
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Dutch children’s acquisition of verbal and adjectival inflection

Polišenská, D.

Publication date
2010

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Polišenská, D. (2010). Dutch children’s acquisition of verbal and adjectival inflection. [Thesis,
fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam]. LOT.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/dutch-childrens-acquisition-of-verbal-and-adjectival-inflection(c81e444c-a22f-41cd-b868-fae94c4b811f).html


 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Production of attributive adjectival inflection 
 

  
131 

6  

 
 

Production of attributive adjectival inflection 
 
The previous two chapters focused on developmental variation in Dutch verbal 
inflection. The elicited production data showed that the acquisition of verbal 
inflection was completed by the time children were three years old. The 
perception data on 18 to 19-month-old infants suggested that there is variation 
in the order of acquisition, and that not all finite verbal morphemes were 
acquired at 18 to19 months. In this respect, the data are not consistent with the 
claim that children have full knowledge of inflection from early development. 
Given that this claim is not limited to verbal inflection, it is also necessary to 
examine acquisition of inflection outside the verbal domain. Dutch adjectival 
inflection has an agreement system that is less salient than the verbal system. 
Accordingly, it is possible that it is more difficult for children to acquire. In this 
chapter, I will report on an empirical investigation of Dutch children’s 
acquisition of attributive adjectival inflection, which is based on elicited 
production data. The chapter is organized as follows: Section 6.1 through 
Section 6.5 provide details on the method used in the study. Section 6.6 
presents the results on Dutch children’s use of attributive adjectival inflection. 
Section 6.7 presents an interpretation of the findings and finally, Section 6.8 
concludes the chapter. 
 
6.1 Participants 
 
The participants in the adjectival inflection study were 85 monolingual Dutch 
children between three and eight years old. The children lived in the central 
western part of the Netherlands and spoke the standard variety of Dutch. Most 
of the children in the three-, four- and the five-year–old group participated in 
the empirical investigation of finite verbal inflection as reported in Chapter 4. 
More information about the selection criteria including information about their 
typical course of development and their socio-economic status can be found in 
Chapter 4, Section 4.1.  
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The lower age boundary of three years was chosen in order to ensure that 
children were able to participate in the elicitation task (see also Weerman et al., 
2006 for the same motivation). In addition, I wanted to ensure that children 
were able to productively use Determiner Phrases that consisted of a determiner-
adjective-noun combination, which, according to the literature, happens at around 
three years (Bol and Kuiken, 1988; Rozendaal, 2008). In Chapter 3, I 
mentioned that grammatical gender is crucial in the acquisition of adjectival 
inflection. Given the observation that six-year–old Dutch children still tend to 
overuse common grammatical gender in the definite determiners (e.g. Deutsch 
and Wijnen, 1985; Van der Velde, 2003), I selected children up to the age of 
eight years, assuming that, at this age, the use of grammatical gender would be 
in accordance with the target language. 

In line with the cross-sectional design, with age as an independent 
variable, I divided the children into six age groups. Table 6.1 provides 
information about the number of participants in each group, the mean ages of 
the groups, and their standard deviations.  

 
 

Table 6.1: Overview of the participants 
 

Age group N of participants Mean age SD age 

(yrs) Boys Girls Total (yr; mos)  

3 3 4 7 3;06 0.02 

4 8 9 17 4;05 0.04 

5 3 12 15 5;05 0.03 

6 9 7 16 6;06 0.02 

7 11 5 16 7;06 0.03 

8 6 8 14 8;06 0.04 
 
As can be seen in Table 6.1, the number of boys and girls was not always equal. 
The figures reflect a convenience sample based on the distribution of boys and 
girls who were in the class at the moment of testing. Given that there is no 
indication that sex influences acquisition of grammatical morphemes, the 
unequal distribution of sexes is not considered as a potential source of bias. 
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6.2 Data collection 
 
Details concerning data collection can also be found in Chapter 4, Section 4.2. 
A graduate student transcribed all responses orthographically from an audio 
recording to a scoring sheet (see Appendix 6.1). In order to assess reliability, 
ten randomly drawn recordings were transcribed by a second transcriber and 
the inter-rater reliability was calculated. The percent of agreement between the 
transcriptions for the children’s responses was 95%.  
 
6.3 Test conditions and test items 
 
Based on Weerman et al’s (2006) pilot study, children at three years are target-
like in their production of non-attributive adjectives. Consequently, this 
experiment focused solely on children’s production of attributive adjectives. 
Given that the aim of the study was to assess the knowledge of inflectional 
rules, it was necessary to control for the complete set of feature contrasts in 
attributive adjectival inflection (for details see Chapter 3, Section 3.1). This was 
accomplished by including eight test conditions in the adjectival inflection test, 
as listed in Table 6.2. 

 
 

Table 6.2: Conditions in attributive adjectival inflection test 
 

 

Condition Example 
De rode auto Definite common singular 
                                   ‘the red car’ 
Een rode auto Indefinite common singular 
                                   ‘a red car’ 
Het rode huis Definite neuter singular 
                                   ‘the red house’ 
Een rood huis Indefinite neuter singular 
                                   ‘a red house’ 
De rode auto’s Definite plural 
                                   ‘the red cars’ 
Rode huizen Indefinite plural 
                                   ‘red houses’ 
Het rode huisje Definite neuter diminutive singular 
                                   ‘the little red house’ 
Een rood huisje Indefinite neuter diminutive singular 
                                   ‘a little red house’ 
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Children’s knowledge of adjectival inflection rules could not be accurately 
assessed without first assessing how children classify nouns with respect to 
grammatical gender. Since the form of the determiner is dependent on 
grammatical gender, it serves a good way to investigate which gender children 
attribute to each particular noun on the test. A gender attribution test was 
therefore included which assessed children’s use of definite determiners with 
common and neuter nouns. The test elicited children’s production of definite 
determiners for each of the nouns used in the adjectival test. In addition, I also 
looked into children’s determiner production in the actual adjectival test, since 
it too, elicited the use of a definite determiner. Thus, in total, children’s 
attribution of gender was based on their production of three definite 
determiners: two from the gender attribution test, and one from the definite, 
singular condition in the adjectival inflection test (see Table 6.2).  
 Ten root nouns were employed as test items: Five common gender nouns 
and five neuter gender nouns. To ensure that all participants would be familiar 
with the words, the nouns were taken from the standardized vocabulary list for 
Dutch children under the age of three (N-CDI, Zink and Lejaegere, 2002). 
 In addition, five diminutive nouns were included in the study. The reason 
for including diminutives was that they are morphophonologically marked for 
neuter gender by the derivational suffix –tje.8 In Chapter 2, I pointed out that 
grammatical gender is a conceptually non-salient morphosyntactic feature. 
Various studies have shown that gender categories with highly salient 
morphophonological cues, are acquired earlier than gender categories without 
such cues (e.g. Karmiloff-Smith, 1979; Mills, 1986; Pérez-Pereira, 1991). Given 
that attributive adjectival inflection is dependent on grammatical gender, it is 
conceivable that the acquisition of gender in Dutch is facilitated by the 
presence of overt morhophonological cues. Inclusion of diminutives allowed 
me to test whether or not the salient gender marking played a role in children’s 
acquisition of neuter gender in adjectival inflection. 
 I already mentioned that, in order to obtain relevant information about 
the acquisition of attributive adjectival inflection, it was crucial to elicit a 
particular noun in a number of contexts. Because younger children have a 
shorter concentration span, they were tested on a reduced number of items. 
Table 6.3 provides an overview of the test items. The test items in capital letters 

                                                
8 In general, the morpheme -tje is considered the phonological base form for the diminutives 
(Trommelen, 1983; Kooij and Van Oostendorp, 2003 but see Huber, 2004 for an alternative 
view). The morpheme –tje has several allomorphs. The exact choice of an allomorph is 
determined by the phonological properties of the stem. 



Production of attributive adjectival inflection 
 

  
135 

were used in the reduced test version with the three- to five-year-olds. The 
shorter version (for three to five years) contained 46 test items and the longer 
version (for six to eight years) contained 78 test items. 
 
  

Table 6.3: Root and diminutive nouns used as test items 
 
 

ROOT 
Common gender 

ROOT 
Neuter gender 

DIMINUTIVES 
Neuter gender 

APPEL  ‘apple’ 
 

BABY  ‘baby’ 
 

VIS   ‘fish’ 
 

Auto   ‘car’ 
 

Schoen   ‘shoe’ 

 

GLAS  ‘glass’ 
 

MES   ‘knife’ 
 

PAARD  ‘horse’ 
 

Schaap  ‘sheep’ 
 

Vliegtuig  ‘plane’ 
 

BOEKJE  ‘little book’ 
 

KADOOTJE ‘little gift’ 
 

HUISJE  ‘little house’ 
 

Raampje  ‘little window’ 
 

Varkentje  ‘little pig’ 

Trial items: SOKJE ‘little sock’ and PAN ‘sauce pan’ 
 
 
6.4 Procedure and materials 
 
In order to assess gender attribution and knowledge of adjectival agreement, I 
used sentence completion tasks. As test material, I used colored photos, taken 
with a digital camera. The pictures were printed and ordered in a booklet in a 
pseudo-randomized order. Each condition was preceded by a trial item which 
was meant to familiarize the children with the procedure of the test. The items 
on the gender attribution test were used as fillers for the adjectival inflection 
test and vice versa. The presentation order of the items was the same for all 
children. The duration of the test was approximately 15-20 minutes for the 
younger children (three to five years) and 10-15 minutes for the older children 
(six to eight years). 
 To elicit responses on adjectival inflection, pictures were presented which 
included pairs of items which only differed in one respect. This way, children 
were forced to use an adjective in order to describe the difference between the 
two pictures. I used two contrastive sets of adjectives: groot/klein ‘big/little’ and 
rood/groen ‘red/green’. For diminutives, adjectival inflection was only tested 
using the ‘red/green’ set of adjectives since the diminutive inherently implies 
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‘little’, and would thus, be odd to use in combination with the adjective ‘big’. As 
is usually the case in actual discourse, the objects were introduced with an 
indefinite determiner. Subsequent references to the object should use a definite 
determiner (e.g. Gundel, Hedberg and Zacharski, 1993). This was the 
assumption behind the elicitation of the indefinite determiner. 

The elicitation procedure of attributive adjectives in singular and plural 
contexts is demonstrated in (1) and (2), respectively. The experimenter 
triggered the sentence by pronouncing the underlined words and the participant 
was expected to complete the sentence (target responses required by the test 
are given in bold). 

 
 
(1) Example of the sentence completion task for elicitation of the 

attributive adjectives in the singular context 
 
 

 
 

Kijk twee cadeautjes. 
Dit is een groen cadeautje 

 
‘Look, two little gifts. 

This is a little green gift.’ 

 
 

Konijn staat voor het groene 
cadeautje. 

 
‘Rabbit stands in front of…the little 

green gift.’ 
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(2) Example of the sentence completion task for elicitation of the 
attributive adjectives in the plural context 

 
 

 
 

Kijk een heleboel cadeautjes. 
Dit zijn groene cadeautjes 

 
‘Look, many little gifts. 

These are little green gifts.’ 

 
 

Ik pak de groene cadeautjes. 
 
 

‘I take the little green gifts.’ 

Some children omitted the noun and provided elliptic responses such as groene 
‘green’ or de groene ‘the green’, which is entirely acceptable in Dutch (Haeseryn 
et al., 1997). When this happened, the experimenter attempted to elicit 
complete responses by asking groene wat? gras? ‘green what? grass?’. Not 
surprisingly, children in older groups reacted better to this cue than children in 
younger groups. As a result, I obtained more elliptic responses from children in 
the younger groups. 

As mentioned in Section 6.3, it was necessary to assess which gender 
children attributed to the nouns on the test (see Table 6.3). The example in (3) 
illustrates the procedure of the gender attribution test. 
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(3) Example of the sentence completion task for elicitation of the gender 

encoding in definite determiners 
 

a. neuter noun in diminutive 
 

 
 

Kijk een cadeautje. Waar is Kikker? 
Kikker staat naast het cadeautje. 

 
‘Look, a little gift. Where is Frog? 
Frog stands next to the little gift.’ 

b. common root noun 
 

 
 

Kijk een vis. Waar is Kikker? 
Kikker staat naast de vis. 

 
‘Look, a fish. Where is Frog? 
Frog stands next to the fish.’ 

 
Contrary to what the test was meant to elicit, in some cases, children used 
indefinite articles instead of a definite articles to complete the sentences. In 
some instances, children also interpreted the images differently than what was 
expected. For example, some children used the noun lammetje ‘baby lam’ instead 
of the noun schaap ‘sheep’. In these cases, the experimenter would intervene by 
implicitly correcting the child’s word to the target word.  While some children 
accepted the experimenter’s suggested word, others did not. 
 
6.5 Data analysis 
 
Children’s responses from the adjectival inflection test were assigned to one of 
the following four categories: (1) correct, (2) incorrect, (3) irrelevant and (4) 
unintelligible. (4) provides some examples of correct and incorrect responses. 
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(4) a. een groot vliegtuig/*een grote vliegtuig 
  a big plane 
 

b. het grote vliegtuig/*het groot vliegtuig 
the big plane 

 
In some cases, children produced irrelevant responses. The category of 
irrelevant responses consisted predominantly of elliptic responses, as 
mentioned in Section 6.4. 
 Altogether, the data analysis consisted of three parts: The accuracy 
analysis, the error analysis and the consistency analysis.  
 The aim of the accuracy analysis was to determine the extent to which 
children produced correct inflection in obligatory contexts. For this analysis, I 
analyzed only children’s correct and incorrect responses. I analyzed each test 
condition separately (see Table 6.2 for an overview of the test conditions). 

The goal of the error analysis was to assess the types of errors that 
children make. The analysis focused largely on children’s overgeneralizations.  

The third and final analysis, the consistency analysis, was performed in 
order to assess children’s knowledge of inflection rules. Recall from Chapter 3, 
the following rule: Add –e to attributive adjectives except when the noun is 
singular and has neuter gender, and the determiner is indefinite. This rule 
implies that the absence of inflection is a special case. The consistency analysis 
differed from the accuracy analysis because the consistency analysis took into 
consideration the gender that children attributed to the nouns by means of a 
definite determiner (which was determined via the gender attribution test [for 
details, see Sections 6.3 and 6.4]). For example, if a child incorrectly inflected 
the adjective in *een grote mes ‘a big knife’ (the correct form in Standard Dutch is 
een groot mes) it might have been because the child assumed that mes ‘knife’ had 
common gender. If so, the inflection of the adjective would have been correct, 
despite the use of a form which was not in accordance with Standard Dutch. In 
these cases, children would make a mistake in gender attribution, but their 
choice of the adjectival form would be in accordance with the inflectional rule. 
I scored children’s responses as follows: If a child used the definite determiner 
het with a noun (het paard ‘the horse’), and also used a bare adjective with the 
same noun: een groot paard ‘a big horse’, the child was assumed to have a 
consistent gender for this particular noun. The choice of het suggested that the 
child classified the noun ‘horse’ as neuter gender, while the use of the bare 
adjective (i.e. the –ø suffix) was consistent with this classification. Conversely, if 
the child would have said het paard, in combination with een grote paard, I 
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assumed that the child attributed gender inconsistently with this particular 
noun. The child’s use of the definite article het was inconsistent with her use of 
the schwa-inflected adjective in the indefinite condition.  
 
6.6 Results 
 
Table 6.4 gives the distributions of irrelevant and unintelligible responses across 
the age groups after all adjectival conditions were collapsed. Recall that the 
irrelevant responses category included elliptic responses, adjective omissions, 
and determiner and noun substitutions. 
 

Table 6.4: Distributions of irrelevant and unintelligible responses in 
adjectival inflection test 

 
 

Age group Irrelevant Unintelligible 

3  
(N= 7) 

10,5%     25/238 6  %    14/238 

4 
(N=17) 

10  %     60/578 1  %              7/578 

5 
(N=15) 

 6  %    30/510 2  %    10/510 

6 
(N=16) 

10  %     91/928 1,5%            15/928 

7 
(N=16) 

 8,5%            80/928 1  %    10/928 

8 
(N=14) 

10  %          81/812 2  %    17/812 

 
 
The percentage of irrelevant responses was rather consistent across the age 
groups (see Table 6.4). Most of the unintelligible responses were either due to 
children speaking too softly, which made it impossible for the transcriber to 
hear, or to background noise in the audio recordings. Irrelevant and 
unintelligible responses were excluded from further analyses. In Sections 6.6.1 
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through 6.6.4, I will report on the accuracy analysis, the error analysis, 
children’s performance with diminutives, and the consistency analysis. 
 
6.6.1  Accuracy 
 
Table 6.5 shows how accurate children in each age group were with gender in 
definite, singular, neuter and definite, singular, common contexts. The first row 
of the Table 6.5 lists the target suffix and the second row specifies the 
inflectional context (i.e. the test condition). 

 
 

Table 6.5: Accurate use of –e  in definite, singular condition with neuter 
and common nouns. 

 

Suffix –e –e 

Condition(s) [+DEF; -PLUR; +NEUT] [+DEF; -PLUR; -NEUT] 

Example 
Het gro t e  paard 

The big horse 
De gro t e  appe l  
The big apple 

3  
(N= 7) 

100  %           12/12 100  %        5/5 

4 
(N=17) 

  97,5%  40/41 100  %          35/35 

5 
(N=15) 

  92  %  34/37 97,5%   40/41 

6 
(N=16) 

  94  %  64/68 100  %    60/60 

7 
(N=16) 

 100  %   64/64 98,5%           69/70 

8 
(N=14) 

  96  %  53/55 100  %    50/50 

 

 
 
 Table 6.5 shows that children were highly accurate in using the –e suffix in 
the definite, singular condition with both neuter and common nouns, with the 
lowest accuracy rate at 92%.  
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Table 6.6 displays children’s accuracy rates in the plural indefinite and 
definite conditions.  

 
 

Table 6.6: Accurate use of –e  in plural indefinite and plural definite 
condition. 

 

Suffix –e –e 

Condition(s) [-DEF; +PLUR] [+DEF; +PLUR] 

Example 
Grote  paarden/appe l s  

Big horses/apples 
De gro t e  paarden/appe l s  

The big horses/apples 
3  

(N= 7) 
100  %      16/16 100  %   9/9 

4 
(N=17) 

97  %     32/33 100  %       34/34 

5 
(N=15) 

96  %     26/27 100  %       42/42 

6 
(N=16) 

98  %         119/121 100  %       97/97 

7 
(N=16) 

99  %         119/120 99  %                   113/114 

8 
(N=14) 

97  %     73/75 100  %       51/51 

 

 
 
It is evident from Table 6.6 that the plural contexts (in both definite and 
indefinite constructions) did not constitute a problem for children. In fact, in 
the definite plural condition, children performed at ceiling level. Interestingly, 
the few errors that did occur were almost all made in the plural, indefinite 
condition with nouns bearing neuter gender. 

A summary of the results for the indefinite, singular condition in common 
and neuter nouns is presented in Table 6.7. 
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Table 6.7: Accurate use of –e  and –ø  in indefinite, singular condition 
with neuter and common nouns. 

 
 

Suffix –e –ø 

Condition(s) [-DEF; -PLUR; -NEUT] [-DEF; -PLUR; +NEUT] 

Example 
Een gro t e  appe l  

A big apple 
Een groo t  paard 

A big horse 

3  
(N= 7) 

100  %            14/14 25  %           5/20 

4 
(N=17) 

98  %   47/48 41,5%                  20/48 

5 
(N=15) 

100  %    43/43 66  %         25/38 

6 
(N=16) 

98,5%  72/73 52  %         40/77 

7 
(N=16) 

100  %   75/75 62,5%        47/75 

8 
(N=14) 

100  %   63/63 86   %        57/66 

 
 
As can be seen from Table 6.7 there is a striking contrast in use of –e and –ø: 
Whereas children were accurate in realizing the –e in the indefinite, singular (98 
- 100%) they were less accurate in realizing the –ø:  Here, their accuracy varies 
from 25% for the three-year-olds to 86% for the eight-year–olds. A one-way 
ANOVA with age as a between-subjects variable was performed in order to 
assess the effect of age on accuracy. Results reflect a significant effect for age: F 
(5,49) = 3,45, p < .01.  
 
 
6.6.2  Error analysis 
  
With respect to Dutch attributive adjectival inflection, children can make two 
types of errors. The first error would be if a child used the –ø suffix incorrectly 
in conditions that required the –e suffix such as *een groot schoen instead of een 
grote schoen ‘a big shoe’ or *het groot glas instead of het grote glas ‘the big glass’. In 
this case, the children would have overused the –ø suffix. The second error 
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would be if a child incorrectly overused the –e morpheme in the special case 
(i.e. *een grote paard instead of een groot paard ‘a big horse’. Table 6.8 provides the 
distributions of the two error types.  
 

Table 6.8: Distribution of errors in attributive adjectival inflection 
 
 

Overused suffix –e –ø 

3  
(N= 7) 

75  %   15/20 0  %     0/56 

4 
(N=17) 

58  %   28/48 1,5%   3/191 

5 
(N=15) 

34  %   13/38 2,5%   5/190 

6 
(N=16) 

48  %   37/77 2  %   8/419 

7 
(N=16) 

37  %   28/75 0,5%   3/443 

8 
(N=14) 

13,5%    9/66 1,5%   4/283 

 
 

Table 6.8 shows that, whereas children in all age groups rarely replace the –e by 
the –ø suffix (0 – 2,5%), they commonly overuse the –e suffix.  
  
 
6.6.3  Adjectival inflection with diminutives 
 
Section 6.6.1 focused on children’s accuracy with attributive adjectival 
inflection with root nouns. I found that realization the –ø suffix was 
problematic for children in the indefinite, singular, neuter context (Table 6.7). 
This observation is consistent with studies that focused on the acquisition of 
grammatical gender with definite determiners. These studies reported that 
children as old as six years were still not target-like in their production of neuter 
gender (Deutsch and Wijnen, 1985; Van der Velde, 2003). These studies posit 
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that this delay is due to the fact that grammatical gender of Dutch root nouns is 
arbitrary: Dutch root nouns have no overt phonological marking which would 
indicate to a learner, whether the noun is of neuter or common gender (for 
details see Chapter 3, Section 3.1). Van Berkum (1996) mentions that, in Dutch, 
grammatical gender for root nouns is a part of the lexical entry and must be 
learned and memorized. 

Here, I address whether children performed better when they had 
phonological cues on the noun. In particular, I focus on children’s production 
of the –ø suffix when the head noun was a diminutive. Recall that diminutives 
are marked by a derivational suffix –tje, which is morphophonologically salient 
(see also Chapter 2, Section 2.3). Importantly, diminutives always require the –ø 
suffix in the indefinite, singular context because they always bear neuter gender. 
Based on the assumption that children’s attention is drawn to salient 
morphemes, I expect that children will use the –ø suffix more often with 
diminutives than with root nouns.  

Table 6.9 presents children’s accuracy rates with the –ø suffix for both 
diminutives and root nouns. 
 

Table 6.9: Accurate use of –ø  in indefinite, singular, neuter condition 
with diminutives and root nouns 

 
 

Suffix –ø –ø 

Type noun Diminutive Root 

Example 
Een groen huis j e  

A little green house 
Een groo t  paard 

A big horse 

3  
(N= 7) 

71  %   10/14 25  %        5/20 

4 
(N=17) 

64  %   16/25 41,5%     20/48 

5 
(N=15) 

93  %   27/29 66  %      25/38 

6 
(N=16) 

83  %   29/35 52  %      40/77 

7 
(N=16) 

83  %   39/47 62,5%     47/75 

8 
(N=14) 

95  %   41/43 86   %     57/66 
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Table 6.9 shows a striking contrast between the occurrence of the –ø suffix with 
diminutives and the occurrence of the –ø suffix with root nouns. Across age 
groups, children performed above chance level. They were more accurate with 
diminutives than they were with root nouns. A mixed ANOVA revealed that 
the difference was significant (F(1,71) = 23,636, p < .001). Moreover, recall 
from Section 6.6.1 that a significant age effect was found for the occurrence of 
the –ø suffix with root nouns. In contrast, a one-way between-subjects 
ANOVA revealed no effect of age on children’s use of the –ø suffix with 
diminutives. In sum, children’s use of the –ø suffix with root nouns increased 
with age, while their performance with –ø suffix with diminutives was 
consistently high. 
 With respect to the use of the –e suffix, results in Section 6.6.1 showed 
that children were highly accurate with root nouns. In order to detect whether 
children demonstrated the same linguistic behavior with diminutives, I analyzed 
children’s accuracy with the –e suffix by collapsing the relevant conditions. The 
results are presented in Table 6.10. 
 

 
Table 6.10: Accuracy of adjectival inflection with diminutives and root 

nouns in conditions that require the –e  suffix 
 
 

Suffix –e –e 

Type noun Diminutive Root 

3  
(N= 7) 

93  %   27/29 100  %     56/56 

4 
(N=17) 

98  %   79/80 98,5%       188/191 

5 
(N=15) 

98  %   87/89 97,5%       185/190 

6 
(N=16) 

99  %       147/148 98  %        411/419 

7 
(N=16) 

99  %       169/171 99,5%       440/443 

8 
(N=14) 

98,5%              133/135 98,5%       279/283 
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Table 6.10 indicates that, similar to their performance with root nouns, children 
were highly accurate with adjectival inflection with diminutives in conditions 
that require the –e suffix.  
 
6.6.4 Consistency analysis 
 
The results from the accuracy analysis with root nouns (Table 6.7) indicated 
that, as children grow older, they become more accurate with the –ø suffix in 
the special case. Results also indicated that children are, for the most part, 
target-like by about eight years. The observed delay in the correct use of the –ø 
suffix, however, might not reflect children’s knowledge about the inflectional 
rule. It is possible that their use of the –e suffix is due to their incorrect 
attribution of grammatical gender. If this were the case, they would still make 
‘errors’, but their errors would be consistent with the combination of 
underlying morphosyntactic features. If this were the case, I would expect 
children to consistently choose adjectival forms that are in accordance with the 
definite determiner they use with each particular noun. 

The consistency analysis focused on children’s use of grammatical gender 
in definite determiners and their use of grammatical gender in attributive 
adjectives in the indefinite, singular condition. A maximum of three definite 
determiner responses was collected per noun (twice in the gender attribution 
test and once in the adjectival inflection). In order to reliably conclude that a 
child attributed a particular gender to a particular noun, the following criterion 
had to be met: First, the child must have produced the same determiner with a 
noun at least two times. For example, the word huis ‘house’ was classified 
‘stable’ when a participant produced het huis/het huis or de huis/de huis. A noun 
was classified ‘unstable’ if a participant used a combination of de/het, de/de/het 
or de/het/het with this noun. For example, if a child said het huis in one response, 
and de huis in another, I concluded that the noun’s gender was unstable. The 
consistency analysis included only those nouns to which children attributed 
stable gender. Likewise, children’s unstable gender responses and the nouns for 
which I collected less than two overt gender markings were excluded from 
further analysis. 

A similar method was used to analyze children’s gender attribution in 
indefinite, singular constructions. Here, production of the –e suffix was taken as 
evidence that a child attributed common gender to a given noun, while 
production of a –ø suffix was taken as evidence that a child assigned neuter 
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gender to a given noun. In order to assess children’s consistency in using 
grammatical gender with definite determiners and attributive adjectives, for 
each noun, I compared children’s choice of the definite determiner with their 
choice of the adjectival form (see also Section 6.5). 

Table 6.11 summarizes the results of the consistency analysis. Note that 
the consistency analysis included only root nouns: Diminutives were excluded. 
The problem with diminutives is that they do not allow me to reliably tease 
apart whether children used a combination of indefinite determiner – bare adjective – 
diminutive or whether they applied an inflectional rule, i.e. whether they 
combined the underlying morphosyntactic features.  
 

Table 6.11: Consistency of grammatical gender in definite determiners 
and adjectival inflection 

 
 

Gender [+NEUTER] [-NEUTER] 

Definite 
determiner 

HET DE 

Adjectival suffix –ø  - e  

3  
(N= 7) 

0  %     0/2 87  %   20/23 

4 
(N=17) 

76,5%  13/17 93  %   57/61 

5 
(N=15) 

79  %   19/24 97  %   34/35 

6 
(N=16) 

64  %   30/47 98,5%  74/75 

7 
(N=16) 

60,5%  23/38 87  %   68/78 

8 
(N=14) 

96  %   47/49 97  %   59/61 

 
 

As can be seen in Table 6.11, children’s use adjectival inflection was rather 
consistent with nouns that they consider a de-word (87 – 97%). This means that 
stable use of de goes hand-in-hand with use of the adjectival suffix –e. With 
respect to children’s production of het, I observed that the children between the 
ages of four and eight performed clearly above chance, but were clearly not 
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entirely consistent (as reflected in their 60,5-96% consistency). Three-year-olds 
produced only two instances of stable neuter gender in definite determiners. A 
mixed ANOVA revealed a significant effect of grammatical gender (F(1,41) = 
9,128, p < .01): Children were more consistent with stable common nouns than 
they were with stable neuter nouns.9 I did not observe an effect of age with 
respect to the consistent use of grammatical gender in definite determiners and 
adjectival inflection. 
 
6.7 Interpretation of the results 
 
The two guiding questions of this empirical investigation were: (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 order to answer these 
questions, I analyzed elicited production data from monolingual Dutch children 
aged three to eight years.  
 First, I observed that children had no problems in contexts where the –e 
suffix was required: The accuracy analysis revealed 92 -100% correct usage for 
this morpheme. In contrast, for the special case context, which requires the –ø 
suffix, a significant age effect was observed with root nouns: The occurrence of 
the –ø suffix increased with age. This contrast in development between the 
attributive adjectives with –e and the attributive adjectives with –ø confirms the 
results of Weerman et al. (2006). 
 In Section 6.6.4 I argued that the results obtained from the accuracy 
analysis (Section 6.6.1) were not sufficient to determine whether or not children 
know inflection rules for adjectival agreement. In other words, the accuracy 
analysis in Table 6.7 does not allow us to conclusively determine whether or 
not the delay of the –ø suffix is caused by a lack of knowledge about inflection 
or whether it is due to the tendency of children classify neuter nouns as having 
common gender. Given the observations from the previous studies (Deutsch 
and Wijnen, 1985; Van der Velde, 2003), it is conceivable that children’s 
frequent overuse of the definite determiner de could be related to their frequent 
overuse of the –e since, according to the agreement rule, attributive adjectives 
in the indefinite, singular context require the –e suffix if the head noun is a 
common noun, or in other words, if it is a de-word, (Bol and Kuiken, 1988; 
Weerman et al., 2006). 

                                                
9 I excluded the three-year-olds from the statistical analysis as I obtained only two instances of 
stable neuter gender. 
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 This rather complex issue has been addressed in the consistency analysis 
(Section 6.6.4), where I analysed each noun separately and compared the 
children’s choice of a definite determiner and the children’s choice of an 
adjective in the indefinite, singular context. I found that children were 
consistent with their use of common gender. For example, when children 
steadily assigned the definite determiner de, they consistently used an adjective 
with –e in the indefinite, singular context. With respect to neuter gender (i.e. the 
stable definite determiner het was consistent with the bare adjective), children 
from the age of four onwards performed above chance level (60,5 – 96%). 
Altogether, the results of the consistency analysis suggest that children use 
adjectival agreement that is consistent with the definite determiner they 
produce, provided that their choice of the definite determiner is stable. In other 
words, children seem to know the rule system for adjectival inflection, but they 
still have to learn that there are also words that have neuter gender. 
 Note that the available data from three-year-olds do not provide 
conclusive evidence for or against this claim. The major overuse of common 
gender in three-year-olds resulted in classification of only two root nouns as 
having stable neuter gender. Although the high consistency with nouns that 
three-year-olds classified as having a common gender could be taken as an 
evidence for using an inflectional rule, an alternative explanation is that children 
use two independent default forms (i.e. de and –e). Similarly, analyses of three-
year-olds’ performance with adjectival inflection with diminutives (as reported 
in Section 6.6.3) are compatible with two explanations: 71% correct use of the 
bare adjective and 93% correct use of the –e suffix could serve as evidence that 
three-year-olds are using inflectional rules. However, it could also mean that 
three-year-olds are relying on individual lexical combinations (Tomasello, 2003; 
Goldberg, 2003) such as indefinite determiner – bare adjective – diminutive or definite 
determiner – inflected adjective - diminutive. 
 Nevertheless, additional evidence for the asymmetry between grammatical 
and lexical knowledge comes from a separate comparison between the 
development of neuter gender in definite determiners and the development of 
neuter gender in adjectival inflection in the indefinite, singular context. Figure 
6.1 illustrates the accuracy rates for all ages under investigation.  
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Figure 6.1: Accuracy rates for het  in the definite determiners and for 
the –ø  suffix in the attributive adjectival inflection.10 

 
 
Figure 6.1 shows that increased use of the neuter definite determiner het went 
hand-in-hand with increased use of the –ø suffix in indefinite, singular, neuter 
contexts. Similar to the results from the consistency analysis, these observations 
show that the inflectional rule is not developing over time. Instead, the number 
of cases in which children can use the rule is increasing. Put differently, 
children produce more bare adjectives as they learn that more nouns are of the 
neuter gender. Figure 6.1 suggests that when children establish gender, they 
tend to use that gender in many grammatical domains. This explains children’s 
overuse of the de determiner, as well as their overuse of schwa-inflected 
adjectives.  

  It appeared, however, that children between four and seven years were 
less consistent with stable het-words than with the stable de-words. Thus, 
despite the stability of het, the consistency analysis revealed that children still 
sometimes overused the –e suffix. This observation is in accordance with the 

                                                
10 The results for the –ø suffix in the attributive adjectival inflection are based on the accuracy 
percentages in Table 6.7. 



Chapter 6 
 

  
152 

form-feature specification of the target system presented in Chapter 3, and 
repeated here in (5). 

  
(5)  /ø/  ↔  [+ATTR; -DEF; +NEUT; -PL] 
  /e/  ↔  [+ATTR] 
  /ø/  ↔  [-ATTR] 

  
Following (5), the substitution pattern found in this study provides evidence for 
the claim that the –e suffix is the default form in the attributive adjectival 
paradigm. Children's tendency to overuse the –e suffix thus likely reflects the 
exceptional status of the –ø suffix within the attributive adjectival paradigm. 
Given that the –ø suffix appears in an extremely exceptional context, it is not so 
surprising that children sometimes fall back on a default form, even though 
they produce a stable het-word. 
 In Chapters 2 and 3, I explored how salience could influence the 
development of agreement inflection. To what extent does salience account for 
the observations in this chapter? Our prediction was that there would be an 
asymmetry in children’s acquisition of attributive adjectival morphemes, 
namely, that the –e suffix would be acquired earlier than the –ø suffix. The data 
obtained in this study do not confirm this prediction. Although I found a 
considerable delay in children’s use of the –ø suffix in the attributive position 
(Table 6.7) this delay appears to be superficial. The consistency analysis (Table 
6.11) showed that children did not have problems using the –ø suffix when the 
gender attribution for a particular noun was stable. 
 It, thus, appears that children have already acquired all of the inflectional 
morphemes at the earliest stage under investigation. Therefore, it is not possible 
to assess the predictions yielded by salience based on the results of my study. 
Surely, however, this does not mean that salience plays no role. The analysis of 
children’s use of bare adjectives with diminutives (Section 6.6.3), for example, 
suggests that morphophonologically salient cues are used when learning 
grammatical gender (e.g. Karmiloff-Smith, 1979; Mills, 1986; Pérez-Pereira, 
1991; Rodina, 2006; Polišenská, 2006). It is also possible that diminutives might 
function as a trigger for Dutch children in establishing the value for neuter 
gender (Cornips and Hulk, 2008). 
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6.8  Conclusion 
 
Dutch children appear to acquire the rules for adjectival inflection from early 
on. Analyses of the children’s performance with adjectival inflection point out 
to substantial asymmetries between development of grammatical knowledge, on 
the one hand, and lexical knowledge, on the other. While the children acquire 
grammatical rules early, it takes them long to learn relevant lexical properties of 
nouns (i.e. grammatical gender). This conclusion is compatible with the claims 
of VEKI that children have knowledge of agreement inflection. One must be 
cautious, however, in accepting this conclusion in its entirety since I did not 
find conclusive evidence for the group of three-year-olds. The observation that 
children were considerably more accurate in using bare adjectives with 
diminutives than with root nouns suggest that children do use 
morphophonological salient cues in learning neuter gender. 
 


