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QUICK START (cont. )  
 

How to change the template color theme 
You can easily change the color theme of your poster by going 
to the DESIGN menu, click on COLORS, and choose the color 
theme of your choice. You can also create your own color 
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The phenomenon in question 
In French, both wh-questions with overt movement and wh-in situ are possible as 
interrogative structures. However, according to Chang (1997), there is a pragmatic 
difference in use, such that the referent of the wh-phrase in situ must be presupposed 
in order for the structure to be licensed, a requirement not imposed on overt wh-
movement. This is illustrated in the following question-answer pairs, where the 
question in (1a), contra (1b), appears to presuppose that something has been eaten:  
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 

It has been observed that French-speaking language-acquiring children produce 
more wh-in situ questions than their adult counterparts, even in incongruous 
contexts, cf. (1a): 
 

English v. French (Gotowski & Becker 2016: 32) 
 
 
 
 

The contrast between English and French in the wh-in situ proportions in Child-
Directed Speech and child language production demonstrates that the input is not 
related to whether children produce wh-in situ in any transparent way. 

 

Establishing Common Ground 
Based on Mathieu’s (2004) split DP analysis, viewing wh-phrases in situ as 
backgrounded referents, Gotowski & Becker (2016) argue that the overproduction of 
wh-in situ questions in French language acquisition relates to the notion of Common 
Ground, defined as follows: 
 
 
 
 
While fronted wh-phrases, cf. (1b), are inherently foregrounded as Focus elements, 
wh-phrases in situ are backgrounded (or presupposed) material. French children 
seem to be overattributing of the discourse referents to the Common Ground, 
resulting in the overproduction of wh-in situ. The question is why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The interface between syntax and pragmatics 
Gotowski & Becker (2016: 30) claim that the problem may reside in the interface 
relation between syntax and discourse, as “difficulties using syntactic mechanisms to 
correctly distinguish the discourse status of different referents”, an explanation that 
would be compatible with Rizzi’s (1993/1994) Truncation Hypothesis.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At the same time, they adopt the concept of joint attention in their account of the 
overproduction of wh-in-situ, arguing along with De Cat (2009: 236) that children 
“bank on what is visible to them and their addressee to reduce the amount of 
information [that is] encoded linguistically”. However, an explanation of the 
phenomenon with reference to joint attention hinges upon acquired knowledge of 
what is grammatically encoded (i.e. the discourse function) in the wh-in-situ 
structure. Otherwise, what would be the point of relying on joint attention?  

 

In a similar vein, the Theory of Mind-account proposed here assumes the following 
developmental sequence in the acquisition of French wh-in-situ: 
 
 
 

 
In sum, the underproduction of wh-ex-situ in the acquisition of French can be 
explained without stipulating Economy, but simply by relating the phenomenon to 
an independently observed conceptual transition in the development of social 
cognition (i.e. Theory of Mind).  
Whereas children’s reliance on joint attention is difficult to measure, the role of 
Theory of Mind can be operationalized by means of e.g. false-belief tasks. The 
suggested inverse correlation between meta-representational skills and wh-in-situ 
production in the acquisition of French has not yet been examined experimentally, 
but if it is established in future research, autism will become of particular interest: 
Autistic children – unlike their typically-developing peers – show deficiencies in 
joint attention behavior and tend to systematically fail false-belief tasks well beyond 
the age of 4. They may thus represent an ideal testing ground for investigating the 
relationship between social cognition and the acquisition of wh-questions in French.  
 
 
 

References 
•  Astington, J.W. & Dack, L.A. (2008). Theory of Mind. In Haith, M.M. & J. Benson (eds.), Encyclopedia of Infant 

and Early Childhood Development. Elsevier: 343-356.  
•  Chang, L. (1997). Wh-in situ phenomena in French. MA thesis, University of British Columbia.  
•  Christensen, K.R. (2008). Interfaces, syntactic movement, and neural activation: A new perspective on the 

implementation of language in the brain. J. of Neurolinguistics 21: 73–103. 
•  De Cat, C. (2009). Experimental evidence of preschoolers’ mastery of “topic”. Language Acqusition 16: 224-239.  
•  Gotowski, M. & Becker, M. (2016). An Information-Structural Account of Children’s Wh-In Situ Questions in 

French. Proceeding of the 6th Conference on Generative Approaches to Language Acquisition North America 
(GALANA 2015): 24-35.   

•  Mathieu, E. (2004). The mapping of form and interpretation: The case of optional wh-movement in French. Lingua 
114: 1090-1132.  

•  Pires, A. & Taylor, H.L. (2007). The Syntax of Wh-in-situ and Common Ground. Proceedings from the Annual 
Meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Society 43(2): 201-2015.  

•  Platzack, C. (2001). Multiple Interfaces. In Nikanne, U & E. van der Zee (eds.), Cognitive Interfaces. Constraints on 
Linking Cognitive Information. Oxford: Oxford University Press: 21-53.  

•  Rizzi, L. (1993/1994). Some Notes on Linguistic Theory and Language Development: The Case of Root Infinitives. 
Language Acquisition 3(4): 371-393.  

•  Rizzi, L. (1997). The fine structure of the left periphery. In L. Haegeman (ed..), Elements of Grammar. A Handbook 
of Generative Syntax: 281-337.  

Acknowledgements and contact information 
I am grateful to Sten Vikner and two anonymous reviewers for helpful comments, as 
well as to Jérémy Auneau-Cognacq for providing French native speaker intuitions. 
The work presented here was supported by the Danish Council for Independent 
Research, Culture and Communication (grant ID DFF – 6107-00190).  
Email: amn@cc.au.dk 
Webpage: http://pure.au.dk/portal/da/amn@cc.au.dk  

A question of Theory of Mind 
I will argue that the tendency found in language acquisition detailed here may in fact 
be more generally related to the development of Theory of Mind (i.e. more 
specifically, the ability to meta-represent other minds). A strong indicator of a 
potential causal relation is a dramatic drop in wh-in situ production around the age of 
4 (approaching the rate of the adult input) which crucially coincides with the 
development of meta-representational understanding in social cognition: 
 

Wh-in-situ production (Gotowski & Becker 2016: 28) 
 
 
 

 
 

Development of Theory of Mind (Astington & Dack 2008)   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hence, there appears to be an inverse correlation between wh-in situ production and 
meta-representational skills. Due to an underdeveloped Theory of Mind, language-
acquiring French children tend to believe that discourse referents that are salient to 
them are part of the Common Ground.  
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Path for future research	

	
             (1a) A: Tu as mangé quoi?                 B: *Rien 
                         You have eaten what                     Nothing 
  
             (1b) A: Qu’est-ce que tu as mangé?  B:  Rien 
                         What have you eaten                    Nothing 
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Figure 1: Form-to-function mapping  

(cf. Rizzi 1993/1994; Rizzi 1997; Platzack 2001; Christensen 2008) 
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Pragmatic functions:  
Link to discourse (Illocutionary 
Force, Topic, Focus)  

Grammatical functions: 
The subject-predicate relation 
(Nexus, EPP, Tense) 

Thematic functions: 
Argument structure  

Language Corpus Adult Input  Child Output 
English Brown (1973) 16% 0.4% 
French Palasis (2010) 13.2% 81.5% 

 ”Information that was previously given (or inferred) from the previous discourse 
or from the extralinguistic context, and which is shared (or assumed by the 
speaker to be shared) by speaker and hearer” (Pires & Taylor 2007: 205) 

Age range Major development 
Birth – 18 months Social perception 

18 months – 3 years Mental-state awareness 
4-5 years Meta-representation 

6 years onwards Recursion and interpretation 

Corpus Age Wh-in-situ 
Geneva (2003) 1;8-2;9 80% 
Palasis (2010) 2;9-3;10 81.5% 
Z&H (2001) 4;0-5;9 18% 

Syntax  > Discourse function (Common Ground) > Theory of Mind 


