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chapter 2

Zero-present under past in child French

Evidence from the future*

Oana Lungu & Hamida Demirdache
Universidade Nova de Lisboa / LLING/ Université de Nantes

This chapter discusses novel data from two experimental studies testing the 
acquisition of futurity and providing evidence in favor of Demirdache and 
Lungu’s (2009, 2011) zero-tense hypothesis, according to which child grammars 
display both zero-present and zero-past tenses, alongside indexical present/
past tenses. Extending Kratzer (1998), Demirdache and Lungu argue that 
simultaneous construals of past/present in adult languages arise via a zero-tense 
analysis of the embedded tense. The claim is that while some adult languages 
(English, French) allow zero-tense construals of past and others (Japanese) allow 
zero-tense construals of present, child French in particular and, by hypothesis, 
child language in general, allows zero-tense construals of both past and present. 
We argue that once we admit the existence of a zero-present tense in child French, 
we expect children to allow non-adult, non-indexical construals of other tenses 
that have a present component. On the basis of two experiments testing the 
interpretation of futurity in L1 French, we show that this prediction is borne out.

* We would like to thank Bridget Copley, Valentine Hacquard, Bart Hollebrandse, Brenda 
Laca, Orin Percus, the editor of this volume and two anonymous reviewers for very insightful 
comments. The research reported here was funded by the LLING/EA 3827, the Basque Gov-
ernment (GIC07/144-IT-210-07), the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation (FFI2011-
29218), the University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU, UFI11/14) and the Portuguese 
Foundation for Science and Technology (PTDC/MHC-LIN/4812–2012).
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1.   Simultaneous present across languages

In languages like English or French, sentences such as (1) with a present tense embed-
ded under a matrix future can yield a simultaneous construal, where the embedded 
event1 (‘Mary’s tiredness’) overlaps the matrix event (‘John’s saying’).

 (1) a. John will say that Mary is tired (at John’s saying time).
  b. Jean dira que Marie est fatiguée
   Jean say-fut that Marie be-pres tired

The simultaneous construal of the present in English/French-like languages is 
restricted to contexts where the matrix tense is present or involves a present tense 
component. The availability of the simultaneous construal in (1) is due to the presence 
of the future tense in the matrix clause, which can be decomposed into a present tense 
and a future-oriented auxiliary woll,2 following Abusch (1988)(for our analysis of (1) 
see Section 2 below).

However, in cases where the matrix tense is past, the simultaneous construal of 
the present is no longer available. Indeed, as first pointed out by Enç (1987), sentences 
as in (2) with a present embedded under a matrix past tense do not allow for a simul-
taneous construal. Rather, they require that the embedded state (John’s alleged tired-
ness) extend from Mary’s saying time up until the utterance-time (utt). Enç (1987) 
labels this the “double access” construal of the present.

 (2) a. John said that Mary is tired.
  b. Jean a dit que Marie est fatiguée
   Jean say-past that Marie be-pres tired

The obligatoriness of the double access construal of the present under past has been 
imputed to the meaning of the present, taken to be inherently indexical in English/
French, that is, to denote an interval overlapping the utt (e.g. Ogihara 1996).

In order to express a purely simultaneous construal where the embedded event 
only overlaps the matrix event without also overlapping the utt, English/French-like 
languages require an imperfective past in the embedded clause, as shown in (3).

 (3) a. John said that Mary was tired (at John’s saying time).
  b. Jean a dit que Marie était fatiguée
   Jean say-past that Marie be-imp tired

1.  We use the term ‘event’ to refer to the Vendlerian classes of states, activities, accomplish-
ments and achievements.

.  Woll is the abstract tenseless modal underlying the will/would alternation (going back to 
Ogihara 1989). Combined with present tense, it spells out as will, combined with past, it spells 
out as would.
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Unlike in English or French, in Japanese, an embedded present always gives rise 
to a simultaneous construal, irrespective of the tense of the matrix verb, as the 
following examples (from Ogihara 1996: 153; Ogihara & Sharvit 2012: 642–643) 
illustrate.

 (4) a. Taroo-wa Hanako-ga byooki-da- to it-ta
   Taro-top Hanako-nom be-sick-pres that say-past
   ‘Taro said that Hanako was sick (at Taro’s saying time)’.
  b. 2020-nen-ni, (Mary-wa Joseph-o aisi-te i-te), kare-wa
   2020-year in,   Mary-top Joseph-acc love-prog-and he-top
   [kanozyo-ni ai-sare-te i-ru- to] wakaru- daroo
     she-dat love-pass-prog-pres-that understand-pres perhaps
    ‘In 2020, (Mary will love Joseph and) he will find out that he is being 

loved by her.’

The Japanese sentence in (4a) with a present under past is true in a situation where 
the embedded event (‘Hanako’s illness’) overlaps the matrix event (‘Taro’s speaking’). 
Likewise, the sentence in (4b) can be used in a situation where Mary’s being in love 
with Joseph overlaps Joseph’s finding out about it, which is in the future with respect 
to the utt.

The availability of the simultaneous construal of the present in embedded con-
texts is thus subject to cross-linguistic variation: while some languages (e.g. Eng-
lish, French) allow it only in a restricted set of contexts (i.e. when present appears 
under a matrix future), others (e.g. Japanese) allow it freely. This variation in the 
construal of the present across adult languages raises the question of (the con-
straints on) the construal of the present in child grammar. We provide here novel 
experimental evidence that there is indeed variation between adult and child lan-
guage with respect to the interpretation of the present under a matrix past. This 
finding immediately raises the following issues, which we explore throughout this 
paper. Can we give a uniform account for variation across adult languages and 
variation across child and adult languages? And if so, what are the implications for 
language acquisition?

The chapter is organized as follows. In Section  2, we present Kratzer’s (1998) 
zero-tense (henceforth, Ø-tense) account for the simultaneous construal of the pres-
ent in English/French-like languages. In Section 3, building on Kratzer’s proposal, we 
present our account of the attested cross-linguistic variation in the construal of the 
present in embedded contexts, and discuss its theoretical implications for language 
acquisition. Under our proposal, based on Demirdache and Lungu’s (2009, 2011) and 
Lungu (2012), the simultaneous construals across languages involve a Ø-tense in the 
embedded clause. Cross-linguistic variation ultimately reduces to (variation in) the 
morphological realizations of Ø-tenses across languages. While French/English has 
an agreement rule requiring the embedded Ø-tense to have the same morphological 
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feature as the matrix tense (its antecedent), Japanese does not. Instead, in Japanese, the 
realization of a Ø-tense is the default tense form, which is the present tense form. In 
Section 4, we introduce our Ø-tense hypothesis for child language. Taking as evidence 
both comprehension and production data from French child language, we argue that 
children, just like adults, have Ø-tenses in their grammar. However, unlike French 
adults, French children have two options for spelling out a Ø-tense (under past): the 
French-like option (past) and the Japanese-like option (present). The compelling find-
ings attesting to the existence of a Japanese-like present in French children’s grammar 
will further allow us to explain other non-adult findings regarding the future and the 
passé composé (Section 6), two tense forms which as we shall argue in Section 5 involve 
a present tense component. Section 7 is devoted to the general discussion and conclu-
sion. Section 8 discusses directions for future research.

.   The zero-tense account of simultaneous construals in English:  
Kratzer (1998)

Kratzer (1998) argues that the simultaneous construal in English results from a 
structure with a Ø-tense/bound variable3 in the embedded clause. Kratzer adopts a 
referential theory of tense (see also Enç 1987; Partee 1973) where tenses are refer-
ential expressions like pronouns, and as such, allow indexical as well as anaphoric/
bound variable construals. Past and present tense morphemes are temporal variables 
occupying the time-argument position of their predicate. Temporal features [past]/
[pres(ent)] contribute presuppositions constraining the choice of possible referents 
for time-variables, just like the phi-features [male]/[female] contribute presupposi-
tions restricting the denotation of an individual variable to male/female individu-
als. The feature [pres] on a time variable contributes a presupposition restricting its 
denotation to the time of the context (speech-time in an independent clause), while 
[past] on a time-variable restricts its denotation to times preceding the time of the 
context.

Kratzer states that the inventory of tenses in English-like languages includes a 
Ø-tense alongside indexical (past and present) tenses as in (5).

.  Von Stechow (2003) also adopts a Ø-/bound tense analysis of simultaneous construals. 
However, while for Kratzer, present and past tenses can be generated as Ø-tenses, receiving 
their pronunciation via morphological agreement at PF (Phonological Form), for von Stechow, 
tenses are generated with their temporal features which can be deleted at Logical Form (LF).
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 (5) The inventory of tenses in English (adapted from Kratzer 1998):
  a. [[pres]]g,c4 = some time t, such that t includes tc

5

  b. [[past]]g,c = some time t, such that t precedes tc
  c. [[Øn]]g,c = g(n)

(5) gives the semantic values for (a) an indexical present, which in Kratzer’s analysis 
denotes a contextually salient time that includes the utt; (b) an indexical past, which 
denotes a contextually salient time that precedes the utt; and (c) a Ø-tense, which is a 
time variable with no presuppositions that must be bound by a local antecedent.

Kratzer (1998) suggests that Ø-tenses are the temporal analogues of Ø-pronouns 
and illustrates the existence of Ø-pronouns with examples such as (6) (attributed to 
Irene Heim).

 (6) Only I got a question that I understood.

The sentence in (6) is ambiguous. It can be true in a situation where nobody else apart 
from the speaker got a question that the speaker could understand. This is known as 
the ‘strict’/‘indexical’ reading of the embedded pronoun ‘I’. In this reading, the embed-
ded ‘I’ denotes the speaker of the sentence. The sentence in (6) can also be true in a 
situation where, apart from the speaker, nobody else got a question that s/he under-
stood. This is known as the ‘sloppy’/‘bound variable’ reading of the embedded ‘I’. Fol-
lowing Kratzer, the sloppy interpretation arises because the embedded pronoun ‘I’ can 
be construed as a Ø-pronoun at LF, pronounced/spelled out at PF as ‘I’ via agreement 
with its antecedent, the matrix ‘I’. Just like Ø-pronouns which are bound variables 
with no phi-features at LF constraining their denotation to male/female individuals, 
Ø-tenses are bound variables with no temporal features constraining their denotation 
to present/past times, and receiving their pronunciation from the matrix tense via an 
agreement relation.

In a Kratzerian analysis, the simultaneous reading of the English sentence in (1a), 
repeated here in (7a) results from a structure such as (7b):

 (7) a. John will say that Mary is tired.
  b. [TP1 pres1 woll [VP1 John say [CP λ2 that [TP2 Ø2 [VP2 Mary be tired ] ] ] ] ]
  c. λti.λws. Mary is tired at t in w6

.  The notation ‘[[…]]g,c’ means that the interpretation of all expressions is relativized to an 
assignment function g and a context parameter c (e.g. Heim & Kratzer 1998). 

.  In the semantic values for present and past, ‘tc’ stands for the temporal component of the 
context ‘c’ (i.e. the UTT). 

.  In this chapter, we use the following semantic types: s for worlds, i for times, e for indi-
viduals and t for truth values.
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We assume that the matrix future is decomposed into a present tense combining 
with the future-oriented auxiliary ‘woll’7 (e.g. Abusch 1997; Heim 1994; Ogihara 
1996; Stowell 2007). The embedded tense in the subordinate clause is a Ø-tense 
(a variable with no presupposition restricting its use) bound by a lambda opera-
tor inserted at the CP level in order to satisfy the requirements of the matrix verb 
‘say’8 which selects for a property of times.9 The binding relation ensures that the 
embedded tense is interpreted in relation to the matrix event-time. Given that the 
embedded tense has no temporal feature, the relation between the embedded event 
and the matrix event is one of simultaneity, where Mary’s tiredness is co-temporal 
with John’s future saying time. In this analysis, (7a) is true if and only if at some time 
following the UTT, John will speak as if he is located at a time and in a world with 
the property given in (7c).

The question that arises once we assume a Ø-tense analysis of simultaneous 
readings is: what determines the pronunciation of a Ø-tense? According to Kratzer, 
Ø-tenses acquire their pronunciation at PF from a higher tense via a mechanism of 
feature transmission under agreement. Thus, the Ø-tense in (7b) acquires its pro-
nunciation as present via agreement with the matrix tense which has the feature 
[pres].

By posing a morphological agreement/feature transmission rule between the 
matrix tense and the embedded Ø-tense, Kratzer succeeds in explaining why, in 
English/French-like languages, the simultaneous construal under past requires an 
embedded (morphological) past and, conversely, why a present under past cannot be 
a Ø-tense in English/French and, as such, give rise to a simultaneous construal. This 
is the case because of the feature mismatch between the embedded and the matrix 
tenses: a Ø-tense cannot be spelled out as present if the higher tense is past.

.  See Footnote 2.We assume the following semantic value for woll:

  [[woll]]g,c = λP〈i,st〉. λti. λws. there is a time t’ such that t’ > t and P(t’)(w) = 1

.  We assume the following semantic value for the verb say:

   [[say]]g,c = λP<<i,st>,<e,ist>>.λxe.λti.λws. for all worlds w’ and times t’ compatible with 
what x says at t in w, P(t’)(w’) = 1 

.  As has been convincingly argued in the literature (Heim 1994; Kusumoto 1999; Lewis 
1979; Ogihara 1996; von Stechow 1995, 2009), claiming that propositional attitude verbs like 
‘believe’ or ‘say’ select for a proposition (i.e. a function from worlds to truth values) would lead 
to a wrong result. The reason why this is wrong is that individuals never know, objectively, 
what world they are located into or which time they are located at. They only know which 
worlds and times are compatible with what they believe in the actual world at a given time. In 
order to capture this idea, we need to quantify over possible worlds and times. 
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Kratzer’s approach captures well the behavior of tenses in English/French, but it 
does not explain the behavior of tenses in Japanese, where, as shown in Section  1, 
simultaneous construals can occur in the absence of agreement between the embed-
ded and the matrix tenses (as illustrated in (4a)). To accommodate Japanese within 
Kratzer’s system, we assume that Japanese simultaneous construals involve a Ø-tense 
in the embedded clause, but that Japanese, unlike English, does not have the agreement 
rule that requires the embedded Ø-tense to inherit the features of the matrix tense. In 
the following section, we present Demirdache and Lungu’s (2009, 2011) implementa-
tion of this idea.

.   A uniform account for simultaneous readings across languages

Extending Kratzer’s Ø-tense analysis to languages like Japanese, Demirdache and 
Lungu (henceforth, D & L 2009, 2011) argue that the simultaneous construal in these 
languages also arises from a structure with an embedded Ø-tense. In (8), we repeat the 
Japanese example in (4a) to which we assign the structure in (9a):10

 (8) Taroo-wa Hanako-ga byooki-da- to it-ta
  Taro-top Hanako-nom be-sick-pres that say-past
  ‘Taro said that Hanako was sick.’

 (9) a. [TP1 past1 [VP1 Taro say [CP λ2 [TP2 Ø2 [VP2 Hanako sick ] ] ] ] ]
  b. λti.λws. Hanako is sick at t in w

Note that, word order aside, the representation given in (9a) is similar to the one in 
(7b) for the simultaneous construal in English. The embedded tense is a Ø-tense, a 
time variable with no presupposition. (9a) thus states that, at some past time, Taro 
spoke as if he were at a time and in a world with the property given in (9b). This is 
the simultaneous interpretation according to which Hanako’s sickness overlaps Taro’s 
speaking time.

Summarizing, by positing a Ø-tense/bound variable in the embedded clause, we 
give a uniform account of simultaneous readings across languages. Moreover, under 
this proposal, cross-linguistic variation (English/French vs Japanese) does not lie in 
the semantics of (past/present) tenses across languages, but rather reduces to variation 
in the morphological realization (i.e. the pronunciation/spelling out at PF) of Ø-tenses 
across languages, as we shall now see.

1.  Japanese is a head final language. Since, however, word order is irrelevant for the purpose 
of the discussion, for simplicity, we abstract away from word order considerations in the 
 representation in (9b).
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Recall that in Kratzer’s analysis, in English/French, the pronunciation of Ø-tenses 
is determined by a mechanism of feature transmission under binding which oper-
ates at PF and ensures the transmission of tense features from the matrix tense to the 
embedded Ø-tense. According to this mechanism, a Ø-tense is expected to surface as 
past, if the binding tense is past, and as present, if the binding tense is present.

To accommodate Japanese in Kratzer’s system, D & L assume that the mechanism 
of feature transmission operative in English/French is absent in Japanese. The question 
then is how Ø-tenses are spelled out at PF in languages like Japanese. D & L argue that 
in such languages, Ø-tenses are spelled not via agreement, but rather as the default 
morphological tense form, which they take to be the present tense. Thus, in order to 
extend Kratzer’s approach to languages like Japanese, D & L (2011) propose the follow-
ing parametric choice for the pronunciation of Ø-tenses across languages:

 (10) The realization of a zero-tense cross-linguistically (D & L 2011: 240):
  a. English-like languages
    The morphological features of a Ø-tense are determined via  

PF-agreement (between the embedded tense and its antecedent).
  b. Japanese-like languages
    The morphological features of a Ø-tense are the default/unmarked 

features.

(10a) states that, in French/English-like languages, the surface realization of a Ø-tense 
is dictated by the rules of morphological agreement which impose that the embedded 
tense have the same temporal morphological features as the matrix tense (its anteced-
ent). On the other hand, (10b) states that, in Japanese-like languages, which lack such 
an agreement rule, a Ø-tense surfaces as present, the default/unmarked form.

Note, that, under this proposal, the presence or absence of agreement between 
the matrix tense and the embedded tense is responsible for the traditional sequence of 
tense (sot) versus non-sot distinction across languages. That is, languages like Eng-
lish/French where simultaneous construals require agreement are known as sot lan-
guages, whereas languages like Japanese, where the simultaneous construals do not 
require agreement, are known as non-sot languages.

From a developmental point of view, two questions arise: (a) do child grammars 
have Ø-tenses alongside indexical tenses (and thus, allow anaphoric alongside indexical 
construals of embedded tenses)? (b) do children know how Ø-tenses are spelled out in 
their target language? Specifically, does a child acquiring an sot language like French 
know that a Ø-tense in his/her language is only licensed under agreement with the 
higher tense, and conversely, does a child acquiring a non-sot language like Japanese 
know that his/her language does not impose any agreement restriction on Ø-tenses, 
since, in Japanese, a Ø-tense surfaces as the default form, ‘present’. In addressing these 
questions, D & L put forth the Ø-tense hypothesis, discussed in the following section, 



© 2015. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

 Chapter 2. Zero-present under past in child French 

according to which, children, just like adults, have Ø-tenses, and go through a stage 
where a Ø-tense under a matrix past spells out as either past or present.

.   Previous acquisition data

.1   The acquisition of sot: Hollebrandse (2000)

There is very little work on tense in embedded context in the acquisition literature 
except for Hollebrandse’s (2000) pioneering thesis investigating the acquisition of sot 
in two sot languages (English and Dutch) and one non-sot language (Japanese). Hol-
lebrandse tested children’s interpretations of sentences such as (11), which, in sot lan-
guages, can give rise to either a simultaneous reading as in (12a) where the cars’ being 
in the garage overlaps Peter’s saying time or a past-shifted reading as in (12b) where 
the cars’ being in the garage precedes Peter’s saying time.

 (11) Peter said that his cars were in the garage.

 (12) a. Simultaneous reading b. Past-shifted reading
 say utt utt
  —[———[—|—]——]———|———> –[———–|———–]—[—|—]—|—>
   be in the garage be in the garage say

In non-sot languages, the counterpart of (11), with an imperfective past in a comple-
ment clause under a matrix past, can only give rise to a past-shifted reading, as illus-
trated by the following Japanese example (from Ogihara 1996: 185):

 (13) John-wa Mary-ga ninsinsi-te i-ta to it- ta
  John-top Mary-nom pregnant-prog.past that say-past
  ‘John said that Mary had been pregnant.’

Crucially, neither in sot languages nor in non-sot languages can sentences such as 
(11) and (13) yield the future-shifted (fs) in the past reading (14) where the cars’ being 
in the garage follows Peter’s saying time but precedes the utt.

 (14) Future-shifted in the past reading
   utt
  —[—|—]——[————|————]——|—>
  say be in the garage

According to Abusch (1994, 1997), the unavailability of the fs reading of the past is 
attributed to the Upper Limit Constraint (ulc), which regulates the interpretation of 
tenses in attitude contexts.

 (15) The Upper Limit Constraint (Abusch 1994: 110)
  The local evaluation time is an upper limit for the reference of tenses.
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The ‘local evaluation time’ of the embedded past in (11)/(13) is the time of the matrix 
(saying) event, that is, the time that the matrix past tense introduces.11 The ulc allows 
the embedded event to either precede or overlap, but never follow the matrix past 
event, which explains why (11)/(13) cannot yield the fs in the past reading.

However, as others have shown (e.g. Copley 2009; Kusumoto 1999), the fs reading 
of the past in complement clauses is not completely prohibited. Indeed, this reading 
becomes available when the embedded clause contains a scheduled event.

 (16) John said that Mary was leaving tomorrow.

The sentence in (16), with a scheduled event (i.e. leave) in the embedded clause, can be 
used truthfully in a situation where Mary’s leaving follows John’s saying time. We refer 
to this fs reading of the past, to which we return in Section 5, as the futurate reading 
of the past.

Going back to the acquisition data, Hollebrandse shows that children go through a 
stage where they accept sentences with a past tense in a complement clause embedded 
under a matrix past in a fs before utt context. To explain this finding, he puts forth 
the Independency Hypothesis which posits that the acceptance of the fs before utt 
reading of the past is due to the fact that children have independent interpretations of 
tenses in embedded contexts – that is, they take the evaluation time of the past tense 
in the complement clause to be the utt, rather than the matrix event-time. Children 
then interpret the embedded past in sentences such as (11) as expressing anteriority 
with respect to the utt and not to the matrix event-time. Now, given that the fs before 
utt context, illustrated in (14), makes true a sentence where both the matrix and the 
embedded events are in the past with respect to the utt, children accept the relevant 
target sentences in this context.

Unlike Hollebrandse, who argues that the acceptance of the fs before utt case is 
due to an independent interpretation of the embedded past, Lungu (2012) argues that 
the acceptance of this case is due to a dependent futurate reading of the embedded 
past. Lungu’s proposal is couched within the more general theory of Ø-tenses in child 
language developed in D & L (2009, 2011), to which we turn in the following section.

.   The Ø-tense hypothesis in child language: Demirdache & Lungu  
(2009, 2011)

We now turn to D & L’s (2009, 2011) Ø-tense hypothesis which posits the existence 
of a Ø-present alongside an indexical present in child French. The Ø-tense hypothesis 

11.  This is a simplification of Abusch’s definition of ‘local evaluation time’. What Abusch 
 actually means by ‘local evaluation time’ in attitude contexts is the time at which the attitude 
holder thinks he is located when he utters his speech. 
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has two important consequences for child language: (a) it entails that children have 
dependent/anaphoric interpretations of embedded tenses, since, as we have shown in 
Section 2, Ø-tenses are bound tenses, and (b) it predicts that children should have 
non-adult non-indexical interpretations of other tenses with a present tense compo-
nent (assuming that they construe the present tense component of these tenses as a 
Ø-tense). As we will show later on (see Section 6), this prediction is indeed borne out.

D & L investigated the interpretation of the present under past and past under 
past in embedded environments (complement and relative clauses) in French child 
language. They found that 4 to 5-year old French children accept the simultaneous 
construals of the past under past as well as of the present under past, with both com-
plement and relative clauses embedded under a matrix past. By hypothesis, simulta-
neous construals arise via a Ø-tense (bound variable) analysis of the embedded past/
present. The authors conclude that, unlike adult French, which allows only Ø-tense 
construals of past, and unlike adult Japanese, which allows only Ø-tense construals of 
present, child French and, by hypothesis, child language allows Ø-tense construals of 
both past and present. The Ø-tense hypothesis in child language is reproduced in (17):

 (17) Zero-tense hypothesis in child language
  i. child language contains Ø-tenses alongside indexical tenses
  ii. Ø-tenses under past in child language spell out as either past or present

According to (17), child language, just like adult language, contains Ø-tenses alongside 
indexical tenses. Children speaking a language like French have acquired the agree-
ment rule that determines the morphological realization of a Ø-tense. In other words, 
French children, just like French adults, know that an embedded past tense on a simul-
taneous construal is semantically a Ø-tense, spelled out as past at PF via an agree-
ment mechanism with the matrix past tense. However, French children, unlike French 
adults, also allow a Ø-tense under past to be pronounced as present – the default mor-
phological tense form.

This proposal supports the view that different parameter settings are not 
 necessarily mutually exclusive, but may co-exist (Ayoun 2003; Valian 1991) and, more 
generally, the Multiple Grammars Hypothesis (Han, Lidz & Musolino 2007; Kroch 
1989; Roeper 1999; Taylor 1994; Yang 2000, 2011) according to which language acqui-
sition involves grammar competition. D & L point out that Matsuo and Hollebrandse’s 
(1999) findings that Japanese children allow simultaneous readings of both present 
under past (the adult option) and past under past (the non-adult option) provide 
 additional cross-linguistic evidence for this proposal.

The Ø-tense hypothesis makes the following prediction: if children have a Ø-pres-
ent, they should accept non-adult, non-indexical construals of other tenses with a 
present tense component, namely, the future, which by assumption, is analyzed as a 
present tense combining with the tenseless modal woll (see Section 1, Footnote 2) and 
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the passé composé, which, as we argue shortly (see Section 5 below), can be analyzed as 
a present tense combining with perfect aspect.

In Section 6, we discuss experimental findings testing the acquisition of futurity 
that show that this prediction is indeed borne out.

.   Ways to express futurity in embedded contexts in French

French has a variety of ways to express futurity in embedded contexts: a simple future 
(18a), a future in the past (18b), an imparfait (18c) or a passé composé (18d).

 (18) a. Jean a dit que Marie partira
   Jean say-past that Marie leave-fut
   ‘John said that Mary will leave.’
  b. Jean a dit que Marie partirait
   Jean say-past that Marie leave-fut.past
   ‘John said that Mary would leave.’
  c. Jean a dit que Marie partait le
   Jean say-past that Marie leave-imp the
   lendemain/demain
   following day/tomorrow
   ‘John said that Mary was leaving the following day/tomorrow’.
  d. Avant-hier, Jean a dit qu’ à Noël Marie a défendu
   Before y-day J. say-past that at Christmas Marie defend-pc
   sa thèse
   her thesis
    ‘The day before yesterday, John said that at Christmas Mary will have 

defended her dissertation.’

The conditions associated with the use of each of these forms are, however, not the 
same. The simple future in (18a) requires that the embedded event occur after the utt. 
(18a) is thus felicitously used in a fs after utt context (19a), but not in a fs before utt 
context (19b). We call this the ‘indexical’/‘independent’ construal of the future.

 (19) a. Future-shifted reading after utt b. Future-shifted reading before utt
   utt utt
  —[—|—]——–|——–[——|——]——> —[—|—]——[—–|—–]—–|—––>
  say leave say leave

The indexical construal of the future can be straightforwardly explained once 
we assume that the French future, just like the English future, is decomposed into a 
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present tense plus the future-oriented auxiliary woll. On this analysis, (18a) has the 
structure in (20).12

 (20) [TP1 past1 [VP1 John say [TP2 pres2 [ woll [VP2 Mary leave ] ] ] ] ]

In (20), the presence of woll in the embedded clause shifts the evaluation time of the 
embedded event into the future with respect to the utt (itself the time contributed 
by the present tense), thus yielding an indexical interpretation where Mary’s leaving 
 follows John’s saying time.

Turning now to (18b), the use of the future in the past requires that the embedded 
event merely follow the matrix event. (18b) can thus be felicitously used in both a fs 
after utt context and in a fs before utt context, since in both of these contexts the 
embedded event is subsequent to the matrix event. We will call this the ‘dependent’ 
construal of the future in the past, which is captured by an analysis where the future in 
the past is decomposed into a Ø-past tense plus the modal woll, as illustrated in (21).

 (21) [TP1 past1 [VP1 John say λ2 [TP2 Ø2 [ woll [VP2 Mary leave ] ] ] ] ]

Finally, the imparfait and the passé composé in (18c) and (18d) respectively can also be 
used to expressed futurity, but only when the described event is a scheduled event (e.g. 
‘leave’ in (18c) or ‘defend the dissertation’ in (18d)). This is known as the ‘futurate’13 
reading of the embedded past. As Lungu (2012) pointed out, the futurate reading of 
the passé composé14 in embedded contexts occurs in a more restricted set of contexts 

1.  The structure for (18a) is in fact slightly more complicated. As we have shown in 
Section  1, present tense in English is inherently indexical, that is, it denotes the utt. We 
assume ( following Abusch 1994; Heim 1994; Kusumoto 1999; Ogihara 1996) that the right 
way to account for the indexicality of the present tense here is with a structure as in (i), where 
the present tense component of the future (pres2) raises out of the complement clause and 
adjoins to the matrix verb ‘say’:

 (i)  [TP1 past1 [VP1 John say-of pres2 [CP λ3 [TP2 Ø3 [ woll [VP2 Mary leave ] ] ] ] ] ]

Note that in (i), as in our other structures, the tense inside the complement clause is bound.

1.  The term ‘futurate’ has traditionally been used to refer to the ability of the present tense 
in simple contexts to express a future meaning (Copley 2009; Dowty 1979; Kaufmann 2005; 
Smith 2009). To illustrate the futurate meaning of the present, consider the sentence in (i) 
where the use of the present tense does not indicate that Mary’s leaving takes place at the utt. 
Rather, it signals the existence of a current plan for Mary to leave at some time in the future.

 (i) Mary is leaving tomorrow.

1.  The futurate reading of the passé composé in simple contexts is discussed in de Saussure 
(2011, 2012).
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than the futurate reading of the imparfait.15 While the imparfait can be used with a 
futurate meaning in both a fs after utt context (19a) and a fs before utt context 
(19b), the passé composé can be used with a futurate meaning only in a fs after utt 
context (19a). This contrast is illustrated with the examples in (22):

 (22) a.  Il y a deux semaines, Jean a dit que Marie partait 
   Two weeks ago, Jean say-past that Marie leave-imp 
   ✓une semaine plus tard/✓la semaine prochaine
     one week more late   next week
    ‘Two weeks ago, John said that Mary was leaving the following week/

next week.’
  b. Il y a deux semaines, Jean a dit qu’ *une semaine plus tard/
   Two weeks ago Jean say-past that  a week more late/
   ✓la semaine prochaine Marie a defendu sa thèse
     the week next Marie defend-pc her dissertation
    ‘Two weeks ago, John said that the following week/next week, Mary 

will have defended her dissertation.’

Indeed, (22a), with an embedded imparfait can be used in a context where Mary’s 
leaving follows John’s saying and either precedes (fs before utt context) or follows 
(fs after utt context) the utt, as shown by the use of the adverbials ‘une semaine plus 
tard’/‘la semaine prochaine’ in the embedded clause. (22b), on the other hand, with an 
embedded passé composé, can only be used in a context where Mary’s thesis defense 
occurs after utt, as shown by the incompatibility with the adverbial ‘une semaine plus 
tard’ in the embedded clause.

Lungu’s account of futurates in embedded contexts provides a straightforward 
explanation for the observed contrast. In her analysis, the futurate interpretation is 
contributed by an implicit modal FUTmod

16 making reference to a plan for a certain 
event (Mary’s leaving/the thesis defense) to take place. FUTmod occupies the head of 
the Modal Phrase which, on Lungu’s analysis, is located below the Tense Phrase and 
above the Aspect Phrase.17 Furthermore, the futurate reading of a sentence such as 
(22a) with an imparfait under past, arises from a structure such as (23).

 (23) [TP1 past1 [VP1 say [ λ2 [TP2 Ø2 [ModP futmod [AspP impf [VP2 leave ] ] ] ] ] ] ]

1.  For the purposes of this chapter, we illustrate the futurate readings in embedded contexts 
with examples from French, but see Lungu (2012) for more examples from other Romance 
languages and more detailed discussion of futurate readings in both simple and embedded 
contexts. 

1.  The FUTmod operator is due to Copley (2009).

1.  For a more detailed analysis, see Lungu (2012).
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As (23) shows, the embedded imparfait in (22a) is the surface realization of a Ø-tense, 
a modal operator FUTmod, and an imperfective aspect (impf).18 The modal opera-
tor FUTmod makes reference to a plan for a leaving event to take place some time in 
the future. Since the time argument of FUTmod is Ø-tense bound by the matrix verb, 
the representation in (23) yields an interpretation where Mary’s leaving is planned to 
occur at some time following John’s past saying time. This means that Mary’s leaving 
can take place either before or after the utt. This is the correct interpretation of (22a), 
as shown by its compatibility with the adverbial ‘une semaine plus tard’ (a week later) 
and ‘la semaine prochaine’ (next week).

Turning now to the futurate reading of (22b) which arises from a structure as in 
(24), where the embedded passé composé19 is analyzed as a present tense combining 
with a perfect aspect (pft).20

 (24) [TP1 past1 [VP1 say [TP2 pres2 [ModP futmod [AspP pft [VP2 defend ] ] ] ] ] ]

This structure yields an interpretation according to which there is a plan that is in 
effect at the utt (and has been in effect since the saying time, given the double access 
reading of the present under past) for a thesis defense to occur either after or before the 
utt. However, since it makes no sense to talk about a plan for an event that precedes 
the time of the plan (here, the utt) the sentence in (22b) is predicted to be unaccept-
able in the fs before utt context (19b).

With this background in mind, let us now turn to our experiments testing the 
acquisition of futurity in French child language.

.   Futurity in embedded contexts in French child language

The reader may recall the prediction of our Ø-tense hypothesis: if children have a 
Ø-present alongside an indexical present, they should accept non-adult, non-index-
ical construals of other tenses that contain a present tense, namely, the future, on the 
assumption that future is analyzed as a present tense plus woll (see Section 1), and the 

1.  We assume the following semantic value for imperfective aspect:

  [[imperfective]]g,c = λP〈i,st〉. λti. λws. there is some time t’
   such that t’ includes t and P(t’)(w) = 1

1.  We assume, following Vet (1999, 2001), that the passé composé is ambiguous between a 
past tense and a present perfect (hence, a present tense plus a perfect aspect). 

.  We assume the following semantic value for the perfect aspect:

  [[perfect]]g,c = λP〈i,st〉. λti. λws. there is a time t’ such that t’ < t and P(t’)(w) = 1
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passé composé, analyzed as a present tense combining with perfect aspect (Section 5). 
We present here the results of two experiments testing the acquisition of futurity in 
embedded contexts, showing that this prediction is indeed borne out.

.1   Experiment 1

The purpose of this study was threefold. We first sought to provide empirical evidence 
for children’s knowledge of futurity in embedded context when, to our knowledge, 
there is no study in the literature exploring this issue. We moreover aimed to test fur-
ther predictions that our Ø-tense hypothesis makes by investigating other tenses con-
taining a present tense component in their meaning. Finally, we were interested in 
assessing Hollebrandse’s Independency Hypothesis stating that the acceptance of the 
past in the fs before utt context is due to the hypothesis that children have an inde-
pendent interpretation of the embedded (past) tense.

.1.1   Participants
The participants were fourteen monolingual French children between 3;8 and 5;5 
(mean: 4;7), recruited from a kindergarten in Nantes.

.1.   Design and materials
We used a Truth Value Judgment Task (Crain & Thornton 1998) and an elicited pro-
duction task in a within-subject design. The experiment had two factors, with two 
levels each: context (fs before utt vs. fs after utt) and tense (future vs. imperfec-
tive past). It was thus divided into four different conditions, each tested with four 
items, for a total of sixteen test items. Since this was a within-subject design, each 
child was tested on all four conditions (see also Section 6.1.3 for further discussion 
of the task).

Below, we illustrate two of the stimuli used to test the fs before utt context and 
the fs after utt context. In the fs before utt context, the embedded event takes 
place in the future with respect to the matrix event but precedes the utt, whereas in 
the fs after utt context, the embedded event takes place in the future with respect 
to the utt.

 (25) fs before utt
   Anne est dans la cuisine. Papa revient du marché. Il a acheté des légumes, 

des fruits et un Kinder. Papa: “Anne, tiens, un Kinder pour toi, je sais que tu 
aimes cela.” Anne: “Merci, papa, je mangerai le Kinder plus tard.” Plus tard, 
Anne mange tout le Kinder. Ensuite, elle va se coucher dans sa chambre.

   Anne is in the kitchen. Daddy comes home from the market. He has bought 
vegetables, fruits, and a Kinder bar. Daddy: “Anne, here is a Kinder for you, 
I know you love Kinder chocolate.” Anne: “Thanks, Dad, I will eat it later”. 
Later on, Anne eats the whole Kinder. Then, she goes to sleep in her room.
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   utt
  a. —[—|—]——[————|————]———|———>
   say eat a kinder
  b. Experimenter: Chronos, qu’est-ce que Anne a dit?
   ‘Chronos, what did Anne say?’
  c. Chronos: Anne a dit qu’elle mangera/mangeait le Kinder.
   ‘Anne said that she eat-fut/eat-imp the Kinder.’

 (26) fs after utt
   Anne et Marie sont avec leur Maman dans la cuisine. Maman: “Les filles, 

c’est bientôt l’heure du dîner et, si je me rappelle bien, vous avez promis de 
cuisiner pour nous ce soir, n’est-ce pas? Mais je ne vois rien pour le mo-
ment!” Anne et Marie: “Ne t’inquiète pas, Maman, nous allons faire une 
tarte!” Plus tard, Maman dit: “Les filles, c’est l’heure du dîner, nous avons 
très faim!”

   Anne and Mary are with their Mummy in the kitchen. Mummy: “Girls, it’s 
almost dinner time and you promised to cook us something this evening, 
right? But I don’t see anything done, yet! Ann and Mary: “Don’t worry 
Mummy, we are going to prepare a pie!” Later on, Mummy says: “Hey girls, 
it’s dinner time, we’re very hungry!”

   utt
  a. —[—|—]——|——[————|————]–—>
   say make a pie
  b. Experimenter: Chronos, qu’est-ce que les filles ont dit?
   ‘Chronos, what did the girls say?’
  c. Chronos: Les filles ont dit qu’elles feront/faisaient une tarte.
   ‘The girls said that they make-fut/make-imp a pie.’

In addition to the test items, there were four control items consisting in simple or com-
plex sentences that were either true or false. The role of these items was to ensure that 
the participants paid attention to the tense form used in the sentence (see (27)) as well 
as to the content of the embedded clause (28). Below, we illustrate two of the control 
items yielding a ‘no’ answer.

 (27) control item 1 (false because of the tense on the verb)
   C’est une histoire avec Maman et Papa. Ils font le ménage. Regarde, il y a une 

chaise dans la salle à manger. Regarde ce que Maman et Papa font! Ils sortent 
la chaise dehors. Ils la mettent dans le jardin.

   This is a story with Mummy and Daddy. They are cleaning the house. Look, 
there is a chair is in the dining room! Look what Mummy and Daddy do! 
They take the chair out. They put it in the garden.

  a. Experimenter: Chronos, qu’est-ce que Maman et Papa ont fait?
   ‘Chronos, what did Mummy and Daddy do?’
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  b. Chronos: Maman et Papa sortiront la chaise dans le jardin?
   ‘Mummy and Daddy will take the chair out in the garden?’

The story in (27) describes an event of taking a chair to the garden which has hap-
pened by the end of the story. However, in order to describe this event, the puppet’s 
sentence in (27b) contains a future tense. If children pay attention to tense, they should 
reject this sentence since the future cannot be used to describe an event that happened 
in the past.

 (28) control item 2 (false because of the content of the embedded clause)
   C’est une histoire avec deux petits chats. Un chat dort sur la chaise, un autre 

chat joue dans le jardin. Maman arrive et donne de l’eau à ce petit chat (celui 
qui joue). Ensuite, Maman part faire les courses.

   This is a story with two little cats. One cat is sleeping on the chair, another 
one is playing in the garden. Mummy comes and gives water to this little cat 
(the one who is playing). Then, Mummy goes shopping.

  a. Experimenter: Chronos, qu’est-ce que maman a fait?
   ‘Chronos, what did Mummy do?’
  b.  Chronos: Maman a donné de l’eau au chat qui dort.
   ‘Mummy gave water to the cat that is sleeping.’

The story in (28) describes an event in which Mummy gives water to the cat that is 
playing in the garden. The sentence in (28b), uttered by the puppet at the end of the 
story, is therefore false, since the cat that Mummy gave water to is not the one who is 
sleeping.

.1.   Procedure
The children were asked to participate in a game with a puppet, Chronos, where they 
would watch stories acted out with toys and props by one experimenter. At the end of 
each story, the puppet uttered a sentence. The child’s task was to say whether what the 
puppet said was right or wrong. Children were told that the puppet was sometimes 
right and sometimes wrong. When they thought the puppet was wrong, the children 
were asked to explain why. Children’s answers were recorded with the audio recording 
software Audacity and with a portable digital recorder.

In addition to the comprehension task, the same children were administered a 
production task that tested the same two scenarios with the same number of items, 
but this time, the puppet only uttered the beginning of the test sentence and asked the 
child to finish the sentence for him, as illustrated in (29):

 (29) Chronos: Pierre a dit que…euh, j’ai oublié! Tu peux m’aider?
  ‘Pierre said that…oh, I forgot! Can you help me?’

The participants were tested individually by two experimenters in a quiet room during 
school hours.
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.1.   Predictions
We make the following predictions concerning the simple future under past. If chil-
dren have an independent/indexical interpretation of the future – that is, they con-
strue the future as an indexical present plus woll (see (30)), they should accept/use 
the simple future in the fs after utt context, since in this context the embedded event 
follows the utt. Children should reject the future in the fs before utt context, since in 
this context the embedded event precedes the utt, thus making the use of the embed-
ded future inappropriate. In order to express the intended meaning, a future in the past 
is required in this context.

 (30) Future: indexical present + woll 

However, if children have a Ø-present under past alongside an indexical present under 
past and therefore construe the present tense component of the future as a Ø-tense 
(see (31)), we predict that they should accept the simple future in the fs before utt 
context.

 (31) Future: Ø-present + woll

As far as the imparfait under past is concerned, we make the following predictions. Fol-
lowing the Independency Hypothesis, if children construe the imparfait as a past tense 
and have an independent interpretation of this embedded past (i.e., they construe the 
embedded past as expressing precedence with respect to the utt), they should accept 
the fs reading before utt, but crucially reject the fs reading after the utt. This is the 
case because in the fs before utt context, the embedded event precedes the utt, mak-
ing the use of the embedded past felicitous. However, in the fs after utt context, the 
embedded event follows the utt. The use of the past in the embedded clause would 
therefore not be appropriate to report this situation.

If children construe the imparfait as a past tense and have a dependent interpreta-
tion of the embedded tense – that is, they interpret the embedded tense as expressing 
precedence with respect to the matrix past event, they should reject the sentence with 
an imparfait under past in both fs contexts. This is because in both of these contexts 
the embedded event occurs after the matrix event, making the use of the past tense in 
the reported speech inappropriate.

Finally, suppose that children construe the imparfait as a futurate, that is, as a 
Ø-tense selecting for a modal/plan operator (see (32) and example (22a) repeated 
in (33) below, which illustrate the futurate reading of the imparfait). This is a plau-
sible option given that the fs contexts and the use of activity verbs (‘eat’, ‘make a 
tart’, ‘sleep’, etc.) in the target sentences license the futurate reading of the imparfait. 
The prediction would then be that children should accept the imparfait in both fs 
contexts.

 (32) Imparfait: Ø-past + futmod
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 (33) a.  Il y a deux semaines, Jean a dit que Marie partait
   Two weeks ago, Jean say-past that Marie leave-imp
   ✓une semaine plus tard/✓la semaine prochaine
     one week more late   next week
    ‘Two weeks ago, John said that Mary was leaving the following week/

next week.’

Table 1 summarizes the predictions for the future and the imparfait. The columns 
labeled ‘Expected’ indicate the expected answers according to the adult French 
grammar.

Table 1. Experiment 1: predictions for the construal of the present and the imparfait

Tense form Future Imparfait

Possible  
analyses

Pres  
+ woll

Ø-Pres  
+ Woll

Expected Past tense  
(Independent)

Past tense  
(Dependent)

Futurate  
(Ø-Past +  
FUTmod)

Expected

Readings FS  
before  
UTT

no yes no yes no yes no, if a  
past tense  
yes, if a  
futurate

FS  
after  
UTT

yes yes yes no no yes no, if a  
past tense  
yes, if a  
futurate

.1.   Results
The results from the comprehension task are summarized in Figure 1. They indicate 
the percentage of acceptance of the test items under each target condition. Notice the 
very high rate of acceptance of both the future and the imparfait in both fs contexts.21 
The acceptance of the future in the fs after utt context reveals that children have an 
adult-like indexical interpretation of the future. Crucially, the acceptance of the future 
in the fs before utt context is also expected on the assumption that child grammar 
contains a Ø-present together with an indexical present under past.

1.  Note that we cannot take children’s responses to merely indicate a yes bias since they 
showed that they were indeed able to volunteer ‘no’ answers by correctly rejecting the control 
items and also, by correctly telling the experimenter whether certain events happened or not 
in the stories.
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Figure 1. Experiment 1: Comprehension data

Finally, the acceptance of the imparfait under past in both fs scenarios confirms 
the prediction that the imparfait in these scenarios is merely the pronunciation of a 
Ø-tense on an unpronounced modal, that is, a futurate. We will return to these results 
in the discussion section (see also Lungu 2012).

Turning now to the production data, summarized in Figure 2, notice that, in the 
fs after utt context, the tense form most frequently volunteered by children is the 
simple future (42%), followed by the future in the past (35%) and the imparfait (17%). 
In the fs before utt context, children most frequently used the imparfait (41%), fol-
lowed by the future in the past and the simple future used at similar rates (26% and 
21%, respectively).
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Figure 2. Experiment 1: Production data

As we shall argue directly below, the production results nicely corroborate the 
comprehension results, confirming our prediction that children have a Ø-present 
tense in addition to an indexical present tense. In particular, we argue that the use of 
the future in the past (by hypothesis, decomposed into a Ø-past tense plus the modal 
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woll, see (21) above) in both the  fs  before  utt  context and the  fs  after  utt  con-
text indicates that children do indeed know the sot agreement rule operative in their 
language. That is to say, children who volunteer a sentence such as   Jean a dit que 
Marie partirait (i.e. 18b) know that the past morphology on the embedded tense is not 
a semantic past but a Ø-tense, itself bound by the matrix past. The future component 
on the embedded verb, in turn, locates the embedded event in the future relative to 
the matrix past saying time. Children can thus utter (18b) in both the FS before UTT 
context and the FS after UTT context, since in both of these contexts the use of the 
future in the past in the embedded clause is appropriate. 

We moreover take the production of the future in the fs before utt context to 
mean that French children do not only allow for an adult independent/indexical con-
strual of the future, but also allow for a non-adult dependent construal of the future, 
which we impute to the Ø-present component in the meaning of their future. We flesh 
out these arguments below.

.1.   Discussion
Our experiment revealed that French children overwhelmingly accept and sometimes 
use the future as well as the imparfait in both fs contexts. According to our predic-
tions, the acceptance of the future in the fs before utt context suggests that children 
have a dependent interpretation of the future, whereas the acceptance of the imparfait 
in both fs contexts indicates that children have a futurate construal of the imparfait. 
In this section, we elaborate on each of these findings by proposing an explanation 
combining D & L’s Ø-tense analysis of the present and Lungu’s analysis of futurates in 
embedded contexts.

 – Future under past in child French: Ø-present plus a modal

We now discuss the results with the future under past. Let us consider the fs after 
the utt case first. Recall that in the comprehension task, children’s performance was 
almost at ceiling (96%) and in the production task, this was the tense form that chil-
dren most frequently used (42%). We take these results to show that French children, 
just like the French adults, have an indexical future tense in their grammar.

Turning now to the more interesting case – the fs before utt case – we have seen 
that French children accept the future under past 82% of the time, and, to some extent, 
also produce a future under past in this scenario (21%). For the sake of illustration, 
consider one story used in this scenario together with the answer volunteered by one 
of the children.

 (34) fs before utt
   Pierre est dans le jardin avec son chien. Dans le jardin, il y a un coffre. Le 

coffre est plein de pièces de monnaie, tu vois! [l’expérimentateur montre à 
l’enfant les pièces dans le coffre]. Le chien court autour du coffre. Et, regarde 
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ce qu’il fait, il renverse le coffre! Maintenant, toutes les pièces sont par terre. 
Pierre: “Ne t’inquiète pas, je ramasserai les pièces plus tard!” Plus tard, Pierre 
ramasse les pièces. Il met toutes les pièces dans le coffre.

   Pierre is in the garden with his dog. In the garden, there is a trunk. The 
trunk has coins inside, you see [the experimenter shows the child the coins 
in the trunk]. The dog is running around the trunk. And, look what he 
does! He turns the trunk upside down! All the coins are now on the grass. 
Pierre: “Oh, don’t worry, I will gather the coins later.” Later on, Pierre gath-
ers the coins. He puts all the coins in the trunk.

  a. Experimenter: Chronos, qu’est-ce qu’il a dit, Pierre, à propos des pièces?
   ‘Chronos, what did Pierre say about the coins?’
  b. Chronos: Pierre a dit que…euh, j’ai oublié, tu peux m’aider?
   ‘Pierre said that…oh, I forgot, can you help me?’
  c. chd (5;4): Pierre a dit qu’il rangera ça plus tard.
   ‘Pierre said that he will arrange this later.’

As we can see in the story in (34), the character, Pierre, uses the simple future to refer 
to a future event (the coins’ gathering), which does take place by the end of the story. 
As shown in (34c), to report Pierre’s statement, the child volunteers a simple future. 
How can we explain this finding? Recall that according to our predictions given in 
Table 1, the acceptance of the future in the fs before utt case can only occur if chil-
dren have a Ø-present in their grammar. We, thus, take the matching comprehension 
and production results as critical evidence for the existence of a Ø-present alongside 
an indexical present in French child language. On our analysis, the sentence in (34c), 
volunteered by the child, has the structure in (35) where the embedded future is a Ø- 
present plus woll.

 (35) [TP1 past1 Pierre say [ λ2 [TP2 Ø2 [ woll [ he arrange …] ] ] ] ]

The structure in (35) roughly says that, at some time in the past, Pierre speaks as if he 
locates himself at a time with the property that the coins’ gathering occurs at some 
time following the time where he thinks he is located when he utters his speech. This 
interpretation is true in the fs before utt scenario, hence children’s use of (34c).

Summing up, we have seen that by positing the existence of a Ø-present tense in 
child language we succeed in explaining children’s surprising finding with the future 
under past. In the next section, we turn to the second set of data that (à priori) reveal 
another surprising pattern – the acceptance/production of a past (imparfait) under 
past in both fs contexts. Contrary to Hollebrandse (2000), who takes these findings as 
evidence for an independent non-adult use of the embedded past tense, we argue that 
they provide evidence for a dependent futurate construal of the imparfait, which itself 
follows from our dependent/Ø-tense hypothesis in child grammar.

 – A futurate account of the imparfait in child French
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Recall our predictions for the imparfait, summarized in (36) below:

 (36) Predictions for the imparfait
  a.  If children construe the imparfait as a past tense but have an indepen-

dent interpretation of the embedded tense, that is, they construe the 
embedded past as expressing precedence with respect to the utt, they 
should accept the fs reading before utt, but crucially reject the fs 
reading after utt.

  b.  If children construe the imparfait as a past tense and have a depen-
dent interpretation of the embedded tense, that is, if they interpret the 
embedded tense as expressing precedence with respect to the matrix 
event-time, they should reject the sentence with an imparfait under 
past in both fs contexts.

  c.  If children construe the imparfait as a futurate, that is, as a Ø-tense 
 selecting for a modal/plan operator, then they should accept the 
 imparfait in both fs contexts.

Now, our French children not only accept, but also volunteer a past (imparfait) in 
both the fs after utt context and the fs before utt context. Below, we illustrate the 
responses volunteered by one child in the fs after utt context, in the comprehen-
sion task (37a) and the production task (38b). (This child also accepted/produced the 
imparfait in the fs before utt context).

 (37) a. fs after utt: comprehension task
   Two little girls. The girls say: “A spider! We will crush the spider!”
   Chronos: Les filles ont dit qu’elles écrasaient l’araignée.
   ‘The girls said that they crush-imp the spider’
   chd (4;5): Oui/‘Yes.’
   Experimenter: Est-ce qu’elles ont écrasé l’araignée?
   ‘Did they crush the spider?’
   chd (4;5): Non/‘No.’
  b. fs after utt: production task
   Two pirates, a treasure chest. The pirates say: “A treasure chest! We will
   steal the treasure chest!”
   Chronos: Les pirates ont dit qu’ils…
   ‘The pirates said that…’
   chd (4;5): Les pirates ont dit qu’ils volaient le coffre.
   ‘The pirates said that they steal-imp the treasure chest.’
   Experimenter: Est-ce qu’ils ont volé le coffre?
   ‘Did they steal the treasure chest?’
   chd (4 ;5): Non/‘No.’

The exchange between the experimenter and the child above clearly shows that the 
child knows that the embedded event has not taken place at the utt. Therefore, her 
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use of the imparfait cannot mean that this child assigns to the imparfait a past tense 
meaning. We therefore discard predictions (36a) and (36b) and conclude that our data 
nicely confirm prediction (36c) – that is, children construe the imparfait in both fs 
contexts as a futurate.

In our analysis of futurates, the child’s utterance in (37b), repeated here in (38), 
has the structure in (39). In this proposal, the embedded morphological past (impar-
fait) that surfaces in fs contexts in child language merely spells out a Ø-tense above a 
FUTmod.

 (38) Les pirates ont dit qu’ils volaient le trésor.

 (39) [TP1 past1 [VP1 say [ λ2 [TP2 Ø2 [ModP futmod [AspP impf [VP2 steal …] ] ] ] ] ] ]

The structure in (39) gives rise to an interpretation where the stealing event follows 
the past saying event. In this interpretation, the sentence in (38) is true in both the fs 
before utt context and the fs after utt context; hence, children’s acceptance of both 
of these cases.

Why do children prefer the futurate reading to its past reading of the imparfait? 
We think that this is because the test items included planable event descriptions (e.g. 
‘steal’, ‘rock the baby’, ‘feed’, ‘water the flowers’). Now, if our hypothesis is correct, we 
predict that if we change the embedded verb to one describing an unplanable event, 
children should start rejecting the fs reading. This prediction was tested in a follow-up 
experiment (see Section 6.2).

Our hypothesis regarding futurate readings in embedded contexts together with 
our Ø-tense hypothesis makes yet another interesting prediction. Recall that in adult 
French, not only the imparfait, but also the passé composé allows for a futurate reading 
in embedded contexts, although in a highly restricted set of contexts – namely, only 
in contexts where the embedded event is planned to occur after utt. Crucially for us, 
what prohibits the futurate reading of the passé composé in the fs before utt context 
is the indexicality of the present tense component in its meaning. To see this more 
clearly, consider again the sentence in (22b), repeated in (40) and its representation in 
(24), repeated in (41) below.

 (40) Il y a deux semaines, Jean a dit qu’ *une semaine plus tard/
  Two weeks ago Jean say-past that  a week more late/
  ✓la semaine prochaine Marie a defendu sa thèse
    the week next Marie defend-pc her dissertation
   ‘Two weeks ago, John said that the following week/ next week, Mary will 

have defended her dissertation.’

 (41) [TP1 past1 [VP1 say [TP2 pres [ModP futmod [AspP pft [VP2 defend ] ] ] ] ] ]
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As we have already shown, (41) yields an interpretation according to which there is a 
plan that is in effect at the utt for a thesis defense to occur either before or after the 
utt. However, since it does not make sense to talk about a plan for an event that pre-
cedes the time of the plan, that is the utt, (41) is predicted to be unacceptable in the 
fs before utt context.

now, on our proposal that the present tense (component of the passé composé) can 
be construed as a Ø-tense in child grammar, (40) would have the representation in (42).

 (42) [TP1 past1 [VP1 say [ λ2 [TP2 Ø2 [ModP futmod [AspP pft [VP2 defend ] ] ] ] ] ] ]

The structure in (42), with a Ø-present in the embedded clause, gives rise to an inter-
pretation where the plan for the thesis defense must be in effect at the matrix event-
time. This is compatible with a situation where the defense takes place before utt, 
which is precisely our fs before utt context. We, thus, predict acceptance of the fs 
before utt case. This prediction was tested in a new experiment to which we now turn.

.   Experiment 2

The purpose of this experiment was twofold: first, to test the hypothesis according to 
which, in environments which make futurate readings available (i.e. when the embed-
ded clause contains planable events), children construe the imparfait as a futurate, 
and, second, to test the prediction of our Ø-tense hypothesis that children who have a 
Ø-present should accept the passé composé in the fs before utt context, on the assump-
tion that they construe the present tense component of the passé composé as a Ø-tense.

..1   Participants
Fifteen children aged between 5;4 and 6;2 (mean: 5;7) participated in this experiment. 
Six children were eliminated for not paying attention to the task. The remaining nine 
children were included in the analysis.

..   Procedure
The children were tested in a separate room by two experimenters during school 
hours. They listened to stories acted out with toys and props. Each story was followed 
by the target sentence uttered by the puppet, that the child had to judge as a good or 
bad description of what had happened in the story. Children were told that the puppet 
sometimes says silly things and that they should correct him when they thought what 
the puppet said was wrong.

The experiment consisted of six stories each containing two scenes. There were 
twenty-two experimental items: twelve target items and ten fillers. The target items 
consisted of sentences with either an imparfait or a passé composé uttered in a fs before 
utt scenario (see (43)–(45)) below. The fillers were ‘yes’/‘no’ questions about what 
happened in the story or ‘true’/‘false’ sentences involving complement clauses. The 
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fillers were used to control whether children paid attention to the task and to prevent 
children from guessing what was tested. Participants who failed more than two filler 
items were excluded from the experiment. Target and filler items were presented in a 
random order, kept constant across participants. There were ten expected ‘yes’ answers 
and twelve expected ‘no’ answers.

We used three experimental conditions:22 the “Imparfait (imp) activity” condition, 
illustrated with the story in (43); the “imp state” condition, illustrated with the story in 
(44) and the “Passé composé (pc) activity” condition, illustrated with the story in (45):

 (43) imp activity
   C’est dimanche après-midi. Jérémy et Louis sont dans le jardin. Jérémy voit 

arriver un lapin. Jérémy: “Regarde! Un lapin! Qu’est-ce qu’il est mignon! Je 
vais aller lui chercher une carotte.” Louis: “Ouais, le lapin mangera la carotte”. 
Jérémy va chercher une carotte dans la cuisine et la donne au lapin. Le lapin 
mange la carotte.

   It’s Sunday afternoon. Jérémy and Louis are in the garden. Jérémy sees a 
rabbit coming. He says: “Look how nice this little rabbit is! I’ll bring a carrot 
for him!”

   Louis: “Yeah, he will eat the carrot!” Jérémy goes into the kitchen, takes a 
 carrot and gives the carrot to the rabbit. The rabbit eats it up.

  a. Chronos: Est-ce que Louis a dit que le lapin mangeait la carotte?
   ‘Did Louis say that the rabbit was eating the carrot?’

 (44) imp state
   Dans la chambre de Lucas, il joue au fantôme avec son déguisement. Il est 

tard et Lucas ne veut pas aller au lit. Sa maman va voir son papa: “Tu sais, 
Lucas ne veut pas aller se coucher. Il a école demain matin!” Papa: “Oui, et 
bah il sera fatigué !” [Lucas reste jouer un petit peu plus. Puis il se couche. Le 
lendemain matin, il se lève.] Lucas dit: “Oh là là, j’ai sommeil! J’ai sommeil!”

   Lucas is playing with his ghost costume in his room. It’s late and he does not 
want to go to bed. His mummy goes see his Daddy: “You know, Lucas does 
not want to go to bed. And he has school tomorrow!” Daddy: “Well, yeah, 
he will be tired!”

   [Lucas plays a little more in his room and then he goes to bed.] The follow-
ing morning, he gets up]. Lucas says: “Oh, I feel so sleepy! I feel so sleepy!”

  a. Chronos: Est-ce que le père a dit que Lucas était fatigué?
   ‘Did father say that Lucas was tired?’

.  We do not have a “PC state” condition because the use of the passé composé with states is 
highly marked in French adult language, as shown below.

  ?? Marie a été malade
   Marie has been sick
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 (45) pc activity
   Joe, le pirate, est sur son bateau avec son ami Crochet et un matelot. Joe: 

“Regardez devant, une île déserte! Allons voir si on y trouve quelque chose.” Le 
bateau s’approche de l’île. Joe: “Vous deux, surveillez le bateau! Moi, j’y vais.” 
Il arrive sur l’île… Joe: “Hé ho, j’ai trouvé un coffre à trésor, il est rempli de 
pièces!” Matelot: “Mais que va-t-il faire du trésor?” Crochet: “Il comptera les 
pièces.” Le pirate compte: “un, deux, trois… Ouah, cinq pièces d’or!”

   Joe, the pirate, is on his boat with his friends: Captain Hook and a sailor. 
Joe: “Look ahead of us! I see a deserted island! Let’s go see if we can find 
anything there.” The boat approaches the shore. Joe: “You two keep an eye 
on the boat! I’ll go take a look on the island.” He arrives on the island. Joe 
[shouting]: “Hey, I’ve found a treasure chest! It’s full of gold coins!” The 
 sailor: “What will he do?” Captain Hook: “He will count the coins!” Joe 
counts the coins: “One, two, three… Five golden coins!”

  a. Chronos: Est-ce que Crochet a dit que le pirate a compté les pièces?
   ‘Did Captain Hook say that the pirate counted the coins?’

Our predictions are as follows: assuming children have a futurate reading of the impar-
fait, (a) they should accept the target (43a) in the imp activity condition, since this 
sentence contains an activity, and activities allow a futurate reading; (b) they should 
reject the target (44a) in the imp state condition since this sentence contains a state, 
and states, in principle, do not allow futurate readings.

Finally, assuming children have a futurate reading of the passé composé and a 
Ø-present tense alongside an indexical present in their grammar, they should accept 
the target sentence (45a) under the pc activity condition.

..   Results and discussion
The results are summarized in Figure 3. They indicate the percentage of acceptance of 
the target sentences per condition.
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Figure 3. Experiment 2: futurate readings of past under past
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To see whether there was a difference between the three experimental conditions, we 
performed a Friedman’s anova analysis on the results. The analysis revealed a sta-
tistically significant difference between conditions (χ2(2) = 8.867, p =.012). Post-hoc 
analysis with Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test showed a significant difference between the 
imp activity and the pc activity conditions (z = – 2.428, p =.015), and between the imp 
activity and the imp state conditions (z = – 2.372, p =.018), but no difference between 
the imp-state and the pc-activity conditions (z = –.791, p =.429).

The results thus show that, as far as the imparfait is concerned, children accepted 
significantly more often the fs reading when the embedded clause involved an activity 
verb than a state. This result confirms our prediction that children should accept the 
futurate reading of the imparfait with activities, since activities are compatible with 
futurate readings, but not with states, since states are not environments compatible 
with futurate readings.

We notice however 38% of acceptance of the imparfait. How can we explain this 
result? A closer look at the results in the imp state condition reveals that most of the yes 
answers in this condition are associated with the following story:

 (46) imp state
  Après le travail, Pierre, l’ami de Papa:“Tu viens prendre un verre avec moi?”
   Papa:“Non merci, je dois chercher un cadeau pour Lucas, car demain c’est son 

anniversaire.” Pierre:“T’as une idée de ce que tu vas lui acheter ?” Papa: “Je 
veux lui acheter un déguisement de fantôme.” Pierre: “Ah, ouais, Lucas aura 
un déguisement de fantôme !” Papa achète le déguisement de fantôme. [Le  
lendemain, Lucas reçoit son cadeau: un beau déguisement de fantôme.]

   After work, Pierre, Daddy’s friend says: “Will you join me for a drink?” 
Daddy:

   “No, I can’t, I have to look for a present for Lucas, it’s his birthday tomor-
row.” Pierre: “And do you know what you will buy for him?” Daddy: “I 
want to buy him a ghost costume.” Pierre: “Wow, Lucas will have a ghost 
costume!” Daddy buys a ghost costume. [The next day, Lucas receives his 
present: a beautiful ghost costume].

  a.  Chronos: Est-ce que Pierre a dit que Lucas avait un déguisement de 
fantôme? ‘Did Pierre say that Lucas had a ghost costume?’

Indeed, the children in our experiment rejected all the test sentences involving states, 
but the one in (46a). The question is: why? At this stage, we can only conjecture that 
this is due to the use of the embedded predicate avoir un déguisement de fantôme ‘have 
a ghost costume’ which, although a state, can be understood as plannable, thus licens-
ing a futurate reading of the imparfait. More research needs to be done to confirm this 
conjecture.

Turning now to the results for the passé composé, we predicted that children 
should accept the test items under the pc activity condition if they have a Ø-present 
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(alongside an indexical present) in their grammar. We thus conclude that the results 
in this experiment – that is, the 45% of acceptance of the passé composé in the fs 
before utt context – provide further evidence for our hypothesis that French children 
have a Ø-present tense under past in their grammar. This finding with the passé com-
posé corroborates our previous findings with the present under past (see D & L 2009, 
2011) and with the future under past (see Section 6.1.5), attesting to the existence of a 
Ø-present tense in French child grammar.

7.  General discussion and conclusion

Our experiments testing the acquisition of futurity in French child language revealed 
two intriguing findings: (a) children accept the future under past in the fs before utt 
context, and (b) they accept the passé composé under past in the fs before utt context. 
We argued that both of these findings can be explained if we adopt D & L’s Ø-tense 
hypothesis which states that (French) child language contains a Ø-present alongside 
an indexical present. Specifically, we showed that the Ø-tense hypothesis predicts that 
children should be able to construe the present tense component of the future as a 
Ø-tense. Once we accept that children analyze the future as a Ø-present tense com-
bining with modal woll, we explain why they accept the sentence with a future under 
past in a fs before utt scenario. This is because a structure where future is decom-
posed into a Ø-present plus woll yields an interpretation where the embedded event is 
merely constrained to occur after the matrix event-time. This interpretation is ‘true’ in 
a fs before utt scenario, hence children’s acceptance of the future under past in this 
scenario.

Moreover, we argued that the Ø-tense hypothesis also predicts that children 
should be able to construe the present tense component of the passé composé as a 
Ø-tense, and consequently accept non-adult futurate readings of the passé composé in 
the fs before utt context. We discussed experimental data showing that this predic-
tion was indeed borne out.

The findings discussed in this paper thus support D & L (2009, 2011) and Lungu’s 
(2012) results, showing that a non-adult-like Ø-present under past co-exists with an 
adult-like Ø-past under past. Interestingly, Matsuo and Hollebrandse (1999) and Holl-
ebrandse (2000) showed that Japanese children also accept the simultaneous construal 
of both the present and the past in complement clauses embedded under a matrix past. 
The results for the French children together with the results for the Japanese children 
suggest that children – speaking languages with different options for the simultaneous 
construal under a matrix past – go through a stage where these options co-exist.

These cross-linguistic results are compatible with the Multiple Grammars 
Approach to language acquisition (Han et al. 2007; Kroch 1989; Roeper 1999; Taylor 
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1994; Valian 1991; Yang 2000, 2001) according to which children go through a stage 
where they have available more than one grammar to evaluate the input. This view of 
language acquisition raises the following learnability question: how do children con-
verge on the adult grammar of their language? Defenders of the Multiple Grammars 
Approach have provided the following answers to this question. Adopting a paramet-
ric view of language acquisition, Valian (1991) argued that parameter resetting occurs 
when children are confronted with data that their grammar cannot analyze. In the case 
of the pro-drop parameter – Valian’s case study – the trigger for parameter resetting in 
English-like languages is the acquisition of the expletive ‘there’ constructions. More 
recently, Yang (2000, 2011) developed a model where language acquisition involves 
competition between several grammars. As learning proceeds, successful grammars 
– that is, grammars that succeed in analyzing more data from the input – become 
stronger by gaining more weight in the hypothesis space. Convergence on the target 
grammar occurs when the non-target competitors have been completely eliminated.

8.  Directions for future research

We conclude by highlighting the implications of the novel experimental findings dis-
cussed here for theories of the syntax/semantics interface on the one hand, and for first 
language acquisition on the other, and, in particular, theoretical convergences with the 
findings of Schmeißer (2014) concerning the acquisition of present tense.

From the viewpoint of tense theories, we argued for a uniform syntax/semantics 
of tenses in embedded contexts across sot and non-sot languages. In our view, simul-
taneous construals across languages arise from a structure with an embedded Ø-tense. 
The variation between languages can ultimately be reduced to different morphological 
rules for spelling out Ø-tenses. sot languages (e.g. French/English) require agreement 
between the Ø-tense and the matrix tense, whereas non-sot languages (e.g. Japanese) 
spell out Ø-tenses as present – the form by default.

Turning now to the acquisition viewpoint, the novel data reported here cor-
roborate previous findings on the acquisition of present and past (see D & L 2009, 
2011) showing that French children spell out Ø-tenses under past either like French 
adults (via agreement, hence using an embedded past) or as Japanese adults (by 
using the default present). The behavior observed with French children supports 
the Multiple Grammars Hypothesis of language acquisition, according to which 
language acquisition involves competition between multiple grammars (see D & L 
and Section 7 above).

Our findings share some important insights with Schmeißer’s (2014) study of 
the acquisition of present tense in independent contexts by monolingual Italian and 
French children. Schmeißer’s major “findings suggest that French and Italian children 
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overgeneralize present/PRESENT23 the most” (ibid: 1). In particular, French children 
overgeneralize the present “about 30% in FUTURE and PAST contexts” (ibid: 29). 
Our findings for the acquisition of tense in embedded contexts converge with those 
of Schmeißer but crucially, only as far as morphological tense is concerned. That is, 
our findings show that French children do indeed overgeneralize ‘present’ tense (in 
Schmeißer’s notation) since they allow a morphological present tense in an embedded 
context (as well as complex tense forms that on our analysis involve a morphologi-
cal present tense, namely the passé composé and the future) to spell out a zero-tense 
and, consequently, to allow non-target (dependent) tense construals of the present 
(namely, simultaneous past and future in the past construals relative to the matrix 
tense). Crucially, however, on our account, children have an adult PRESENT tense: 
they have acquired the semantic value for an indexical present given in (5) above, and 
thus know that PRESENT denotes a contextually salient time that must include the 
utt. Overgeneralization and, more generally, non-target patterns of acquisition, are 
thus restricted, on this proposal, to morphological tense (‘present’), not semantic tense 
(‘PRESENT’).

A further interesting finding that our study revealed is the existence of futurate 
readings of the past in embedded contexts in French child language. This finding is 
all the more important as futurate readings, otherwise attested and discussed in the 
literature on adult languages, have not yet been reported in the child acquisition litera-
ture. Our study with French children is thus the first acquisition study attesting to the 
existence of futurate readings in embedded contexts in child language.

Many questions remain unanswered. Is the ‘two-option’ stage for the simultane-
ous construal attested across all child languages? The data with French and Japanese 
children seem to suggest that children learning languages with different tense systems 
(sot versus non-sot languages) do indeed go through a stage where they have the two 
cross-linguistically attested options for spelling out simultaneous construals under 
past (past versus present tense). More systematic research needs to be done to check 
whether this two-option stage is attested across child languages.

Our study discussed the temporal systems of two types of languages: sot lan-
guages (e.g. English and French) and non-sot languages (e.g. Japanese). However, 
there is a third type of languages: Russian or Romanian-like languages,24 with more 

.  Schmeißer uses the notation in small versus capital letters to distinguish between mor-
phological and semantic tense (respectively). 

.  The syntax/semantics of embedded tenses in Russian has been discussed in detail in 
Altshuler (2008), Grønn and von Stechow (2011), Khomitsevich (2008). For more details on 
the syntax/semantics of embedded tenses in Romanian see Lungu (2008, submitted) as well 
as Percus and Lungu (2011).
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intricate rules for simultaneous construals. For instance, in Romanian, the availability 
of the simultaneous construal of the present under past seems to depend on the type 
of the matrix verb: while some verbs (e.g. ‘think’) allow it, others do not (e.g. ‘tell’, ‘dis-
cover’, etc.). To what extent would the restrictions that we find in adult Romanian-like 
languages be present in child language as well?

Finally, we have provided compelling evidence that children allow non-adult 
dependent interpretations of indexical tenses (present, future) in embedded contexts. 
This immediately raises the interesting question to be explored in future research of 
whether children also allow non-adult dependent interpretations of other indexical 
expressions. Specifically, it would be interesting to see whether children who allow 
dependent/bound variable interpretations of indexical tenses in embedded contexts 
also allow dependent/bound variable interpretations of indexical pronouns (e.g. the 
first person pronoun ‘I’) or indexical adverbs (e.g. ‘now’) in embedded contexts.

We close by emphasizing that there has been no other experimental work to date 
on the acquisition of either the present or futurity (future and futurates) in embedded 
contexts and little work on the acquisition of SOT except for Hollebrandse’s (2000) 
investigation of SOT in L1 English and Dutch, which lay the premises for the com-
parative experimental studies carried out by D & L. Given the paucity of experimental 
studies on the interpretation of tense in embedded contexts in child, as well as adult 
languages, we hope to have put forth interesting and novel empirical generalizations, 
hypotheses and questions to be explored in further (experimental) investigations, thus 
achieving a better understanding of (the acquisition of) tenses at the morpho-syntax/
semantics interface.
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