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The study reports data on the acquisition of person pronouns by 29 French-speaking children,
aged between 18 and 30 months. The results show that this acquisition proceeds according 1o a
regular developmentul sequence, which parallels that found in research with English-speaking
children. However, it appcared that the French-speaking children in this study learncd the
pronouns about 2-3 months later than had been reported for English-speaking children. The
results are interpreted as giving evidence about the selective contribution of general developmental
mechanisms and sccio-cultural and linguistic factors to young children’s learning of person
pronouns.

Introduction

Larly use of the personal pronouns 7 and you by young children has
intrigued developmental psychologists and psycholinguists for some
time (Cooley 1908: Huxley 1970; Macnamara 1982; Strayer 1977,
Zarzo 1948). This interest is due in part to the cognitive skills presumed
to underlie pronoun use (Bates 1976; DeVilliers and DeVilliers 1974;
Maratsos 1973), or the light it can throw on the relative contribution of
environmental versus endogenous factors in linguistic development
(Oshima-Takane 1985; Petitto 1983); in part it is due to the importance

* This article is based on a master’s thesis submitted by the first author to the Université du
Québec & Montréal This research was supported in part by a scholarship of the provinge of
Quebec (F.C.A.C.) to the first author and a research grant to the second author,

The authors wish to express their gratitude to Andrée Pomerleau and Gérard Malcuit for
reading a draft of the manuscript and contributing valuable comments. They also wish to thank
the teachers of the daycare centers of the Université du Québec 3 Montréal, the Université de
Montréal. and of the Saint-Edouard-, Soleil-, and Sourithéque nursery schools.

Requests for reprints should be sent to H. Feider, Dépt. de psychotogic, Université du Quebec
& Montréal, C.P. 888, Succ. *A’, Montréal, Québec H3C 3P, Canada

0020-7594 /86 /$3.50 © 1986, Elsevier Science Publishers B.V. (North-Holland)



630 M. Legerstee, H. Feider / Acquisition of pronouns

of pronoun use in signaling the emergence of a concept of self (Frai-
berg and Adelson 1973; Lewis and Brooks-Gunn 1979: Zazzo 1948)
and to its role in diagnosing pathological language development
(Estienne 1982; Fay and Schuler 1980).

While a fair amount of reliable data are available concerning pro-
noun acquisition in English-speaking children (Bloom et al. 1975).
relatively little systematic information has been reported regarding
French-speaking children (Gagné and Pagé 1981; Rondal and Brédard
1982). The purpose of the present study is to furnish such information
and to compare this to similar data from English-speaking children. In
fact, it may be expected that pronoun acquisition in French children
would show some variation relative to that of English-speaking children
due to differences in the surface structures of the two languages (Slobin
1973: Kail 1983). For example, English has no precise equivalent to the
common French construction of extraposed pronoun forms (e.g.. "moi,
Jlaime les chats’, ctc., where a French speaker immediately gives herself
away when using the equivalent pattern in English: “‘Me, 1 like cats’).
On the basis of Slobin’s (1973) operating principles according to which
children tend to pay particular attention to acoustically salient and
isolable surface expressions, one might expect that this surface feature
of French might facilitate the acquisition of at least the emphatic
pronoun forms by French-speaking children. On the other hand, the
non-emphatic pronoun forms should, and have in fact been observed to
be more difficult in French than their English counterparts (Feider
1981) due to their sentence-internal position (e.g.. ‘je te lai déja dit’
versus ‘I already told you s0’).

The present study focuses on the initial stages in the acquisition of
person pronouns in French-speaking children by testing a developmen-
tal hypothesis first proposed (and partially confirmed) by Charney
(1980) in work with English-speaking children. The hypothesis predics
an acquisition sequence on the basis of a cognitive-pragmatic model of
language development and proposes a sequence involving at least two
successive levels: (1) the child comprehends the pronoun ‘you’ (and its
variants) when it is addressed to her and is able to refer to herself as *I’
when commenting an action performed by herself or when viewing a
photograph or mirror image of herself: (2) the child is able to compre-
hend ‘I’ produced by another and to produce the pronoun *you” when
addressing a conversational partner. Since this model appears to account
for the bulk of the data collected to date on English-speaking children
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(Bloom et al. 1975; Charney 1980; Clark 1978; Macnamara 1982;
Strayer 1977), it will be interesting to examine pronoun acquisition in
French children in the light of this model. Such data would allow
certain inferences to be drawn concerning the relative role of linguistic
as compared to general developmental factors in young children’s
acquisition of person pronouns.

Accordingly, the present study presents data on young French-
speaking children’s acquisition of first-and-second-person pronouns
obtained in two standardized situations, similar to those used by
Charney (1980), but taking care to evaluate both comprehension and
production in equivalent contexts (Charney’s production data came
from spontaneous interactions, while here comprehension data were
collected using an elicitation technique). In this way, it will be possible
to test, in more rigorous a fashion, Charney’s model of psycholinguistic
development, while simultaneously furnishing some basic information
concerning development of person pronouns in French-speaking
children, Le., chronological age and mean length of utterance in rela-
tion to the various levels of pronoun development.

Method
Subjects

The subjects were 29 middle-class children, 13 boys and 1€ girls between 18 and 30
months (X = 23 months). The children were contacted through various daycare centers
located in middle income districts in the Greater Montreal area. All children came
from monolingual French-speaking families.

Marerials

One polaroid camera, one 9 em’ block covered with 6 different pictures (a cat, a
monkey, a bear, the experimenter, and photographs of the child and her parent); three
small bowls filled with raisins, one Sony cassettc recorder (model T-44) were used in
the experiment.

Procedure

In phase I of the study, the experimenter and a research assistant familiarized
themselves with the children by playing and conversing with them informally during
one or two free play periods. During this phase, the assistant wrote down 100
consecutive spontaneous utterances per child. This speech sample served to calculate
MLU, used as an indicator of linguistic development.
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I phase I1. two standardized tasks were administered individually in a separate
room, usually in the morning just after the parent had brought the child to the
pre-school. The parent remamed present throughout the experiment and acted as
co-experimenter. In this way. a relaxed game-like almosphere was created. in which the
child cooperated spontaneously.

The experimental tasks

(1) Transfer of raisins (T.R.)

In this task. the parent, the experimenter, and the child were seated in a circle on
the floor. Bach participant received a bowl of raisins and it was made clear to the child
{hat each of them had their own bowl of raisins (an idea readily understood by all
children).

Comprehension was assessed by means of a series of four questions, which were
asked alternately by the parent and the experimenter, while taking a raisin out of either
her awn or the child’s bowl, pretending not to be able w see, after having donned a
blind-fold. Two gquestions were of the form ‘Est-ce que ¢'est mon raisin?” (s this my
raisin?) where the correct answer was *yes' on one oceasion, ‘no’ on the other. The two
remaining questions were of the form *Est-ce que c'est ton raisin?” (Is this your raisin?),
again with the correct answer heing ‘yes' onge, and “no’ the other iime. Each question
was asked twice by the parent and threc times by the experimenter, so that the
probability of obtaining a correct score for anyone of the two pronouns by chance was
p(5) =00312.

Production was tested similarly. except that the questions were of the form ‘A gui
est ce raisin?’ (Whose raisin is this?), to which the child had to answer *a moi’ {tnme) or
‘a toi” (yours) depending on which bowl the raisin had been taken from.

(2} Identifying photographs (I.P.)

For this task, the child’s and the parent’s photo were taken just prior to the task and
pasted onto the 9 om® block, which already contained the four remaining picturces. As
for the T.R. task. the experimenter and the parent took turns asking the child to
identify the photographs. pointing either to their own or the child’s picture.

Comprehension was assessed by means of two questions of the form: *Esr-ce mor?”
{Is this meh, with the correct response being ' yes’ on one occasion, "no’ on the other,
and two questions of the form: *Est-ce t0i?” (Is that you?), again with the correct
answer being ‘ves’ once, and ‘no’ the other time.

Production was assessed in a similar way, using four questions of the formi: "Qui
est-ce?” (Who is this?), alternately asked by the parent and the experimenter pointing (o
their own and the child’s photo respectively. A correct pronoun production consisted in
answering ‘toi” (you) or ‘moi’ (me) respectively on the proper occasions, 1f the child
answered by using her own name, as happened sometimes on this task, the guestion
was reformulated as follows: *C’est gui [child’s name]? ([child’s name]. who is that?).

For both tasks, the eight questions wee presented in a different random order to
each child, Half the children received the T.R. task first. the other half the LP. task.
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Scoring

Scoring consisted in attributing one point for each correct pronoun use. A pronoun
was considered to have been used correctly, if the child responded appropriately on
each of the five occasions the pronoun was tested. Separate pronouns scores were
attributed for comprehension and production and for the two tasks. Total scores, thus,
varied from 0 (no correct pronoun use) to 4 (both pronouns used, both in comprehen-
sion and in production), for each of the two tasks,

Scoring of the child’s spontancous utterances obtained in phase I of the study was
analysed for mean length of utterance (MLU) following the procedure described by
Brown (1973 54). Adaptation to the French language did not pose any special
difficulties. Interscorer agreement calculated between two independent judges was 98%
following some practice.

Results

Scalogram analysis using Green’s (1956) index of consistency was used to evaluate
the hypothesis of a developmental sequence in pronoun performance. stipulating a
regular progression from an initial level (level ) where children do not use or
comprehend any pronominal forms to two intermediate levels where they comprehend
a pronoun addressed to them (*roi’ — level 1) and can use a pronoun when speaking of
themselves (“moi” — level 2) to the more advanced levels where they give evidence of
comprehending pronouns referring to the other (*moi” — level 3) and finally address
others by using a pronoun productively (level 4). Given this theoretical acquisition
sequence, the most direct way to test its validity on the basis of the results obtained is
to subject the data to an order theorctic imethod of analysis. Such methods have, in
fact, been used successfully in Piagetian research (Bart and Airasian 1974; Jackowitz
and Watson 1980; Longeot 1964; Watson and Fisher 1977) to demonstrate the
reliability of observed acquisition scquences with dichotomous data. Among the
various methods available, Green's index of consistency has the advantage that it
incorporates a test of statistical independence, while Gutteman’s reproducibility coeffi-
cient (R)is evaluated only by a simple threshold criterion ( R > 0.90). Green's index of
consistency is obtained by the formula

_ Rep—Ri

i
1-Ri ~

where Ri is the reproducibility coefficient expected if the items were independent of
each other and hence not ordered in terms of a predictable sequence.

A summary of the results applying Green’s scalogram analysis are shown in table 1.
It can be seen that for the T.R. task the responses of 26 cut of 29 children formed a
perfect scale where the order of difficulty obtained corresponded precisely to the
predicted sequence. Green’s index of consistency for this task was 0.60 - well above
Green’s criterion value of 0.50. On the P.I. task, only 23 out of the 29 subjects scaled
perfectly, and Green's index was only (1.52, still above criterion. Hence, on both tasks,
the hypothesized acquisition sequence is supported by the data.
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Table 1

Distribution of subjects scaled at five levels of pronoun development on two fasks, T.R. and P.1.:
scalogram, number of exceptions, mean age and MLU-values associated with each level of
pronoun devclopment.

Level of pronoun PFOHOI-.I-I; r_-cfcrcncc Task
development Child Other TR P
Comp Prod Comp Prod N (A MLU N CA MLU
‘toi’ “moit Cmait i’
l o 0 o 0 3187 084 13 200 147
2 1 0 0] 0 9 207 1.25 30 210 1.20
3 1 1 0 ] 4 210 1.48 1 240 210
4 1 1 1 0 7244 232 & 255 200
5 1 1 1 1 6 286 326 4 282 310
Total scaled
T.R. 27 28 29 29 26
1.P. 27 25 29 29 23
Exceptions
TR 2 1 0 0 3

I.P. 2 4 0 0 6

There were a total of 5 scale errors involving three subjects on the transfer task and
7 scale errors involving 6 subjects on the P.I. task, Nine of the 12 errors were first-order
errors involving items in adjacent order of difficuliy. the remaining three were second-
order, where two more difficult items were passed with an easier item failed. Given the
magnitude of I, the index of consistency, and the fact that these errors represent no
more than roughly 7 percent of the total number of errors possible (5.7% for the
transfer task and 8% on the identification task) m an array of 29x{(4-1)~ 87
independent observations, this number of errors can be considered quite tolerable. In
fact, a closer look at the nature of these scale errors reveals that they are due to ouly
two sources: (1) the use of the child’s own name instead of the pronoun *medi” - this
was particularly evident in the picture identification task, where 3 of the 7 scale
inversions of this type occurred; and (2) inattention {lack of responding) to comprehen-
sion questions involving ‘foi’, which accounted for the remaining 5 scale errors, of
which two occurred on the picture 1ask and three on the transfer task.

Table 1 also shows the mean ages and MLU-values associated with each of the five
pronoun levels. Tt can be seen that corresponding (o each advance in pronoun use,
there is a regular progression in both age and MUIU, particularly for the T.R. task. The
relationships between these variables, are uniformly high and significant (table 2),
lending additional support to the developmental validity of the five pronoun levels
revealed by the scalogram analysis.

Finally, the data in table 1 indicate that there is a systematic performance lag
between the two tasks. It appears that the children evidenced pronoun use at younger
ages and lower MLU-values on the T.R. as compared 1o the P.1. task, particularly at




M. Legerstee. H. Feider / Acquisition of pronouns 635

Table 2
Intercorrelations between MLU, age and pronoun scores for two tasks (T.R. and P.1).

Age Task T.R. Task P.L
MLU 0.92° 0.84 ¢ 0.84 %
Age 0.80 ¢ 0.79
Task T.R. 0.84°

“ p < 0.001.

the first three pronoun levels. This difference is statically reliable (7{16) = 4,24,
p < 0.001). At the two upper levels, this task difference disappears (¢{11) =191,
p = 0.08).

Discussion

The results substantiate the findings of previous research on acquisi-
tion sequences for person pronouns, extending them to a group of
French-speaking children in Quebec. Taken together, these results
indicate that by 29 months and at an MLU level of 3.2, the children
have fully mastered 1st and 2nd person pronouns in both comprehen-
sion and production (level 5). This is somewhat earlier than the age
levels reported in diary studies of French-speaking children. In fact,
Grégoire (1947} reported productive use of first person pronouns
between 22 and 29 months, of second person pronouns between 30 and
36 months. Zazzo (1948) also notes pronoun use around 24 months, but
only in fixed expressions, while creative use does not appear before 32
months. Apparently, these diary reports provide somewhat conservative
estimates of children’s abilities, when compared to the data of the
present study. This may be related to the method of data collection,
which in the case of diary studies is restricted to the ‘sample one
happens to catch’ (Huxley 1970). By examining a larger sample of
children in standardized situations, it was possible to furnish more
detailed information about the way 1st and 2nd person pronouns are
acquired by French-speaking children and about age and psvcholingu-
istic development (as measured by MLU') associated with each succes-
sive level of pronoun mastery.,

Comparing our results to the data reported on English-speaking
children we found somewhat later acquisition ages and higher MLU
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levels. In fact, the literature on English-speaking children indicates that
acquisition of first and second person pronouns is well established
(corresponding to level 5) at 26-27 months and MLU of 2.5 (Bloom et
al. 1975; Charney 1980; Strayer 1977). There is, thus, no support for
the idea that the frequent use of extraposed ‘moi” in Freuch facilitates
the acquisition of this particular pronoun as compared to English,
where such use is not common. The fact that our subjects seemed to
learn pronouns about two to three months later than do English-speak -
ing children may be due to other differences in the surface structurcs
for pronominal expressions in the two languages, i.e., the presence of
gender marking in French possessives (ma, mon) versus a single
surface form in English (you); the periphrastic form of possessive
nominals (a mioi, a toi) versus forms generated with a suffix (mine.
yours) in English. Another way to cxplain the observed differences may
be that our subjects were recruited from day-care centres, while those
observed by Charney (1980) and Strayer (1977) had their mothers as
primary caretakers. Since the frequency of dyadic interaction, particu-
larly with adults who present the child with relevant speech role madels
1s greatly reduced in day-care settings as compared to the home
environment, it 1s hkely that exposure to person pronouns would also
be quite limited under those conditions. Further research is necessary
to decide between these various interpretations and to identify the
factors — linguistic and socio-cultural - determining the rate of pro-
noun acquisition in French- as compared to English-speaking children.

As to the role of socio-cognitive processes involved in the use of
person pronouns, our data are compatible with the acquisition se-
quence postulated in Charney’s model (1980), which thus appears to
have a certain generality, irrespective of the surface properties of
individual languages. On the other hand, there may well be individual
differences in children’s acquisition of person pronouns depending on
the child’s interaction style (Nelson 1973). Such differences would best
be detected by longitudinal case studies, such as Macnamara (1982)
and Huxley (1970), while experimentally obtained data such as thosc
presented here are better suited to provide information on communali-
ties in language performance, which in turn might prove quite suggestive
in the formulation of specific research questions to be explored with
individual children.

It remains for us to discuss certain counterintuitive implications this
model seems to have concerning the conceptual status of the child’s use
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of the first person pronoun. In fact, it appears that children are able to
use this pronoun when speaking about themselves, while being unaware
of the fact that the parent also refers to herself, when saying ‘I'. This
paradox has been discussed in depth by Macnamara (1982), without
finding a satisfactory solution. One might be tempted to appeal to
psychodynamic mechanisms, which lead the child to identify with the
parent and, when using language, to re-enact the role she has seen the
parent play in speech events by using ‘I’ the same way. Only later will
the child use conceptual thought in establishing the precise referential
meaning of the term she has been using for some time, when speaking
of herself or when being addressed by the adult. In other words, the
early ‘unconscious’ use may be restricted to the speech role meaning of
pronouns, with the full referential meaning becoming established only
later (Strayer 1977).

Some independent ¢vidence for this interpretation comes from our
finding that children displayed more advanced pronoun abilities on the
T.R. task as compared to the P.I. task, since the latter required the
child to use referential meaning explicitly, while the former only
required matching speech roles in a situation involving simple actions.
A similar effect had already been noted by Charney (1980), who found
that her youngest subjects were unable to complete a picture identifica-
tion task, while being quite competent in comprehending pronouns in
the context of simple actions, such as ‘brush my/your hair’, etc.

In conclusion, this study has shown a course of psycholinguistic
development that paralleled that found for English children, pointing
to certain universal features in the psycholinguistic process of pronoun
acquisition. This is best interpreted as showing the importance of the
socio-cognitive base underlying pronoun acquisition as opposed to
carlier theoretical positions based on linguistic feature substitution and
cognitive decentration {Clark 1978; DeVilliers and DeVilliers 1974).
Future research should be addressed towards systematic comparisons
of acquisition ages of English and French children in equivalent
settings (e.g., Montreal day-care centers). Given the differences fre-
quently observed in the age levels at which language-delayed children
begin to use pronouns productively (Curtiss 1977; Fraiberg and Adel-
son 1973: Fay and Schuler 1980; Estienne 1982), il would be of interest
to extend the present observations to children with various speech and
language pathologies to see if these children acquire pronouns accord-
ing to the same acquisition sequences documented here, and could thus
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be assumed to function on the basis of similar socio-cognitive mecha-
nisms as postulated in Charney’s model for normally developing
children.
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