulovic (1975, p. 117): "Coordina-
tion of SVO word order is a prerequisite to the recognition o f structural rela-
tionships which may be varied in productive language by the use of inflect ions." 

In Polish, word order has the discourse function o f distributing given and new 
information. According to Szwedek (1976), the least marked sentence pattern is 

G I V E N I N F O R M A T I O N I N I N I T I A L POSITION A N D N E W I N F O R M A T I O N I N F I N A L POSI-

T I O N W I T H H I G H STRESS. Syntactic and semantic functions are related to the case 
system as described in Table 6.1 earlier. I f word order is naturally related to 
ordered semantic functions, children learning Polish should be faced wi th the 
predicament o f first learning to express and retrieve semantic functions wi th 
word order and then later learning the discourse function o f word order and at the 
same time having to discover the relationship between the case system and 
syntactic-semantic functions. Weist 's (1983b) experiment on the role o f word 
order, inflectional information, and given-new discourse patterns is relevant to 
this issue. 

Ten children at two age levels (2;6 and 3;6) participated in an experiment in 
which the children were required to act out sentences wi th toys (cf. Slobin, 
1982). The children were presented wi th a sequence o f two sentences: a context 
sentence followed by a test sentence. The context sentence established the given 
information. The test sentences were semantically reversible. One half of the test 
sentences were inflected and the other half were "uninf lec ted" (i .e. inflected 
wi th a zero morpheme where the nominative equals the accusative case). The 
fol lowing two sentences were typical o f the inflected and uninflected target 
sentences: (1) dziewczynk-a obudzi-l-a-0 chlopc-a ' g i r l -NOM:FEM:SG 
wake:up-PAST-FEM-3SG boy-ACC:MASC:SG' ( = T h e g i r l woke up the boy ' ) 
and (2) autobus-0 stuknq-l-0-0 samochod-0 4 b u s -NOM/ACC:MASC:SG hit-
PAST-MASC-3SG c a r - N O M / A C C : M A S C : S G' ( = T h e bus hit the car' or T h e 
car hit the bus'). Thus, the children received the fol lowing six types o f problems: 
(1) given-new & SVO, (2) given-new & OVS, (3) new-given & SVO, (4) new-
given & OVS, (5) given-new & N j V N 2 , and (6) new-given & N 1 V N 2 . 

When the test sentences contained unambiguous inflectional information 
(problems 1-4), the children primarily used the strategy N O M I N A T I V E C A S E = 
A G E N T wi th the fol lowing accuracy: 2;6 at 87% and 3;6 at 92%. When the test 
sentences were uninflected (problems 5 & 6) , the children used priority in word 
order, i.e. an N j = A G E N T solution, wi th the fol lowing performance levels: 2;6 at 
78% and 3;6 at 82%. The manipulation o f given and new information did not 
have a strong impact on the outcome of the experiment. I t is possible, however, 
that the procedure failed to maintain contextual relevance throughout the period 
of acting out the target sentences wi th toys. In any event, the children demon-
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strated the capacity to use inflectional information as wel l as word-order infor-
mation, wi th no indication that the word-order strategy is more primit ive . I f 
anything, precisely the opposite is true. Children who are approximately 2xh 

years old and learning highly inflected languages such as Polish or Turkish 
(Slobin, 1982) are more accurate in their capacity to process affixes than Amer i -
can or Italian children are in their capacity to process order information. 

We have begun to analyze the longitudinal component o f the Poznah research 
project in ways which w i l l shed some light on the relevance o f word-order 
information for children from about V/2 to 2Vi years o f age. Some of the prel imi-
nary findings have been reported (Weist, 1982). We are working wi th the hy-
pothesis that chi ld language involves pragmatic, semantic, and syntactic distinc-
tions beginning wi th the one-word phase. Proportionally, pragmatic distinctions 
(e.g. statement versus request) and semantic distinctions (e.g. agent versus pa-
tient) are the most prominent aspects o f this early phase o f language acquisition. 
However, Polish children begin to show evidence for a primitive concept o f the 
syntactic function SUBJECT at about V/2 years old . A t this age, children begin to 
use the subject properties o f case, agreement, priority (subject before object), 
and animacy. Other potential subject properties are absent (see Keenan, 1976). 
In order to understand the relevance o f word order for Polish children, we have to 
look at the property o f priori ty in the context o f other properties of subjecthood. 

The nominative case emerges first in Polish, but we cannot argue that i t marks 
the notion o f subject unti l i t contrasts wi th other cases. As the case system 
evolves, we can be more confident that the nominative case is a productive 
marker. The nominative, accusative, vocative, and genitive cases are normally 
found before 1;6. The locative, instrumental, and dative cases evolve somewhat 
later, e.g. for one of the Poznah children, Bartosz, the last two cases were 
instrumental (found at 1;8) and dative (at 1;9), and for Zarebina's (1965) Hanna, 
the last two cases were dative (at 1;8) and locative (at 1; 10). Agreement has as its 
point o f departure a frozen third-singular form. In singular, the first-, second-, 
and third-person distinctions are found wi th numerous varied examples during 
the period from 1;7 to 1;10, and wi th the tense-aspect system emerging at a 
similar t ime, agreement in gender in the past and future is added. For Zarebina's 
Hanna, the distinction between second person and third person occurred between 
1;7 and 1;9 and the distinction between second person and first was found at 
1; 11. Hence, as for case and agreement, the init ial signs o f these subject proper-
ties are found at IV2 years and the fu l l system is productive in many children 
before 2 years-of-age. 

In contrast, priority is not a salient feature o f the child's early notion of the 
subject function. Table 6.10 was taken from our preliminary analysis o f the 
productions of two children (see Weist, 1982). During the period from 1;7 to 2;8 
the most frequent utterances containing a finite verb are single word utterances 
wi th the subject pronoun deleted. Utterances wi th two nouns and a verb are 
relatively infrequent. Given verbs in the indicative mood, the set o f single noun 
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TABLE 6.10 
Verb Plus Noun Combinat ions in the Indicative M o o d 

Produced by T w o Polish Children 
in 45-Minute Caretaker-Child Interactions 

( f rom Weist, 1982) 

Bartosz Wawrzon 

Pattern 1;7 1;8 1;9 1;11 2;0 2;2 2;4 2;5 2;6 2;7 2;8 

NOUN.NOM VERB 15 4 5 2 1 6 1 8 11 14 20 
VERB—NOUN : N O M 13 1 2 1 2 5 1 8 5 3 9 
NOUN:ACC—VERB 5 10 5 8 4 14 4 5 4 0 2 
VERB NOUNlACC 3 6 4 9 1 16 11 7 6 8 6 

plus verb combinations during this period is sufficiently large to provide a basis 
for comparison, and the fol lowing noun-plus-verb combinations were dis-
tinguished: N O U N : N O M + V E R B , V E R B + N O U N : N O M , N O U N : A C C + 
V E R B , and V E R B + N O U N : A C C . 3 5 Given the combinations wi th a noun in the 
nominative case, the noun failed to gain priori ty in 4 1 % o f the sentences for 
Bartosz and in 34% of the sentences for Wawrzon. In spite o f conclusions to the 
contrary, Radulovic (1975) reported similar findings for children learning Serbo-
Croatian. Whi le Polish (or maybe Slavic) children develop a priori ty bias for 
nouns in the nominative case, there is no period during which word order is 
artificially restricted. Word order is N O T used as a remedial device to deal wi th 
the subject function while inflectional apparatus is being acquired. On the con-
trary, the acquisition o f inflectional distinctions appear to precede the priori ty 
bias. Our preliminary work indicates that Polish children have a tendency to 
place new information in ini t ial position (see also Bates, 1976). During the 
period from 1;6 to 2;6, children change from a N E W - G I V E N to a dominant G I V E N -
N E W pattern. The nominal element wi th the subject function is often the given 
information. Hence, the development o f a subject priori ty bias may come about 
coincidentally because children are learning how to distribute given and new 
information. [WEIST] 

7.4. Operating Principle D: "Avoid interruption or 
rearrangement of units." 

The evidence given in Slobin (1973) as support for this Operating Principle is 

not satisfactory, since other explanations can be given for the facts cited. Inver-

sion rules are difficult because they contradict other rules which have been 

3 5 [WEIST] Verbs in the imperative mood occur most frequently with nouns in the accusative case 
(see also Smoczyhska, 1976a), and while we have found both verb-ACC and ACC-verb patterns, 
verb-ACC patterns are clearly dominant. [WEIST] 
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acquired earlier. I t is the contradiction itself which causes difficulties and not the 
rearrangement o f word order as stated in the Operating Principle D . 

The evidence quoted as support for the Universal D2 ("whenever possible, 
discontinuous morphemes w i l l be reduced to, or replaced by continuous mor-
phemes") concerned wi th discontinuous morphemes is not convincing, since 
many other factors interfere. For instance, in the French formula o f negation ne 

. . . pas only the element pas is stressed, and in colloquial adult language the 
element ne is practically absent. The fact that Slavic children omit prepositions 
and not the endings has to do wi th the status and frequency o f free vs. bound 
morphemes as wel l as those o f preposed vs. postposed morphemes. In general, 
discontinuous morphemes are used only marginally and as such they can be 
reduced to one part in order to conform wi th other more frequent morphological 
patterns. 

Insertion o f a word into an already established pattern does not seem to be 
difficult in any language. There are no cases o f adding a preposition to a sentence 
as a whole instead o f placing it before the appropriate word , nor o f adjective 
modifiers placed at the beginning or the end o f a sentence instead o f being placed 
close to the head. The only example is that o f sentence-external negation appear-
ing in some English-speaking children (Bellugi , 1967). The account o f this 
phenomenon, however, is not conclusive (cf. B loom, 1970; de Vil l iers & de 
Vil l iers , 1979). 

I t should also be noted that in an agglutinative language such as Turkish, 
where long strings o f grammatical morphemes occur, the ongoing acquisition o f 
morphology involves the insertion of newly acquired morphemes into the word 
form used earlier (thus, interruption o f a linguistic unit) and this fact does not 
seem to create any serious difficulties. 

7.5. Operating Principle E: "Underlying semantic 
relations should be marked overtly and clearly." 

The role o f perceptual salience, as indicated in the Universal E l ( " A child 
w i l l begin to mark a semantic notion earlier i f its morphological realization is 
more salient perceptually (ceteris paribus)") , would predict that longer endings 
should be acquired before shorter ones. Accordingly, Polish children should 
acquire such endings as the dative singular masculine -owi or the instrumental 
plural -ami before other, mostly monosyllabic endings, but this is not the case. I t 
should be noted that the formulation itself o f this universal points at the recep-
tive, perceptual properties o f some markers, whereas facts given as support for 
the universal concern production. I n order to explain those facts we should rather 
take into account the prosodic consequences o f using an ending or omitt ing i t . I f 
an ending is S Y L L A B I C , which is the case for most Polish inflections, its omission 
affects the general prosodic shape of the word form. On the other hand, omitt ing 
asyllabic endings does not involve such deformations. This factor cannot be 
ignored when comparing morphological development in various languages. 
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As for the Universal E2 ("There is a preference not to mark a semantic 
category by 0 ("zero morpheme"). I f a category is sometimes marked by 0 and 
sometimes by some overt phonological form, the latter w i l l at some stage, also 
replace the 0"), i t should be said that the lack o f tolerance for zero-endings is 
typical for those languages which have overt syllabic endings in most word 
forms. English-speaking children are much more tolerant in this respect than 
Polish children. I f they were not, they should not only replace two deer by two 

deers, which is a simple regularization, but also invent the missing markers for, 
say, the first and second person o f verbs, which they do not. The explanation is 
rather simple: for Polish children zero-endings are exceptions, whereas for En-
glish-speaking children it is rather the overt marking which is exceptional. Chi l -
dren's behavior therefore can be explained on the basis o f Operating Principle F: 
" A v o i d exceptions." 

Universal E3 ( " I f there are homonymous forms in an inflectional system, 
those forms w i l l tend not to be the earliest inflections acquired by the child; i.e. 
the child tends to select phonologically unique forms, when available, as the first 
realization o f inflections") does not seem to be supported by the data. English-
speaking children should be reluctant to use the multifunctional -s, but they are 
not. Likewise in Polish, the ending which serves a number o f functions in the 
noun-declension system (see Table 6.2), is among the earliest endings used by 
children. 

7.6. Operating Principle F: "Avoid exceptions." 

This Operating Principle is without any doubt universal. Its universality, 
however, is by no means restricted to language acquisition, but is present in 
every domain o f cognitive development in which the chi ld is t rying to generalize 
on the basis of common experience, while ignoring exceptional instances. 

On the other hand, particular universals given under the heading o f this 
principle concern two distinct things. Some of them refer to true exceptions (i .e. 
instances where a rule is not based on any explicit criteria), while others are 
concerned wi th subrules valid for a narrower range o f cases than that o f a 
superordinate rule and based on some explicit criteria (cf. the discussion o f 
irregularity vs. formal complexity in Section 4) . Exceptions—and I mean true 
exceptions—are a nuisance for the child and he copes wi th this difficulty simply 
by ignoring them or by overregularizing correct irregular forms which have been 
learned earlier as separate items. 

Quite a different problem is that o f dealing wi th formally complex systems, 
i.e. those which involve a large number o f subrules and/or complicated hier-
archies o f subrules to be applied. The number itself o f rules involved does not 
seem to be especially relevant. What is important is the I N T E R N A L COHERENC E of 
the given (sub)system. A system is internally coherent i f its subrules do not 
contradict more general rules and i f some proportions are preserved throughout 
the whole system. For instance, an English-speaking chi ld , who has already 
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learned SV order, w i l l f ind the inversion rules used for questions difficult since 
VS contradicts SV. After this rule has eventually been acquired, another d i f f i -
culty arises wi th embedded questions that have the surface form of questions, 
except for the fact they are not inverted. 

In order to make this point clear, let us analyze the case o f the Egyptian 
Arabic plural system, which has been repeatedly quoted as a canonical example 
of formal complexity (Slobin, 1973; Clark & Clark, 1977) and which in fact 
involves not only formal complexity but also irregularity and incoherence. I f the 
Arabic system has three numbers, i.e. singular, dual, and plural , this is only a 
sign o f greater formal complexity than that of a language like English, for 
example, which has only two numbers. I f plural nouns accompanying numerals 
above 10 do not take normal plural forms but a zero ending (typical for the 
singular) this sti l l is a sign o f formal complexity and—what is more—an in-
stance of incoherence since a zero ending is already used for the singular. The 
complexity, as manifested by the existence o f two subrules for plural forms, is 
not in itself the cause o f difficulty since a similar situation can be found in Polish 
and the rules are acquired early and without any problems. (Polish nouns wi th 
numerals from 2 to 4 take the regular nominative plural form while those accom-
panied by numerals above 4 take the genitive plural ending.) The source of 
difficulty is therefore to be found in the contradiction o f using a zero (singular) 
form to mark a noun for plural . Finally, the fact that most nouns have totally 
unpredictable irregular plural forms has nothing to do wi th formal complexity but 
is a sign o f irregularity. To conclude, i t seems that choosing the Arabic number 
system as a canonical example o f formal complexity has led to confusion rather 
than to clarification. 

The evidence that complex systems can be acquired easily, provided they are 
coherent enough, can be found in Polish data on the acquisition o f singular 
declension, where the tripartite gender distinction—masculine/femin-
ine/neuter—is preserved in the whole paradigm wi th some more subtle subdivi-
sions introduced at some places. On the other hand, the plural paradigm, which 
involves fewer endings (and fewer rules) than the singular, is more difficult 
because the proportion is destroyed. In some cases there is no gender distinction 
at a l l , and in others, a new distinction o f vir i le /nonvir i le gender is introduced, 
contradicting the distinction between masculine animate vs. inanimate nouns 
introduced in the accusative singular. Finally, in the genitive, the tripartite dis-
tinction is maintained, but neuter nouns are grouped together wi th feminines, and 
not wi th masculines, as they were in the singular. 

I t is not only the lack o f internal coherence o f the plural noun declension 
which makes this subsystem difficult to learn. Another factor is what can be 
called "external coherence"—the relation o f a subsystem to other (possibly 
related) subsystems wi th in a language. In this case, rules governing the distribu-
tion of endings in plural contradict the rules o f a previously acquired related 
subsystem, namely, that o f singular. 
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Any subsystem is acquired as part o f the whole system of a language and its 
acquisition cannot be analyzed in isolation. I f the structure and function o f forms 
under acquisition are coherent wi th those o f related parts o f the system, and i f the 
same criteria are maintained across subsystems, these forms are much easier to 
acquire than in cases where contradictions and incoherences are present. I n any 
system of language there are weak points, incoherences, which are usually the 
focus o f ongoing and future linguistic change, as reflected in adult errors, as wel l 
as in dialectal regularization. Chi ld language is especially sensitive to these 
incoherences, which appear to be the main source o f late errors. Chi ld language 
study may help to detect and interpret them, as children's forms are more system-
atic and clear than occasional adult modifications. 

As far as irregularity is concerned, an important question to be answered in 
further study is: What are the l imits o f the child's tolerance for irregularity? What 
amount of irregularity can be ignored without causing confusion and forcing the 
child to use "avoidance strategies" such as the inflectional imperialism strategy 
used by Russian children, who are unable to discover the regular distribution o f 
endings? 

7.7. Operating Principle G: "The use of grammatical 
markers should make semantic sense." 

While questioning the validity o f this Operating Principle, I do not mean that 
the child is not sensitive to semantic criteria o f rule application. In fact, children 
usually look for such criteria, since in most cases formal distinctions can be 
found to correspond to semantic distinctions present in a language. What I want 
to say is that i f there are no semantic criteria o f formal distinctions, even purely 
formal criteria can be easily captured, provided the children needs to use the 
given forms and the criteria are consistent enough. Whether they are semantic or 
formal is less important than whether they are consistent or not. Therefore 
Universal G3—"Semant ical ly consistent rules are acquired early and without 
significant errors"—is val id because i t is a narrow instance o f another universal, 
which says: " A N Y consistent rule is acquired early and without significant error" 
(provided the child needs to use forms involving these rules, which is not neces-
sarily the case). This broader universal, however, is nothing else than a positive 
formulation o f Operating Principle F: " L o o k for consistencies" instead o f 
" A v o i d exceptions." As has already been said, there is nothing specifically 
linguistic about this operating principle. 

The main argument for the easy acquisition of a formal system is presented in 
Section 6 .1 .1 , where the acquisition of Polish gender is discussed and compared 
wi th that o f Russian. Other examples are provided by the early acquisition o f the 
distribution o f endings based on the phonological form of the stem or the fact, 
already mentioned, that the formal rule of using the genitive plural of nouns wi th 
numerals above four is acquired easily and without errors. In fact, one could 
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reasonably claim that the whole acquisition o f phonology is the most convincing 
case of easy learning o f purely formal rules. There is nothing semantic in basic 
phonological oppositions; they can only be used for semantic purposes, but they 
are not semantic in themselves. 

8. L a n g u a g e A c q u i s i t i o n S t r a t e g i e s : U n i v e r s a l o r 
L a n g u a g e Spec i f i c? 

The analysis presented above demonstrates that children learning Polish proceed 
as i f they conform to some Operating Principles proposed by Slobin (1973); 
whereas they are reluctant to do so wi th respect to some other Operating 
Principles. Whether they obey or not depends on the features o f the particular 
language they learn. I t can be said that these features contribute either to 
strengthening the validity o f a particular Operating Principle, or to weakening (or 
even abolishing) i t . This result contradicts Slobin's assumption that the acquisi-
tion o f devices which do not f i t the universal principles w i l l be delayed. What 
appears in the data is that children are more l ikely to reject an Operating Principle 
which does not f i t the particular language rather than to reject a particular 
linguistic device which does not f i t their Operating Principles. Should we there-
fore admit that the Operating Principles are not independent o f the ongoing 
process o f acquisition, but that they are being tested against the data o f a particu-
lar language and revised according to the results o f this verification? 

In order to answer this question we have to discuss the origin o f the Operating 
Principles. Slobin is not explicit as far as this problem is concerned, since he 
avoids discussing the nativism vs. empiricism issue in language acquisition. 
However, he qualifies the Operating Principles as something which every child 
brings to bear on the problem of language acquisition (1973, p. 197)—as some-
thing preexisting wi th respect to the process o f acquisition. The question I would 
like to ask is whether the child actually obeys some of the preexisting Operating 
Principles or does he just behave AS I F he were doing so. To put it another way, 
are the Operating Principles actually brought to the task of learning a language as 
something which existed prior to the acquisition process? In view of what has 
been said above, i t seems simpler to propose that the Operating Principles the 
child is obeying are nothing else than the outcome of his L I N G U I S T I C E X P E R I -
ENCE. Hence, they are the generalizations about a particular language he has 
made on the basis o f prior learning rather than the effect o f testing preexisting 
principles against the specific data. Therefore, the claim is that all the Operating 
Principles are totally L A N G U A G E SPECIFIC, as they are buil t upon the child's 
experience wi th a particular language. Some strategies are universal in the sense 
that they are present in the acquisition o f any language, e.g. " A v o i d exceptions" 
(or, better, " L o o k for regularities and ignore the remainder"). We should, 
however, take into account the fact that every language is more regular than 
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irregular, and also that " look ing for regularities" is the only economical way to 
build any k ind o f knowledge. I t is a strategy which is used by the child in many 
other domains o f learning and a long time before he starts to speak. 

Another aspect which is not taken into account in Slobin's procedure of 
establishing language acquisition universals is the system-like nature o f human 
language. The child not only discovers that the language he hears is rule-gov-
erned but also that the rules are interrelated to form a system. What is more, 
while building his own language the child does not memorize a list o f unrelated 
rules but also builds up a system. Here too, there is nothing specifically linguistic 
about this, since any knowledge is systematized in a similar way. When analyz-
ing the data we are frequently tempted to forget this and to isolate one category 
(or one rule or one subsystem) and to relate its acquisition to one Operating 
Principle. However, something can be difficult for the child because it cannot be 
easily integrated into the already existing N E T W O R K of rules. I n such a case, the 
rule can be modified to f i t the system, or its acquisition can be postponed unti l 
the child is able to rebuild his system in order to create a place for the rule in 
question. In the first case, that o f creating an "erroneous" rule which fits the 
child's system but not the adult's, its genesis should be analyzed in terms o f the 
system as a whole rather than be attributed to a single factor as the necessary and 
sufficient reason o f its formation. As I have tried to demonstrate at many points 
in this paper (Section 4) , the formation o f such a rule seems to be due to the jo in t 
action o f several factors which altogether form the necessary and sufficient 
reason, although none o f them taken alone can be said to be sufficient by itself. 

There is sti l l another assumption o f Slobin's procedure which is not supported 
by the data. As demonstrated by Judith Johnston (1985), cognitive development 
does not seem to be the main pacesetter o f linguistic development. I t is true that 
the child cannot express a notion which is not cognitively available at a given 
moment, but the fact that he is able to grasp a notion does not necessarily involve 
the appearance o f its linguistic expression in his speech. In fact, many semantic 
categories are not used at the time they are cognitively available, and their 
emergence in the child's speech should be attributed to other factors. 

We are often tempted to conceive o f language acquisition as an activity 
comparable to those o f a linguist who is trying to discover the rules o f an 
unknown language. This metaphor does not take into account the obvious fact 
that the acquisition o f language is not an activity per se (as linguists' investiga-
tions are) but i t is only a marginal outcome of the child's efforts to USE an 
unknown language. I f we look for pacesetters o f language development, i t is 
therefore reasonable to expect to f ind them in the domain o f language use. Rules 
which are acquired early must be not only cognitively available (this being the 
necessary although not sufficient condition) but also, and foremost, U S E F U L . 
Sometimes the particular language forces the child to acquire a rule early, al-
though its use is based on relatively difficult criteria. In such cases we can think 
about the influence o f language on cognitive development. The rules which are 
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most useful are those which involve frequently-used structures. I n this sense the 
role of frequency must be taken into account. 

In order to bui ld a system the child must start by learning the most basic rules 
of the language. These basic rules are at the same time those which are frequently 
used since they are present in simple constructions, as wel l as in more complex 
ones which are derived from them. In his discovery procedures the child is 
helped by the special features o f the adult language addressed to h im , simplified 
at the beginning and growing more and more complex as the child's linguistic 
competence develops. We should bear in mind, however, that the adult i n -
terlocutor is shaping his utterances according to the child's presumed PASSIVE 
competence, which significantly outgrows what he is able to produce at a given 
stage. Therefore, i f we investigate the child's speech at the moment when he 
starts to put words together, we can assume that he knows much more about 
putting words together than he demonstrates in his early two-word sentences. Yet 
it is very difficult to establish his passive knowledge, as comprehension tech-
niques are difficult to use at very early stages. On the other hand, we should not 
assume that all that adults say is processed by the child; an error commonly made 
by investigators of the input language. The child probably has his own selection 
procedures, which help h im to pay attention to particular features in turn while 
ignoring the remainder. These procedures are also very difficult to investigate. 

As far as early child language is concerned, we should also take into account 
the fact that most o f the exchanges occurring between the child and the adult 
refer to ongoing activities and objects present in the situation. A t this stage, 
utterances cannot be ambiguous since their meanings can be easily discovered 
from the situation itself, and this is in fact what both child and adult do without 
paying much attention to grammatical markers present in utterances. A t this 
stage grammatical markers are quite superfluous since successful communication 
could be achieved as wel l i f they were not used at a l l . Most students assume, 
however, that the child starts to use inflections, word order, or other marking 
devices in order to disambiguate his utterances. In my opinion, this is not so unt i l 
much later, when the child starts to talk about other places and other times than 
those of the speech situation. His early marking devices are introduced only 
because he wants his utterances to resemble the adult model, and since the word 
as prosodic unit seems to be the main element o f his utterance organization, those 
markers which are parts o f words (and not autonomous morphemes) and which 
have a prosodic value (syllabic) seem to be the easiest to acquire. This is the only 
result o f crosslinguistic studies performed so far which I would call universal and 
specifically linguistic. Nevertheless, I do not claim this to be innate but rather 
resulting from the situation o f communication at early stages, which is similar for 
all children. 

To summarize, the chi ld learning a language elaborates a set o f processing 
procedures, which are determined by general cognitive principles on one hand, 
and the nature o f the specific language on the other. These procedures change as 
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the child's linguistic system develops. New procedures appear to deal wi th new 
problems and they are always based on the linguistic experience the child has at a 
given stage. Crosslinguistic study should take into account the dynamic aspects 
of child language development. We should compare D E V E L O P M E N T o f various 
systems rather than single out particular facts to be compared without paying 
attention to their systematic and developmental contexts unless we actually be-
lieve in innate linguistic capacities which specify wi th much detail the order o f 
acquisition. In my opinion, however, there are no data to support such a claim, 
and the efforts to account for the mysteries o f child language development by 
innate propensity result in explaining ignotum per ignotum. 

A P P E N D I X A 

T ips o n Po l i sh P h o n o l o g y a n d P r o n u n c i a t i o n : 
G r a p h e m e , P h o n e m e , a n d E n g l i s h W o r d [WEIST ] 

Stops* 

Bilabial Dental Velar 

Voiced 
Voiceless 

b Ibl bad 
p /p/ pan 

d Idl dog 
t It/ tap 

g /g/ gas 
k /k/ karp 

aBilabial and velar stops have palatalized and nonpalatalized pairs such as /k/ in kosz 'basket' vs 
/k'/ in kiedy 'when'. 

Fricatives b 

Labiodental Dental Alveolar Velar 

Voiced 
Nonpalatal 
Palatal 

Voiceless 
Nonpalatal 
Palatal 

w NI van 
wi /v7 

f HI fog 

fi i ri 

z Izl zoo 

s /s/ sod 

rz or z Izl treasure 
zi or z Izl 

sz /§/ sHeep 
si or s Iii 

h or eh l\l locH 
hi or chi l\l 

^English palatal fricatives and affricates as in treasure, SHeep, I O C H , jump, r e a c H are pro-
nounced somewhere between the Polish alveolar nonpalatal and the dental palatal counterparts. 

Affricates 

Dental Alveolar 

Voiced Nonpalatal 
Palatal 

Voiceless Nonpalatal 
Palatal 

dz /J7 faDs 

c Ici caTS 

dz /J7 jump 
dzi or dz / J / 
cz Ici reacH 
ci or c Ici 
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Résonants 

Bilabial Dental Alveolar Palatal 

Nasal Nonpalatal 
Palatal 

Medial (glides) 
Lateral (liquid) 
Trill 

m I ml man 
mi I ml 

I lul win 

cThe Polish r is "rolled." 

n Ini note 
ni or ñ Ini 

1 III leaf 
j HI young 

r III roomc 

Front 

Vowelsd 

Back 

High 
Lower high 
Mid nonnasal 
Mid nasal 
Low 

i HI peek 
y 1X1 sit 
e Iti ten 
e lèi 

a /a/ father 

u or ó lul book 

lol mole 
Ibi 

dThe English examples only approximate the Polish vowels, e.g. IXI is between sit and set. 

In general, (1) voiced consonants become voiceless in word final position or 

when followed by a voiceless consonant, e.g. the phoneme Igl in snieg 'snow' is 

pronounced [ k ] , cf. [g] in sniegu; (2) when followed by some consonants, nasal 

vowels /e/ and 161 are pronounced as the nonnasal counterparts plus [ m ] , [ n ] , or 

[rj] depending on the place o f articulation of the consonant, e.g. the 16/ in r$ce 

'hands' is pronounced [fence] while in reka 'hand' i t is pronounced [ferjka]; and 

(3) the stress normally falls on the penultimate (prefinal) syllable of polysyllabic 

words, pisze ' (he):writes' , autobus 'bus' , and portmonetka 'wal let ' . 
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