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Doubling constructions are found in many sign languages. In these structures, a single sign appears twice within the same sentence: once in its usual position, and again in the sentence-final position. WH-elements, modals, tense elements, and negatives are among the items which can be doubled. Examples from American Sign Language (ASL; Petronio 1993; Wood 1999) and Brazilian Sign Language (LSB; Quadros 1999) are given in (1)-(2).
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(1) a.
ANN CAN’T READ CAN’T 
b.
ANN WILL LEAVE WILL






whq


c.
JOHN NOTHING FIND PAPER NOTHING
d.
WHO BUY C-A-R WHO





hn



hn
(2) a.
IX<1> CAN GO PARTY CAN 
b.

IX<1> LOSE BOOK LOSE

Doubling constructions have been related to focus (Petronio, 1993, Quadros, 1999). On such analyses,  the repeated element in the sentence-final position is focused – it is prosodically prominent, and has some kind of special discourse function, such as emphasis or contrast. The claim that the sentence-final position is used for prominence is strongly supported by the work of Wilbur (1994, 1999).

In addition to doubling constructions, focused elements may appear in sentence-final position without their counterpart in its usual position (the ‘twin’) (see(3)). These sentence-final constructions may involve the same derivation as the doubling constructions, but with the twin null. 
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(3) a.
NANCY BUY COMPUTER CAN’T 
b.
BUY CAR WHO

An alternative view of sentences like (1)-(3) is that they are derived by completely different mechanisms. Neidle et al. (2000) analyze sentence-final WH-elements as in [Spec, CP]. The sentence-initial WH-element, on their analysis, is in the topic position. Sentence-final doubled elements other than WH-phrases are analyzed as ‘tags’, while Aarons et al. (1992) analyze sentence-final elements, as in (4), as involving some kind of fronting.

(4) a.
JOHN [ GO ] FUTURE-TENSE
b.
JOHN [ LEARN MATH ] CAN

In order to test the hypothesis that doubling and sentence-final constructions are related, we examine the acquisition of these structures. If the availability of doubling and sentence-final constructions in a language is due to a single parameter, then the acquisition of these structures should be correlated. In particular, we examine the following hypothesis.

Research hypothesis 1

Doubling and sentence-final constructions are related because both involve the use of a sentence-final focus position. Sentence-final constructions involve the additional possibility for a null twin. The acquisition of doubling and sentence-final constructions should be correlated. Furthermore, doubling might be acquired before sentence-final, but not the other way around. An extension of our research hypothesis concerns the different types of elements which are eligible for doubling. There appear to be important cross-sign-language differences in doubling. For example, in ASL only one element may be doubled per sentence, while LSB permits one double per clause. It is likely that the child must learn, through experience, not only whether doubling is permitted, but also which elements are eligible to double, whether the language permits multiple doubles, etc. We thus consider an additional hypothesis.

Research hypothesis 2

Children must learn individually which elements or types of elements may be doubled in their language. If so, the age of acquisition of doubling may vary from item to item. However, for each item, doubling and sentence-final forms should be acquired together (as per hypothesis 1). We test these hypotheses in a study of the longitudinal spontaneous production data of three Deaf children of Deaf parents acquiring ASL, and two Deaf children of Deaf parents acquiring LSB. These children were videotaped in naturalistic situations interacting with their parents or fluent signing experimenters. The tapes were transcribed by Deaf signers, and the analyses were conducted based on the combination of tapes and transcripts. We present here detailed information from one child, SAL; preliminary results from the other children are consistent.

The first WH doubling construction occurs at age 1;08.11, with the sign WHERE (WHERE FOOD GREEN WHERE). In the same session, WHERE is used in both sentence-initial (WHERE BOOK) and sentence-final (BOOK WHERE) positions. No other WH-words were used in productive multi-sign utterances through age 2;3.24. The modal CAN’T was used as a double at age 1;07.18 (CAN’T GO-THERE CAN’T), and in sentence-internal position at 2;01.30 (CAN’T ZIP-UP). There were no examples of CAN’T in final position. CAN was used in a double construction (PULL-ON-SHIRT<t>, CAN SHE CAN) and in sentence-internal position (CAN SEE YOU) at 2;01.30, and in sentence-final position (THROW CAN) at 2;02.13. No other modals were used. The tense sign FINISH was first used in a double construction (FINISH DRIVE FINISH) and in sentence-final position (GO+ FINISH) in the same session at age 1;08.23.

To summarize, both research hypotheses are supported. Each potential doubling element appears in a doubling construction at a different time (CAN’T 1;07.18; WHERE 1;08.11; FINISH 1;08.23; CAN 2;01.30). Each of these double constructions occurs at the same time as or prior to the occurrence of a sentence-final construction with the same element. No sentence-final constructions are used before the corresponding double.
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