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chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Relating SLI and L2 acquisition

Children learning a second language (henceforth L2) during the first years of
life and who have been diagnosed with specific language impairment (henceforth
SLI) often show difficulties in the acquisition of the L2 grammar. In fact, these
children (henceforth L2-SLI children) form a significant share of the caseload of
speech therapists and of the population attending schools for language-impaired
children across the globe. It is, however, unresolved to what extent SLI and
learning an L2, individually, affect the acquisition of grammar, and how both
situations affect language acquisition in a single L2-SLI child. This is not only a
problem for clinical practice, but it has also become an intriguing phenomenon
for researchers. It gives rise to questions about the underlying nature of the
difficulties and the relationships between SLI and L2 acquisition.

One of the main problems in teasing apart the respective effects of SLI and
L2 is that the boundaries between typical L2 and SLI acquisition are not clear-
cut. Studies implicitly and explicitly comparing SLI and early (or child) L2
acquisition suggest, on the one hand, that both conditions cause delay and that
developmental errors in acquiring a language’s grammar are, overall, remarkably
similar regardless of whether a child is acquiring a first language (henceforth L1),
an L2 or whether a child has been diagnosed with SLI (e.g., Damico, Oller, and
Storey 1983; Bruck 1984; H̊akansson and Nettelbladt 1993, 1996; Restrepo and
Kruth 2000; Paradis and Crago 2000; H̊akansson 2001; Paradis and Crago 2004;
Grüter 2004; Paradis 2005). On the other hand, there are also studies reporting
on linguistic characteristics in SLI (e.g., Clahsen 1991; Clahsen, Bartke, and
Göllner 1997; Leonard 1998; Hamann, Penner, and Lindner 1998) and child
L2 acquisition (e.g., Haberzettl 2005; Kroffke 2006; Meisel 2007; Rothweiler
2007) that conclude that there is more than a ‘simple’ developmental delay
in L2 and SLI children. They suggest that developmental error profiles are
qualitatively different from those seen in typical L1 acquisition. Whether SLI
children are more severely affected in language acquisition than L2 children is
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2 1. Introduction

also subject of ongoing debate. Between-group differences usually indicate that,
compared to typically developing L1 peers, SLI and L2 children need more
time to acquire target structures, usually reflected in higher error rates in both
populations. Studies vary, however, as to which of the two factors has more
impact on language acquisition.

The variation across the findings is likely to be related to one of the major
complications in this debate, namely the heterogeneity inherent in SLI and in
L2 groups. When comparing typical and atypical (child) L1 acquisition and
L2 acquisition, there may be various confounding factors: (i) the selection and
matching of learner populations (e.g., knowledge and transfer of a previous L1,
L2 proficiency and L2 input situation) and (ii) the variation in linguistic struc-
tures being investigated. These complicate the discussion of the relationship
between SLI and L2 acquisition. The present study is an attempt to address
this issue and in turn focuses on the following questions:

• What are the separate effects of SLI and L2 in language acquisition?

• What is the relative impact of the effects of SLI and L2 in language ac-
quisition?

• What are the combined effects of SLI and L2 acquisition in L2-SLI acqui-
sition?

1.2 Theoretical value of this study

Theoretical proposals for SLI are taken as a point of departure in order to specify
the potential relationships between SLI and L2 acquisition. Language acquisi-
tion in children with SLI does not take place with the same ease, speed and
(probably) ultimate success as typical L1 acquisition. The linguistic problems
manifest themself across languages, in particular, in the domain of inflectional
morphology (see Leonard 1998, 2000, 2009 for an overview). The accounts that
have been proposed to explain these problems in grammar have been formulated
from two perspectives, as set out in (1) and (2): the first is derived from purely
linguistic theories, and the second from general cognitive theories.

(1) SLI is caused by missing or deficient knowledge to access the underlying
representation of rules (i.e., Universal Grammar (UG)) (e.g., Clahsen
1989; Gopnik 1990a; Gopnik and Crago 1991; Clahsen 1992; Van der
Lely 1998).

(2) SLI is caused by a limited capacity to perceive and process language
input (i.e., primary language data) (e.g., Leonard, Sabbadini, Leon-
ard, and Volterra 1987; Leonard 1989; Kail 1994; Windsor and Hwang
1999; Dromi, Leonard, Adam, and Zadunaisky-Ehrlich 1999; Miller, Kail,
Leonard, and Tomblin 2001).



1.2. Theoretical value of this study 3

These perspectives lead to hypotheses as to the relationships between SLI and
L2 acquisition, schematically presented in Figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1: Relating SLI and L2 acquisition

Hypothesis I. A representational deficit as in (1) might constrain the avail-
ability of one or more principles of UG in SLI. Accordingly, children with SLI
would have to rely on other learning mechanisms to build up grammar than
their typically developing peers. Following the further assumption that the
accessibility of UG is age-dependent - due to a critical period for language ac-
quisition in the sense of Lenneberg (1967) - these learning mechanisms might
be comparable to those used by late (or adult) L2 learners, who have passed the
critical stages for language learning. From this perspective, similarities between
(child L1- and L2-)SLI and adult L2 acquisition are predicted in terms of error
patterns. Crucially, both learner groups should be different from typical child
L1 and child L2 acquisition.

A similar specification of the relationship between SLI and late L2 acquisi-
tion can be derived by using Ullman’s declarative/procedural (DP) model. This
model posits differences between learner groups in terms of the mental routes
for accessing and retrieving grammatical knowledge rather than assuming dif-
ferences in grammatical representation itself (Ullman 2001a). More specifically,
Ullman offers a neurobiological explanation for the lexicon-grammar distinction
since two neural systems are posited to underly different linguistic functions.
The declarative memory system underlies the mental lexicon, where idiosyn-
cratic linguistic mappings are stored. The procedural memory system underlies
the mental grammar necessary for the acquisition and use of rule-governed com-
putations in language. According to Ullman and Pierpont (2005), SLI involves
a deficit in procedural memory reducing the ability to learn grammatical rules,
whereas declarative memory is relatively spared. With respect to L2 acquisition,
Ullman (2001b, 2004, 2005) argues that access to procedural memory becomes
more difficult with increasing age, which may lead to qualitative differences in
the mental processing of grammatical information in older L2 learners. If pro-
cedural memory is vulnerable in both populations, SLI and late L2 acquisition
should be similar to each other and, hence, different from typical child L1 and
child L2 acquisition.
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Hypothesis II. A different relationship between SLI and L2 acquisition is pre-
dicted if it is assumed that SLI is the result of reduced processing and perceptual
capacities as in (2). The main problem underlying SLI in this approach is the
analysis of input rather than having a lack or deficit in UG. Children with SLI
have, in principle, access to the same type of knowledge as typically develop-
ing children; thus error patterns should be similar. They differ, however, from
typically developing peers in the pace with which language is acquired. The
result is a developmental delay due to the reduced capacity to take in input
(i.e., intake) necessary for the ability to derive grammatical rules.1 As with a
deficit in the innate grammar, reduced input/intake could result in a lack of
grammatical knowledge. However, problems in intake should occur, in particu-
lar, in those linguistic structures that require a relatively large amount of input
in order to learn the rule. Inflectional morphology and functional elements have
been shown to be such structures for SLI children (e.g, Leonard 1998, 2000,
2009 for an overview).

Looked at from this perspective, SLI is comparable to early or child L2
acquisition rather than adult L2 acquisition. L2 children whose initial exposure
to the target language starts within a critical period are also assumed to have
poorer intake compared to typical L1 children. That the actual cause for the
reduced intake is different in SLI and child L2 is obvious. Unlike SLI, a reduced
intake in early L2 acquisition is directly related to the fact that these children
have had uneven exposure to the L2 and, hence, a reduced input in their L2.

Having less input does not necessarily result in a delay in L2 (and SLI),
since some linguistic rules can be acquired relatively quickly without requiring
a large input/intake (for L2 see e.g., Gathercole 2002a,b; Paradis et al. 2008,
and for SLI see e.g., Leonard et al. 1992b, 1997). However, if the threshold for
a particular linguistic phenomenon is not attained very easily - thus requiring a
large input/intake - a delay in early L2 acquisition should be comparable to that
seen in SLI.2 Assuming that both conditions interact in a single child, L2-SLI
children should then have a double delay indicating a cumulative L2-SLI effect.

This thesis aims to qualitatively and quantitatively identify the separate
effects as well as the combined effects of SLI and L2 in Dutch grammatical rule
learning by systematically examining error types and error quantities in various
learner groups. §1.3 gives a brief preview on how this research goal will be
achieved.

1.3 Paving the way for the present study

In order to test the different predictions relating SLI and L2, this study examines
grammar in impaired and unimpaired learner populations acquiring Turkish as
an L1 and Dutch (as spoken in the Netherlands) as an L2, and in Dutch impaired
and unimpaired control populations. Turkish-Dutch children are present in

1‘Intake’ is seen as that part of the input that can be used effectively for acquisition (Corder
1967).

2‘Threshold’ refers to the point in acquisition that must be exceeded to master rules.
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considerable numbers in schools for speech and language impairments in the
Netherlands.

A direct comparison of a group of L2-SLI children with groups of L1-SLI
children, unimpaired L2 and L1 children and a group of late L2 learners should
enable us to specify the relationships between SLI and L2 acquisition as dis-
cussed in the previous section. The predictions from the representational deficit,
on the one hand, and the reduced input/intake, on the other hand, are repeated
here in (3) and (4).

(3) Representational deficit:
The error types produced in child L1-SLI and child L2-SLI acquisition
should be similar to those in adult L2 acquisition, and different from
typical child L1 and child L2 acquisition.

(4) Reduced input/intake:
All child groups show a similar pattern of errors, which is different from
adult L2 acquisition.

As hypothetizised in (3), SLI and adult L2 groups should qualitatively differ
from typical (child) acquisition with respect to the error types they produce.
On the other hand, developmental error types should be the same across child
groups following (4), but different from adult L2 acquisition. However, some of
these child groups are expected to be delayed and, hence, produce higher error
rates, as a result of reduced input/intake capacities. The extent to which SLI
and child L2 groups are affected can be further determined by comparing the
error quantities across the child groups, as Figure 1.2 indicates.

Figure 1.2: Specifying ‘delay’ in SLI and L2 acquisition

An effect of SLI should become visible if the SLI groups produce more errors
than their respective unimpaired controls. On the other hand, an L2 effect is
apparent if the child L2 groups produce more errors than the respective child
L1 groups. If both effects play a role in child L2-SLI acquisition, substantially
more errors are expected in that group than in any other child group. This can
be seen as an indication of a cumulative L2-SLI effect. It is interesting to also
address the question as to the relative impact of one condition compared to the
other as indicated by the dotted line. This will be done by comparing the error
rates in the child L1-SLI and typical child L2 groups.

In order to be able to make the comparisons as set out in Figure 1.2, selec-
tion criteria were applied in all participant groups to reduce the heterogeneity
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inherent to SLI and L2 acquisition. For instance, the selected L2 groups in this
study have the same L1, namely Turkish, in order to control for L1 transfer. All
learner groups were, of course, tested using the same methodological design.

Two morpho-syntactic domains were selected for investigation: Firstly, the
Dutch inflectional phrase where the focus is on the production of finite verb in-
flection and finite verb placement, secondly, the Dutch determiner phrase where
the production of the assignment of gender as marked on definite determiners
and attributive adjectival inflection was examined.

These structures constitute a good test case for studying the relationships
between SLI and L2 acquisition since it is already known that acquisition can
take some time. Morphology, in general, is known to be a vulnerable area
in SLI. This has already been shown for verb inflection in Dutch SLI (e.g.,
Bol and Kuiken 1988; De Jong 1999) and Dutch L2-SLI (Steenge 2006). Verb
placement, on the other hand, seems to be relatively spared in Dutch SLI (e.g.,
De Jong 1999; Bastiaanse and Bol 2001). Adjectives and determiners, on the
other hand, have been shown to be particularly difficult in L2 acquisition (e.g.,
Blom, Polǐsenská, and Weerman 2008b; Cornips and Hulk 2008; Unsworth 2008
for determiners, and e.g., Weerman 2002; Cornips et al. 2006; Weerman et al.
2006; Blom et al. 2007 for adjectives). Additionally, age-dependencies have been
found in some of these structures resulting in the production of different error
types in adult L2 acquisition (e.g, Cornips, Van der Hoek, and Verwer 2006;
Weerman, Bisschop, and Punt 2006; Blom, Polǐsenská, and Weerman 2007;
Blom 2008). Qualitative and quantitative differences are thus to be expected.

1.4 Practical value of this study

As well as having a theoretical, linguistic goal, this cross-group comparison also
has a more clinical purpose. This thesis is one of the first attempts to system-
atically tease apart the effects of SLI and L2 in L2-SLI acquisition. As such,
it contributes to the diagnostic dilemma whether problems in L2-SLI acquisi-
tion are due to SLI or typical L2 delay. This dilemma originates from the lack
of clinical assessment tools for children growing up in a multilingual context.
Especially with respect to minority languages, only little is known about the
acquisitional processes in typical and atypical acquisition. As a consequence,
it is quite common that L2 children are diagnosed with SLI on the basis of
their L2 performance, potentially leading to two types of misdiagnoses. Mis-
taken identity (e.g., Cummins 1984, 2000; Genesee, Paradis, and Crago 2004),
on the one hand, refers to an L2 child that has wrongly been placed in special
education on the basis of low performance scores in the L2. Missed identity
(e.g., Roseberry-McKibbin 1995; Crutchley, Conti-Ramsden, and Botting 1997;
Genesee, Paradis, and Crago 2004), on the other hand, refers to a misdiagnosis
where problems of an L2-SLI child have been overlooked (‘missed’), poor or slow
performance in the L2 having been interpreted as a natural consequence of L2
development.

The outcomes of the present study should contribute to the search for diag-



1.5. How the book is organized 7

nostic markers of SLI, L2 and L2-SLI acquisition when acquiring Dutch gram-
mar. By determining the severity of the combined effects of SLI and L2 in
language acquisition, this study also adds to the discussion of whether or not a
language-impaired child should be exposed to an L2. This discussion is fuelled
by the questionable claim that acquiring an L2 puts an additional burden on
the language-impaired child.

1.5 How the book is organized

This book is organized into eight chapters: Chapter 2 provides the context for
the remaining chapters. It introduces the concepts of SLI, early and late L2
and L2-SLI acquisition as used in the present study. It further discusses the
current state of language-specific characteristics in each of these groups on the
basis of empirical evidence and theoretical accounts. This discussion results in
a number of expectations related to the theories discussed.

The following three chapters provide the background to the experiments
conducted in this thesis on impaired and unimpaired Turkish-Dutch L2 and
Dutch L1 acquisition. Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 focus on the linguistic struc-
tures (variables) under investigation: finite verb inflection and verb placement
in Chapter 3, and attributive adjectival inflection and gender assignment as
marked on definite determiners in Chapter 4. These chapters first provide the
reader with a linguistic description of each structure, followed by a review of
the relevant research carried out on the different learner groups. Both chapters
conclude by presenting the expectations as to the relationship between SLI and
L2 acquisition per research variable. Chapter 5, then, details the experimental
design used and addresses the problems in the selection and matching of the
participants.

Chapter 6 presents and discusses the results on verb placement and verb
inflection and Chapter 7 for adjectival inflection and gender assignment. The
results are tested against the predictions made about the relationships between
SLI and L2 acquisition formulated in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, respectively. Fi-
nally, Chapter 8 brings all these findings together: First, the outcomes of both
variables are related and discussed in theoretical, linguistic terms before relat-
ing them to the clinical practice. The chapter ends with some implications for
future research.




