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1. Birth weight > 5 lbs. 8 oz., Birth term > 37 weeks
2. No foreign language experience
3. No history of chronic ear infections
4. No family history of speech, language, or hearing

disorder
5. No production of past tense overregularizations

based on in-house questionnaire

Are infants aware of the distributional context of the
English past tense marker before they produce
overregularized forms?

• Evidence shows that by 18 months, children can
use distributional information (e.g. –ing co-occurs
with VERB) to segregate the words they hear into
proto–grammatical categories.

• This happens before children reliably demonstrate
the same knowledge in production.

• We asked whether infants discriminate *break–ed
(hypothesized to conform to their version of English)
from (1) nonce verbs + –ed, (2) English nouns + –ed,
and (3) correct irregular verbs.

• 8 pairs of matched sentences were constructed for
each experiment.

• What predictions do children make about nouns and
verbs that occur in slightly different distributional
contexts, e.g. mass vs. count nouns or irregular vs.
regular verbs?
• Are they conservative and treat these

inconsistencies as evidence that e.g. irregular and
regular verbs belong to different categories?

• Given the limited evidence that irregular verbs
don’t fully participate in morphological paradigms,
are they liberal and assume irregular and regular
verbs appear in the same distributional contexts?*

• Past tense overregularizations are one way to test
these questions.

Experiment 1 Experiment 2 Experiment 3
Overregularized vs. 
phonotactically near-
identical nonce verbs 
+ –ed

Overregularized vs. 
NOUN + –ed

Overregularized vs. 
correct irregular verbs

*breaked vs. 
lendle–ed

*breaked vs. *crib–ed *breaked vs. broke

• Hypothesis: 16-month-olds are sensitive enough to
grammatical morphemes, syntactic categories, and
morphological paradigms to represent VERB + –ed.

• Inference: They incorrectly infer that forms like
*breaked are possible in English.

• The data support our hypothesis that 16-month-olds
infer that overregularized forms like *breaked are
grammatical in English.

• There was a significant difference in looking times for
overregularized (M=12.53, SD=4.94) and nonce
(M=9.65, SD=2.47) blocks; t(15) = 2.58, p < .03.

• It is possible that children are listening longer
because of the confluence of familiar forms and not
due to familiarity with the distributional context of –ed.

• English nouns + –ed were compared to
overregularized verbs to eliminate this possibility.

Experiment 1 Experiment 2 Experiment 3
16 participants, M
age = 16.25 months

16 participants, M
age = 16.26 months

14 participants, M
age = 16.25 months

• Can 16-month-olds discriminate between
overregularized verbs and their correct irregular verb
counterparts?

• Prediction: Children will not be able to choose (i.e.
discriminate) between overregularized forms and their
correct irregular counterparts.

• There will be a non-significant difference in LTs
because 16-month-olds have incorrectly inferred that
both forms are possible (and thus familiar) given the
child’s linguistic environment, where irregular forms
are available, and the distributional patterns of –ed,
which suggest to the child learner that overregularized
forms are possible in English.

• Can 16-month-olds discriminate between
overregularized verbs and nonce verbs + –ed?

• Prediction: Children will discriminate and prefer
overregularized verbs over nonce verbs + –ed
because the forms are “familiar” and correct given the
child’s representation of English.

• Can 16-month-olds discriminate between
overregularized verbs from nouns + –ed?

• Prediction: Children will prefer never-encountered
overregularized familiar verbs over never-
encountered familiar noun stems with –ed because of
awareness of the distributional context of –ed.

• The data support our hypothesis that 16-month-olds
infer that overregularized forms like *breaked should
be grammatical in English.

• There was a significant difference between the
overregularized verb blocks (M=10.61, SD=3.67) and
NOUN + –ed blocks (M=8.30, SD=2.79; t(15) = 2.82,
p < .02

• This rules out the possibility that infants are simply
responding to familiarity since the nouns and the
verbs should be equally familiar.

• That is, children are responding to the structure
VERB + –ed.

• Exps. 1 & 2 are consistent with the hypothesis that
16-month-olds anticipate the overregularized forms,
even though they’ve never heard them.

• But what if overregularized verb forms are pitted
against forms that are actually familiar? Children
could either prefer the anticipated (i.e.
overregularized forms), the actual (i.e. correct
irregular), or not be able to choose.

• Overregularized verbs were compared to their
correct, irregular counterparts to explore this
possibility.

• The data support our
hypothesis that 16-month-
olds do not discriminate
between overregularized
verbs and their correct
irregular counterparts,
suggesting the child
language learner has

• The Headturn Preference Procedure (HPP; Kemler
Nelson et al., 1995) tests infants’ discrimination of
patterns that conform (is drinking) vs. don’t conform
(*can drinking) to their native language.

-ed -ing -s

break 0 8 1
bring 0 3 0
catch 0 2 0
close 7 0 0
cry 0 24 2
dance 0 12 1
drink 0 9 4

Illustration of accidental and
linguistically-motivated gaps in
the child-directed speech of the
Adam corpus (Brown, 1973)

• 16-month-olds were able to discriminate between
(1) Overregularized verbs vs. nonce verbs + –ed,
(2) Overregularized verbs vs. noun stems marked
with –ed, but not between (3) overregularized
verbs vs. their correct irregular counterparts.

• Our results indicate that 16-month-olds have
enough experience with English to represent VERB
+ –ed months before children begin to
overregularize in production.

• Children's behavior in our experiment suggest that
verb paradigms (–s, –ing, –ed) are a strong
influence in toddlers' expectations, causing them
to treat as equal accidental gaps like danced (see
table) and linguistically-motivated gaps like
*breaked.

• Exp. 3 suggests 16-month-olds have not
discovered that irregular verb forms (broke) are
alternate forms for linguistically motivated gaps. It
remains to be seen how much more experience
with the language will help children to discover the
difference between the two types of gaps in their
linguistic input.

• Our data also suggest children are segregating
lexical items into proto-categories like VERB.

• There is growing evidence that overregularization
in production is driven by the production
mechanism and factors like phonotactic probability
(Figueroa & Gerken, 2016) instead of reflecting
when the past tense rule actually comes online.
This aligns with the results of the current study.*see discussion

• 16-month-olds are treating
linguistically-motivated
gaps and accidental
gaps the same. That is,
even though e.g. dance
can co-occur with –ed to
make danced, it is
possible that the child
language learner is not
exposed to any examples
based on pure
coincidence – an
accidental gap.

incorrectly inferred that both forms are possible (and
thus familiar) given their linguistic environments and
the distributional contexts of –ed in English.


