
UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 
Society

Title
The English Past Tense and the Child's Conception of Time

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8d9731dx

Journal
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 20(0)

Authors
Barr, Dale J.
Regier, Terry

Publication Date
1998
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8d9731dx
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/
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Departmen t  o f  Psychology ,  Th e Universit y  o f  Chicag o 

Beeche r  Hall ,  584 8 S .  Universit y  Ave. ,  Chicag o I L 6063 7 
daleb@ccp.uchicago.ed u 

Introductio n 

Durin g acquisitio n o f  th e Englis h pas t  tense ,  childre n ar e 
observe d t o 'overregularize '  man y irregula r  verbs—fo r 
example ,  sayin g faile d instea d o f  fell .  Thes e speec h error s 
ar e commonl y assume d t o b e th e produc t  o f  a n underlyin g 
mechanis m whic h map s th e ste m o f  a  ver b t o it s pas t  tens e 
form .  Th e meaning s o f  thes e verbs ,  i t  i s assumed ,  pla y n o 
rol e i n thi s process .  However ,  som e researc h suggest s tha t 
past  tens e acquisitio n i s no t  independen t  o f  conceptua l 
development—th e meaning s encode d b y th e pas t  tens e 
chang e alon g wit h th e child' s conceptio n o f  temporality . 
Bloom ,  Lifter ,  an d Hafit z (1980 )  foun d tha t  th e initia l 
distributio n o f  pas t  tens e morpholog y i n children' s speec h 
was sensitiv e t o th e lexica l  aspec t  o f  verbs .  Childre n wer e 
more likel y t o us e th e pas t  tens e wit h teli c  verbs—tha t  is , 
verb s denotin g bounde d events ,  suc h a s brea k o r  fall—tha n 
wit h activit y verbs ,  whic h denot e unbounded ,  imperfectiv e 
event s suc h a s dra w o r  play .  The y demonstrate d tha t  pas t 
tens e morpholog y initiall y  refer s t o th e resul t  o f  change-of -
stat e event s (suc h a s brea k o r  fall )  rathe r  tha n t o pastnes s pe r 
se.  I n thi s study ,  w e exten d thes e idea s b y investigatin g 
whethe r  lexica l  aspec t  account s fo r  difference s i n th e 
overregularizatio n rat e amon g verbs . 

As Bloo m an d other s suggest ,  th e tempora l  displacemen t 
whic h underlie s th e appropriat e us e o f  th e pas t  tens e i s les s 
readil y availabl e t o childre n tha n aspectua l  distinctions ,  suc h 
as whethe r  o r  no t  a n even t  leave s a  clea r  result .  Children' s 
focu s o f  attentio n graduall y shift s fro m even t  outcome s t o 
tempora l  displacement .  W e reaso n tha t  pas t  tens e marker s 
whic h ar e mor e commo n wil l  com e t o b e associate d wit h 
tru e pastnes s mor e rapidl y tha n les s frequen t  markers .  Thus , 
th e regula r  morphem e -e d shoul d tak e o n th e meanin g "past " 
more quickl y tha n th e irregula r  pas t  for m o f  an y give n verb , 
give n it s greate r  frequenc y i n th e linguisti c input .  I n othe r 
words ,  faile d an d fel l  mea n differen t  things . 

Furthermore ,  becaus e teli c  verb s ca n b e use d i n resultativ e 
construction s wherea s activit y verb s cannot ,  w e reasone d 
tha t  th e us e o f  activit y verb s i n th e pas t  tens e b y necessit y 
denote s "tru e past" .  This ,  i n conjunctio n wit h th e 
expectatio n tha t  -e d woul d b e mor e strongl y associate d wit h 
"tru e past" ,  le d u s t o predic t  a  highe r  rat e o f 
overregularizatio n fo r  activit y verb s tha n teli c  verbs . 

Method and Results 

The speec h transcript s o f  fou r  childre n fro m th e CHILDE S 
databas e (MacWhinney ,  1990 )  wer e analyzed .  Thes e childre n 
wer e Ab e (Kuczaj ,  1977) ,  Adam ,  Eve ,  an d Sara h (Brown , 
1973) .  Overregularizatio n rate s fo r  eac h ver b fo r  eac h chil d 
wer e take n fro m Marcus ,  e t  al .  (1992) .  Eac h ver b typ e wa s 

code d a s t o whethe r  i t  referre d t o a  teli c  o r  activit y event . 
Verb s whic h wer e no t  clearl y teli c  o r  activit y wer e excluded . 

The predictio n wa s tha t  activit y verb s shoul d sho w a n 
overal l  greate r  rat e o f  overregularizatio n tha n teli c  verbs .  I n 
orde r  t o tes t  thi s prediction ,  th e overregularizatio n rate s fo r 
teli c  an d activit y verb s wer e compared .  T o avoi d scalin g 
effects ,  onl y thos e verb s whic h ha d bee n overregularize d a t 
leas t  onc e b y a  chil d wer e include d i n th e analysis .  Th e dat a 
bear  ou t  th e prediction :  th e mea n overregularizatio n rat e wa s 
0.6 7 fo r  activit y verbs ,  0.3 9 fo r  teli c  verbs .  Thi s differenc e 
was significant ,  f(78 )  =  4.06 ,  p  <  0.001 . 

I n a  regressio n analysis ,  lexica l  aspec t  wa s foun d t o b e a 
significan t  predicto r  o f  overregularizatio n rate ,  explainin g 
4 3 % o f  th e varianc e i n rat e amon g differen t  verbs . 
Controllin g fo r  th e contribution s o f  th e frequenc y o f  a  ver b 
i n th e child' s speec h an d th e ag e a t  whic h i t  wa s acquired , 
lexica l  aspec t  accounte d uniquel y fo r  6.17 % o f  th e varianc e 
(r 2 =  0.0617 ,  F(3 ,  76 )  =  8.4661 ,  p  <  0.01) .  T o giv e a 
sens e o f  th e relativ e significanc e o f  thi s figure ,  i t  shoul d b e 
compare d t o figure s cite d b y Marcus ,  e t  al .  (1992 )  wh o 
foun d tha t  a  13.69 % contributio n o f  frequenc y i n parenta l 
inpu t  an d a  2 % contributio n o f  phonologica l  neighborhood . 

The highe r  rat e o f  overregularizatio n fo r  activit y verb s i s 
not  predicte d b y an y extan t  model s o f  pas t  tens e learning . 
Thes e result s len d suppor t  t o th e ide a tha t  morphologica l 
developmen t  i s tie d t o conceptua l  developmen t  an d it s 
concomitan t  shift s i n meaning ,  no t  jus t  t o change s i n 
mapping s betwee n th e ste m an d past . 
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