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Abstrac t 

This paper reports a miniature language study conducted to 
examin e th e acquisitio n o f  a n ergativ e ver b system .  Th e stud y i s 
designe d t o allo w th e learne r  th e choic e o f  creatin g eithe r  a  natura l 
or  imnatura l  system .  Th e stud y use s a  ne w approac h t o teachm g 
miniatur e language s i n whic h th e learne r  i s  expose d t o th e 
languag e whil e playin g a  compute r  adventur e game .  Th e learne r 
acquire s th e miniatur e languag e b y determinin g it s propertie s whil e 
seein g word s use d i n context .  Afte r  learnin g a  se t  o f  transitiv e an d 
intransitiv e verbs ,  eac h wit h it s ow n se t  o f  subjec t  clitics ,  th e 
learne r  i s require d t o creat e ne w word s wit h objec t  clitics .  Th e 
situatio n i s se t  u p i n suc h a  wa y tha t  th e learne r  ha s thre e options : 
1.  Respon d randomly ,  2 .  us e th e subjec t  clitic s o f  intransitiv e 
verbs ,  creatin g a  syste m typica l  o f  ergativ e languages ,  o r  3 .  us e th e 
subjec t  clitic s o f  transitiv e verbs ,  a  patter n no t  foun d i n natura l 
language .  I t  wa s foun d tha t  mos t  subject s (93% )  di d eithe r  2  o r  3 , 
demonstratin g tha t  the y wer e performin g languag e learnin g b y 
formin g tw o classe s o f  subjec t  clitics .  Mos t  subject s (78% )  use d 
th e thir d option ,  th e unnatura l  one .  Thi s resul t  i s  interprete d a s 
evidenc e agains t  a  modularit y drive n imiversa l  gramma r  vie w o f 
languag e learning .  Instea d i t  support s a  cognitiv e accoun t  i n tha t 
th e unnatura l  patter n require d les s cognitiv e processing . 

Introduction 

A primar y goa l  fo r  languag e acquisitio n researc h i s t o 

identif y th e se t  o f  principles ,  \\iiic h enabl e th e chil d t o 

acquir e an y possibl e languag e i n rea l  time .  Ther e ar e tw o 

genera l  approache s t o d o this ,  leamabilit y  researc h an d th e 

collectio n an d analysi s o f  dat a jfro m languag e learners . 

Withi n th e latter ,  ther e ar e tw o choice s a s well ,  t o stud y th e 

acquisitio n o f  natura l  language s (e.g .  English ,  French) ,  o r  t o 

stud y th e acquisitio n o f  miniatur e languages .  Th e latte r 

observe s learner s acquirin g miniatur e languag e system s 

( M L S s ) .  Thi s stud y explore s th e acquisitio n o f  on e aspec t  o f 

natura l  language ,  i.e .  ergativity ,  a s a n M L S .  Ergativit y i s a 

patter n i n whic h th e subject s o f  transitiv e verbs ,  i.e .  verb s 

tha t  tak e a n object ,  ar e marke d differentl y from  th e subject s 

o f  intransitiv e verbs ,  i.e .  verb s withou t  objects .  Further ,  th e 

subject s o f  intransitiv e verb s wil l  b e marke d i n th e sam e w a y 

as th e object s o f  transitiv e verbs .  Th e stud y i s  structure d 

suc h tha t  learner s acquir e par t  o f  a  M L S syste m an d nee d t o 

generat e n e w utterances .  A  situatio n i s create d whereb y the y 

hav e tw o subconsciou s choices ,  eithe r  t o creat e utterance s 

tha t  hav e th e propert y o f  natura l  languages ,  o r  t o creat e one s 

tha t  hav e a  propert y no t  atteste d i n natura l  language .  Bot h 

potentia l  rul e system s ar e equall y complex ,  bu t  th e unnatura l 

M L S languag e place s les s burde n o n lexica l  processing .  I f 

learner s ar e drive n b y a  universa l  gramma r  tha t  i s  modular , 

the y shoul d prefe r  th e natura l  language-base d M L S .  I f 

languag e learnin g i s a  mor e genera l  cognitiv e operation , 

tha n th e unnatura l  languag e shoul d b e preferred . 

Miniature Language Acquisition 

M L S researc h differ s from  th e stud y o f  natura l  languag e 

acquisitio n i n fou r  ways .  First ,  th e languag e acquire d i s on e 

create d b y th e investigator ;  henc e th e ter m "artificia l 

language "  i s ofte n use d i n referenc e t o thes e studies .  Second , 

th e languag e i s  small ,  typicall y wit h a  tota l  sentenc e 

inventor y unde r  100 ;  henc e th e ter m "miniature" .  Third ,  th e 

languag e i s  taugh t  i n th e laboratory ;  henc e learnin g 

condition s ar e strictl y controlled .  Lastly ,  th e subject s ar e 

usuall y adults ,  o r  olde r  children .  Additiona l  observation s ar e 

tha t  th e language s ar e ofte n difficul t  t o teach ,  an d ofte n us e 

nonsens e words ,  usuall y C V C s . 

Ther e ar e basi c assumption s tha t  underli e M L S research . 

Thes e assumption s ar e tha t  th e M L S i s  comparabl e t o 

natura l  languag e structures ,  tha t  laborator y condition s ca n 

simulat e natura l  languag e acquisition ,  an d tha t  olde r 

childre n an d adult s wil l  acquir e th e M L S wit h sam e 

mechanism s a s use d b y children .  Th e criticis m o f  thes e 

assumption s constitute s a  profoun d proble m wit h th e M L S 

researc h paradigm .  A  revie w o f  M L S studie s (Ingra m & 

Wollitzer ,  1990 )  show s tha t  M L S s ar e no t  comparabl e t o 

natura l  languag e structures ,  an d i n som e case s ar e 

unleamabl e (Brain e 1963) .  Laborator y condition s ar e no t 

comparabl e t o th e contex t  o f  natura l  languag e acquisition . 

Ther e i s n o evidenc e t o sugges t  tha t  th e mechanism s use d t o 

acquir e a n M L S ar e th e sam e a s thos e use d t o acquir e a 

natura l  language .  Lastly ,  th e result s o f  M L S studie s t o dat e 

hav e onl y confirme d previousl y k n o w n findings  o n languag e 

learnin g (Schlesinge r  1977) . 

A revie w o f  jus t  tw o previou s studie s exemplifie s thes e 

problems .  Th e first  M L S sUid y b y Espe r  (1925 )  use d a  M L S 
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whic h consiste d o f  th e followin g rules :  S  - > Colo r  +  Shape , 

Colo r  - > 4  nonsens e words .  Shap e - > 4  nonsens e words . 

Adul t  learner s wer e presente d wit h 1 4 o f  th e 1 6 possibl e 

sentences ,  paire d wit h colore d shqjes .  Th e result s wer e tha t 

th e subject s wer e abl e t o generaliz e an d produc e th e tw o 

sentence s no t  taught .  Brain e (1963 )  use d th e followin g 

language :  S  - ^  A  +  P ,  A  - > Idv ,  juf ;  foj ,  P  - ^  bew ,  inub ,  yag . 

The subject s wer e tea-year-ol d childre n w h o wer e traine d o n 

4 o f  th e nin e possibl e structures .  Th e childre n wer e abl e t o 

generaliz e t o untraine d sentences . 

We propos e tha t  M L S researc h need s t o b e restructure d t o 

overcom e th e problem s identifie d abov e (Ingra m &  Py e 

1993) .  Th e first  chang e i s dia t  th e M L S language s nee d t o 

be miniatur e language s o f  natura l  languag e structures ,  i.e . 

miniatur e rea l  languag e system s ( M R L S ) .  Th e stud y 

reporte d belo w doe s jus t  this ,  creatin g a n M R L S tha t 

contain s verb s wit h ergativ e subjec t  clitics ,  base d o n K'iche , 

a Guatemala n language .  (Ergativ e subjec t  clitic s ar e 

pronomina l  lik e element s tha t  attac h t o th e ver b t o indicat e 

th e perso n o f  th e verb ,  e.g .  first  person ,  secon d person ,  etc.) . 

The presentatio n o f  th e languag e form s need s t o b e 

restricte d t o positiv e evidence ,  i.e .  learner s ca n no t  b e 
correcte d durin g th e acquisitio n process .  Ou r  paradig m 

propose s tha t  w e nee d t o stud y no t  onl y rate s o f  learning ,  bu t 

als o erro r  patterns .  Lastly ,  a  ne w procedur e need s t o b e 

develope d tiiat  ca n mor e accuratel y replicat e th e contex t  o f 

natura l  languag e learning . 

The metho d o f  presentation ,  whic h w e hav e explored , 

consist s o f  creatin g compute r  base d adventur e games .  Th e 

games ar e writte n suc h tiiat  the y involv e th e interes t  o f  th e 

learner .  A n integra l  par t  o f  th e gam e i s learnin g th e M L S . 

The languag e i s presente d i n natura l  contexts ,  i.e .  a s peopl e 

i n th e gam e spea k t o on e anothe r  (se e detail s  below) .  Th e 

benefit s o f  th e approac h includ e th e fac t  tha t  al l  o f  th e 
learners '  response s ca n b e writte n t o a  file  o n a  diskette .  I t 

has th e furthe r  advantag e o f  expandin g th e rang e o f 

languag e structure s tha t  ca n b e examined .  Fo r  example ,  a 

patter n suc h a s ergativit y ca n b e studie d withou t  th e 

extensiv e travel ,  time ,  an d cos t  neede d t o observ e natura l 

languag e learners . 

Kiche Adventures 

The compute r  game s create d ar e calle d Kich e Adventures . 

Kich e Adventure s involv e fou r  mai n characters :  Baltimor e 

Bob,  Pittsburg h ClifiBe ,  Uncl e Dave ,  an d Wicke d Heagar . 

The playe r  i s Baltimor e Bob .  Th e gam e begin s wit h 

Baltimor e Bo b arrivin g a t  th e airpor t  i n Guatemal a City .  H e 

i s goin g t o Guatemal a t o rescu e hi s Uncl e Dav e \\ii o ha s 

been capture d b y Wicke d Heagar .  Baltimor e B o b doe s no t 

kno w Miniatur e Kich e (MKiche) ,  an d wil l  nee d t o lear n i t  t o 

sav e hi s uncle .  MK ich e consist s o f  intransitiv e ver b stem s 

wid i  subjec t  clitic s an d transitiv e ver b stem s wit h subjec t 

and objec t  clitic s (detail s ar e below) .  B o b i s greete d a t  th e 

airpor t  b y Pittsburg h Cliffi e vJh o wil l  b e hi s guide .  A s th e 

tw o trave l  throug h th e cit y an d eventuall y th e jungle , 

Baltimor e B o b hear s MK ich e verb s use d i n a  variet y o f 

circumstances .  B o b i s instructe d a t  th e onse t  tha t  h e ca n 

kee p a  diar y t o hel p hi m acquir e MK ich e words .  Wheneve r 
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he hear s a  MKich e verb ,  h e shoul d writ e i t  dow n i n hi s 

diary .  Thi s i s don e b y th e learne r  typin g "Ge t  <Word>" , 

wiier e W o r d i s th e M K i c h e verb .  A t  an y time ,  B o b ca n cal l 

up hi s diar y b y typin g D L \ R Y .  Thi s show s hi m th e verb s 

tha t  h e ha s heard ,  an d contain s note s o n th e contex t  i n whic h 

i t  wa s used .  A t  critica l  juncture s B o b need s t o us e M K i c h e 

and creat e ne w ver b form s tiiat  h e ha s no t  heard . 

The structur e o f  Kich e Adventure s i s suc h tha t  al l  learner s 

ar e presente d Wit h a  subse t  o f  transitiv e an d intransitiv e 

verb s wit h subjec t  clitics .  A t  a n earl y poin t  i n th e game ,  th e 

learne r  need s t o sho w generalizatio n o f  th e subjec t  clitic s i n 

orde r  t o continu e {subjec t  cliti c  generalization) .  Tha t  is , 

the y nee d t o combin e subjec t  clitic s wit h verb s i n n e w 

combination s tha t  the y haven' t  hear d before .  A t  a  late r  an d 

mor e critica l  point ,  th e learne r  need s t o generat e objec t 

clitic s fi-om  th e subjec t  clitic s tha t  the y hav e learne d (objec t 

cliti c  generalization) .  Tha t  is ,  the y nee d t o creat e nove l  ver b 

form s tha t  indicat e th e objec t  o f  th e action .  Ther e ar e thre e 

possibl e pattern s o f  response .  First ,  di e learne r  coul d 

randoml y selec t  fi-om  th e tw o set s o f  transitiv e an d 

intransitiv e subjec t  clitic s {rando m response) . 

I f  thi s i s  done ,  ther e i s n o evidenc e tha t  th e learne r  ha s 

forme d th e subjec t  clitic s int o classes .  I t  woul d constitut e 

evidenc e tha t  th e tas k i s no t  capturin g learnin g tha t  i s 

consisten t  wit h natura l  languag e learning .  Th e secon d 

possibilit y  i s  tha t  th e learne r  ca n us e th e intransitiv e subjec t 

clitic s a s objec t  clitic s {ergativ e response) .  Thi s respons e 

woul d indicat e tha t  th e learne r  i s creatin g a n ergativ e 

system .  I t  woul d len d itsel f  t o th e interpretatio n tha t  th e 

choic e wa s drive n b y universa l  granmia r  whic h allow s th e 

ergativ e patter n (Dixo n 1980) .  Th e thir d possibilit y  i s  tha t 

th e learne r  wil l  us e th e transitiv e subjec t  clitic s a s objec t 

clitic s {unnatura l  response) .  Thi s syste m o f  perso n markin g 

i s no t  foun d i n an y know n natura l  language ,  i.e .  havin g on e 

set  o f  cUtic s fo r  bot h subjec t  an d object s o f  transitiv e verbs , 

and anothe r  clas s o f  subjec t  clitic s fo r  intransitiv e verbs .  Th e 

reaso n tha t  thi s i s s o i s likel y du e t o th e hig h leve l  o f 

redundanc y foim d i n natura l  language .  Th e unnatura l  syste m 

woul d onl y hav e th e sequenc e o f  th e clitic s t o tel l  wiiic h on e 

mark s th e subjec t  o r  object .  Th e ergativ e system ,  o n th e 

othe r  hand ,  ha s bot h sequenc e an d clas s differences . 

Miniature Kiche 

Four  Kich e Adventur e game s wer e create d ( A throug h D ) , 

eac h usin g a  slightl y differen t  versio n o f  MKiche .  Eac h 

game wa s develope d t o improv e upo n potentia l  confoundin g 

variable s i n th e previou s one .  Th e fou r  language s wer e 

constructe d fi"om  tw o set s o f  ver b stem s an d tw o set s o f 

perso n clitics .  Thes e tw o set s ar e give n below .  Th e ver b 

stem s ar e C V C ,  wit h roug h translation s o f  thei r  meaning s i n 

parentheses .  The y ar e use d i n th e game ,  however ,  m a 

differen t  rang e o f  context s tha n then -  Englis h franslations. 

Perso n i s indicate d b y 1  (firs t  person) ,  2  (secon d person) , 

and 3  (thir d person).  N u m b e r  i s singula r  (s )  an d plura l  (pi) . 

Verbs: 

A Verbs :  wi k (call) ,  re p (read) ,  na z (pull) ,  tur n (pull) . 

B Verbs :  la t  (ask) ,  m u p (see) ,  bi s (push) ,  yo n (shoot) . 
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Clitics : 

A Set :  o n (Is) ,  a w (2s) ,  t e (3s) . 

B Set ;  mi  (Is) ,  a t  (2s) ,  k u (3s) . 

Neutra l  affix :  p a (3pl ) 

The first game was Game A. The MKiche in Game A had 

th e followin g properties :  ( V =  verb ,  su b =  subjec t  clitic ,  ob j 

= objec t  clitic) . 

Game A: (subVobj) 

Set  A  clitic s +  A  Verb s (intransitives ) 

Set  B  clitic s +  B  Verb s (transitives ) 

Intransitiv e verb s presente d first 

This game used a verb structure that mirrored the order of 

subject s an d object s i n English .  I t  use d differen t  ver b stem s 

fo r  transitiv e an d intransitiv e verbs ,  an d taugh t  intransitive s 

first.  Fo r  example ,  th e Mkich e ver b fo r  ' I  call '  i s  O N W I K, 

and th e Mkich e ver b fo r  ' I  as k (someone) '  i s MILAT .  I t  wa s 

late r  decide d tha t  ther e wer e tw o potentiall y  confoundin g 

variable s i n th e game .  First ,  sinc e th e transitiv e subjec t 

clitic s wer e taugh t  afte r  th e intransitiv e ones ,  tha t  coul d 

resul t  i n a  recenc y effect .  Tha t  is ,  th e learner s coul d us e th e 

transitiv e subjec t  clitic s a s th e objec t  clitic s sinc e the y wer e 

th e las t  acquired ,  e.g .  M I L A T A T t o mea n ' I  as k you' . 

Second ,  ther e wer e distinc t  ver b stem s fo r  transitive s an d 

intransitives .  I t  coul d b e tha t  learner s coul d selec t  th e Se t  B 

verb s i n th e objec t  cliti c  generalizatio n tes t  becaus e the y 

associat e th e subjec t  clitic s wit h them .  Fo r  example ,  sinc e 

th e learne r  woul d hav e akead y learne d A T L A T t o mea n 

'yo u ask' ,  the y migh t  associat e th e subjec t  cliti c  A T wit h th e 

ver b ste m L A T an d thu s late r  produc e M I L A T A T t o mea n ' I 

ask you '  i n whic h cas e A T represent s di e object . 

Game B  wa s designe d t o counterbalanc e th e effec t  o f  th e 

ver b stems .  Th e tw o set s o f  ver b stem s wer e reversed ,  i.e . 

Set  B  ver b stem s wer e no w intransitiv e verbs ,  an d Se t  A 

ver b stem s wer e no w transitive . 

Game B: (subVobj) 

Set  A  cUtic s +  A  Verb s (transitives ) 

Set  B  clitic s +  B  Verb s (intransitives ) 

Intransitive s presente d first 

Another concern was raised about the use of the subVobj 

sequencing ,  base d o n English .  K'ich e verb s ar e actuall y o f 

th e for m obj-su b V .  I t  wa s decide d t o alte r  th e gam e t o us e 

tha t  structure .  Thi s wa s don e b y takin g Game A  an d 

changin g th e sequences .  Fo r  example ,  th e learne r  wii o woul d 

produc e M I L A T A T i n Game A  t o mea n ' I  as k you '  woul d 

produc e A T M I L A T i n Game C . 

Game C (obj-subV) 

Set  A  clitic s A  +  A  Verb s (intransitives ) 

Set  B  clitic s +  B  Verb s (transitives ) 

Intransitive s presente d first 

classe s fo r  transitiv e an d intransitiv e verbs .  A  las t  game , 

Game D ,  wa s create d whic h correcte d fo r  these .  I t  use d th e 

same ver b stem s fo r  bot h transitiv e an d intransitiv e verbs .  I t 

als o use d th e obj-su b V  structure . 

Structure Of Game A 

The basi c structur e o f  th e game s ca n b e see n b y examinin g 

Game A .  First ,  ther e i s a  Practic e Game t o acclimat e th e 

learne r  t o th e natur e o f  th e game .  Thi s gam e involve s 

Baltimor e Bob' s arriva l  a t  th e airpor t  an d hi s  earl y 

interaction s wit h Pittsburg h Cliffie .  I t  i s  als o precede d wit h 

some instruction s o n h o w t o m o v e abou t  th e game .  I t  i s 

mostl y don e wit h MKich e verbs ,  bu t  ther e ar e a  handfu l  o f 

othe r  command s tha t  ca n b e used ,  e.g .  direction s (N ,  S ,  E , 

W ) ,  U P ,  D O W N,  etc. .  Th e playe r  ca n als o T A L K T O 

CLIFFI E whe n the y ar e stumped .  Cliffi e sometime s offe r 

hints ,  bu t  no t  always . 

The Practic e G a m e present s 7  intransitiv e verbs ,  an d 

require s 1  generalization .  Th e seve n intransitiv e verb s ar e 

show n belo w i n smal l  letters .  Th e learne r  need s t o generat e 

th e ver b A W T U M 'yo u pull '  t o correctl y complet e th e 

game. 

•call' •reacf •open' 'pull' 

I s  onwi k onre p orma z ontu m 

2s awwd k awre p awna z A W T UM 

Once the Practice Game is completed, the player begins 

th e actua l  Kich e Adventures .  Ther e ar e thre e Kich e 

Adventures ,  eac h constitutin g on e advanc e i n th e overal l 

adventure .  Th e first  adventur e i s "Jungl e Bound" .  I t  take s 

Bob an d Cliffi e fi^om  th e airpor t  an d throug h a  serie s o f 

mishap s i n th e city .  Th e purpos e o f  th e gam e i s fo r  Bo b t o 

acquir e thre e ver b stem s an d thre e subjec t  clitic s o f 

intransitiv e verbs .  Thi s create s a  syste m o f  9  ver b forms . 

Bob hear s 6  o f  th e possibl e intransitiv e verbs ,  an d late r  ha s 

t o mak e 3  generalizations .  Eac h o f  th e si x verb s i s presente d 

i n tw o context s durin g th e game .  Th e verb s ar e show n 

below .  Capital s sho w word s tha t  ar e no t  presente d an d hav e 

t o b e created . 

I s 
2s 
3s 

•call ' 

onwi k 
A W W IK 
tewi k 

•read ' 

onre p 

awre p 

TEREP 

'open ' 

ONNAZ 
awnaz 
tena z 

Thes e thre e game s stil l  containe d th e potentia l  problem s 

wit h th e orde r  o f  presentatio n an d havin g distinc t  ver b 

Th e secon d adventur e i s "Th e Searc h fo r  th e Wicke d 

Witch" .  Her e B o b an d Cliffi e tiavel  throug h th e jungl e 

towar d Wicke d Heagar' s cave .  Th e purpos e o f  thi s gam e i s 

fo r  B o b t o acquir e th e thre e subjec t  clitic s fo r  thre e 

transitiv e ver b stems .  I n thi s game ,  th e ver b root s fo r 

transitive s ar e differen t  tha n th e one s fo r  intransitives .  Bo b 

hear s 6  transitiv e verb s wit h nou n objects ,  an d require s 3 

generalizations .  Eac h ver b i s presente d twice ,  an d practice d 

unti l  acquired .  Thes e ar e show n below ,  wit h th e teste d verb s 

i n capitals . 
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'ask ' 

I s  mila t 

2s ATLA T 

3 s  kula t 

'see ' 

MIMUP 
atmup 
kumup 

'push ' 

mibi s 

atbi s 

KUBI S 

Tabl e 1 :  Respons e pattern s o f  Subjects . 

The thir d adventur e i s "Th e Searc h fo r  th e Magi c Mirror" . 

Here Bo b wil l  reac h th e cav e o f  Wicke d Heaga r  an d attemp t 

t o sav e Uncl e Dave .  Th e purpos e o f  thi s gam e i s t o se e ho w 

Bob wil l  creat e objec t  clitics .  I t  begin s wit h Bo b hearin g 3 

transitiv e ver b stem s wit h a  thir d perso n plura l  cliti c  'pa ' 

wWch mean s 'them' .  Thi s show s hi m wiier e th e objec t 

sufBxe s ar e attached .  Bo b als o practice s thre e o f  th e 

intransitiv e verb s (onwik ,  terep ,  awnaz )  whic h h e learne d i n 

th e fu-s t  adventure .  A t  th e critica l  juncture ,  h e i s instructe d 

tha t  h e need s t o creat e som e n e w forms ,  an d tha t  h e need s t o 

use th e languag e h e ha s acquire d thu s fa r  t o d o so .  H e need s 

t o creat e 9  n e w verb s wit h objec t  suffixes .  Fo r  example ,  h e 

i s asked ,  h o w woul d yo u sa y " I  as k you" .  B o b ha s t o selec t 

from  th e tw o set s o f  subjec t  clitic s tha t  h e ha s learned .  Th e 

game wil l  accep t  eithe r  o f  th e Se t  A  o r  Se t  B  clitic s a s lon g 

as the y ar e th e correc t  person .  Th e answe r  t o " I  as k you "  ca n 

be eithe r  M I L A T A W (ergativ e response )  o r  M I L A T A T 

(unnatura l  response) .  Th e thre e transitiv e verb s wit h th e 3p l 

-p a suffi x ar e show n withou t  parentheses .  Th e nin e tes t 

word s t o b e produce d b y th e subjec t  ar e i n C A P I T A L S .  Al l 

othe r  word s ar e no t  presente d o r  tested .  Thes e ar e place d 

withi n parentheses . 

'ask ' 

Sub I s 

Obj 

I s 

2s MILATAW/A T 

3s (milatte/ku ) 

3pl  (milatpa ) 

Sub2s 

0 

I s (adaton/mi ) 

3s ATLATTE/K U 

3pl  (atlatpa ) 

Sub3s 

0 

I s KULATON/MI 

2s (kulataw/at ) 

3pl  kulatp a 

'see ' 

(mimupaw/at ) 
MIMUPTE/KU 
(mimuppa ) 

ATMUPON/MI 
(atmupte/ku ) 
atmupp a 

(kumupon/mi ) 
KUMUPAW/AT 
(kumuppa ) 

'push ' 

M I B I S A W / A T 

(mibiste/ku ) 

mibisp a 

(atbison/mi ) 

A T B I S T E / K U 

(atbispa ) 

K U B I S O N / MI 

(kubisaw/at ) 

(kubispa ) 

The las t  adventur e i s "Th e Fina l  Quest" .  I t  test s som e furthe r 

miscellaneou s generalizations . 

Results And Discussion 

Tabl e 1  present s th e result s from  8 7 subject s w h o hav e 

playe d th e game .  Thes e consis t  o f  a  rang e o f  adult s from 

teenager s t o middl e age .  Th e majority ,  however ,  ar e 

universit y undergraduates . 

Respons e 

R a n d o m 

Ergativ e 

Unnatura l 

Tota l 

A 

4 

16 

20 

B 

7 

11 

18 

C 
4 

2 

22 

28 

D 
2 

5 

14 

21 

Tota l 

6 

18 

63 

87 
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A first  observatio n i s tha t  onl y 6  subject s use d th e rando m 

response .  W e tak e tha t  a s on e piec e o f  evidenc e tha t  tha t  th e 

learner s wer e applyin g principle s o f  languag e learning .  Th e 

larg e majorit y o f  subject s (93% )  acquire d th e subjec t  clitic s 

as classe s an d use d the m a s a  clas s i n th e objec t  cliti c 

generalizatio n test .  I n fact ,  th e c o m m o n respons e o f  th e 

subject s i n interview s wa s tha t  the y fel t  tha t  ha d give n th e 

'correct '  respons e whe n the y produce d th e objec t  clitics . 

The y wer e generall y quit e surprise d w^e n tol d tha t  th e 

progra m woul d hav e accepte d eithe r  se t  o f  clitics . 

The secon d majo r  finding  wa s tha t  th e unnatura l  respons e 

was mor e highl y favore d i n al l  fou r  game s ( 7 8 % vs .  2 2 % ) 

fo r  thos e subject s v̂ iiic h di d no t  respon d randomly .  Thi s wa s 

despit e th e fac t  tha t  m a n y o f  th e subject s wer e linguistic s 

students ,  an d i n a  fe w cases ,  eve n linguistic s professors .  A 

backgroun d i n linguistic s di d no t  m e a n tha t  th e learne r 

woul d selec t  th e ergativ e system .  Thi s tren d i n th e dat a 

argue s agains t  th e hypotiiesi s tha t  languag e learnin g i s 

modular . 

W hy then ,  woul d th e subject s prefe r  th e urmatura l 

response ? Ou r  accoun t  o f  thi s concern s th e processin g tha t  i s 

involved .  I n th e objec t  cliti c  generalizatio n test ,  th e learne r 

has tw o choices ,  us e th e subjec t  o f  intransitiv e clas s o r  th e 

subjec t  o f  transitiv e class .  Observ e tha t  th e us e o f  th e latte r 

involve s retrieva l  o f  bot h th e subjec t  an d objec t  clitic s from 

th e sam e class .  Th e ergativ e pattern ,  however ,  require s 

retrieva l  from  bot h classe s o f  clitics .  Whil e bot h potentia l 

system s hav e th e sam e linguisti c complexity ,  th e unnatura l 

one involve s les s processin g i n th e productio n o f  transitiv e 

verbs . 

W hy then ,  i s th e preferre d unnatura l  no t  foun d i n natura l 

language ? W e sugges t  tha t  languag e prefer s th e ergativ e 

syste m becaus e i t  involve s mor e redundancy .  Th e listene r 

has tw o set s o f  cue s fo r  identifyin g th e subjec t  an d objec t 

clitics ,  thei r  sequenc e an d thei r  class .  Th e unnatura l  clas s 

has n o redundancy ,  onl y th e sequenc e o f  th e subjec t  an d 

objec t  clitic s t o rel y on .  W e sugges t  tha t  thi s propert y make s 

i t  highl y unpreferred .  B y thi s accoun t  then ,  languag e i s mor e 

shape d b y th e nee d fo r  redimdan t  structur e tha n innat e 

modula r  learnin g mechanisms . 

The las t  issu e t o addres s i s  whethe r  o r  no t  th e subject s 

wer e usin g th e sam e mechanism s t o acquir e M K i c h e a s 

languag e learners .  W e offe r  thre e argument s tha t  the y were . 

First ,  ther e wa s th e resul t  mentione d abov e tha t  th e larg e 

majorit y o f  subject s (93% )  acquire d th e subjec t  clitic s b y 

class .  Ther e wa s n o semanti c basi s t o d o so ;  i t  wa s th e resul t 

of  notin g tha t  on e clas s occurre d wit h verb s tha t  too k object s 

and on e di d not .  Second ,  i t  too k learner s quit e a  lon g tim e t o 

acquir e th e MK ich e verbs .  Th e averag e tim e t o complet e th e 

game wa s betwee n thre e an d fou r  hours .  A n examinatio n o f 



th e response s i n th e compute r  files  showe d a  grea t  dea l  o f 

effor t  t o figure  ou t  th e meaning s o f  th e ver b forms .  A s a 

linguisti c exercise ,  however ,  i t  woul d b e a  trivia l  task .  Thi s 

ca n b e see n b y thinkin g o f  th e version s o f  MKich e abov e a s 

a linguistic s problem .  I t  take s student s a  matte r  o f  second s t o 

solv e i t  whe n presente d thi s way .  Th e fac t  tha t  the y wer e 

involve d wit h contextua l  learnin g o f  thes e forms ,  w e 

suggest ,  triggere d languag e learnin g rathe r  tha n proble m 

solving .  Third ,  i t  wa s noteworth y tha t  traine d linguist s di d 

not  uniforml y conside r  th e ergativ e solution .  Ther e wer e 

thre e PhD s i n linguistic s wii o playe d th e game .  T w o o f  th e 

thre e use d th e uimatura l  response ,  an d wer e surprise d whe n 

we explaine d th e potentia l  ergativit y o f  th e system .  The y 

wer e clearl y no t  usin g thei r  linguisti c knowledg e an d 

proble m solvin g skills .  O n e wa s a  phonologis t  an d on e a 

syntactician .  Th e thir d linguis t  di d mentione d tha t  the y 

assumed i t  wa s a n ergativ e system .  Thi s wa s a  recen t  Ph.D . 

wii o ha d jus t  complete d a  syntacti c dissertatio n o n 

ergativity . 
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