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rarely scramble word order and, by the age of three, come to supply 
most inflections and function words in sentences that require them. 
Though our ears perk up when we hear errors like mens, wents, Can 
you broke those?, What he can ride in?, That's a furniture, Button me 
the rest, and Going to see kitten, the errors occur in only 0.1% to 8% 
of the opportunities for making them; more than 90% of the time, 
the child is on target. The psychologist Karin Stromswold analyzed 
sentences containing auxiliaries from the speech of thirteen pre
schoolers. The auxiliary system in English (including words like can, 
should, must, be, have, and do) is notorious among grammarians for 
its complexity. There are about twenty-four billion billion logically 
possible combinations of auxiliaries (for instance, He have might eat; 
He did be eating), of which only a hundred are grammatical (He might 
have eaten; He has been eating). Stromswold wanted to count how 
many times children were seduced by several dozen kinds of tempting 
errors in the auxiliary system-that is, errors that would be natural 
generalizations of the sentence patterns children heard from their 
parents: 

PATIERN IN ADULT ENGLISH 

He seems happy.----+ Does he seem 

happy? 

He did eat.----+ He didn't eat. 

He did eat. ---+ Did he eat? 

I like going. ---+ He likes going. 

They want to sleep. ---+ They 

wanted to sleep. 

He is happy. ---+ He is not happy. 

He is happy. ~ Is he happy? 

ERROR THAT MIGHT TEMPT A CHILD 

He is smiling.---+ Does he be smiling? 

She could go. ----+ Does she could go? 

He did a few things. ----+ He didn't a few 

things. 

He did a few things. ---+ Did he a few 
things? 

I can go. ---+ He cans go. 

I am going. ---+ He ams (or be's) going. 

They are sleeping. ---+ They are'd (or 

be'd) sleeping. 

He ate something. ~ He ate not· 

something. 

He ate something. ~ Ate he 

something? 

For virtually all of these patterns, she found no errors among the 
66,000 sentences in which they could have occurred. 

Bahy Born Talking-Describes Heaven 
L. u 

The three-year-old child is grammatically correct in quality, not 
just quantity. In earlier chapters we learned of experiments showing 
that children's movement rules are structure-dependent ("Ask J abba 
if the boy who is unhappy is watching Mickey Mouse") and showing 
that their morphological systems are organized into layers of roots, 
stems, and inflections ("This monster likes to eat rats; what do you 
call him?"). Children also seem fully prepared for the Babel of lan
guages they may face: they swiftly acquire free word order, SOV and 
VSO orders, rich systems of case and agreement, strings of aggluti
nated suffixes, ergative case marking, or whatever else their language 
throws at them, with no lag relative to their English-speaking counter
parts. Languages with grammatical gender like French and German 
are the bane of the Berlitz student. In his essay "The Horrors of the 
German Language," Mark Twain noted that "a tree is male, its buds 
are female, its leaves are neuter; horses are sexless, dogs are male, 
cats are female-tomcats included." He translated a conversation in 

a German Sunday school book as follows: 

Gretchen: Wilhelm, where is the turnip? 
Wilhelm: She has gone to the kitchen. 
Gretchen: Where is the accomplished and beautiful English 

maiden? 
Wilhelm: It has gone to the opera. 

But little children learning German (and other languages with gender) 
are not horrified; they acquire gender marking quickly, make few 
errors, and never use the association with maleness and femaleness 
as a false criterion. It is safe to say that except for constructions that 
are rare, used predominantly in written language, or mentally taxing 
even to an adult (like The horse that the elephant tickled kissed the 
pig), all languages are acquired, with equal ease, before the child turns 

four. 
The errors children do make are rarely random garbage. Often the 

errors follow the logic of grammar so beautifully that the puzzle is 
not why the children make the errors, but why they sound like errors 
to adult ears at all. Let me give you two examples that I have studied 

in great detail. 
Perhaps the most conspicuous childhood error is to overgeneralize-

the child puts a regular suffix, like the plural -s or the past tense -ed, 




