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Sequence of tense in (French) child language

Hamida Demirdache & Oana Lungu
Université de Nantes/LLING (EA 3827)

We discuss the results of an L1 French comprehension study of the construal 
of present and imperfective past in (non) subordinate contexts. Our findings 
reveal that children accept (sometimes enforce) non-indexical simultaneous 
construals of both present and past under a matrix past — though present is 
utterance-indexical in adult French. Extending Kratzer’s (1998) zero-tense 
analysis of English past under past simultaneous construals to Japanese 
present under past simultaneous construals, we argue that zero-tenses in L1 
French surface either as past (adult French) or as present (adult Japanese). 
That children allow multi-valued parameter settings is expected on the 
Multiple Grammars hypothesis where language acquisition involves grammar 
competition. We extend our zero-tense analysis of non-adult tense construals 
in subordinate contexts to non-subordinate contexts, by arguing that the 
binder of a zero-tense in child grammar can be a temporal adverb denoting  
the ‘now’ of the speaker or some salient time implicit in the context.

Keywords: present; (imperfective) past; zero-tense; indexical tense; Sequence of 
Tense; double access construal; simultaneous construal; language acquisition;  
(L1) French; Japanese.

1.  Introduction

This paper reports the results of an experimental study involving fourteen 5 to 
7 year old monolingual French-speaking children designed to test the construal of 
both present and (imperfective) past in subordinate contexts (under the scope of a 
matrix past), as well as in independent contexts.

Our findings reveal surprising, non-adult construals of present and 
(imperfective) past:

i. Children allow (and sometimes enforce) non-indexical simultaneous con-
struals of the present — although a non-indexical construal of the present is 
unavailable in adult French.
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ii. Children enforce non-indexical simultaneous construals of the (imperfective) 
past — in contexts where an indexical construal of the past is available in 
adult French.

We adopt a referential theory of tenses (see Partee 1984; Enç 1986; Abusch 1994; 
Kratzer 1998). On this view, tenses are the temporal analogues of pronouns: just 
like pronouns, they act as variables bearing indices whose values are assign-
ment function dependent, and just like phi-features contribute presuppositions 
constraining the choice of possible referents for pronouns, temporal features 
([past]/[pres]) contribute presuppositions constraining the choice of possible 
referents for tenses.

On our proposal, the non-adult patterns of construals in (i–ii) arise when 
present and past act as zero-tenses in the sense of Kratzer (1998) — that is, as 
bound time-arguments with no temporal features, no presuppositions con-
straining their reference. Zero-tenses are the temporal analogues of pronouns 
without phi-features — that is, zero-pronouns. We argue that the antecedent 
of a zero (present/past) tense in child grammar can be either the matrix tense  
(in subordinate contexts) or a (covert) time-denoting adverb.

We conclude that, in French child language, a zero-tense surfaces either as 
past — as is the case in Sequence of Tense (SOT) languages (adult French), or as 
present — as is the case in non-SOT languages (Japanese). The assumption that 
children can choose different settings of a given parameter is expected on the  
Multiple Grammars approach advocated by Roeper (1999) and Yang (2000), where 
deviation of child language from the target language is explained by the pres-
ence of default non-target grammars that have not yet been eliminated during 
language acquisition.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 discusses the construal of pres-
ent and past under the scope of past in SOT vs. non-SOT languages. Section 3 
introduces Kratzer’s zero-tense hypothesis for SOT languages and extends it 
to non-SOT languages. Section 4 presents the experimental study designed to 
investigate the simultaneous vs. non-simultaneous construals of both present 
and (imperfective) past in the scope of a matrix past. On the basis of our experi-
mental results, we conclude in Section 5 that French children allow zero-tense 
construals of the (imperfective) past, just like French adults. Crucially, how-
ever, unlike French adults, but just like Japanese adults, they allow zero-tense 
construals of the present. Section 6 argues that the finding that some children 
reject the present, while accepting the imperfective past, on a double access 
construal under an attitude verb provides (paradoxically) an indirect argument 
for an indexical present in their grammar alongside a zero-present. Section 7 
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argues that temporal adverbs can serve as binders for zero present/past tenses.  
Section 8 concludes.

.  Sequence of tense (SOT) across languages

We start by briefly reviewing the construals of both past and present in relative and 
complement clauses under a matrix past — in SOT languages, such as English or 
French, vs. non-SOT languages, such as Japanese.

.1 SOT languages

In SOT languages, a relative clause such as (1a), with a past embedded under 
a past, allows the two construals illustrated in (2). On the backward-shifted 
construal in (2a), the past time of the situation described by the relative clause 
(the girl’s pregnancy) precedes the past time of the situation described by the 
matrix clause (the time of Max’ meeting the girl), while on the forward-shifted 
construal in (2b), the past pregnancy-time follows the past meeting-time. In 
contrast, a complement clause such as (1b) with a past embedded under a past, 
allows the backward-shifted construal in (2a), but not the forward-shifted  
construal in (2b).

 (1) a. Max met a girl who was pregnant.
   a′. Max a rencontré la fille qui était enceinte.
   b . Max said that Rosa was pregnant.
   b′. Max a dit que Rosa était enceinte.

 (2) a.   Backward-shifted construal b.   Forward-shifted construal

ut-t ut-t
—[——————]——[————]——|—>  —[————]———[—————]——|—>

pregnancy meeting

 /saying

meeting

*saying

pregnancy

To account for this contrast between relative and complement clauses, a widely 
adopted view (first presented in Enç 1986) holds that the reference/evaluation 
time for the embedded past in a relative clause is the utterance-time (ut-t), while 
in a complement clause it is the situation-time (sit-t) of the matrix clause.

On this analysis, the tense embedded in a relative clause is an indexical or 
independent tense, since its temporal reference is directly determined by the 
context of utterance (directly related to the now of the speaker, ut-t). Both the 
matrix and the embedded sit-ts in (1) are thus constrained to denote times 
that fall in the past relative to ut-t, but remain unordered relative to each other. 
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This explains why relative clauses allow backward as well as forward shifted 
construals (2a–b).

In contrast, in a complement clause such as (1b), the temporal reference of the 
embedded past is determined relative to the matrix sit-t. That is, the embedded 
past tense is constrained to denote a time that falls in the past relative to the (past) 
matrix sit-t, thus ensuring that complement clauses allow backward-shifted con-
struals ((2a)), but not the forward-shifted construal available with relative clauses 
((2b)). On this analysis, the tense embedded in a complement clause is a relative 
or dependent tense, since its temporal reference is not directly determined by the 
time of the utterance-context, but rather by the matrix tense.1

As is well known, however, embedded past tenses behave differently from 
their independent counterparts in that they do not always convey the meaning of 
anteriority. In particular, in SOT languages such as English or French, when a past 
tense appears in a past under past configuration, the embedded morphological 
past does not always convey a real past tense meaning, it can also have a present 
tense meaning — that is, convey the meaning of simultaneity relative to a local 
reference time (the matrix sit-t). Thus, both the relative clauses in (1a/a′) and the 
complement clauses in (1b/b′) allow the (pure) simultaneous reading illustrated in 
(3), where the past time of the pregnancy (the embedded sit-t) is understood as 
co-temporal with the past time of saying/meeting (the matrix sit-t).

 (3) (Pure) simultaneous construal

 

/ -
———[——————————]————|————>

<————>

On Ogihara’s (1996) classic analysis of the simultaneous reading of past under past, 
the embedded past in a relative or complement clause is subject to an optional SOT 
rule which deletes the embedded past tense at LF under (local) c-command by a 
matrix past. The embedded sentence becomes tenseless so that (1), for instance, 
requires for its truth that Max met a girl pregnant at the time of his meeting her. 
Tense deletion thus accounts for the simultaneous readings of past under past.

Let’s now turn to present under past configurations, as illustrated below.
 (4)  a . Max met the girl who is pregnant.
   a′. Max a rencontré la fille qui est enceinte.

1. This point is controversial in the literature. For Abusch (1994), Heim (1994), Ogihara 
(1999), or von Stechow (1995), shifted readings involve a de re construal of the embedded 
tense, and temporal de re involves indexical tenses. Forward-shifted readings of complement 
clauses are excluded by independent principles such as Ogihara’s Temporal Directionality  
Isomorphism or Abusch’s Upper Limit Constraint.



© 2008. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

 Sequence of tense in (French) child language 10

 (5) a. Max said that Rosa is pregnant.
   a′. Max a dit que Rosa est enceinte.

Consider first the present in the complement clauses in (5). The reported state 
is understood as holding at an interval that includes both the time of saying and 
ut-t, as illustrated in (6).

 (6) Double access construal

 

 -
———[————]————|————>

<——————>

The present in complement clauses is said to have a Double Access (DA) construal 
since it must denote an interval overlapping two reference times, the matrix sit-t 
and ut-t.

Turning now to present in relative clauses. Note that in (4), the girl is under-
stood to be pregnant at speech-time. In other words, present in a relative clause 
only allows an indexical construal: the time of the girl’s pregnancy must hold at 
ut-t, whether or not it also extends into the past to overlap the past time of Max’ 
meeting her, as illustrated in (7a–b). We refer to the construal in (7a), where the 
matrix and embedded sit-ts do not overlap, as a non-simultaneous, forward-
shifted construal of the present, and to the one in (7b), as a DA construal of 
the present.

 (7) Indexical present in a relative clause

  

 

a.   Non-simultaneous/forward-shifted b.   Double access

 -  -
—[————]——[————|—]———> ———[————]————|———>

 <——————>

We now turn to the construal of past and present under a matrix past in non-
SOT languages.

. Non-SOT languages

Non-SOT languages, such as Japanese, use present tense morphology to express 
a simultaneous reading of a subordinate clause embedded under a matrix past. In 
(8a), we see that with Japanese complement clauses, simultaneity under a matrix 
past is expressed by an embedded present tense, and in (8b), that it cannot indeed 
be expressed by a past tense, since a past under past configuration in Japanese only 
yields a shifted reading (Ogihara 1995: 185).

 (8) a. John-wa Mary-ga ninsinsi-te i-ru to it-ta
    John-top Mary nom pregnant-prog-pres comp say-past

    “John said that Mary was pregnant.” (Simultaneous only)
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   b. John-wa Mary-ga  ninsinsi-te i-ta to it-ta
    John top Mary nom pregnant-prog-past comp say-past

   “John said that Mary was pregnant.” (Past-shifted only)

Consider next the Japanese relative clause in (9), from Ogihara (1995: 202).
 (9) Taroo-wa [nai-te i-ru otoko]- o nagu-ta
   Taroo-top cry-prog-pres boy acc hit-past

   “Taroo hit a/the man who was crying.” (Simultaneous present)
   “Taroo hit a/the man who is (now) crying.” (Indexical present)

(9) can receive two distinct interpretations, as the English glosses show. The default 
interpretation is the pure simultaneous interpretation, where the man’s crying is 
understood as co-temporal with Taroo’s past event of hitting him. But the relative 
clause in (9), unlike the Japanese complement clause in (8a), also allows an inde-
pendent/indexical construal of the embedded present, where the time of the man’s 
crying holds at ut-t (whether or not it also extends into the past to include the 
past time of hitting).

Summarizing, there are two crucial differences between SOT and non-SOT 
languages to bear in mind for the remainder of this paper:

 (10) Present and past in SOT vs. non-SOT languages
     i.  Present under past yields a (pure) simultaneous reading in non-SOT  

languages, but not in SOT languages.
   ii.  Past under past can yield a simultaneous construal in SOT languages, but  

not in non-SOT languages.

Ogihara accounts for why English/SOT languages do not allow a pure simultaneous  
construal of present, while Japanese/non-SOT languages do ((10i)), by imposing 
a lexical restriction on the present in SOT languages: it is required to denote an  
interval that overlaps ut-t.

The generalization in (10ii), in turn, follows from the value of the SOT 
parameter: English or French have an SOT rule optionally deleting a past tense 
c-commanded by another past tense, while Japanese does not have such a rule. 
Past in a non-SOT language will thus always express anteriority.

3.  Zero-tense across languages

We now present a variant of Ogihara’s vacuous tense hypothesis, put forth in 
Kratzer (1998), which we adopt here: the zero-tense hypothesis.

Kratzer assumes a referential theory of tenses (Partee 1984; Enç 1986; Abusch 
1994; Heim 1994, among others), where tenses are referential expressions, similar 
to pronouns in that they can have indexical, anaphoric or bound variable inter-
pretations. On this view, predicates take both individual and time arguments.  
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Past and present tense morphemes are temporal variables saturating the time-
argument position of the predicate to which they are affixed. Tenses are the tem-
poral analogues of pronouns: just like pronouns, they act as variables bearing 
indices whose values are assignment function dependent. Moreover, just like 
phi-features contribute presuppositions that constrain the choice of possible 
referents for individual variables, temporal features ([past]/[pres]) contribute 
presuppositions that constrain the choice of possible referents for time vari-
ables. In particular, the feature [pres] on a time variable restricts its denotation 
to the time of the context (ut-t, in an independent clause), while the feature 
[past] restricts the denotation of a time variable to times that fall before the 
time of the context — just like the features [male]/[female] restrict the denota-
tion of an individual variable to male/female individuals.

Kratzer then argues that the inventory of tenses in an SOT language like  
English includes, alongside a present and a past (indexical) tense, a zero-tense — that 
is, a time variable with no temporal features, no presuppositions on the value 
to be assigned to it. As such, a zero-tense must be bound by a local antecedent.  
Zero-tenses are the temporal analogues of pronouns without phi-features — that 
is, zero (bound) pronouns.

The zero-tense hypothesis accounts for the simultaneous reading of complement 
and relative clauses. On their simultaneous construal, (1a/a′) and (1b/b′) would be 
assigned the (simplified) representations in (11):

 (11) a. Max past1 meet a girl who Ø1 be pregnant.
   b. Max past1 say that Rosa Ø1 be pregnant.

The embedded tense is a zero-tense that enters the derivation without any temporal 
features and gets bound by the matrix tense. PF agreement (feature transmission) 
between the matrix past tense and the embedded zero-tense in (11) determines 
its pronunciation.

Kratzer’s PF agreement (feature inheritance/copying) account of the pronun-
ciation of zero-tenses does not extend to zero-tenses in non-SOT languages like 
Japanese — that is, to languages where there is no agreement in temporal features 
between the matrix past and the embedded zero-tense since the zero-tense sur-
faces as a present. To accommodate non-SOT languages within Kratzer’s proposal, 
we assume the following parametric choice for the morphological realization  
(pronunciation) of zero-tenses across languages:

 (12) Non-SOT languages
  a. The temporal features of a zero-tense are the default/unmarked features.

  SOT languages
   b.  The temporal features of a zero-tense are determined via PF-agreement 

(between the embedded tense and its antecedent).
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(12a) allows for the simultaneous reading of present under past in non-SOT  
languages, since present tense is typically not overtly marked and, as such, is the 
default, morphologically unmarked tense form. (12b), in turn, allows for the 
simultaneous reading of past under past in non-SOT languages.2

.  Present and (imperfective) past in the scope of past in French 
child language

With this background on SOT, we now turn to the experimental conditions we 
designed in order to investigate the simultaneous vs. non-simultaneous con-
struals of present and (imperfective) past in the scope of a matrix past in French 
child language.

Fourteen 5 to 7 year old monolingual French-speaking children participated 
in this study, carried out in Nantes, France. The experimental task was a truth-
value judgment task conducted with two experimenters, one acting out stories 
with toys and props in front of the child, the other manipulating a puppet, Koko, 
a purple koala from another planet. Koko listens to the story together with the 
child and, in response to a request from the first experimenter (“Koko, tell me 
what happened in the story.”), utters the test sentence. The child is asked to judge 
whether or not Koko’s statement is acceptable in the context acted out. S/he is then 
invited to reward/punish Koko by giving him different coloured tokens, according 
to whether or not, s/he judges Koko’s statement to be true or false in the context 
provided by the story.

.1 The experimental hypotheses

Recall the two crucial differences between SOT and non-SOT languages repeated 
below.

 (10) Present and past in SOT vs. non-SOT languages
     i.  Present under past yields a (pure) simultaneous reading in non-SOT languages, 

but not in SOT languages.
   ii.  Past under past can yield a simultaneous construal in SOT languages, but 

not in non-SOT languages.

Now, if French children have acquired the adult setting for the SOT parameter, 
then we expect them to accept pure simultaneous construals of past under past, 
but not of present under past — since present in French is utterance-indexical and 

. We set aside here so-called ‘split SOT’ languages, but see footnote 6.
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thus cannot denote an interval that lies completely in the past. We do, however, 
expect children to allow simultaneous DA construals — since on this construal, 
present denotes an interval that does not lie entirely in the past: it spans both the 
matrix sit-t and ut-t.

To investigate this hypothesis, we designed two experimental conditions for 
simultaneous construals of present and past (Section 4.2). The Double Access (DA) 
condition provides a context that makes the subordinate clause in the test sentence 
true on a DA reading (6), while the pure simultaneous condition provides a context 
that makes the subordinate clause in the test sentence true on a pure simultaneous 
construal (3). Keep in mind that when the subordinate tense is the present, the 
pure simultaneous condition will make a reading that is unacceptable in the adult 
grammar, true.

We then turn to non-simultaneous construals of present and (imperfective) 
past under a matrix past (Section 4.3). Hollebrandse (2000) argues that indepen-
dent construals of past under past are acquired early (before dependent constru-
als of past under past) since independent construals only require the acquisition 
of (indexical) tense (while dependent construals also require the acquisition 
of subordination). We designed a third experimental condition to investigate 
whether or not children allow the range of shifted readings acceptable in the adult 
grammar — that is, forward/backward shifted readings of past relative clauses 
((1a′)/(2a–b)), forward-shifted readings of present relative clauses (4a′)/(7a), as 
well as backward-shifted readings of past complement clauses (1b′)/(2a).

There were two variables for each of the three conditions: whether the subor-
dinate clause was a relative or a complement clause, whether the subordinate tense 
was the imperfective past (i.e. the ‘imparfait’ (imp))3 or the present. The matrix 
past tense was invariably a present perfect (i.e. the ‘passé-composé’ (pc)). The  
simple past was avoided because it is highly marked in spoken French.

The following two sub-sections lay out these experimental conditions and our 
findings for simultaneous vs. non-simultaneous construals.

.  Simultaneous construals of present and (imperfective) past

We start by presenting the protocols designed to test the simultaneous construals 
of subordinate clauses under our two conditions: the DA vs. the pure simultaneous 

3. Simultaneous readings require a predicate with imperfective (aspectual) viewpoint in the 
embedded clause. The imp is the main imperfective viewpoint for sentences with past-time 
reference in French.
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condition. Contexts illustrating each of these conditions for both relative clauses 
(RCs) and complement clauses are provided below.

..1  Simultaneous construals of relative clauses
The DA condition for RCs is illustrated with the story in (13). Note that in the 
context acted out in front of the child, the state described by the RC in the target 
sentence (13a/b) overlaps the matrix sit-t, and still holds at ut-t (the rabbit 
that Mummy fed was near the mushrooms at the time of her feeding and is 
still near the mushrooms at the time of Koko’s utterance in (13a/b). The context 
provided in (13) for the test sentence in (13a/b) thus makes (13a/b) true on a 
DA reading.

 (13) Double access condition
   There are two rabbits, one near the tree, and the other one near the mushrooms. 

Mummy feeds the one near the mushrooms.

   Exp.: Koko, tell me what happened in the story.

   a. Koko: Maman a nourri le lapin qui est près des champignons.
    “Mummy fed the rabbit that is near the mushrooms.”

   b. Koko: Maman a nourri le lapin qui était près des champignons.
    “Mummy fed the rabbit that was near the mushrooms.”

In contrast, under the pure simultaneous condition illustrated in (14), the state 
described by the relative clause overlaps with the matrix sit-t, but no longer holds 
at ut-t. Thus, crucially, in the context acted out, the bird that Anne fed is no lon-
ger in the car at the time of Koko’s utterance in (14c/d). In order to ascertain that 
the child has followed the sequence of events acted out, Koko first asks the child 
the two control-questions in (14a–b), then comes the test sentence in (14c/d).

 (14) Pure simultaneous condition
   There are two birds, one on the floor, and the other in a roofless car. Anne gives 

the bird in the car a piece of bread and the bird then flies away.

   a. Koko: I’m not sure I understood. Where is the bird, now?

   b. Koko: And where was he before?

   Exp.: Koko, tell me what happened in the story.

   c. Koko: Anne a donné un morceau de pain à l’oiseau qui est dans la voiture.
    “Anne gave a piece of bread to the bird that is in the car”.

   d. Koko: Anne a donné un morceau de pain à l’oiseau qui était dans la voiture.
     “Anne gave a piece of bread to the bird that was in the car”.

In table 1, we give the results for the simultaneous construal of RCs under these 
two conditions.
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We see that the present and the imp are both accepted at 100%, under the DA 
condition where the embedded state still holds at ut-t. That the imp is accepted 
under this condition is not surprising since, when the viewpoint is imperfective, 
there is no completion entailment. In other words, (14d) with an imp in the RC, is 
felicitous in the context provided since the use of imp does not entail that the state 
described by the RC is over at ut-t.

Now, under the pure simultaneous condition, where the embedded state no 
longer holds at ut-t, the imp was accepted at 90%. This is expected since the imp 

is the tense form used in the adult grammar to express temporal simultaneity. But 
the present was also accepted at 80% under this condition. This is unexpected since 
the present is utterance indexical in the adult grammar and thus cannot denote an 
interval that lies completely in the past.

We conclude that French children accept both the imp and the present in a RC 
on a pure simultaneous construal.

..  Simultaneous construals of complement clauses
Simultaneous construals of the present and the imp in complement clauses were 
likewise tested under both the DA condition illustrated in (15), where the embedded 
state overlaps with the matrix sit-t and still holds at ut-t, and the pure simultane-
ous condition in (16), where the embedded state overlaps with the matrix sit-t but 
no longer holds at ut-t.

 (15) Double access context
   Pierre is playing with his coins. Mummy arrives and says: Oh, la la! What a mess! 

Put your things away! Pierre then puts his coins in the trunk and says:

   a. Look, Mummy, the coins are in the trunk!

   Exp.: Koko, tell me what happened in the story.

   b. Koko: Pierre a dit que les pièces sont dans le coffre.
     “Pierre said that the coins are in the trunk.”

   c. Koko: Pierre a dit que les pièces étaient dans le coffre.
     “Pierre said that the coins were in the trunk.”

Table 1. Results for the simultaneous construals of relative clauses

Imparfait Present

Expected 
answer

Children Expected 
answer

Children

DA condition yes 100% yes yes 100% yes
Pure simultaneous condition Yes 90% yes no 80% yes
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 (16) Pure simultaneous context
   Pierre is playing with his coins. Mummy arrives and says: Oh, la la! What a mess! 

Put your things away! Pierre then puts his coins in the trunk and says:

  a. Look, Mummy, the coins are in the trunk!

   Later, his sister Anne arrives and look what she does! She empties the trunk. Oh, 
what a nasty girl! Now, all the coins are on the grass.

   Exp.: Koko, tell me what happened in the story.

   b. Koko: Pierre a dit que les pièces sont dans le coffre.
     “Pierre said that the coins are in the trunk.”

   c. Koko: Pierre a dit que les pièces étaient dans le coffre.
     “Pierre said that the coins were in the trunk.”

Table 2. Results for simultaneous construals of complement clauses

Present Imparfait

Expected 
answer

Children Expected 
answer

Children

DA condition yes 62,5% yes
31,25 no
6,25% Ø

yes 100% yes

Pure simultaneous condition no 96% yes yes 100% yes

Consider first the results for the imp, given in table 2. Notice that the accep-
tance rate of the imp was 100% for both contexts. These results are expected since 
(whether or not the state reported by the complement clause holds at the time of 
speech) these are canonical SOT contexts where a past tense in indirect discourse 
corresponds to a present tense in direct quotation.

Consider now the results for the present. Recall that, in the adult grammar, 
present in a complement clause under a matrix past enforces a DA construal (5–6). 
Surprisingly, the acceptance rate for the present in this context was significantly 
lower than for the imp (62,5% vs. 100%). On the other hand, the pure simultane-
ous construal of the present was accepted 96% of the time, although the present is 
not felicitous on this construal in the adult grammar. Note that there were two 
test items per child and that no child rejected the pure simultaneous construal for 
both items.4

. Note that in the context of a previous study with twelve 4 to 6 year old children (Lungu, 
2006), we also tested the pure simultaneous construal of the present in complement clauses 
(with one test item), though not in RCs. The same pattern obtained since all children but one 
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We conclude that French children accept both the imp and the present on a 
pure simultaneous construal — be it in relative or complement clauses.

.3  Non-simultaneous construals of present and (imperfective) past

We now turn to our third experimental condition, designed to investigate 
whether or not children allow the range of shifted readings available for relative 
and complement clauses in the adult grammar.

.3.1  Past/future shifted construals of relative clauses
Recall first that past in a RC in the scope of a matrix past allows both backward 
and forward-shifted readings in adult French (1a′)/(2a-b), while present in a RC 
(4a) allows a forward-shifted (indexical) construal (7a).

We illustrate below the contexts provided to elicit truth-value judgments for 
shifted readings of RCs. (17–18) give the stories designed to test the forward con-
strual of the present (with a state vs. an activity verb), and (19–20) the stories 
designed to test the (forward/backward) shifted construal of the imp. Notice that, 
for each story, we provide an illustration of the comments volunteered by children 
to justify their no answers.

 (17) Forward-shifted RC with a present state predicate

  a. 

 -

—[————]———[—————|———]———>
    ₍₎

  b.  Two cats, one near the mushrooms, the other in the basket. Anne pets the 
cat near the mushrooms. Then the cat jumps on the chair.

  c. Koko: Anne a caressé le chat qui est sur la chaise.
    “Anne (has) petted the cat that is on the chair.”

  d.   Non. Le chat était pas sur la chaise. Anne elle l’a caressé, il était près des 
champignons. [Malo 5;04]

    “No, the cat was not on the chair. Anne, she petted him, he was near the 
mushrooms.”

 (18) Forward-shifted RC with a present activity predicate

  a. 
 -

—[————]————[————|——]———>
  ₍₎

accepted the present on a pure simultaneous construal. That is, only one child had an adult 
pattern of behaviour, enforcing a DA/indexical construal of the present.
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  b.  A girl is in the garden. Pierre comes and kisses her. Then, the girl starts reading.

   c.  Koko: Pierre a embrassé la fille qui lit.
     “Peter (has) kissed the girl that is reading.”

   d.  Non, quand il l’a embrassée elle était dans le jardin. [Louis 6;02]
    “No, when he kissed her she was in the garden.”

 (19) Forward-shifted RC with an imp

  a. 
  -

—[—————]————[———————]———|————>
   

   b.  Two cats. Anne brushes the cat in the bed. Anne leaves. Later, the cat in the 
bed jumps into the basket. Then, the cat sees a bird and runs after it.

   c. Koko: Anne a brossé le chat qui était dans le panier.
    “Anne (has) brushed the cat that was in the basket.”

   d.  Non, parce que t’avais dit qu’elle l’avait brossé là [le panier] et elle l’a brossé là 
[le lit]. [Samuel 5;09]

    “No, because you had said that she had brushed it there [the basket] and she 
brushed it there [the bed].”

 (20) Backward-shifted RC with an imp

  a. 
  -

—[—————]———[————————]———|——>
   

  b.  Two pirates, one is in the garden, the other behind the house. The pirate in 
the garden goes into the kitchen where Mummy gives him a smartie.

  c. Koko: Maman a donné un smartie au pirate qui était dans le jardin.
   “Mummy has given a smartie to the pirate who was in the garden.”

  d. Non, qui était dans la cuisine! [Yannis 6;00]
    “No, who was in the kitchen!”

The results for the shifted readings of RCs, given in table 3 below, are strikingly 
poor. Future-shifted construals of RCs were rejected at 84% with a present, and at 
77% with an imp, while past-shifted construals of RCs with an imp were rejected 
at 74%.5

. For comparison, note that the results in Lungu (2006) for the shifted construals of a RC 
with a ‘passé composé’ (PC) were excellent: backward shifted readings were accepted at 96%, 
and forward-shifted readings at 79%. This study involved twelve 4 to 6 year old monolingual 
French-speaking and tested shifted construals of a PC in subordinate vs. coordinate contexts.
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Table 3. Results for non-simultaneous construals of RCs

Imparfait Present

Expected answer Children Expected answer Children

Forward-shifted yes 77% no yes 84% no
Backward-shifted yes 74% no

The comments provided by the children to justify their no answers clearly 
show that they enforce a simultaneous construal of the embedded present/imp 

in the test sentence, and reject this construal because it is not true in the context 
provided. That is, the forward shifted construal of the present, be it with a state 
(17c) or an activity verb (18d) was rejected because the state/activity in the RC 
fails to overlap the past matrix sit-t (the cat was not on the chair at the time of 
Anne’s petting him, or the girl was not reading at the time of Pierre’s kissing her). 
Likewise, the children’s justifications in (19d/20d) show that the test sentences in 
(19c/20c) are rejected because the simultaneous construal of the embedded imp is 
false in the context provided.

We conclude that children enforce simultaneous construals of either an imp or 
a present in an embedded RC.

.3.  Past-shifted construals of complement clauses
To test the backward-shifted construal of the imp in a complement clause, we 
adapted Hollebrandse’s (2000) experimental protocol for complement clauses in 
Dutch/English. The context designed to elicit truth-value judgments for past-shifted 
readings of a complement clause is given in (21).

 (21) Past-shifted complement clause with an imp
   Pierre is in his room with his cats. A pirate walks in. Pirate: Look at the mess in 

your room! Pierre, put your cats outside, please! Pierre: Ok, Pirate. [Pierre puts 
the cats in the wagon outside].

  Lead-in A:

   a. Pierre: Now my cats are outside, but a moment ago they were in my room.

  Lead-in B:

  b.  Pierre: A moment ago, my cats were in my room, but now, they are outside.

  Test sentence

  c. Koko: Pierre a dit que ses chats étaient dans sa chambre.
   “Pierre said that his cats were in his room.”
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Table 4. Backward-shifted construals of complement clauses with the imp

Lead-in A 82% yes
Lead-in B (reversed order of conjuncts) 70,5% yes

Notice that there are two alternative lead-ins (21a/b) to the test sentence in 
(21c), and the choice of lead-in has an impact on the results, given in table 4. 
Lead-in B reverses the order of the conjuncts in lead-in A and, thus, the order of 
the temporal adverbs in lead-in A. Children did worse with lead-in B: 29,5% of 
incorrect responses vs. 18%, with lead-in A.

Overall, however, the results are good since the acceptance rate ranges 
between 70% and 80%. We conclude that, although children reject the past/future  
shifted construals of RCs available in the adult grammar (Section 4.3.1), they 
accept past-shifted construals of complement clauses.

.  Zero-tenses in (French) child grammar

Our investigation of simultaneous construals (Section 4.2) led us to conclude 
that French children accept both the imp and the present on a pure simultane-
ous construal — be it in relative or complement clauses, while our investigation 
of the non-simultaneous construals of RCs (Section 4.3.1) led us to conclude 
that children enforce simultaneous construals of both the imp and the present 
in a RC.

The generalization that children either accept or enforce a pure simultaneous 
construal of the present is unexpected since in an SOT language like French, pres-
ent cannot denote an interval that lies completely in the past. Recall, in particular, 
that while present under past in Japanese yields a pure simultaneous construal 
((8a)/(9)), present under past in French is always utterance-indexical: it must 
denote an interval that includes ut-t, be it in RCs (4a′), or in complement clauses 
((5a′)) where the present is required to denote a larger interval, including both 
ut-t and the matrix sit-t, yielding the so-called DA reading.

Recall from our discussion in Section 3, that we adopted Kratzer’s zero-tense 
analysis of the simultaneous construals of past under past in SOT languages, and 
extended her proposal to the simultaneous construals of present under past in 
non-SOT languages by assuming a parametric choice for spelling out zero-tenses 
across languages ((12), repeated below).

 (12) a. Non-SOT languages
    The temporal features of a zero-tense are the default/unmarked features.
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   b. SOT languages
    The temporal features of a zero-tense are determined via PF-agreement 

(between the embedded tense and its antecedent).

Given that children accept the imp under the pure simultaneous condition 100% 
of the time in RCs, and 90% of the time in complement clauses, we conclude that 
they can construe the imp as a zero-tense, and thus have the adult setting for the 
SOT parameter in (12b).

On the zero-tense analysis in (22–23b) of the simultaneous construal of the 
test sentences in (22–23a), the embedded tense, although spelled out as an imp 

carries no meaning of anteriority since it has no temporal features at all — that is, 
no presuppositions constraining its reference. Following Kratzer, PF agreement 
(feature transmission) between the zero-past and its local binder, the higher past, 
determines its pronunciation.

 (22) a. Ann gave a piece of bread to the bird that was in the car [= (14d)]
   b. Ann past1 give a piece of bread to the bird that Ø1-past be in the car.

 (23) a. Pierre said that the coins were in the trunk. [= (16c)]
   b. Pierre past1 say that the coins Ø1-past be in the trunk.

Consider now present in a RC, under the pure simultaneous condition. In the con-
text provided in (24a), only a zero-tense of the present would be felicitous for the 
test sentence in (24b) since at the time of Koko’s utterance, the bird has flown away 
(an indexical present would thus be infelicitous). We conclude that children accept 
the present on a pure simultaneous construal (80% of acceptance rate) because 
their grammar, unlike the adult grammar, allows zero-tenses to be spelled out as 
the default, unmarked morphological tense form.

 (24) a. There are two birds, one on the floor, and the other in a roofless car.
    Anne gives the bird in the car a piece of bread and the bird then flies away.

   b. Anne gave a piece of bread to the bird that is in the car. [= (14c)]

   c. Anne past1 give a piece of bread to the bird that Ø1-past be in the car.

Consider next present in a complement clause, under the pure simultaneous 
condition. The context provided in (25a) does not satisfy the truth condi-
tions for a DA construal of the test sentence in (25c) since the speaker knows 
that the state described by the complement clause is false at the time of his 
utterance (and, moreover, that Pierre would carry out the same judgment). 
The present in (25c) would thus only be felicitous on a non-indexical, simul-
taneous construal. This construal of the present is unavailable in the adult 
grammar. Children, however, can accept (25c) on this construal because their 
grammar, unlike the adult grammar, allows non-indexical, zero-tense construals 
of the present.
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 (25) a.  Pierre is playing with his coins. Mummy arrives and says: Oh, la la! What a 
mess! Put your things away! Pierre then puts his coins in the trunk and says:

   b. Look, Mummy, the coins are in the trunk!

   Later, his sister, Anne, arrives and look what she does! She empties the trunk. Oh, 
what a nasty girl! Now, all the coins are on the grass.

   c. Koko: Pierre said that the coins are in the trunk. [= (16b)]

Alternatively, could we conjecture that children accept the present in (25c) merely 
because it is the tense form used in the direct discourse in (25b)? No. This con-
jecture fails to explain why some of the children who accept the present on a 
pure simultaneous construal reject it on a DA construal — since in both cases the 
present is the form used in the direct discourse that is being reported. Moreover, 
this conjecture does not carry over to the pure simultaneous construal of present 
in RCs (accepted at 80%), since there is no issue of transposing from direct to  
indirect discourse in the relative clause case.

We conclude that French children allow the adult/French setting for the SOT 
parameter (12b) since they can construe the imp as a zero-tense, as well as the 
non-adult/Japanese setting for this parameter (12a), since they can also construe 
the present as a zero-tense.

The assumption that children allow both settings of a given parameter is 
expected on the Multiple Grammars approach advocated by Roeper (1999) and 
Yang (2000), where language acquisition involves grammar competition. Learners 
consider multiple grammars simultaneously before settling on a single grammar. 
Deviation of child language from the target language is explained by the pres-
ence of default non-target grammars that have not yet been eliminated during 
language acquisition.6

If our proposal is right, then the null assumption would be that Japanese  
children, just like French children, go through a stage where they also allow the 
setting of the SOT parameter to be multi-valued — that is, where both present and 
past can be construed as zero-tenses. The prediction would then be that Japanese 
kids should allow simultaneous construals of past under past, although in the  
target language, past always expresses anteriority and, thus, only yields shifted 
readings under a matrix past (see (8b)).

There is experimental evidence that this prediction might indeed be correct. 
Matsuo and Hollebrandse (1999) report data from an SOT experiment testing the 

. Note that ‘split SOT’ languages (e.g., Russian, Romanian) provide evidence that the SOT 
parameter in adult languages cannot be a traditional binary-valued parameter with mutually 
exclusive settings, but rather a multi-valued parameter where both settings are used for different 
contexts in the same language. See Lungu (in prep.), (to appear).
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construals of past and present in complement clauses, conducted with Japanese 
children ranging in age between 3;4 and 6;2. The results show that Japanese children  
systematically accept past under past on a simultaneous construal of complement 
clauses: 93% to 100% of yes responses were elicited. This suggests that our proposal 
that children acquiring an SOT language, such as French, go through a multiple 
grammar stage (with both settings of the SOT parameter switched on) might carry 
over to children acquiring a non-SOT language, such as Japanese.

Now, the proposal that zero-tenses in French child language can be spelled out 
as present or past accounts for why children accept non-adult, non-indexical, simul-
taneous construals of the present, but not for why they enforce simultaneous con-
struals of either the present or the imp in RCs. (Recall that future-shifted construals 
of RCs were rejected 84% of the time with a present, 77% of the time with an imp, 
and that past-shifted construals of RCs with an imp were rejected 74% of the time.)

Could we account for why these children systematically construe the state/
activity described by the RC as co-temporal with the matrix event, by assuming that 
RCs in their grammar are truncated clauses? That is, that they do not project a full 
TP structure for the RC, but rather a tenseless VP structure? Although this would 
account for the enforced simultaneous construals of RCs, it is not a plausible move. 
The production data volunteered during the elicitation session, as illustrated by the 
children’s comments in (17–20) above (see also footnote 7 and Section 7.2) show 
that they have a full TP/CP structure — e.g. they volunteer a wide variety of adult-
like subordinate structures (complement clauses, because/when adjunct clauses, 
relatives clauses or clefts) as well as topicalisation and dislocation structures.7

. Moreover, the null assumption is that these 5 to 7 year old children have acquired indexical 
tense, given their age. Indeed, according to Valian (2006), comprehension experiments of English-
speaking children’s interpretations of tense show that as early as age 2, children represent tense 
syntactically, differentiate present and past tense, and understand the difference between them.
The spontaneous production data volunteered during the elicitation attests that they use tense 
morphology appropriately. For example, (i–ii) show that they use the correct present/past tense 
forms to respond to the control questions. (iii–iv) illustrate spontaneous production of a past 
perfect (formed with auxiliary ‘have’ in the imp) and of a past conditional, respectively.

 (i)  Where are the cats now?
  Il y en un qui est près de l’arbre, l’autre, il était sur la voiture. [Sorenza (5;01)]
   “There is one who is near the tree, the other, he was [be-imp] on the car.”

 (ii) Where is the gray cat now? Where was he a moment ago?
  Il est derrière la cuisine.  Il était sous la table. [Pierre (5;11)]
   “He is behind the kitcken.”  “He was [be-imp] under the table.”
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We thus conclude that these children have a full, articulated CP structure for RCs, 
but that they systematically treat the subordinate tense in the RC as a zero-tense:

 (26)  a. Pierre a embrassé la fille qui lit.  [= (18c)]
   a′.  Pierre past1 kiss the girl [

cp
 who [

tp
 who [

t0 Ø1-pres] [
vp

 read]]]]
   b. Maman a donné un smartie au pirate qui était dans le jardin. [= (20c)]
   b′.  Mummy past1 give a smartie to the pirate [

cp
 who [

tp
 who [

t0 Ø1-past] 
[

vp
 be in the garden]]]]

The zero-tense analysis of the embedded present in (26a′) yields a simultaneous 
construal of the RC in (26a), which is rejected in the context provided in (18a) 
since the girl had not yet started to read when Pierre kissed her. Likewise, the zero-
tense analysis of the embedded imp in (26b′) yields a simultaneous construal of 
the RC in (26b), which again is rejected in the context provided (20a) since, when 
Mummy gives the pirate a smarty, he has already left the garden.

The finding that children reject indexical, non-simultaneous construals of the 
present in a RC (84% of the time) provides compelling evidence for a non-index-
ical, zero-tense present in their grammar. The child can construe the present in 
the RC in (26a) as non-indexical although this reading is unavailable in the target 
language, because his/her grammar allows present, the unmarked morphological 
tense form, to be read as a zero-tense. This hypothesis alone, however, does not 
suffice to explain why non-indexical, zero-tense construals of both the present 
and the imp are widely enforced in RCs — but not in complement clauses since the 
acceptance rate for past shifted readings of complement clauses ranged between 
70,5% and 82% (these results will be discussed in Section 7.2). Why do the same 
children systematically enforce a simultaneous construal of RCs, but not of com-
plement clauses? We have no satisfactory answer to this question here, and leave it 
open for further research.8

.  DA construals of complement (vs. relative) clauses

We now turn to the question of why the rate of acceptance for present under 
past under the DA condition was 100% in RCs, but only 62,5% in complement  

 (iii) Elle l’avait pas caressé sur la table, elle l’avait caressé par terre. [Samuel (5;09)]
 “ She had [have-imp] not petted it on the table, she had [have-imp] petted it on 

the floor.”

 (iv) Non, t’aurais dû dire que la petite fille était dans le jardin …  [Laura (5;06)]
  “No, you should have said that the little girl was [be-imp] in the garden  … ”

. See Demirdache & Lungu (2008) for a possible solution to this puzzle, based on a scopal 
account of the indexical, independent construals of tense in RCs.
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clauses — while the rate of acceptance for imp under the DA condition was 100 % 
in both relative and complement clauses. Why do some children accept the present 
on a DA construal in complement clauses at a significantly lower rate then in RCs 
(62,5% vs. 100%)? And why do the very same children always accept the imp in 
complement clauses under the DA condition?

We repeat below the DA condition for present in complement clause, with the 
comments provided by a child to justify his no answer:
 (27) Context: The coins are in the trunk at the time of Pierre’s utterance.

   a.  Pierre says: The coins are in the trunk.

   b.  Koko’s report: Pierre said that the coins are in the trunk.

   c. Koko: Qu’est-ce que j’ai mal raconté?
    “What did I say wrong?”

   d.  Samuel (5;09): Il faut raconter que des choses qui sont dans l’histoire!
     “You must say only things that are in the story!”

Note that the fact that some children reject Koko’s report in (27b) is all the more 
surprising if, as we have argued above, they allow, contrary to adults, the simulta-
neous, zero-tense construal of the present, since, in a context such as (27), where 
the DA construal is true, the simultaneous construal is also true. And indeed, a 
zero-tense, simultaneous construal of the imp is always accepted in this very same 
context. We thus conjecture that what leads a child to reject (27b) is the indexicality  
of the present (on its DA construal) in an attitude report.

Abusch (1991: 2) describes DA sentences in a way that captures well what we 
think is going on when, say, Samuel rejects the present under the DA condition in 
(27), while accepting the imp in the very same context.

In the situation described in (1) [John said that Mary is pregnant], John did not 
in fact have a belief implying a prediction about the future utterance-time. If the 
speaker says (1) in the presence of John, John may object that he only believed that 
Mary was pregnant at his believing time t1, but not necessarily at the utterance-
time t0. He may ask the speaker not to misrepresent his believed proposition by 
constraining its time argument to an interval overlapping t0. John’s objection 
seems defensible: to describe what John actually believed, the speaker should 
have used past [italics added] instead of the present tense in the complement.

We take the child’s no in the DA context to mean: Pierre said that at the time of his 
saying, the coins were in the trunk, and nothing else. Pierre didn’t also say that the 
coins are now/would be now in the trunk. That is, the child rejects (27b) because 
he does not judge it an accurate report of what Pierre actually said, as the use of the 
present seems to imply that Pierre holds an attitude towards an interval overlap-
ping a time in the future from Pierre’s perspective — that is, the now of the speaker. 
As Samuel himself puts it, when Koko asks him why he judges his report in (27b) 
to be infelicitous: “Say only things that are in the story!”
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So, why do those children who reject the present under the DA condition 
accept it under the pure simultaneous condition, where the coins are no longer in 
the trunk at ut-t? Because the present on a simultaneous construal is not indexi-
cal, it can only be a zero-tense. In which case, no issue of misrepresentation by the 
speaker of Pierre’s attitude arises. Koko merely reports that Pierre said that, at the 
time of his saying, the coins be-Ø in the trunk.

And why do children who reject the present under the DA condition, volunteer/
accept the imp under this very same condition? Because the zero-tense construal of 
the imp is also true in the context provided under the DA condition and, further, no 
issue of misrepresentation by the speaker of Pierre’s attitude arises on this construal. 
Again, Koko merely reports that at the time of his saying, the coins were [be-Ø] in 
the trunk.

And finally, why does no child reject the present in a RC under the DA 
condition? Because there is no attitude report in this case.

We thus, conclude that the fact that some children reject the DA construal of 
the present, but only in attitude reports, provides, paradoxically, a nice indirect 
argument that they have an indexical present tense in their grammar, alongside, a 
zero-present tense.

.  Temporal adverbs as binders for zero-tenses

Zero-tenses are non-referential tenses, that is, variables without temporal fea-
tures that must get bound by an antecedent. Pursing the analogy between tenses 
and pronouns, we expect, in principle, that the binder of a zero-tense could be 
any time-denoting expression: the higher/matrix tense (in subordinate contexts) 
or a time adverb. We provide evidence here for the proposal that time adverbs 
can serve as binders for zero-tenses by showing that it can account for: (i) the 
unexpected judgments elicited for past shifted readings of complement clauses 
(and, in particular, for the role that the lead-in to the test sentence plays), Section 
7.1; (ii) unexpected construals of the present and the imp in non-subordinate 
contexts, Section 7.2.

.1  Past-shifted complement clauses revisited

Recall that, overall, the results for past shifted construals of complement clauses were 
good since the acceptance rate ranged between 70% and 80% (see table 4), but that 
the lead-in had an impact on the results. With lead-in A to the test sentence in (28c), 
past-shifted construals were rejected 18% of the time, and with lead-in B, 29,5% of 
the time. Note that lead-in B reverses the order of the conjuncts in lead-in A.
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 (28) Lead-in A

   a. Pierre: Now my cats are outside, but a moment ago they were in my room.

  Lead-in B (order of the conjuncts in (28a) reversed):

  b.  Pierre: A moment ago, my cats were in my room, but now, they are outside.

   Test sentence

   c. Koko: Pierre a dit que ses chats étaient dans sa chambre.
     “Pierre said that his cats were in his room.”

Let us see how we could explain the 18%/29,5% of children’s incorrect responses 
and the influence of the order of the conjuncts in the lead-in on their performance 
in the task.

By hypothesis, children can construe the embedded imp as either an indexical 
past or as a zero-tense spelled out as an imp. As we have assumed all along, non-
adult responses arise when the embedded tense is analyzed as a zero-tense. Now, 
suppose the binder for the zero-tense is the time-denoting adverb explicitly pro-
vided in the lead-in. Incorrect responses would then arise when the child picks the 
wrong binder for the zero-tense — that is, when the child picks the adverb ‘now’ as 
the binder for the zero-tense. This proposal is illustrated below:9

 (29) a. Pierre said that his cats were in his room.  [= (28c)]
   i. Pierre said [ [a moment ago]1 [the cats Ø1 be in his room] ] → True
   ii. Pierre said [ [now]1 [the cats Ø1 be in his room] ] → False

Picking the covert time-denoting description ‘a moment ago’ as the binder for the 
embedded zero-tense (29i) yields true, the expected answer. If, however, the child 
picks ‘now’ as the covert binder for the zero-tense (29ii), then s/he will automati-
cally reject (29a), since the state ‘cats be in the room’ does not hold at the interval 
denoted by the indexical.10

Pursuing the analogy between tenses and pronouns, we expect that the ante-
cedent for a temporal anaphor, a zero-tense, could, in principle, be any time-de-
noting expression — be it a higher tense or a temporal indexical such as ‘now’. This 
proposal could explain why children do worse with lead-in B: the indexical is the 
last adverb mentioned in (28b) and, therefore, could be more salient with lead-in 
B then with lead-in A.

. Covert binders of zero-tenses are henceforth represented with strikeout font.

10. Alternatively, the binder of the zero-tense could be the matrix tense. On this hypothesis, 
children incorrectly reject the test sentence (28c) because they enforce a simultaneous con-
strual infelicitous in the context provided in (28a), since the cats were not in the room at the 
time of Pierre’s saying. This hypothesis, however, fails to explain why the order of adverbs in 
the lead-in influences the children’s performance.
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That the results for past-shifted construals of the imp were quite high is 
expected on the (null) assumption that children have both a true (imperfective) 
past tense and a zero-tense surfacing as a past. On our proposal, children who 
reject (28c) on a past-shifted construal pick the wrong antecedent for the embed-
ded past — construed as a zero-tense. That is, they pick the adverb referring to the 
now of the speaker, more salient with lead-in B than with lead-in A. In contrast, 
children who accept (28c) on a past-shifted reading construe the embedded tense 
as a true past or, alternatively, as a zero-tense bound by the adverb ‘a moment ago’, 
provided in the lead-in.

.  Unexpected construals of present and past in independent contexts

We now provide further arguments for the proposal that the binder for a zero-tense 
can be a time-denoting expression other than the higher tense — that is, a temporal 
indexical such as ‘now’, or some salient time implicit in the context — by showing 
that this hypothesis can also account for unexpected construals of the present and 
the imp in non-subordinate contexts.

The experiment whose results we report below was run in order to assess 
whether the children (participating in our investigation of the construals of pres-
ent and past in embedded contexts) had adult-like judgments for independent 
clauses describing present states vs. past states (which require the imp in French). 
Judgments for simple present vs. past states were elicited under the following two 
experimental conditions:

 (30)  a. Condition 1: Described state true at ut-t

   b. Condition 2: Described state false at ut-t

Scenarios illustrating these two conditions are given in (31)–(32) for present states, 
and in (33)–(34) for past states. The context acted out in front of the child is given 
in (a). The lead-in, given in (b), is either a question or a request that the experi-
menter addresses to Koko. The child’s task is to judge Koko’s reply in (c). We illus-
trate in (d), adult-like, target responses. Pay attention to the comments volunteered 
in (32–34), which clearly show that they discriminate between present and past, as 
expected on the assumption that children at this age have acquired tense.

 (31) Present State — Condition 1 (State true at ut-t)

   a. In this story there is a cat. You see, the cat is in the wagon, sleeping.
    Later on, the cat wakes up and jumps on the chair.

   b.  Where is the cat, Koko?

   c.  Koko: Le chat est sur la chaise.
    “The cat is on the chair.”

   d.  “Yes.” [Malo 5;04]
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 (32) Present State — Condition 2 (State false at ut-t)

  a.  In this story there is a dog in the garden. Later, he sees a cat and gets scared 
so he runs away into the kitchen.

   b.  Where is the dog, Koko?

   c.  Koko: Le chien est dans le jardin.
    “The dog is in the garden.”

  d.  Non, il a dit qu’il était encore dans le jardin alors qu’il est dans la cuisine.
   “No, he said he was still in the garden when he is in the kitchen.”  [Samuel 5;09]

 (33) Past State — Condition 1 (State true at ut-t)

   a.  This is a story about a dog. In the morning, the dog is on the trunk in the 
garden, sleeping. Then comes the evening. The dog is hungry. So he jumps 
off the trunk and goes into the kitchen. Now, he is in the kitchen eating his 
kibbles.

   b. Where was the dog, Koko, in the morning?

   c. Koko: Le chien était dans la cuisine.
     “The dog was [be-imp] in the kitchen.”

   d. Non, il se met dans la cuisine, mais il était sur la malle.
    “No, he puts himself in the kitchen, but he was on the trunk.” [Yannis 6;00]

 (34) Past State — Condition 2 (State false at ut-t)

   a.   This is a story about a boy who has a yellow helmet. He plays all afternoon in 
the garden. At night, he is tired, so he goes back home. He takes his helmet 
off and goes to bed.

   b.  Tell me something that happened in the story, Koko.

   c.  Koko: Le garçon portait un casque jaune.
     “The boy was wearing [wear-imp] a yellow helmet.”

   d.  Oui, c’est vrai. Il a porté un casque jaune.
    “Yes, it is true, the boy has worn a yellow helmet.” [Samuel 5;09]

As shown in table 5, we have 25% of unexpected answers with the present (since 
children correctly reject present tense sentences to describe past states 75% of 
the time).

Table 5. Present in independent clauses

Present state 

% of target answers

Condition 1 True at ut-t 100% yes
Condition 2 False at ut-t 75% no
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With the imp (table 6), we have 14% to 9,5% of unexpected answers under 
condition 2 (since children correctly accept past tense sentences to describe past 
states 86% to 90,5% of the time). Note that under condition 1, a temporal adverb 
must be provided in the lead-in: without an adverb in the lead-in, Koko’s state-
ment in (33c) is not false since the imp in (33c) does not entail that the described 
state no longer holds at ut-t (that is, (33c) can be judged true if the dog was in the 
kitchen just before the time of utterance of (33c) and still is). In contrast, with the 
temporal adverb in the morning in the lead-in, Koko’s statement in (33c) can only 
be judged false.

Table 6. Imparfait in independent clauses

Past state + adverb in the lead-in

% of target answers % of target answers

Condition 1 True at ut-t 92,5% no
Condition 2 False at ut-t 86% yes 90,5% yes

In the following section, we illustrate the unexpected judgments volunteered 
by the children. We argue that they provide further evidence for the proposal that 
both present and the imp can be construed as tenseless, as temporal anaphors, in 
French child language — on the assumption that the binder for the anaphor can 
be a temporal indexical referring to the now of the speech act, or to some implicit, 
salient time in the context.

..1  Surprising answers for past states
Consider first some unexpected judgements for states with past-time reference

 (35) Past State — Condition 2 (State false at ut-t)

  a.  It’s morning time. Lucy is in the kitchen. She is eating her breakfast. Later 
on, she leaves for school. Now, she is at school.

  b. Where was Lucy, Koko?

  c. Koko: Lucie était dans la cuisine.
     “Lucy was [be-imp] in the kitchen.”

  d.  Non! à l’école.
    “No. At school!” [Malo 5;04]

  e. [now]1 [Lucy Ø1 be in the kitchen] → No answer

Koko’s past tense utterance in (35c) is true in the context provided. Malo’s response 
in (35d) is all the more surprising since he correctly rejected two unfelicitous sen-
tences with the imp (see also his spontaneous comments in (31d) which clearly 
show that he discriminates between present and past). We can explain Malo’s unex-
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pected no by assuming that he construes the imp in (35c) as a zero-tense and picks 
now as the default covert binder for the temporal anaphor. (35c) is then rejected 
on the analysis given in (35e), since Lucy is not in the kitchen at ut-t.

 (36) Past State — Condition 2 (State false at ut-t)

   a.  It’s the afternoon. Lucy is playing in the kitchen. Then comes the evening 
and she is very sleepy, so she goes to sleep in her bed.

   b. Where was Lucy, Koko?

   c. Koko: Lucie était dans la cuisine.
     “Lucy was [be-imp] in the kitchen.”

   d. Non! Elle est pas dans la cuisine!
    “No. She is not in the kitchen!”  [Antoine 5;04]

   e. [now]1 [Lucie Ø1 be in the kitchen] → No answer

Antoine’s unexpected no answer in (36d) shows very clearly that he is construing 
(36c) as a present tense sentence, although the verb has a past tense form. We can 
likewise explain Antoine’s surprising answer by assuming that he construes the 
imp in (36c) as a zero-tense and picks now as a covert binder for the temporal 
anaphor, as shown in (36e), which yields false.

..  Surprising answers for present states
We now turn to some surprising answers elicited for states with present-time  
reference. Note that in (37–38), the child is not asked to volunteer a judgment, but 
a reply to the question that Koko is addressing directly to her.

 (37) a.  Anne and her friend are in the garden, chatting. Suddenly, a parrot arrives 
and lands on Anne’s shoulder. Anne: Look, Nina, I have a parrot on my 
shoulder! Isn’t it beautiful! Then, the parrot flies away. Anne: He is gone!  
He must have other things to do.

    Koko: I didn’t understand everything in the story. Can you help me?

   b. Where is the parrot?

   c.  Là. Sur l’épaule. [Alessia 5;10]
    “There. On the shoulder.” (Pointing to Anne’s shoulder!)

   d. [At a salient time]1 [where Ø1 be the parrot?]
    Answer: There. On the shoulder.

Now, Alessia can very well see that the parrot is no longer on Anne’s shoulder, 
to which she is nonetheless pointing! We take her answer in (37c) to show that 
she construes the present in the lead-in (37b) as tenseless, as a temporal ana-
phor whose antecedent is a time in the story salient for Alessia, as spelled out in 
(37d). Her answer tells us that this time is the time at which the parrot was on 
Anne’s shoulder.
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The same analysis extends to the surprising answer volunteered in (38c).

 (38) a.  A bird is on the roof of a car. Anne gives the bird a piece of bread. Then, the 
bird flies away.

   b. Koko: I got lost. Where is the bird?

   c. Dans la voiture. [Julia 5;01]
    “In the car.”

   d.  [At some salient time]1 [where Ø1 be the bird?]
   Answer: In the car.

We take the children’s answers in (37c) and (38c) to show yet again that they allow 
non-indexical, zero-tense construals of the present — even in non-subordinate 
contexts, since they appear not to be construing the present tense in the lead-in 
questions in (37b) and (38b) indexically.

To conclude, we have provided further arguments for the zero-tense hypothesis 
in child language by showing that it can also account for unexpected construals of 
both the present and the imp in non-subordinate contexts. Pursuing the analogy 
between tenses and pronouns, we expect the antecedent for a temporal anaphor, 
a zero-tense, in principle to be any time-denoting expression — be it, the higher 
tense in subordinate contexts, or a time-denoting adverb. The child must find an 
appropriate binder, antecedent, for the temporal anaphor. Unexpected construals 
and responses arise in independent clauses when the child picks as antecedent for 
the temporal anaphor, the time that s/he takes to be the most salient: either the 
now of the speech act (the default), or some implicit time in the context.11

.  Conclusion: On the acquisition of SOT

On the basis of experimental French L1 data, we have defended the following 
generalizations:

i. 5 to 7 year old children allow non-indexical (pure simultaneous) construals of 
present tensed relative clauses under a past in the matrix — when an indexical 
construal of the present is enforced in the target grammar.

11. We can also draw a parallel with languages without morphological tense (e.g., Chinese), 
where adverbs play an important role in narrowing down the temporal reference of the situation 
described by a sentence.
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ii. 5 to 7 year old children allow non-indexical (pure simultaneous) construals of 
present tensed complement clauses under a past in the matrix — when a DA 
construal is enforced in the target grammar.

iii. Some 5 to 7 year old children reject the present on a double access construal, 
in complement clauses under an attitude verb — while accepting it on a pure 
simultaneous construal in the very same context.

iv. 5 to 7 year old children enforce a simultaneous construal of present/(imper-
fective) past tensed relative clauses (under a past in the matrix) — when 
shifted readings are allowed in the target grammar.

Generalizations (i–ii) are striking in view of the fact that the present in an SOT 
language like French is assumed to be utterance-indexical. Moreover, although 
there has been extensive research on the construal of the past in SOT contexts in 
child language (e.g. Hollebrandse 2000 and subsequent work), there has been little 
work on the construal of the present in SOT contexts, and the question of whether 
children (acquiring an SOT language) might allow non-indexical construals of the 
present has, to our knowledge, never been raised.

To account for these two generalizations, we have adopted Kratzer’s zero-tense 
hypothesis and argued that French children allow non-indexical construals of the 
present, because they have both settings for the SOT parameter in their gram-
mar — the Japanese setting (zero-tense surfaces as the morphologically unmarked 
tense form, present) and the French/English setting (zero-tense surfaces as a past 
tense under agreement with the matrix tense). We have also suggested that our 
proposal that children acquiring an SOT language, such as French, go through a 
multiple grammar stage (with both settings of the SOT parameter switched on) 
might carry over to children acquiring a non-SOT language, such as Japanese,  
on the basis of the experimental data reported in Matsuo and Hollebrandse 
(1999): Japanese children systematically accept past under past on a simultaneous 
construal of complement clauses (93% to 100% of yes responses elicited).

We have, moreover, argued that the finding that some children reject the present 
on a DA construal in an attitude report, while accepting it on a pure simultaneous  
construal ((iii)), provides (paradoxically) an indirect argument that they have an inde-
xical present tense, alongside a zero-tense spelled out as a present, in their grammar.

The assumption that children can allow different settings for a given param-
eter is expected on the Multiple Grammars approach advocated by Roeper (1999) 
and Yang (2000), where all language acquisition involves grammar competition. 
Learners consider multiple grammars simultaneously before settling on a single 
grammar. Deviation of child language from the target language is explained by the 
presence of default non-target grammars that have not yet been eliminated during 
language acquisition.
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