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VERB PRODUCTION AT DIFFERENT STAGES
OF FIRST LANGUAGE ACQUISITION: FOCUS ON SERBIAN®

This paper examines the production of verbs with different argument structure (unerga-
tive, unaccusative, anti-causative, transitive and ditransitive verbs) at different stages of first
language acquisition, with the aim of contributing to the ongoing nature-nurture debate.
Twenty verbs were tested (four verbs of each type). A total of eighteen subjects belonging to
six age groups (18-21, 23-25, 31-33, 35-38, 39—43 and 48—52 months — three participants each)
took part in this pilot research. Visual stimuli were used in a verb elicitation task. Though the
sample was small, significant among-group differences were noted. The results show that
children at a lower stage of language development have more difficulty producing verbs with
a complex argument structure. The acquisition of verbs starts with transitive and unergative
verbs, followed by unaccusative verbs. The production of ditransitive and anti-causative verbs
is delayed.

Key words: verb production, argument structure, first language acquisition, early de-
velopment of syntax, nativism.

V pany ce ucnuTyje NpoayKIiHja riarojia pa3InduTe apryMeHTCKe CTPYyKType (Heep-
TaTUBHM, HEAKy3aTUBHM, aHTUKAY3aTHBHH, TPAH3UTHBHH U JUTPAH3UTHBHU TJIAaTOIIN) Y pa3-
IUYATUM (Pa3aMa yCcBajamka MaTepHET je3HuKa, ca LIUJbEM Ja CC Ha Taj HaYMH JOIpHHEce Je-
0artu o TOME Jia 1M je yCBajame je3ruKa oMoryheHo reHeTCKUM HaclieheM Uil je OHO pe3yTar
CIIOJBHUX YTHIAja (M3JI0KEHOCTH U yuera). TeCTHpaHo je ABajeceT IiIaroia, 1o 4eTupu
CBaKora THMa. YKYITHO je TECTHPAHO OCAMHAeCT HCTTUTAHUKA KOjH MpUMazajy cnegehum cra-
pocuum rpynama: 18-21, 23-25, 31-33, 35-38, 39-43 u 48-52 mecenu (1o Tpoje y CBAKOj
rpynu). ¥ 3aJaTky eIMIUTHPAaHEe IPOLyKIUje KOPUCTHIIN CMO BU3yeIHU MaTepujall. Mako je
y30paKk HCIHTaHUKa 610 Maiy, 3abelexeHe cy 3Ha4ajHe pa3nuke Melhy rpynama. Pesynratu
yKa3yjy Ha TO Jia JIella Ha HI)KEM CTYTIIbY je3HIKOT pa3Boja TeXe MPOAYKY]y IIaroyie KOMIICK-
CHE apTyMEHTCKE CTPYKType. YCBajame I1aroja MOYnbe yCBajalbeM TPAaH3UTUBHUX U Heep-
raTHBHUX IJIaroa, IOTOM Ce yCBajajy HeaKy3aTHBHHU IJIarojy, IOK YCBajambe AUTPAH3UTHBHUX
Y QHTHMKAy3aTUBHUX TJIarojia KacHU.

Kmyune peuu: mpomyKija riaroia, apryMeHTCKa CTPYKTYpa, YCBajarhe MaTepEr je3nKa,
paHM pa3BOj CHHTAKCE, HATHBU3AM.

1. InTrODUCTION. The acquisition of the argument structure of verbs within the
process of first language acquisition (LA) has raised a lot of interest. The results
of cross-linguistic research into the acquisition of verbs with different argument
structure are not conclusive. While some studies present results which support
the nativist theory of language acquisition (PINKER 1984; 1989; GLEITMAN 1990);
SNYDER et al. 1995; Lorusso et al. 2005; LEg — NAIGLES 2005; CostAa — FRIEDMANN
2012), others show that the acquisition of verbs can be explained within the con-

* The paper is the result of research conducted within project no. 178002 Languages and
cultures in time and space funded by the Ministry of Science and Technological Development of the
Republic of Serbia.
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structivist, usage-based theory (BRAINE 1976; MACWHINNEY 1978; BOWERMAN
1990; LiEveN et al. 1997; Ninio 1999; CHILDERS — ToMASELLO 2001; TomasgLLo 2003;
Lieven 2008). This paper explores the production of verbs of different syntactic
complexity by Serbian-speaking children at an early age and thus tries to make a
contribution to the ongoing nature-nurture debate.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1. NaTivisM. One of the main approaches to the theory of language acquisi-
tion was outlined by Cromsky (1975; 1981; 1986) within the generative theory of
Universal Grammar (UG). According to this theory, all human beings are endowed
with the knowledge of UG. UG is the genetically transmitted language faculty,
which plays an essential role in children’s acquisition of their native language,
guiding them in the process of analyzing linguistic units.

Nativism has spurred a wide range of research into the acquisition of verbs.
However, the results of the existing research appear to be inconclusive. Whereas
some researchers have claimed that children’s linguistic knowledge needs a certain
amount of time to mature and to become native-like (which is in contrast with
PinkER’s (1984; 1989) ideas on canonical linking), others have argued that children
possess early knowledge of argument structure. While the former approach sup-
ports the Maturation Hypothesis (BorEr — WEXLER 1987; BABYONYSHEV et al. 2001),
the latter one supports the Continuity Hypothesis (SNYDER et al. 1995; Lorusso et
al. 2005; CostA — FRIEDMANN 2012).

2.2. CogNITIVE LINGUISTICS. A different account of first language acquisition,
supporting the “nurture” side of the nature-nurture debate, has gained a lot of
supporters recently. The supporters of this theory (TomaseLLo 2003; Lieven 2008)
depart from the idea of the existence of an inborn mechanism for the acquisition
of language and believe that language rules are learnt inductively. They reject the
nativist Continuity Hypothesis and argue in favor of the Discontinuity Hypothesis.
One of the main representatives of the usage-based theory within the cognitive
linguistics framework, TomaseLLo (2003) argues that experience is crucial for
acquisition. Moreover, he claims that acquisition happens through general cogni-
tive processes and interpersonal capacities. He specifies four processes that are
crucial for LA, namely intention-reading, relevance assumptions, role reversal
imitation, and pattern-finding. Many studies (LiEVEN et al. 1997; CHILDERS — TOMASELLO
2001; Lieven 2008, to name but a few) have shown that young children’s language
revolves around concrete exemplars, and not abstract grammatical categories.

2.3. EARLY VERBS IN SERBIAN — A USAGE-BASED ACCOUNT. Recently, ANDELKOVIC
(2012) studied the production of verbs of Serbian-speaking children at early stages
of language acquisition (18—48 months). She analyzed the early spontaneous produc-
tion of eight children (four boys and four girls) given in the Serbian Electronic
Corpus of Children’s Early Language (ANDELKOVIC et al. 2001), which is standardized
according to the CHILDES system. She provided an inventory of early verbs at the
age of eighteen months and analyzed the development of argument structure on the
basis of three verbs of high frequency (dati ‘give’, imati existential ‘have’ and imati
transitive ‘have’) occurring in the period between 18 and 28 months of age.
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It is important to mention that ANpeELKoVIC (2012) found verbs which are
non-canonical (imati existential ‘have’) and verbs with three arguments (dati ‘give’)
at the earliest age. Her analysis of the frequency of existential and transitive ima-
ti ‘have’ showed that these two verbs are quite equally balanced in children’s
early production. Thus, she brought into question PINKER’s (1984; 1989) Canonical
Linking Hypothesis, as well as the nativist assumption that the verbs with the least
number of arguments are acquired first (FISHER et al. 1994). Moreover, by catego-
rizing existential imati ‘have’ as perceptively unavailable, ANPELKOVIC (2012)
provided a counter-argument to the claim that the acquisition of conceptually more
difficult and perceptively unavailable verbs is delayed (HUuTTENLOCHER et al. 1983).
However, we do not agree with ANpELKOVIC’s (2012) claim that the existential
imati ‘have’ is perceptively unavailable, since it is often used to refer to something
that the child sees in the extra-linguistic reality.

Regarding the development of the argument structure of the verb dati ‘give’,
ANDPELKOVIC (2012) found that the use of the “frozen” imperative da(j) ‘give’ dom-
inated in production at the earliest stage. It was only at later stages that the children
slowly and gradually began combining this verb with its arguments. However,
what ANDPELKOVIC (2012) failed to mention is that this form is rather problematic
in Serbian, because it shows syncretism with the particle daj (‘come on’), which
increases its frequency in child-directed speech. Moreover, the children often used
hyper-generalized meanings of the verb dati ‘give’ (in situations as different as
giving, taking or asking for something), which shows that they had still not acquired
the structure and meaning of this verb completely at that point of acquisition.

Taking into consideration both the nativist and the usage-based account, as
well as the studies conducted within these two frameworks, we expect that the
present research into the production of verbs in a cross-sectional study will tell
us more about the argument structure that is available to children at different
stages of acquisition. Since ANPELKOVIC (2012) found some unaccusative verbs
produced at the earliest stage (18 months), we expect that the results of the present
research could replicate this finding, especially because unergative and unaccusa-
tive verbs take only one argument and are therefore syntactically not very complex.
Moreover, many nativist studies have provided evidence that children use unac-
cusative verbs from the earliest age (SNYDER ET AL. 1995; Lorusso et al. 2005;
Costa — FRIEDMANN 2012). We also expect that the largest number of verbs pro-
duced by the youngest participants will be transitive verbs. We do not expect,
however, that children will produce ditransitive and anti-causative verbs cor-
rectly at the earliest stage of acquisition. Therefore, we are more prone to accept the
nativist approach. Yet, if these initial hypotheses prove false and if ditransitive and
anti-causative verbs are produced at the earliest stages of language acquisition, this
will provide evidence against nativism, i.e. in favor of the usage-based account.

3. THE PILOT STUDY

3.1. SusiicTs. The participants in the experiment were 18 monolingual Ser-
bian-speaking children ranging in age from 18 to 52 months. The children belonged
to six age groups (three participants in each group): 18—21 months, 23—24 months,
31-33 months, 35-36 months, 39—44 months, and 48—52 months of age. The mean
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ages per group were 20, 23.67, 32, 35.67, 41 and 50.33 months, respectively. There
were ten boys and eight girls tested. None of the children selected had any language
impairment, learning disability, or visual or hearing loss. Their kindergarten
teachers provided all the children’s relevant information (the child’s birth date,
information about their mother tongue and health status). The study was approved
by the Ethics Committee at the Faculty of Philosophy, University of Novi Sad. The
children were tested in March 2015, in “Mrvica’ kindergarten, ‘Radosno detinjstvo’
preschool facility in Novi Sad.

3.2. METHOD AND sTIMULL The participants performed a verb elicitation task.
For this purpose, twenty verbs were chosen. The experiment consisted of two
parts in which different stimuli were used. Two types of stimuli were chosen in
order to check if one methodology was more sensitive to capturing the patterns
of response. Puppets and toys were used to elicit verbs in the first part of the ex-
periment, while colored drawings were used in the second part (see details below).
Five verb types were tested in each part of the experiment: unergative, simple
transitive, unaccusative, ditransitive and anti-causative verbs. The interviewer’s
descriptions and questions were prepared in advance in order to prevent using the
words that were being elicited from the children.

In the first part of the experiment, we tested three unergative verbs (lajati
‘bark’, spavati ‘sleep’, skakati ‘jump’), three simple transitive verbs (jesti ‘eat’,
piti ‘drink’, pevati ‘sing’), two unaccusative verbs (pasti ‘fall’, svetleti ‘flash’),
two ditransitive verbs (baciti ‘throw’, dati ‘give’) and two anti-causative verbs
(zatvoriti se ‘close’, ugasiti se ‘turn off”). Thus, there was a total of twelve verbs
tested in this part. An example of a toy used as a stimulus (for the verb lajati ‘bark’)
is given in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Toy stimulus.

In the second part of the experiment, one unergative verb (f7cati ‘run’), one
simple transitive verb (voziti ‘drive’), two unaccusative verbs (imati existential
‘have’, puci ‘pop/burst’), two ditransitive verbs (kupiti ‘buy’, staviti ‘put’) and two
anti-causative verbs (otvoriti se ‘open’, pokvariti se ‘break’) were tested, i.e. eight
verbs in total. The verbs were distributed in this way because it was easier to
present some events with toys (e.g. /ajati ‘bark’), whereas others were depicted
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more easily with drawings (e.g. fr¢ati ‘run’). An example of a drawing used as a
stimulus (for the verb trcati ‘run’) is given in Figure 2.

Every interview was transcribed following the rules of the CHILDES tran-
scription system. Answers were coded as ‘target’ when the children produced the
target verb, or as ‘non-target,” when they did not give an answer or produced a
non-target word. Self-corrections were allowed. Closely synonymous verbs, which
belong to the same verb type, and therefore have the same number of arguments,
were also coded as ‘target’. Alternative answers were noted.

Figure 2. Drawing stimulus.

3.3. ProcepURE. Parental consent forms were obtained prior to the testing for
every child. Parents also gave their permission for the sessions to be audio-taped
using a Dictaphone/voice recorder. Fifteen participants were tested in single ses-
sions that lasted up to 10 minutes. The remaining three participants (aged 1; 6
months; 1; 9 months and 1; 11 months) were tested in 3 sessions each, due to their
inability to concentrate on the task for the required period of time.

Each child was tested individually, in one of the rooms provided by the staff
at the kindergarten. The only people present were the interviewer, the interviewee
and occasionally the kindergarten teacher, which was inevitable, since some children
were reluctant to participate without their teacher accompanying them. Occa-
sional interruptions were unavoidable.

First, the interviewer was introduced to the child who was going to be tested.
They spent some time together before the testing began. The child was introduced
to the puppets and told that he/she would see and be asked to say what the puppets
were doing. The procedure consisted of the experimenter describing situations,’
one by one. After the situation was described, the experimenter would ask the
participant what the puppet was doing. An example of a situation that was pre-
sented to the children is given below, followed by the expected answer:

“Interviewer: Here’s a dog. Hello, dog. He is very tired, so we now need to put a
blanket over him. And now the dog... (Imitation of snoring) What is he doing now?
Interviewee: He is sleeping.

Interviewer: Yes, very good.”

! “Situation’ is used as a term for actions, states, and occurrences (COMRIE 1976).
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The second part of the interview consisted of questions related to drawings.
Each visual stimulus included two related pictures presenting a single situation.
The interviewer first described one picture. Then, the child was expected to look
at the other picture and the interviewer would ask him/her what the person in the
picture was doing in the case of animate arguments of the verb or what had hap-
pened in the case of inanimate ones. An example of one such situation is the fol-
lowing:

“Interviewer: Oh, look at this box. What happened to it in the second picture?

Interviewee: It opened.
Interviewer: Good.”

The interviewer would give some positively neutral feedback and make a
short break between two situations. If the child did not respond, the interviewer
would repeat the question. If the child remained silent, the interviewer would go
on to the next question.

4. RESULTS

4.1. UNERGATIVE VERBS.? As far as unergative verbs are concerned, they were
produced in every group tested. Group 1 produced four target verbs. The verb
trcati ‘run’ was produced twice, and the verbs /gjati ‘bark’ and spavati ‘sleep’
were produced once. As it can be seen in Figure 3, the number of verbs produced
doubled in Group 2. The verb spavati ‘sleep’ was produced by all the participants,
and the verbs skakati ‘jump’ and trcati ‘run’ were produced twice each.

The production was very high for the remaining four groups. In Group 3, only
the verb #rcati ‘run’ was not produced by all the participants, thus resulting in eleven
correctly produced verbs. In Group 4, the production of unergative verbs was lower
than the production of unergative verbs in Group 3, because the verb lajati ‘bark’ was
produced only once. The production in Group 5 was exactly the same as in Group 3.
Finally, in Group 6, all the target verbs were produced by all the participants.

Figure 3. Unergative verb production.

Unergative verbs
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2 For a detailed overview of the production of individual verbs and verb types per age group
of participants see the tables in the Appendix.



VERB PRODUCTION AT DIFFERENT STAGES OF FIRST LANGUAGE ACQUISITION... 131

4.2. TRANSITIVE VERBS. Transitive verbs were produced from the youngest age
tested. As expected, the production of transitive verbs was more successful than
the production of any other verb type tested. Group 1 produced five of the 12
target verbs. The verbs jesti ‘eat’ and voziti ‘drive’ were produced twice. The
production was not as successful for the verb piti ‘drink’, which was produced
only once.

There was a great increase in the production of transitive verbs in Group 2,
as shown in Figure 4. Not only did the trend of a better production of transitive
verbs than any other type of verbs continue in this group, but the participants’
performance was remarkable. There were ten target verbs produced. The verbs
Jjesti ‘eat’, piti ‘drink’, and voziti ‘drive’ were produced by all the participants.
Whereas there were no correct answers for the verb pevati ‘sing’ in the previous
group, there was one correct answer in this group. In the remaining groups, the
participants had no difficulty producing this type of verb. In Group 3, only the
verb pevati ‘sing’ was not produced by one of the participants. Transitive verbs
were the only type of verb that reached maximum production in three of the six
groups tested — Groups 4, 5 and 6.

Figure 4. Transitive verb production.

Transitive verbs

12

10 —

Total number of target verbs

o N B O

T T T T T 1

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group4 Group5 Group6

4.3. UNACCUSATIVE VERBS. As expected, the production of unaccusative verbs
was not as successful as the production of transitive and unergative verbs in Group
1. The verbs pasti ‘fall’, pucéi ‘pop/burst’, and imati ‘have’ were each produced
once. There were no responses for the verb svetleti ‘flash’. Unlike the production
of unergative verbs, the production of unaccusative verbs did not double in Group
2, as can be seen in Figure 5. It was again considerably lower than the production
of unergative and transitive verbs. The only verb for which the production was
higher was the existential verb imati ‘have’, which was produced by all the par-
ticipants. The verb pasti ‘fall’ was produced only once. There were no responses
for the verbs svetleti ‘flash’ and puci “pop/burst’.

However, the production of unaccusative verbs was rather high in Groups 3,
4, 5 and 6, although it was somewhat lower in Group 4, as shown in the figure
below. In Group 3, the verb svetleti ‘flash’ was produced by two participants,
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whereas the production of all the remaining target verbs was flawless. The reason
for the lower production in Group 4 is that the verb puci ‘pop/burst’ was produced
only once. However, this verb was replaced with the verb probusiti se ‘pierce’.
This verb corresponds semantically to the situation described, but it is syntacti-
cally more complex and could therefore not be coded as ‘target’. In addition, the
verb pasti ‘fall’ was not produced by one participant, who replaced it with an-
other unaccusative verb, nestati ‘disappear’. Similar to the situation observed in
Group 4, one participant replaced the verb puci ‘pop/burst’ with the anti-causative
verb pocepati se ‘tear’ in Group 5. Finally, in Group 6, only the production of the
verb imati ‘have’ failed to reach maximum production.

Figure 5. Unaccusative verb production.
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4.4. DiTRANSITIVE VERBs. Figure 6 shows that the production of ditransitive
verbs was delayed. Group 1 did not produce any of the target ditransitive verbs.
However, some children produced the ditransitive verbs dati ‘give’ and baciti
‘throw’, even though these were not counted as target answers. The reason why
these verbs were not coded as ‘target’ is that children either used them immedi-
ately after hearing that word from the interviewer (not as part of a question that
should elicit that verb) or they used an incorrect form of the verb. The imperative
form of the verb daj ‘give.2p.sg.imp.” instead of the target forms daje (3.p.sg.pres.)
or dala (3.p.sg.past.fem) was produced. Previous studies have shown that this form
of the verb ‘give’ without arguments is the first one to appear in child language
(ArRMON-LoTEM 1997).

While Group 1 did not produce any ditransitive verbs, Group 2 produced two
ditransitive verbs: baciti ‘throw’ and kupiti ‘buy’. In Group 3, the production of
ditransitive verbs increased, but it was still quite low. The verbs baciti ‘throw’ and
staviti ‘put’ were produced by two participants, whereas the verb kupiti ‘buy’ was
produced only once. The verb dati ‘give’ was still not produced. The number of
ditransitive verbs sharply increased in Group 4, after which it remained quite
constant. The production of ditransitive verbs was even higher than the production
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of unergative, unaccusative and anti-causative verbs in this group. Except for the
target verb staviti ‘put’, which was produced by two participants, the production
was flawless. The production of ditransitive verbs was as successful as the produc-
tion of unergative and unaccusative verbs in Group 5, but this time the verb
baciti ‘throw’ was not produced by one of the participants. Finally, in Group 6,
all the target verbs were produced.

Figure 6. Ditransitive verb production.
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4.5. ANTI-cAUSATIVE VERBS. The production of anti-causative verbs also proved
to be delayed as no verbs of this type were produced by the youngest two groups
of participants at all. As shown in Figure 7, their production rocketed in Group 3,
after which it only slowly increased. In Group 3, it was even more successful than
the production of ditransitive verbs. The verb zatvoriti se ‘close’ was produced by
all the participants. The verbs otvoriti se ‘open’ and pokvariti se ‘break’ were
produced twice each. The verb ugasiti se ‘turn off” proved to be more difficult as
it was produced only once. In Group 4, the verbs zatvoriti se ‘close’ and otvoriti
se ‘open’ were produced by all the participants, whereas the verbs ugasiti se ‘turn
off” and pokvariti se ‘break’ were produced twice each.

In Group 5, the production was a bit lower than the production in Group 4.
Only the verb ugasiti se ‘turn off” was produced by all the participants. The verbs
zatvoriti se ‘close’, pokvariti se ‘break’ and otvoriti se ‘open’ were produced by
two participants. In Group 6, the production of anti-causative verbs was somewhat
lower than the production of other verb types. The verbs ugasiti se ‘turn off” and
otvoriti se ‘open’ were produced by all the participants. The verbs zatvoriti se
‘close’ and pokvariti se ‘break’ were produced by two participants. What must be
pointed out though is that one participant actually produced the passive forms of
the verbs zatvoriti se ‘close’ and ugasiti se ‘turn off”. Since passive verbs also have
one argument, which is a theme, these answers were coded as ‘target’.
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Figure 7. Anti-causative verb production.
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5. DiscuUsSION

5.1. LimitaTions OF THE sTUDY. The results of this cross-sectional research
indicate that children acquire syntactically less complex verbs first. What needs
to be said though is that the number of participants in the study was rather limited,
which is also the reason why a statistical analysis could not be conducted. Our
initial intention was to test at least five children in each group. However, this was
impossible due to not having obtained enough parental consent forms. Therefore,
the results of the research should be taken with caution at least until a study with
a larger number of participants is conducted. Another drawback of the research
is the fact that the frequencies of the target verbs in child language could not be
explored in detail, because there is no frequency dictionary of child language at
early stages of language acquisition for Serbian. However, we checked the verbs
in Andelkovi¢’s (2012) inventory of verbs produced at the age of 18 months (which
was the earliest age tested in this study), excerpted from CHILDES. All transitive
and ditransitive verbs and the majority of unergative and unaccusative verbs that
were used as stimuli in the present pilot study can be found there. The only verb type
that was not found at this age were anti-causative verbs, although the transitive
forms of otvoriti ‘open’ and zatvoriti ‘close’ were found as well. Due to the lim-
ited number of children whose transcripts are found in the corpus, the frequencies
of the verbs were understandably rather small.

5.2. IMPLICATIONS FOR THE NATURE-NURTURE DEBATE. The major finding of this
study is that syntactically more complex verbs seem to be acquired after less
complex ones, which is in line with PiNnkER’s Canonical Linking Hypothesis (1984,
1989). This especially holds true for ditransitive and anti-causative verbs. Reflecting
on the debate about whether unaccusative verbs are learnt early or whether there
is a maturational delay with A-chains, it is important to stress that the results of the
present study do not support the maturational delay approach, since unaccusative
verbs were produced even by the youngest participants.
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The observed difficulty with anti-causative verbs cannot be attributed to the
children’s problem with the formation of A-chains, since even the youngest par-
ticipants produced unaccusative verbs. It may lie in the difficulty of linking the
surface subject with an underlying object position, as SNYDER — Hyawms (2008)
suggested for passive constructions. Alternatively, it may be the case that the
external argument of anti-causatives is removed before the remaining argument
is merged internally (REiNHART — SiLont 2005), which may pose an additional
problem for children, who prefer the transitive variants of anti-causative verbs.

Hypothesizing possible reasons why the acquisition of ditransitive verbs is
delayed, apart from the Canonical Sentence Strategy Hypothesis (BEVER 1970), it
is interesting to discuss some of the conclusions reached in relation to intentional
verbs. In their study, HuTTENLOCHER et al. (1983) found that children (22-30 months
old) could produce and comprehend both verbs of motion and intentional verbs.
Yet, they produced and understood both types of verbs only when they themselves
were the agents of the target actions. When they were supposed to identify actions
of other people, they could only identify movement. HUTTENLOCHER et al. (1983)
suggested that that is because children are unable to identify the intentions of
other people. This may also be one of the reasons why the ditransitive verbs
tested were more problematic for the participants than other types of verbs.

It is of paramount importance to mention that the participants used adequate
tense morphology on the verbs from the earliest age. This indicates that they can
recognize verbs as members of a coherent syntactic category, different from that
of nouns (verbs are always inflected for person and tense in Serbian, which is how
they differ from nouns), which in turn supports the nativist approach. It also speaks
against the usage-based account, which suggests that learning is item-based and
that very young children are unable to make generalizations. The consistent use
of the third person singular verb form by the participants in this study provides
evidence that children are able to generalize from the earliest age.

6. ConcLusion. In brief, the results of the present study, which was aimed at
examining the production of verbs with different argument structures (unergative,
unaccusative, anti-causative, transitive and ditransitive verbs) at different stages
of first language acquisition and thereby contributing to the nature-nurture debate,
show that children at a lower stage of language acquisition have more difficulty
producing verbs with a complex argument structure, either those with a third
argument or those which involve a complex syntactic process of derivation from
a transitive verb. The acquisition of verbs starts with transitive and unergative
verbs, followed by unaccusative verbs, while the production of ditransitive and
anti-causative verbs is delayed.

In order to gain further insight into the individual development of children,
a longitudinal study should be conducted in an attempt to increase our understand-
ing of the nature of verb acquisition. Collecting an extensive corpus of child
language in Serbian would be helpful in that sense, which is why that should
be one of the primary goals of future research into first language acquisition in
Serbian.
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APPENDIX: VERB PRODUCTION PER VERB TYPE
AND AGE GROUP OF PARTICIPANTS

UNERGATIVE VERBS
Tarég'et verbs/ réati run’ lajati “bark’ s‘pavat’i s‘{cakat,i Total number of
roups sleep jump verbs produced
Group 1 2 1 1 0 4
Group 2 2 0 3 2 7
Group 3 2 3 3 3 11
Group 4 3 1 3 3 10
Group 5 2 3 3 3 11
Group 6 3 3 3 3 12
TRANSITIVE VERBS

Target verbs/ Jesti piti e voziti Total number of
Groups ‘eat’ ‘drink’ pevati 'sing ‘drive’ verbs produced
Group 1 2 1 0 2 5
Group 2 3 3 1 3 10
Group 3 3 3 2 3 11
Group 4 3 3 3 3 12
Group 5 3 3 3 3 12
Group 6 3 3 3 3 12

UNACCUSATIVE VERBS

Target verbs/ g1t svetleti imati puci Total number of
Groups pasti *fall ‘flash’ ‘have’ ‘pop’ verbs produced
Group 1 1 0 1 1 3
Group 2 1 0 3 0 4
Group 3 3 2 3 3 11
Group 4 2 3 3 1 9
Group 5 3 3 3 2 11
Group 6 3 3 2 3 11

DITRANSITIVE VERBS

Talgi;xgzby dati ‘give’ | baciti ‘throw’ | kupiti ‘buy’ | staviti ‘put’ "{I(;tr%lsnpurr:;jcre(zlf
Group 1 0 0 0 0 0
Group 2 0 1 1 0 2
Group 3 0 2 1 2 5
Group 4 3 3 3 2 11
Group 5 3 2 3 3 11
Group 6 3 3 3 3 12
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ANTI-CAUSATIVE VERBS
Target verbs/ | zatvoriti se ugasiti se otvoriti se | pokvariti se | Total number of
Groups ‘close’ ‘turn off” ‘open’ ‘break’ verbs produced
Group 1 0 0 0 0 0
Group 2 0 0 0 0 0
Group 3 3 1 2 2 8
Group 4 3 2 3 2 10
Group 5 2 3 2 2 9
Group 6 2 3 3 2 10
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Huna Unuh
Cabuna Xanynka-Pemerap

[MPOAYKLUJIA T'JIATOJIA Y PABJIIMYUTUM GAZAMA
YCBAJABA MATEPHWETL JE3UKA: IIOJALIN 13 CPIICKOI"

Pesume

TTocTojeha melyjesnuka uctpaxkuBama ycBajama rJiaroja ca pa3jiniyuToM apryMEeHTCKOM
CTPYKTYPOM Jajy CyIpPOTCTaBJbeHE 3aKJbyuke. JIOK ce y HeKUM CTyaujama JOLLIO JI0 pe3yaTaTa
KOj! TOBOpE y IPHIIOT HATUBUCTUYKO]j TEOPUjH YCBajama je3uKa, pe3ylTaTh APYTHX UCTPAKHBAbA
TIOKa3aJIM Cy JIa Ce yCBajarbe je3MKa, I1a U IJ1aroa, mpe Moxe 00jaCHUTH y OKBUPY KOHCTPYKTHBH-
CTHUKE TEOpHje, I/Ie ce MPOAYKIIHja Iilarojia Ha paHOM y3pacTy 3aCHHBA HA HBUXOBO) yHOTpeOH.
I'maBHU 1KJb OBOT UCTpaKUBama OHO je 1a UCIIHUTA KOJUM PEAOCIEeIOM C€ YCBajajy INIaroJld pasiu-
YHUTE apryMEHTCKEe CTPYKType (HeepraTUBHH, HEaKy3aTUBHH, aHTHKAay3aTHBHHU, TPAH3UTHBHU U
JTUTPAH3UTHBHU TIIATOJIN) Y CPIICKOM je3UKY Kao MaTepmkeM, Te Jla Ha Taj Had4iH JOoIpHHece qedaTn
0 TOME J1a JIM je YCBajarhe je3rKa YCIOBJbEHO TeHETCKUM HacieheM Uiu je OHO pe3ysTar CHOJbHUX
yTHIaja (M3/I0)KEHOCTU U yuema). TecTUpaHo je YKYIHO JBajJeceT IJ1arojia, o YeTUpU OJ CBAKOT
THNa. YKYITHO CMO TeCTUPAJIN OCaMHAeCT UCIUTAaHNKA, KOj! IIPHUIIaajy clienehnM y3pacHUM rpyma-
Mma: 18-21, 23-25, 31-33, 35-38, 39-43 u 48—52 mecenn (1o Tpoje y cBakoj rpymnu). TexHUKa IpH-
KyIlJbamha MojiaTaka je Ouiia equIuTHPaHa NPOAyKIIHja Y KOjoj cy KopulifieHe Urpadke U BU3YSITHH
Marepujail. Mako je y3opak ucnuTaHuka 610 Manu, 3a0eexeHe Cy 3HadajHe pasiuke Mehy rpynama.
Hcnuranunu y HajMiaal)oj TpyIH ¢y yIiIaBHOM IIPOyKOBaJId TPAaH3UTUBHE U HEEPraTHBHE IJ1arole
(KO KOjHX TIOCTOjH KaHOHUYKA Be3a n3Mel)y cyOjekra u arenca), Kao ¥ HeKOJIMKO HeaKy3aTHBHHX
rJIarosia, aJtu Huje OMJI0 IUTPAH3UTUBHUX HUTU aHTUKAY3aTUBHUX ritarona. OBaj TpEeHA ce yodaBa
u 'y caenehoj y3pacHoj Ipynu, ajy ¢y OB/ UCIUTAHULU OUIHM 3HATHO YCHEMIHUJU Y HIPOLYKIUjH.
ITpBu ImyT cy ce jaBUIIN AUTPAH3UTHBHHY IIATOJIN. AHTHKAY3aTUBHU IJ1arOJIH Cy C€ IPBH IIyT jaBHIIN
y tpehoj rpymu ncriutanuka. OBa rpyna je mpoxyKoBaia TOTOBO CBE HeepraTHBHE, HeaKy3aTHBHE
1 TPaH3UTHBHE IJIar0JIe, aJIM je jOIl yBEeK MMaja moTemkoha ca MpOayKIHjoM aHTHKay3aTHUBHUX U
JUTPaH3UTHBHUX Iarona. [Ipogykuuja y HapeaHe Tpu rpyne je Ouia JocTa cliudHa, uMajyhu y Bugy
Jla Cy MCIHUTAHUIY YCIIEIIHO MPOJyKOBAJIH I'OTOBO CBE LIMJbHE Iilaroie, 6e3 003upa Ha BUXOBY
BpcTy. PesynTarn nctpaxkuBama yka3yjy Ha TO Aa Jella Ha HIDKEM CTYIIbY pa3Boja je3nKa Texke
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MIPOAYKY]jy IJIarosie KOMIIJIGKCHE apryMEHTCKE CTPYKTYpe (OHE KO KOjHX je mpucyTaH Tpehu apry-
MEHT WJIM OHE KOJI KOJUX C€ OJIBHja KOMIIJICKCAaH CHHTAKCUYKH JISPUBAIIUOHH IIPOLIEC). YCBajame riia-
rojia NOYumbEe YCBajalbeM TPAaH3UTUBHUX U HEePraTUBHUX IJ1aroja, IOTOM Ce YCBajajy HeaKy3aTHB-
HU TJIarojiy, 10K YCBajarmbe TUTPAH3UTHBHUX M aHTHKAy3aTHBHUX IIaroyia KacHu. BaxHo je ucrtahu
Jla Cy UCTIMTAaHHIIM aJeKBaTHO YIOoTpebpaBaiyn MOP(OIIOTHjy Ilaroiia o HajpaHHujer y3pacTa, ITo
CBEJIOYH O FbUXOBO]j CIIOCOOHOCTH JIa KJIACU(PHUKY]Y IIIaroiie Kao YIaHOBE KOXCPEHTHE CHHTAKCHYKE
KaTeropuje, Koja ce pa3iuKyje o KaTeropyje UMEHULA, IITO TOBOPH Y IIPUIIOT HATUBUCTUYKO] TE3U
0 yCBajamy je3nKa.
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