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First Language Acquisition

Now in its fourth edition, this textbook provides a chronological

account of ûrst language acquisition, showing how young children

acquire language in their conversational interactions with adult speak-

ers. It draws on diary records and experimental studies from leaders in

the ûeld to document different stages and different aspects of what

children master. Successive chapters detail infants’ and young chil-

dren’s progression from attending to adult faces, gaze, and hand

motions, to their ûrst attempts at communicating with gaze and

gesture, then adding words and constructions. It comprehensively

covers the acquisition of the core areas of language – phonetics and

phonology, lexicon, grammar and sentence structure, and meaning –

as well as how children acquire discourse and conversational skills.

This edition includes new sections on how children build “common

ground” with adults and other children, individual differences in

children’s language development, how they collaborate with adults

in constructing utterances, and how they qualify beliefs.

eve v. clark is Lyman Professor in Humanities and Professor of

Linguistics and Symbolic Systems, Emerita at the Department of

Linguistics, Stanford University and is the 2021 recipient of the

Roger Brown Award for her research on language acquisition.

Recent publications include Language in Children (2017).
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“Twenty years after its ûrst edition, Eve Clark has again fully

updated her now classic textbook. It will continue to be the

world’s most comprehensive and evenly balanced text on ûrst

language acquisition.”
Willem Levelt,Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics

“A magniûcent overview of the science (and beauty) of how

children learn to talk. In clear, compelling prose, the book

illustrates the process and product of language acquisition,

highlighting its social and interactional dimensions. Awonder-

ful hook into the topic, for novices and experts alike.”
Prof. Inbal Arnon, Psychology Department, Hebrew University

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

First Language Acquisition

fourth edition

EVE V. CLARK

Stanford University, California

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,

New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,

a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/highereducation/isbn/9781009294492

DOI: 10.1017/9781009294485

© Eve Clark 2024

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions

of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2002

Second Edition 2012

Third Edition 2016

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

A Cataloging-in-Publication data record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 978-1-009-29449-2 Hardback

ISBN 978-1-009-29452-2 Paperback

Additional resources for this publication at www.cambridge.org/clark4e.

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence

or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,

accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

To Damon Alistair

for all his talk

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

List of tables, boxes, and ûgures page viii

Acknowledgments xiii

1 Acquiring language 1

Part I Getting started 23

2 In conversation with children 25

3 Starting on language: Perception 68

4 Early words 96

5 Sounds in words: Production 120

6 Words and meanings 152

Part II Constructions and meanings 187

7 First combinations, ûrst constructions 189

8 Modulating word meanings 219

9 Adding complexity within clauses 246

10 Combining clauses: More complex constructions 281

11 Constructing words 311

Part III Using language 339

12 Honing conversational skills 341

13 Doing more with language 373

14 Two languages at a time 411

Part IV Process in acquisition 437

15 Specialization for language 439

16 Continuity and change 462

Glossary 497

Some resources for research 508

References 514

Name index 639

Subject index 665

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Tables, boxes, and figures

Tables

2.1 Mean fundamental frequency of adult speech page 41

2.2 Pitch ranges in adult speech 42

2.3 Words per minute in speech to children versus adults 43

2.4 Mean number of disûuencies per one hundred words 44

2.5 Social class and child-directed speech 57

2.6 Frequency of dyadic and triadic “εlεma” interactions

at three ages

64

3.1 Perceiving distinctions among sounds in Russian (between

the ages of ten months and two years)

86

3.2 Three-year-olds’ recognition of their own versus adult versions

of words

92

4.1 Early word production: First words said by at least 50%

of the monthly sample (at each month from 1;0 to 1;6)

98

4.2 Early word uses: Overextensions based on shape 106

4.3 Overextensions based on movement, size, sound, and texture 107

4.4 Narrowing down domains by adding new words 108

5.1 David’s communicative schemas in the period 1;1 to 1;4 126

5.2 Nouns understood and produced at age 2;0 by twelve children 150

5.3 Verbs understood and produced at age 2;0 by twelve children 151

6.1 Causative errors in young children’s speech 163

6.2 Adding animal terms over time 166

6.3 Using more than one expression for the same referent 175

6.4 Directions about meaning relations 177

6.5 Coping strategies for placements in space 180

6.6 Some typical “late errors” with make, let, give, and put 184

7.1 Sequences of single words 191

7.2 Some typical ge sture + word combinations 195

7.3 Two-word utterances from three languages 197

7.4 Two-word utterance-types in the speech of Kendall, aged 2;0 199

7.5 Percentage of each word order in parent–child conversations

for children aged 2;2 to 3;8 in Turkish

206

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

7.6 Utterances where mention of the agent is informative 208

7.7 Some common English constructions 211

7.8 The emergence of construction-types in early syntax 212

7.9 The ûrst ten productive positional patterns for ûve children 216

7.10 Successive uses of spill from T 217

8.1 Stages in the acquisition of past tense -ed in English 225

8.2 Order of acquisition for fourteen grammatical morphemes

in English

226

8.3 Frequency (%) of verb tokens versus verb-types in the speech

of two- to four-year-old French children

229

8.4 Three most productive patterns of determiner use and the

percentage of determiner use accounted for in the speech

of eleven children under three

235

9.1 Adding complexity: Some utterances from D at 1;6 and 2;2 247

9.2 Children follow their parents in construction use 248

9.3 Referential forms in two children’s Korean: A, O, and S 250

9.4 Order of acquisition of wh- question-forms in English 256

9.5 A sequence of questions from Jane (2;8.30) 257

9.6 Increasing the complexity of formulaic interrogative frames 259

9.7 Using additional interrogative frames 259

9.8 Increasing complexity in question-forms 262

9.9 Emergence of sentence-internal not in English 265

9.10 Using noncausative verbs as transitive causative verbs 269

9.11 Using causatives as intransitive verbs 270

9.12 Percentage of incorrect choices of verb form by age 271

9.13 Percentage of correct causative interpretations by age and

language

273

9.14 Locative alternation errors in ûgure and ground assignments 274

9.15 Errors in the forms of active/passive voice alternations 277

9.16 Passives with be versus get in Eva’s speech 278

10.1 Order of acquisition: Understanding coordinate

construction-types

284

10.2 Early connectives and semantic relations in child speech 285

10.3 Typical relative clauses in D’s speech 287

10.4 Some relative clauses imitated by Echo, aged 2;2 288

10.5 Percentage of response-types by age in referent speciûcation 290

10.6 Verbs introducing complements in child speech 293

10.7 Stages in the acquisition of to complements 294

10.8 Early temporal clauses in D’s speech 296

10.9 Three-year-old children rely on order of mention 297

10.10 Typical early causal utterances in D’s speech 301

10.11 Early conditional constructions in D’s speech 304

11.1 Spontaneous analyses of word parts 314

List of Tables, boxes, and figures ix

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

11.2 Percentage of correct identiûcations of head and modiûer +

head referents for novel English root compounds

316

11.3 Percentage of identiûcations of head and head + modiûer

referents for novel Hebrew root compounds

316

11.4 Percentage of verb-bases extracted from unfamiliar agent

and instrument nouns in children’s glosses (English)

318

11.5 Early innovative verbs and nouns in English 323

11.6 Innovative denominal verbs in D’s speech 328

11.7 Innovative de-adjectival and onomatopoeic verbs in D’s speech 328

11.8 Typical innovative derived agent nouns in D’s speech 330

11.9 Asymmetries of agent and instrument uses of the same sufûx

in English (-er), Icelandic (-ari), and Hebrew (-an)

331

11.10 Typical early spontaneous uses of un- for reversal 332

11.11 Percentage of elicited uses of un- by age 332

11.12 Typical early compound nouns in D’s spontaneous speech 334

11.13 Stages in the acquisition of English synthetic compounds 335

12.1 Early speech acts 344

12.2 Rate of intrusions during the third year 350

12.3 Two attention-getting strategies and their possible expressions 358

12.4 Percentage of repeats of familiar words (at two points in time)

compared to repeats of new words, for ûve children

364

12.5 Percentage of adequate utterances for each speech-act type

by age

370

13.1 Request-types (%) elicited in the family setting 376

13.2 Differences in Sally’s speech at 3;9 to different addressees 382

13.3 Children’s choices (%) of polite forms for requests in Italian 389

13.4 Spontaneously initiated request-types at three ages (%) 397

14.1 Two bilingual children’s uses of French and English by

addressee

425

14.2 Percentages of ûnite utterances produced in English and in

French

426

16.1 Organizing information about word forms 466

16.2 Looking times (secs) for infants who do and don’t combine

words

470

Boxes

2A Conditions on communication 29

2B Daily routines in the ûrst two years of life 31

2C Indices of infant attention and readiness for interaction 47

2D Children’s cumulative experience with language, measured in

words, in a hundred-hour week, a year, and four years

58

3A Two methods for measuring infant detection of difference 72

x List of Tables, boxes, and figures

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

3B Breaking into the speech stream 75

3C Early understanding and commenting on dialect differences 88

4A Early uses of uhoh and hi 104

4B Cross-cutting categories in Korean and English: Korean kkita

‘ût tightly/interlock’ vs. English put in and put on

111

5A Relations between babbling sounds and ûrst words 124

5B Steps in combining words under a single intonation contour 146

6A Some candidate constraints on children’s meaning assignments 156

6B Taking different perspectives on the same referent 174

6C Some early generic statements 176

6D Some coping strategies for different situations 181

6E An early mis-assignment of meaning 182

11A Comprehension and production differ 318

11B Pre-emption in the lexicon: Nouns that pre-empt 320

11C Pre-emption in the lexicon: Verbs that pre-empt 320

12A Recurring conversations: The swimming pool 342

13A The persistent “Why?” 393

13B Adopting a different role 402

13C The African gliding gecko 407

14A Some translation equivalents or doublets in French and Dutch 420

14B Examples of language mixing 423

14C Principles of dialect acquisition 434

15A Maturational stages of development 456

16A Number of words experienced during learning 491

Figures

3.1 The time course of children’s looking to the correct referent

in the Isolated Noun and Sentence Frame conditions

84

5.1 Examples of vowels and consonants 121

5.2 Percentages of i n and out words produced by one-year-olds 133

6.1 Two 7-vertex networks with different connectivity structures 165

7.1 Mean values for F0 in Hz for early versus late recordings for

three children

192

7.2 Mean length (in ms) for monosyllabic and polysyllabic words

in isolated single words, sequences of single words, and

multiword utterances from three children

193

9.1 Percentage of omissions of unstressed forms in two-year-olds’

imitations of nominals, articles, and pronouns in subject vs.

object position

253

9.2 Percentage of echoic uses of the negative forms no, not, and

don’t

264

List of Tables, boxes, and figures xi

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

12.1 Percentage of maternal utterances each child responded to,

at each age

348

12.2 Length of switching pauses for three- and ûve-year-olds in

simple and more complex exchanges

349

12.3 Percentage of appropriate choices for want (request)

compared to let (offer), by age

369

13.1 Percentage of deûnite article uses at each age in storytelling 384

13.2 Four- to six-year-olds’ success in judging whether actions

satisûed scalar implicatures (give a reward) or not (no reward)

387

13.3 Two linguistic functions in children’s attempts at persuasion 396

15.1 Major speech areas (Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas) in the brain 442

xii List of Tables, boxes, and figures

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgments

This book has grown out of my research and teaching on ûrst language

acquisition, where, over the years, I have focussed on what small children

have to tackle as they take on the learning of a ûrst language, and the many

steps they take along the way to becoming skilled speakers and communi-

cators. It has evolved in light of many discussions with colleagues and

students on what we can – and can’t – assume about the process of language

acquisition, and just what different assumptions can buy us – or fail to buy

us – theoretically.

Funding for my own research has come from the National Science

Foundation, the National Institutes of Child Health and Human

Development, the Spencer Foundation, the Guggenheim Foundation, and

the United States–Israel Bi-National Science Foundation. I have also

received invaluable support from the Max Planck Institute for

Psycholinguistics, Nijmegen, The Netherlands (when Anne Cutler,

Wolfgang Klein, Willem J. M. Levelt, and Stephen C. Levinson were

Directors), in particular in 1997–1998 when I ûrst took on this project.

I am immensely grateful to my colleagues there for providing a stimulating

atmosphere, then and over the years, for all kinds of discussions about the

process of acquisition. And I owe more than I can say toMelissa Bowerman,

Stephen C. Levinson, and Dan I. Slobin whose inûuence on my own work

has long been profound.

I have beneûted immeasurably from the comments and suggestions of

colleagues who used earlier editions in their classes, as well as from graduate

students who have raised questions, pointed out inconsistencies, and

brought new ûndings to my attention. I owe special thanks here to many

students, including Inbal Arnon, Kathy Carpenter, Marisa Casillas,

Michelle Chouinard, Bruno Estigarribia, Barbara Hecht, Masoud Jasbi,

Barbara Kelly, Chigusa Kurumada, Emily Lake, Daisy Leigh, Casey Lew-

Williams, Kate Lindsey, Marie-Catherine de Marneffe, Randa Mulford,

Tatiana Nikitina, David McKercher, Teresa Pratt, Sebastian Schuster,

Nola Stephens, Janneke van Hofwegen, and Adriana Weisleder. I also

want to thank my Cambridge editor, Helen Barton, who saw me through

the many hurdles for a new edition of this book.

I remain deeply indebted to the many colleagues who have always

responded generously to innumerable requests for reprints and references,

xiii

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-29449-2 — First Language Acquisition
Eve V. Clark
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

arguments and details on a range of topics, who provided examples and

suggestions, and who raised issues I might not have considered otherwise.

Lastly, I owe more than I can say to Herbert H. Clark, who listened to

fragments of data and argument, argued for and against various positions,

and, most of all, encouraged me. Writing a book is a collaborative endeavor

to which family, friends, students, and colleagues all contribute – whether

they know it or not.

xiv Acknowledgments

www.cambridge.org/9781009294492
www.cambridge.org

