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Introduction

This thesis investigates the acquisition of definite articles and pronouns in two
languages, Dutch and Spanish. Concretely, we will be concerned with the
interpretations Dutch and Spanish speaking children in the age range 4.5 - 7.5 assign
to these lexical elements.

Definite articles and pronouns have in common that they are functional elements
related to the nominal domain: they are either combined with an NP, like definite
articles (e.g. the man), or substitute for an NP, like pronouns (e.g. “I met Mary. She
wasn’t pleased to see me”). The interpretation of pronouns and definite articles
depends both on syntactic and pragmatic factors. In this thesis we will mainly focus
on the syntactic factors that constrain the interpretation of definite articles and
pronouns. We will present experimental evidence from Spanish and Dutch showing
that children’s interpretation of definite articles and pronouns is non-adultlike in
some respects, but that this is not due to lack of knowledge of the relevant syntactic
principles. Instead, we will argue that the reason for children’s non-adultlike
interpretation of these elements is twofold.

On the one hand we will follow previous research which indicates that children
have problems with the pragmatic aspects of the use of pronouns and definite
articles. This leads them to use pronouns and NPs introduced by definite articles in
an infelicitous way, for instance, to introduce new referents. It also leads them to
allow pronouns to corefer with local antecedents, in contexts such as (1). Unlike
adults, 5 and 6 year old children often allow an object pronoun to have the same
reference as a local subject NP, a phenomenon that has come to be known as the
Delay of Principle B Effect (DPBE).

(1) *The boy touched him. (him = the boy)

On the other hand, we will provide evidence showing that children’s interpretation
of pronouns and definite articles is also affected by their incomplete acquisition of
the morphosyntactic properties of these elements. This will lead children to
misclassify definite articles as expletive determiners, i.e. determiners without
semantic content, and to analyze third person pronouns as so-called SE-anaphors,
like Dutch zich or Spanish se. This entails that the claim made by many researchers
during the last decade that syntax is early and that language acquisition after the age
of three basically involves the mastery of pragmatics, must be modified.

The approach that we follow in this dissertation is comparative in nature. We will
show that the different morphological properties of Dutch and Spanish definite
articles and pronouns affect the way children acquire the interpretative properties
that these elements have in the adult language. In particular, we will highlight the
importance of “rich” Determiner-Noun agreement morphology in the interpretation
and acquisition of definite articles, and the relevance of the full pronoun/clitic-



