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A CASE STUDY OF A JAPANESE CHILD LEARNING 
ENGLISH AS A SECOND 

Kenji Hakuta3 
Harvard University 

Major findings are reported here of a longitudinal, natural- 
istic study of the acquisition of English as a second language by a 
five-year old Japanese girl. The emphasis is on empirical findings 
based on careful distributional analyses performed on the data, 
rather than on any particular theoretical orientation. The major 
content areas discussed are 1) the problem of prefabricated 
patterns (Hakuta 1974b); 2)  the order of acquisition of gram- 
matical morphemes; and 3) the problem of language transfer. It is 
argued that there is still great need for a broader empirical data 
base before any serious attempts at theoretical formulations of the 
second language acquisition process are made. 

This paper summarizes some of the major data gathered in a 
longitudinal, naturalistic study of a Japanese girl learning English as 
a second language (Hakuta 1975b). The subject in this study is 
Uguisu, 'nightingale' in Japanese. Her family came to the United 
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States for a period of two years while her father was a visiting 
scholar a t  Harvard, and they took residence in North Cambridge, a 
Working-class neighborhood. The children in that neighborhood 
were her primary source of language input. Uguisu also attended 
public kindergarten for two hours every day, and later elementary 
school, but with no tutoring in English syntax. Most of her 
neighborhood friends were in her same class at school. 

She was observed over a period of 60 weeks, from age 5;4, 
which was five months after exposure to English began, until age 
6;5. Every two weeks for a t  least two hours, spontaneous speech 
was recorded and later transcribed in traditional orthography. 
Transcription always was done on the same day as the recording, 
when contextual factors were still fresh in my memory. I t  should 
be noted that, prior to the first sample, in fact from three months 
after her exposure to English began, I made repeated attempts to 
gather data, but she produced little speech. I t  probably would have 
been possible to elicit speech from her at that time by bombarding 
her with questions, but I chose to let her begin speaking in a 
natural environment, which was in a play situation with her peers. 
Thus, the first sample could be considered her earliest attempts a t  
production. 

Method of analysis 

With thirty bulky looseleaf notebooks filled with trans- 
criptions, there are innumerable ways in which the data could be 
analyzed. And I tried practically everything, from half-hearted 
attempts to write grammars for given corpora, which never worked 
(see Brown and Fraser 1964; Rosansky, Schumann and Cancino 
1974), to frequency counts. Basically, as anyone who has seriously 
attempted an analysis of spontaneous speech data knows, you look 
at what you can look at, that is, those constructions which appear 
in relatively high frequency in the data. In one sense, this might be 
called an eclectic approach, but the one commonality is that all 
evidence presented is distributional, which is to say neither 
experimental nor anecdotal. Distributional analysis is a method of 
descriptive linguistics. From the full pattern of a collection of 
related utterances, one infers, seldom with complete certainty, the 
grammatical and semantic knowledge of the speaker. Develop- 
mental psycholinguists add to the lin'pistic distributional method 
the power of statistics a t  strategic points. I t  is essential to realize, 
above all, that from the single simple occurrence of a certain 
construction one can never infer much about the grammatical and 



P 

A CASE STUDY 323 

semantic knowledge underlying its occurrence and, most im- 
portantly, one cannot attribute to the child all the knowledge that 
could usually be safely imputed to an adult. Much research in 

trusted. 
Essentially what one does is gather together everything in the 

child’s speech that is in any way relevant to the construction of 
interest. Distributional analysis is simply the method of induction 
but it requires a good sense of evidence, some of the skills of a 
detective, and a deep knowledge of the language in question, if it 
is to be done well. Developmental psycholinguists did not invent 
the canons of induction, but it has invented and must continue to 
invent new ways of bringing induction to bear on the spontaneous 
speech of children. 

d developmental psycholinguistics commits this sin, and cannot be 

- Y  

Internal and external consistency as 
a developmental framework 

In an earlier paper (Hakuta 1975a), arguing from the basis of 
Uguisu’s data, I made an attempt to characterize the nature of the 
second language acquisition process. One characteristic is the slow 
and gradual nature of development. That is, nowhere along the 
developmental spectrum do  we find the sudden leaps in per- 
formance which we might infer as the acquisition of a ‘rule’. 
Typifying this gradual development are grammatical morphemes, 
which are easy to score in terms of percent supplied in cbligatary 
contexts (Brown 1973). When quantified in this way, one finds a 
gradual rise in the probability of that morpheme being supplied, 
from 0% approaching a 100% level. 

That this slow development is not due either to the possibility 
that each of these morphemes actually consists of minute sub-rules 
(each of which is acquired abruptly), nor to the possibility of 
phonological constraints, has been demonstrated in at least one 
instance. A comparison of the acquisition curve for the indefinite 
article Q (across all its obligatory contexts) was made with the 

which controls, for the above two possibilities. The choice of this 
odd restricted context [ a/-nother] , incidentally, was made on the 
basis of the fact that there were no nouns which appeared with 
any frequency across all samples in order to yield a reliable curve. 
[a/-nother] is, however, an adequate substitute since Uguisu also 
occasionally used its variants, theenother and somernother, 
suggesting that [ a/-nother] had productive usage. Figure 1 shows 

acquisition curve for a in  the restricted context [a/-nother], 
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Figure 1 .  Acquisition curves f o r  the indefinite article a b l i  the 
restricted context a/-notlier (closed circles) compared to the entire 
range of contexts a/>P (open circles), scored for percent supplied 
in obligatory contexts. The number o f  obligatory contexts f o r  each 
data point  for a/-nother ranges from 4 t o  18, with a mean of 9. 

the two acquisition curves. The profiles of the two curves are 
strikingly similar, except for the earlier samples (prior to Sample 
14) where the percent supplied for [a/-nother] is close to zero. 
The difference in the earlier samples, I believe, is due to instances 
where in total contexts, the instances of a which appeared were in 
fact simple phonological stems of other morphemes, such as in-a or 
look-like-a, and not necessarily productive. What the above analysis 
suggests, then, is that even within maximally restrict.ed contexts, 
the learning involved is not abrupt and sudden, but is rather a 
process in which the probability of the morpheme being supplied 
rises only gradually. What I am implying, of course, is that this is 
not just true in the case of the indefinite article, but true of the 
development of all linguistic forms, given a careful distributional 
analysis on the part of the researcher. For example, when 
Rosansky, Schumann and Cancino (1974) quantified the various 
English negating devices used by their Spanish learners over the 
course of learning, only gradual changes as opposed to abrupt 
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shifts are found in the type of negating device preferred by their 
learners. 

What are the propelling forces behind these gradual changes in 
the learner’s system? In my earlier paper (Hakuta 1975a), I 
suggested two processes, internal and external consistency, which 
were inductively derived from Uguisu’s data. My arguments are 
repeated here, and center around two construction types: 1) be 
goniza, as in I’m gonna fool y o u ,  and 2) wh-embeddings, as in I 
itnow how to p lay  hopscotch. 

Be-gonna. Uguisu began using this form as early as Sample 4, 
and with high frequency from Sample 9. She produced utterances 
such as the following: 

v 

- -  

She gonna kill her. 
I gonna make ‘nother baseball. 
Oh, they gonna kill the fish. 
Everybody gonna do it. 
We gonna punch you. 

Note that the auxiliary be, which is obligatory in adult speech, is 
missing. She eventually did begin supplying the be, and so I 
decided to score for percent supplied in obligatory contexts for all 
samples, tallying separately for the three allomorphs am, is, and 
are. The results of the scoring appear in Figure 2. For the moment, 
leave aside the strange downward swoop of the curve for am 
between Samples 9 and 14. We shall return to it later. Notice first 
in Figure 2 that the acquisition curves for the three allomorphs 
manifest a slow, probabilistic rise, just like the curves observed in 
Figure 1. Also note that the allomorphs am and is attain the 100 
percent level of being supplied, while the allomorph are trails 
limply, never getting above the 40 percent level. 

Why the difference between the different allomorphs of be? 
This is rather odd in light of the fact that Uguisu was quite good 
with other forms of be, namely the copula and the auxiliary in the 
present progressive. For the copula, omissions occurred rarely 
(about l%), and I have argued (Hakuta 1974b, also see the next 
section, below) elsewhere that they are ‘prefabricated patterns’. 
Similarly for the auxiliary: Uguisu produced am, are and is with 
equal ease, and so the problem cannot be phonological in nature. 

One possibility is that the sequencing of constituents in the 
input may provide difficulty. That is to say, when a declarative 
sentence, such as You’re gonna t ry  this one, is transformed into 
the interrogative form, it becomes Are you  gonna try this one?, 

- *  
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Figure 2. Acquisition curves for the three allomorphs of be: 
am (open squares), is (closed triangles), and are (closed squares), as 
auxiliaries t o  the catenative gonna, scored for percent supplied in 
obligatory contexts. Samples are bi-weekly. The number of 
obligatory contexts for each data point is greater than 5, in most 
cases between 15 and 30. 

where the auxiliary be is moved out of its normal environment and 
placed in front of the sentence. Thus: 

Pro + be + gonna + VP 
Be + Pro + gonna + VP 

This results in a sequence of constituents where the auxiliary be is 
in effect omitted from its position between the subject and gonna. 
It may very well be the case that this provides an erroneous model 
to  the learner. In accounting for Uguisu’s poor performance with 
me,  the explanation on grounds of sequencing of constituents is an 
intuitively appealing one. One generally asks questions about you  
and we,  such as Are you gonna come with me? or What are we 
gonna do about this problem?, both of which involve the 
allomorph are. It  seems unlikely that one would ask questions with 
the subject I ,  that is, A m  I gonna have a tantrum?. Questions 
involving a third person singular subject, such as Is he gonna read 
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this paper?, would also be less likely than questions with you  and 
we as subjects. 

T o  test for this possibility, I decided to analyze the 
interactor’s speech taken from two distinct time periods, the first 
from Samples 7 through 9, and the second from Samples 17 
through 22. I shall refer to these two periods as Time I and Time 
11. I first extracted all utterances involving the form gonna, and 
then scored them, using as categories the three allomorphs, 
according to whether they provided a ‘good model’ or a ‘bad 
model’. A good model was defined as where the be is placed 
between the subject and gonna, such as We’re gonna play with 
playdough; a bad model as where the be is not between the subject 
and gonna, but rather preposed, as in What are y o u  gonna do?.  
The percentage o f  good models over total gonna constructions was 
computed for Time I and 11, and the results appear in Table 1. The 
results show that a t  both Time I and 11, the percentage of good 
models for are is significantly lower than for am and is. If one 
accepts the assumption that similar profiles appear in Uguisu’s 
input, and I think it likely, then this analysis suggests that her 
apparent difficulty with the allomorph are had to do with her 
attempts to make her speech in effect consistent with what she 
heard in her input, a process which might be called ‘external 
consistency’. 

Let us return now to Figure 2 where, as mentioned earlier, 
there exists a rather strange downward swoop for the allomorph 
am between Samples 9 and 14. In Sample 9, Uguisu supplied ani in 
all five instances with gonna. Prior to Sample 9, between Samples 
4 and 8 when the gonna form was infrequent, Uguisu supplied am 
in 4 out of 5 instances. By Samples 14 and 15, am was omitted in 
all 22 obligatory contexts. One can well ask the question: “Uguisu, 
just what are you doing?” When a presumably correct form 
becomes deviant over time, one infers that some process of 
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. reorganization is going on. One possibility which immediately 

TABLE 1 

Percent o f  good models ouer total gonna constructions 
in interactor speech f rom two time periods. 

Time I Time II 

am 
is 
are 

.80 (15/19) 

.74 (14/19) 

.29 (22/75) 

.95 (l8/19) 

.74 (23/31) 

.33 (29/87) 
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presents itself is that the function of the form gonna is quite 
similar to that of other catenatives, have to and wanna. They all 
signal ‘intentionality’ or ‘imminence’ (Brown 1973:318). Of these 
three catenatives, however, gonnu is the only one in which an 
auxiliary be is required. Did Uguisu have the other forms wannu 
and have to? Wanna was present from the very first sample; more 
interestingly, the form have to, though existing infrequently from 
Sample 5 ,  went through a ‘peak usage’ between Samples 9 and 12, 
where approximately 14-15% of her total constructions used this 
form. This compares to an approximate 4% usage in the later 
samples. When a form undergoes such overuse, i t  suggests some 
process through which the form is being actively ‘tried out’ by the 
learner. Interestingly, this period of overuse of have to, which 
lasted from Sample 9 to 12, corresponds to the period when the 
downward swoop for am ingonna is observed, between Samples 9 and 
14. This observation leads me to  speculate that Uguisu was attempting 
to make her gonna form consistent with her other two catenative 
forms, wunna and have to, thereby dropping the urn in gonna, a 
process which might be called ‘internal consistency’. Uguisu was 
trying to keep related linguistic forms within her system consistent 
with one another. 

Wh-embeddings and wh-questions. While the notion of 
‘internal consistency’ is still fresh in mind, I shall go on to the 
next problem of zoh-embeddings and wh-questions, which I think 
speaks more directly to this issue. 

As early as Sample 5 ,  Uguisu made the following set of 
utterances : 

I know how to  do it. 
I know how to do read it this. 
I know how to kead it this. 
I know how to make. 
I know how to draw it cat. 
I know how to draw (it) butterfly. 
I know how to  draw it boy. 

What appeared at that time to be quite grammatical constructions 
of embedded how-questions, however, disintegrated over time into 
forms such as the following, which she produced a t  the very last 
session : 

First I gotta write it and show you how do  you spell ‘Debra’. 
I know h o w  do y o u  spell Vino. 
We only know how do  you make it like that. 
I know how d o  y o u  write this. 

What one finds here once again is a progression, from presumable 
grammatical utterances to a deviant form. This progression, from 
how to to how do you, is also a gradual and not a sudden process. 




