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N o u n s a n d V e r b s i n L a n g u a g e Acquisitio n 

Heik e M.E .  Tapp e (IAPPEC "  informatik.uni-HAMBURG.De ) 
Graduat e Progra m i n Cognitiv e Scienc e &  Cente r  fo r  Knowledg e an d Languag e Processin g 

Universit y  o f  Hamburg ,  Vogt-Kolln-Str .  30 ,  2252 7 Hamburg ,  German y 

Introductio n 

Thi s pape r  present s variou s dat a whic h reflec t  difference s 
i n firs t  languag e acquisitio n o f  noun s an d verbs . 

A firs t  stud y (Tappe ,  1996 )  reveal s tha t  a n acallosa l  gir l 
face d enormou s difficultie s wit h th e acquisitio n o f  noun s 
du e t o difficultie s i n concep t  formation .  Verbs ,  quit e t o th e 
contrary ,  wer e acquire d withou t  muc h effort .  Thei r 
acquisitio n seem s t o hav e bee n facilitate d b y th e girP s 
intac t  syntacti c knowledge . 

Convergen t  evidenc e fo r  thi s hypothesi s i s provide d b y 
bilingua l  children .  Thes e childre n generall y rathe r  lear n 
ne w word s tha n equivalents ,  yet ,  the y see m t o lear n mor e 
ver b equivalent s tha n nou n equivalents .  Th e childre n thu s 
experienc e a  greate r  amoun t  o f  newnes s i n ver b equivalent s 
tha n i n nou n equivalents .  Eve n thoug h ver b pair s ma y b e 
semanticall y nea r  t o synonymous ,  th e syntacti c informatio n 
encode d i n th e respectiv e verb s m a y diffe r  acros s 
languages . 

Data Collection and Subjects 

Th e dat a presente d i n thi s pape r  ste m fro m thre e 
longitudina l  studie s base d o n videotape d pla y sessions . 
Eac h on e employe d th e sam e method s i n dat a collectio n 
and analysis .  Thus ,  comparabl e expressiv e vocabularie s fo r 
th e five  childre n unde r  consideratio n wer e documented . 

Eac h o f  th e bilingua l  childre n acquire s tw o first 
language s (Frenc h an d German )  simultaneously .  T w o mal e 
and tw o femal e childre n wer e studied ,  fro m ag e 1  ; 0 t o 2; 0 
i n thre e case s an d fro m 1  ; 0 t o 3; 0 i n th e las t  one . 

Th e monolingua l  Germa n child ,  L ,  i s a  cas e o f  complet e 
corpu s callosu m agenesis .  I n he r  overal l  developmen t  th e 
chil d fall s  abou t  on e yea r  behin d he r  neuroanatomicall y 
unchallenge d peers .  Yet ,  he r  abilitie s develo p a t  a n averag e 
pac e an d sh e i s no t  mentall y handicapped .  He r  languag e 
developmen t  wa s documente d righ t  fro m th e onse t  a t  2; 0 
unti l  th e ag e o f  5;0 . 

Results 

Durin g th e first  1 2 month s o f  languag e acquisitio n noun s 
constitut e about  2 0 % o f  al l  word s i n th e expressiv e 
vocabular y o f  th e acallosa l  child .  Nou n acquisitio n seem s t o 
be affecte d b y deficit s i n th e fine  tunin g o f  th e verba l 
association .  Th e deficit s themselve s ar e base d o n lackin g 
inhibitio n o n lateralize d processe s i n objec t  perception , 
whic h ar e propose d b y Brow n an d Kossly n (1995) .  Ver b 

acquisition ,  o n th e othe r  hand ,  i s  unspared .  Supposedly , 
thi s effec t  i s  supporte d b y syntacti c processin g whic h i s 
unaffecte d b y th e neuroanatomica l  conditio n o f  th e child . 

Furthe r  evidenc e fo r  th e vie w tha t  ver b acquisitio n 
encompasse s syntacti c aspect s (Lederer ,  Gleitma n & 
Gleilman ,  1995 )  ca n b e foun d i n th e dat a o f  th e bilingua l 
children .  I n th e younge r  childre n th e effec t  unde r 
consideratio n i s bu t  a  trend ,  ye t  i n olde r  childre n wh o ar e 
beyon d th e pre-syntacti c stag e i n thei r  linguisti c 
development ,  ver b equivalent s (42% )  largel y outnumbe r 
nou n equivalent s (18%) . 

Conclusion 

The dat a draw n fro m severa l  longitudina l  studie s o n 
languag e acquisitio n provid e evidenc e fo r  th e hypothesi s 
tha t  childre n ar e sensitiv e t o syntacti c informatio n i n ver b 
acquisition .  O n thi s basis ,  a n acallosa l  chil d wit h 
difficultie s i n th e integratio n o f  perceptua l  informatio n i s 
abl e t o effortlessl y acquir e verb s whil e noun s ar e learne d 
wit h grea t  difficulty .  Bilingua l  children ,  too ,  differenfiat e 
betwee n th e tw o wor d classes :  the y lear n mor e verb s 
equivalent s a s soo n a s syntacti c processin g become s 
available . 
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