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The goal of this chapter is to present some of the
interesting and important aspects of cross-linguistic comparisons which can be
made between the acquisition of Japanese and of English. We do not attempt an
exhaustive review of the literature (see, for example, Clancy, in press; Iwata,
1979; Murata, 1968, 1972; Sato, 1978 for reviews of the Japanese literature).
We focus instead first on the basic theoretical issues underlying the study of
language development in general. Then we selectively describe research that seeks
invariants as well as interesting variations in the cross-linguistic circumstances
of language development in Japanese and in English.

Among the areas of child psychology, language development is perhaps one
of the least understood by those outside the specialty. Developmental psychol-
inguists frequently find themselves forced to explain the major issues in the field,
even to their colleagues in developmental psychology. This confusion exists in
part because the questions asked by linguists (for an immediate example, see
Kuno, this volume) ordinarily have considerable influence on the questions asked
by developmental psycholinguists. In an interdisciplinary volume such as this,
then, it behooves us to consider these issues. Therefore, we should ask why de-
velopmental psycholinguists study child language in general and cross-linguistic
child language acquisition in particular. Such a discussion is a prerequisite for
any consideration of specific research findings from comparative studies of the
acquisition of Japanese and of English, the topic that comprises the second part
of this chapter.

Why Study Language Development?

The basic reasons for studying language development in children have endured
throughout the history of child language. Linguists have been fascinated with the
developing language of children as it bears on the diachronic question of language
history and the synchronic question of the form and function of the linguistic



system. Psychologists have been motivated by their desire to understand the mind,
the nature of learning, and the relation between the individual and society. Of
prime importance are the issues of the relation between language and thought
and between biological and social influences on language. (For brevity, we omit
from this discussion the more abstract relation between linguistic and psycholin-
guistic theories, although serious readers are urged to consult relevant sources,
such as Wexler, 1982.)

Language and Thought |

One important contemporary issue is that of the mental representation of the
form and the function of language and how each element is related to general
cognition, Two distinct points of view are associated with two of the most in-
fluential theorists of our time: Jean Piaget and Noam Chomsky. Their views differ
about the relation between the mental representations of language and of reality.
They also differ about whether language is learned and develops according to
universal developmental laws or is a matter of the maturation of biologically
determined and universal grammatical mechanisms.

According to Piaget, language is a part of general cognition; the same sym-
bolic capacity underlying the development of language also underlies the devel-
opment of other aspects of thought. Moreover, language development depends
upon cognitive development. The meaning of children’s language derives from
the representation of reality—objects, events, and relations between them de-
veloped in infancy. Subsequent development of language continues to depend on
the logical development of thought. The existence of language universals (for
example, Comrie, 1981) is the reflection of the universality of human development
more generally.

In contrast, for Chomsky the syntax of language is an autonomous cognitive
system which is biologically determined, with no causal chain existing between
it and thought. The child is born with a specifically linguistic mechanism which
somehow makes it possible to discover the particular grammar of the language
on the basis of only a limited sample of speech from the environment. Language
acquisition is a matter of maturation. What is mentally represented is an abstract
system of rules and the mechanisms for their discovery. These rules cannot be
learned from the environment. They bear no relation to the representation of
reality in everyday events, constituting instead a core “universal grammar” which
forms a part of an innately determined human mental capacity.

The tension between these two points of view has permeated efforts to explain
language development (Piattelli-Palmarini, 1980). In linguistic terms, the question
concerns whether the semantic or the formal aspects of language are primary in
determining the contrasts children learn. To what extent do children depend on



.semantic categories, derived from their understanding of the world, for arriving
at syntactic categories? Or are the syntactic categories somehow given as a priori
structures, waiting for their maturational time of ascendence? In cognitive terms,
“the question is whether and how the processes involved in language learning are
specific to language or extend as well to other kinds of problem-solving.

Much of the debate concerning the relation between language and thought
has centered on the influence of thought on language. However, we have also
come to recognize that the course of language acquisition is equally influenced
by the nature of the linguistic system the child is learning. The importance of
language for language development—or linguistic determinisn—has been de-
scribed in several ways (see Bloom, 1981). According to the theory of generative
transformational grammar, language acquisition is determined by the innate lin-
guistic universals which decide basic grammatical categories (Chomsky, 1965).
Another view holds that children discover underlying grammatical categories by
learning to pay attention to the surface forms of speech which mark the part of
speech (such as -ing on verbs in English, and -te-ru in Japanese). Noticing the
endings of words helps the child to discover whether a word names an object or .
an action (Brown, 1957) and to discover the grammatical categories to which
the word belongs (Maratsos, 1982). And according to Slobin (1973), children
growing up in different environments are similar both in their cognitive devel-
opment and in the cognitive strategies they use in language acquisition. Never-
theless, researchers have observed different sequences of development among chil-
dren learning different languages. These sequences, in which different children
learn to express similar ideas about the world, are determined in large part by
the accessibility of the surface forms of the language expressing those ideas.

Languages that differ from one another in their surface forms can still be
similar in their underlying universal principles. In the same way, the children
learning these different languages can also be similar in the cognitive strategies
they use in acquisition. Thus, although sequences of acquisition can differ in the
particulars of surface form, they may still have much in common. One such
example is the similarity in how the verb system influences acquisition of different
languages. Verbs are prominent in both Japanese and English. For example, they
are very resistant to deletion in adult Japanese (Kuno, 1973) and are the most
frequently expressed constituents in Japanese child-language (Clancy; Rispoli,
1984) and in English child-sentences (Bloom, Miller & Hood, 1975). In the ac-
quisition of both languages, pro-verbs (for example, do in English, suru in Jap-
anese) are ubiquitous in early sentences. Before children acquire a store of more
semantically specific verbs, they learn to use pro-forms to maintain the structural
integrity of their speech (Bloom, 1981; Rispoli). Thus, the same principles,
whether specifically linguistic or more generally cognitive in nature, can influence
the acquisition of different languages in similar ways.



Language, the Individual, and Society

Different theorists have conceptualized language differently with respect to its
role in the relation between the individual and society. Both Piaget and Chomsky,
despite their differences, conceive of language as a faculty of the individual mind.
Although neither would deny that social interaction provides the context, each
holds that language develops within the individual.

In contrast, others conceive of language as, first and foremost, a social phen-
omenon. Language is an activity taking place between rather than within in-
dividuals and existing in society rather than in the mind. Children acquire words
and syntactic structures through social activities of negotiation and interaction
with an adult (Bruner, 1983; Dore, 1984; Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). This second
. theoretical tension concerns the relative contributions of the child and the social
context to the process of acquisition. The debate over this is a contemporary
version of the nature-nurture issue.

The initial attraction of Chomsky’s nativist view of language, on its intro-
duction a generation ago, was the corrective it offered to the environmental em-
phasis created by the dominance of behaviorism. However, in the last decade,
with the increased attention to the importance of interaction between the child
and the social context, the balance has tipped once again toward the environment
in the effort to explain acquisition. Communication, rather than language struc-
ture or cognitive development, has emerged as the salient factor in child language.

However, social interaction and communication do not explain language
{Bloom, 1983; Shatz, 1982). Even after we understand the development of com-
munication and the ways children learn to use it in context, we will still need to
explain how the forms they use are acquired. Both biology and society will have
to be implicated in any theory hoping to explain acquisition to anyone’s
satisfaction.

We have also become aware that affect—emotions and drives—is another
nonlinguistic factor in development. From the beginning of infancy, exchanges
between infants and their caregivers are heavily endowed with feeling. Mothers
are adept at interpreting and giving meaning to their infants’ affective expressions.
This is, no doubt, the basis upon which communication develops between them.
However, whereas affect is the content of communication in infancy, we still do
not know how infants’ expression of it and adult responses to it relate to the
acquisition of language. We do know that children are very different from one
another in the frequency and intensity of their affective displays. During the period
of transition from prelinguistic to linguistic forms of communication—roughly
the last quarter of the first year and first quarter of the second year—affective
and linguistic expression coexist as two parallel and complementary communi-
cation systems, differing in form as well as content (Bloom & Capatides, 1985).

Since affective displays and their influence on the communicative interaction
between infant and caregiver have only begun to emerge as factors in develop-



ment, we know little about cross-cultural differences in this respect (see Campos
et al., this volume). Western research has emphasized the dyadic model of com-
munication, perhaps because it is characteristic of western communication pat-
terns (see, for example, Bruner; Stern, 1977). However, the dyadic model of
communication in infancy is hardly universal. In two nonwestern cultures, New
Guinea and Samoa, mothers avoid face-to-face contact with their infants. They
also refrain from elaborate interpretations of their baby’s facial expressions and
vocalizations (Ochs and Schieffelin, 1982). Thus, while important for commu-
nication in some societies, the relevance of affective displays in infancy for lan-
guage acquisition is unknown. Since Japanese is a language in which affect plays
a prominent role in grammar (for example, see the following discussion and Kuno,
this volume, about point of view, camera angle, and empathy in Japanese gram-
mar), comparison of the development of these aspects of language should be
promising.

Why Study Language Development
Cross-Linguistically?

Cross-linguistic reseach is conducted for three major reasons related to the goals
of developmental psycholinguistics in general. First, the researcher may want to
test the claim for universality of a developmental phenomenon which has been
formulated on the basis of a single language—typically, English. By looking for
invariants in development across languages having different structural charac-
teristics, one can determine whether the principle should be formulated as a uni-
versal about all human languages or as specific to the particular configurations
of particular languages.

A second reason arises when the findings in a given language may be con-
sistent with a particular theoretical (linguistic) interepretation, but the pattern of
results might be confounded with alternative interpretations. The cross-cultural
developmental psycholinguist is excited if another language can unconfound the
alternative explanations. _

A third reason is that the researcher might want to determine which aspects
of the process are governed by formal linguistic constraints, and which by other
“nonlinguistic” factors, such as the cognitive and the social development of the
child. As Slobin (1973, 1982) has pointed out, the pacesetter of language devel-
opment is best seen as a combination of cognitive development and of the formal
difficulty of the linguistic system.

In the remainder of this chapter, we describe some representative efforts
which fit into these categories in the comparison of Japanese and English
acquisition.



Universality

Take a specific principle formulated on the basis of English. Bever (1970) reported
that children acquiring English develop a heuristic strategy based on the regularity
of word order-meaning correlation found in English. Since most sentences, such
as Frogs are eating the princes are semantically of the form AGENT-ACTION-
OBJECT, children develop a heuristic taking the sequence NOUN-VERB-NOUN
and labeling the corresponding interpretation. This accounts, for example, for
the fact that at a certain point in development (somewhere around age 4) children
learning English systematically misinterpret passive sentences such as Frogs are
being eaten by the princes to mean the consumption of royalties by amphibians.
This hypothesis can be generally stated as proposing that children will formulate
an order-based interpretive heuristic which capitalizes on the basic order of the
target language. That hypothesis can be projected to Japanese to test its
untversality.

Word order in Japanese does not play the kind of key grammarical signalling
role it does in English. The basic and preferred word order of Japanese is Subject-
Object-Verb (SOV). Postposed particles (markings appearing on the ends of
" words) serve the key function of signalling whether, for example, a particular
noun is the subject or the object of a sentence. Since the predominant order for
their target language is AGENT-OBJECT-ACTION, do Japanese children, then,
construct an analogous strategy sensitive to word order? Such a finding would
amount to a straightforward generalization of Bever’s English-based claim. An
alternative possibility is that, because Japanese uses particles to indicate the gram-
matical roles of the words (-ga for subject and -o for object), children may ignore
the order of words in the sentence.

Studies of comprehension and production of sentences containing these pat-
ticles support neither of these possibilities. Rather, children acquiring Japanese
formulate an interpretive strategy taking both order and particles into account
(Hayashibe, 1975; Hakuta, 1982). That is, they come to expect particular pat-
ticles to appear in particular locations in the sentence. They take a noun marked
by -ga to be the agent of the proposition only if it is on the first noun of the
sentence. Otherwise, they ignore it. Thus, they correctly interpret Inu-ga neko-o
name-ta (“the dog licked the cat”), they perform randomly on Neko-o inu-gan-
ame-ta (the same meaning, but in the Object-Subject-Verb order), and system-
atically misinterpret Neko-ga inu-ni name-rare-ta (the same propositional mean-
ing but in the passive). In the last sentence, they are fooled because the first noun
is marked by -ga.

The type of approach thus described enables two things. First, it permits a
stringent test of a hypothesis. In this instance, it has shown any claim about the
primacy of word order in language acquisition cannot be universal. It must be
tempered by the extent to which different languages recruit word order as'a device
to signal grammatical structure. Second, this approach tells us something about



Japanese children’s language acquisition: their development is best characterized
as the broadening of the expectancy of particles with respect to position. Particles
are first bound to specific locations in the sentence. Development then consists
of broadening the range of locations where they may be found.

Another area where English-based hypotheses about universality has been
tested is sentence verification. Generally speaking, in English, one responds yes

_or no to a proposition, depending on whether it is stated negatively or affirm-
atively, The ball game was terrific is responded by Yes, it was or No, it wasn’t.
The ball game wasn’t worth going to is responded by Yes, it was or No, it wasn’t,
In Japanese, yes {hai) or no (iie) depend on the speaker’s agreement with the

_truth value of the proposition regardless of whether it is stated with a negative
or not. An obviously false negative statement such as President Reagan is not a
Republican in English requires Yes, be is, whereas in Japanese it requires lie,
chigai masu. (“No, it is different.”) In response to an obviously true negative
statement, such as Drinking water from the Sumida River is not good for your
bealth, (prescriptive) English requires No, it is not. In contrast, Japanese requires
Hai, sou desu. (**Yes, it is s0.”) Thus, the Japanese affirmation indicates agreement
with the proposition. '

Akiyama (1984) has examined this system in a series of studies from the
information-processing perspective (see especially, his review prepared for a Jap-
anese audience in Akiyama, 1981). He has adpated the sentence-verification pat-
adigm (Carpenter & Just, 1975; Clark & Chase, 1972) developed with English-
speaking children and applied it to Japanese children. The details of the study
are too complicated to address here. However, Akiyama has shown different
patterns of response times for English- and Japanese-speaking children which are
predictable, in part, by the grammatical differences between the two languages
we have outlined. His research points to the value of the strategic use of cross-
linguistic comparisons to modify claims about universality.

Other researchers have looked at sentence coordination [sentences conjoined,
for example, by “and” (-te for verbs, -to for nouns)] in Japanese, to test for the
generality of models of their development in English (Hakuta, de Villiers & Tager-
Flusberg, 1982; Lust & Wakayama, 1979). The theoretical orientations of these
studies are different. Lust and Wakayama take a generative grammar perspective
and look for the operation of relatively abstract constraints. Hakuta et al. take
into account the surface, linear properties of the sentences. However, both find
it difficult to extend the English-based model directly onto Japanese.

Unconfounding Hypotheses

We now turn to a case where Japanese can be used to sort out hypotheses that
are confounded in English. Research with this goal is a sophisticated variant of
the test of universality mentioned previously. The particular example we raise
concerns relative clauses. Relative clauses may not, on the surface, appear to be
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a thrilling topic of investigation. Yet, in fact, they are centrally important in the
description of languages because they are a manifestation of their power to embed
one proposition within another.

The literature on relative clauses deals mostly with English. As such, it is
filled with studies that argue between two competing explanations for what de-
termines their difficulty of comprehension. One class of explanations is based on
an abstract description of the sentence in terms of the grammatical relations. The
theories are built on units such as “subject” and “object.” These are somewhat
“deep” and abstract relations. A second class of explanations is pitched at the
more concrete aspects of the sentence. It takes as units the surface, linear sequence
of words appearing in the sentence. These two competing classes of theories say
different things about why the following sentences differ in their difficulty of
comprehension:

1. The philosopher [that the psychologist admired] hated eggs.
2. The philosopher [that admired the psychologist] hated eggs.

For the first class of explanations, a simplified version of the argument goes
as follows: what is important is the relationship between the two grammatical
roles played by the head noun of the relative clause (the philosopher in both
sentences). In (1), the head noun is the object within the relative’ clause (the
psychologist admired the philosopher). However, it is the subject in the main
sentence (the philosopher hated eggs). In (2}, the head noun is the subject both
within the relative clause and in the main sentence. Sentence (2) is easier than
(1) because the head noun plays the same grammatical role in both its functions
in (2), whereas it plays different roles in (1).

The second class of explanations says the following: what is important is
the order in which nouns and verbs appear in a linear sequence. The central
burden for the listener is to assign appropriate relationships between the nouns
and the verbs as they come in. Sentence (1) is more difficult than (2) because two
nouns are followed by two successive verbs, and this sequence taxes memory.

English is not a good language for separating out these two classes of ex-
planations because it relies heavily on word order for the determination of gram-
matical roles. Any explanation based on grammatical roles and their relationships
is confounded with a specified linear order of elements in the sentence. This
confounding can be sorted out in Japanese because of its flexibility of word order.
Thus, a sentence with a given grammatical description can appear in at least two
forms:

3. Haitatsuya-ga {keikan-o nagu-tta kosodoro-o] oikake-ta,
deliveryman-subj police-obj hit-past thief-obj chase-past
4. [Keikan-o nagu-tta kosodoro-o] haitatsuya-ga oikake-ta.
police-obj hit-past thief-obj deliveryman-subj chase-past



- Experiments with such types of sentences, when performed with Japanese chil-
dren, show the linear order of the elements, rather than their grammatical de-
scriptions, determines difficulty of comprehension (Hakuta, 1981; Harada et al.
1976). Thus, a sentence of a given grammatical description varies, depending on
the order in which the constituents appear. Now, when interpreting back to
English, by virtue of having ruled out the class of explanations using only gram-
matical descriptions as their vocabulary, one can conclude the explanation based
on the linear order of constituents is more likely to be correct.

We would like to emphasize that very few studies have explicitly uncon-
founded hypotheses through cross-linguistic comparison (Bowerman, 1980). It
would seem appropriate, for example, for Japanese researchers to use English as
a way of unconfounding variables in Japanese, such as the intricate interweaving
of linguistic forms with affective expression. We are unaware of any such studies.

Linguistic and Nonlinguistic Factors
in Development

We now turn to the third important function of cross-linguistic research: the
sorting out of linguistic from nonlinguistic contributions to the patterns of lan-
guage development. Unlike the functions already discussed, the research reported
here has not necessarily been directed toward cross-linguistic comparison. Rather,
it is based on observations of independent reports on the acquisition of English
and of Japanese. Thus, more rigorous research is needed to substantiate the gen-
eralizations offered here.

Furthermore, the further one gets from the relatively sharply defined lin-
guistic issues, the more difficult it becomes to relate particular areas to theoretical
concerns. In some ways, these phenomena may be seen as worthy of description
and comparison because they are simply interesting, not necessarily because they
resolve some theoretical dilemma—cognitive, linguistic, or otherwise. In our dis-
cussions with Hiroshi Azuma and Harold Stevenson at the Center for Advanced
Study in the Bebavioral Sciences, we referred to this aspect of cross-linguistic
comparison as the “freak show™ approach. Unusualness invites display.

Of particular interest are cases where particular meanings are expressed by
children learning one language earlier than children learning another language
because of the differences in the grammars of the languages. For example, Jap-
anese divides demonstrative pronouns, adjectives, and adverbs in a more complex
way than does English. While English uses this and that, Japanese brings a third
dimension into play, kore (“this”), are (“that over there, away from both the
speaker and listener”), and sore (“that over there, next to the listener”). According
to Okubo’s (1967) diary study, the child was using the three forms by age 2;6
(pp. 72—73). From such data, one can infer (pending verification through ex-
periments rather than through naturalistic observation alene) that children as
young as 2 can make distinctions involving the location of the listener.






