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Abstract 

The acquisition of argument structure marks an important milestone in the process 

of language acquisition, as it marks the transition from child language to adult 

grammatical utterances. This thesis studied the acquisition of argument structure of 

Yoruba as a first language. Chomsky’s Minimalist Programme was adopted as the 

theoretical framework. The relevance of the theory is its provision for minimality in the 

processes of language acquisition.   

The objectives of the study were to examine how children acquire argument 

structure, null and overt argument-NPs and complex predicates in Yoruba. The thesis 

reported two empirical studies involving two methodologies designed to address the 

acquisition of argument structure. The studies were carried out in Ilorin, Kwara State, 

Nigeria. The first database was made up of longitudinal naturalistic speech output of 

three Yoruba-speaking children, a boy, Damilare, and two girls- Temiloluwa and Tola, 

who were within the range of fifteen and thirty-six (15-36) months of age. The utterances 

were collected daily. As a naturalistic study, it examined language development among 

the subjects over an extended period of time. The second database which complemented 

the first one consisted of cross-sectional experimental speech samples which involved 

investigating and comparing the linguistic knowledge of different children or groups of 

children at a particular point in development. A total of twenty (20) three to four-year old 

and twenty (20) four to five-year old children were involved in the experiments. Pictures 

and videos were used to elicit information on the acquisition of different argument 

structures by the children.  

The major findings of the study were the following: 

i. the predominant lexical items in the speech of the Yoruba-speaking children, at 

the initial state of language acquisition,  were nouns and verbs;  

ii. there was the preponderance of null argument-NPs at the initial stage; subjects-

NPs were easily omitted while object-NPs were hardly omitted;  
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iii. the three Yoruba-speaking children began to make use of overt argument-NPs 

from fifteen (15) months and gradually, null argument-NPs gave way. The 

children used only bare nouns at the initial stage because they have not developed 

the required grammatical knowledge of plural formation system in the language. 

Thus, they assumed that all nouns are in singular form. However, at the age of 

three years, the children have acquired specificity; 

iv. the transition from nominal reference to pronominal reference marked an 

important milestone in the language acquisition ability of Yoruba-speaking 

children; and 

v. at the early stage of acquisition, the children used plain rather than idiomatic 

verbs and such verbs are normally related to actions and events that the children 

or those around them were involved in. 

The study concluded that the order of acquisition of argument structure by the Yoruba 

child progresses in a cumulative fashion. The acquisition of the argument structure of 

complex predicates by the Yoruba child between the ages of three and five years 

indicated that so much progress had been made in the course of language acquisition. By 

age five, the Yoruba child has acquired the argument structure of the language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


