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Phrase Structure in Early Child English: A View from the Minimalist Program
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This study addresses the question of whether early child English conforms to the
VP-internal Subject Hypothesis. We first re-evaluate the evidence provided by Deprez & Pierce (1993) for
the existence of VP-internal subject stage in the acquisition of English. Building on the syntactic
analysis of the collocation why not? by Merchant (2006), we present evidence against D&P"s assumption
that children’ s sentence-initial "no"™ is a marker for sentential negation. We then turn to Chomsky’ s
(2012a,b) minimalist analysis of subject-auxiliary inversion, and analyze children’ s yes/no-questions
based on that syntactic analysis. The results of our transcript analysis reveal that children acquiring
English never produce any incorrect yes/no-question in which the most prominent element in the subject
noun phrase undergoes inversion. This finding constitutes new piece of evidence that young children
satisfy the requirement that subjects must first be merged internally to the predicate.
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Child Age #of Files | #of Child
Soan Analyzed | Utterances
2;04:24
Abe 23:07:28 120 14,944
2;03:04
Adam £3:05:01 40 32,479
1;06
Eve 2:03 20 10,626
. 1;02:29
Naomi ©3:04:18 85 13,233
. I;11:16
Nina _3:03:21 52 30,408
1;09:08
Peter £3:01:20 20 22,580
2;3:05
Sarah 23:07:23 70 14,279
Table 1
Child Why not? | Why no?
Abe 1 0
Adam 124 0
Naomi 2 0
Sarah 1 0
TOTAL 128 0
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Table 3
Child Age #of Files | #of Child
Soan Analyzed | Utterances
2;03:04
Adam | - 3:05:01 40 32,479
1;06
Eve 2:03 20 10,626
2;3:05
Sarah | 3:07:23 70 14,279
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Table 4
Child | (6a) (6b) (6¢c)
Adam 1345 50 0
Eve 34 0 0

Sarah 570 18 0
Total 1949 68 0
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