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Abstract

Recursive structures, structures whose representation is produced by the repeated
application of a syntactic rule, have been observed and investigated extensively in
languages. By means of an experiment, the present study investigates the acquisition
of recursive locatives in Persian-speaking children and provides new evidence on the
subject of children's learning path, which lends its support to theoretical insights
about the representation of this structure in the mind. Different languages do not
uniformly deem recursive structures well-formed. Furthermore, in languages that
consider the same recursive structure well-formed, it is possible for the acquisition
age of this same structure to be different in children speaking different languages.
Experiments report differences in the age that English and Japanese speakers acquire
recursive locatives. In these studies, early acquisition of locative structures that
employ identical prepositions is observed, as well as early acquisition in the
language that marks the recursive structure by an overt functional element, namely,
Japanese. Explaining these observations, Nakato and Roeper (2021) propose a three-
step path in the acquisition of recursion: 1. Search for overt morphological elements
2. Search for overt lexical elements 3. The ability to interpret recursive structures
without the presence of identical overt elements. In the recursive structure of the
locatives of Persian, similar to Japanese and contrary to English, we witness an overt
functional element: Ezafe. The presence of Ezafe in this structure qualifies as the
first stage of the proposed acquisition path, and therefore it is predicted that the
acquisition of recursive locatives in Persian will occur early. This article takes
advantage of the presence of the overt element in Persian recursive locatives and by
designing and implementing an experiment in accordance with the previous
experiments, investigates the acquisition of locative recursion among Persian-
speaking children and by means of the collected data examines the proposed
acquisition path above.
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1. Introduction

Recursive structures, structures whose syntactic representation is produced by repeated application of
a syntactic rule, are observed and analyzed greatly in languages. An example would be John's father's
hat. In this example, a possessive is embedded in another possessive. Recursion in languages is
observed in many diverse structures such as compounds, possessives, adjectives, serial verbs,
prepositional phrases, and clauses (Roeper, 2011). Languages do not deem recursive structures well-
formed or ill-formed in a uniform manner, i.e., a language might allow a specific recursive structure,
and another language might disallow the same structure (Roeper, 2011). This typological variation
must be explained by the linguistic theory. Furthermore, in languages that deem the same recursive
structure well-formed, the acquisition of this recursive structure might occur in different periods in
first language learners of those different languages (Nakato et al., 2018). The explanation of this
difference in the time of acquisition leads to a better understanding of recursive structures. Given how
prominent recursion is in languages, a better understanding of these structures will provide valuable
insights into language.

2. Literature Review

Snyder & Roeper (2003) distinguish between direct recursion and indirect recursion and Roeper
(2011) explains the difference in the interpretation of these two structures using the Strong Minimalist
Hypothesis (Chomsky, 2005, 2008, 2010). Following this theoretical background, three studies,
namely: Sevcenco et al. (2015), Nelson (2016), and Nakato et al. (2018) analyze the acquisition of
indirect recursion of locatives in English and Japanese. They observe early acquisition of recursive
locatives which use identical prepositions and early acquisition in languages that mark recursive
structures by overt functional elements. Nakato & Roeper (2021) explain this by proposing a three-
level path in first language acquisition of recursion: 1. Search for overt morphological elements 2.
Search for overt lexical elements 3. The ability to interpret recursive structures even without the
presence of identical overt elements.

3. Methodology

Considering the presence of the overt functional element Ezafe in recursive locatives of Persian, this
language enables further analysis of the above proposed path. In this paper we report the designing
and execution of an empirical experiment in line with the three previous experiments, in which we
analyze the acquisition of indirect recursion of locatives in Persian speaking children and using the
collected data, we reanalyze the path of acquisition proposed by Nakato & Roeper (2021). This study,
in a manner similar to the three studies mentioned, examined the acquisition of indirect recursion of
locatives in Persian speaking children. 24 children who were between the ages of 4 and 6 participated
in the study. A tablet was placed in front of the children which displayed animals. The children were
asked to move the animals in accordance with the recursive sentences presented to them. A correct
configuration of animals was taken to indicate the correct interpretation of the recursive sentences
presented to them.

4. Results

The test items included: two level recursion with identical prepositions, three level recursion with
identical prepositions, two level recursion with different prepositions, and three level recursion with
different prepositions. Except in three level recursion of 4 year olds, when the prepositions were
identical the performance of children in interpreting the recursive items was better than the items in
which the prepositions were different. In all the age groups the performance of Persian speaking
children in interpreting the recursive items was better than that of English speaking children and
similar to Japanese speaking children.

5. Discussion

The results of this experiment confirm nelson (2016) in that the performance of children in
interpreting recursive structures when the prepositions were identical was better than when they were
not. More importantly, considering the performance of Persian speaking children compared to English
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and Japanese speaking children, our results are in line with the three-level path of acquisition proposed
by Nakato & Roeper (2021).

6. Conclusion

Nakato & Roeper (2021) attribute the better performance of Japanese speaking children in interpreting
recursive locatives compared with English speaking children to the presence of an overt functional
element in Japanese locatives, i.e. -no. Using the contrast between English and Japanese they propose
the aforementioned three level path of acquisition of recursives. However, such theorization would
benefit greatly from further evidence. Persian as a language that overtly marks recursive locatives with
a functional element, namely Ezafe, provides the necessary conditions in order to examine the
proposed path further. Therefore, the present study, by conducting a similar experiment on Persian,
attempts to provide further evidence for or against the proposed path and the collected data turn out to
be in line with the path of acquisition proposed by Nakato & Roeper (2021).
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