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Introduction: Analyzing the distinctive qualities of child-directed speech (CDS) has been a focus 
of child language acquisition researchers for decades. However, fewer studies (Englund & Behne, 
2006; Huttenlocher et al., 2010; Liu et al., 2009; Ramírez-Esparza et al., 2017; among others) have 
investigated how CDS changes over the course of development. Using corpus analysis, this study 
seeks to answer the following question: does the frequency of occurrence of only in CDS 
significantly predict the frequency of occurrence of only in child-produced speech (CPS)? 
Background: Only is a canonical example of a Focus Particle (FP). FPs are semantic operators 
that take scope over a specific constituent in a sentence (König, 1991; Sudhoff, 2010; Beck, 2016; 
Grosz, 2016), resulting in that constituent being construed as the Focus (i.e. the information a 
speaker wants a hearer to attend to (Erteschik-Shir, 1973, 1986, 1997)). Consider example (1). 
 (1) a. Only [Dale]FOCUS drinks coffee. c. Dale drinks only [coffee]FOCUS. 
   b. Dale only [drinks coffee]FOCUS. d. Dale drinks [coffee]FOCUS only. 
The different syntactic positions of only result in (i) different c-command relationships; (ii) 
different intonation patterns; and (iii) different interpretations. Furthermore, learners must come 
to know that only introduces a restriction on a set of possibilities. Thus, context also plays a role. 
 Previous research on the acquisition of English only (Crain et al., 1992; Crain et al., 1994; 
Kim, 2011; Notley et al., 2009; Paterson et al., 2003; Paterson et al., 2006; Philip & Lynch, 2000) 
shows that children up to 10-years-old are not adult-like in their usage. However, these studies do 
not explicitly discuss the role of input, i.e. the linguistic stimuli that is analyzed by learners based 
on the current state their grammars (Carroll, 2017). Instead, empirical claims hinge on participant 
performance on the experimental stimuli. This study fills a gap in the existing literature by 
investigating the relationship between CDS and CPS over the course of development. 
Methodology: A data set was constructed from the North American English corpora available 
from the CHILDES database (MacWhinney, 2000). The data set only includes files that contain 
both CDS and CPS to avoid the criticism that if files are not matched for speaker-type, there can 
be no measurable relationship between CDS and CPS. A total of 3,040 files from 511 different 
caregiver-child dyads were included, with child ages ranging from 3 to 117 months. Frequency of 
occurrence of only was extracted for both caregiver and child, for each file, giving 3,040 data 
points each for CDS and CPS. Since each file had a different total word count, relative frequencies 
(normalized to 1,000) were used in the analysis. 
Results: Overall frequencies are as follows: observed frequency in CDS = 1,788 tokens and CPS = 
920 tokens; relative frequency in CDS = 0.409 and CPS = 0.400. Due to the unbalanced and 
correlated nature of the data, Generalized Estimating Equations (GEE) were used to determine if the 
frequency of occurrence of only in CDS significantly predicts the frequency of occurrence of only in 
CPS. Results show that the occurrence of only in CDS is a significant predictor of the occurrence of 
only in CPS, !2(1) = 11.9, p < .001. When broken down by age (in 12 month increments), the 
frequency of occurrence of only in CDS significantly predicts the frequency of occurrence of only in 
CPS at 25-36 mos. (!2(1) = 5.21, p = .022), 37-48 mos. (!2(1) = 7.03, p = .008), 49-60 mos. (!2(1) 
= 4.07, p = .044), 61-72 mos. (!2(1) = 5.85, p = .016) and 73-84 mos. (!2(1) = 36.2, p < .001). 
Conclusion: Although causal claims cannot be made with this corpus study, the results show that in 
the case of only, frequency of occurrence in CDS significantly predicts the frequency of occurrence 
in CPS. When considering the results by age group, future research must ask what has changed in 
the children's grammar such that frequency of occurrence is CDS has a significant effect on CPS.  
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(Note: a list of corpora and/or individual files included in the data set are available upon request.) 


