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In her review of my book in First Language, Laura Wagner calls on graduate students to pick the topic of syntax-semantics interface discussed in Chapter 4 of the book as their subject for a dissertation, as, in her opinion, the work presented in that chapter is merely the beginning of a sketch on the topic.  While I agree with Wagner that this is a fascinating subject and there is much more to study, I want to warn the said graduate students and other readers that Wagner's text contains a false statement regarding the empirical evidence presented in the Chapter on which my theoretical conclusions are based.  The relevant text is towards the end of her review and consists of the following paragraph:
"Despite these misgivings, this book has much to offer. There is a wealth of ideas

here and a great deal to spark future research. To pick one example: Ninio lays out

a terrific research programme in Chapter 4. This chapter is aimed at showing that

children do not use semantics to ground their valency patterns but generalize them

purely on a syntactic basis. Ninio states her position very strongly, but the data it

rests on are actually quite limited: just two experimental studies and a close analysis

of a single child’s first utterances. Based on this scant evidence, the issue seems

far from settled. However, Ninio has identified a critical question and even begun

to sketch out the relevant parameters that need to be investigated. Graduate students

looking for a good dissertation topic should read this chapter closely!"

The statement that the theoretical claim is based on "scant evidence" consisting (besides two experimental studies by Michael Tomasello and colleagues) merely of "a close analysis of a single child’s first utterances" is false.  Besides the studies mentioned by Wagner, the evidence presented in the Chapter was obtained in two full-scale research projects, one containing a sample of 20 children longitudinally followed, the other a sample of 14 children, both studies published previously in major journals. The articles are:

Ninio, A. (2005). Testing the role of semantic similarity in syntactic development.  Journal of Child Language, 32, 35-61. 

Ninio, A. (2005). Accelerated learning without semantic similarity: indirect objects. Cognitive Linguistics, 16, 531–556. 

 The first published study dealt with verb-object combinations, the second, verb-indirect object combinations.  The single-child study mentioned by Wagner was added to the published studies in order to cover also the subject-verb-object construction in the book.  In all three studies, children's first utterances are analyzed in close detail, as befitting this topic.
The three studies are described in great detail in the book, on pp. 103-114, including the two large-scale studies previously published as journal articles.  I invite all readers to browse the Google-book version of my book and see for themselves the extensive coverage of the two published studies in it.  Wagner's statement that the observational evidence consists only of a single child's utterances is simply incorrect, and the rest of her remarks on scant evidence and so forth, are out of order.  Maybe Wagner should take her own advice and read this chapter closely -- more so than she had apparently done before writing a review on it for First Language.
