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Salience of Dutch inflection 
 
In Chapter 2, I outlined five factors that make an inflectional morpheme salient. 
I argued that, in order to capture the complex role of salience in the acquisition 
of agreement inflection, it is important to examine the cumulative effects caused 
by the interplay of various salience factors. Based on the assumption that all 
salience factors have equal weight, I briefly introduced a method which will be 
used to assess the cumulative effects of salience factors and predict the order, in 
which Dutch children acquire inflectional morphemes. Assuming that children’s 
attention is drawn to the most salient morphemes, I hypothesized that the most 
salient morphemes are acquired first, followed by less salient morphemes. 
Similarly, the least salient morphemes are expected to be acquired relatively late 
in development.  
  The contents of this chapter are organized as follows: In Section 3.1, I will 
describe the properties of Dutch verbal and adjectival inflection. This is relevant 
for understanding this chapter as well as the remainder of this thesis. Section 3.2 
describes a procedure which will be used to assess the level of salience in Dutch 
inflection. Sections 3.3 and 3.4 focus on salience within verbal and adjectival 
inflection, respectively, whereas Section 3.5 compares salience between the two 
paradigms. Predictions about acquisition are formulated at the end of each of 
these sections. Section 3.6 provides an overview of what is known about the 
development of verbal and adjectival inflection in typically developing children 
acquiring Standard Dutch.2 The aim of this section is to evaluate whether the 
established empirical findings are in line with my predictions. Section 3.7 
addresses some unanswered questions, which are important for gaining a more 

                                                
2There are many Dutch dialects that have verbal and adjectival paradigms which differ 
substantially from the standard paradigms (Taeldeman (1980), Nijen Twilhaar (1990), Bennis and 
MacLean (2006), Aalberse (2009), Barbiers, Bennis and Vogelaer (2006), MacLean [in 
preparation]). Since there has been little research on Dutch-speaking children’s acquisition of 
Dutch dialects the overview is limited to the Dutch standard variety. 
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thorough understanding of the development of agreement inflection in Dutch 
monolingual children.  
 
3.1     Properties of Dutch inflection 
 
VERBAL INFLECTION 
 
Dutch finite verbs encode the categories TENSE, NUMBER and PERSON. The 
expression NUMBER and PERSON agrees with the subject of the clause in which 
the finite inflection appears. TENSE is usually not considered part of agreement 
inflection because the choice of the correct tense inflection is not determined by 
the syntactic structure in which it appears (Booij, 2002; but see Zeijlstra, 2008 
for a different view). Dutch regular lexical verbs have a stem, to which a suffix is 
added.3 For the present purposes, it is irrelevant whether or not a zero 
morpheme is considered a covert suffix or as simply ‘no spell-out’. Henceforth, 
the zero morpheme will be indicated as –ø. Table 3.1 illustrates the verbal 
paradigm in the present tense. It includes in the regular lexical verb dromen ‘to 
dream’ which uses with three different suffixes: –ø is used for 1SG and for 2SG-
INV; –t for 2SG and 3SG and –en for all plural forms, irrespective of person.  
 
 

Table 3.1: Dutch finite verbal paradigm for regular verbs in present 
indicative 

 
 

PERSON and NUMBER Inflection Example (dromen ‘to dream’) 

1SG/2SG-INV stem + ø Ik droom/droom jij 

2SG /3SG stem + t Jij droomt/hij, zij, het droomt 

1-3PL stem + en Wij, jullie, zij dromen 

 
 

                                                
3 As is the case in many other languages, there is a distinction in Dutch between lexical verbs, 
modal verbs, copulas, and auxiliaries. The inflection of lexical verbs in present tense contains 
three distinct inflectional morphemes unless the stem ends with –t, in verbs such as zitten ‘sit’ or 
eten ‘eat’. The paradigm of modals, copulas and auxiliaries differ from that of lexical verbs. For 
example, these paradigms include irregular forms and suppletive forms. 
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Note that Dutch has been analyzed as having a SOV/V2 typology (Koster, 
1975). This implies that, in Dutch declarative main clauses, the finite verb 
moves to second position, where it precedes the object, negation, particles etc. 
In contrast, the finite verb in subordinate clauses, and the infinitive remain in 
final position. I will not go into the rules of verb placement in detail, as they are 
not relevant for the background of this thesis (for the standard analysis of 
Dutch, refer to Koster, 1975 and to Den Besten, 1983). It is sufficient to know 
that Verb Second is restricted to finite verbs in root sentences and that the non-
finite verbs (i.e. the infinitive, the perfective/passive participle and the present 
participle) occupy a position at the right-hand side of the verb’s object (if there 
is one). The infinitival verb is morphologically similar to finite plural verbs in 
the present tense and is marked with the suffix –en. Example (1) gives a 
declarative sentence with a finite main verb, whereas (2) illustrates a declarative 
sentence with a finite modal auxiliary and an infinitival verb. 
 
(1) wij lop -en  langs  de rivier 
 we walk -FIN   along the river 
 ‘we walk along the river’ 
 
(2) wij kunnen   langs  de rivier  lop -en 
 we can -FIN   along the river   walk -INF 
 ‘we can walk along the river’ 

 
ADJECTIVAL INFLECTION 
 
With respect to adjectival inflection, Dutch makes a syntactic distinction 
between attributive (prenominal) and non-attributive adjectives (for a detailed 
overview of a Dutch adjectival system, see Broekhuis, 1999). Non-attributive 
adjectives have no overt suffix, as illustrated in (3). The example in (4) shows 
that, in attributive position, the adjective is inflected with a –e suffix.  

 
(3) de rivier  is  lang/*lange 
 the river  is long  
 ‘the river is long’ 
 
(4) een *lang/lange rivier 
  a  long   river 
 ‘a long river’ 
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In contrast to non-attributive adjectives, Dutch attributive adjectives are overtly 
inflected. The rule is: Always add –e to an attributive except if the noun is 
singular and has neuter gender and the determiner is indefinite. Absence of –e is 
a special case, in which a bare adjective must be used.4. Table 3.2 gives a 
description of feature contrasts and morphological contrasts in the attributive 
adjectival inflection system in Dutch. In the first column, I list the bundles of 
features that are encoded. The second column gives the corresponding 
morphological form (i.e. the suffix) of the adjective, followed by an example in 
the third column. 

 
 

Table 3.2: Contrasts in attributive adjectival inflection in Dutch 
 
 

Context Suffix Example 

DEF, NEUT, SG -e Het mooie huis  ‘The nice house’ 

INDEF, NEUT, SG -ø Een mooi huis  ‘A nice house’ 

DEF, COM, SG -e De mooie auto  ‘The nice car’ 

INDEF, COM, SG -e Een mooie auto  ‘A nice car’ 

DEF, NEUT, PL -e De mooie huizen  ‘The nice houses’ 

INDEF, NEUT, PL -e Mooie huizen   ‘Nice houses’ 

DEF, COM, PL -e De mooie auto’s  ‘The nice cars’ 

INDEF, COM, PL -e Mooie auto’s   ‘Nice cars’ 

 
 
Note that a noun’s grammatical gender has effect on the spell-out of adjectival 
inflection in [INDEF; NEUT; SG] and [INDEF; COM; SG]. This implies that a 

                                                
4 In Dutch, there exist other attributive adjectival contexts, in which the –e suffix does not appear. 
For example een groot zanger ‘a great singer’. For detailed description of conditions underlying these 
specific contexts I refer again to Broekhuis (1999). 
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learner has to acquire a noun’s grammatical gender in order to realize the correct 
agreement in the adjectival inflection. Accordingly, it is necessary to expand 
upon the relevant properties of the Dutch gender system. 
 Dutch has a two-way gender system that distinguishes between neuter and 
common nouns. Dutch nouns are thus divided into two groups on the basis of 
the definite determiner they select in the singular. Nouns that take the singular 
definite determiner de, as in (5), are called de-words and are referred to as having 
common gender. Nouns that take the singular definite determiner het as in (6) 
are called het-words and have neuter gender. 
 
(5) a. de boom  ‘the tree’ 
  b. de rivier  ‘the river’ 
 
(6) a. het hart  ‘the heart’ 
   b. het paard  ‘the horse’ 
 
In indefinite and in plural contexts, the grammatical gender in determiners is 
neutralized, as in (7) and (8) respectively. Note that the definite determiner in 
the plural is the same as the definite determiner for the common nouns, namely 
de (for more details about neutralization of Dutch grammatical gender in specific 
contexts, refer to Don and Blom, 2006). 
 
(7)  een paard/een boom 
  a horse [NEUT]/a tree [COM]  
   
(8)  de paarden/de bomen 

the horses [NEUT]/the trees [COM]   
   

As illustrated in Table 3.3, the –e suffix of the attributive adjective is obligatorily 
present when it is used with with nouns from the de-group (the common gender 
nouns). However, in the case of the het-group, nouns (the neuter gender nouns), 
the –e suffix is absent in indefinite singular NP’s. In the remaining cases within 
the het-group, the –e suffix is obligatorily present. 
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Table 3.3: The role of grammatical gender in Dutch attributive 
adjectival inflection 

 
 

 SG PL 

 de-nouns het-nouns de-nouns het-nouns 

DEF de  het  de  de  

 oude/*oud boom oude/*oud paard oude/*oud bomen oude/*oud paarden 

 ‘the old tree’ ‘the old horse’ ‘the old trees’ ‘the old horses’ 

INDEF een  een      

 oude/*oud boom *oude/oud paard oude/*oud bomen oude/*oud paarden 

 ‘an old tree’ ‘an old horse’ ‘old trees’ ‘old horses’ 

 
 
The gender of Dutch root nouns is, in most cases, unpredictable (Haeseryn, 
Romijn, Geerts, de Rooij and van den Toorn, 1997). That is, apart from a few 
semantic classes such as, names of flowers, trees, seasons (which all have 
common gender) and metals, languages, sports (which all have neuter gender), 
one cannot predict gender on the basis of the noun’s meaning. There also exist 
no phonological gender categories for root nouns in Dutch (but see Trommelen 
and Zonneveld, 1986; Van Beurden and Nijen - Twilhaar, 1990). Derivational 
affixes, however, do lead to predictable gender: Nominalizations with the suffix 
–heid  (de onwetendheid ‘the ignorance’), –ing (de herhaling ‘the repetition’), –teit (de 
identiteit ‘the identity’), for example, fall in the class of common gender nouns, 
and nominalizations with the prefixes ge– of ver– are included in the class of 
neuter gender nouns (het gedachte ‘the thought’, het verdriet ‘the sadness’). 
Diminutive nouns are uniformly neuter gender, even if the non-diminutive root 
noun is common gender. The diminutive form is exemplified in (9). 
 
(9) a. het boompje  ‘the little tree’    

b. het paardje  ‘the little horse’  
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 Based on the observation that, in Dutch, a noun’s grammatical gender is 
essentially arbitrary (Deutsch and Wijnen, 1985; Haeseryn et al., 1997; Van 
Berkum, 1996), we can assume that grammatical gender is a lexically-specified 
property of nouns. This means that gender is part of a noun’s lexical entry as 
opposed to being computed online (Harris, 1991; Kester, 1996; Vigliocco and 
Zilli, 1999; Vosse and Kempen, 2000). 
 To this point, I have provided a description of the Dutch inflection system 
as it appears in any Standard Dutch grammar (e.g. Haeseryn et al., 1997; 
Broekhuis, 1999 for adjectival inflection). The view which I will investigate here 
- that acquisition of inflection is a mapping process between morphological 
forms and underlying morphosyntactic features - requires that I specify the 
form-feature correspondence. This is necessary in order to formulate 
predictions about acquisition of Dutch inflection based on various salience 
factors. 
 The scheme in (10) presents a slightly adapted version of the form-feature 
specification in Dutch verbal and adjectival inflection proposed by Blom, 
Polišenská and Weerman (2006). The issue about whether or not negative 
features are, in fact, unspecified and should or should not be reformulated or 
left out is not relevant for the purposes of this thesis. Note that the suffixes 
(left-hand side of the arrow) in (10) are given in their orthographic form. In 
Standard Dutch, the /en/ form in the verbal paradigm can either be 
pronounced as [∂n] or simply as [∂]. 
 
(10) a. Form-feature specification for verbs 
   
 /t/  ↔  [+FIN; -SP; -PL] 
 /en/  ↔  [+FIN; +PL]    

/ø/  ↔  [+FIN]     
/en/  ↔  [-FIN] 
 

 b. Form-feature specification for adjectives 
 

 /ø/  ↔  [+ATTR; -DEF; +NEUT; -PL] 
 /e/  ↔  [+ATTR] 
 /ø/  ↔  [-ATTR] 
 
Blom et al.’s form-feature specification in (10) is based on the assumptions of 
Distributed Morphology (henceforth: DM) (Halle and Marantz, 1993). DM is 
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often referred to as ‘late insertion theory’. This means that, in DM, syntactic 
categories are viewed as purely abstract, having no phonological content. Only 
after syntax, is the lexicon searched for a phonological form that matches the 
feature(s), after which it is inserted in a process called Spell-out. The insertion of 
affixes is viewed as a competition, in which the most specified affix, i.e. the affix 
with most morphosyntactic features, wins out, provided that its features are 
compatible with the morphosyntactic environment. If, for whatever reason, the 
most specific affix cannot be inserted, the next specific affix comes into play 
and so on, until the last affix, often referred to as ‘the default’ will be inserted. 
This operating principle is a result of the interplay between the Subset Principle 
which says that “the features of the inserted vocabulary item must be equal to or 
a subset of the features in the syntactic slot” (Halle, 1997) and the Elsewhere 
Principle (Kiparsky, 1973, 1982), which blocks selection of an underspecified 
morphological form and gives precedence to a more specific rule over a more 
general one. 
 When applied to (10), the interaction of the Subset Principle and the 
Elsewhere Principle prevents insertion of the –ø suffix if the subject is a non-
speaker, or insertion of the –e suffix, if the noun is singular and neuter and the 
determiner indefinite. Conversely, the –ø suffix will appear if the subject is 1st 
person singular, whereas the –e suffix will be inserted in any attributive contexts 
but the one for the combination: indefinite, neuter and singular. 

Note that both the adjectival paradigm and the verbal paradigm in (10) are 
considered to have a form that is less specific, or, a default (in terms of DM: a 
form that is underspecified) with respect to one or more other forms. In the 
Dutch attributive adjectival paradigm, this is the adjective with the –e suffix, 
which is considered to be more general than the –ø suffix, that only appears only 
in very specific circumstances. Although the way this is formulated in (10b) is 
framework-specific, the idea behind this claim is uncontroversial (Broekhuis 
1999).  
 The form-feature specification in (10) is dependent on assumptions which 
are based on generalizations about the Dutch system. The first assumption is 
that the homophony of the –ø suffix in attributive and non-attributive position 
in Dutch is coincidental. This view is, in fact, defended by any standard 
grammar of Dutch (see for instance Broekhuis 1999). In (10b), it is expressed by 
the fact that the homonymous –ø suffixes have a distinct feature representation. 
 Similar to adjectival inflection, the standard assumption is that the 
homophony of the –en suffix in finite and non-finite position is accidental, 
which, in (10b), is expressed by a distinct feature representation (Haeseryn et al., 
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1997). It should be pointed out, however, that this claim is not accepted by all. 
In line with the standard assumption, Aalberse (2009) argues that the non-finite 
–en and the finite –en have distinct feature representations. In support of this 
position, Aalberse presents evidence from Dutch dialects where the finite plural 
form differs from the non-finite form. An alternative view avoids the 
homophony of the –en suffix by assuming that there is only one form-feature 
specification with respect to the –en suffix, namely that the –en suffix is 
considered underspecified (Wexler, Schaeffer and Bol, 2004; Bennis and 
MacLean, 2006).  

Since, cross-linguistically, the plural (and not the singular) tends to be the 
marked form (Harley and Ritter, 2002), it is no surprise that, within the verbal 
paradigm in (10a), the plural is more specified than the singular. This makes 
sense from a cognitive perspective, but is also visible in the morphology: Very 
often, singular versus plural runs parallel to absence or presence of an affix. In 
Dutch verbal inflection, this can be observed in the past tense, where the suffix 
–en follows the past tense marking in the plural, whereas there is only past tense 
marking in the singular. 

It is less obvious that, from the two remaining finite verb forms, the –ø 
suffix is considered less specified. A feature system in which the suffix –t comes 
out as a less specified form, can easily be imagined (see Koeneman, 2000). The 
reason why the –ø suffix in (10a) is considered unspecified is that the –ø suffix is 
inserted in special position in the target system, even if the subject is not 1st 
person. This holds for the inversion context in 2nd person singular, as illustrated 
in (11), which can be easily be accounted for on the assumption that the –ø 
suffix is the one less specified (the default) (Ackema and Neelenman, 2003).  
 
(11)  Daar zie –ø je Barbora. 
  There see – 2SG-INV you Barbora. 
  ‘There you see Barbora.’ 
 
The goal of this section was to provide a description of the form-feature 
specification and to motivate how it was established. Whereas the description of 
the adjectival paradigm is uncontroversial, the assumptions about the verbal 
paradigm are a matter of an ongoing debate. In this respect, two particular 
issues are unclear: (1) the feature representation of –en; and (2) the default form 
within the finite paradigm. As explained earlier within the framework of DM, 
the Subset principle and the Elsewhere principle pose immediate restrictions on 
the acquisition of inflection. They predict that children might use underspecified 
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forms in an inappropriate context if they lack the more specific ones. Under the 
assumption that such principles are innate, I conclude that they are operative 
from early on. The crucial implication is that, when the same morpheme is 
incorrectly used in various slots of the paradigm, it is assumed that this 
morpheme is underspecified for certain features. As soon as specified 
alternatives are acquired, no substitution errors should be found in children’s 
output. It is here, I believe, that the findings obtained in the present study can 
contribute to the discussion regarding the form-feature specification of Dutch 
verbal paradigm: If I find that children overuse the –en suffix in the singular, I 
can conclude that –en is the underspecified form and that there is no need to 
assume that there is homophony with two separate feature representations. 
Similarly, overuse of either the –t or the –ø suffix could be an indication of 
which suffix is underspecified and hence, used as a default. 
 
3.2          Method for determining salience 
 
In the final section of Chapter 2, I argued that an accumulation of factors, rather 
than a single factor, is likely to influence the salience of a morpheme. In line 
with this claim, this section presents a procedure that attempts to measure the 
cumulative effects of salience factors within and between paradigms. To my 
knowledge, so far, the only proposal for calculating cumulative effects comes 
from Goldschneider and DeKeyser (2005). As is the case in the present study, 
Goldscheider and DeKeyser investigated whether a combination of several 
factors can account for variation in acquisition order. However, whereas the 
present study focuses on the role of salience in form-feature correspondence in 
inflectional Dutch paradigms, Goldschneider and DeKeyser looked at common 
English morphemes. Based on available data from existing studies, 
Goldschneider and DeKeyser analyzed a wide variety of morphemes: bound 
morphemes such as present progressive –ing, past tense –ed, 3rd person singular 
–s, possessive –s, as well as free morphemes such as definite and indefinite 
articles. Given that the differences in the choice of the specific subset of 
morphemes lead to different sets of features, I simply cannot apply 
Goldschneider and DeKeyser’s method to examine the complex issue of the 
role of salience in children’s acquisition of (agreement) inflection. 
 The method which I will adhere to is based on the assumption that all 
salience factors have equal weight. This implies that, during acquisition, children 
do not consider some salience factors more relevant than others. Instead, they 
rely on all factors and use them equally as cues to learn inflection. Based on this 
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assumption, the analysis proceeds in two steps: First, following the predictions 
presented in Chapter 2, and repeated in (12) – (16), I rank the form-feature pairs 
in (10a) and (10b) from the most salient to the least salient.  
 
(12) Phonological salience: Phonologically salient morphemes will be acquired 

earlier than less phonologically salient morphemes: It is expected that 
children acquire morphemes that contain full vowels prior to morphemes 
that contain reduced vowels. The acquisition of morphemes containing no 
vowel is expected to follow the acquisition of morphemes containing a full 
or reduced vowel. Zero morphemes are expected to be acquired last. 

 
(13) Positional salience: Morphemes placed in the final position of an utterance 

(sentence level) or of an extracted speech unit (word level) should be 
acquired earlier than morphemes placed in the front or middle-position. 
 

(14) Feature salience: Morphosyntactic features that correspond to natural classes 
with direct referents in the world are considered conceptually salient and, 
hence, expected to be expressed earlier than morphosyntactic features 
without these properties. 

 
(15) Feature complexity: An inflectional morpheme is considered salient when it 

encodes fewer morphosyntactic features: The fewer features a morpheme 
encodes, the sooner it should be acquired. 
 

(16) Input frequency: The higher the frequency of a given inflectional morpheme 
in the child’s input the earlier its acquisition. 

 
The ranking proceeds top-down, which means that the most salient form-
feature pair occupies the highest place in the hierarchy and thus, receives the 
highest possible score. The form-feature pair which is placed at a lower position 
will receive a score that is one point lower. This procedure continues until the 
lowest possible score is given. Sometimes form-feature pairs will be equally 
salient with respect to a certain factor. For example, if all morphemes in a 
paradigm contain an open vowel, I will assume that they have the same level of 
phonological salience. In these cases, the form-feature pairs are ranked at the 
same level in the hierarchy and will receive the same score.  

The range of the scales depends on how many form-feature pairs a 
paradigm contains. For example, the verbal paradigm in (10a) contains four 
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pairs whereas the adjectival paradigm in (10b) contains three pairs. Hence, in the 
verbal paradigm, ‘4’ will be assigned to the most salient pairs, whereas ‘3’ will be 
assigned to the most salient pairs in the adjectival paradigm. By ranking the 
form-feature pairs according to their salience, each form-feature pair receives 
five scores (i.e. one from each factor). For between-paradigm comparisons, the 
same procedure is applied to complete paradigms. 

Given that my goal is to assess the cumulative effects of salience factors in 
(12) – (16), the next step is to add up the five ranks from the first part of the 
analysis in order to obtain a final score for specific form-feature pairs or 
paradigms. The idea behind this procedure is that a form-feature pair or a 
paradigm with the highest score is considered the most salient and hence, 
expected to be acquired first. In contrast, I predict that the form-feature pair or 
paradigm with the lowest score will be acquired last.  

My method represents one possible way to analyze the cumulative effects 
of various salience factors. In the following, I will discuss what my method can 
show, and which aspects should be taken with caution. One critical assumption 
that I make is that all salience factors have equal weight. This assumption is not 
problematic when ranking across salience factors is consistently high or 
consistently low. For example, a form-feature pair A, which scores highly on 
multiple factors is assumed to hold a high position in the hierarchy, and is 
expected to be acquired early. In contrast, the acquisition of form-feature pair B, 
with consistently low ranks across factors is expected to emerge later. The 
consistencies of high or low salience predict robust patterns in the acquisition of 
inflection. This means that a form-feature pair with a high salience should be 
acquired considerably earlier than a form-feature pair with a low salience. 

But what if form-feature pairs are ranked inconsistently across various 
factors? Let us assume that a form-feature pair C is ranked high on phonological 
salience and input frequency, but low on positional salience and neither high nor 
low on feature salience and feature complexity. Let us further assume that form-
feature pair D is ranked high on positional salience and feature salience, but low 
on phonological salience and neither high nor low on input frequency and 
feature complexity. After the ranking scores have been summed, the level of 
salience for C and D turns out to be the equal. In this case, the method predicts 
that C and D will be acquired around the same time. It should be noted that, in 
this respect, my method is explorative. Therefore, if the predictions are not 
borne out, one should not assume that salience does not play a role in 
acquisition of inflection. Instead, it will be necessary to reconsider the initial 
assumption. It could be, for example that some factors actually have more 
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weight than others.  If the observations are not compatible with my predictions, 
I will evaluate the predictions within individual factors. Emergent patterns 
should give me an idea about the true weight of factors, which can be tested in 
further empirical studies. For example, it turns out that although I predicted that 
there would be no variation with respect to C and D, I might observe that 
children are significantly more accurate producing D than producing C. By 
evaluating the predictions within factors, I may find that my observations are 
compatible with prediction within, for instance, feature salience and/or input 
frequency suggesting that these factors have more weight than phonological 
salience, feature complexity and positional salience. 
 In the three sections that follow, I will apply the described method in order 
to obtain information about salience level within and across Dutch paradigms. 
Sections 3.3 and 3.4 focus on verbal and adjectival inflection, respectively. 
Section 3.5 presents the cross-paradigmatic comparison. 

 
3.3         Salience in verbal inflection 
 
The goal of this section is to determine the level of salience for the form-feature 
pairs presented in (10a), repeated here in (17).  
 
(17)  Form-feature pairs for verbs 
 

 /t/   ↔  [+FIN; -SP; -PL] 
  /en/   ↔  [+FIN; +PL] 
  /ø/   ↔  [+FIN] 
  /en/   ↔  [-FIN] 

 
3.3.1  Salience within factors 
 
Phonological salience  
Recall from Table 3.1 that the Dutch verbal paradigm contains three 
phonologically distinct suffixes: the reduced vowel suffix –en, the consonant 
suffix –t and the –ø suffix. The scale presented in Chapter 2 (repeated in [18]) 
determines the acquisition order of phonological properties of inflectional 
morphemes: Morphemes containing full vowels are, phonologically, easiest, 
while zero morphemes are most difficult to learn. 
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(18)  full vowel > reduced vowel > no vowel > zero morpheme 
 
Based on the scale in (18), the Dutch verbal suffixes can be ranked in the 
following way: The –en suffix containing a reduced vowel is phonologically 
more salient than the –t suffix containing no vowel. The –ø suffix is non-salient. 
The hierarchy is schematized in (19).  
 
(19)  –en [-FIN] = –en [+FIN; +PL] > –t [+FIN; -SP; -PL] > –ø [+FIN] 
   
Note that both the homonymous non-finite –en and finite –en occupy the 
highest position in the hierarchy. This is because phonological salience does not 
make feature distinction because it only provides cues about the language’s 
surface structure.  
 
Positional salience  
The Dutch verbal morphemes are all final affixes. Given that affixes placed in 
the final position of an extracted speech unit are more salient than affixes placed 
in the front or middle position, positional salience does not predict salience 
differences in Dutch verbal suffixes. However, positional salience also predicts 
that elements which are placed in the final position of an utterance will be 
acquired earlier than elements placed in any other position. The hierarchy in (20) 
schematizes this ranking: Non-finite –en occupies the highest position in the 
hierarchy because it occurs in sentence-final position. The finite morphemes are 
all ranked on the same level because they are equal in terms of positional 
salience: They are all suffixes that occur in the second position in the main 
clauses.5 
 
(20)  –en [-FIN] > –t [+FIN; -SP; -PL] = –ø [+FIN] = –en [+FIN; +PL] 

 
Feature salience 
In line with the conceptual hierarchy for acquisition of morphosyntactic features 
proposed by Harley and Ritter (2002) (and summarized in Chapter 2, Section 
2.3), I derive the following predictions: (i) morphemes that mark [-PLURAL] 
precede morphemes that mark [+PLURAL], (ii) morphemes associated with 
[±SPEAKER; -ADDRESSEE] precede morphemes that mark [+ADDRESSEE]. 
                                                
5 Although finite verbs do occur in final position in subordinate clauses (Section 3.1) their 
predominant occurrence in the second (or fronted) position as opposed to non-finite verbs is 
indisputable. 
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Following these predictions Dutch children are expected to start out with forms 
which are associated with the feature contrast [±SPEAKER] and the feature [-
PLURAL]. More specifically, feature salience predicts that Dutch children start 
out with either the –t suffix or with the –ø suffix. The finite –en is expected to 
emerge later in the development. Note that Harley and Ritter’s hierarchy does 
not address the finiteness feature. Nevertheless, it is plausible to assume that the 
–en [-FIN] is conceptually unmarked for finiteness. Under this assumption, the 
non-finite –en is considered more salient than the finite forms. The schema in 
(21) presents the hierarchy based on feature salience: Non-finite –en is ranked 
the highest. Within the set of finite form-feature pairs, the –ø [+FIN] and –t 
[+FIN; -SP; -PL] have the same level of salience. The suffix –en [+FIN; +PL] 
occupies the lowest position.  
 
(21)  –en [-FIN] > –ø [+FIN] = –t [+FIN; -SP; -PL] = > –en [+FIN; +PL] 
   
Feature complexity  
According to (17), the Dutch verbal paradigm belongs to the fusional type, since 
some morphemes are associated with a bundle of features. Recall from Chapter 
2, that, within a fusional paradigm, children need not immediately identify the 
‘correct’ features and/or feature combinations. Based on morphological 
contrasts provided in the input, children will continue adding features until the 
number of features and their combinations are in accordance with the adult 
system. Feature complexity assumes that, within a morphological set (such as in 
[17]), children’s attention will first be drawn to morphemes which correspond to 
a single feature. Dutch children will thus, start expressing the contrast between 
[-FINITE] and [+FINITE] morphemes. For a set of morphemes which share the 
same feature, i.e. [+FINITE], feature complexity implies that the form which 
encodes the fewest features is the most salient. This predicts that the –ø suffix 
associated with one single feature is the most salient, followed by the –en suffix 
associated with a bundle of two features. The –t suffix is considered the least 
salient since it encodes a combination of three features. The ranking based on 
feature complexity is schematized in (22): 
 
(22)   –en [-FIN] = –ø [+FIN] > –en [+FIN; +PL] > –t [+FIN; -SP; -PL] 
 
Input frequency  
Studies that investigated input frequency of Dutch inflectional forms focused 
predominantly on the non-finite/finite distinction (Klein, 1974; Wijnen et al., 
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2001). The observations made in these studies show that non-finite verbs were 
more frequent than finite verbs with respect to type counts but more or less 
equal with respect to token counts. To date, there has been little research on 
input frequencies in finite verbs. Blom (p.c.) carried out a pilot study, in which 
she analyzed parental input to two Dutch children from the Groningen corpus 
(Bol, 1996) available via CHILDES (MacWhinney, 2000). Blom found that, 
within the paradigm for the regular lexical verbs, the –t morpheme representing 
2SG and 3SG occurred far more often than the other finite morphemes with 
respect to both token and type counts. Blom’s finding is consistent with the 
input study on Puerto-Rican Spanish, which also reported 3SG as the most 
frequent form (Bybee and Brewer, 1980). With regard to the other morphemes, 
the pattern is less clear. On the one hand, the token counts indicated that the –
en was more frequent than the –ø. However, on the other hand, the type counts 
were more or less equal. Given that type frequencies are likely to be more 
relevant with respect to the productive use of inflection (Clark, 1993), I will 
consider the non-finite –en to be more salient than finite morphemes and the 
finite –en and the –ø to have equal salience. In (23), I schematize the hierarchical 
organization based on the available input frequency data. 
 
(23)  –en [-FIN] > –t [+FIN; -SP; -PL] > –en [+FIN; +PL] = –ø [+FIN] 
 
3.3.2   Salience across factors   
 
In the previous section, I ranked the form-feature pairs from the most salient to 
the least salient within each factor. Following the method described in 3.2, I will 
now transform the rankings into scores in order to determine salience across 
factors. Given that Dutch verbal inflection contains four form-feature pairs, the 
highest score which can be assigned, is ‘4’. Four represents the most salient pair, 
which occupies the highest position in the hierarchy within a specific factor. 
Table 3.4 provides an overview of the form-feature pairs and the scores that 
they received for each salience factor. The last column lists the sums yielded by 
the five factors. 
 
 

 
 
 
 



  Salience of Dutch inflection  
 

  
59 

Table 3.4: Overview of scores assigned within each salience factor in 
Dutch verbal inflection. 

 
 

Form – Feature 
pair 

Phono-
logical 

salience 

Posi-
tional 

salience 

Feature 
salience 

Feature 
complexity 

Input 
frequency 

SUM 

-t [+FIN;-PL;-SP] 3 3 3 2 3 14 

-en [+FIN;+PL] 4 3 2 3 2 14 

-ø [+FIN] 2 3 3 4 2 14 

-en [-FIN] 4 4 4 4 4 20 

 
 
Crucially, the sums in the last column of Table 3.4 indicate the levels of salience 
in Dutch verbal inflection. According to my analysis, the most salient form-
feature pair is –en [-FIN], since it received the highest score. As can be inferred 
from Table 3.4 –en [-FIN] was ranked the highest within each salience factor, 
which, not surprisingly, leads to its high overall salience. Interestingly, the form-
feature pairs corresponding to finite inflection all received the same score. 
According to the procedure, the Dutch finite morphemes are all equally salient 
and are thus, expected to be acquired around the same time. Given the results in 
Table 3.4 I predict that in Dutch verbal inflection, the non-finite –en is acquired 
first, followed by the set of finite morphemes. 
 
3.4  Salience in adjectival inflection 
 
The aim of this section is to determine the level of salience for the form-feature 
pairs in the adjectival paradigm presented in (10b), repeated here in (24). 
 
(24)  Form-feature pairs for adjectives 
 
  /ø/  ↔  [+ATTR; -DEF; +NEUT; -PL] 
  /e/  ↔  [+ATTR] 
  /ø/  ↔  [-ATTR] 
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3.4.1  Salience within factors 
 
Phonological salience 
The Dutch adjectival paradigm contains two phonologically distinct suffixes: 
The reduced vowel suffix –e and the –ø suffix. According to the phonological 
salience scale presented in 2.1, and repeated in (25), the –e suffix containing a 
reduced vowel is expected to be in place earlier than the –ø suffix. 
 
(25)   full vowel > reduced vowel > no vowel > zero morpheme 
 
The scheme in (26) presents the ranking of the form-feature pairs on the basis 
of the scale in (25). The –e suffix is ranked the highest, followed by the –ø suffix. 
With regard to phonological salience, the feature distinction between the non-
attributive –ø and the attributive –ø is irrelevant because the cues provided by 
phonological salience are limited to spell-out. 
 
(26)  –e [+ATTR] > –ø [-ATTR] = –ø [+ATTR; -DEF; +NEUT; -PL] 
 
Positional salience 
The Dutch adjectival morphemes are final affixes. Given the assumption that 
affixes placed in the final position of an extracted speech unit should be 
acquired earlier than affixes placed in the front or in the middle position, I do 
not expect differences in acquisition of Dutch adjectival morphemes. However, 
positional salience also predicts that elements placed in the sentence final 
position are more salient than elements placed in any other position. In line with 
this prediction, the non-attributive –ø suffix is ranked the highest, as it never 
precedes the head noun and occurs frequently in final position. The attributive 
morphemes have the same level of positional salience: They are both suffixes 
and they both appear in the middle of an utterance. The scheme in (27) gives 
the ranking based on positional salience. 
 
(27)  –ø [-ATTR] > –e [+ATTR] = –ø [+ATTR; -DEF; +NEUT; -PL]  
 
Feature salience 
In Section 3.1, I mentioned that grammatical gender plays a fundamental role in 
the acquisition of Dutch adjectival paradigm. According to feature salience, 
discussed in 2.3, grammatical GENDER is a low-salient feature and, hence, more 
likely than other features, such as NUMBER to be absent from children’s early 
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paradigms. With respect to the non-attributive/attributive contrast, I will not 
assume a relative ordering, since there is no reason to assume that the feature [-
ATTR] is ordered above [+ATTR], or vice versa. Feature salience suggests the 
ranking of adjectival inflection as indicated in (28). 
 
(28)  –ø [-ATTR] = –e [+ATTR] > –ø [+ATTR; -DEF; +NEUT; -PL] 
 
Feature complexity 
The form-feature analysis in (24) shows that the Dutch adjectival paradigm has 
fusional properties: The attributive –ø morpheme must be mapped to a 
combination of four features [+ATTR; -PL; -DEF; +NEUT]. Earlier, I explained 
the principles of feature complexity and how they relate to fusional paradigms. 
Under the assumption that children start with the most distinct form-feature 
contrast, I assume that the morphosyntactic distinction between the [-ATTR] –ø 
suffix and the [+ATTR] –e suffix is the most salient for Dutch children. Within 
the set of morphemes with the shared feature [+ATTR] the –e suffix is more 
salient that the –ø suffix, which is associated with a bundle of four features. The 
ranking based on principles of feature complexity is given in (29): 
 
(29)  –ø [-ATTR] = –e [+ATTR] > –ø [+ATTR; -DEF; +NEUT; -PL] 
 
Input frequency 
Blom, Polišenská and Puccini (submitted) analyzed input frequencies based on 
data from the Groningen corpus (Bol, 1996), which is available via CHILDES 
(MacWhinney, 2000). Their data consists of 49 transcribed sessions from six 
Dutch children. Based on the assumption that Dutch children make a 
morphosyntactic distinction between non-attributive and attributive position, 
Blom et al. found that, based on both type and token frequency counts, non-
attributive –ø significantly outnumbers the attributive –ø and the attributive –e. 
When the input frequency focused on adjectives in attributive position, the type 
counts revealed that Dutch children hear a greater variety of adjectives with the 
–e morpheme than adjectives ending with the –ø suffix. In contrast, the token 
counts did not significantly differ for the attributive adjectives. The scheme in 
(30) presents the ranking of salience for input frequency. This ranking works 
under the assumption that type frequency is more relevant than token frequency 
for children’s learning of inflection (Clark, 1993). 
 
(30)  –ø [-ATTR] > –e [+ATTR] > –ø [+ATTR; -DEF; +NEUT; -PL] 
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3.4.2  Salience across factors 
 
I analyzed the level of salience by ranking the form-feature pairs in (24) from 
most salient to least salient within each salience factor. In order to determine 
salience across factors, it is first necessary to transform the ranks into scores, as 
described in 3.2. Given that adjectival inflection consists of three form-feature 
pairs, the highest score, which can be assigned within a factor is ‘3’. A ‘3’ 
represents the most salient pair, which occupies the highest position in the 
hierarchy within a specific factor. Table 3.5 gives an overview of the scores, 
which were assigned to each form-feature pair. In the last column the sums of 
the scores are listed. 
 
 

Table 3.5: Overview of scores assigned within each salience factor in 
Dutch adjectival inflection. 

 
 

Form – 
Feature pair 

Phono-
logical 

salience 

Posi-
tional 

salience 

Feature 
salience 

Feature 
complexity 

Input 
frequency 

SUM 

-ø [+ATTR; -DEF; 
+NEUT; -PL] 2 2 2 2 1 9 

-e [+ATTR] 3 2 3 3 2 13 

-ø [-ATTR] 2 3 3 3 3 14 

 
 

The summary in Table 3.5 suggests the following salience levels within the 
adjectival inflection: The non-attributive –ø comes out as the most salient suffix 
closely followed by the attributive –e. The attributive –ø is the least salient suffix. 
According to this ordering, I can formulate the following prediction about 
children’s acquisition of Dutch adjectival inflection: the non-attributive –ø is 
expected to be acquired first, followed by the attributive –e. Finally the 
attributive –ø is expected to be acquired relatively late.  
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3.5  Salience across paradigms 
 
A comparison between paradigms revealed that the verbal paradigm and 
adjectival paradigm are alike with respect to phonological and positional 
salience: None of the paradigms contain an open vowel morpheme, while both 
paradigms contain reduced vowel morphemes and zero morphemes. In 
addition, all inflectional morphemes are marked by suffixes and none of the 
suffixes are stressed. Finally, both paradigms have an inflectional form that 
occurs most often in utterance-final position: the non-finite –en morpheme in 
the verbal paradigm and the non-attributive –ø morpheme in the adjectival 
paradigm. 
 With respect to feature salience and feature complexity, however, the 
paradigms differ. It appears that [±NEUTER] makes the adjectival paradigm less 
salient than the verbal paradigm because the verbal paradigm contains features 
that refer directly to concepts in the world. Moreover, following the form-
feature specification in (10), the adjectival paradigm is more complex in that it 
can combine up to four features whereas the verbal paradigm combines a 
maximum of three features.6 
 With regard to input frequency, the difference between paradigms is not as 
straightforward. However, it is reasonable to assume that verbs occur more 
frequently than adjectives since they are usually obligatory in a sentence, 
whereas adjectives are not. Based on this assumption, one would argue that 
input frequency should have a more facilitating effect on the acquisition of 
verbal inflection than it would on the acquisition of adjectival inflection. 
 In conclusion, the comparison of paradigms shows that the verbal 
paradigm is more salient than the adjectival paradigm. In particular, feature 
salience and feature complexity contribute to a higher level of salience for the 
verbal paradigm. Based on the assumption that the verbal paradigm is more 
salient than the adjectival paradigm, I predict that it will be acquired earlier. 
 
 

                                                
6One could argue that adding a tense feature [±PAST] makes the verbal paradigm more complex. 
Consequently, this would result in an identical feature complexity between paradigms. In this 
respect it is important to realize that [±FIN] is a feature associated with tense. Alternatively, we 
could have posited the feature [±PAST] (e.g. Wexler et al., 2004) and left the non-finite form 
unspecified. This form-feature specification would not alter either the feature complexity within 
the verbal paradigm or the feature complexity across the verbal and the adjectival paradigm. Note 
that the latter specification may predict the occurrence of non-finite –en in finite position; this type 
of error hardly ever occurs, however (e.g. Jordens, 1990; Wijnen, 1995 a,b; Blom, 2008). 
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3.6  Empirical findings: Where are we now? 
 
In the previous sections, I formulated predictions about salience within and 
across paradigms. The aim of this section is to evaluate these predictions on the 
basis of established empirical findings. In doing so, I will offer an overview of 
which issues have already been addressed and which issues still need to be 
explored.  

 
3.6.1  Verbal inflection 
 
From the studies carried out by Van Ginneken (1917), Verhulst-Schlichting 
(1985), De Haan (1986), Jordens (1990), Bol (1995), Wijnen (1995 a, b), Blom 
(2003) we know that very young Dutch children (around 24 months) make very 
few errors with respect to the position of finite and nonfinite verbs. For 
example, they correctly place the non-finite verb in the final position (as in 
[31a]) and the finite verb in the second position in matrix sentences (as in [31b]) 
(examples are taken from Gillis, 2003). 
 
(31) a. kap aandoen       (Jolien, 1;8) 
  hood put on -INF 
  ‘put on a hood’  
 
 b. ik wil ook een trui aan      (Jolien, 2;2) 
  I want -FIN also a sweater on 
  ‘I also want a sweater on’ 
 
However, as Wijnen and Verrips (1998) and Blom (2003) point out, the term 
finite is somewhat misleading when discussing Dutch children’s early 
developmental stages of verbal inflection. Specifically, it is important to note 
that, at this stage, tense and agreement marking have not been fully mastered. 
Evidence in favor of this notion comes from a number of researchers who posit 
that agreement inflection develops gradually (e.g. De Haan, 1987; Jordens, 1990; 
Van Kampen, 1997; Wijnen, 1999, 2000; Blom, 2003). Studies conducted by 
Wijnen and Bol (1993) and Haegeman (1995) indicate that Dutch-learning 
children begin producing verbal inflection with non-finite forms and that finite 
forms emerge later. Similarly, Wijnen (2000) and Blom (2003) show that Dutch 
children go through three developmental stages: They start off with a stage, in 
which finiteness is omitted. Next, they enter a stage known as the lexical-finiteness-
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stage, and only later, do they arrive at the adult-like grammatical-finiteness stage. On 
the basis of these developmental stages, I will review the empirical findings 
about the development of Dutch verbal inflection. 

Between about 18 and 24 months, children start using two word 
utterances, which contain a single verb, as exemplified in (32).  Most of these 
verbs are lexical verbs (examples are taken from Schaerlaekens and Gillis, 1987). 

 
(32) a. kaate spele [kaarten spelen]     (Diederik, 2;1) 

cards play -INF  
‘play cards’ 
       

b. jas aandoen        (Katelijn, 2;1) 
 coat put on -INF  

  ‘put the coat on’ 
 

Although the first verbs in Dutch children’s output have two forms, the 
infinitive and the bare stem, there are indications that the infinitive occurs much 
more frequently and with more lexical variation (with many more verb types) 
than the bare stem (Gillis, 2003). The observation that Dutch children start out 
by producing infinitives and correctly place them in sentence-final position was 
first reported by Van Ginneken (1917) and has been confirmed in later studies 
by Verhulst-Schlichting (1985) De Haan, (1986), Jordens (1990), Bol (1995), 
Wijnen, 1995a, b, Gillis (2003) and Blom (2003) (see Wijnen and Verrips, 1998 
for more detailed overview of the literature). 

Early child verb productions can be analyzed as ‘root infinitives’, which 
are, in fact, non-finite verbs that appear in finite matrix clauses (see Blom, 2008 
for an overview of relevant literature). Children like Diederik, in example (32a), 
seem to opt for a root infinitive exactly where an adult would use a sentence 
containing finite verb (see examples in (33) for adult-like utterances). 
 
(33) a. ik wil met kaarten spelen 
  I want -FIN with cards play -INF  
  ‘I want to play with cards’ 
 
 b. ik speel met kaarten 

I play -FIN with cards 
‘I play with cards’ 
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The lack of any syntactic or morphological expression of finiteness in the root 
infinitive stage suggests that the feature [±FINITE] does not play a role in the 
children’s early grammar (Blom, 2008). According to Wijnen and Verrips (1998), 
Dutch children learn the base position of the verb before they learn anything 
else. Recall from Chapter 2, that Wijnen et al. (2001) show that positional 
salience, semantic salience and input frequency in the child’s input are all factors 
which play an important role in the early appearance of infinitives in child 
Dutch. Furthermore, Klein (1974) found that Dutch mothers display a 
preference for SOV word order in child-addressed speech using so called 
‘dummy auxiliaries’ in their speech.  

The lexical-finiteness stage consists of two sub-stages (Wijnen, 2000; 
Blom, 2008). In the first substage, the lexical-finiteness markers emerge. These are 
auxiliary-like forms, such as wil ‘want’, moet ‘have to’ or ga ‘go’, that denote tense 
and modality (De Haan, 1987). This developmental (sub)stage is characterized 
by the appearance of a significant increase in number of constructions with a 
single verb occurring in a left-peripheral, first or second position (Verhulst-
Schlichting, 1985; Bol and Kuiken, 1988; Bol, 1995). This type construction is 
illustrated in (34) (example is taken from Blom, 2003). 
 
(34)   wij moet ook         (Abel, 2;7) 

  we have to -FIN also 
 ‘we have to as well’ 
 

Note that in such utterances, the form of the finite verb usually corresponds 
with that of an adult finite equivalent. The modals, however, are still used 
without a non-finite verb.  

Another characteristic of the first lexical-finiteness sub-stage is that 
children seem to demonstrate positional preferences for specific types of verbs. 
This non-overlap between early finite verbs and infinitival verbs has been 
reported in early studies of Dutch verb acquisition and confirmed in subsequent 
studies (De Haan, 1987; Jordens, 1990; Wijnen and Elbers, 1998; Blom, 2003; 
Blom, 2008). The finite verbs are mostly modals, aspectual verbs and copulas, 
whereas the non-finite verbs are lexical verbs that typically express activities. 

In the second sub-stage, the lexical-finiteness markers are combined with an 
infinitive, which results in the appearance of periphrastic constructions such as 
that presented in (35) (personal diary data). 
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(35)  ik wil niet slapen       (Aron, 2;6) 
  I want -FIN not sleep -INF 
  ‘I don’t want to sleep’ 
 
This second sub-stage corresponds to the multi-word stage, during which, 
complex verb phrases (i.e. verb phrases including more than one verb element) 
emerge in the child’s output. Most Dutch-speaking children are producing 
complex verb phrases by the time they are two and a half years old. In these 
constructions, one verb, the auxiliary, has finite morphology, and occurs in first 
or second position and the other verb, with non-finite morphology, occurs in 
sentence-final position just like in the adult language. The sentence-final verb 
can be either an infinitive as in (36a) or a past participle as in (36b). Recall that 
Dutch children almost never err with respect to the relation of position and 
finite and nonfinite morphology (examples are taken from Gillis and 
Schaerlaekens, 2000). 
  
(36) a. ik doe ook praten       (Sarah, 2;5) 
  I do -FIN too talk -INF 
  ‘I talk too’ 
 
 b. ik heb die gevonden      (Niek  3;1) 

 I have -FIN that found -PAST PARTICIPLE] 
 ‘I have found that’ 

  
As already mentioned in Chapter 1 De Haan (1996) carried out a 

longitudinal study on the spontaneous speech of children acquiring Dutch 
where she focused on errors with finite verbal inflection in. De Haan followed 
four Dutch children (see Table 3.6) and observed that number agreement errors 
are first present around the age of 2;5, whereas person agreement errors emerge 
around 2;6.  
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Table 3.6: Finite verbal inflection: Data analyzed by De Haan (1996) 
 
 

 
Child* 

 
Age range 

Abel 1;10.30 – 3;04.01 

Daan 1;08.21 – 3;03.30 

Josse 2;00.21 – 3;04.17 

Matthijs 1;10.13 – 3;07.02 

 
 
*The analyzed data files are from the Groningen corpus (Bol, 1996), which is 
available via CHILDES (MacWhinney, 2000). De Haan (1996) did not make a 
file selection and examined the entire corpora of the children. 

 
De Haan observed that children’s performance worsens up until a certain age. 
De Haan’s conclusion is in line with Blom’s (2003) claim, which states that, 
between the age of 2;4 and 2;9, Dutch children start segmenting finite verb 
forms, which results in an increase of errors. According to Blom, the 
segmentation of finite verb forms indicates the onset of the acquisition of finite 
inflection. 

Observations made by Van Ginneken (1917), Tinbergen (1977), Extra 
(1977), and Jordens (1990) indicate that around three years, Dutch children 
begin producing stem + –t in combination with the pronoun ik ‘I’ (see [37]) 
(personal diary data) 

 
(37) a. ik zeurt niet        (Aron, 3;5) 
  I complain not 
  ‘I don’t complain’ 
 

b. kijk, ik maakt een huis       (Isabella, 3;6) 
look, I make a house 
‘look , I’m making a house’ 
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Based solely on these spontaneous child productions, however, it is not possible 
to distinguish whether children segment and analyze the –t as a separate suffix 
or whether they memorize it as a separate lexical form, i.e. zeurt, maakt. Errors 
with the irregular verb hebben ‘have’, however, suggest that children analyze the –
t as a separate suffix: Instead of the target-like forms ik heb ‘I have’ and hij heeft 
‘he has’, Dutch children occasionally produce the incorrect forms ik heef and hij 
heef (Van Ginneken, 1917; Tinbergen, 1919; De Houwer, 1990; Jordens, 1990; 
De Haan, 1996). Apparently, the form heef here is based on the 3rd person 
singular form heeft minus the final –t, which children have erroneously analyzed 
as a separate morpheme, which is the case for regular lexical verbs. Similarly, De 
Haan (1996) reports that children use the –t suffix with the modal verb kunnen 
‘can’, sometimes producing incorrect forms such as kant instead of kan. 
 Another non-adult like agreement pattern has been reported by Blom 
(2003). Blom found that before the age of three, Dutch children overuse the –ø 
suffix in various singular contexts. Examples of some of these productions are 
offered in (38) and are taken from Blom’s (2003) study. 
 
(38) a. jij bouw –ø trein       (Abel, 2;5) 
  you build train 
  ‘you make a train’ 
 
 b. Mirjam klim –ø berg op      (Matthijs, 2;10) 
  Mirjam climb mountain up 
  ‘Mirjam climbs up a mountain’ 
 

In Section 3.4.1, I predicted that Dutch children first acquire the non-finite 
–en morpheme, followed by the finite morphemes. According to the studies 
investigating Dutch verbal morphosyntax, this prediction is correct: There is 
well-documented evidence which demonstrates that the non-finite –en 
morpheme predominates in early child Dutch. During the two-word stage, 
Dutch children correctly distinguish between finite and non-finite verbs, 
suggesting that the early use of –en corresponds to the morphosyntactic feature 
[-FINITE]. 

With respect to the acquisition of finite morphemes, I predicted that there 
would be no variation in child Dutch, given that the finite morphemes are all 
equally salient. This means that I do not expect considerable differences in the 
order of acquisition of the finite morphemes. Evidence from spontaneous 
speech data suggests that children’s agreement errors appear around two and 
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half years (De Haan, 1996) and are usually due to the the incorrect use of stem + 
–t in combination with 1SG (Van Ginneken, 1917; Tinbergen, 1919; Extra, 
1977) as well as overuse of the –ø suffix in 2SG and 3SG (Blom, 2003; 2007). 

 However, based on the evidence that is available for the inflection of 
finite lexical verbs, it is still debatable whether or not Dutch children have 
acquired finite morphemes at the age of three. First of all, the existing data-
analyses collapsed various verb classes (i.e. lexical verbs, modals, copulas and 
auxiliaries). Given that each verb class has a specific paradigm, it is possible that 
the data is misrepresented. For example, when children erroneously produce the 
form hij kant ‘he can’, it may be the case that children do not make an agreement 
error but rather classify the modal verb kunnen ‘can’ as a lexical verb. As a 
consequence, they overuse inflectional rules from the lexical verb paradigm with 
modal verbs. Moreover, there is no evidence that children have acquired the full 
paradigm for lexical verbs by three years: before this age plural subjects and 2nd 
person singular subjects are rarely attested in Dutch children’s corpora (Wijnen 
and Verrips, 1998).  

 
3.6.2  Adjectival inflection 
 
Less research has been conducted on Dutch children’s adjectival inflection than 
on Dutch children’s acquisition of verbal inflection. Studies that are available 
report that children’s first adjectives appear between 1;0 and 1;6 as one-word 
sentences and are part of the child’s early lexicon (Schaerlaekens and Gillis, 
1987). In the first noun – adjective combinations from 1;6 to 2;6, adjectives are 
used as non-attributives with omission of the copula, as illustrated in (39) 
(example is taken from Schaerlaekens and Gillis, 1987). 
 
(39)  boeke nat  [broek is nat]     (Tim, 2;7) 
  pants wet  
  ‘pants are wet’  
  
Bol and Kuiken (1988) report that children’s first adjectives appear between 2;0 
and 2;6.  These early adjectives usually occur without a determiner, i.e. adjective + 
noun, and are used quite regularly. Examples of these early adjective productions 
are illustrated in (40) (personal diary data). 
 
(40) a. lekker koekje       (Aron, 2;6) 
  nice biscuit 
  ‘nice biscuit’ 
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 b. grote bal        (Alec, 2;5) 
 big ball 
 ‘big ball’ 

 
The more complex determiner + adjective + noun combinations appear towards 
children’s third birthday (Bol and Kuiken, 1988; Rozendaal, 2008). The 
adjectives in these combinations are inflected with the –e suffix as in (41), 
regardless of the conditions in the Determiner Phrase. It seems that children 
initially ignore the morphosyntactic features. This is evident in the indefinite 
condition where, in adult Dutch the –ø suffix is required. This is illustrated in 
(41a) and (41b) (personal diary data).  
 
(41) a. een blauwe stuk       (Isabella, 3;3) 
  a blue piece 
  ‘a blue piece’ 
 
 b. een kleine huisje       (Anna, 2;10) 
  a little house 
  ‘a little house’ 
 
 c. de grote vliegtuig       (Ties, 3;3) 
  the big plane 
  ‘the big plane’ 
 
 d. in kleine stukjes       (Aron, 3;5) 
  in small pieces 
  ‘in small pieces’ 
 
It should be pointed out, however, that, on the basis of these examples alone, it 
is impossible to determine whether children lack the knowledge of attributive –ø 
in determiner + adjective + noun combination or whether they chose an adjectival 
form that agrees with the grammatical gender (neuter or common) that they 
assign to the noun. Studies which focused on acquisition of grammatical gender 
in definite determiners report a delay in the acquisition of neuter gender, which 
children replace with common gender (Deutsch and Wijnen, 1985; Van der 
Velde, 2003). This is illustrated in (41c) where the boy, Ties, overuses the 
definite determiner de with the neuter noun vliegtuig ‘plane’. Given these 
observations, one could very well imagine that children assume that the nouns 
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they modify with the –e suffix have common gender and the nouns they modify 
with the –ø suffix have neuter gender, which would actually be in accordance 
with the inflectional rule.  
  Weerman, Bischop and Punt (2006) were the first to address this issue in 
an experimental pilot study. The study investigated five groups of monolingual 
Dutch children (N = 20) aged three to seven years. Weerman et al. used a series 
of elicitation tasks in order to gauge children’s knowledge of several 
constructions. Namely, the authors were interested in children’s knowledge of: 
the definite/indefinite contrast in their use of determiners; the morphosyntactic 
distinction between attributive and non-attributive adjectives; grammatical 
gender in definite determiners and; knowledge of attributive adjectival inflection 
in various contexts. The results showed that children in the youngest group used 
indefinite and definite determiners adequately and that they were able to make 
the morphosyntactic distinction between non-attributive adjectives and 
attributive adjectives: they placed the non-attributive adjective in their bare form 
in the final position of the clause as in (42a) and they placed the attributive 
adjectives (which they marked by the –e suffix) in front of the noun as in (42b) 
(examples are taken from Weerman et al., 2006).  
 
(42) a. Deze bloem is rood. 
  This flower is red -NON-ATTR 
  ‘This flower is red.’ 
 
 b. Ernie gaat naar de rode bloem. 
  Ernie goes to the red -ATTR flower 
  ‘Ernie goes to the red flower.’ 
 
The data obtained from Weerman et al.’s study were consistent with the 
observations made on the basis of children’s spontaneous speech. In particular, 
the study showed a general tendency for –e overuse in the attributive position. 
This tendency was strongest in the three-, four- and five-year-olds (up to 71% 
overuse in four-year-olds). The six-year-olds are reported to be nearly accurate 
in using the attributive adjectives, with only 4% overuse. In order to test 
whether or not the overuse of the –e morpheme was caused by the children 
incorrectly classifying neuter nouns as common, Weerman et al. tested the 
children’s choice of the definite determiner de versus het (for information about 
grammatical gender see Section 3.1). It is possible that children overuse the –e 
with attributive adjectives because it always occurs so frequently with common 
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gender nouns. That is, the children’s overuse of the –e might be, at least in part, 
due to the fact that they assume neuter nouns to be of common gender. This 
does not preclude the option that they also did not fully acquire the inflectional 
rule. However, a major drawback to Weerman et al.’s study is that they only 
tested children’s knowledge of the definite determiner once. Knowing that 
Dutch children do not master grammatical gender until later (Deutsch and 
Wijnen, 1985; Van der Velde, 2003), one is surely justified in calling into 
question, Weerman et al.’s interpretation of the results. We simply do not know 
how stable children’s use of grammatical gender is at this age. 
 In Section 3.4.2, I formulated the following predictions about the 
acquisition of Dutch adjectival inflection: the non-attributive –ø is expected to 
be acquired first, followed by the attributive –e suffix, and finally the attributive 
–ø, which is expected to be acquired relatively late. The research reviewed above 
provides sufficient evidence for the first prediction: A non-attributive –ø 
morpheme is used correctly from the onset of children’s production. This 
observation has been found in spontaneous data as well as in elicited production 
data from the youngest tested children. In support of the second and the third 
predictions, research suggests that, for attributive adjectival inflection, children 
acquire the –e morpheme first, which is followed by the attributive –ø 
morpheme. Previous studies, however, do not provide sufficient insight to 
speculate the exact cause of children’s seemingly early acquisition of the 
attributive –e and the late acquisition of the –ø suffix in the same paradigm. As 
mentioned, their performance could either be attributed to a lack of knowledge 
about the inflectional rule, or to their incorrect attribution of gender to the 
nouns. 
 
3.7 Research questions 
 
I have two goals for the present study. First, I aim to test the claim that children 
have very early knowledge of inflection. Second, I examine the extent to which 
salience can explain the changes in the acquisition of inflection. Recall that 
maturational accounts assume that developmental changes are biologically 
driven. In contrast, I assume that it is possible to predict the order of acquisition 
of an inflectional morpheme based on its level of salience. Based on this 
assumption, I predict that children will first acquire the most salient 
morphemes/paradigms, and then the less salient ones. In Section 3.2, I 
described a method that was used to assess the level of salience within and 
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across paradigms. Based on the results of my analysis, in (43) – (45) I predict the 
following about the acquisition of Dutch inflection: 
 
(43) With respect to verbal inflection, the non-finite –en morpheme will be 

acquired first, followed by the set of finite morphemes. I do not expect 
significant differences in the order in which the finite morphemes will 
occur.  

 
(44) With respect to adjectival inflection, I predict that non-attributive –ø will be 

acquired first, followed by attributive –e suffix. The attributive –ø is 
expected to be acquired significantly later.  

 
(45) With respect to the cross-paradigmatic comparison, I predict that verbal 

inflection will be acquired earlier than adjectival inflection. 
 
The empirical research, already discussed in Section 3.6, supports the 
predictions about the emergence of non-finite –en and non-attributive –ø, 
namely, that they should be acquired first. Literature also provides robust 
evidence that Dutch children are able to differentiate non-finite verbs from 
finite verbs and non-attributive adjectives from attributive adjectives from early 
in development. Based on these observations, I can conclude that the available 
data from child Dutch support the hypothesis that children first acquire the 
most salient form-feature pairs. 
 The literature, however, does not provide sufficient data to assess the 
other predictions. This is due, primarily, to the fact that most of the earlier 
investigations are based children’s spontaneous speech data. In Chapter 1, I 
already discussed why spontaneous speech data is problematic for assessing 
children’s knowledge of inflectional rules. As I mentioned, the analyses provided 
by De Haan (1996) and Weerman et al. (2006) require further examination. 
Although both studies provided valuable data, the information was limited in 
ways that prevent one from drawing firm conclusions concerning the 
developmental patterns about Dutch agreement inflection. For verbal finite 
inflection, De Haan (1996) did not look systematically into children’s error rates, 
nor did she investigate the types of errors in children’s production. Further, her 
research did not extend across various inflectional contexts. Lastly, De Haan’s 
analysis collapsed various verb classes, i.e. lexical verbs, modals, auxiliaries and 
copula’s. A thorough analysis should investigate these classes separately. With 
respect to attributive adjectival inflection (Weerman et al., 2006), there are also 
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gaps in the data which make it difficult to gain a comprehensive view about 
what young children actually know about adjectival inflection. In order to gain a 
better understanding of such, it is necessary to improve the testing procedure.  
 The various limitations of the previous studies show the need for further 
investigation. By using elicited production data that includes nonce verbs, and 
by testing 18- to 19-month-old’s sensitivity to agreement inflection, the present 
study will provide more fruitful data. In addition, the present study examines 
accuracy-rates as well as substitution errors in contrastive inflectional contexts 
across various ages. Whereas previous studies focused mainly on children up 
until the age of four, I will investigate children’s production from three to eight 
years. By gathering new evidence, I aim to explore children’s variation in 
inflection by comparing inflectional suffixes within and across paradigms, and 
by looking into the developmental patterns with between-subject comparisons. 
 In sum, this research is guided by the following questions: (1) To what extent 
do the data from child Dutch support the idea that children know agreement inflection from 
early on? And (2) To what extent can salience account for the order of acquisition of 
inflectional morphemes in monolingual Dutch children? In the following chapters, these 
questions will be addressed through various empirical investigations: Chapters 4 
and 5 report on children’s production and perception of finite verbal inflection, 
while Chapter 6 investigates their knowledge of the attributive adjectival 
inflection. 


