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NEDES

Generative grammar assumes that humans are genetically endowed with Universal Grammar
(UG), which makes possible the acquisition of any human language without explicit instructions.
UG consists of the set of (i) principles that are satisfied by any language, and (ii) parameters that
define the points of language variation and that have multiple consequences for the surface
grammar (Chomsky 1981). This approach postulates that the process of language acquisition is
a process of fixing the values of such parameters. Given this view, the elucidation of principles
and parameters is one important goal of linguistic investigation.

In this dissertation, I illustrate how the study of child language acquisition contributes to the
understanding of the nature of parameters. More concretely, I demonstrate that acquisitional
evidence can be used not only to argue for, but also to argue against specific proposals about
parameters. The evidence comes from two case studies. One deals with the acquisition of
preposition pied-piping by French- and Spanish-speaking children. A parametric proposal
predicts that there should be a strong acquisitional association between suppletive forms of
prepositions and determiners, and preposition pied-piping. [ demonstrate that children in fact
acquire those constructions at different times, suggesting that those properties do not necessarily
stem from a proposed single parameter. The other takes up the acquisition of head-internal
relative clauses by Japanese-speaking children. I show experimentally that knowledge of this
construction is in the grammar of young children, which in turn provides support for the
hypothesis that the possibility of head-internal relative clauses in a given language crucially
depends on the setting of a few basic parameters. These results made two major contributions.
On the empirical side, the results have provided acquisitional evidence regarding the relevant
constructions, which was not previously available. On the theoretical side, these findings
demonstrate that child language acquisition provides an important ground for evaluating various

parametric proposals.
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