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Barely there: Hard-to-detect auxiliaries shed
light on children’s acquisition of French

Christina D. Dye

Abstract

The status of children’s acquisition of grammatical categories and in particular of auxiliaries
continues to be debated. On the one hand, a number of corpus studies suggest that auxiliaries and
similar categories are absent early on (e.g., Wijnen 1996/1997, Schlyter 2003). On the other hand,
experimental studies indicate that syntactic competence for functional categories is available to
toddlers and even infants (e.g., Gerken & McIntosh 1993, Santelmann & Jusczyk 1998). This
study investigates the acquisition of auxiliaries in child French and evaluates these two perspec-
tives using a new corpus of over 5000 child utterances containing cross-sectional speech samples
from 18 children, ages 1;11 – 2;11. Subjects were presented with a standardized set of props and
questions designed to trigger utterances with verbs and auxiliaries. Data collection and analysis
involved an innovative digital recording set-up, digital transcription technology and editing soft-
ware, and more detailed data analysis, including spectrograms. The results reveal that auxiliaries
and modals are evidenced in all children from the earliest ages. Children produce a variety of aux-
iliary/modal forms: full auxiliaries, phonetically and phonologically reduced auxiliaries, “filler”
vowels standing for auxiliaries, as well as subject agreement markers that precede nonfinite verbs
and that implicate the presence of a finite auxiliary/modal. These findings strengthen previous
experimental results regarding children’s knowledge of functional categories by providing corrob-
oration from a corpus study.
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1  Overview

The goal of the present paper is to shed new light on the status of functional 
elements, and in particular on the status of auxiliaries in first language ac-
quisition. Although the status of function words in child language has been 
under investigation for quite some time now, it continues to be an intensely 
debated topic in the field. According to one view, which here I refer to as the 
early syntactic sensitivity view, syntactic competence for grammatical cat-
egories, such as auxiliaries, is available to toddlers and even infants. Accord-
ing to another view, which I refer to as the deprivationalist view, auxiliaries 
and other grammatical categories are absent early on, children’s speech be-
ing considered “telegraphic” (e.g., Brown 1973).  

The present  study focuses on auxiliaries  in child French and aims to 
evaluate these two views using a new corpus of child speech samples and 
more precise methodology. Throughout this paper, I will attempt to draw the 
reader’s attention to the impact of research methodology on our understand-
ing of child language acquisition. We will see that early language is less im-
poverished than previously thought, a fact with important consequences for 
future theories of acquisition. 

2  The Early Syntactic Sensitivity View

The early syntactic sensitivity view has been supported by a number of ex-
perimental findings from comprehension studies, which indicate that from a 
very early age children are sensitive to function words. For example, infants 
and toddlers have been shown to be able to detect  function words in the 

1I am grateful to Barbara Lust, Carol Rosen, Yasuhiro Shirai, and John Whit-
man,  as  well  as  Réjane  Frick,  Yumiko  Nishi,  Marc  Brunelle,  Andrew  Spencer, 
Yarden Kedar, Allan Dye, and to the Electric Wilburland Sound Studio in Ithaca, 
NY. I also thank the daycares Les Petits Malins, Crèche de L’enfanfreluche, Halte-
garderie Porte de Villiers, their directors Christine Milano, Nicole Dambrin, Isabelle 
Fregnac, and the parents and children who participated. This research was supported 
by a Sicca Research Grant and a Cognitive Studies Fellowship from Cornell Uni-
versity.
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speech stream in English (e.g.  Shady 1996, Hirsh-Pasek 2000, Golinkoff, 
Hirsh-Pasek and Schweisguth 2001) and German (e.g. Höhle and Weissen-
born 2003). 

Additionally and more importantly, several studies have shown that in-
fants and toddlers are able to distinguish between different types of function 
words (e.g. determiner vs. conjunction) and that they are capable of using 
their detection of function words in the speech stream to compute word ref-
erence and to determine the grammatical category of a given content word 
(e.g. Gerken and McIntosh 1993, Höhle, Weissenborn, Keifer, Schultz and 
Schmitz 2004, Kedar, Casasola and Lust 2006). For example, using a prefer-
ential looking task, a recent study by Kedar, Casasola and Lust (2006) tested 
American-English infants of 18 and 24 months on their ability to detect un-
grammaticalities caused by manipulating a function word in simple (inter-
rogative) sentences.  Infants heard grammatical  sentences in which the de-
terminer ‘the’ preceded a target noun, and also three ungrammatical condi-
tions in which ‘the’ was either absent, was replaced by a nonsense function 
word ‘el’, or was replaced by the conjunction ‘and’. Both the 18- and 24-
month-old infants oriented faster and more accurately to a visual target fol-
lowing grammatical sentences. Kedar et al. (2006) argue that by 18 months 
of age, infants use their knowledge of determiners in sentence computation 
and in establishing reference.

3  The Deprivationalist View

According to the deprivationalist view, which is to a large extent based on 
corpus studies, function words are essentially lacking in children. More than 
three decades ago, based on the investigation of the production of function 
words in natural speech samples from the three Harvard children, Adam, Eve 
and Sarah, Brown (1973) concluded that child language is structurally re-
duced.  Much  subsequent  research  similarly  concluded  that  grammatical 
words and grammar in general are absent or impoverished in children. For 
example, Radford (1990) posits that children lack functional categories and 
the associated functional projections (cf. also, e.g., Clahsen 1990, Bickerton 
1999). Some studies, such as Tomasello (1992), go as far as to propose that 
children lack abstract grammar altogether. A study of four Dutch children 
specifically  notes  that  “overt  auxiliaries  are  never observed [in early  lan-
guage]”  (Wijnen  1997:21,  italics  added).2 A  fairly  recent  study  of  child 

2The Dutch study does not specify the ages at which the children started produ-
cing overt auxiliaries. It is implied that auxiliaries are absent at least in the first ses-
sions, during which the ages of the children were 1;9, 1;11, 2;0 and 2;7, respectively. 
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French claims that children go through a “first stage […] [with] no signs of 
instantiations of INFL,” that is, no auxiliaries or subject clitics. The three 
children concerned were aged 2;0, 2;2, and 2;3, respectively, during the said 
first stage (Schlyter 2003:23). (More detailed literature reviews for both the 
early syntactic sensitivity view and the deprivationalist view are found in 
Dye (2005:ch. 2) and Lust (2006:192-207).)

4  Limitations of Data Used in Previous Corpus Studies 

However, the deprivationalist view is based on somewhat problematic evid-
ence in that the data used in previous corpus-based studies suffers from crit-
ical limitations. A number of studies are based on small sample sizes and 
even single cases (e.g. Tomasello 1992), rendering the claimed findings less 
generalizable. At the same time, several studies rely on the same (few) sub-
jects,  for  example,  studies  on English function words are  often based on 
Brown’s three subjects. 

Furthermore,  some studies are based on diary reports (e.g.  Tomasello 
1992).  Unavailability  of  audio  recordings  prevents  ambiguities  arising  in 
analyses from being resolved. One also needs to take into consideration the 
fact that even when there are recordings, much previous work has relied on 
dated analog audio recordings, or on video recordings only (in which sound 
quality is low). It is now known that function words in many languages, in-
cluding English, have reduced prosodic salience, being prosodically deficient 
(e.g. Zec 2002), and thus are easy to overlook during transcription. A socio-
linguist with extensive experience in studying auxiliaries in adult speech re-
ferred to function words as “small bits of sound that are often hard to hear” 
and said that “in fast speech they all but disappear” (Labov 1995:28–9). It is 
reasonable to expect that auxiliaries may be even harder to detect in child 
speech, and particularly so when only video recordings are available or when 
the audio recordings involve outdated technology. 

Additionally, a number of studies use corpora that lack information con-
cerning the linguistic and pragmatic context of children’s utterances; without 
such information it is difficult if not impossible to establish whether or not a 
given utterance is grammatical. Limitations of the types noted above suggest 
an urgent need for improved methods. 
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5  A New Approach to Compiling Child Corpora: The Dye 
2005 Corpus

To address the issues discussed in the previous section, I have compiled a 
new child French corpus, the Dye Corpus (described in more detail in Dye 
2005). Given the object of my investigation—auxiliaries—it was crucial to 
have detailed data. The Dye Corpus consists of over 5,000 child utterances 
based on cross-sectional  natural  speech samples containing approximately 
3,438 verb clauses; the high verb density provides for robust analyses. The 
participants were 18 normally-developing French monolingual children with 
ages ranging from 1;11 to 2;11 (mean age 2;5). The children were recruited 
through day-care centers in Paris and Nancy, France. They were interviewed 
individually at the day-cares in a quiet room. Average interview length was 
thirty minutes.

My primary goals in compiling the new corpus were a) to ensure the 
availability of discourse contexts for the linguistic structures under investiga-
tion, namely, verbs and auxiliaries, b) to ensure comparability among speech 
samples from different children, and c) to ensure the audio quality necessary 
to capture functional items. To ensure that children had ample opportunity to 
produce the targeted items, I selected a set of activities, toys and conversa-
tion topics that trigger utterances with verbs and auxiliaries. To render the 
speech samples obtained from different children more comparable, I attemp-
ted to standardize as much as possible several aspects of the interview pro-
cess,  namely,  conversation  topics,  games,  toys,  interviewers,  interviewer 
training, and interview location. To ensure that the recordings had the audio 
quality necessary to capture functional items, a new recording set-up was 
used (Figure 1). The new recording set-up consisted of a minidisc recorder, 
which attached to the interviewer’s belt, and a set of microphones,  which 
were worn in the ears, like headphones. This set-up offers the advantages of 
being mobile, allowing proximity to the child at all times, and of being very 
unobtrusive, thus not distracting or intimidating the child. To obtain high-fi-
delity samples, I used a digital Sharp IM-M T880 minidisc recorder, which 
made it possible to clearly capture children’s voices even when they turned 
away or whispered. I used a Soundman OKM binaural stereo condenser mi-
crophone consisting of a pair of microphones designed to capture sonic in-
formation in a manner similar to the human ear, thus producing very realistic 
recordings.  This model works on phantom power from the recorder,  thus 
eliminating the noise associated with a powered microphone. The sessions 
were also videotaped.
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Figure 1: The new recording set-up used in his study (arrows point to the mi-
crophone and recorder)

The recordings were digitally edited using Cool Edit to enhance the chil-
dren’s voices in relation to the background noise. The interviews were then 
transcribed with WAVpedal 5.0, transcription software that allows transcrip-
tion directly  from the  computer,  without  going through analog,  and  thus 
avoiding loss of quality. Audio samples were transcribed by trained native 
speakers and checked by the author, all of whom were present at the inter-
views.  Transcription  was  carried  out  in  such  a  manner  as  to  capture  as 
closely  as  possible  the  actual  phonological  form heard  on  the  recording 
while using French orthography. Where necessary, transcription and coding 
referred to spectrogram analyses carried out in Praat. Coding followed sys-
tematic procedures based on the Cornell University Virtual Linguistics Lab 
Research Methods Manual (Lust, Blume and Ogden, in prep.). Analyses of 
the speech samples were based on audio, video, and transcribed data. For 
further information on coding, please see Dye (2005:76–81).

6  Results

The  results  of  this  study  revealed  that  children  produce  a  variety  of 
auxiliary/modal forms and types, as exemplified below. Additional examples 
of  the  utterance  types  presented  in  this  section  may  be  found  in  Dye 
(2005:chapter 3). For the sake of simplicity, the term auxiliary will be used 
as a cover term for both auxiliaries and modals.3  I will start by presenting 

3Strings of the type modal + nonfinite e.g., faut partir ‘must leave’ are treated as 
monoclausal, as such collocations are very common in colloquial French, functioning 
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examples with full auxiliary forms and then move on to reduced auxiliary 
forms. An example of an utterance with a full auxiliary, here the auxiliary 
peut ‘can’ in its target form, is provided in (1) and belongs to the youngest 
child in the study. 

(1) l’élépfant, i peut pus, i peut pus tomber (age 1;11)

‘the elephant, he can no-longer, he can no-longer fall’

Among the different types of auxiliaries, the most frequent are the past tense 
auxiliaries  avoir/être ‘have/be’, followed by the immediate future auxiliary 
aller ‘gonna’, followed by pouvoir ‘can’, followed by vouloir ‘wanna’, fol-
lowed by falloir ‘gotta’. Utterances with full auxiliaries are found in all chil-
dren, from the earliest ages, as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Full-aux clauses as a percentage of all verb clauses, 
by individual child

In addition to full auxiliaries, children also produce reduced auxiliary 
forms. These may be phonologically reduced auxiliaries, as in (2), or they 
may be phonetically reduced, as in (3). An example of a phonologically re-
duced auxiliary is the form oudrais, with initial v-deletion instead of the tar-
get voudrais ‘would-like-to’:

like aux + nonfinite, and other Romance varieties treat them as monoclausal. Schlyter 
(2003:21) makes the same point, based on the fact that French modals and auxes are 
used  in  very  early  stages,  by  both  L1  and  L2  learners,  as  markings  of 
Tense/Mood/Agreement.  We must  recognize a divergence between what syntactic 
theory tells us, and what these strings say in terms of extreme frequency. Based on 
these functional criteria, I treat them as parallel to other aux + nonfinite structures 
(e.g. past tense), though I recognize that, for whatever reasons, they remain bi-clausal 
in French under syntactic tests.
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(2) j’oudrais enver les autocollants.             (age 2;6)

‘I would-like-to remove the stickers.’              

Some auxiliary forms are barely audible;  such forms are phonetically  re-
duced compared to the rest of the utterance, having lower intensity. For ex-
ample,  in  (3),  the  element  immediately  preceding  the  verb  was  initially 
barely audible. 

(3) _lever ça (age 2;6)

‘_ lift-INF this’ 

Spectrogram analyses of this utterance revealed the presence of a fricative, 
[f]/[v] (Figure 3). Inspection of the linguistic and pragmatic context of this 
utterance showed that in fact it occurs in a sequence where the child utters 
several times faut lever ‘must lift’ in self-addressed speech. The element pre-
ceding the verb in (3) is thus a partial pronunciation of the auxiliary faut [fo] 
as indicated in (3’):

(3’) f  lever ça (age 
2;6)

‘must lift this’ 

Some of the children’s auxiliary forms show more dramatic reduction. 
Among such forms, one may distinguish phonologically deleted auxiliaries, 
whose presence is signaled by preceding subject agreement markers, as well 
as monosyllabic “fillers.” Given that in Colloquial French and particularly in 
child French, subject clitics are known to function as agreement markers,4 

examples such as (4) where a subject clitic precedes a nonfinite verb, implic-
ate the presence of a finite auxiliary (here possibly va ‘gonna’, based on the 
context). 

(4) R5 et qu’est-ce qu’il va faire Timothée avec sa maman? (age 2;2)

‘and what is it that he is-gonna do Timothy with his mom?’

C: i dormir

4See for example Ashby (1977), Auger (1993), Jakubowicz and Rigaut (2000).
5R = researcher, C = child.
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‘he sleep-INF’  

Examples (5) and (6) involve a monosyllabic element é [e], which I refer to 
as a “filler”, following Peters (1997), Pepinsky, Demuth and Roark (2001). It 
follows the subject agreement marker z ‘I’6 and precedes the nonfinite verb. 
Given its sentential position, the filler é [e] is a likely candidate for auxiliary 
status. In both (5) and (6), the context involves actions in the immediate fu-
ture. In (5), the child has been asking to go play outside; the researcher asks 
what he intends to do outside and the child explains his intentions.

(5) R: Alors, qu’est-ce que tu vas faire là? (age 2;1)

‘so what is it that you are-gonna do there?’

C: z’é [e] zouer

‘I é [e] play’  (‘I’m gonna play’)

6Z is the child’s version of the target subject clitic j(e) ‘I’.
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F

igure 3: Spectrogram of f lever ça

In example (6), the child is asking the adult’s opinion about placing a fig-
urine in a certain position on the felt board. 

(6) C: z’é [e] mett’ celi-là, celi-là, là, à côté cé monsieur? (age 
1;11) 

‘I é [e] put-INF that-one, that-one there next to this mister?’(‘I’m

gonna put…?’)
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R: uhum.

Both (5) and (6) refer to immediate future actions; é [e] is therefore likely to 
be a phonologically reduced form of the immediate future auxiliary vais [ve] 
‘gonna/go’. Confirmation that z’é represents a reduction of j’vais is found in 
the speech of an older child where the form in question occurs as a main 
verb.7 In (7), it is clear that é [e] stands for vais [ve] ‘go’. In this example, 
the child is  talking about her morning routine, which involves going to the 
day-care.

(7) C: j’prends l’déjeuner quand quand z’me lève du lit (age 2;10)

‘I  have the breakfast when when I reflexive get-up from-the bed’

R: oui, et puis après?

‘yes, and then, afterwards?’

C: z’ é  [e] à la crèche quand z’me lève du lit 
I   é  [e] to the daycare when I reflexive get-up from-the bed

‘I go to the daycare when I get up from bed’

Further support for fillers as phonologically reduced auxiliaries comes 
from a number of facts. First, it is well attested that auxiliaries are prone to 
phonological reduction and deletion, both diachronically and synchronically 
(e.g., Labov 1969, 1995). Second, in Modern French there are several auxili-
aries with already reduced monosyllabic forms, e.g.,  a ‘has’ or va ‘gonna’. 
Third,  and  this  represents  a  new discovery,  the  Dye  corpus  contains  in-
stances of auxiliary deletion in  adult fast speech, as illustrated in example 
(8). Here the target  je vais te montrer  [žə ve t(ə) mõtRe] ‘I am-gonna you 
show’ is realized as je_t montrer [žətmõtRe], showing phonological deletion 
of the auxiliary vais ‘gonna’:

(8) ...regarde, je _t montrer (adult)

‘....watch, I _ you show-INF’   (‘I’m gonna show you ’)

7In French, the translation equivalents of the auxiliary  gonna and of the main 
verb go are homophonous.
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In Figure 4 below, I have added all the reduced auxiliary forms to the full 
auxiliary forms presented in Figure 2 above. Clauses with auxiliaries 
range from 5.1% to 38.8% of a child’s total verb clauses. On average, 
24.8% of children’s verb clauses contain auxiliaries (see Appendix).
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Figure 4: Clauses with full or reduced auxes as a percentage of 
all verb clauses, by individual child

To summarize the present results, auxiliaries and modals are evidenced 
in  all children from the  earliest ages, contra previous studies (e.g. Wijnen 
1997, Schlyter 2003). It seems likely that the disparity between these results 
and those reported in earlier studies may be due to the improved methodo-
logy used here which made it possible to pick up monosyllabic weak ele-
ments  (reduced  auxiliaries,  fillers,  subject  clitics)  even  when  they  were 
uttered fast or whispered. We have seen that the spontaneous productions of 
the eighteen French-speaking children studied here include a variety of aux-
iliary forms: full auxiliaries, phonologically reduced auxiliaries, barely aud-
ible auxiliaries, even more-reduced auxiliaries in the form of what I have re-
ferred to as “fillers”, and additional more-reduced/deleted auxiliaries, whose 
underlying presence is signaled by a preceding subject agreement marker. 

7  Conclusion

The present study, carried out with improved methodology compared to pre-
vious  corpus-based  work,  has  uncovered  new  evidence  of  auxiliaries  in 
young  children’s  productions.  This  research  strengthens  previous  experi-
mental  findings from discrimination and comprehension studies  regarding 
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children's early knowledge of functional elements, by providing converging 
evidence from production. These results do not support the deprivationalist 
view of language acquisition. The present study additionally demonstrates 
the impact of research methodology on our understanding of child language 
acquisition and points to the need for new child corpora that will allow more 
precise examination of early language. 

Appendix

Child Total verb All aux % All aux
age clauses clauses clauses
1;11 180 35 19.4%
2;1 196 10 5.1%
2;1 76 17 22.4%
2;2 106 16 15.1%
2;2 107 21 19.6%
2;2 278 89 32.0%
2;5 166 13 7.8%
2;5 305 59 19.3%
2;5 189 55 29.1%
2;6 188 73 38.8%
2;6 207 38 18.4%
2;6 109 19 17.4%
2;6 188 48 25.5%
2;7 97 27 27.8%
2;7 510 182 35.7%
2;9 93 14 15.1%
2;10 239 81 33.9%
2;11 204 54 26.5%
total 3438 851 24.8%
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