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Focus ofFocus of thisthis talktalk

Learning inflectional Learning inflectional 
rulesrules inin DutchDutch..
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Attributive adjectivesAttributive adjectives areare marked marked 
byby ––ee..

DPDP ExampleExample
[[--def;+common;def;+common;--plurplur]] EenEen rodrodee appelappel

‘‘a red applea red apple’’

[+[+def;+common;def;+common;--plurplur]] De rodDe rodee appelappel
‘‘the red applethe red apple’’

[+def;[+def;--common;common;--plurplur]] HetHet rodrodee huishuis
‘‘the red housethe red house’’

[[--def;+plurdef;+plur]] RodRodee appels/huizenappels/huizen
‘‘red apples/housesred apples/houses’’

[+[+def;+plurdef;+plur]] De rodDe rodee appels/huizenappels/huizen
‘‘the red apples/housesthe red apples/houses’’
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BUTBUT

thethe attributive adjectiveattributive adjective is bareis bare ifif the the 
DP isDP is

[[--definitedefinite; ; --common; common; --plural]plural]

EEN ROOD HUIS/*RODE HUISEEN ROOD HUIS/*RODE HUIS
‘‘a red housea red house’’
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Salient vsSalient vs nonnon--salientsalient
SalientSalient: features have: features have an overt morphoan overt morpho--
phonologicalphonological,, morphomorpho--syntactic or syntactic or 
semantic markingsemantic marking in the input, e.g.in the input, e.g.
NumberNumber inin DutchDutch..

NonNon--salientsalient: features have: features have no overt no overt 
morphomorpho--phonologicalphonological,, morphomorpho--syntactic or syntactic or 
semantic markingsemantic marking in the input, e.g. in the input, e.g. 
Gender inGender in DutchDutch..
(cf. Pinker, 1984;(cf. Pinker, 1984; SlobinSlobin, 1977;, 1977; KarmiloffKarmiloff--SmithSmith, 1979), 1979)
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ObservationObservation (verbal(verbal inflectioninflection))

Inflection inInflection in languages withlanguages with the mostthe most
saliently organized verb systemssaliently organized verb systems (e.g.(e.g.
Finnish or RussianFinnish or Russian) is) is detecteddetected and and 
(re)(re)constructed earlier than inflectionconstructed earlier than inflection inin
languages with less saliently organized languages with less saliently organized 
verb systemsverb systems (e.g.(e.g. DutchDutch,, German or German or 
EnglishEnglish).).

((BittnerBittner,, DresslerDressler && KilaniKilani--SchochSchoch, 2003,, 2003, xxvixxvi))
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ClaimClaim

Salient characteristicsSalient characteristics of of 
the inputthe input influenceinfluence the the 

speed of thespeed of the acquisitionacquisition ofof
inflection rulesinflection rules..
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LinguisticLinguistic comparisoncomparison

Verbal paradigmVerbal paradigm
•• NumberNumber [[±±plural]plural] salientsalient
•• PersonPerson [[±±speaker]speaker] salientsalient

AdjectivalAdjectival paradigmparadigm
•• NumberNumber [[±±plural]plural] salientsalient

•• DefinitenessDefiniteness [[±±definitedefinite]] salientsalient
•• GenderGender [[±±common]common] nonnon--

salientsalient
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AgeAge range range 
((yrsyrs;mos);mos)

NN subjectssubjects in in 
verbal taskverbal task

NN subjectssubjects inin
adjectivaladjectival

tasktask
3;3 3;3 –– 3;11 3;11 
4;1 4;1 –– 4;11 4;11 
5;3 5;3 –– 5;11 5;11 
6;0 6;0 –– 6;8 6;8 
7;0 7;0 –– 7;117;11

1212
1212
1212
1010

not testednot tested

77
1717
1515
1111
1414

Dutch childrenDutch children//overviewoverview
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ConditionCondition ExampleExample Stem + suffixStem + suffix
1sg1sg
2sg2sg
3sg3sg
1pl1pl
2pl2pl
3pl3pl

drinkdrink
drinktdrinkt
drinktdrinkt
drinkendrinken
drinkendrinken
drinkendrinken

stem + stem + ØØ
stem + tstem + t
stem + tstem + t
stem + enstem + en
stem + enstem + en
stem + enstem + en

Paradigm/Paradigm/regular lexical verbsregular lexical verbs
drinkendrinken ‘‘toto drinkdrink’’
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VerbsVerbs/Test/Test materialmaterial andand taskstasks

22 existingexisting and 2and 2 nonsense nonsense 
verbsverbs
Elicitation tasksElicitation tasks
Sentence completionSentence completion task task 
(3sg, 3pl)(3sg, 3pl)
Situation descriptionSituation description
(1sg, 2sg)(1sg, 2sg)
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Nonsense verbsNonsense verbs//accuracyaccuracy in in 
3sg/3pl3sg/3pl

suffixsuffix --tt --enen
context context [[--plurplur;;--speaker]speaker]

3sg3sg

[+[+plurplur;;--speaker]speaker]

3pl3pl
33 yrsyrs 100%100% 12/1212/12 92%92% 11/1211/12
44 yrsyrs 100%100% 19/1919/19 95%95% 20/2120/21
55 yrsyrs 100%100% 21/2121/21 100%100% 21/2121/21
66 yrsyrs 100%100% 18/1818/18 100%100% 16/1616/16
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Nonsense verbsNonsense verbs//accuracyaccuracy in in 
1sg and 2sg1sg and 2sg

suffixsuffix --tt --ØØ
context context [[--plurplur;;--speaker]speaker]

2sg2sg

[[--plurplur;+speaker];+speaker]

1sg1sg

33 yrsyrs 100%100% 15/1515/15 69%69% 11/1611/16
44 yrsyrs 100%100% 21/2121/21 94%94% 16/1716/17
55 yrsyrs 91%91% 20/2220/22 100%100% 22/2222/22
66 yrsyrs 100%100% 18/1818/18 100%100% 16/1616/16

1313



Two competing systemsTwo competing systems

SYSTEM 1
(non-target)

Singular Plural

-t -en

SYSTEM 2
(target)

Singular Plural
1 --ØØ

-en2/3 -t



Summary resultsSummary results//verbsverbs

90%90% acquisitionacquisition criterium iscriterium is reachedreached
inin all groups for all conditions except all groups for all conditions except 
forfor 1sg in 31sg in 3--yearyear--oldsolds..
SomeSome of the 3of the 3--yryr--olds slightlyolds slightly laglag
behindbehind in thein the acquisitionacquisition of the of the 
feature [feature [±±speaker].speaker].
ClaimClaim confirmedconfirmed:: saliency facilitatessaliency facilitates
the accuratethe accurate useuse ofof rules forrules for verbalverbal
inflection from early oninflection from early on..
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AdjectivesAdjectives/Test/Test materialmaterial andand
taskstasks

5 common and 55 common and 5 neuterneuter rootroot nounsnouns
55 diminutivesdiminutives ((neuter genderneuter gender//morphomorpho--
phonologicalphonological cue, i.e. suffix cue, i.e. suffix --tjetje))
2 pairs of2 pairs of contrastive adjectivescontrastive adjectives
ElicitationElicitation task/task/sentence completionsentence completion
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Results adjectivesResults adjectives//accuracyaccuracy

ssuffixuffix --ee --ee

DP DP [+def;[+def;--plurplur;;--comcom]] [+def;[+def;--plurplur;+;+comcom]]

33 yrsyrs 100%100% 14/1414/14 100%100% 6/66/6
44 yrsyrs 98%98% 43/4443/44 100%100% 48/4848/48
55 yrsyrs 100%100% 42/4242/42 100%100% 44/4444/44
66 yrsyrs 96%96% 44/4644/46 100%100% 43/4343/43
77 yrsyrs 100%100% 5252/52/52 98%98% 53/5453/54
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Results adjectivesResults adjectives//accuracyaccuracy

suffixsuffix --ee

DPDP [+plural; [+plural; ±±definitedefinite]]

3 yrs 3 yrs 100%100% 18/1818/18

4 yrs4 yrs 100%100% 50/5050/50

5 yrs5 yrs 100%100% 45/4545/45

6 yrs6 yrs 94%94% 49/5249/52

7 yrs7 yrs 100%100% 60/6060/60
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Results adjectivesResults adjectives//accuracy accuracy 

ssuffixuffix --ØØ --ee
DPDP [[--def;def; --plurplur;;--comcom]] [[--def;def;--plurplur;+;+comcom]]

33 yrsyrs 16%16% 3/193/19 100%100% 16/1616/16
44 yrsyrs 46%46% 18/3918/39 100%100% 49/4949/49
55 yrsyrs 70%70% 31/4431/44 100%100% 45/4545/45
66 yrsyrs 64%64% 34/5334/53 100%100% 49/4949/49
77 yrsyrs 75%75% 45/6045/60 100%100% 62/6262/62
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Surface formsSurface forms andand underlying underlying 
rulesrules

Adjectival suffix Gender attribution by children

(definite determiner test)

het
[-common]

de
[+common]

-e
[+common]

inconsistent consistent

-Ø
[-common]

consistent inconsistent
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Consistency analysisConsistency analysis
gender by gender by 
childrenchildren
(determiner test)(determiner test)

--commoncommon +common+common

suffix suffix 
((adjectivaladjectival test)test)

--ØØ
(consistent)(consistent)

--ee
(consistent)(consistent)

33 yrsyrs 66%66% 4/64/6 93%93% 26/2826/28

44 yrsyrs 86%86% 24/2824/28 97%97% 74/7674/76

55 yrsyrs 80%80% 32/4032/40 100%100% 41/4141/41

6 yrs6 yrs 85%85% 45/5345/53 100%100% 47/4747/47

77 yrsyrs 87,5%87,5% 64/7364/73 94%94% 59/6359/63
2121



Development neuter gender monolingual 
children
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Summary resultsSummary results//adjectivesadjectives
From early onFrom early on,, children performchildren perform targettarget--likelike
inin conditions which requireconditions which require ––ee..

In the In the ‘‘exceptionalexceptional’’ conditioncondition,, childrenchildren are are 
atat first sightfirst sight nonnon--targettarget--like due tolike due to latelate
acquisitionacquisition ofof gendergender..

Children acquireChildren acquire thethe inflectional rules inflectional rules 
earlyearly. The. The growthgrowth ofof neuter nounsneuter nouns is a is a 
longlong--lasting processlasting process..
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ConclusionConclusion

Claim not confirmed: inflectional Claim not confirmed: inflectional 
rules are acquired early in rules are acquired early in 
development even if features are not development even if features are not 
morphomorpho--phonologically, phonologically, morphomorpho--
syntactically or semantically salient.syntactically or semantically salient.
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Thank youThank you!!

Slides availableSlides available at:at:
httphttp://home.hum.://home.hum.uvauva..nlnl//variflexvariflex//
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[[--def]def] [[--common]common] [[--plural]plural]

++tjetje
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Consistency analysisConsistency analysis/root/root nounsnouns
gender by gender by 
childrenchildren
(determiner test)(determiner test)

--commoncommon +common+common

suffix suffix 
((adjectivaladjectival test)test)

--ØØ
(consistent)(consistent)

--ee
(consistent)(consistent)

33 yrsyrs 0%0% 0/20/2 100%100% 26/2626/26

44 yrsyrs 81%81% 13/1613/16 100%100% 73/7373/73

55 yrsyrs 71%71% 15/2115/21 100%100% 41/4141/41

6 yrs6 yrs 82%82% 28/3428/34 100%100% 47/4747/47

77 yrsyrs 84%84% 31/3731/37 95%95% 59/6259/622828
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