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Overregularization

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Linguistics, Developmental Psychology, Cognitive Science,

Language Acquisition

1. Core Definition and Manifestation

Overregularization refers to a pervasive phenomenon in early language development where

children apply grammatical rules too broadly, extending them to instances that are exceptions to

those rules. This common developmental stage is characterized by the child's attempt to impose a

systematic order on language, often prior to fully internalizing the nuanced, irregular forms that are

inherent in all natural languages. Rather than indicating a deficit in language acquisition,

overregularization is widely regarded as a significant marker of a child's active learning process,

demonstrating their cognitive capacity to identify patterns and generalize linguistic principles. It

highlights the complex interplay between rule-based learning and the memorization of specific

lexical items, showcasing a child's journey from rote learning to a more sophisticated, generative

understanding of grammar.

The most frequently cited examples of overregularization involve morphological rules, particularly

those related to past tense verbs and plural nouns in English. For instance, a child who has

successfully learned irregular past tense verbs such as "went" or "ate" may later revert to using

"goed" or "eated" after acquiring the general rule for forming the past tense with the suffix "-ed."

Similarly, a child might correctly use "mice" for the plural of "mouse" initially, only to later produce

"mouses" once they grasp the general rule of adding "-s" or "-es" for plurals. These errors are not

random but systematic, reflecting an underlying cognitive strategy to simplify the complex and

often arbitrary exceptions that characterize native language grammar. The temporary emergence

of these "errors" is a natural and expected phase, offering valuable insights into the mechanisms

by which children construct their linguistic knowledge.

This phenomenon underscores the non-linear nature of language acquisition, where what appears

to be a regression is, in fact, a progressive step towards mastering the language's intricate system.

It demonstrates that children are not merely imitating adult speech but are actively constructing

and testing hypotheses about how language works. Their brains are processing input, abstracting

rules, and applying these rules across various contexts, even when those applications lead to

temporary deviations from adult forms. The eventual disappearance of overregularization errors

signals a child's growing ability to differentiate between regular and irregular forms, integrating both

rule-based knowledge and an expanding lexicon of exceptions into their linguistic repertoire.

2. Etymology and Historical Context

The term "overregularization" itself is a descriptive compound reflecting the core action: applying a
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regular rule "over" (i.e., too widely or excessively) to irregular forms. While the specific term gained

prominence with the rise of modern developmental psycholinguistics in the mid-20th century,

the observation of children applying rules to exceptions has been noted by language scholars and

parents for centuries. However, it was within the frameworks of generative grammar and

behaviorism, and later cognitive science, that systematic study of this phenomenon truly began.

Early linguistic theories, such as those proposed by B.F. Skinner's behaviorism, struggled to fully

account for overregularization, as it represented a deviation from learned input rather than a direct

imitation or reinforcement. Children were producing forms they had not explicitly heard or been

rewarded for.

With the advent of Noam Chomsky's generative grammar in the late 1950s and 1960s, the focus

shifted towards children's innate capacity for language and their ability to extract abstract rules.

Overregularization became a crucial piece of evidence supporting the idea that children are not

simply imitating but are actively constructing grammatical systems based on underlying universal

principles. This perspective suggested that children are equipped with a "language acquisition

device" (LAD) that allows them to process linguistic input and formulate rules. The errors of

overregularization were then interpreted as manifestations of this rule-forming process, indicative

of a child's internal grammar system developing independently of direct adult instruction for every

utterance.

The systematic study of child language acquisition, including phenomena like overregularization,

blossomed from the 1960s onwards. Researchers like Roger Brown and Jean Berko Gleason

conducted foundational studies on children's morphological development, particularly focusing on

the acquisition of plurals and past tenses. Berko Gleason's famous "wug test" (1958) demonstrated

children's ability to apply morphological rules to novel words, providing strong empirical support for

the idea that children internalize rules rather than merely memorizing individual word forms.

Overregularization, therefore, became a hallmark finding, illustrating the active, hypothesis-testing

nature of language learning, moving beyond a simple input-output model to acknowledge the

child's active cognitive role.

3. Theoretical Explanations of Overregularization

Explaining the mechanisms behind overregularization has been a central challenge in language

acquisition research, leading to various theoretical perspectives. One prominent explanation stems

from dual-mechanism theories, which propose that language processing, particularly

morphology, involves two distinct cognitive systems: a rule-based system for regular forms and an

associative memory system for irregular forms. According to this view, the child initially memorizes

irregular forms (e.g., "went," "mice") as individual lexical entries. As they encounter more language

input, they begin to abstract general rules (e.g., add "-ed" for past tense, "-s" for plurals). Once

these rules are acquired and strengthened, the child then applies them broadly, sometimes
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overriding the previously memorized irregular forms, leading to overregularization (e.g., "goed,"

"mouses"). Over time, with further exposure and feedback, the child refines the interaction between

these two systems, learning to inhibit the application of the general rule for specific irregular forms,

allowing the stored exceptions to prevail.

In contrast to dual-mechanism theories, connectionist models offer an alternative, single-

mechanism explanation. These models propose that language acquisition occurs through the

strengthening of connections between various linguistic features in a neural network, without

explicitly positing abstract rules. In a connectionist framework, overregularization arises naturally

from the learning algorithm's attempt to find the best statistical generalization across a vast amount

of input. Initially, a child might learn irregular forms through strong associations. As the network is

exposed to a greater number of regular forms, the statistical "pull" of the regular pattern becomes

very strong, leading the network to produce regularized forms even for inputs that are typically

irregular. The "strength" of the regular pattern temporarily outweighs the specific memory for the

irregular form. This perspective sees the acquisition of both regular and irregular forms as

emerging from a single, undifferentiated learning process that is sensitive to the statistical

regularities and frequencies in the linguistic environment.

Both theoretical camps agree that overregularization is a critical window into the cognitive

processes underlying language acquisition. The debate largely revolves around whether these

processes are best characterized by distinct, specialized modules for rule application and rote

memory, or by a more generalized statistical learning mechanism that can account for both

regularities and exceptions. Regardless of the specific theoretical leanings, it is clear that

overregularization reflects a dynamic and adaptive learning system that is constantly adjusting its

internal representations based on new linguistic data. The persistence and eventual decline of

these errors provide empirical evidence for the brain's sophisticated strategies in decoding and

mastering the complex grammatical structures of human language.

4. Developmental Trajectory: The U-Shaped Curve

A hallmark characteristic of overregularization is its typical U-shaped developmental curve,

particularly evident in the acquisition of English past tense verbs and plural nouns. This curve

illustrates that children often use irregular forms correctly at an early stage, then pass through a

period of overregularization where they make errors, and finally return to correct usage of both

regular and irregular forms. For example, a young child might initially say "I broke it" and "I ran

fast" (correct irregular forms), having learned these as unanalyzed wholes or high-frequency items.

This represents the initial descending limb of the 'U'.

As the child's language system develops, typically between ages two and three, they begin to

abstract the general rules for past tense (-ed) and plural (-s/-es). Once these rules are generalized,

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Connectionism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/U-shaped_learning
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=33567
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Overregularization 5

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

they are applied across the board, including to the irregular forms previously learned correctly. This

is the bottom of the 'U' where errors like "I breaked it" and "I runned fast" or "mouses" and "foots"

become common. This period of systematic error is robust and widespread across children

learning English and other languages with morphological irregularities. It reflects a cognitive

advancement, as the child is now attempting to apply a productive rule, even if it sometimes leads

to an "incorrect" output from an adult perspective.

Finally, as the child matures, typically by age five or six, they gradually learn to distinguish between

regular and irregular forms. They refine their knowledge, learning to inhibit the application of the

general rule for specific irregular verbs and nouns. This represents the ascending limb of the 'U', as

children return to consistently correct usage of both regular and irregular forms (e.g., "I broke it," "I

ran fast," "mice," "feet"). The U-shaped curve is compelling evidence against purely imitative

theories of language acquisition, demonstrating an internal cognitive process of rule extraction,

overextension, and subsequent refinement. It highlights that learning is not a simple linear

progression but involves stages of generalization and differentiation.

5. Types of Overregularization

Overregularization primarily manifests in areas of morphology, which is the study of word forms.

While the most common and widely studied types are inflectional, impacting grammatical

categories like tense, number, and person, other less prominent forms of overregularization can

also be observed.

Inflectional Overregularization:

Past Tense Verbs: This is arguably the most common and well-documented form. Children over-

apply the regular past tense suffix "-ed" to irregular verbs. Examples include "goed" (for went),

"eated" (for ate), "ranned" (for ran), "buyed" (for bought), and "sleeped" (for slept). This

demonstrates the child's grasp of the general rule but a temporary failure to recall or apply the

specific irregular form.

Plural Nouns: Similar to past tense verbs, children over-apply the regular plural suffix "-s" or "-es"

to irregular nouns. Examples include "mouses" (for mice), "foots" (for feet), "tooths" (for teeth),

"mans" (for men), and "sheeps" (for sheep). This highlights the child's understanding of

pluralization as a grammatical concept.

Possessive Forms: Less frequently studied but also occurring, children might overregularize

possessive forms. While not as common in English due to the relatively regular 's', in languages

with more complex possessive systems, similar patterns can emerge.

Comparative/Superlative Adjectives: Children might say "gooder" or "baddest" instead of

"better" or "worst," applying the regular "-er" and "-est" suffixes to irregular adjectives.

Less Common Forms:

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Morphology_(linguistics)
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=33567
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


Overregularization 6

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

Derivational Overregularization: This refers to the over-application of rules for creating new

words from existing ones (e.g., adding suffixes to change word class). For example, a child might

create a non-standard verb from a noun or adjective, like "unsqueeze" instead of "release" or

"unlight" instead of "extinguish." While not as systematically studied as inflectional

overregularization, it still reflects the child's active attempts to use productive word-formation rules.

Semantic Overextension: Although not strictly overregularization in a grammatical sense,

semantic overextension shares a similar cognitive principle of over-applying a concept. For

instance, a child might call all four-legged animals "doggy" after learning the word for their pet dog.

This is an overgeneralization of meaning rather than grammar, but both illustrate the child's

strategy of applying learned patterns broadly before mastering fine distinctions.

6. Significance in Language Acquisition Research

Overregularization holds profound significance in the field of language acquisition, serving as a

critical piece of evidence that has shaped our understanding of how children learn language. Its

very existence provides a powerful argument against purely behaviorist accounts, which posited

that language learning is primarily a process of imitation and reinforcement. Since children produce

forms like "goed" or "mouses" that they rarely, if ever, hear from adults and are typically not

reinforced for, these errors underscore the active, creative, and rule-governed nature of child

language. It demonstrates that children are not simply mimicking their linguistic environment;

rather, they are actively constructing an internal grammar.

Furthermore, overregularization provides crucial insights into the cognitive mechanisms underlying

language development. The consistent, systematic nature of these errors, and their predictable U-

shaped trajectory, suggests that children are engaging in complex cognitive processes, such as

pattern detection, rule generalization, and hypothesis testing. It highlights the brain's ability to

extract abstract principles from specific instances and then apply those principles broadly. This

phenomenon has been central to validating theories that emphasize innate predispositions for

language learning and the existence of a dedicated language acquisition faculty, even as debates

continue regarding the precise nature of these mechanisms (e.g., dual-mechanism vs.

connectionist models).

The study of overregularization also offers a unique window into the developmental stages of a

child's linguistic system. By observing these errors, researchers can infer the point at which

children begin to grasp specific grammatical rules, how these rules interact with lexical memory,

and how they are eventually refined to accommodate exceptions. It underscores that language

acquisition is not a linear process of accumulating correct forms but a dynamic, iterative process

involving generalization, correction, and differentiation. Ultimately, overregularization is more than

just a common error; it is a fundamental demonstration of the human mind's remarkable capacity to

impose structure and system on the complex and often irregular input of natural language.
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7. Debates and Criticisms Regarding Underlying Mechanisms

While the phenomenon of overregularization is universally acknowledged, the precise cognitive

and neurological mechanisms underpinning it remain a subject of active debate within

psycholinguistics and cognitive science. The primary contention lies between dual-mechanism

theories and connectionist (or single-mechanism) models, each offering a distinct explanation for

how children acquire and process both regular and irregular morphological forms. Dual-mechanism

proponents argue for separate cognitive systems: one for rule-based processing of regular forms

and another for memory-based storage of irregular forms. They view overregularization as the

temporary dominance of the rule-based system before the memory system for exceptions is fully

integrated.

Critics of dual-mechanism theories, particularly those advocating for connectionist models, contend

that language processing can be explained by a single, undifferentiated learning mechanism that is

sensitive to statistical regularities in the input. They argue that postulating separate "rules" and

"memory" modules is unnecessarily complex and that phenomena like overregularization emerge

naturally from the learning algorithm's attempt to generalize patterns based on input frequency and

similarity. From this perspective, overregularization is not the application of an abstract rule

overriding a specific memory, but rather the temporary strength of a generalized pattern that

statistically outperforms individual lexical items in the network. The debate often centers on

empirical evidence, such as reaction time studies in adults, brain imaging data, and computational

simulations, to determine which model better accounts for the full spectrum of linguistic behavior,

including the observed errors in child language.

Further nuances in the debate concern the role of frequency and input in the resolution of

overregularization. While both models acknowledge the importance of input, the dual-mechanism

view might emphasize the explicit learning of exceptions, whereas connectionist models would

highlight the gradual strengthening of specific irregular forms through repeated exposure,

eventually allowing them to compete successfully against the generalized pattern. Moreover,

discussions also extend to the universality of overregularization across languages and its

implications for theories of universal grammar. While the phenomenon is widespread, its specific

manifestations and the age at which it resolves can vary depending on the morphological

complexity and regularity of the language being acquired, further enriching the theoretical

landscape and providing avenues for continued research.

8. Educational and Clinical Implications

Understanding overregularization has significant implications for both educational practices and

clinical interventions related to language development. For educators, recognizing

overregularization as a natural and even positive sign of language learning helps to reframe these
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"errors" not as deficiencies, but as evidence of a child's active cognitive engagement with

grammar. This perspective encourages patience and provides a framework for offering

constructive feedback, rather than simply correcting every overregularized utterance. Teachers can

appreciate that a child producing "goed" is demonstrating a grasp of the past tense concept, even

if the specific application is temporarily incorrect. This understanding can inform teaching

strategies, emphasizing exposure to rich linguistic input and natural conversational contexts,

allowing children to self-correct as their linguistic system matures.

In speech-language pathology, knowledge of overregularization is crucial for distinguishing

between typical developmental errors and potential signs of a language disorder. A child

consistently using overregularized forms at an age when most peers have resolved these errors, or

exhibiting patterns of errors inconsistent with typical overregularization, might warrant further

assessment. Therapists can use this knowledge to assess a child's underlying grammatical

understanding, rather than just their surface-level production. For instance, a child who consistently

uses "eated" but understands the concept of past tense is in a very different developmental

position than a child who shows no understanding of past tense morphology at all. Interventions

can then be tailored to either reinforce irregular forms or strengthen the differentiation between

regular and irregular patterns, depending on the specific profile of the child's language

development.

Furthermore, for second language learners, observing analogous patterns of overregularization

can provide insights into their acquisition process. While adult second language acquisition differs

from child first language acquisition in many respects, the tendency to over-apply newly learned

grammatical rules to exceptions is often present. This informs language teaching methodologies,

suggesting that explicit instruction on irregular forms, combined with ample practice and exposure,

is essential. Ultimately, the study of overregularization moves beyond a mere linguistic curiosity to

offer practical guidance for fostering language development, both in typical contexts and in cases

where support is needed. It underscores the importance of viewing language acquisition as an

intricate, rule-governed, and dynamic cognitive process.
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