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ABSTRACT  

   

This study explores the development of negation and the Negation Phrase (NegP) 

in bilingual children learning both English and Spanish. I analyze the speech of four 

children growing up in the United States who are learning English and Spanish 

simultaneously in order to establish steps of parameter setting for negation. The 

transcripts have been taken from Pérez-Bazán’s bilingual corpus from CHILDES (Child 

Language Data Exchange System). The thorough analysis of the selected corpus data 

gathered from children ages 2;0 and 3;3 determines the steps children follow in order to 

develop mastery of negation and the NegP. 

This study is an addition to the body of research surrounding language acquisition 

and the concept of Universal Grammar’s Principles and Parameters framework. The 

bases for this study is Klima & Bellugi’s (1968) established three steps for acquisition of 

negation by children in English, as well as Zeijlstra’s (2004) analysis of languages in 

regards to phases of the Jespersen cycle. The data of this study suggest that there are five 

basic steps to parameter setting, and that as utterances become syntactically more 

complex, children value uninterpretable features with interpretable ones. This is seen in 

both languages studied. The parameters categorized based on the data available for this 

study are the following: 1) negative particle outside of the VP, 2) NegP creation and 

development with preverbal negative marker, 3) Negative Concord (NC), 4) True 

Imperatives (banned or not), and 5) Negative Polarity Items (NPI). 

Also important is the placement of the NegP, as it is above the TP in Spanish and 

c-commanded by the TP in English. The development of the NegP and uninterpretable 
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negation [uNeg] valuation by interpretable negation [iNeg] is also explored in the 

utterances of the four children studied. 

This study confirms Klima & Bellugi’s account of steps and further defines child 

negation in English as well as in Spanish. The focus on [iNeg] and [uNeg] features is 

further explained using Zeijlstra’s Phases of the Jespersen cycle as a springboard. I add 

salient information regarding parameter setting and how negation and the NegP are 

developed across two languages.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Language encompasses so much for an individual and incorporates identity, 

culture, and even preferences for ways of thinking. It is so much more than a string of 

words that flow seamlessly. No matter which language is used, spoken, written, or 

signed, humans communicate through language. They have the desire and the need to be 

able to talk to one another. Some ideas are straightforward, while others are uniquely 

abstract. Children start innocently speaking about concrete, tangible items. Their 

cognitive abilities eventually allow for more complex thinking, and thus syntax is born. 

The question is, how does a child who is born in one environment and at a critical age 

switched to another language situation able to thrive so smoothly?  

There are countless aspects which are universal across languages, such as the fact 

that all languages have categories, principles, and phonemes. Another aspect that all 

languages share is negative particles. Negation is a complex part of communication 

because it “has no referent…and is inherently relational in nature” (Pea, 1980, p. 156). 

Children communicate negation at such an early age, even though the cognitive abilities 

needed to understand negation are quite abstract. Given these assumptions as the basis of 

my study, it is important to note that children must all begin with a similar framework for 

grammar, and thus for negation. In agreement with lead scholars, it is assumed in this 

study that “children know basic grammatical principles largely by virtue of their innate 

biological endowment” (Crain & Pietroski, 2002, p. 164).   
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Given that language is common to all humans and negation to all languages, this 

dissertation is focused on analyzing the syntax of bilingual children with the objective of 

noting patterns in uses of negation in order to draw conclusions regarding the 

development of negation and the NegP, in particular the setting of parameters and the 

differences among Spanish and English as a stepping stone for further research. Inasmuch 

as negation is a notably complex concept, this research assumes that “children display 

abstract features of language in their earliest grammatical productions…” (McNeill, 

1966, 101). 

Much research has investigated the development of negation (Choi (1988), 

Déprez & Pierce (1993), (1995), Drodz (2002), Gilkerson, et. al. (2004), Givón (1978), 

Haegeman 1995), Horn (2001), Laka (1994), McNeill & McNeill (1967), Ouhalla (1990), 

(1993), Pea (1980), Thornton & Tesan (2013), van Gelderen (2010), Zanuttini (1997), 

Zeijlstra (2004), (2013) to name a few). Though there has been so much investigation 

presented on this topic, it has been difficult to distinguish the parameters children set, 

unique to the particular language(s) learned as L1, in order to acquire more adult-like 

mastery of such an abstract concept. In addition, it is essential to establish the steps which 

allow for Parameter setting. In this Introduction I will explain the purpose of the inquiry, 

the scope of the research considered as a framework, languages investigated and 

parameter setting, the methodology and collection of corpora selected for the study, and 

finally a review of the structuring of the remaining chapters.  
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1.1 Purpose of Study 

The objective of this study is to realize a descriptive account of the development 

of child negation in four bilingual children in order to offer a broader view of children’s 

development of negation and the NegP. Though much work has been done on this 

development via the gold standard of the three steps of Klima and Bellugi (1967), and 

subsequent additions and reorganizations by other researchers such as Choi (1988) and 

Cameron-Faulkner (2007), I aim to provide a detailed longitudinal analysis of bilingual 

children’s development of negation and subsequent attention to Principles setting of 

Parameters, in order to provide further evidence for a universal syntactic blueprint 

available to human beings.  

In this study, it is assumed that a bilingual child’s development of negation and 

the NegP follows a natural, prevailing progression. This means that children choose 

certain parameters based on the target language(s) being learned, this being how they 

arrive at a comprehensible grammar. 

1.2 Scope of Research 

Given the complexity and abstract nature of negation and the NegP, my research 

questions must be broad enough to encompass various aspects considered. I offer a 

general guideline of the development of negation and the NegP in child language 

(particularly that of bilingual English and Spanish speakers). I also explore parameters set 

and their order of appearance. In addition, I focus on interpretable and uninterpretable 

features and how they relate to defining the development of negation. A final 

consideration is an emphasis on what the NegP can tell us about Universal Grammar. 
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Considering the bulk of research in these areas, and my own research interests, in this 

dissertation, I aim to answer the following research questions: 

1- What parameters do bilingual Spanish/English-speaking children set for 

negation?  

2- How do interpretable and uninterpretable features used by children provide 

data for semantic or functional UG negation? 

3- How is the NegP for bilingual children different from that of monolingual 

children? Is it possible to tell this from the research done? Are the two 

languages, Spanish and English, influencing each other with regards to 

negation? And what does that show? 

1.3 Languages Investigated, Principles, and Parameter Setting 

It is important to note that this study does not encompass all languages, but rather 

sets a foundation for further research in the field. As the focus of my study is on Spanish 

and English bilingual children and their development of negation and the NegP, one of 

the primary objectives is to look at both similarities and differences among the two 

languages’ development. My hypothesis is that children who are learning both Spanish 

and English use similar syntax at first (Universal Grammar is assumed), and then at a 

certain point test parameter settings within the two languages. I will observe the steps 

involved in the process of testing (trial and sometimes error) and parameter-setting. Such 

parameters that children set, which are included in the framework of analysis that will be 

realized, are those of negation as a particle external to the VP, preverbal negation as 

noted during NegP development, True Imperatives, Negative Concord, and Negative 



5 

 

Polarity Items. I will look at non-strict negative concord (NC) (Spanish) and negative 

particle addition in English and consider how the structure of language affects where the 

NegP lies in the tree, and thus each negation’s relationship with other phrases. In 

addition, I will consider interpretable [i] and uninterpretable [u] features and the role that 

they play in the equation of negation and NegP placement and hierarchy. 

1.4 Methodology and Corpus 

 The method utilized in this study is corpus analysis. The Child Language Data 

Exchange System (CHILDES) transcripts of 4 bilingual children (ages 2;0-3;3) were 

analyzed from the transcripts contributed by Pérez-Bazán, who has studied bilingual 

children in the U.S. learning English and Spanish (MacWhinney, 2000).  To clarify, the 

ages of the children in the corpus studied are given in years;months, but the number of 

days is not included. This amount of description is not necessary for my analysis.2  

Currently, CHILDES, the most popular corpus used by researchers in the field of 

language acquisition is housed on the internet. It was created by two researchers named 

Brian MacWhinney of Carnegie Mellon University and Catherine Snow of Harvard 

Graduate School, in 1984. This website houses a corpus of transcripts of spontaneous 

interactions amongst children, monolingual, bilingual, and multilingual. Since the mid 

1990’s, many well-known researchers have uploaded transcriptions of child speech, 

including Bloom (conversations from the 1970s), Ervin-Tripp (conversation 1975), and 

Genesee (conversation 1994). In addition, a plethora of well-known researchers of 

language acquisition (among them Cameron-Faulkner, E.V. Clark, de Houwer, A. Hulk, 

                                                 
2 Many times the researcher also includes the days, given as years;months;days. 
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Paradis, and Pinker) have studied and analyzed transcripts found on the CHILDES 

website. The main drawback that I have encountered in using CHILDES is the 

inconsistent background information for the conversations and the children whose speech 

has been transcribed.  

In spite of the inconsistency in contextual clues on the actual transcripts, 

additional information was obtained from Pérez-Bazán’s dissertation (2002). She 

followed in the footsteps of W. Leopold (late 1940s) and M. Bowerman (1980s), who 

studied the speech of their own children in longitudinal case studies, in asking the parents 

and investigators to journal in addition to recording the conversations. Journaling allows 

other types of access to contextual clues and can aide in understanding stages of 

development. Recordings of the children were made to provide less “potential for 

selectivity” (Yip & Matthews, 2007, p. 7). Some well-known researchers that used tape 

recordings and supplemented with journal notes are Bloom (1973), Brown (1973), and 

van Kampen (1988). Thus, the information found in the CHILDES notes and transcripts, 

as well as Pérez-Bazán’s dissertation, aide in clarifying the background conditions. I have 

included a table here of the children’s backgrounds for easy reference.  

 

Table 1.1 Background of children                                                                                                          

Child native language of 

mother 

native language of 

father 

age span of corpus 

study 

Alberto Spanish English 1;3-3;0 

John English Spanish 2;0-3;3 

Tina Spanish English 2;2-2;11 

Carla Spanish English 2;0-3;3 
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In this study, I focused on development of negation and the NegP, starting with 

the simplest utterance, such as a negative particle followed by an adjective (example: 

“not hungry” (Alberto, 2;0). I chose to conduct this research as a descriptive qualitative 

study because in that way I could investigate contextual clues with more accuracy. In 

addition, I could pay careful attention to a one year and three month critical time period 

in language acquisition. 3 Focusing on a small expanse of time allows for more 

consideration to particular detail. The manner in which negative utterances were located 

was not with any certain search engine, but rather by careful reading in order to account 

for contextual clues. For my study, I have followed Stromswold’s (1995) measure of 

acquisition as stated: 

It is possible…that [it] is actually a speech error, an unanalyzed routine, or an 

imitation…These possibilities can be minimized – but not eliminated – by 

checking the context of utterances. Two other measures of acquisition are the age 

by which a child repeatedly uses a construction (age of repeated use) and the age 

by which a child regularly uses a construction (age of regular use). (p. 21) 

The age at which the structure is first used is generally the age of acquisition 

because the focus is not on repeated, regular, or reliable use, but rather the actual 

production. The results of previous studies by Klima and Bellugi (1966) and Choi (1988) 

have explained how negation is formed and in what stages, yet it is noted that they have 

probably left some utterances out of their description in order to focus on the way that 

they believe the “gradual accrual of rules” (Thornton and Tesan, 2013, p. 370) of 

                                                 
3 Though Alberto’s corpus is listed as starting at 1;3, his relevant utterances do not begin until 2;0. 
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negation occur in English. To clarify, I studied all utterances found in the transcripts in 

order to account for and be true to context. In this manner, contextual clues can aide in 

the correct interpretation of utterances in order to establish the parameters set by children. 

1.5 Organization 

After explaining in detail the purpose and scope of my study, I have also 

described the languages to be investigated, Principles and subsequent Parameter setting, 

and the Methodology and Corpus to be used.  

There are five chapters in this dissertation. Following is an outline of the 

remaining chapter. The second chapter defines the particular theoretical frameworks 

explored in the analysis, including existing research on bilingual child language 

development, the L1 acquisition of negatives as established in English, the Principles and 

Parameters framework, interpretable and uninterpretable features (including a focus on 

Negative interpretable features and those which are interpretable by children, meaning 

single negation which is semantic in nature), and the differences and importance of 

negative features and the NegP. I will also discuss how L1 acquisition of negatives 

differs among languages as well as the hierarchy of the NegP in English and its 

similarities and differences from Spanish. In addition, non-strict Negative Concord (NC) 

languages and Double Negative (DN)4 languages are described. There is a summary at 

                                                 
4 DN languages are not as they are commonly considered in layman’s terms, as two negative markers 

which equal a negative. Named by Horn in 1978, in languages in which DN is practiced, “each negative 

marker retains its semantic identity, thus…tending to annul rather than reinforce each other…” (Horn, 

2001, pp. 296). 
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the end of the chapter to tie all of the concepts together, since there are many subfields 

which contribute information and background knowledge for the base of my study. 

The third chapter examines bilingual children’s development of negation via a 

detailed analysis of the corporal data. The four children whose transcripts are studied will 

be viewed one by one as a review of each child’s development is conducted. First, I have 

organized the corpus by language (English, Spanish, and mixed utterances are in separate 

categories) and only included that which is relevant in the study, i.e. negation.5 Secondly, 

I provide annotated translations of the Spanish and mixed utterances. Thirdly, there is a 

descriptive analysis of the utterances and special attention is given to those that indicate 

the testing and setting of Parameters, following the development of the children. In 

Chapter four, there will be a comparative analysis of the findings, which is organized by 

Parameter set. Chapter five is the conclusion and includes contributions, limitations, and 

directions for future research. 

                                                 
5 As noted earlier, I have carefully read all parts of all conversations from the transcripts in order to include 

in the analysis as necessary contextual clues. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

In this review of the literature, I will look at studies done in seven fields of 

research in order to lay the background for my descriptive analysis. I will 1) explain the 

main premises of bilingual language acquisition for children, 2) review well-known 

research on the L1 English acquisition of negatives, 3) describe the Principles and 

Parameters framework, 4) explain interpretable and uninterpretable features (including a 

focus on Negative interpretable features and those which are interpretable by children), 5) 

explore the differences and importance of negative features and the NegP, 6) view a 

comparison/contrast of L1 acquisition among languages, specifically Spanish and English 

7) describe the hierarchy of the NegP in Spanish and English, and 8) provide a summary 

of the theoretical frameworks and highlight particular points that will be used in data 

analysis. The ultimate goal of this review of the literature is to offer insight into the 

development of negation in bilingual children and their setting of parameters. I will 

explore the research done by others in order to lay the background for my own analyses. 

2.1 Bilingual Child Language Development 

The question of bilingual children’s language development has been studied by 

many researchers throughout the past one hundred years, including Leopold (1947), 

Paradis and Genesee (1996), Poplack (1980), Taeschner (1983), Lanza (1998), Hulk & 

van der Linden (1998), Döpke (2000), and Muysken (2008). There are differing 

viewpoints regarding bilingual language development. For some, such as Muysken 

(2008), “for all intents and purposes, the bilingual children develop like double 
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monolinguals” (p. 117). On the contrary, Grosjean, as cited in Yip & Matthews (1989), 

claimed that a bilingual is not 1 monolingual + 1 monolingual, but “an integrated whole 

with a unique linguistic profile” (p. 4). Muysken (2008) states that “in simultaneous 

bilingual child language development, the two [language] systems with their respective 

functional categories tend to be kept apart, although there is some convergence as well” 

(111). It is my intention in my research to find out if this is in fact true in regards to 

bilingual Spanish/English children in the NegP, or is it possible to know? I am in 

agreement with Döpke (2000) that it would be impossible to develop as a double 

monolingual, with two L1s separate from without one language affecting the other, 

especially if both languages are spoken in the home or if two languages show a 

substantial influence in the child’s environment. Consider the mixed utterances of 

bilingual children or the code switching of adult bilingual or multilingual speakers. We 

will learn more about this transfer of languages when we look at the utterances of the 

children in Chapter 3. 

For years, investigations done by researcher Leopold (1947) led many to believe 

that children only had one grammar for however many languages s/he learns. When a 

child learned two languages at once, somehow one language would overlap the other, 

leaving less room per se for one language, thus inhibiting progression in the other. Now it 

is believed by many scholars in the field (Genesee, Paradis, etc.) that “even at the outset 

of syntactic acquisition, bilingual children have language specific knowledge operative” 

(Paradis, p. 185).  
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When Chomsky developed his theory of Universal Grammar (UG), he most likely 

could not foresee an investigational controversy regarding bilingualism on the horizon. 

The predominant basis of this theory is that there is one grammar, but that somehow each 

language picks from a range of parameters for word order and pronunciation, that each 

language chooses which rules will apply (Paradis and Genesee, 1996, p. 8). According to 

Tracy (2002), “the term parameter refers to mutually exclusive options, ideally binary, 

that universal grammar...makes available in principle; on the basis of their input learners 

have to decide which of these options is implemented in their target language” (p. 654). 

The idea of parameter setting6 is woven throughout the literature and has a tight grasp on 

researchers who are on both sides of the current controversy of the concept of one innate 

grammar. The ultimate goal of researchers is to answer the question: how is a child to 

know which rules to pick? Or do they choose a regimented structure at all? 

According to Döpke (2000), there have been three major theories in the past sixty 

years regarding the development of structures of language in bilingual children. The first 

of these was first begun in 1947, when Leopold claimed that for children, there is a 

collective syntactic system for both languages of a bilingual child (and subsequently, for 

all languages of a multilingual). A component of this concept is code switching, as 

Leopold interpreted the usage of words from both languages as “a sign that [the child] 

has confused her two languages and was functioning as a monolingual” (Genesee & 

Nicalodis, 2007, p. 324).  

                                                 
6 Parameters will be addressed in Part 2.3 in greater detail. 
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Others envision the theory regarding a collective syntactic system somewhat 

differently in that one language dominates the other. The child starts out with one lexical 

system for both languages, but then forms two lexicons, one for each language. However, 

s/he still only has one syntax for a certain period of time until finally forming two 

grammars. The age at which this occurs is not specified. Taeschner (1983), in his book 

The Sun is Feminine, stated that sentence structures develop along parallel lines when a 

child is bilingual (p. 58). He states that “the simultaneous acquisition of two languages 

is…the formation of two linguistic systems under conditions of complex interaction” (p. 

113). In this aspect, there is no asymmetry or directionality for those that support this first 

theory. 

However, the second theory poses that one language dominates the other because 

the two languages develop at different rates (Döpke, p. 80). Many scholars, including 

Schlyter in 1983 and Lanza in 1997, believe that the child has a weaker language and a 

dominant language, the latter overpowers the former. Lanza states, “The question of one 

system or two may actually be the wrong question to ask…” (p. 70). She believes that the 

focus of further research should be on reasons for language dominance. However, would 

crosslinguistic influences only go from the stronger to the weaker language? Lanza states 

that most code-switching shows asymmetry and that there is directionality in language 

mixing.  

Lanza (1998) also sees the two systems of languages not as necessarily 

impermeable to any outside influences. The two systems are developed separately, but 

“young children actually do compare and contrast their two languages” (p. 181). She also 
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raises the issue of input which Müller (1998) discusses as well. Many believe that the 

practice of one parent, one language, is best, following the “rule of Grammont” (Genesee, 

p. 170). That is to say that each parent should speak exclusively one language to a child, 

and no mixing should take place, in order that the acquisition be truly bilingual and for 

the child to be a balanced bilingual. According to Müller (1998), who investigated 

language transfer and code-switching, researchers Arnberg (1987) and Grosjean (1982), 

among others, have argued “that the bilingual child starts out with an undifferentiated, 

hybrid system” (p. 152). Myers-Scotton supports this argument as well with the Matrix 

Language Frame Model, which “recognizes an asymmetry between…languages [when 

codeswitching] (Jake, et. al., 2002, p. 69). The matrix language would be considered the 

stronger language since it “[provides] and abstract grammatical frame” for bilinguals 

(Jake, et. al., 2002, p. 69). The matrix provides a high proficiency in the language 

supplying this frame. 

Lanza agrees with Müller that the practice of one parent, one language is 

unrealistic because even if the parents follow the rule, the child knows that at least one of 

the parents is bilingual. This, in turn, affects the data that is collected and analyzed by 

researchers such as herself. Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, Müller (1998) 

argues that bilingual children do have the ability to distinguish between the two 

languages at a very early stage (p. 153) and that they use the temporary relief strategy of 

“syntactic borrowing” (p. 154) in cases of ambiguity. Inter-language transfer is a 

“predictable factor in bilingual acquisition.” (Müller, p. 168) Poplack (1980) agrees that 

code-switching shows that a child is a competent bilingual (p. 616). 
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The third theory, mentioned above, is evidenced by Döpke (2000), Hulk & van 

der Linden (1998), Paradis (2000) and Müller (1998), among others. “More recently,” 

state Serratrice, et. al., “the research has shifted to issues of crosslinguistic influences” 

(2004, p. 183). They further explain that “despite an assumption of language separation, 

the two systems interact at some level” (p. 183). The focus here is on the interaction, and 

that one is not separate from the other, i.e. two or more separate grammars/systems. 

Döpke is of the opinion that language mixing and code switching are evidence of a child 

being competent in both languages. Her theory suggests that two syntactic structures 

exist, one for each language: 

children are assumed to be aware that they are dealing with two language systems, 

and they intend to express this awareness not only in their lexical but also in their 

structural choices. However, they also notice the similarities between the 

languages that they learn, and similar structures gain strength crosslinguistically. 

(Döpke, 2000, p. 80)  

A minimalist account of code switching is given by MacSwan (2000), who is of 

the opinion that there are some components that are shared by both languages. While 

examining codeswitching patterns among simultaneous bilingual Spanish-Nahuatl 

speakers, MacSwan found that  

Since all cross-linguistic variation is lexically encoded, syntactic operations of the                          

computational system may be assumed to be invariant. Thus, a bilingual may be 

assumed to have a unitary system of syntactic operations… (p. 51-52)  
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 Furthermore, language-specific structures are produced by bilingual children at all stages 

(Döpke, p. 1). Müller and Hulk agree that there are two structures in a bilingual child’s 

schemata, and that one argument in favor of the separate language hypothesis is that 

monolingual children use the same type of (target-deviant) constructions during language 

development as bilinguals (p. 1). 

Additional evidence of this third theory is posed by Müller and Hulk in their study 

of object drop and the crosslinguistic influence in the C-domain, which is more 

susceptible to mixing. In their summary of results, they state that “the C-domain is 

particularly ‘vulnerable’ since it represents an interface level which connects internal 

grammar with other cognitive systems…” (p. 19). As such, mixing within the two 

separate systems at the C-level, where “syntactic and pragmatic levels of grammatical 

representations have to be coordinated” (Serratrice, et. al., p. 184), would be consistent 

with a system of languages which is unified at a certain point. Thus, if the child says the 

entire utterance in one language but adds a pragmatic marker in the other language, there 

could be a good reason for this. The Complementizer Phrase (CP, or C domain) includes 

pragmatic information, such as “but whatever” or “actually”, and if the concept is not 

available in one language, it may be used in another.  

Along with considering the non-consequential (to a point) aspect of the C-domain 

in language mixing, one must also ponder the gravity of the TP (more grammatical Tense 

Phrase level) and VP (more lexical Verb Phrase level). According to Hulk and van der 

Linden (1998), “children differentiate between their two languages both at the lexical and 

syntactic level” (p. 177). The reason for such mixing is that there is indirect influence, 
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“especially in those cases where the input in one language is ambiguous” (Hulk and van 

der Linden, p. 177).  At a lexical level, for example, one of my son’s favorite dishes is a 

Panamanian rice and bean plate. He asks, “Mom, will you make arroz con guandú  

tonight?” He uses the term in Spanish, though the rest of the sentence is in English, since 

we always refer to this dish using its name in Spanish. In addition, a term for guandú in 

English is pigeon peas, which actually is not the same type of bean as guandú. The 

cultural aspect is not there, and neither is the lexical. At the syntactic level, the same may 

occur. My daughter Susie, for example, may say “Who is the grandmother of Carla?” in 

English, since in Spanish the ’s possessive structure does not exist. Since she hears me 

talk about la abuela de Carla, she is used to the construction, and attempts to adopt it into 

her English speech. It still comes out, even at age 12;4. This structure is not incorrect per 

se in English, but it does not sound native-like. 

The differentiation between languages at two basic levels that Hulk and van der 

Linden discuss contrasts with Paradis and Genesee’s claim that bilingual children would 

find it extremely challenging to achieve pragmatic competence for two languages 

“without differentiated representations of their languages” (p. 2). The assumption is that 

bilingual children have too many triggers, and the structures from both languages are at 

times in opposition. However, Hulk and van der Linden are eager to indicate that 

crosslinguistic influence may also in fact be positive for bilingual children because their 

minds are open to a more complex system (p. 19), whereas monolingual children have a 

more simplistic system since they only need to grab and insert (author’s terms) from one 

syntactical structure. 
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When considering the differences in the three levels, CP, TP, and VP, it is 

apparent that code-switching/mixing does not interfere with the syntactic structure. 

Children are generally savvy in their selection of what to code-switch, much as an adult 

would. Since the terminology starts out in the VP, which is a lexical area, the syntax is 

not affected.  This is important because the child can use lexicon from two or more 

languages, if they have the same basic CP, TP, VP structure, while code-

switching/transferring, yet at the same time stay true to the target language. This will be 

seen in the next Chapter in certain trees that highlight mixed utterances. 

 

Complementizer Phrase- pragmatic 

 

Tense Phrase- grammatical 

 

Verb Phrase- lexical 

 

 

Tree Chapter 2, #1 (Tr 2.1) 

I have briefly touched on these three main theories of bilingual language 

acquisition amongst children. The premise that best fits with my argument is the third 

theory mentioned, in which crosslinguistic influences are common and are positive for 

children. For reasons explained above, I am in agreement with Döpke (2000) that the 

syntactic systems branch off at a point and the bilingual child realizes that s/he must test 
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parameters of each system, though the systems affect each other, in order to learn the 

syntax of each.  

It is important to note that researchers are interested in how the bilingual brain 

works and how syntax is developed. Generally speaking, researchers tend to focus on 

certain aspects of grammar in order to attempt to explain in a microcosm what could then 

be applied to more broad aspects of speech. For this reason, I have chosen to focus on the 

development of negation and the NegP. I have chosen to study its development among 

bilingual children in hopes that I come to some conclusions regarding the universality of 

syntax. 

2.2 L1 acquisition of negatives in English 

First, I will discuss research and topics of discussion about L1 acquisition of 

negatives, specifically in English. Though there is quite an array of research that has been 

done on first language acquisition of negatives because  

Negation is a semantic domain which lends itself to conceptual analyses of 

representational complexity… [,thus]…increasingly abstract forms of cognitive 

representation are required.” (Pea, p. 165)  

The research that my analyses stem from is the theoretical claims made by Klima and 

Bellugi (1966) regarding the three stages of child acquisition of negatives, which are still 

a cornerstone of investigative research today. Afterwards I will explain additions made to 

these by Bloom (1970) and Choi (1988). I will also describe a case study of a child done 

by van Kampen (2007). 
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 According to Klima and Bellugi, there are three stages of child acquisition of 

negatives in English. The objective of their study was to “find basic regularities” (p. 191). 

The first stage of development is the child negating the entire phrase. The child uses “no” 

or “not” in front, or external, of the entire phrase/clause. For example, s/he may say 

“No…wipe finger” or “Wear mitten no” (Klima & Bellugi p. 192).  Klima and Bellugi 

indicate that negatives are not found within utterances, only before or after. Note that the 

existence of the VP was not a consideration at the point in time when their research was 

conducted. 

The second stage of acquisition of negation in children is showing understanding 

of the negations can’t and don’t, which are auxiliaries and have no overt tense or 

aspectual markers. Choi, who did additional research in first language acquisition of 

negation, added another possibility to this stage, that of won’t.  These n’t auxiliaries are 

internal to the clause, though they are still unanalyzed since “they occur only in negative 

sentences, and in … limited forms” (Klima & Bellugi, p. 194). They are considered 

lexical items, since can not and do not aren’t used by children in the second stage of 

development, thus the auxiliary contains the negative element, while the VP has the 

lexical information. At this stage, the child is still not checking for tense or aspect. 

Children also include negative imperatives in the stage. For example, children say “Don’t 

leave me” (Klima & Bellugi, p. 195). 

By stage three, “the auxiliary verbs can be considered as separate from the 

negative element” (Klima & Bellugi, p. 197), as is noted by the use of questions and 

declarative sentences. According to Cameron-Faulkner, “by stage 3, the child is 
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considered to have an adult-like command of negators” (p. 253). Children at this stage, 

for example, can say “This not ice cream” (Klima & Bellugi, p. 196). Also, 

indeterminates such as “I didn’t see something” (Klima & Bellugi, p. 196) are common. 

Though these utterances are not at the level of an adult speaker, they are far more 

complex than the first two stages, which would be “No see” and “I don’t see” 

respectively. In addition, didn’t includes Tense, thus the TP is present.  

It is important to note here that Klima and Bellugi also researched the area of 

syntactic regularities in children’s speech as it relates to questions due to the fact that 

syntactic acquisition of questioning for a child is quite similar in many respects to the 

acquisition of negation. In questions, children often use “multiple negation” (Klima & 

Bellugi, p. 204). This is important because the true development of negation, in its 

descriptive form, has not been described. Klima and Bellugi state in their introduction 

that part of their methodology ignores what they consider incorrect grammar. “Sentences 

are selected which are felt intuitively to be most free of deviances, and then 

one…excludes sentences that are wrong grammatically” (Klima & Bellugi, p. 204). I will 

return to this point later in Chapters 3 and 4 when I explain my analysis. What is 

important to note here is that they have not offered a true representation of their findings, 

but rather a modified representation based on what they consider to be prescriptively 

correct grammar. 

In addition to Klima and Bellugi’s framework, it is necessary to understand both 

Bloom’s and Choi’s investigations. Individually they chose to further explain Klima and 

Bellugi’s stages. Bloom (1970) explains that “Bellugi provided a formal linguistic 
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description of the acquisition of negation but did not inquire into the inherent semantics 

and syntax of negation that underlie the formal account” (Bloom, p. 170). Thus, Bloom 

tied the semantic intent to an “underlying motivation of syntactic form” (Bloom, p. 220), 

therefore explaining the semantic correlations. In the texts of the children that were 

recorded in her study, “the negative utterances were among the least syntactically 

complex, and there was strong evidence that the inclusion of the negative element 

constrained length and complexity of surface form” (Bloom, p. 171). By means of 

studying both the semantic intent and its syntactical forms, Bloom sheds light on the 

importance of both form and function. Perhaps most interesting, in her study, she realized 

that the children were making distinctions both of semantics and form in their negations, 

though not necessarily knowingly, as they “learned to differentiate the semantic 

categories in terms of structure…” (Bloom, p. 217). 

Bloom described pragmatic functions of negation at the three different stages, 

following Klima and Bellugi’s formula (“Bloom’s taxonomy”) (Cameron-Faulkner, et. 

al., p. 253). Bloom added the function of non-existence to the first stage, meaning that the 

child uses external negation to signify non-existence.  Furthermore, according to Bloom 

(and Wode (1977)), in this first stage, the child also includes an anaphoric utterance, 

meaning that s/he is answering “no” to the former utterance. The anaphoric element is the 

no with the comma immediately after it because it is external to the rest of the sentence, 

thus it relates to the previous utterance. For the second stage, Bloom explained that the 

function is that of rejection, such as “I don’t want juice” (Cameron-Faulkner, et. al. 

2007). Utterances of the third stage are denial. These functions are a way to explain the 
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process in a more pragmatic manner, as the needs and desires of the child are 

communicated.  

According to Bloom, though it is acquired last in Klima and Bellugi’s model, 

denial is syntactically less complex. On the other hand, the negation acquired first by 

children, non-existence, which is also the most common form, is syntactically the most 

complex (Bloom, p. 218). According to her, though this order of development seems odd 

at first, it does make perfect sense because “the fact that the referent was not manifest in 

the context necessitated its inclusion in expression in order to transmit the information of 

nonexistence” (Bloom, p. 219). Thus, in my own analysis, its inclusion makes more sense 

to the child since it is interpretable.  

Choi’s (1988) analysis would fit mine since she claims that “the forms which 

children acquire readily include perceptually salient ones…” (Choi, p. 530). In addition 

to Bloom’s study in 1970, Choi focused on functionality and how it relates to syntax, 

highlighting the claim that “new forms emerged to subdivide an old category or to 

express a new function” (Choi, p. 517). According to Choi, when a child acquires new 

syntactic forms, s/he is able to increase the number of semantic functions. Thus, more 

forms lead to more communication of more semantic meaning. Choi made an effort to be 

more specific with her categorization than Klima and Bellugi, and even more so than 

Bloom. Her study established a list of patterns of negative acquisition in a cross-linguistic 

study of three languages, English, French, and Korean. As a result of this study, she 

broadened the type of functions that children are capable of expressing. Her nine 

categories are: nonexistence, rejection, prohibition, failure, denial, inability, epistemic 
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negation, normative negation, and inferential negation (Choi, p. 21). These nine functions 

developed in three phases, which are based on Klima and Bellugi’s observations.  In 

Phase 1, “cognitive development precedes language development…” while “in Phases 2 

and 3 cognitive development and linguistic development may influence and enhance each 

other” (Choi, p. 530). Thus, cognitive and linguistic complexities affect each other and 

are generally acquired concurrently by the child.  

After explaining Klima and Bellugi’s description of the acquisition of negation in 

monolingual English-speaking children and the semantic/syntactic relationship as 

discussed by both Bloom and Choi, I would also like to highlight a study of a 

monolingual child made by van Kampen (2007), who agrees with Choi in that pragmatics 

and syntax are intertwined. She chooses to not base her analysis/findings on the 

framework that has been established by Klima and Bellugi, but rather a descriptive 

account of her case study, perhaps partly due to the fact that her study does not focus on 

English acquisition. According to van Kampen, “in order to understand and acquire the 

structure a child hears, she must first conceive of another structure that she does not hear” 

(p. 131). She refers here to a recombination of structures that she has acquired thus far, 

along with Universal Grammar. Van Kampen provides a case study of the stages of 

negation in children, focusing on the syntactical form with the concept that the NegP 

wants to be filled. She studies the production of Dutch in a little girl named Sarah, whose 

conversation she transcribed and uploaded to CHILDES in 2006. Van Kampen analyzes  

Sarah’s use of “temporary doubling” negatives. For example, Sarah (from van Kampen 

corpus) uses the <+neg> doubling: 
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(2.1) Fused operator ~content + negation 

hoefenie ~bad [niet] 

   (I) neednot ~bathnot 

   I don’t need to take a bath. 

Van Kampen looks at three cases of “spontaneous temporary doubling” (p. 150), 

emphasizing the recombinations of constructions that a child had acquired earlier on. The 

structures that she highlights are initial operator scope-bearing elements that are 

<+wh>/<+Q> and <+neg>. She notes that “scope-bearing elements happen to have a 

double aspect…[because]…on the one hand they qualify the sentence as a 

whole…[and]…on the other hand they are local subparts” (p. 135). That is to say that, for 

example, the question marker would be declaring the sentence a question while the other 

question word functions as an integral part in that question. So, in the case of negation, 

the first particle is used to tell the listener/reader that there is a negation coming, while 

the second particle is the actual negation. Van Kampen also looks at how negative 

concord doublings reappear in child speech when they begin to use quantifiers, which is 

of particular interest here since this acquisition requires more complex syntactical 

structures. Van Kampen gives the example of a child faced with using quantifiers. 

The child has acquired the standard negation niet as the sentential adverb in front 

of, and adjoined to, the final predicate group…Subsequently, she is confronted 

with a sentence structure containing an argument marked by a quantifier like 

niemans (nobody). She understands (pragmatically) that this sentence is intended 

as a simple negation. Hence, having a grammar of her own in full operation, the 
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child may spontaneously add the standard sentence negation niet…Only slowly 

she gives in to the input pressure to drop the standard sentence adverb… (p. 147) 

It is quite apparent that van Kampen is being more descriptive in her analysis and allows 

for principles as well as parameters, which will be discussed in detail in the next section. 

Van Kampen is a proponent of the Universal Grammar parameters, claiming that 

the “bi-location” of the two negative elements is not found in adult speech (adding to the 

poverty of the stimulus theory, named by Chomsky officially in 1980).7 The doublings 

are not available in the input given to the child by adults, thus the following question is 

posed: How and/or why do children who speak Dutch as their L1 have this binary 

inclination related to negation? According to van Kampen, children who learn Dutch as 

their first language produce double negation, but then store it away (a “remnant”) after 

learning that it is not part of the target language grammar. The concept of “highly 

repetitive binary structures” (p. 150) is explained as part of the acquisition process, and 

since children start becoming more aware of their intake, they modify their speech 

patterns.  

 The studies of researchers Klima and Bellugi, Bloom, Choi, and van Kampen, 

which vary in focus and approach, will be instrumental backbones in my investigation of 

negation in bilingual children. I will refer to them often throughout my analysis. 

2.3 Principles and Parameters 

I would also like to mention a study with a focus other than Klima & Bellugi’s 

cornerstone framework. It is important to note that this particular concept of observations 

                                                 
7 Chomsky first explained his theory in 1965 with the name Plato’s Problem.   
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of steps towards acquisition of negation is not esteemed by all researchers. One example 

is Stromswold (1997), who claims that after further investigation, the no in child 

utterances is generally NOT believed to be inside the VP, but rather is peripheral, perhaps 

in the CP. She reanalyzes their findings and claims that “most instances of sentence-

initial negation have an anaphoric interpretation” (Gilkerson, et. al., 2004, p. 176), which 

means that children treat the anaphoric no as a sentential negator, much like adults. This 

is important because Stromswold argues that early child grammar is identical to adult 

grammar, following Déprez and Pierce’s 1993 cross-linguistic study, in which they 

conclude that “…the surface position of the subject in the adult language is derived via 

movement” (p. 63). It is essential to briefly explain Stromswold’s analysis of the 

subjects’ negation and NegP development and parameter setting. I intend to disprove it 

through my investigation in favor of the parameters hypothesis. 

Now that we have looked at previous theories regarding language acquisition, it is 

necessary to explain the setting of parameters. The Principles-and-Parameters (P&P) 

framework was created within the concept of UG by Chomsky in 1981. If one looks at 

language acquisition within this framework, s/he can make sense of generative grammar, 

given that “…acquisition is a matter of parameter setting and is therefore divorced 

entirely from the remaining format for grammar: the principles of UG” (Chomsky, 2005, 

p. 8).  

In order to better understand the difference between principles and parameters, 

let’s look at how they are explained by Hyams (1986). 
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…each…[principle] has associated with it a set of possible values; these values 

express the limited range within which grammars may vary with respect to each 

principle and operation… (p. 3) 

Principles are a finite set of rules which apply to all languages. Think of them as 

the innate communal (my term) aspects of grammar, or rather “properties of the interface 

systems,” (Chomsky, 2005, p. 10) that all human beings possess (unless there is a 

physical malformation, of course).  An example of a principle would be that all languages 

use subjects, verbs, and objects, though not all in that particular order (SOV, SVO, VSO, 

etc.) Principles are quite broad and will not be explained much further in this study. 

Parameters, on the other hand, are specific steps that a child takes to acquire a language.8 

Thus, a study of parameters allows us to see the differences between child grammar and 

adult grammar, at distinct stages of development. 

According to Dresher and Kaye’s (1990) cue-based learner model, children learn 

not so much from input as from cues, which are appropriate to their parameters. 

“Parameter setting proceeds in a (partial) order set by UG: this ordering reflects 

dependencies among cues and specifies a learning path (Lightfoot 1989)”. (Dresher, 

2010, p. 29) Though Dresher does not explore the actual development of child language 

in his study of syllabic stress, he addresses the need for each child to have his/her own 

learning path. That is to say, the I-language, the internal language for each individual 

                                                 
8 This is also true of a second language learner to an extent, though my focus is on first language 

acquisition. Therefore, I will not discuss this further. 
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person, is built from certain cues which are hierarchical. The cues are not so critical to 

my analysis, but the interpretation of the “ordered path” (Dresher, p. 27) sets the tone for 

the research and is discussed further in Chapter 4’s comparative analysis. When a child is 

exposed to (a) certain language(s), this exposure triggers parameters to adopt a certain 

setting.  

Given that Chomsky (2005) claims that parameters are possibly hierarchical in 

nature, “…with each choice of value setting limits on subsequent choices” (p. 9), it will 

be exciting to see the results of the analysis of the development of negation within the 

framework of a bilingual mind. Dresher (1999) explains the hierarchy as a “set of ordered 

cues that become increasingly abstract and grammar-internal,” as the child learns in a 

series of successive tests and each “domain”, i.e. language/dialect has its own “learning 

algorithm” (p. 64). 

Another researcher, Mufwene (2001), in his book entitled The Ecology of 

Language Evolution, states that the pattern of development is due to cognitive abilities 

and their development, and the hierarchical cues that a child is ready to take. He says, 

children’s linguistic systems do not develop any faster than their cognitive 

capacities, hence not faster than their communicative needs for more detailed 

semantic and formal distinctions and for more complex structures. (p. 196) 

There are a set of parameters that children test within each grammatical structure. 

For example, a child must set the parameter of case, nominative or accusative, for 

pronouns. In English, it is incorrect to say “Her want cookie,” while in languages with 
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oblique or absolutive cases, there is no distinction, or it is ambiguous, or both are 

acceptable.9  

In the study set forth of the development of negation and the NegP, the 

parameters, which are included in the framework of analysis that will be realized, are 

those of negation as a particle, True Imperatives, Negative Concord, and Negative 

Polarity Items. Before exploring negation in more detail, it is essential to explain features 

as either interpretable or uninterpretable, in order to understand better the concept of 

parameter setting in regards to syntactic constructs. 

2.4 Interpretable and uninterpretable features 

After exploring L1 acquisition of negation and the Principles and Parameters 

framework, I move on to another area of research that is essential to explore, formal 

features, which aides in the understanding of parameter setting. In the past 17 years, 

syntacticians have conducted research regarding issues related to features, following 

Chomsky’s concept of Universal Grammar and his 1995 model of minimalist grammar. 

In this brief synopsis, I will focus on what features are, what interpretable vs. 

uninterpretable features means, and give some examples, as well as explain Chomsky’s 

model (1995) of minimalism and Radford’s analysis of these features (2000). Finally, I 

will relate the concept of features in this dissertation. 

  Chomsky categorized lexical items as having three types of features: semantic, 

phonological, and formal. Semantic features consist of the meaning of the word, 

meaningful components of the concept that the word voices. For example, if I say 

                                                 
9 This is just one example of parameter setting. Cases will not be discussed further in this study. 

 



31 

 

cookies, the semantic features are that cookies are sweet, edible, etc. A second type of 

feature is phonological, that is to say what kinds of sounds the speaker produces ([k] for 

the first sound, two syllables, etc.) when pronouncing the lexicon. These two types of 

features will not be explained further here since this is not my focus. The third type of 

feature, formal features, is what will be emphasized in this study. There are two types of 

formal features, interpretable and uninterpretable. Interpretable features [If] are those that 

are relevant for the Logical Form (LF), or as Zeijlstra explains, “legible at LF, i.e. 

containing semantic contents” (p. 12). Uninterpretable features [Uf], on the other hand, 

are only valued at the Phonological Form (PF), which is the voiced form in oral speech.  

Thus, Φ features (person and gender (and number, yet this one is controversial depending 

on which researcher you ask)) are interpretable, while some uninterpretable features are 

case on nouns (nominative, accusative) and number on verbs (singular or plural), which 

“can be deleted by means of feature checking” (Zeijlstra, p. 14).  The main concern 

regarding uninterpretable features is that they need to be valued because, according to 

Chomsky, otherwise they violate the principles of Full Interpretation (Zeijlstra, p. 12).  

“Hence, uninterpretable features need to be deleted during the derivation, to prevent the 

sentence from crashing at the interfaces” (Zeijlstra, p. 12).   

 Depending on the language in question, parameters can be set to disregard 

uninterpretable features, or to interpret them in certain ways. First, I will explain the 

concept of interpretable features in more detail and the importance of the principle that 

children use them first, before moving on to uninterpretable features, which are learned 

when children have more cognitive competence. Thus, there is a hierarchy related to 
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which features are acquired and when. Then, I will touch briefly on the formal features 

specific to negation. 

I assume that what a child says very early on in his/her speech development are 

the interpretable features since these are valued at the LF. Say, for example, that a child 

hears someone talk about cookies. S/he could possibly have the idea of a sweet and edible 

morsel to eat, try to pronounce the lexical item insomuch as the one who holds the 

cookies understands that she wants one, and then think about how to express that s/he 

wants a cookie. The child may say at first just cookie. This includes the formal 

interpretable features of nominal (it is a noun) and Φ (person), as well as number. Later 

on in the child’s development, s/he may say “Mary want cookie.” Note that want does not 

mark number- this comes later on in development as it is an uninterpretable feature 

(which varies from language to language). In Spanish, you may hear the child say 

Quieres galleta, which means I want a cookie, instead of the target-like Quiero galleta , 

which is the first person singular verb ending, because that is what the child hears the 

adult say. The correct verb ending is not important to the child, it is the want and cookie 

that takes precedence, thus the lexical meaning. According to Tracy (2002), “even though 

children may initially fail to mark tense/agreement consistently and tend to hold onto 

infinitives, they rarely err with respect to person and number” (p. 675). This focus speaks 

to the understanding of interpretable features. 

Following Chomsky’s minimalist model and feature-checking, Radford (2000) 

explains that the feature that is more cognitively complex to grasp will be acquired after 

the less complex feature, following “incremental feature-building,” which I also could 
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interpret as parameter setting. Radford’s findings have not been examined by many 

researchers in the field. However, I would like to explore it because he focuses on 

children building features. In his article, he explains that the child has to mentally 

understand the concept of the difference between one cookie and two cookies, for 

example. This difference is quite clear to them, as plural forms come quite naturally early 

on. Thus, some of these features’ parameters are already set by principles, since for 

example certain features are interpretable in all languages. However, others are [Uf], and 

in order to be valued, may have the corresponding [If] in one of several places in the 

infrastructure. In the case of negation, the NegP may be higher in the tree in one language 

than in another.  

 By analyzing conversation of children from CHILDES, Radford also looks at 

which interpretable features are acquired in English and at which stage in a child’s 

development. In particular, he focuses on the development of the TP and CP. For 

example, he describes the TP in the Yoruba language as being void of tense but rather 

uses time-reference words like yesterday or tomorrow.  He explores the possibility of an 

English-speaking child named Hayley (1;8) not identifying tense as [It], since any verb in 

the VP is [Ut]. The example he supplies follows: 

(2.2) What did you draw? Hayley draw boat (Radford, p. 3).  

Thus, the tense on draw is possibly uninterpretable at this stage for T, or not specified. 

Another example that I can offer is the case feature of her, she. My child Layla, at (3;5), 

still said Her don’t like that. She had not valued the case, as is evidenced by the use of 

her, which is in accusative case, and not being valued in the nominative case. 
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After understanding the difference between interpretable and uninterpretable 

features, we must look at what formal features negation has. There is no simple answer to 

this question since negative features could be interpretable or uninterpretable, depending 

on the language under consideration. More explanation will be made in the NegP section 

of this chapter below. Zeijlstra looks specifically at negation in Dutch, both current and 

old Dutch, in his 2004 dissertation. He states that  

Since the property of negation is subject to crosslinguistic variation, negation as a 

syntactic category cannot be taken as part of UG. Hence the fact that a language 

exhibits syntactic or semantic negation should be the result of first language (L1) 

acquisition. (p. 275)  

Thus, some languages exhibit negation via semantic negation while others negate through 

the syntactic make-up. How does a child know which process(es) to follow? 

 Children can learn parameters for one language, or two or three.  What are [iNeg], 

and what are [uNeg], and how are the [uNeg] features valued?     

2.5 Negative features and the NegP 

Following the topics of L1 acquisition of negatives and formal features 

(interpretable and uninterpretable), as well as negative interpretable features, I explore 

the more specific theme of negative features and the NegP. If a child speaks in English to 

his mother, will the language production go through the same syntactical process 

conceptually as the that of the same child when he speaks to his grandmother in Spanish? 

Does each child only have ONE syntax (i.e. innate Universal Grammar), and the 

language(s) learned affect how that syntax is developed? Nicol, et.al. (2001) state that 
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when speakers produce sentences, they must transform a nonlinguistic message 

into a linguistic code. This involves, minimally, the mapping of concepts into 

words and phrases and the sequencing of words and phrases into a syntactically 

legitimate string. (p. 117) 

When bilingual children speak, how, then, does their mind tell them the order of the 

words? Is it construction-based grammar (van Kampen, p. 132), or are there parameters 

already in place innately? Many scholars have been interested in finding out more about 

how the bilingual mind works in order to discover how the monolingual mind operates, 

and this is an objective that I share.  

In an attempt to understand the intricacies of the bilingual mind, one theory that 

cannot be overlooked is Jespersen’s cycle (1917) because it represents an integral part of 

the way in which negation is created and perceived. Many researchers have investigated 

the Jespersen’s cycle (van Gelderen (2010) and Zeijlstra (2004) to name two), and I 

believe that it is relevant here since there is more than one language in question and the 

basis of negation strategies among languages is defined by where the language is 

currently within the cycle. If one language uses negative concord and the other uses a 

single negative element, does negation go through the same Jespersen’s cycle? 

Jespersen’s cycle explains the tendency for negation to follow a certain pattern, 

independent of the language under consideration. This tendency is that of strengthening 

the negation. At the start of the cycle, there is a single negative marker on the conjugated 

verb, but then as time elapses this marker is weakened phonologically, thus a second 
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marker is added in order to make it stronger (this would be the negative concord). 

Ultimately, the first marker falls off and you are left with only the second,  

which in time is also phonologically weakened. An example would be: 

(2.3) I do not have any money. 

I don’t have money/ I ain’t got money. 

I don’t have no money/ I ain’t got no money. 

I got no money.  

The existence and placement of the NegP is vital to this study. According to Zeijlstra, 

“Ever since Pollock’s (1989) seminal work on the structure of the middle field, it has 

been generally assumed that there is a separate functional category negation, which hosts 

its own projection” (p. 165). Thus, the function of the NegP is not necessarily tied to the 

Vp or TP; it has its own scope and head. Zeijlstra also explains that  

NegP is only available in languages with a [uNeg] feature, i.e. with a syntactic 

category negation. I showed that NegP is available in all languages with a 

preverbal negative marker (Jespersen Phase I-IV, VI). In Phase V languages the 

availability of a NegP depends on the occurrence of [uNeg] features. Hence 

negation as a syntactic category is subject to cross-linguistic variation. (p. 175) 

2.6 L1 Acquisition of Negatives and Differences across Languages 

 After having examined principle NegP features, it is now pertinent to inspect the 

use of the NegP among varying types of languages. One of the key categorical 

explanations of the types of languages is given in Zeijlstra (2004). Languages are divided 
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into Phases in which they appear in Jespersen’s cycle.10 He explains in great detail the 

difference among phases. For our purposes, I will provide an example of the languages 

and how they are divided. Not all languages follow the same patterns of negation, or for 

that matter not all languages have interpretable negation. In addition, I will focus more 

heavily on Phases I, V and VI languages, for reasons that will become obvious.  

Within Zeijlstra’s concept of Phases, the bases of distinction in his typological 

study encompass the following as either present or absent: preverbal negative marker, 

negative adverbial marker, Negative Concord, strict or non-strict, true negative 

imperative, and ∀-subject. One example that I will provide is the languages that are 

categorized Phase I languages. These include many Slavic and Romance languages, in 

particular Spanish, and the common thread for them is the absence of a negative 

adverbial marker. English is included in Phase VI languages. Note, however, that some 

dialects of English do implement Negative Concord. Among the Phase V languages, is 

NC English. These types of languages do not have interpretable negation, but rather have 

Negative Concord. These languages include German, Norwegian, and Swedish, which all 

use one negative adverb to denote negation.  

We can summarize the Phases that Zeijlstra explains in his study. The following 

Venn diagram provides a visual representation of the overlaps, and Table 2.1 lists them in 

detail.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 See explanation in 2.5 for a more in-depth understanding of the Jespersen’s cycle. 
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Table 2.1 Negation and NegP Development11 

                                                 
11 Modified, based on Zeijlstra’s 2004 Overview of the results of the typological study, p. 147. 

 
12 NC-like behavior would reflect that the particular dialect exhibits a cross-over from other languages, 

lending credence to the Jespersen’s Cycle theory.  

 

aspect DN English NC English Spanish 

Phase  VI V I 

Preverbal 

negative 

marker 

2 options: 

-n’t (auxiliary) 

Ex: I can’t see. 

-not (Neg adverb) 

Ex: I can not see. 

Single: 

n’t (auxiliary) 

Single: 

No 

Ex: Mamá no tiene 

fresas. 

True 

negative 

imperatives 

Banned 

(except with DO support) 

Ex:  

Come! / *Come not! 

Come! Do not come! 

Banned 

(except with DO 

support) 

Ex:  

Come! / *Come not! 

Come! Do not 

come! 

Banned 

(informal tú) 

Lee!/*¡No lee! 

Lee!/¡No leas! 

 

Universal 

quantifier 

(∀)-subject 

DN 

Everybody didn’t come. 

Nobody  

NC 

 

 

Not everybody 

NC 

Todo el mundo no 

vino. 

All the world Neg 

came. Not 

everybody came. 

NC Pseudo12 

(shows NC-like behavior) 

Strict or non-strict Non-strict 

No vino nadie. 

Nadie vino. 

DN English

SpanishNC English
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In an effort to better explain the Table, I will describe each aspect in detail. 

Firstly, it is important to note that at the initial stage of language acquisition/ 

development, the VP is the phase used by children because it contains the lexical items 

(which have semantic features, which are interpretable). Following child first language 

acquisition, at the beginning of speech, children focus on these semantic features. They 

syntactically place the negative particles outside of the VP (no have cookies) where 

negation is external, and do not mix negation within the VP (have no cookies). This 

parameter gives credence to the concept that negation is external from the VP. It has also 

been said that the NegP plays no part in the equation, surfacing later when more abstract 

cognitive thinking is available to the child, depending on the language (Gilkerson, et. al, 

2004). The child then begins adding complexity as the NegP is formed (I have no 

cookies). This is where Zeijlstra’s description of Phases begins. 

The preverbal negative marker (listed as (a) in the table) occurs when the NegP 

has not yet been fully adopted but the child is testing and setting parameters. Negative 

forms in English such as can’t and don’t are used as adverbs (according to later studies 

by researchers such as Thornton and Tesan (2013.)) This could also occur as an auxiliary, 

which at times appears before the NegP as well, such as in the utterance “I don’t want 

cover on it” (Klima & Bellugi, p. 196). Whenever there is evident verbal morphology, the 

position of negation is in the correct preverbal position (Bel, 1996, p. 7). 

The aspect following the preverbal negative marker is a True Negative Imperative 

(b). This means that for a prohibitive imperative (Don’t go there!), the verb in English 

has no special conjugation when used with do support (this is the case in DN as well as 
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NC English). Thus, it is a true imperative because it does not change in form. Go there! 

and Don’t go there! use the same conjugation of the verb. Spanish, on the other hand, 

bans true negative imperatives, which means that the prohibitive form of the verb has a 

different conjugation. You can see in Table 2.1 that the affirmative imperative ¡Lee! Is 

different from the prohibitive ¡No leas! This has implications in the functional syntax of 

the language since the verb conjugation must be valued (it is a [uNeg] which must be 

valued by the [iNeg] no). 

In addition to a) preverbal negative markers and b) true negative imperatives, 

Zeijlstra lists c) the Universal quantifier (∀)-subject followed by a negative marker. This 

is an abstract concept and could have ambiguous interpretations depending on this Phase 

in which a particular language finds itself. In DN English13, if one is to say “Everybody 

didn’t come,” it can only mean that nobody came. However, in NC English and Spanish, 

it has a different meaning, that Not everybody came (therefore that some people did 

come.) The distinction lies in the scope of negation, whether it sits higher in the tree than 

the universal quantifier. According to Zeiljstra (2004), “one difference between NC and 

non-NC languages is that in NC languages a negative operator cannot take scope from a 

                                                 
13 Remember that DN languages, (double negation), use two negative particles that cancel each other, or 

nullify the negation. Thus, two negative particles signify an affirmative statement. NC languages (negative 

concord) are comprised of two types, strict and non-strict, though that is not relevant for the distinction 

made here. In NC languages, two negative particles create a valuation, the interpretable valuing the 

uninterpretable, and thus they signify a negative statement. 
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position below the base-generated position of the subject” (p. 185). Trees can aide in 

understanding this distinction.  

   

Tr 2.2             Tr 2.3 

(2.4) English: Everybody didn’t come. (2.5) NC Spanish: Todo el mundo no vino. 

                 Everyone    Neg came. 

      Equivalent to: Nobody came.           Equivalent to: Not everybody came. 

The distinction lies in the placement of the NegP and its scope, as was explained above.  

The final aspect that Zeijlstra explains in his analysis of Phases of Jespersen’s 

cycle is that of Negative Concord. In particular, let’s focus on acquisition among Spanish 

and English. I will look here at non-strict negative concord (Spanish) and negative 

particle addition (English). First of all, there are two types of Negative Concord 

languages, strict and non-strict. Negative Concord occurs “when multiple negative 
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elements (usually a pre-verbal negative marker and n-words) occur in a clause rendering 

one instance of negation” (Tsurska, 2010, p. 137). Strict denotes the necessity of always 

using two elements to signify negation, while non-strict uses two negative elements only 

when the preverbal negative marker comes first in the sentence. 

Another way of explaining this distinction is via features. A non-strict negative 

concord (NC) language such as Spanish has a negation marker which has an interpretable 

Neg-feature [iNeg] (de Swart, p. 47). Furthermore, “the uninterpretable feature of the 

postverbal n-word is against the interpretable feature of the marker of negation” (de 

Swart, p. 47). The examples provided will explain non-strict NC. In Spanish, you can 

say: 

             (2.6)  Eeyore nunca está contento.  

     Eeyore   never (Neg) is happy. 

     Eeyore is never happy. (one Neg used) 
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  Tr 2.4 
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Or I could also say: 

           (2.7)  Eeyore no está contento nunca.  

    Eeyore  Neg is happy never  

     Eeyore is never happy.14  

 

  Tr 2.5 

                                                 
14 This is an example of non-strict negative concord, with one Neg particle preverbal which is always [i] 

and one postverbal which is always [u] and has to look up the tree to be valued. 
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According to Zeijlstra (2004), the preverbal negative particle (no) has [iNeg] and the 

quantifier (nunca) has [uNeg]. When a quantifier moves to the subject position, it self-

licenses by triggering an operator in Spec of NegP with [iNeg]. This is the theory that I 

will be arguing in my analysis. 

Regarding negative concord, Muysken (2008) points out that “those features 

involved in agreement or concord phenomena, features which are doubly expressed in the 

sentence but receive a single interpretation, must be functional in nature” (p. 46). There 

must be a reason for the doubling, which in my analysis relies on the concept of 

interpretable and uninterpretable features.15 In addition, Zeijlstra explains that  

NC languages have grammaticalised negation: it has become part of their 

syntactic vocabulary. DN languages have not grammaticalised negation, which 

means that all available lexical information with respect to negation is directly 

interpreted at LF without giving rise to the syntactic operations Move or Agree. 

(p. 279) 

Here the link between the types of languages is apparent. The NC languages (such as 

non-strict NC Spanish and NC English16) are more grammaticalized while the DN 

languages (such as English) are less so.  

Double negation (DN), such as English, languages also use two negative particles. 

However, with DN languages, the two negative particles cancel each other out instead of 

                                                 
15 See section 2.4 for a detailed explanation of [iF] and [uF]. 

 
16 Again, there is mention of NC English, but this will not be part of the corpus analysis since the 

transcripts are of children who speak DN English. 
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working together to form the negation. Standard English is a language with DN. This is 

essential to note because children focus on meaning rather than form. While Spanish is 

more syntactic in its negation, English adds a negative particle, such as no or not to make 

the sentence negative, thus giving the negation a semantic quality. In 

English, the placement of the Neg particle never does not affect whether or not NC is 

used. For example, I can say 

(2.8)  Eeyore is never happy  

(2.9)  Never is Eeyore happy. 

It is important to note that in some variations of English, such as African 

American Vernacular English (AAVE), NC is used. According to Horn (2010), some 

have related negative concord to logical immaturity (p. 117). However, this is not proved 

to be the case. Think about the idea of the following example in DN English: 

(2.10)  I didn’t pay him squat (Horn, 2010, p. 139). 

This example shows an NPI, though it could also be considered NC because it could be 

phrased “I didn’t pay him nothing.”  

Another example is: 

(2.11)  Eeyore ain’t never happy. 

      Eyeore Neg (gr) Neg (lex) happy. 

The emphasis on this variety of English is useful because it provides data to suggest that 

there is an overlap of Phases in Jespersen’s cycle. 
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 Now that I have explained the major aspects of the differences among NC and DN 

languages, this brings us to the next point, which is the hierarchical position of the NegP 

and the TP in the two languages with respect to the AgrP. 

2.7 The Hierarchy of the NegP in English and Spanish 

The principle tenet that the analysis of my study shows is that “…functional 

categories are present (and play an important role) from the beginning of language 

acquisition, even if the whole of the functional structure may be built progressively…” 

(Bel, 1996, p. 7). We can see proof of the children making attempts at parametric 

variation and testing the language to find out what parameters are appropriate for each 

language. The main point to remember is that the NegP has a different location in English 

than it does in Spanish. In English, it is found lower in the tree, while in Spanish it C-

commands TP. 17 In addition, Spanish has an additional Phrase, the Subject Phrase 

(SubjP) as a result of the NegP C-commanding the TP.  

See the trees Tr 2.6 and Tr 2.7for a visual comparison.  

           

 

 

 

                                                 
17 Note that Adger (2003) believes that different features are checked in different directions, though 

Zeijlstra (2013) does not concur, stating that Agree must be top-down, thus negative interpretable features 

C-command uninterpretable ones (p. 877). This means that the NegP in NC languages can ban True 

Negative Imperatives. 
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English      Spanish 

  Tr 2.6      Tr 2.7 

We can look at a tree of a child in order to note the difference of the C-commands here. 

First of all, the idea of negation being relative depending on the language is obvious. In 

English negation can be formed with less syntactic complexity since negation C-

commands the TP in Spanish. 
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For this comparison and contrast, I am analyzing two utterances from the same child, 

Alberto, at the same age, 2;4. The first two are possibilities for English (T 2.8 and 2.9) 

with a Spanish lexical item and the second for Spanish (T 2.10). 

(2.12)  You do n(o)t have fresas?  

You don’t have strawberries?18 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tr 2.8       Tr 2.9 

It is unclear whether or not the TP is included yet, since the don’t auxiliary could 

possibly be used. In T 2.8, the TP C-commands the NegP. In 2.9, however, it is possible 

that the TP is not yet being considered, and perhaps the AgrP as well. 

                                                 
18 Note the lack of Wh-movement at this stage. This is relevant to negation, however it will not be 

discussed further because it does not lie within the scope of my research questions. 
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 In the example in Spanish, Alberto is also at 2;4. The tree is not indicative of the 

actual C-command of the NegP, since present tense is the default tense for children. The 

features present in AgrP are 3S, third person singular, but not necessarily tense (TP) or 

Mood (MoodP).  

(2.13)  Mamá  no     tiene       fresas. 

            Mom – NEG –have 3S- strawberries 

 

Tr 2.10 

Thus, once the child starts speaking in other tenses, s/he will understand that the 

placement of the NegP goes above the TP. An example is below in the next tree. 
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It could be argued that the child has not actually acquired the TP, but rather the 

AgrP, as I show in Tree below, T 2.11. This is where I believe the child’s syntax makes 

the split from a Phase V or VI language (English) and a Phase I language (Spanish), in 

being able to note the distinctions.  

 

Tr 2.11 

The previous tree could also be a tree in English or Spanish. Once a child’s syntax 

reaches the proverbial fork in the road, and tests the corresponding parameters, s/he will 

realize that the TP C-commands the NegP in English, however the NegP is higher in the 

tree in Spanish. 
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Based on the difference in trees, it is clear that there is a testing of parameters and 

“struggle,” due to the difference in syntax of the languages, among the hierarchy of NegP 

and the TP. At times children will encounter this trial and test the parameters. 

According to Christensen, there is a universal NegP, though keep in mind that it 

does not always have the same role in the tree because in some languages the TP C-

commands the NegP while in others it is C-commanded. 

Thus, negation is undoubtedly in the language of thought (LOT) and therefore it 

must also be in LF, as the feature [Neg], and in turn, therefore also in the syntax 

and hence, also in the lexicon; recall that the LF representation is derived from a 

lexical array LA taken from the lexicon. As universal (functional) categories 

project (e.g. tense and TP, see Sigurðsson 2003), there is also a universal NegP. 

(Christensen, 2005, p. 37-38) 

2.8 Summary of Theory 

I have elaborated on the theoretical frameworks that will be used in my analysis 

of the transcripts. The first section on Bilingual Child Language Development has 

highlighted the three basic tenets and I have established that I am in agreement with 

Döpke (2000) in that children start off with one syntax and then set parameters based on 

which language(s) is (are) learned. The section regarding L1 acquisition of negatives in 

English explains the basic framework set by Klima & Bellugi in 1966, as well as 

additions by Bloom and Choi. In addition, van Kampen’s 2007 study is discussed. 

Section 3 defines the Principles & Parameters concept set forth by Chomsky in 

1981 and later in 1990 the cue-based learner by Dresher. Interpretable and 
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Uninterpretable Features are described in detail in Section 4, basing the descriptions on 

Zeijlstra’s 2004 analysis of Chomsky’s minimalist approach as well as Radford’s 2000 

explanation of the hierarchy of L1 acquisition of features. Section 5 explores Negative 

Features particularly, and also the NegP. In this section, the focus is on the Jespersen 

cycle of negation and how Zeijlstra’s Phases fit into the equation.  

The last two sections spotlight the differences across languages. In Section 6, 

differences across languages are explained according to Zeijlstra’s Phases in more detail, 

and in Section 7 there is a focus on the hierarchy of the NegP in the two languages 

explored in this analysis, Spanish and English. 

Given that the theoretical framework on which the analysis will be based has been 

established and explained in detail, the following chapter will explore stages of negation 

and NegP development in children. We will focus on this as a base for the establishment 

of the steps of parameters setting. Preliminary information and schemata will be 

described and then the children’s utterances will be analyzed. 
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CHAPTER 3 

FOUR CASE STUDIES: PARAMETERS SET 

 The objective of this investigation is to analyze data from the CHILDES online 

corpus (MacWhinney) and describe the findings in order to better understand the 

development of negation and the NegP in bilingual Spanish-English children. The 

contributor of the particular transcripts studied is Maria Jesus Pérez-Bazán, who 

published them 03/22/2004. She attended the University of Michigan and published her 

dissertation in 2002. In this chapter, preliminary information regarding the participants 

and Pérez-Bazán’s corpus will be provided. Following the precursory details, I have 

decided to take each child individually and study his/her particular language development 

with regards to negation and the NegP development in a descriptive interpretation of the 

data. There are three tables for each child that show a) a word-by-word transcription of 

the child’s utterances, numbered by conversation, that shows flow of conversation, b) an 

additional table with an annotated translation, which contains a more detailed analysis, 

and c) a summary of negation and NegP development. Subsequently, a table with a 

summary of findings for all children studied will be available. Note that only relevant 

data have been included in the transcripts provided. For the entire transcript, go to 

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/browser/index.php?url=Biling/Perez/ 

Note that the number of the conversation which I have indicated in the tables for each 

child do not correspond with the number given on the official transcript found on the 

website but with my own numerical system, meaning that the number for each 

conversation given follows the ones that I analyzed and not the conversation number that 

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/browser/index.php?url=Biling/Perez/
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is given in CHILDES, since I looked at the development of negation and the NegP. 

However, it is possible to find utterances using a concord program such as AntConc or a 

search function if copied and pasted into word.19  

3.1 Preliminary Information 

All participants live in the U.S. and are simultaneously learning Spanish and 

English. The age range of speech studied is 2;020-3;3. The transcripts come from 

spontaneous, interactive, non-elicited family conversations which are face to face. The 

conversations are based around typical activities such as counting, playing with toys, and 

telling stories. Pérez-Bazán makes a point of explaining that she did not ask the families 

to in any way alter their natural language patterns, thus some conversations are almost 

exclusively in Spanish (p. 69). For each of the four children, I describe the (input) 

language(s) used by the Mother and Father and any additional pertinent information for 

the recordings in an attempt to provide clear enough context for the analysis. I have 

extracted some information from the transcriber’s dissertation and compiled a chart with 

negative utterances throughout the transcriptions, categorized into English, Spanish, and 

mixed utterances. In the charts, any errors in spelling are due to pronunciation of child or 

transcription error. Following each chart, I include a detailed analysis based on my 

findings and the background research that I conducted. 

It is important to note that though there was a plan to record sessions on a regular 

basis (every two weeks for 90 minutes each (Pérez-Bazán, 2002, p. 68), this was not 

                                                 
19 In addition, the organization from the investigator is available upon request. 

 
20 No relevant data was available at the start of Alberto’s transcripts at 1;3. 
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always the case. As far as who the child spoke with, one parent was always present 

during the conversations, and at times both. In addition, “more people could also be 

present to allow for and observe a diversity of circumstances in the home…” (Pérez-

Bazán, 2002, p. 68). There is a table provided in Pérez-Bazán’s dissertation (Table 4.3, p. 

72) which provides information regarding the number of hours recorded. The following is 

a modification of the table that she provided in order to supply the reader with specific 

details relative to the study. 

Table 3.1 Children’s transcripts 

Participant Alberto John Tina Carla 

Recording hours 12 6 5 24 

Number of 

conversations 

15 6 4 21 

 

Within the transcripts provided below, I have listed the mixed utterances 

according to spelling on transcripts, which are based on the CHAT format of CHILDES 

and thus do include “phonetic transcriptions for potential problematic cases…” (Pérez-

Bazán, p. 70). She also mentions having asked the parents to keep a diary of the 

children’s speech patterns, but the information in them has not been included in this 

study. 

 Following the description of development of negation and the NegP for each 

child, I have summarized the findings in a table with the presence or absence of the steps 

of testing parameters observed, the utterance along with the age of the child, and key 

aspects demonstrative of parameter setting. The steps of testing parameters are:  

no + VP/VP + no, Preverbal negative marker, True negative imperatives, NC, NPI, and 

(∀)-subject. 
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3.2 Alberto 

  The age range of Alberto’s speech studied is 2:0-3;0. He lives in Ann Arbor, 

Michigan. He speaks to his Mother in Spanish, and his mother is from Spain, following 

word choice such as zumo ‘juice’ and 57eminine57 ‘cupcake’ or ‘muffin.’ This has been 

verified from Pérez-Bazán’s dissertation. His dad tries to speak to him in Spanish, though 

his Spanish is grammatically incorrect at times (for example, simple gender errors), 

telling me that he is a native L1 English speaker and L2 Spanish speaker. Alberto, in 

general, noticeably prefers to speak English. At the stages of development documented, 

he is at a semantic level still, using Spanish vocabulary within mainly English syntax.  

Table 3.2 Alberto: Negative utterances 

Conversation age English Spanish mixed 

1 

  

1;3 NO DATA     

2 

  

2;0 “no” 

“no what?” 

“not too much” 

“nope” 

“no I do [?] it 

“I do n(o)t sing” 

“not hungry” 

“I do n(o)t  

I do n(o)t forget to bi 

cycle 

No xxx this one. 

“no” 

“no ba” 

(no go) 

“no quier” 

(no want) 

  

  

3 2;1 No. 

No, Momma. 

No I want Mommy. 

Es 57eminine no 

It is yellow no 

  

4 2;2 “not to me” 

I do n(o)t 

No, no quiero no. 

No, no want no. 

No. 
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Table 3.2 continued 

Conversation age English Spanish mixed 

5 

  

2;2 Nope. 

Don’t fall asleep in 

the chair. 

I ca n(o)t get my +//. 

What not go un the 

Cuban? 

I do not the 

microphone [/] 

No quiero Papá. 

I don’t want to, 

Dad. 

No quiero tus 

cosquillas. 

I don’t want your 

tickling. 

  

6 2;4 No noh   

7 2;4 I do n(o)t need you 

[/]I do n(o)t need you 

[/]I do n(o)t need. 

Then you (a)re not. 

You (a)re not! 

    

8 2;4 I do n(o)t have any 

xxx my feet. 

I do n(o)t have hands. 

    

9 2;4 No 

No drink. 

  

Mamá no tiene 

fresas. 

Mom does not 

have 

strawberries. 

You d(o) n(o)t 

have fresas? 

I do n(o)t have 

hipotamo@c 

10 2;6 You can’t go in it. 

No. 

<no want to> 

Now I can’t because 

you know. 

    

11 2;7 I do n(o)t need xxx. 

Alberto say no and 

no. 

Nope. 

No I (a)m xxx bigger. 

No time out. 

Please do n(o)t slow 

down. 

  I (a)m not 

pequeño. 

12 2;8 I can’t! 

I don’t want to do 

that. 

    

13 3;0 I can’t eat soup.     
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Table 3.3 Alberto: Annotated Translation of Negative Spanish and Mixed 

Utterances 

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

2 

  

2;0 “no ba” 

(NEG 3Sgo- spelling error but 

phonetically correct 

No go 

“no quier” 

Neg want 

(no want- conjugated but no 

ending to indicate person, stem-

change present)  

  

3 2;1 Es 59eminine no 

3S is masc. sing. yellow NEG 

It is yellow no 

  

4 2;2 No, no quiero no. 

Neg, Neg 1S want Neg 

No, no want no. 

  

5 

  

2;2 No quiero Papá. 

Neg 1S want Dad 

I don’t want (to), Dad. 

No quiero tus cosquillas. 

Neg 1S want pl your 3pl tickles 

I don’t want your tickling. 

  

9 2;4 Mamá no tiene fresas. 

Mom Neg 3S have pl fem 

strawberries. 

Mom does not have 

strawberries. 

You d(o) n(o)t have fresas? 

Pl fem strawberries 

I do n(o)t have hipotamo@c 21 

Hippopotamus - 

 

Alberto shows a pretty straight-forward development. In Spanish, he starts with 

the negative element [Neg] outside of the phrase, negating the entire sentence by either 

placing no preceeding the sentence, or, in the case at 2;1, “Es 59eminine no,” puts it 

directly after the sentence.  

                                                 
21 The special form marker @ denotes that this utterance “differs from nonstandard forms” (MacWhinney, 

2015, p. 45). 
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Tr 3.1  

At 2;2 Alberto begins to use more structured language when including a 

prohibitive imperative, “Don’t fall asleep in the chair.” It could be said that the do + Neg 

in this case is a discrete vocabulary item and is a Neg + VP, as shown in the tree to the 

left. 

 Tr 3.2 

 

        Tr 3.3 

However, Alberto has other aspects of more complex syntax just two months later, so the 

tree could also appear as it does to the right. I believe that the negative particle is in the 

spec of the NegP instead of the head, where it is placed in more adult-like speech, 
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because the child is testing parameters and perhaps wants to add it to the AUX. Note that 

this occurs before the TP layer is added, when the bare verb is still used. 

 At 2;2 he uses Negative Concord, though he does not use the common post-verbal 

negative element. He uses two preverbal elements from Spanish. See tree Tr 3.4 below. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tr 3.4 

 Alberto 2;2 “No quiero no” 

Note that Alberto is beginning to form the NegP because he is using two negative 

elements to signify negation. 

 Alberto appears to have mastery of both languages and speaks in both rather 

clearly, though he does start mixing at 2;4, when he starts using Spanish as discrete  
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vocabulary items, possibly showing that he is starting to prefer English syntax. For 

example, at 2;4, Alberto says  

(3.1)  You do not have fresas?        

You do not have strawberries?22 

Additionally, in Conversation 8 at 2;4, Alberto uses the NPI (Negative Polarity Item) any.  

(3.2)  I do n(o)t have any  

This indicates that he is testing syntactic negation since he is using the NPI as an [uNeg] 

and the don’t is used as an auxiliary still. I have drawn trees T 3.5 and T 3.6 to show the 

parameter setting. I think that since the prohibitive imperative is not very complicated in 

English, it can allow for an AUX. Even so, the [uNeg] must look up the tree to see what 

will value it. After all, no one says “I have any”, rather “I don’t have any.” 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22 Trees for this utterance is provided in Chapter 2, Tr 2.8, Tr 2.9, as well as for a similar utterance in 

Spanish in Tr 2.10, and Tr 2.11, within analysis of the similarities between the parameters set in English 

and Spanish at this particular stage of development and the hierarchy of the NegP. 
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Tr 3.5  

Compare the previous tree with one in which the NegP is not needed, in which don’t acts 

as an auxiliary. 

 

            

 

 

 

 

Tr 3.6 

 

Thus, it is noted that the NegP is present when the NPI is used. 
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 Alberto has shown a rather standard development of negation, as can be seen in 

the table below after having seen the trees. 

Table 3.4 Alberto: Summary of Negation and NegP Development 

Parameter Alberto Key aspects demonstrative of 

parameter setting 

No + VP 

Or VP + no 

Bare verbal 

forms 

2;0 

“No ba”, “No quier” 

Lexical/semantic layer 

Phonologically written 

No ending on “quier” to indicate 

person = no AgrP 

Preverbal 

negative 

marker 

ENG n’t, not 

SPA no 

2;2 

“I can’t get my +//” 

“I do not the microphone” 

Negation uttered after the 

subject shows TP and NegP? 

True negative 

imperatives 

ENG with Do 

SPA banned 

2;4 

Don’t fall asleep 

No indication in Spanish, only 

English 

Do support – don’t precedes 

main verb 

NC 2;2  

No quiero no 

 

NPI 2;4  

I don’t have any 

Any used instead of none, which 

would be NC 

Universal 

quantifier (∀)-
subject 

-  

 

3.3 John 

The age range of John’s speech studied is 2;0-3;3. He lives outside of Ann Arbor, 

Michigan and his Mother speaks English while his father attempts to speak to him in 

Spanish, though he shows little interest in speaking Spanish to his father, using the 

Spanish as discrete vocabulary items only. His Mother tries to speak to him in Spanish, 

though her Spanish is incorrect grammatically at times (for example, simple gender 

errors,) demonstrating that she is a native L1 English speaker and L2 Spanish speaker. 
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She is from the United Kingdom (Pérez-Bazán, p. 67). In general, John noticeably prefers 

to speak English. His father, according to Pérez-Bazán’s data, is from Spain.  

Table 3.5 John: Negative utterances 

Conversation age English Spanish mixed 

1 2;0 They’re [?] not 

sleeping. 

Piggy no water. 

Doggie not eating. 

  Vaca vaca not 

eating. 

Nene not 

breakfast [?] 

2 2;2 No. 

No, that’s George [?] 

No, got you [?] 

No want no- concord 

No 

No verde. 

  

Un fesh [:fish]. 

3   NO DATA     

4 2;4 No 

No don’t do that. 

He’s no got [//] he’s 

got a hat. 

No I think the horse 

the horsie the man 

pulling this and horse, 

this. 

No nooooo. 

No more no no no. 

No more. 

Nooo. 

No I’m not tired! 

No tired. 

The man cannot get up 

there. 

No, I need it. 

Is not that sure [?]- 

word order 

He’s not in the church. 

He cannot [//] the man 

cannot go down there. 

The car cannot move 

like that. 

Cannot goo. 

No, let me play. 

 

No por qué- 

mixed 65emi 

order 

No, es mi 

camión. 

No tiene ruedas. 

No the coche goes 

there. 

El coche cannot 

go ese coche. 
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Table 3.5 continued 

Conversation age English Spanish mixed 

5 2;11 He didn’t. 

I don’t want this. 

I do n(o)t want to be 

chased. 

He does not play 

castle? 

He’s not giving it to 

me. 

It is n(o)t. 

I can (no)t play. 

He’s not letting me get 

the ball to you. 

Don’t get the ball 

papa. 

Don’t take.- simplistic 

No sé. 

No. 

No pasa nada. 

(repeats dad’s 

phrase) 

  

6 3;3 I don’t know. 

I don’t do it. 

Nobody. 

Yo no 

Yo no papi. 

I don’t know well. 

  

No, yo no soy un 

bebé. 

No, el gran papi. 

Yo no. 

Yo no papi. 

No, tú cuentasme 

una historia. 

Everything is my 

sombrero. 

Yo no gusta barba 

en shop. 

(incorrect use of 

gustar) 

  

Table 3.6 John: Annotated Translation of Negative Spanish and Mixed Utterances 

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

1 2;0   Vaca vaca not eating. 

Fem. sing. Cow cow  

Nene not breakfast [?] 

sing. little one Neg breakfast 

 

2 2;2 No verde. 

Neg sing. green  

 

Un fesh [:fish]. 

Masc. sing. a indef. Art. a fish 

4 2;4 No por qué-  

(Neg why- mixed word order 

in Spanish) 

No, es mi 66emini. 

Neg, 3S is pos. sing. my 

masc. sing. truck 

No, (it) is my truck. 

No the coche goes there. 

masc. sing. car 

El coche cannot go ese coche. 

El- masc. sing. the 

Ese- masc. sing. demons. That 
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Table 3.6 continued  

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

4 2;4 No tiene ruedas. 

Neg 3S has fem. pl. wheels. 

(It) does not have wheels. 

 

5 2;11 No sé. 

Neg 1S know 

I don’t know. 

No pasa nada.  

Neg 3S happen Neg*** 

Nothing’s happening (i.e. it’s 

fine, no worries) 

(repeats dad’s phrase) 

  

6 3;3 No, yo no soy un bebé. 

Neg, I Neg 1S am masc. sing. 

baby. 

No, I am not a baby. 

No, el gran papi. 

Neg, masc. sing. the sing. 

great daddy. 

No, the great (i.e. wonderful) 

daddy. 

Yo no. 

I Neg 

Not I (i.e. me) 

Yo no papi. 

I Neg daddy. 

Not I (i.e. me) daddy 

No, tú cuentasme una 

historia. 

Neg, you (used for emphasis) 

2S tell (present tense) me 

sing. fem. Def. art. a fem. 

sing. story. 

No, YOU tell me a story.  

Everything is my sombrero. 

Masc. sing. hat 

Yo no gusta barba en shop. 

I Neg 3S like fem. sing. beard in  

I don’t like the beard in shop? 

Perhaps saying I don’t like the 

barber shop? 

(incorrect use of gustar) 

Gustar is used in Spanish the way 

disgust is used in English, thus the 

verb takes an indirect object 

pronoun, which is not seen here. 

Gustar is being used within English 

syntax. 

  

I do see some non-prescriptive word order in utterances from John, such as “No 

por qué”, but it is not clear what he is showing from this, whether there may actually be a 

comma after no. Otherwise John shows normal development, even with the prescriptively 
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incorrect Spanish input from his mother. He prefers using the gerund form, which is 

indicative of the semantic VP layer since the progressive is highly lexical in that the 

action is occurring at the moment and can be seen or felt.  

 At 2;0, John has already gone past the initial negation outside of the VP stage. 

The no is already embedded in the sentence, after the subject in “Piggy no water” and 

“Doggie not eating,” for example. Two major findings in John’s utterances are proof of 

use of Negative Concord correctly in Spanish, as well as Negative Polarity Items used in 

English. The NC is important since it reflects the need for the NegP, necessary in order 

for the two negative aspects to work together [uNeg] and [iNeg] to maintain a negative. 

John uses NC twice, once at 2;2 when he says, “No want no” in English, and once at 2;4 

when he says “No don’t do that.” There is no comma included in the transcription, thus I 

interpret this as an NC utterance. I have provided a tree below for the first utterance. 
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  Tr 3.7 

I have not included the AgrP in the tree above because it is understood in the TP. Note 

the valuing of the [uNeg] up the tree in the NegP. 

 The NPI is also evident in John’s speech at 3;3. He and his dad are talking about a 

nickname and his father asks him “¿Quién te puso ese nombre?” (Who gave you that 

name?)   
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Tr 3.8 

John responds, “Nobody” (full transcript is available online at childes.com). Thus, even 

though John only utters one word, he is anaphorically answering his dad’s question 

“Nobody gave me that name.” His father automatically asks him in Spanish, “¿Nadie?” 

The NPI is indicative of non-strict NC, since if he were to say either No me puso ese 

nombre nadie (NC) or Nadie me puso ese nombre (only one neg element), they would 

have the same meaning. Nobody is used here as an NPI. It will be helpful here to 

consider the Non-Standard NC English when looking at the possible options for syntax. 
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The options are to leave nadie as a DP after the verb, or to move it up the tree to the spec 

of the SubjP. In this case, it would “pick up” the [iNeg] and thus there would be no need 

for the [iNeg] no. You can see that I have entered Nadie instead of Nobody, which is, as 

far as I can tell, just a lexical choice made by John. Note that I have included the IOP, 

though it could just as easily be taken out to make the tree clearer, in order to see the 

relevant negative particles. Even though Alberto only says one word, this is how he 

achieved it based on his syntax. 

 A third principle observation in John’s utterances is his question, “He does not 

play castle?” at 2;11. Where is the negation in the sentence, and what does this show us 

about parameters? Firstly, there is no movement of Does to the CP, but since this is not 

part of the development of negation, we can say that this lack of movement could show 

immature parameter settings at this age. Focusing on the negative aspect, not, let’s look at 

the tree. 



72 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tr 3.9 

In the tree, you can see the relationship between the NegP and the do-support, as well as 

the TP. Also noted here is the use of the negative particle not with does, instead of using 

the (possible) negative adverb doesn’t. 

Table 3.7 John: Summary of Negation and NegP Development 

parameter John Key aspects demonstrative of 

parameter setting 

No + VP 

Or VP + no 

Bare verbal 

forms 

- No data- at 2;0, John is already 

at the next stage 

Preverbal 

negative 

marker 

ENG n’t, not 

SPA no 

 

2;0 

“They’re [?] not sleeping.” 

“Doggie not eating.” 

“Vaca vaca not eating.” 

John prefers progressive form, 

and also uses it in mixed 

utterances. 
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Table 3.7 continued 

parameter John Key aspects demonstrative of 

parameter setting 

True negative 

imperatives 

ENG with Do 

SPA banned 

2;4 in English- don’t do that. Don’t could be used as an 

adverb. 

NC No want no 2;2 

No pasa nada 2;11 

Not sure if the first utterance is a 

true NC- could be performance 

error. 

In utterance at 2;11, child is 

repeating what his father said. 

NPI Nobody 3;3  

Universal 

quantifier (∀)-
subject 

-  

Other He does not play castle? 2;11 Sophisticated parameters setting 

 

3.4 Tina 

The age range of Tina’s speech studied is 2;2-2;11. She lives with her Mother, 

who is an L1 Spanish speaker, in Payson, Utah. Her mother is from Spain (Pérez-Bazán, 

67). No father figure appears in any of the transcriptions, though according to Pérez-

Bazán, he is a native English speaker from the United States. The child must have plenty 

of input in English because at 2;2 she seems to prefer to speak English, though being 

prodded by her mother to speak Spanish. However, after the age of 2;2, most utterances 

are in Spanish. At 2;11, child speaks to her cousin in Spanish in the conversation. Tina 

has few mixed utterances, which could be due to a variety of factors. According to Pérez-

Bazán (67), Tina’s parents speak Spanish exclusively in the home. 
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Table 3.8 Tina: Negative utterances  

Conversation age English Spanish mixed 

1 2;2 Don’t 

No 

Don’t Momma, 

don’t 

Momma don’t 

Momma 

no, no, no outside 

No 

Cerró no 

Mamá no llorando- 

*missing está: no 

está llorando 

No haciendo nada- 

concord 

Ya no botas 

Bobino no 

No, fuera! 

Para mamá no 

way. 

 

2 2;3   No estoy 

Eso no 

Ay no xxx mi árbol 

No. 

No, cerrar. 

No hay una manta. 

El Pato Donald no 

está. 

No puede pegar. 

  

3 2;5 No no no no stop! 

No, stop it. 

No puedo ®espirar. 

No me haces 

cosquillas 

  

4 2;11   Una casa para que el 

lobo no entre. 

Ya no tiene más 

lobos. 

  

 

Table 3.9 Tina: Annotated Translation of Negative Spanish and Mixed Utterances 

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish** mixed 

1 2;2 Cerró no 

3S closed Neg 

Closed no 

Mamá no llorando-  

Mom Neg prog cry 

Mom no(t) crying 

*missing está: no está llorando 

No haciendo nada- concord 

Neg prog do Neg 

No(t) doing nothing (anything). 

Ya no botas 

“Now” Neg fem pl boots 

Para 74emi no way. 

For mom Neg way 

For mom no way. 
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Table 3.9 continued  

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish** mixed 

2 2;3 No more boots 

Bobino no 

Bobino Neg 

Bobino no  

No, fuera! 

Neg, out! 

No, out!No estoy 

Neg 1S am (here) 

No(t) I here- I’m not here 

Eso no 

masc sing that Neg 

That no (in the context of don’t do that) 

Ay no xxx mi árbol 

Oh Neg xxx pos sing my tree 

Oh no xxx my tree 

No, cerrar. 

Neg, infinitive to close 

No, close. 

No hay una manta. 

Neg there is sing fem definite article a sing 

fem blanket. 

There is no blanket. 

El Pato Donald no está. 

Masc sing def art the masc sing duck Donald 

Neg 3S is (here). 

Donald Duck is no(t) here. 

 

  No puede pegar. 

Neg 3S can infinitive to hit. 

(He) can not hit. 

 

3 2;5 No puedo Iespirar. 

Neg 1S can infinitive to breathe 

I can’t breathe. 

No me haces cosquillas 

Neg 1S indirect object pronoun me 2S do fem 

pl tickles. 

Don’t tickle me. (verb conjugation not banned 

imperative) 
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Table 3.9 continued  

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish** mixed 

4 2;11 Una casa para que el lobo no entre. 

Fem sing indef art a –fem sing house –so –

that- masc sing def art the –masc sing wolf 

Neg enter (subjunctive) 

A house (so) that the wolf can’t enter. 

Ya no tiene más lobos. 

Longer Neg 3S has more masc pl wolves. 

He/She/You (formal) no longer has (any) 

wolves. 

 

 

It is interesting that there are no mixed phrases indicated in the negative 

utterances for Tina. However, they do appear in the conversation, though rarely. Some 

children do not tend to mix, for whatever reason (Tracy, 2000, p. 15). 

Three aspects in Tina’s data are notable, those of VP + Neg, the lack of 

subjunctive use of the prohibitive imperative in one language yet the correct use of the 

positive imperative in the other, and NC with the progressive but missing the AUX.  

Let’s look at them one at a time. 

In the case of the first, VP + Neg, Tina is using the aspect of Neg outside of the 

VP, but without the bare verbal inflection. She says Cerró no, meaning closed (Verb with 

agreement 3S) + no.  This shows that she is still learning to set parameters and is in 

between them, testing. I have a tree that would be a possibility for an older child who has 

mastery of the TP, as well as the C-command of the NegP. It is unclear whether the 

SubjP would be necessary, since the verb morphology indicates person and number and 

the SubjP is unvoiced.  
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Tr 3.10 

However, given that the child in the next utterance at the same age does not use 

the AUX estar for the progressive, I would say that she most likely is setting her 

parameters as is seen in the following tree, in which cerró is being used as a lexical item 

meaning closed (as an adjective) for the child, since the mother in the complete transcript 

says “No, no se cerró” (No, it is not closed). Why, then, does the child relocate the no to 

the position below the verb?  
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Tr 3.11 

Looking at other utterances she has made at the same age can help to understand 

the actual parameters. The child also says, “Momma don’t,” which I imagine would share 

the same analysis, though the do-support complicates it somewhat. I would venture to say 

that the imperative is not functioning as such, but rather an adverb, since the semantic 

verb is not present. Therefore, the don’t ends up being do (in the VP) and then no is the  

Neg, and since the child has heard “don’t,” tests this. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Tr 3.12 

In the case of true imperatives, Tina uses the true positive imperative in English 

Stop it! At 2;5 . However, the banned imperative for 2S as prohibitive is not seen, as the 

child opts for the morphology that shows agreement but not Mood in “No me haces 
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cosquillas.” Another utterance explained is “Una casa para que el lobo no entre.” The use 

of the subjunctive as setting parameters for the banned true imperative is explored in 4.3. 

There is a detailed analysis of the relationship between proper use of the subjunctive and 

the banned imperative.  

A third case in Tina’s utterances proves to be insightful, that of the NC “No 

haciendo nada.” This shows, as was the case for John, that the progressive tense holds 

semantic features, and in addition there is no use yet of the AUX. As is the case with NC, 

there needs to be an interpretable negative feature in order to value the uninterpretable 

one, and the tree is more sophisticated. With the use of the progressive AUX estar, this is 

what the tree would be: 

 

 

   

Tr 3.13     Tr 3.14 
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Compare the tree to its parameter-setting counter, to the right. It’s not even clear 

if the neg is a full NegP at this point, since the estar does not show agreement or tense. 

However, since the NC is being used and there is a need for valuing the [uNeg], my 

assumption is that the NegP is complete. Tina does not use NPI, therefore it is time to 

look at the summary.  

Table 3.10 Tina: Summary of Negation and NegP Development 

parameter Tina Key aspects demonstrative of 

parameter setting 

No + VP 

Or VP + no 

Bare verbal 

forms 

(Cerró no) 2;2 

(Momma don’t) 

 

See below 

Preverbal 

negative 

marker 

ENG n’t, not 

SPA no 

2;2 

Cerró no 

Mamá no llorando 

Momma don’t 

Don’t momma 

Evidence of VP + no, but the 

verb is not bare with the first 

instance of “cerró no.” 

True negative 

imperatives 

ENG with Do 

SPA banned 

No  me haces cosquillas 2;5 

Stop it 2;5 

Error with verb for negative 

imperative parameter in Spanish 

(banned) 

Correct use in English for 

affirmative command. 

NC 2;2 

No haciendo nada. 

No use of AUX estar 

NPI - No data 

Universal 

quantifier (∀)-
subject 

- No data 

 

3.5 Carla 

Carla’s transcripts are from her ages 2;0 until 3;3. She lives in Ann Arbor, 

Michigan with her mother and father. This set of transcripts is quite complete and Carla 

definitely prefers to speak Spanish, her mother’s L1. Her dad tries to speak to her in 
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Spanish, though his Spanish is prescriptively incorrect at times (for example, simple 

gender errors), telling me that he is a native L1 English speaker and L2 Spanish speaker. 

Carla only has a few English utterances at age 2;0, but does have some mixed utterances 

starting at 2;6. 

Table 3.11 Carla: Negative utterances 

 

Conversation age English Spanish mixed 

1 2;0 No 

No, all gone 

No no 

No no up! 

No llorando 

  

  

2 2;2   Papi no   

3 2;3   No no quiero 

No puedes 

  

4 2;3   Es para mí no 

Papi no caiga. 

Mami no caiga agua. 

No caiga mi agua. 

El otro día no puedes ir otro 

día? 

Otro día no? 

No pude. 

Xxx no conoce mi casa. 

  

5 2;4   No sirve no sirven los 

botones 

No sirve 

No 

No, español. (after hearing 

English from dad) 

No no quiero. 

No quiero: ese cuento ese 

cuento 

No, yo quiero sentarme 

aquí. 

Yo no soy un bebé. 

No tienen chaqueta no 

tienen chaqueta. 

Yo no estoy maliña. 

Yo no estoy cansada. 

Yo no quero * acostarme. 
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Table 3.11 continued 

Conversation age English Spanish mixed 

5 2;4  Ahí está no, español.  

6 2;6   No quiero colo   

7 2;6   No me muerda. 

No, este. 

  

8 2;6   Tenemos a ver por qué no 

puede 

No arriba 

No arriba arriba 

No te da miedo 

No se va por aquí la 

biblioteca? 

No haces23 pick 

up. 

9 2;7   No quiero ir a mis escuela.   

10 2;7   No puedo hacerlol.   

11 2;8   Tú no veyes en mi espejo [/] 

Tú no no no no. 

  

12 

 

2;11   Que no sé cómo decir eso! 

Que cierres tus ojos, no 

mires 

Decía nada 

Ahora no tengo 

mi basketball 

(cognate) 

13 3;2   No, el mío es amarillo 

No, y naranja tampoco 

No quiero caminar 

No me duele 

Que no tengo tiritas 

Niños no van conmigo 

Yo no me acuerdo 

No me acuerdo del nombre 

Este no me habla a mí 

Este bebito no le cae el 

chupete 

No veo el avión 

Es un pelo que no se corta 

No te digo nada. 

Marrón no son 

los Teletubbies 

(characters in 

TV show) 

14 3;3   No quiero que María me 

vez. 

Mami, Isa no viene. 

No puedo hacer el * 

Yo mu solata no puedo. 

  

 

                                                 
23 2;6 no haces- should be negative command, but verb form does not change as it should. 
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Table 3.12 Carla: Annotated Translation of Negative Spanish and Mixed Utterances 

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

1 2;0 no llorando 

Neg prog cry 

No crying (missing estar) 

  

2 2;2 Papi no 

Daddy Neg 

Daddy no 

  

3 2;3 No no quiero 

Neg Neg 1S want 

No I (do)n’t want 

No puedes 

Neg 2S can 

You can’t. 

  

4 2;3 Es para mí no 

3S is for DOP me Neg 

(It) is for me no 

Papi no caiga. 

Daddy Neg neg command formal fall 

Daddy don’t fall 

Mami no caiga agua. 

Mommy Neg neg command formal fall 

water 

Mommy don’t fall water 

No caiga mi agua. 

Neg neg command formal fall pos sing my 

water 

Don’t fall my 83emin 

El otro día no puedes ir otro día? 

Definite article masc sing the masc sing 

other day Neg 2S can infinitive go masc 

sing (an)other day 

The other day (you) can’t go another day? 

Otro día no? 

Masc sing other day Neg? 

(an)other day no? 

No pude. 

Neg 1S preterite could. 

I couldn’t. 

Xxx no conoce mi casa. 

XXX Neg 3S know (familiar with) pos sing 

my house. 

 

  



84 

 

Table 3.12 continued 

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

4 2;3 XXX doesn’t know my house (hasn’t been 

to my house). 

 

5 2;4 No sirve no sirven los botones 

Neg 3S work Neg 3pl work masc pl 

definite article the buttons. 

The buttons doesn’t work (sing) don’t 

work (pl). 

No sirve 

Neg 3S work 

(it) doesn’t work. 

No, español. (after hearing English from 

dad) 

Neg, Spanish 

No, Spanish. 

No no quiero. 

Neg Neg 1S want. 

No I don’t want (to). 

No quiero: ese cuento ese cuento 

Neg 1S want: masc sing demonstratative 

that masc sing story that story 

I don’t want (it): that story that story. 

No, yo quiero sentarme aquí. 

Neg, I 1S want infinitive to sit (myself- 

reflexive verb) here. 

No, I don’t want to sit here. 

Yo no soy un bebé. 

I Neg 1S am masc sing indefinite article a 

sing baby. 

I am not a baby. 

No tienen chaqueta no tienen chaqueta. 

Neg 3pl have sing fem jacket 

They don’t have (a) jacket they don’t have 

(a) jacket. 

Indefinite article not necessary here in 

Spanish. 

Yo no estoy maliña. 

I Neg 1S am bad (¿) 

 

5 2;4 I am not bad. 

Yo no estoy cansada. 

I Neg 1S am sing fem tired. 

I am not tired. 
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Table 3.12 continued 

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

5 2;4 Yo no quero24 acostarme. 

I Neg 1S want infinitive to lie down 

(myself- reflexive verb). 

I don’t want to lie down. 

Ahí está no, español. ¿ 

There 3S is Neg, Spanish 

There (it) is no, Spanish. 

 

6 2;6 No quiero colo 

Neg 1S want ¿tail/color? 

I don’t want xxx 

  

7 2;6 No me muerda. 

Neg DOP me 3S/formal bite (command)  

No, este. 

Neg, masc sing demonstrative this (one). 

No, this one. 

  

8 2;6 Tenemos a ver por qué no puede 

1pl have (Standard Spanish uses que) to 

infinitive see why Neg 3S can 

We have to see why s/he can’t. 

No arriba 

Neg up 

No up 

No arriba arriba 

Neg up up 

No up up 

No te da miedo 

Neg IOP 2S you 3S give fear 

It doesn’t scare you 

No se va por aquí la biblioteca? 

Neg 3S IOP (reflexive verb?) 3S go here 

sing fem the sing fem library? 

The library doesn’t leave by here? 

No haces pick up. 

Neg 2S do pick up. 

Think he want 

command but cannot 

form? 

You don’t do pick up. 

Don’t pick (me) up. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Maybe meant no está- 

it isn’t near here? 

9 2;7 No quiero ir a mis*25 escuela. 

Neg 1S want infinitive go to pos pl my fem 

sing school. 

I don’t want to go to my school. 

 

 

                                                 
24 stem not changed- prescriptively correct grammar would be quiero. 

25 Incorrect number on possessive 
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Table 3.12 continued 

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

10 2;7 No puedo hacerlol*.- pronunciation 

error? 

Neg 1S can infinitive to do/make DOP 

masc sing it. 

I can’t do/make it. 

  

11 2;8 Tú no veyes*26 en mi espejo [/]-  

You Neg neg command 2S look/see in pos 

sing my masc sing mirror. 

You don’t look in my mirror. 

Tú no no no no. 

You Neg Neg Neg Neg 

You no no no no 

  

12 

Baby 

sister 

born 

Grand

mother 

arrived- 

monolin

gual 

Spanish 

speaker 

2;11 Que no sé cómo decir eso! 

That Neg 1S know how 86eminine86e to 

say demonstrative masc? sing that 

(I told you that) I don’t know how to say 

that! 

Que cierres tus ojos, no mires 

Here uses negative command correctly! 

That 2S neg command close pos pl your 

masc sing eyes, Neg neg command 2S 

look. 

Close your eyes, don’t look. 

Decía nada 

3S imperfect was saying Neg 

S/he was saying nothing (should be 

negative concord here: should be No 

decía nada). 

Ahora no tengo mi 

basketball (cognate- 

perhaps English 

pronunciation?) 

Now Neg 1S have pos 

sing my basketball. 

Now I don’t have my 

basketball. 

13 3;2 No, el mío es 86eminine 

Neg, masc sing definite article the masc 

sing mine 3S is masc sing yellow 

No, mine is yellow. 

No, y naranja tampoco 

Neg, and orange neither- NC 

No, and orange either. 

No quiero caminar 

Neg 1S want inf. to walk 

I don’t want to walk. 

Marrón no son los 

Teletubbies (characters 

in TV show) 

Sing Brown Neg 3pl 

are masc pl definite 

article the Teletubbies 

Teletubbies aren’t 

brown. 

  No me duele  

                                                 
26 Possible pronunciation error- prescriptively it would be veas 
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Table 3.12 continued 

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

13 3;2 Neg IOP me 3S hurts 

It doesn’t hurt (me) 

Que no tengo tiritas 

That Neg 1S have fem pl shivers. 

(I said that) I don’t have the shivers- I’m 

not shivering. 

Niños no van conmigo 

Masc pl kids Neg 3pl go with me. 

Kids don’t go with me. 

Yo no me acuerdo 

I Neg IOP refl pron me 1S remember. 

I don’t remember. 

No me acuerdo del nombre 

Neg IOP refl pron me 1S remember 

(about) masc sing def art the name. 

I don’t remember the name. 

Este no me habla a mí 

Demons. Masc sing this Neg DOP me 3S 

speak to me. 

This one doesn’t talk to me (emphasized) 

Este bebito no le cae el chupete 

Demons. Masc. sing. this baby-diminuitive 

Neg IOP him 3S fall masc sing def art. the 

“binky” 

Should be a este bebito… 

This baby’s binky doesn’t fall- he doesn’t 

let it fall/ doesn’t drop it. 

No veo el aviónNeg 1S see def. art. masc. 

sing. the plane. 

I don’t see the plane. 

Es un pelo que no se corta 

3S is indef. Art. masc. sing. a hair that 

Neg refl. Pron. 3S cut. 

It (i)s a hair that is not cut. 

No te digo nada.- NC 

Neg IOP 2S you 1S tell nothing. 

I don’t tell you anything. 

 

14 3;3 No quiero que María me vez. 

Neg 1S want that María DOP 1S me 2S * 

see.- should be subjunctive vea 

I don’t want (for) Maria to see me 
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Table 3.12 continued  

Conver- 

sation 

age Spanish mixed 

14 3;3 Mami, Isa no viene. 

Mommy, Isa Neg 3S come 

Mommy, Isa isn’t coming. 

No puedo hacer el xxx 

Neg 1S can inf. to do def. art. masc. sing. 

the xxx 

I can’t do the xxx. 

Yo mu solata no puedo. 

I me?sing fem alone diminuitive –ita Neg 

1S can. 

I alone can’t (do it).  

Not standard pronunciation? Yo solita 

 

 

Carla starts out with Neg + gerund in “No llorando,” which is clearly 

interpretable. The gerund form without the AUX estar is common in children in L1 

Spanish, just as the use of the copula is before the gerund is not commonly used, since 

these verbs are not semantic in nature.  

 

 Tr 3.15 

Carla shows parameter setting of the banned true negative imperative, NC, and 

NPI. For the first, I have done a more detailed analysis in Section 4.4. It is, however, 
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interesting to note that Carla does not have this parameter set until almost 3 years of age, 

I think due to the more complex development in Spanish, which is her stronger language. 

Use of the NC is another interesting observation, especially since in the first utterance 

listed at 2;11, “Decía nada,” Carla only uses one negative particle, though she is using an 

NC construction. In addition, she has added the TP layer, though she has not gone above 

it to the NegP. She has also possibly added an Aspect Phrase (AspP). Thus, the [uNeg] 

nada is not valued.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tr 3.16 
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In the second utterance, “No te digo nada,” she uses a more complex syntax for 

NC with both negative elements, one valuing the other’s uninterpretable negative feature.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

                                            

 

 

 

 

Tr 3.17 

The last utterance for Carla that I would like to explore is her use of an NPI at 3;2 

when she says, “No, y naranja tampoco.” Tampoco is the NPI, and is used in the place of 
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either or neither in English. The comma suggests a break, however the conjunction y 

(and) continues the sentence, and tampoco needs another negative particle, which is the 

[iNeg] no. During the conversation considered, Carla and the Investigator discuss 

characters from a television show called Teletubbies, and she says that Teletubbies are 

not brown, and later states that no, and orange either.  

(3.3)  3827       *CHI:     0 marrón no son los Teletubbies. 

           40             *CHI:     no, y naranja tampoco . 

 

Note that there is no verb for the utterance in question. However, after looking at the 

context of the conversation, I will add a null copula. Let’s look at a possible tree for this 

utterance.  

                                                 
27 Line of transcript for conversation in which utterance occurs. Can be found on the CHILDES website at  

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/browser/index.php?url=Biling/Perez/Carla/carla20.cha 

 

 

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/browser/index.php?url=Biling/Perez/Carla/carla20.cha


92 

 

 

     Tr 3.18 

 We have seen that Carla’s syntax appears to reach a more complex level because 

she is able to incorporate banned negative imperatives, NC, and NPIs. 

Table 3.13 Carla: Summary of Negation and NegP Development 

parameter Carla Key aspects demonstrative of 

parameter 

No + VP 

Or VP + no 

Bare verbal 

forms 

 

 

2;0  

No llorando 

No, all gone 

Gerund denotes progressive as 

semantic, but no tense 
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Table 3.13 continued 

 

parameter Carla Key aspects demonstrative of 

parameter 

Preverbal 

negative 

marker 

ENG n’t, not 

SPA no 

2;2 

No, no quiero 

No puedes 

2;3  

Yo no quero*28 

No pude 

TP is present, morphology of 

preterite, but only one example 

of many 

Does not have command of TP 

yet, but know it exists? 

 

True negative 

imperatives 

ENG with Do 

SPA banned 

2;6 No haces pick up 

2;11 Que cierres tus ojos, no 

mires 

Error 

Correct at 2;11 

NC 2;11 Decía nada 

3;2 No te digo nada 

First NC only has one negative 

particle- perhaps trying out 

parameters 

NPI 3;2 No, y naranja tampoco  

 

Complex utterance 

Universal 

quantifier (∀)-
subject 

-  

 

3.6 Summary of Findings 

Following is a table with a comparative look at the children’s development of 

negation and the NegP. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
28 Stem not changed in this example as it is changed in adult speech  

 

simple 
no + VP

complex

NegP

NC

NPI
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Table 3.14 Comparative: Summary of Negation and NegP Development 

parameter Alberto  

 

John Tina Carla 

Dominant 

language based 

on data analysis 

English English Spanish Spanish 

No + VP 

Bare verbal 

forms 

Not in 

transcript data 

for every child 

2;0 - 2;2 

 

2;0 

Preverbal 

negative marker 

ENG n’t, not 

SPA no 

2;2 2;4  

2;2 Mamá no 

llorando 

Don’t 

Momma 

2;4 

True negative 

imperatives 

ENG with Do 

SPA banned 

Don’t fall asleep 

2;4 

Please don’t 

slow down 2;7 

No don’t do that 

2;4  

Error at 2;5 Error at 2;6, 

2;8 

Correct in 

SPA at 2;11 

NC 2;2 

No quiero no 

No want no 2;2 

No pasa nada 

2;11 

No haciendo 

nada 2;2 

No te digo 

nada 3;2 

NPI I do not have 

any 2;4 

Nobody 3;3  Tampoco 3;2 

Universal 

quantifier (∀)-
subject 

DN 

  

NC 

 

  

 

There is evidence from three of the four participants that shows the initial stage of no + 

VP/ VP + no, with negation being decidedly outside of the VP. The next step, the 

preverbal negative marker, is present for all children. Note that this could be considered 

also an auxiliary verb in English with the can’t/don’t phenomena. The true negative 

imperatives in English could be considered with the do-support don’t to be an auxiliary, 

though the mood changes and thus the child is moving up to the CP. In Spanish, however, 

(Cerró no) 

2;2 

(Momma 

don’t) 
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the banned true imperative in prohibitive form is more difficult to dominate, perhaps only 

from a morphological distinction, though errors are noted at around 2;6 from the Spanish-

dominant children. Negative concord is used by all children, firstly in both languages by 

one child, in English and then again in Spanish. One English-dominant child (John) uses 

NC in Spanish at 2;2, and the two children who are Spanish dominant (Carla and Tina) 

both use NC, one starting very early at 2;2. In addition, Alberto also uses NC in Spanish, 

though he uses a preverbal negative particle in the [u] position as well as in the [i] 

position.  

The last step in the parameter setting for children is seen with the use of Negative 

Polarity Items. Three of the four children show use of NPIs, Alberto very early at 2;4. 

This is at the same age that he shows true imperatives as well. From this point, I will not 

consider the Universal quantifier (∀)-subject in my findings because there was no data to 

show this development. Comparisons will be shown among the children and theories 

about parameter setting based on these comparisons will be stated in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

 Now that we have looked at the data from the children’s speech, the next step is to 

compare and contrast the children’s utterances in order to note similarities and patterns. 

In the following comparative analysis, I will explore parameter setting of all four 

children. Here is the original chart that I created but with some modifications29. 

Table 4.1 Parameters 

Present? PARAMETER Alberto  

 

John Tina Carla 

 

 

No + VP 

Or VP + no 

Bare verbal 

forms 

2;0 - 2;2 

 

2;0 

 

 

 

Acquiring the 

NegP 

Preverbal 

negative 

marker 

ENG n’t, not 

SPA no 

2;2 2;4  

 

 

2;2 Mamá 

no llorando 

Don’t 

Momma 

2;4 

 

 

 

True negative 

imperatives 

ENG with Do 

SPA banned 

Don’t fall 

asleep 2;4 

Please don’t 

slow down 

2;7 

No don’t do 

that 

2;4  

Error at 2;5 Error at 

2;6, 2;8 

Correct in 

SPA at 

2;11 

 

 

 

NC No quiero 

no 2;2 

No want no 

2;2 

No pasa 

nada 2;11 

No 

haciendo 

nada 2;2 

No te digo 

nada 3;2 

 

                                                 
29 Modifications include the deletion of the dominant language for each child because this information will 

not be as relevant for the final part of the analysis, as well as the row for Universal quantifier (∀)-subject, 

since no evidence for this was found in the limited age span studied. 

(Cerró no) 

2;2 

(Momma 

don’t) 
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Table 4.1 continued 

Present? PARAMETER Alberto  

 

John Tina Carla 

 

 

NPI I do not 

have any 

2;4 

Nobody 3;3  Tampoco 

3;2 

 

We will now look further into Parameter setting (and in what order) by the 

children that have been studied. Following is a comparative analysis of the principal 

aspects that are found to be indicative of parameter setting: Negation external from the 

VP, NegP development, True Imperatives, Negative Concord, and Negative Polarity 

Items. The first two are based on Klima & Bellugi’s (1966) findings, and the last three 

come from Zeijlstra’s 2004 dissertation, in which he explained the Phases that languages 

pass through in the Jespersen’s cycle as well as typological checking (p. 147). I have 

eliminated the ∀-subject preceding negation, as mentioned at the end of Chapter 3. 

Remember to note the placement/hierarchy of the NegP, that in English it is C-

commanded by the TP and in Spanish it C-commands the TP. 

4.1 Negation external 

In the speech of three of the children in this study in some of their very first 

utterances, negation (an abstract feature, no doubt) and the lexical item (not even a 

specific subject is necessarily obvious yet), are used, but in different languages. I show 

the trees, which are the same syntactically:   
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Tr 4.1   Tr 4.2   Tr 4.3            

Alberto 2;0 “No quier” Carla 2;0 “No llorando”          John 2;2 “No verde” 

In the last example, John does not voice a verb, but the copula “to be” is understood.  

There were also cases of VP + no, as uttered by Alberto and Tina. This was not as 

common in the transcripts studied, though it does appear. 

    

  

 

 

 

 

Tr 4.4                           Tr 4.5 

Tina 2;2 “Cerró no.”    Alberto 2;1 “Es 98eminine no.” 

There is a question mark next to the feature of [+preterite], which is I believe found 

inside the VP, because children at the age of 2;2 generally do not show tense yet. It is 

understood that tense is acquired at a later age because it is more abstract. I believe that 
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Tina is using the form of the verb that she last heard after having read the entire 

conversation closely.30 

 I have looked at the first parameter set, that of negation external to the VP. Now I 

will move on to the development of the NegP. 

4.2 Preliminary NegP Shell 

The next parameter tested and set is when the children begin to acquire the NegP 

shell (instead of using a Neg item) in its most simplistic form, though the TP is not in 

place yet. It appears that the children are only using [i] features still, though there is 

movement of the theme higher up in the tree. There is development towards the preverbal 

negative marker. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tr 4.6      Tr 4.7 

John 2;0                           John 2;0    

“Piggy no water”                          “Nene not breakfast”   

                                                 
30 Entire transcripts of conversations are available online at childes.org, as I have previously stated. 
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In the two utterances shown, John is creating the NegP shell as he raises the thematic unit 

as a subject into the TP, or possibly the ThP (Thematic Phrase). Though there are no 

verbs present in his utterances, since he is describing the absence of something, there 

must be an understood “has.” Note that if he were to use has, it would also be in the 

TP/ThP. Do support is not present yet, either. 

I believe that Alberto is testing out this parameter as well. Klima & Bellugi claim 

that this stage is a preverbal negative marker. Although the verb is not uttered by Alberto, 

it could be just understood (since it is a copula) because he has used the word not, and not 

no. He doesn’t show any acknowledgement of the AgrP or the TP, either, so he is in a 

very preliminary stage. A tree for this would look like the following. 

 

 Tr 4.8 

Alberto 2;0 “not hungry” 
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The assumption is that since Alberto uses not instead of no, he is beginning to form the 

NegP and the theme (Experiencer in this case, I) would appear as shown. 

The case of the negative utterance by Tina at 2;2 using the gerund crying 

“llorando” is an indication of the second parameter set as well. She uses the gerund as a 

semantic indication, and in her mind the progressive indicator estar is included.  

 

  Tr 4.9 

              

Tina 2;2 “no llorando” 

 

This sentence may appear simple, especially looking at the previous tree. However, it 

may prove to be complex, if we include the Progressive Phrase (which could also be 

considered a TP, though the tense is present, thus in my mind bare). Is Tina now moving 

towards an abstract parameter? According to McNeill (1966),  

A transformational grammar entails a distinction between the superficial and 

underlying structure of sentences. The underlying structure must be so arranged 

that transformations can apply – a requirement which, in general, means that 
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superficial and underlying structures differ…Somehow, children acquire such 

abstractions (p. 99).  

 

  Tr 4.10 

Thus, the underlying structure is beginning to (trans)form into setting a Parameter. As 

Dresher (1999) explains, this is “…orderly progression in the learner’s developing 

grammar” (p. 56). 

As the NegP development continues, a preverbal negative marker appears, which 

was explained by Klima & Bellugi (1966) as the second stage. This marker is no in 

Spanish and n’t (as an auxiliary in combination with can or do) or not in English. All of 

the four children show development in their utterance of the preverbal negative marker. 

Note that the NegP is established while the TP is still not necessarily in place (either 

above the TP in Spanish or below the TP in English). 
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Alberto uses don’t first at 2;0, while he uses can’t at 2;6. John shows a slower 

progression since at 2;4 he says “He’s no got” and does not use don’t until 2;11. 

However, at that age he is also already testing the TP when he says “He didn’t.”  

I will first show you the NegP formation trees with bare verbs in present tense, and also I 

believe used as auxiliaries inside the NegP. 

 

Tr 4.11     Tr 4.12 

Alberto 2;4 “I don’t sing.”   John 2;11 “I don’t want this.” 

Following is another tree with the use of can’t, which shows the same NegP/VP shells. 
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  Tr 4.13 

           Alberto 2;6 “You can’t go in it.” 

The AUX can’t and don’t could also be seen as beginning in the CP since they are 

possibly showing a form of a prohibitive imperative. More trees can be seen in the next 

section under True Imperatives. 

As I mentioned above, John at 2;4 was still using the no outside of the VP in the 

very beginning stages of NegP formation, when he is not using do support but rather a 

more lexical form of has (got). The tree could possibly look like this, since the utterance 

‘s got is lexical for John, based on the conversation and his age. 
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           Tr 4.14 

John 2;4 He’s no got. 

In striking contrast, by the age of 2;11, John is testing the TP. The first example is in tree 

Tr 4.15 with “I don’t want this.” Another utterance John makes at the same age is shown 

in tree Tr 4.16. John indicates tense when he says, “He didn’t.” This shows much more 

sophistication complete with mastery of do support as well as understanding of an 

antecedent verb, as explained below. 
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 Tr 4.15      Tr 4.16 

 John 2;11 “I don’t want this”    John 2;11 “He didn’t” 

This would indicate the beginning of parameter setting, since the TP is above the NegP in 

English, while it is not in Spanish.  

 For an example in Spanish, let’s look at Carla’s utterances to show the 

development of the NegP, as well as the possible testing of the placement of the TP 

below the NegP. Carla, at the same approximate age as Alberto, at 2;4, says  

(4) “Yo no soy un bebé.”  

I  Neg 1S am a baby. 

The tree I believe looks similar to the utterances from Alberto and John. 
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  Tr 4.17 

Carla 2;4 “Yo no soy un bebé.”  

An appearance from the AgrP and testing of it is probable because Carla is not using the 

standard 3S form of the verb, which would be es. The tree with agreement shows more 

complexity. The next step after AgrP would be TP. 
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We have seen the parameters of VP-external negation and the development of the 

NegP. The next section discusses True Imperatives and the distinction seen in the 

languages the children use. 

4.3 True Imperatives  

True imperatives are used in English and correctly at a young age because their 

syntactic structures are much less complicated than those in Spanish. I see this as a bridge 

in between the n’t preverbal negative marker in English and the true imperative don’t. 

See the trees and let’s discuss the details.  

 

 

 

 

Tr 4.18     Tr 4.19 

             Alberto 2;2 “Don’t fall asleep in the chair.” 

More complex syntax           More simplistic syntax 
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Looking at the simpler syntax first, we can see that there is actually no need for the TP or 

MoodP. Don’t could actually be used as an AUX, just as it is in the Principle established 

in 4.1.2, the beginning of establishing the NegP. The difference between English and 

Spanish is that the don’t can be voiced without changing the morphology of the verb and 

be a true negative imperative. On the other hand, in Spanish, The MoodP is used in place 

of the TP since the subjunctive form is used, as the morphology changes. 

 

   Tr 4.20 

This difference is apparent with the parameter of Negative imperatives. As seen in 

the trees, tense/mood and negation are related. When tense/mood is seen by the child, so 

are the functional aspects of negation. For the True Negative Imperative, let’s look at a 

few trees to see how they compare, the true vs. the non-true. True Negative imperatives 

do not involve the TP due to reduced morphology (Bel, 1996, 19). Also, Carla in 

Conversation 8, age 2;6 says “No haces pick up”, and “Tú no veyes en mi espejo” in 
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Conversation 11 at 2;8. Another error in true negative imperative. In fact, this aspect is 

not seen to be acquired until 2;11 for Carla when she says in Conversation 12, “No 

mires.” 

This reality is notable in Carla’s Conversation 6 at 2;6 when she says “No quiero 

ir” yet is not able to correctly use the imperative, since Spanish bans true negative 

imperatives, of hacer (to do). She is actually perhaps using do support,31  but transferring 

it to Spanish, in her utterance “No haces pick up”, which is the negative imperative Don’t 

pick up (I know this because earlier in the conversation she says “No arriba” (No up).    

Let’s look at the possible trees for this utterance and then discuss.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tr 4.21 

                                                 
31 I will not discuss the do-support further here because it is not an integral part of my study, though it is 

quite interesting that this is a possibility in the utterance and could be studied further. 
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This tree could also be used WITHOUT the TP. Thus, the child could be trying to find 

the parameter for C-Command of TP or NegP, depending on the language. Here is a tree 

without the TP.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tr 4.22 

Here is a tree without the TP, yet with the CP, if it is in fact present. 

 

  Tr 4.23 
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However, the NegP most likely is not even accessible. According to Thornton & Tesan 

(2013),  

While there is some uncertainty as to whether negative imperatives with do-

support such as Don’t run! Are true negative imperatives or not, it is clear that 

imperatives of the form Not run! Fit the criterion…[which] would lend further 

support for the proposal that children’s early grammars are limited to a negative 

adverb. (p. 395)  

Thus, it is possible that the tree most likely does not have either of the above forms, but 

rather a more simplistic one, not with a NegP but rather with a negative adverb. The tree 

is more accurately represented as follows:  

 

    Tr 4.24 

If you look at Tr 4.22 first, and then at Tr 4.23 and Tr 4.24, the development of the NegP 

can be traced. 
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The trees of No haces pick up above can be compared to that of the same child’s 

utterance at 2;11, No mires, in which the negative imperative is used correctly.32  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tr 4.25 

This can then be compared to the English, which does allow for true imperatives.33 An 

example is seen in Alberto’s utterances early on, at 2;2, when he says “Don’t fall asleep in 

the chair.” Let’s look at the differences between Trees Tr 4.26 and Tr 4.27. 

 

                                                 
32 The correct negative imperative would be No mires. This is also considered the subjunctive, so it could 

possibly be Mood, or even ImpP (Imperative Phrase) and not tense. However, for my purposes of showing 

placement and C-command of the NegP in the tree, I will be using CP. 

33 Again, note the exclusion from this conversation and analysis of the do-support. 
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    Tr 4.26 

The tree could also be envisioned with an AdvP for don’t, and The TP is not even necessary 

and could be deleted from the tree at this point.34 

 

                                                 
34 The verb fall is a copulative verb, much like to be, and here has the meaning of to become. It is 

intransitive, which means that the theme is not the person affected. This also has meaning in the tree, 

though it will not be explored here. The reason that it is mentioned, however, is to mark subtle differences 

among languages, in which “fall” and other verbs can be considered to belong to different categories, 

transitive or intransitive, depending on lexical connotation. The child’s making sense of semantic features 

is an area rarely studied and could be a topic for future research, especially noting that “the difference 

between pre-verbal negative markers that can negate a clause by themselves and those that cannot is not 

only structural but related to sematic features that categorize them” (Zanuttini, 1997, p. 7).  
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  Tr 4.27 

The development of negation for the child could also be seen as a more simplistic lexical 

item and perhaps the NegP is not even needed, and in its place a simple adverb (AdvP). 

The focus of the various trees given are to support the notion that the TP is not even 

needed in English imperatives, and we can see this pattern with the children’s setting 

parameters in each language. 

 In addition to the examples already discussed, I would like to discuss a notable 

one in which the testing of parameters in the utterances of a child during one sole 

conversation is apparent. According to Crain and Pietroski (2002), “children sometimes 

‘try out’ constructions that are unattested in the local language, but only if such 

constructions are attested in other human languages…” (p. 163). A marked example of 

this from the data that I analyze is seen in the case of Tina at 2;5, she used the 

prescriptively incorrect form of a banned true imperative in her utterance “No me haces 

cosquillas.” The banned negative imperative form would be “No me hagas cosquillas.” 
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However, in the same conversation, in English she uses a positive imperative “No, stop 

it.” The positive and negative imperatives in English use the same form (3rd person 

singular present tense, which would be the bare form). In Spanish, however, the positive 

imperative is 3rd person singular present tense (though some verbs have irregular forms) 

while the negative imperative for informal is a form of the subjunctive. For the purposes 

of this investigation, it is not necessary to explain the form in detail, so I mention here 

that it should be different. I see Tina testing her parameters in both languages with these 

two utterances and have drawn trees below to highlight the similarities among the 

imperatives in both languages, though in Spanish Tina will learn that her parameter 

setting will be different.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Tr 4.28 

Compare the previous tree to the ones following, which comes from Tina’s utterance in 

English at the same exact age, during the same conversation. 
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Or  

 

 

 

   Tr 4.29     Tr 4.30 

Tina realizes that she needs agreement on the verb in Spanish, and perhaps she does in 

English as well. I cannot be sure of that. But what is apparent is that she is using the same 

standard syntax for both languages. The data does not show use of the correct form for 

negative imperatives for Tina, however it is possible that this form correlates with the 

subjunctive mood, since the form for the informal (tú) negative imperative form is formed 

the exact same way as the subjunctive and has been claimed to be a “borrowed” form (Bel, 

1996, p. 20). Tina does use the subjunctive form correctly in Conversation 4, at 2;11, when 

she says “Una casa para que el lobo no entre”. This could mean that she would also have 

mastered the banned true negative imperative. The following tree is for reference only, and 

is not an integral part of this study’s scope. 
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   Tr 4.31 

 The parameters of Negation external, NegP development, and (banned) True 

Imperatives has have been explored and comparisons have been drawn. Now let’s pay 

attention to NC. 

4.4 Negative Concord (NC)  

Another parameter which we can see being set by the children is that of Non-strict 

Negative Concord, which is35 shown in utterances by all four children included in this 

study. It is used by John in English at 2;2 and then in Spanish at 2;11. Alberto uses it in 

                                                 
35 From here on out, non-strict NC will be referred to as NC for purposes of my study. 
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Spanish at 2;2 as well. Tina also uses NC early, at 2;2, and in Spanish. Carla uses it at a 

later age, at 3;2, in Spanish.  

 John uses NC in English utterances. Many have claimed that NC English is 

prescriptively incorrect. However, I would like to suggest that negative concord is in fact 

at the root of all languages, even among children who speak a language (English) that 

prescriptively denounces this type of negation. According to Thornton and Tesan (2013), 

“Since the grammar licenses negative concord, it is quite likely that it does not dissipate 

until it is stamped out by a prescriptive grammar in the school years” (399). The question 

remains, why is the Phase VI grammar, as explained in detail in Chapter 2, so different 

from naturally occurring language spoken by children? This topic is more sociolinguistic 

in nature and thus I will not discuss it further in this particular study. However, it is 

interesting to note that a bilingual child would use NC in English while his parents do not 

speak that variety. 

 Returning to John’s utterance, I have provided a tree for “No want no.” The NegP 

is now fully developed since it has the [i] feature checking the [u] feature. There is no do 

support yet, but the negative concord is there. 
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Tr 4.32     (This is Tree Tr 3.7)  

                     John 2;2 “No want no”    John 2;11 “No pasa nada” 

Note that the other utterances in English are in DN English and do not show this 

parameter being set, or perhaps show the deletion/absence of this parameter. 

 Perhaps John uses NC in English because as he is also learning Spanish, the 

Parameter is being tested. In Spanish, he uses it at 2;11. The tree 3.7 (NC use in Spanish) 

is shown above next to the tree of the English NC (Tr 4.32). There is proof that many 

children go through an NC stage while in L1 English development. For example, Brown 
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studied the utterances of three children in the early 1970s. One of the children, named 

Adam, who was a monolingual L1 English speaker, said at 4;10.2: 

(4.4) Conversation 5336: 

 2080 *CHI: I don’t know how to build nothing. 

 2254 *CHI: and now we not gonna never see dem [: them] again. 

 Alberto also uses non-strict NC in an utterance at an early age, 2;2. Note that he is 

not Spanish dominant, but does use NC in Spanish, though the preverbal Neg marker 

(No) is used in both instances. See the tree below for a replica of John’s syntax. 

 

 (This is Tree Tr 3.4) 

 Alberto 2;2 “No quiero no” 

                                                 
36 See the CHILDES website at http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/browser/index.php?url=Eng-NA-

MOR/Brown/Adam/adam53.cha for the entire transcript. 

 

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/browser/index.php?url=Eng-NA-MOR/Brown/Adam/adam53.cha
http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/browser/index.php?url=Eng-NA-MOR/Brown/Adam/adam53.cha
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 Other Spanish utterances are given by Tina and Carla. The same cues37 are being 

taken to set the Parameter for Spanish speakers. Trees can be seen below. 

 

 

       Tr 4.33 

 Tina 2;2 “No haciendo nada” 

Tina uses the gerund form as a lexical item, which I have already explained in detail. She 

is not using the AUX estar nor is she using the TP.  

 Carla, on the other hand, at 3;2, has mastered the NC syntactic parameter setting.  

                                                 
37 Remember the theory brought forth by Dresher and Kaye (1990) regarding the setting of cues (Section 

2.3). 
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  Tr 4.34 

It is unclear whether or not the Parameter of TP under the NegP is set yet. Another viable 

possibility is that of the 1S being part of the verb already, since it is morphologically 

encoded in Spanish. If the TP is not present, it is because the present tense is the default 

tense. 

 We can see from the study of this Parameter item that the differences among 

languages are again being set by certain cues, as Dresher included in his 1999 analysis. 

Now we will move onto the last Parameter shown to be set by the children, NPIs. 
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4.5 Negative Polarity Items (NPI) 

 We have explored all parameters observed except for the last one, Negative Polarity 

Items. This syntax is also abstract for children, as is Negative Concord, because there is an 

interpretable negative that needs to be valued. Three of the four children studied show use 

of an NPI. Alberto uses it quite early on at 2;2, while John and Carla use it a year later, at 

3;2 and 3;3 respectively. It will help to look at some trees in order to understand this 

phenomenon and be able to compare its development in both English and Spanish. 

As we saw in Tree 3.5 in Chapter 3, Alberto uses the NPI at an early age, 2;2. 

 

 Tr 3.5 

 

It is notable here that the [uNeg] any must be valued by a [iNeg], in this case being don’t. 

In NC English one could say “I don’t have none,” which would be a negative concord. 

However, in DN English, the child must pass this to an NPI. 
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 John also uses an NPI, but at a later age, at 3;3 as an anaphoric utterance. He says, 

“Nobody.” Remember from Chapter 3 that I provided a few examples of possible trees for 

his answer to his dad’s question “Quién te puso ese nombre?” (Who gave you that name?)   

In the tree provided below, he is anaphorically answering his dad’s question “Nobody 

gave me that name.” Note that his father automatically asks him in Spanish, “Nadie?”  

 

     This is Tree Tr 3.8 
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The NPI nadie, expressed as nobody by John, must be valued. That is to say, when John 

says nobody, of course there is a referent. There must be a negative particle referenced 

(here it is no), because it has valued the [uNeg]. 

Carla uses an NPI also after three years of age, at 3;2. She says, “No, y naranja 

tampoco. As you may remember, tampoco is the NPI, and is used in the place of either or 

neither in English. The comma suggests a break, however the conjunction y (and) 

continues the sentence, and tampoco needs to be valued, so it looks up to find the [iNeg] 

no. Remember that there is no verb for the utterance but I have added a null copula. Let’s 

look again at the possible tree I provided for this utterance.  
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 (This is tree Tr 3.18) 

The NPI for Carla is tampoco (“neither”), and the reference is also in the utterance 

given by here Mother [iNeg] no, which makes both John’s and Carla’s utterances so 

amazingly accurate at such a young age. They can manage the abstractedness of previous 

[iNeg] and value their [uNeg] utterances with them. 

Note that of the three children who used NPIs, the [uNeg] NPI is valued by the 

interpretable negative element [iNeg] of the prior utterance. Whether it is with the TP or 

NegP C-commanding, the same process is applied.  
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We have seen that the parameters set are similar across children and languages. 

There is a chronological order that the children’s syntax follows, specifically the four 

children studied in this investigation, regardless of whether it is Spanish or English. I have 

compared the children’s utterances in 4.5 in regards to age-appropriate parameter setting. 

4.6 Answers to Research Questions Posed 

I have explained in detail the setting of parameters for negation and the NegP in the 

case of each of the four children’s utterances studied in Chapter 3 as well as compared and 

contrasted parameter establishment observed in the previous sections of this Chapter. Now 

I am prepared to answer the research questions posed before the study was carried out. 

1- What parameters do bilingual Spanish English-speaking children set for 

negation?  

The parameters that were observed were for both English and Spanish, as well as in 

mixed utterances. They were found in the order listed here for the four children and age 

range studied, which was 2;0-3;3. 

a) No + VP Or VP + no (negation outside of VP).  Bare verbal forms are 

prevalent here. 

b) Setting of the NegP, Preverbal negative marker: English n’t (Auxiliary and 

otherwise) or not, and Spanish no 

c) Prohibitive imperatives: English with do support, Spanish banned 

d) Negative Concord: non-strict NC used in Spanish, a few cases of NC noted in 

speech of DN English speaker 
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e) Negative Polarity Items: NPIs formed in both languages and in two cases 

referent to anterior utterances 

This list is more expansive than the initial one given by Klima & Bellugi in 1966. 

I have combined those from their study and parameters described by Zeijlstra (2004). As 

I mentioned in Section 2.3, when a child is exposed to (a) certain language(s), this 

exposure triggers parameters to adopt a certain setting. I have provided here a list of those 

parameters triggered, and we have seen in the trees the adoption of certain settings. 

2- How do interpretable and uninterpretable features used by children provide data 

for semantic or functional UG negation? 

The fact that children do not use uninterpretable features until a later age is proof 

that at first they use semantic negation. However, once the child is past the first 

parameter setting and starts developing the NegP, functional negation is necessary 

because there are two parts, interpretable and uninterpretable. As mentioned in Section 

2.4, if the target language allows for those uninterpretable features, they are interpreted 

by being valued by the interpretable feature. To answer the question at hand as to how 

these features provide that data, it has been shown in the trees that in fact these children, 

in both DN English (and also NC English in certain instances, such as John’s “No want 

no” at 2;2) and Spanish, follow a pattern for semantic UG negation in the initial stages, 

followed by grammatical UG negation once the NegP is formed. The difference among 

the two languages lies in the C-command of the NegP, but this disparity just highlights 

parameter setting in the two languages. 
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3- How is the NegP for bilingual children different from that of monolingual 

children? Is it possible to tell this from the research done? Are the two languages, 

Spanish and English, influencing each other with regards to negation? And what 

does that show? 

I have not included in this study any monolingual children, though it is known that 

Adam, from Brown’s corpus (1973) says “I don’t know how to build nothing” and “…we 

not gonna snever see dem [ :them] again.” Thus, there is a stage in which L1 English 

children use NC during development. It is possible to tell the difference of the NegP 

among the languages spoken. In Spanish, for example, the NegP C-commands the TP, 

and in English, it is the opposite. There is evidence to suggest that the two languages are 

influencing each other syntactically with regards to negation. In the case of John’s 

utterance “No want no” at 2;2, it is clear that he is using NC in his otherwise English.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 This concluding chapter offers first a focus on the principal contributions of the 

study in child language acquisition, specifically that of the development of negation and 

the NegP and the patterns of parameter setting in English and Spanish. The next section 

highlights the limitations of the investigation, including the research done only with two 

languages, Spanish and English, and the limited age range. In the final section of this 

conclusion are directions for future research, both for the investigator of this study and 

for researchers interested in delving further into either monolingual, bilingual, or 

multilingual language acquisition.  

5.1 Contributions 

Klima and Bellugi claimed that the objective of their study was to “find basic 

regularities” (p. 191) in an L1 child English-speaker’s development of negation. This did 

not account for children speaking languages other than English. According to their 

findings, there were three stages of development of negation: 1) negation of the entire 

phrase, using “no” or “not” external of the entire phrase/clause, where NegP is totally 

separate from the VP, 2)  use of the negations can’t and don’t (and won’t added by Choi), 

auxiliaries with no overt tense or aspectual markers yet internal to the clause, though they 

are still unanalyzed, along with negative imperatives, and 3) “the auxiliary verbs can be 

considered as separate from the negative element” (Klima & Bellugi, 197), as is noted by 

the use of questions and declarative sentences. According to Cameron-Faulkner (2007), 

“by stage 3, the child is considered to have an adult-like command of negators” (p. 253).  
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Though these utterances are not at the level of an adult speaker, they are far more 

complex than the first two stages, which would be “No see” and “I don’t see” 

respectively. In addition, didn’t includes Tense, thus the TP is present.  

In addition to Klima & Bellugi’s research on child development of negation, and 

the research of Choi and Cameron-Faulkner, Zeijlstra, in his 2004 dissertation, examined 

the Phases of negation in Jespersen’s cycle and provided perspective markers of the 

Phases, which I have in turn considered to be a testing ground for parameter setting by 

children. He listed the following that are relative to my study: 1) preverbal negative 

marker (auxiliary and/or adverbial), 2) true negative imperatives, 3) negative concord 

(presence (strict or non-strict) or absence), and 4) Negative Polarity Items. 

As noted in Chapter 2, Theoretical Frameworks, Stromswold argues that early 

child grammar is identical to adult grammar. This theory has been discounted by my 

research, since this would allow for no setting of parameters. According to Dresher and 

Kaye’s (1990) cue-based learner model, children learn not so much from input (poverty 

of the stimulus theory) as from cues, which are appropriate to their parameters. Thus, 

when a child interprets the “ordered path” (Dresher, p. 27), the tone is set for the cues of 

parameters that the child will set. As is evident from negation and NegP development 

from Alberto, John, Tina, and Carla’s transcripts, and the trees I have provided, Döpke 

(2000) is correct in claiming that children do no develop as double monolinguals because 

the languages affect each other syntactically.  

Additionally, languages develop at different rates and in different stages. The 

NegP is available only in those languages with uninterpreted negation [uNeg], which is 
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the case for both English and Spanish. However, differences among these two languages 

within the development of negation and the NegP have been identified, as the NegP is 

shown to be higher in Spanish than in English. 

It is evident from this brief summary that I have added much to the research of 

bilingual DN (and in cases NC) English and Spanish child language acquisition, in 

particular the development of the NegP in stages: negation external, preliminary NegP 

shell, True Imperatives, NC, and NPIs. I believe that the settings that I have established 

by means of interpreting the stages of Klima & Bellugi and the Phases of Zeijlstra 

contribute to the body of research currently available. The focus I have provided with the 

detailed longitudinal analysis of bilingual children’s development of negation and the 

attention to the setting of parameters serves as further evidence for a universal syntactic 

blueprint. 

5.2 Limitations and Direction for Future Research 

 The emphasis on bilingual English and Spanish child utterances has allowed me 

to provide an in-depth, detailed account of the development of negation and the NegP 

among the four children studied. However, the limited scope also has proved to cause 

certain limitations. 

 The first limitation is the focus on only these two languages, while other 

languages could definitely be analyzed as well. There is much to be learned, for example, 

from a study of NC English and its varieties, since NC is prevalent among many other 

languages. The prescriptive barriers and negative connotations associated could be better 

understood by an investigation into AAVE, for example. Similarly, other languages could 
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be added to the results of the current study in order to have a more broad view and 

understanding of the findings. 

 A second notable constraint from this study is the limited age range of the 

children whose utterances were analyzed. Ideally more complex syntactic structures 

could be studied in the future if transcripts from utterances at an older age, such as 3;3-

5;0, were studied. An analysis of this type would allow for a focus on more difficult and 

cognitively complex structures as well as provide a breadth of data into further parameter 

settings, as well as cues. Much could be learned regarding the age at which each 

parameter is solidified, and having a range of ages would allow for a broader spectrum on 

which to pinpoint these cues and settings. 

 A third limitation of this study is the type of data that has been studied. Ideally in 

the future it would serve greatly to look at monolingual data and compare it to findings in 

the bilingual children’s corpus. In addition, the author’s own transcriptions of children 

studied in certain contexts would provide more insight into the intricacies of 

conversations and subtle cues that only a trained observer may capture. Although the 

Observer’s Paradox is also considered inhibitive, the advantages of personal notes, along 

with a recorded conversation and subsequent transcription, are positive aspects of such 

corpora. 
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