
Workshop : Psycholinguistic insights into the conceptual processes underlying the use of 

grammatical aspect 

 

Identifying and tracing a cognitive pathway in children’s first uses of the present perfect 

 

 

The present perfect is often described as a multi-layered form combining temporal, 

aspectual and pragmatic properties (Smith, 1997; Portner, 2003; Ritz, 2012). The literature 

has focused extensively on discussing the temporal restrictions in its usage and on the 

subsequent limited set of adverbs allowed by the form (McCoard, 1978; Klein, 1992; 

Michaelis, 1994).  The study of oral corpora has shown that speakers do not systematically 

take these restrictions into account (Miller, 2000) and the study of written and spoken corpora 

has pointed out the determining role of discourse and context (Nishiyama & Koening, 2005; 

Schlüter, 2006). The present perfect is often studied in comparison with simple past (Elsness, 

1997) which is presented as a competing structure to refer to past events.  

The analysis of children’s first uses of these two forms might account for the primary 

conceptualisation of tense and aspect that structures speakers’ choice between the present 

perfect and simple past. Moreover, the present perfect is of particular interest as it combines 

both a temporal and aspectual perspective that might conjure up more complex cognitive 

abilities. The studies on language acquisition that support the aspect before tense hypothesis 

have underlined the fundamental role of the lexical aspect in classifying verbs and more 

largely, in the conceptualisation of tense and aspect (Wagner, 1997; Li & Shirai, 2000). We 

hypothesise that children’s use of the present perfect is the result of different intertwining 

parameters – i.e. lexical aspect and coercion, discourse and context, communicational needs. 

In order to analyse the emergence of the present perfect and how it might interact and 

interfere with simple past, two dense oral corpora were coded: Thomas (Roland, Fletcher 

2006) and Lara (Maslen and al., 2004) from the CHILDES database (MacWhinney, 2000). 

Analyses based on qualitative and quantitative data were conducted on the adult and the 

child’s speech in the context of the interactions between the two.  

  The results show that the children follow two pathways in the acquisition of the 

present perfect and simple past. The children use simple past to express a single punctual 

event in the past and then progressively structure and complexify their utterances. On the 

contrary, the children’s first uses of the present perfect are directly replicated from the input 

and serve specific communicational needs.  

The study of the acquisition of the present perfect might help us get a better 

understanding of the construal, the representation and conceptualisation of the English 

temporal and aspectual systems.   

 

REFERENCES 

ELSNESS, J. 1997. The Perfect and the Preterite in Contemporary and Earlier English. Berlin, New York : 

Mouton de Gruyter.  

KLEIN, W. 1992. “The present perfect puzzle”, Language (68), p. 525-552. 

LI, P., & SHIRAI, Y. 2000. The acquisition of lexical and grammatical aspect. Berlin & New York: Mouton de 

Gruyter. 



McCOARD, R. 1978. The English Perfect: Tense-choice and pragmatic inferences, Amsterdam: North-Holland 

Publishing Company.  

MICHAELIS, L. 1994. The Ambiguity of the English Present Perfect Journal of Linguistics 30: 111-157. 

MILLER, J. 2000. The perfect in spoken and written English. Transactions of the Philological Society, vol. 

98 :2, pp. 323-352. 

MacWHINNEY, B. 2000. The CHILDES project: Tools for analyzing talk. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

MASLEN, R and al. 2004. A dense corpus study of past tense and plural overregularization in English. Journal 

of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research 47: 1319-1333. 

NISHIYAMA, A., KOENING, J-P. 2010.What is a perfect state ? Language, vol.86 :3, pp. 611-646. 

PORTNER 2003. The (Temporal) Semantics and (Modal) Pragmatics of the Perfect. Linguistics and Philosophy 

26 (4):459-510. 

RITZ, M.-E. 2012. Perfect tense and aspect. Chapter 31, The Oxford Handbook of Tense and Aspect. Robert 

Binnick (Ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press: 881-907. 

ROWLAND, C. F., FLETCHER, S. L. 2006. The effect of sampling on estimates of lexical specificity and error 

rates. Journal of Child Language, 33, 859-877 

SCHLÜTER, N. 2006. “How reliable are the results? Comparing corpus-based studies on the present perfect. 

Zeitschrift für Anglistik und Amerikanistik 54 (2): 135-148. 

SMITH, C. 1997. The Parameter of Aspect, Amsterdam: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

WAGNER, L. 1997. Acquiring viewpoint aspect one level at a time.  

 

 

 

 


