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When children begin to generate word-combinations, for a period of time most of their multiword utterances are just two words long. This initial period of SYNTAX is informally named the two-word stage. The interest in this period is fuelled by the feeling shared by many researchers that the correct characterization of these short and rather primitive little SENTENCEs is the key to the riddle of syntactic development as well as to the nature of adult syntax itself (see ACQUISITION OF SYNTAX). The riddle is what knowledge these word-combinations reflect, and how will it develop into the adult syntactic competence.


In general, early sentences tend to be quite grammatical -- within the limitations imposed by their length. The errors made tend to be errors of omission and not of commission; children might omit elements such as articles or copulas, but the words they do use, are used on the whole according to their adult form-class distinctions and in the correct WORD ORDER (Brown 1973). These early sentences apparently reflect children's mastery of a correct segment of the adult grammar.


There are indications that children at this very early stage already generate their word-combinations by the same basic process that adults employ. According to the latest version of the Chomskian theory, the so-called Minimalist Program (see MINIMALISM), adult syntax is built on a binary MERGE relation between two words, one a predicate and the other, its argument (see ARGUMENT AND PREDICATE). This relation is `projected' from the lexical features of the predicate-words (Chomsky 1995). These lexical features are referred to as the semantic and syntactic valency; they encode the potential of words to receive semantic and syntactic associates of certain types. The Merge operation is applied recursively (see RECURSIVENESS) , so that the ultimate structure of the sentence is arrived at by the combination of all merged word-couplets in the sentence. The Merge operation is analogous to the relation of Dependency employed by grammatical theories of the Dependency tradition (e.g., Hudson 1990), thus representing a strong block of consensual syntactic description in theoretical linguistics.


Throughout most of the modern study of child language, researchers tended to emphasize the dissimilarity of the sentences produced at the two-word stage to adult utterances. There are many different descriptions of children's early word-combinations, most employing terms not used for adult syntax. It will be shown presently that all these different descriptions refer to the same entity: a Merge/Dependency pair, built on the predicate word's valency for an argument. We shall review three classical and apparently conflicting descriptions of children's word-combinations at the two-word stage -- telegraphic speech, semantic relations, and the pivot look -- and `deconstruct' them as crypto-Merge/Dependency descriptions.


Brown and Fraser (1963) coined the term `telegraphic speech' (see TELEGRAPHIC STAGE) to point out that early multiword utterances resemble telegrams: children omit all items which are not essential for conveying the gist of the message. The omitted elements are closed-class words such as articles, auxiliary verbs, copulas, prepositions and conjunctions; the remainders are open-class or substantive words such as nouns, verbs, and adjectives. For example, Eve, one of the children observed by the Brown group said Chair broken when an adult would have said The chair is broken. Children do use closed-class items when generating word-combinations, but such elements are omitted if they are not essential to get the message across. It is possible to show that telegraphic utterances satisfy in an extremely elliptical manner the semantic and syntactic valency requirements of the predicates around which the sentence is built. For example, the shortened sentence Adam make tower, produced by another of the children observed by the Brown group, satisfies the verb make's semantic requirement for two logical arguments, one for the maker and one for the thing made; the child-speaker even has the correct idea where to place them relative to the verb, satisfying syntactic needs.


Another classical description of early multiword utterances is that they are the outcome of the combinations of semantic (and not formal-syntactic) categories. Researchers such as Brown (1973) and Schlesinger (1971) suggested that many or maybe all of children's early word-combinations can be characterized with the help of a few central CASE-like or THEMATIC ROLES or  categories such as agent, action, object, location and so forth, which the children combine into PROPOSITION-like utterances. For example, an utterance such as Make tower would be categorized as an instance of an action-object combination. Obviously, a `semantic' description translates quite straightforwardly to the language of predicate-argument relations, as thematic roles are in the first place classifications of predicates' semantic arguments, in particular if we consider individual semantic arguments ("thing made") rather than abstract categories like "object".


A third well-known approach to early word combination is "pivot grammar". Braine (1963) and, independently, Miller and Ervin (1964) claimed that early word-combinations can best described as combinations between a specific word placed in a fixed position (first or last) in the combination (the pivot), and sets of words filling the complementary position. Braine defined these item-set combinations as between a small group of words belonging to the `pivot-class' and a larger set of words belonging to an `open class'. The distinction between the two rests on the differential distribution of the two types of words: a few (the pivots) occur with high frequency, occupy a constant position in the sentence (first or last); and appear with a varying set of complements. The large class of `open class' items occur much less frequently, occur with different `pivots' and in different positions in the word-combination. For example, Braine's subject Andrew generated many different combinations in which the word more appeared in the first position, for example, more car, more cereal and more cookie. This kind of distributional asymmetry provided the motivation for declaring more the pivot of the combinatory formula generating these and many other word-combinations.


It is apparent that most pivot-open type of word-combinations consist of predicates and their logical arguments, possibly exemplifying the Merge/Dependency syntactic relation. Most pivots in the Andrew corpus -- e.g., all, hi, more, no, off, other and see -- are words having a valency requirement for some complement which the `open-class' slot-fillers provide. The predicate-argument nature of pivot constructions have been pointed out by several authorities, among them Gentner (1978), MacWhinney (1982) and Ninio (1988), as well as Braine himself in a later publication (Braine 1976). Other researchers such as Bloom (1970) and McCune and Vihman (1999) also see pivotal combinations as consisting of 'relational words' and their complements, though they tend to apply this analysis to closed-class predicates and not to verbs.


It is, nevertheless, impossible to equate a pivot-open characterization of early word-combinations with a description in terms of predicate-argument relations. A pivot-type grammar puts no constraint on the items that form the frames of a combinatory formula and does not restrict pivots to predicate words, accepting as pivots, for instance, pronouns like I or it, or proper nouns such as Mommy and Daddy (e.g., Childers and Tomasello 2001). Obviously, pronouns and proper names do not have a semantic or syntactic valency for complements, being the quintessential zero-valency items. The source of the problem is that pivot-open or slot-and-frame descriptions of early sentences base the identification of pivots solely on distributional facts (namely, that pivots be positionally constant and frequent items with many different `partners' with which they are combined), and not on an a priori lexical- semantic feature we call a valency requirement, that pivot words but not their arguments possess vis-a-vis the other.


It is possible to demonstrate that the distributional criteria are inherently flawed by being unconstrained: given the accidents of distribution, both words in a given word-combination can often be categorized as "pivots" of the combination, invalidating the analysis. In addition, there are many languages with a free word-order in which the positional analysis is inappropriate. Beyond the methodological issues, it is notoriously incorrect to identify syntactic structure with linear-positional regularities, and see Chomsky's publications on the matter (e.g., 1971) (see STRUCTURE DEPENDENCY). A predicate-argument analysis of the same pivot-type word combinations is much more successful, the choice of the pivot constrained by the inherent logical and semantic features of the words.


Support for a valency-based grammar for young children comes also from a consideration of BILINGUALISM AND MULTILINGUALISM. For instance, Vihman (1999) pointed out that her son Raivo produced many mixed-language utterances in Estonian and English.  These could not have been derived from the linguistic input, as the adults in this child's environment did not mix languages. In all cases, however, these word-combinations represented predicate-argument pairs, although the arguments were drawn from a different lexicon than the predicate words.


It is often claimed that children's early word combinations that populate the two-word stage in particular, are lexically-specific, while later syntax is generated through the application of abstract or general combinatory rules. Indeed, throughout the modern study of language acquisition, much effort has been spent on attempting to explain how children pass from word-specific to abstract rules. However, theoretical linguistics of the Chomskian kind – rather inclined to abstractions -- has these twenty years abolished abstract "PHRASE-STRUCTURE Rules" from the grammar on purely linguistic grounds, retaining only lexically stored combinatory regulations. It is apparent that the quest for abstractions in child language rests on out-of-date linguistic foundations.


To summarize, children's very earliest two-word combinations appear to be generated by the very same process that forms the basic building block of syntactic structure, the two-word couplet in a Merge/Dependency relation. When being in the Two-Word Stage, all children need is to learn recursion and they are on their way to an adult syntax.

--Anat Ninio
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