
 

There is a consensus that children are well equipped for the task of language acquisition, enabling 
them to master many developmental milestones at an impressively young age in their first language(s). 
The quest to explain this fascinating capacity of the human mind has led to a research focus on early 
acquisition (for an overview see Guasti 2016), with a wealth of evidence showing that many aspects of 
language are indeed acquired early (e.g., Perkins & Lidz 2023). However, the view that “by age 3 or 4, 
children have effectively become adults” (Crain & Thornton 2012: 185) is at odds with empirical 
findings (see Schulz 2007 for German, Tolchinsky & Berman 2023 for a general overview).   

Some areas of language develop beyond age 4, involving not just vocabulary but also grammar — a 
point first highlighted in Carol Chomsky’s influential 1969 book The Acquisition of Syntax in Children 
from 5 to 10. Following recent terminology (Schulz & Grimm 2019, Tsimpli 2014), I define late acquired 
phenomena as those acquired after the age of 4. These include a range of phenomena such as 
pronominal reference (e.g., Rinke & Flores 2018), counterfactuals (Gómez-Sánchez et al. 2020), and 
syntactic ambiguity (Trueswell et al. 1999).   

Timing is often assumed to be mediated by linguistic complexity, with more complex items being 
acquired later than less complex ones (e.g., Pérez-Leroux et al. 2022, Rinke et al. 2024, Schulz & Grimm, 
2019; Tsimpli 2014). However, complexity is notoriously hard to define (Newmeyer & Preston 2014), 
and such explanations often risk circularity. At the same time, non-linguistic factors, namely frequency 
(e.g., Ambridge et al. 2015) and cognitive maturity (e.g., Gathercole et al. 2004), are assumed to be 
involved in lateness. In my talk, I will draw on three different phenomena from my recent work on 
German to explore the factor timing in language acquisition:  

• Relative clauses: subject, object and passive subject relative clause variants (Sanfelici 
& Schulz 2021, Schulz 2024, see also Yatsushiro & Sauerland 2019)   
• Temporal connectives: non-iconic and iconic before and after (Makrodimitris & Schulz 
2021, 2025, in press, Schulz 2024)  
• Sentential Negation: early and late (Lago et al., 2025, Weicker & Schulz 2025)  

I will discuss what these late phenomena may have in common and what underlying factor(s) may 
cause their lateness. More specifically, I will show for each phenomenon that specific variants are 
particularly difficult and argue that their lateness is caused by linguistic factors. In contrast, frequency 
in the input and cognitive factors such as conceptual complexity or working memory fail to explain the 
specific patterns of mastery in relative clauses, temporal connectives, and negation.   

Clarifying the role of timing in child language acquisition will deepen our understanding of the 
nature of the complexity underlying late-acquired linguistic phenomena and enable predictions about 
the cross-linguistic robustness of such lateness.  
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