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1. Introduction 

The current study focuses on an investigation of the impact of Spanish-English 

simultaneous bilingualism in the telegraphic stage. Specifically, our emphasis is on the inflection 

of verbs, including the presence or absence of a root infinitive (RI) stage. Between the ages of 24 

and 30 months, normally developing children are said to be in the telegraphic stage of 

development. During this stage, children typically string together short utterances. Typically, 

some grammatical morphemes as well as functional words are absent in the telegraphic speech. 

 In poorly inflected languages that do not allow for null subjects “such as German, 

English, Dutch, or French,” children that are in the telegraphic stage tend to undergo a root 

infinitive (RI) stage (Berger-Morales et al., 2004). In this stage, children optionally truncate 

functional projections, which produces infinitives as the inflection on the verb is dropped. The 

nature of the RI stage is summed up with the stipulations of Rizzi’s 1992 Truncation Hypothesis 

– children optionally truncate functional projections, producing infinitives. This means that 

children’s utterances may be as grammatically complex as an adult’s, however, they also may 

“sometimes ‘stop early,’” cutting off their syntactic projection at some level other than CP. 

Children undergo a RI stage following the predictions of the Truncation Hypothesis. Prior 

research has shown English-acquiring children produce non-finite verbs between 41% and 75% 

of the time (Berger-Morales et al., 2004). Some examples of the RI stage are included in Figures 

1 and 2 below. 
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Figure 1. MANCHESTER / Anne  02;01.20       Figure 2. MANCHESTER / Anne 02;01.20 

*CHI:  We run over that .     *CHI: That one want a Mummy . 

Since “English has highly impoverished verbal morphology,” we expect to see the RI 

stage displayed in English-acquiring two-year-olds (Berger-Morales et al., 2004). However, prior 

data on the RI stage is largely from monolingual sources. In the current study, we will expand on 

this research to explore the effects of simultaneous bilingualism on this phenomenon. 

The Interdependent Development Hypothesis (developed by Döpke, 2000; Paradis & 

Genesee, 1996) states that bilingual children construct two distinct but interconnected systems. 

These systems can therefore influence each other through various types of interference, including 

transfer, acceleration, and delay. Transfer can be positive or negative, referring to the case where 

a feature of one language appears in another. Enhanced acquisition of a linguistic property in 

bilinguals is acceleration, whereas delay refers to when bilingual acquisition falls behind the 

trajectory expected of a monolingual speaker. 

Upon comparing verb inflection rates between the bilingual and monolingual children, it 

is possible that we could observe neither acceleration nor delay. However, another potential 
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hypothesis is as follows – due to the richly inflected nature of the Spanish language, the Spanish-

English bilingual children will leave the RI stage faster than their monolingual English-acquiring 

counterparts and produce more verbs with temporality in the telegraphic stage. If this is the case, 

we expect the bilingual child to show acceleration in English, due either to positive transfer from 

the richly inflected Spanish language, or a general advantage due to the cognitive benefits of 

bilingualism. Lastly, it is also possible that we could observe delay, meaning that the RI stage 

would last for longer in bilingual English learners than their monolingual counterparts, due to a 

disadvantage of bilingualism such as divided input. 

The acceleration hypothesis seems most consistent with previous research on this topic. 

A study on the acquisition of predicates in bilingual versus monolingual two-year-old children 

found that bilingual data did not show the same pattern of copula omission as comparative 

monolingual data, concluding that the “...influence from Spanish may accelerate the process of 

establishment of adult-like temporal anchoring of sentences in the English grammar of the 

bilingual children” (Liceras et al., 2011). 

2. Methods 

The two populations present in this study are a Spanish-UK English simultaneous 

bilingual child (M) and a monolingual UK English-acquiring child (Anne). In order to evaluate 

our hypothesis, we used TalkBank data from the Child Language Data Exchange System 

(CHILDES). For the monolingual portion of the investigation, we drew from Theakston et al.’s 

2001 investigation of a UK English-acquiring child named Anne. Specifically, we looked at two 

transcripts from the Manchester corpus (Theakston et al., 2001). We also drew from Deuchar’s 

2000 study of her own daughter, a naturalistic case study of a bilingual Spanish-UK English-
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acquiring child, denoted as M. Since the transcripts of this child were shorter than those of her 

monolingual counterpart, we looked at four time points here. All file data is displayed below in 

Table 1. 

To parse the data, we combed through the transcripts by hand to find instances where a 

verb is used and established whether the verb requires inflection to be grammatically correct. 

This allowed us to determine the proportion of verbs correctly produced in contexts with 

obligatory inflection. We repeated this process for a total of six transcripts between the two 

children. 

Table 1. Ages of Anne (monolingual) and M (bilingual) from transcripts in the CHILDES 

TalkBank used for this study, represented as years;months.days. 

Child File 1 File 2 File 3 File 4 

Anne, 2:1-2:5, monolingual, 

MANCHESTER 

02;01.20 02;05.02   

M, 2:1-2:6, bilingual, DEUCHAR 02;01.03 02;01.20 02;05.02 02;06.21 

 

3. Results 

The results of our observations of Anne’s and M’s transcripts are illustrated in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Percentages and fractions of finite verbs produced by Anne and M at various time 

points, as well as mean production of finite verbs across all the time points. 

Child 2;01.03 

Finite 

Verbs 

2;01.20 

Finite 

Verbs 

2;05.02 

Finite 

Verbs 

2;06.21 

Finite 

Verbs 

Total 

Finite 

Verbs 

Anne, 2:1-2:5, monolingual, 

MANCHESTER 

 54.17% 

(13/24) 

60.49% 

(49/81) 

 57.33% 

(62/105) 

M, 2:1-2:6, bilingual, DEUCHAR 31.82% 

(7/22) 

75% 

(6/8) 

87.5% 

(28/32) 

80% 

(8/10) 

68.58% 

(49/72) 

For Anne, the monolingual speaker, we observed an average of 57.33% correct English T 

production in obligatory instances across two transcripts. For M, the bilingual speaker, we 

observed an average of 68.58% across four transcripts in English. The correct production of 

tense was higher in M’s case than Anne’s across all transcripts (11.25% higher, on average), 

except for 02;01.20. In the 02;01.20 transcript, M only produced 31.82% of her verbs with 

temporality in obligatory instances. 

The majority of Anne’s verbs were non-finite, although by a small margin only in 

02;01.20 (54.17% finite production, 45.83% non-finite production). As for M, the great majority 

of her verbs were finite (75%, 87.50%, 80%), except for the first transcript, as previously 

mentioned. The percentage of obligatory T verbs was also higher for M than for Anne, 9% 

higher.  

Both children show improvement in the correct production of tense as they age, except 

for M in 02;06.21. M’s correct T production went down by 7.50% from 02;05.02 to 02;06.21. 

Below are examples of Anne’s and M’s correct and incorrect utterances of verb temporality in 

obligatory cases. 
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Anne’s correct tense utterance from 02;05.02       Anne’s incorrect tense utterance from 02;05.02 

Figure 3.                                                                  Figure 4. 

*CHI:  dropped this beaker .                                 *CHI:  dolly need [* 0es] a wee_wee . 

M’s correct tense utterance from 02;01.03          M’s incorrect tense utterance from 02;01.03 

Figure 5.                                                               Figure 6. 

*CHI: Rayna touched the floor .                        *CHI:  M get out .  
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4. Discussion 

At the beginning of the study, we asked whether a Spanish-English child in the 

telegraphic stage could have interference in the inflection of English verbs and an effect on the 

RI-stage. We predicted that there could either be positive interference, acceleration, delay, or no 

interference at all. Furthermore, we predicted that being a Spanish-English bilingual speaker 

could accelerate a child’s exit from the root-infinitive stage.  

In our results, we found that the two children, a monolingual English-speaker and a 

bilingual Spanish-English speaker, did not have a large difference in the production of their finite 

verbs. However, the difference was consistent. At two and a half years old, M was already 

producing finite English verbs 80% to 87.50% of the time in obligatory contexts. The children in 

the 2004 Berger-Morales study produced non-finite verbs 41% to 75% of the time (3). This 

differs from M’s 31.42% non-finite verb production. As for Anne, she is producing non-finite 

verbs at around the same percentage as the Berger-Morales children, 42.67% of the time.  

Considering that for an English speaker, M’s low non-finite production is lower than 

expected, we can conclude that there might be some sort of interference in the tense of verbs. 

Although her production of non-finite English verbs was not at the 5-10% of Spanish children at 

her age, this still suggests that she is near the end of the RI-stage in English, as we observed that 

her temporality production steadily improved much faster and earlier than that of Anne’s 

(Berger-Morales et al., 2004, 3). This is compatible with our hypothesis that predicted there 

would be acceleration from being bilingual or positive interference from Spanish in the 

production of finite verbs.  
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5. Conclusion 

 By looking through the CHILDES corpora transcripts of two different UK children in the 

telegraphic stage, one monolingual English speaker and one English-Spanish speaker, we were 

able to observe the differences of infinite versus finite verb use. After calculating the percentage 

of correct finite verb production in obligatory cases, we found that the English-Spanish bilingual 

speaker consistently performed better than the monolingual English speaker. Although the 

difference between their numbers was not astronomical, the results are still consistent with the 

hypothesis we expected based on prior research. We correctly predicted that there would be a 

difference in the production of verbs for both children and hypothesized it could be due to 

acceleration from positive transfer from Spanish or from a bilingual advantage. 

 In future studies, it would be worthwhile to study different bilinguals to specify whether 

the improvement in finite tense production is due to positive transfer or acceleration. Since 

Spanish is a richly-inflected language, it was not possible to identify just one reason for our 

bilingual speaker’s success in temporality. A study on German-English bilingual speakers or 

French-English bilingual speakers instead would be able to attribute a success in finite tense 

production to acceleration rather than positive transfer, as neither German nor French are richly-

inflected languages. Furthermore, it would also be interesting to study children in a different area 

such as Spain or the US, not an English-only dominant country such as the UK.  

 Lastly, it is important to note that we did encounter difficulties during the course of the 

study, which could have had an impact on our results. The English-monolingual speaker, Anne, 

had much longer transcripts than our bilingual speaker, which resulted in a much larger amount 

of data for Anne. As we did not have direct access to Spanish speaking-children, we had to rely 
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on these CHILDES transcripts. However, the results of our study align with the results of the 

studies from Berger-Morales (2005) as well as Hsin’s study (2012), which leads us to conclude 

that the discrepancy in utterance quantity did not have a significant impact on our results.  
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Appendix 

Raw corpora data: 

corpus data 

Corpus data calculations: 

SPAN 160 project 




