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chapter 2

Setting the scene: SLI and L2

2.1 Introduction

The goal of this thesis is to gain more understanding as to how SLI in L2
acquisition affects the development of morpho-syntactic properties of Dutch
in a population of Turkish L2-SLI children resident in the Netherlands. This
chapter is used to make the scope of this thesis more explicit to the reader by,
firstly, defining the concepts of SLI (§2.2), child L2 and adult L2 acquisition
(§2.3) and child L2-SLI acquisition (§2.4) and clarifying their relevance in this
study. Secondly, the theoretical background is discussed resulting in predictions
for potential relationships between SLI and L2 acquisition (§2.4.3).

2.2 Understanding SLI

This section familiarizes the reader with the concept of SLI. §2.2.1 starts with
a description of the defining aspects of SLI followed by some notes on subtypes
and linguistic profiles in SLI. In §2.2.2, an overview is given of empirical evi-
dence comparing typical child L1 and child L1-SLI acquisition across languages.
The main characteristics of SLI are described focusing on verb and noun mor-
phology, as these domains constitute the heart of investigation in the present
study. Proposals made to explain these findings in the context of cross-linguistic
research on SLI are then reviewed in §2.2.3. This section ends with a summary.

2.2.1 What is SLI?

Traditionally, SLI is seen as a primary language disorder. It affects child lan-
guage in approximately 5-7% of the general English-speaking US population
(Tomblin, Records, Buckwalter, and Zhang et al. 1997; Leonard 1998). In the
Netherlands, the number of children attending special schools for speech and
language impairments amounts to almost 4% of Dutch primary school children
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10 2. Setting the scene: SLI and L2

(see the website of the Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (Statistics Nether-
lands: www.cbs.nl)). Not all children that have a language-impairment attend
special schools, however. The percentage of children with SLI is therefore prob-
ably higher (e.g., De Koning et al. 2004; Van Agt and De Koning 2006).1 SLI
is usually defined in terms of exclusionary criteria determined by medical and
paramedical assessment (see Leonard 1998, for a detailed description of each
criterion). These criteria are internationally accepted and are further detailed
in Table 2.1.

Factor Criterion

Language ability Language test scores of −1.25 standard
deviations or lower

Nonverbal IQ Performance IQ of higher than 85

Hearing Pass screening at convential levels

Otitis media with effusion No recent episodes

Neurological dysfunction No signs or treatment of seizure disorders,
cerebral palsy, brain lesions

Oral structure No structural anomalies

Oral motor function Pass screening using developmentally
appropriate items

Physical and social interaction No autism or autism spectrum disorders,
which surfaces in social interaction or activities

Table 2.1: Criteria for SLI (adapted version of Leonard 1998: 10)

Children with SLI seem to develop normally except that they show significant
limitations in language ability. This apparent language-specificity, also indi-
cated by the term ‘specific’, raises important issues about the causes of the
impairment, and the representation and acquisition of language.

There is a clear indication that SLI has a genetic component as shown in
heritability studies such as family evaluations (e.g., Tallal, Ross, and Curtiss
1989; Tomblin 1989; Whitehurst, Arnold, Smith, and Fischel 1991), series of twin
studies (e.g., Bishop, North, and Donlan 1995; Tomblin and Buckwalter 1998;
Bishop, Adams, and Norbury 2006), and the identification of a chromosome that
co-segregates with SLI (e.g., Fisher, Vargha-Kadhem, Watkins, and Monaco et
al. 1998; Lai, Fisher, Hurst, and Vargha-Khadem et al. 2001; Vernes, Newbury,
Abrahams, and Winchester et al. 2008). Additionally, SLI is more likely to be
present in males than in females; the ratio is more than 2:1 (e.g., Tomblin et al.
1997; Leonard 1998).

Although SLI is defined as a primary language disorder, there is evidence
that at least some children with SLI exhibit other types of limitations that go

1While SLI is known to be a disorder that persists throughout childhood, relatively little
is known yet about its effects in adolescents and adults. The few existing studies (e.g., Bishop
and Edmundson 1987; Johnson, Beitchman, Young, and Escobar et al. 1999; Wetherell,
Botting, and Conti-Ramsden 2007; Conti-Ramsden and Botting 2008; Miller, Leonard, and
Finneran 2008) suggest that the consequences of this disorder can typically be found beyond
child age, and often negatively affect educational outcomes. However, future research has to
reveal the exact linguistic characteristics.
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beyond the scope of language. These include, for instance, problems with work-
ing memory (e.g., Gathercole and Baddeley 1990; Montgomery 1995; Weismer
and Evans 1999; Archibald and Gathercole 2006) and other general cognitive
processes involving executive functioning (e.g., Windsor and Kohnert 2009 for
an overview). Children with SLI are also known to have a relative high incidence
of dyslexia and other more global writing and reading disabilities (e.g., Tager-
Flusberg and Cooper 1999; Bishop and Snowling 2004). Since the diagnostic
relevance of such other problems for SLI is still debated at this point in time, a
more precise definition than the eight exclusion criteria in Table 2.1 cannot be
formulated.2

It is widely recognized that children with SLI form a heterogeneous group
with a wide range of profiles of language deficits. These can involve one or
more linguistic domains such as phonology, morphosyntax, syntax, semantics
and pragmatics. However, there is not yet agreement on the characteristics
of SLI, even within one language, that could function as a well-defined set of
inclusionary criteria in the expressive and receptive language abilities of these
children.

There have been various attempts at further subclassification of SLI (e.g.,
Rapin and Allen 1983; Conti-Ramsden, Crutchley, and Botting 1997; Bishop
1998).3 One main distinction has been to separate deficits in morphosyntax and
phonology from those in semantics and pragmatics, although this distinction is
quite crude; for a more comprehensive overview, the reader is referred to Leonard
(1998) and Schwartz (2009).

Scholars agree that morphosyntactic errors in language production (i.e.,
problems with free and bound morphemes in verb and noun morphology and
related areas) comprise the most prevalent form (or subtype) of SLI. In fact,
this subtype has been the most extensively studied in SLI research across lan-
guages (see §2.2.2). Because of its prevalence, this subtype has commonly been
labeled ‘typical’ SLI (Bishop 2004) in the literature.4 Deficits of that type may
be accompanied by phonological or praxic symptoms, whereas semantic and
pragmatic skills are relatively spared (e.g., Leonard 1998; Bishop 2004).

Some researchers also report on deficits predominantly found in syntactic
relations. For instance, Van der Lely (1998, 2004) identifies a group of gram-
matical SLI (G-SLI) children in English who have, in particular, difficulties with
relative clauses or WH-questions. To date, there is, however, only a relatively
small number of English children being researched that seem to fit this specific
grammatical subtype. There is as yet only little evidence from other languages
for the existence of G-SLI. Much more research is needed here.

Children with SLI whose impairments are primarily pragmatic have been
2With the help of more advanced neurocognitive techniques, there is a continuing search

to refine the characteristics of SLI by determining the specific cognitive and linguistic impli-
cations of anatomical and functional differences between children with SLI and their typically
developing peers (e.g., Shafer and Maxfield 2009; Tropper and Schwartz 2009 for a review).

3Official classifications with linguistic profiles of SLI can also be found on the websites of
the DMV-IV (American Psychiatric Association) and the World Health Organization.

4Other labels given to this subgroup are the ‘phonological-syntactic’ type (Rapin and Allen
1983) or the ‘classic’ type (Hynes and Naidoo 1991).



12 2. Setting the scene: SLI and L2

identified as ‘semantic-pragmatic’ type (e.g., Conti-Ramsden et al. 1997; Bishop
2000b, 2003). Main characteristics of that type are, among many others, word
finding difficulties, limitations in comprehension of figurative language and ex-
tended discourse, poor use of conversation context, irrelevant utterances and
atypical social behavior. These symptoms are also found in autism spectrum
disorders so that on the basis of the exclusion criteria in Table 2.1, such chil-
dren could be excluded from research on SLI. There is a blurred boundary
between the semantic-pragmatic type and children with autism spectrum disor-
ders. Some researchers argue that some of the SLI children should be grouped
within autism spectrum disorders (e.g., Bishop and Norbury 2002; Bishop 2003;
Tager-Flusberg 2004).

The focus of the present study is on typical SLI as this type seems to be
the most consistent indicator for this language impairment. The systematic
investigation of morphosyntactic abilities, seen as a core symptom in SLI, should
help to tease apart the effects of SLI when compared to typical L1 and L2
acquisition.5 Another advantage of investigating typical SLI is that the large
body of research on morphosyntactic acquisition in SLI makes it possible to
compare the outcomes of the present study with previous studies.

2.2.2 Effects of SLI

As pointed out earlier, the extensive body of research on typical SLI in compari-
son to unimpaired chronological age peers and language age peers has shown that
morphosyntax is a problematic area in typical SLI across languages (e.g., Leon-
ard 1998; Fletcher 1999; Leonard 2000, 2009 for overviews). Specifically the SLI
children have problems with morphosyntactic relations of sentence components
as expressed in word order and clausal relations, and grammatical morphemes,
such as gender, number, person, tense and case. Grammatical morphemes are
the focus in the present study (see §1.3).

Children with SLI use fewer grammatical morphemes in obligatory contexts,
and they frequently omit and/or substitute tense-marking morphemes, agree-
ment morphemes and other functional elements, such as auxiliaries, copula,
determiners (Leonard 2000: 125,126). The degree to which difficulties occur
with grammatical morphemes may vary across languages resulting in language-
specific profiles. That deficits in grammar vary per language has implications
for the present study where two typologically different languages are being ac-
quired by the same (SLI) child as set out in Chapter 1. The L1 of these children,
Turkish, is a pro-drop (or null-subject) language and has a rich agglutinating
inflectional system in contrast to Dutch, the L2, which is a non pro-drop lan-
guage with a sparse inflectional system compared to Turkish. Symptoms in both

5There is, however, one caveat to be made about typical SLI. As previously discussed,
phonological deficits (e.g., problems with phonological perception and awareness) as being a
potential characteristic of typical SLI may also be an indicator of other disorders, such as
dyslexia or other reading and writing disabilities (e.g., Catts, Adlof, Hogan, and Weismer
2005; Shaywitz, Gruen, Mody, and Shaywitz 2009). I will come back to that issue in Chapter
5.
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languages may be different due to the typological differences.
Such typological differences are reflected in the types of errors occurring

in tense and agreement marking in verb inflection: Omission of finiteness (i.e.,
tense and/or agreement) markers tends to be the predominant error in Germanic
languages, whereas substitution errors are prominent in pro-drop languages (see
Table 2.2).6,7

Germanic languages

Language Incorrect form Correct form Omission of

English *he play he plays 3sg marker: –s

Dutch *ouders kom aan ouders komen aan 3pl marker:–en
‘parents arrive’

Swedish *klippa klipper 3sg marker: –er
‘to cut’ ‘he/she cuts’

Pro-drop languages

Language Incorrect form Correct form Substitution of

Hebrew *hitgalsha hitgalesh 3sg masculine
‘she slid’ ‘he slid’ marker

Hungarian *tegnap ti fésülted tegnap ti fésültétek 2pl marker: –tétek
‘yesterday you.2pl were
combing.past.def.2sg’ combing.past.def.2pl

Italian *dorme dormono 3pl marker: –ono
‘he/she sleeps’ ‘zij slapen’

Table 2.2: Error types in verb inflection in various Germanic languages and pro-drop
languages (adapted version of Leonard 2000: 120)

Omission errors have been observed in pro-drop languages, however. For in-
stance, Chilla and Babur (to appear) showed that four-to-six-year old bilingual
Turkish-German children with SLI occasionally omit agreement markers and
tense-aspect and modality markers in their spontaneous speech. Similar obser-
vations were made in a case study on typical child L1 development in Turkish
by Aksu-Koç and Ketrez (2003), suggesting that children with rich inflectional
systems pass through a very early stage (Aksu-Koç and Ketrez 2003) where
morphemes are omitted. In the same vein, occasional occurrences of substitu-
tions have been found in children learning Germanic languages, such as Dutch
(De Jong 1999) and German (e.g., Clahsen 1991; Clahsen and Stoessel-Deschner
1993; Clahsen, Bartke, and Göllner 1997).

The language-specific errors in Table 2.2 have been subject to different in-
terpretations. Substitution errors in pro-drop languages have been interpreted

6When focussing on tense and agreement marking, I will mainly consider examples with
present tense inflections as these are also part of the examination of the present study (see
§6.3.2).

7The examples on English, Hebrew, Hungarian, Italian and Swedish come from collabo-
rative work by e.g, Leonard, Eyer, Bedore, and Grela (1997); Dromi, Leonard, Adam, and
Zadunaisky-Ehrlich (1999); Bedore and Leonard (2001); Leonard, Hansson, Nettlebladt, and
Deevy (2005) and Lukács, Leonard, Kas, and Pléh (2008). The examples for Dutch SLI are
taken from De Jong (1999).
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as near-miss errors (Leonard 2000) meaning that substitutions differ from the
appropriate inflections by only one feature. If, for instance, an error is made
in Italian or Hungarian in the 3pl or 2pl context, respectively, as shown in
Table 2.2, it is most likely to be replaced by the singular form. In Hebrew, it is
the gender feature that is replaced. In Germanic languages, on the other hand,
omissions result in bare forms. This is in Dutch identical to the 1sg form. In
this case, an omission error could also be seen as a substitution error: the 3pl
marker is replaced by the 1sg form. In English SLI, the production of the bare
form (play for plays) is a well-known error. Some researchers (e.g., Rice, Wexler,
and Cleave 1995; Rice and Wexler 1996a,b; Rice, Wexler, and Hershberger 1998)
have, however, interpreted this error as a selection of the infinitival (nonfinite)
form and, hence, omission of tense and/of agreement marking.8 Support for that
interpretation comes from Swedish where the infinitival form, carrying inflection
(see klippa in Table 2.2), is used as a substitute by SLI children.

The omission of finiteness marking has been characterized by some scholars
(e.g., Rice et al. 1995) as an extension of the Optional Infinitive (OI) stage rep-
resenting an early stage in typical language development where children appear
to use main clauses without a finite verb (see Chapter 3 for further details).
Constructions of that kind are termed ‘optional’ or root infinitives (henceforth
RIs). Examples of RIs are given in (1) in various languages. Note that these
examples have been produced by children before the age of three.

(1) a. He
He

bite
bite.inf

me
me

‘He is biting me.’ (English, Harris and Wexler 1996)
b. Papa

Daddy
schoenen
shoes

wassen
wash.inf

‘Daddy is washing shoes.’ (Dutch, Verrips and Wijnen 1998)
c. Ich

I
der
the

Fos
frog

haben
have.inf

‘I have a frog.’ (German, Poeppel and Wexler 1993)

Children with SLI acquiring Germanic languages like English, Dutch, Swedish,
German and Norwegian have been frequently reported to produce constructions
as in (1) (e.g., for Dutch: e.g., De Jong 1999; Wexler et al. 2004; for English:
e.g., Rice et al. 1995; Rice and Wexler 1996a,b; for German: e.g., Rice, Noll, and
Grimm 1997; Roberts and Leonard 1997; for Norwegian: Meyer Bjerkan 1999,
and for Swedish: Hansson 1997; H̊akansson 1998).9 The difference between SLI
and typical acquisition is only the age at which children stop producing RIs:
unimpaired children are said to have left the OI stage by around the age of
three (Blom 2003), whereas some SLI children have been observed to still be in
the RI stage at age 8 (e.g., Rice et al. 1998; Wexler et al. 2004). Because of the

8Whether tense and/or agreement markers are assumed to be omitted depends on the
theoretical account being applied as will be shown in §2.2.3.

9There are mixed results about an (E)OI stage in pro-drop languages (see Paradis and
Crago 2001; Leonard 2009 for a discussion).
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prolonged time-period of producing RIs, SLI children are claimed to show an
extended (E) OI stage.

Cross-linguistic comparisons have revealed that morphological richness or
sparseness not only affects the quality but also the quantity of errors. More
specifically, verb inflection is, overall, more vulnerable in Germanic languages
causing higher error rates than in pro-drop languages. In Table 2.3, the per-
centage accuracy scores on 3sg present tense inflections in SLI vary between
English, German, Hebrew, and Italian at the same mlu level.10

Contexts English German Italian Hebrew

3sg 21 53 94 –

sg masculine 93

sg feminine 88

Table 2.3: Percentage accuracy in 3sg present tense contexts by children with SLI in
English, German, Italian and Hebrew with a similar mlu range (in words): 3.02–3.77
and similar age range: 4;9–5;2 (Leonard 2000: 121)

The Italian- and Hebrew-speaking SLI children perform as proficiently as their
younger unimpaired peers at the same mlu in 3sg agreement marking. In
contrast, SLI children acquiring morphologically more sparse languages (here
English and German) perform far below their (younger) unimpaired controls
(see Leonard 2000 for details). The relatively high accuracy rates in Italian
and Hebrew in Table 2.3 suggest that difficulties in verb morphology are not
always a good indicator for SLI in pro-drop languages. A more detailed look at
a diverse set of inflections revealed, however, that problems do arise in pro-drop
languages, if the inflections themselves reflect a complex combination of gram-
matical features such as tense, number, person and gender. In other words, the
more features a child has to deal with at the same time, the lower the accuracy
rates in certain inflectional contexts. Leonard (2000: 122) proposed that rich
inflection becomes a cognitive burden when four different dimensions of features
must be considered simultaneously. Hebrew-speaking SLI children (e.g., Dromi
et al. 1999), for instance, score rather low in past tense inflections, where some
paradigms require a distinction for tense, number, person and gender. Leon-
ard’s proposal received support from a recent study on tense and agreement
morphology in Hungarian SLI (Lukács et al. 2008; Lukács p.c.), where children
had to simultaneously distinguish between tense, person, number and definite-
ness. Hungarian children with SLI scored 90% accurately in an experimental
setting eliciting 3sg present tense indefinite and definite contexts, whereas past
tense inflections turned out to be more difficult in both the 3sg indefinite con-
texts (79.3%) and the 3sg definite contexts (78.3%).

10The data on English, Hebrew and Italian come from a collaborative work by Bortolini,
Caselli, and Leonard (1997); Leonard, Eyer, Bedore, and Grela (1997); Dromi, Leonard, Adam,
and Zadunaisky-Ehrlich (1999); the German data come from Roberts and Leonard (1997) and
are taken from the Clahsen and Rothweiler (1992)-Corpus. These data come from children
with similar mlus in words and a similar research design.
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Although agreement and tense morphology have been shown to be particu-
larly vulnerable in SLI children acquiring Germanic languages, English-speaking
SLI children have even more difficulties than German-, and Dutch-speaking
children with SLI (Roberts and Leonard 1997; Leonard and Deevy 2006) or
Swedish-speaking children with SLI (Leonard et al. 2005). In all these studies,
children were matched for age and overall severity of the language disorder. A
plausible explanation lies possibly in morphological richness: English has fewer
inflections than the other three languages (see §2.2.3).

Although there is typological variation, deficits in verb agreement are core
symptoms in SLI across languages. The status of noun agreement is less clear.
Research involving noun agreement and related areas is limited compared to the
amount of research on verb morphology. Since verb agreement has been shown
to be vulnerable in SLI, certain areas in noun morphology are also expected
to be affected such as gender marking on determiners and adjectives, the two
related areas that will be examined in the present study.

Crosslinguistic evidence indicates that gender as marked on determiners is
vulnerable in SLI. In comparison to unimpaired age controls and younger unim-
paired controls, SLI children have been shown to produce higher error rates
with determiners in, for instance, German (e.g., Clahsen 1989, 1992; Roberts
and Leonard 1997), Italian (e.g., Leonard et al. 1992a; Bortolini et al. 1997),
Spanish (e.g., Restrepo and Gutièrrez-Clellen 2001) and Swedish (e.g., Leonard
et al. 2001; Hansson et al. 2003). The predominant errors are determiner omis-
sions, the use of gender-neutral determiners such as, in German, de ‘the’ for the
definite form instead of der, die or das and ein ‘a’ for all indefinite determiners
(Clahsen 1992: 12). An alternative error was the substitution of the definite
determiner. An example from German would be the incorrect application of
feminine gender to the German masculine noun Stuhl ‘chair’: *die Stuhl ‘the
chair-feminine instead of der Stuhl ‘the chair-masculine (Clahsen 1989: 904).
Notably, such errors represent an earlier stage of typical L1 acquisition (see e.g.,
Mills 1986 for German).

The empirical facts on adjective-noun agreement are less conclusive though.
Observations from German-speaking SLI (e.g., Clahsen 1992, for an overview)
and Swedish-speaking SLI children (Leonard et al. 2001; Hansson et al. 2003),
for instance, reveal clear difficulties with adjectival inflection. As was the case
in verb agreement, omissions of inflectional markers on the adjective seem to
be the predominant error. Research on morphologically rich languages, on the
other hand, has produced conflicting results. For instance, Bedore and Leonard
(2001) and Bedore and Leonard (2005) claim that noun-adjective agreement is
a particularly vulnerable area in Spanish-speaking SLI children, whereas Grin-
stead and Cantú-Sánchez (2004) found barely any problems in this area, the
children scoring higher than 90%. Studies by Roberts and Leonard (1990) and
Leonard et al. (1992a) reveal no major problems in adjective-noun agreement
in Hebrew-speaking and Italian-speaking children with SLI, respectively. The
tested children performed at the same level as age-matched controls, with errors
involving mainly substitution.

It is not entirely clear what these data imply. The high error frequencies with
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determiners point to difficulties with gender marking in SLI. On the other hand,
adjective-noun agreement seems to pose barely any problems in rich inflectional
languages.

In conclusion, it emerges from cross-linguistic studies of the production of
grammatical morphemes that these are not equally affected per language in
qualitative as well as in quantitative terms. There is an association with lan-
guage type in verb agreement, but the results from noun agreement are not
clear. These two areas will be studied here for Dutch.

2.2.3 Accounts of SLI

On the basis of evidence discussed in the previous section, much research is
directed at the question of why children with SLI are typically less successful
in the acquisition of grammatical morphemes than their peers. As already
briefly discussed in Chapter 1, there are two main explanations discussed in the
literature: (i) representational accounts claiming that SLI is the result of missing
or deficient knowledge in the underlying representation of grammar itself and
(ii) processing accounts claiming that SLI is the result of reduced capacities in
the processes involved in the perception and intake of the linguistic input that
is needed to derive grammatical knowledge.

One of the crucial differences between the two approaches concerns the re-
sources children with SLI may or may not rely on in order to build up gram-
matical systems. On the basis of the assumption that the locus of the deficit
in SLI is in the representation of linguistic knowledge (some form of deficit in
UG), the resources to construct grammar should be different from typical child
acquisition. In contrast, within the processing accounts, the ability to access
UG is, in principle, intact but reduced intake capacities are claimed to cause
the problems in constructing grammar. The following section reviews accounts
within both explanations to SLI to create the theoretical background.

Representational accounts all basically have the same underlying idea that
SLI constitutes a modular deficit. These are based on Chomskyan theory of
generative grammar. Researchers have employed concepts and notions from the
various versions of Chomskyan theory (Chomsky 1957, 1965, 1981, 1995, 2000)
in their study of SLI to capture the various difficulties these children experience
in morphosyntax. Relevant concepts and notions from this theory will therefore
briefly be mentioned, but for more detailed background information, the reader
is referred to one of the many introductions of Chomsky’s work (e.g., Haegeman
1991; Radford 2004).

The representational accounts all have in common that there is some sort
of impairment in components of the innate language faculty. They differ, how-
ever, as to the range of impairments they aim to cover. Some accounts have
attempted to identify specific linguistic markers of SLI, whereas others have
aimed to provide a complete grammatical characterization of a relatively broad
class of impairments in the underlying syntactic representations of individuals
with SLI.
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The Agreement Deficit (AD) Account (e.g., Clahsen 1989, 1991, 1992; Clah-
sen et al. 1997; Clahsen 2008) is one of the most explicit representational ac-
counts addressing deficits in agreement, as indicated by its name.11 This account
has been modified over the years and I will briefly outline its basic assumptions
and describe the most notable changes.

The earliest version of AD (Clahsen 1989, 1991, 1992) was called Missing
Agreement Account and offered an explanation for a relatively broad range of
morphosyntactic difficulties (e.g., subject-verb agreement, object-verb agree-
ment, finite auxiliary forms, gender and number agreement on determiners and
adjectives, structural case marking and the like) in SLI children. The claim was
that the Control-Agreement Principle (Gazdar, Klein, Pullum, and Sag 1985)
is impaired.12

In a later version, then called AD account, Clahsen et al. (1997) redefined
the difficulty in SLI as a problem with ‘uninterpretable features’ in the sense of
Chomsky’s (1995) theory of formal features.13 Agreement features of verbs (and
adjectives) are a case in point as they form a natural class in Chomsky’s system
of formal features (Clahsen 2008: 176). Since the features are uninterpretable,
they need to be checked against the interpretable feature of the noun phrase.
In contrast, problems with interpretable feature such as tense or gender should
be fewer.

In his latest version of the AD account, Clahsen (2008) assumes that abstract
(computational) knowledge of agreement is not completely absent in children
with SLI. Rather, he posits that SLI can be described in terms of an impairment
of agreement that affects the lexicon in such a way that the morphological para-
digm of subject-verb agreement is not completely acquired. As a consequence,
features on verbs taken from the lexicon are not always fully specified. On the
basis of this assumption, productions of non-finite forms or incorrect agreement
markings are to be expected (Clahsen 2008: 177).

Clahsen’s AD account is, overall, consistent with the major difficulties found
with verb agreement in various Germanic languages, whereas it is less applicable
in pro-drop languages where these errors are much less apparent (see §2.2.2).
Furthermore, the AD account explicitly predicts verb agreement errors and fails

11Clahsen’s account was inspired by the ideas of Gopnik (Gopnik 1990a,b; Gopnik and
Crago 1991). In one of the earliest linguistic proposals to SLI, Gopnik argued that agreement
deficits can be accounted for by feature blindness, which is caused by a genetically-based
deficit in the linguistic mechanisms for constructing morphological inflections. As such, the
ability to use grammatical features, such as number, person, tense and aspect is assumed to
be absent.

12Although covering a broad range of problems in SLI, the impairment is selective in nature.
The Control Agreement Principle, which establishes an asymmetrical relationship between two
categories (one of the categories is the functor, while the other one is an argument controlling
the functor) is claimed to be selectively impaired in SLI grammar, causing the problems in
agreement but not tense (Clahsen 1992: 6). This claim was tested by comparing results on
agreement marking and tense marking in the same German and English SLI children.

13In the formal feature theory, Chomsky distinguishes between interpretable features and
uninterpretable ones. Interpretable features are relevant for semantic interpretation, whereas
uninterpretable features are not. Uninterpretable features play, however, a role in syntactic
operations.
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therefore to cover for the variety of symptoms found in other functional domains.
With his latest proposal, however, Clahsen (2008: 176) did not intend to provide
a complete characterization of the wide range of grammatical difficulties in SLI
that have been found by other researchers (see §2.2.2).

With the Representational Deficit of Dependency Relations (RDDR), Van
der Lely (1996, 1998) focuses on a particular group of children with SLI, namely
Grammatical-SLI (G-SLI) children. She assumes that the language difficulties
in that particular subgroup of SLI children stems from deficits in the computa-
tional syntactic system. More specifically, these children are assumed to have
grammars in which movement is optional rather than obligatory due to a selec-
tive impairment in establishing the structural relationship between dependent
constituents. Accordingly, these children often fail to move constituents to the
correct syntactic domain for checking purposes, resulting in apparently optional
phonological realizations of morphosyntactic markers.

More recently, Van der Lely (2004, 2005) has reformulated and expanded the
RDDR account as a deficit in Computational Grammatical Complexity (CGC)
covering a wide range of symptoms affecting the comprehension and production
of all elements that mark syntactic dependency involved in syntax, morphology,
and phonology (i.e., most morphological markings such as tense, case, agree-
ment, number etc, and, unlike Clahsen’s earliest account, movement). Support
for her claim comes from her own work on English G-SLI involving a series of
comprehension and production studies. It is suggested that these G-SLI chil-
dren have deviant grammars and never reach the target state with respect to
the implementation of morphosyntactic rules. Van der Lely’s makes an inter-
esting claim to account for a wide range of grammatical difficulties in a specific
subgroup of SLI. In order to substantiate this claim and its generalizability, the
CGC hypothesis should preferably be tested in SLI children acquiring various
languages and not only English.

The Extended Optional Infinitive (EOI) Account (e.g., Rice et al. 1995; Rice
and Wexler 1996a,b) addresses optionality. As already mentioned in §2.2.2,
Rice and colleagues claim that the developmental stage, during which obliga-
tory marking of tense (finiteness) is not yet apparent - but optional - in typical
L1 acquisition, lasts longer or is ‘extended’ in SLI. These children have a prob-
lem with tense marking, not agreement. More specifically, Rice and colleagues
stated that the absence of surface tense markers can be attributed to the non-
occurrence of the functional category tense in a given derivation, which explains
the optional character of missing tense marking alongside the production of cor-
rect forms. Initial evidence for their claim is based on studies in English show-
ing, on the one hand, frequent omissions of the 3sg –s in the present tense and,
on the other hand, the absence of overgeneralization of –s in overtly nonfinite
contexts (e.g., 3pl in the present tense).

The account was later revised into the Agreement Tense Omission Model
(ATOM) claiming that tense and agreement features are expressed optionally
due to the immature grammar (i.e., Extended Universal Checking constraint
(EUCC); Wexler, Schütze, and Rice 1998) of the SLI children: Wexler et al.
(1998) assume that feature checking is a required linguistic operation in order
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to be able to correctly produce functional elements. Following the EUCC (and
ATOM), children with SLI pass through an extended period in which they are
limited in their ability to check features within a single functional category.
Agreement and/or tense features are a case in point. This limitation has been
used to explain the persistent and prolonged use of RIs in SLI. In addition,
ATOM allows agreement errors under very limited conditions (see Wexler et al.
2004, for details), whereas the EOI account does not.

Given the maturational basis of both accounts, an SLI child’s grammar is
actually expected to be very similar to that of unimpaired children – rules are
in place and intact – with the exception of extended developmental stages and,
hence, delay. Wexler et al. (2004) point out, though, that it is questionable
whether all children with SLI will ever leave the EOI stage given the persistence
of certain errors, i.e., nonfinite spell-outs, seen in older children.

As illustrated in §2.2.2, support for both accounts comes from several Ger-
manic languages reporting on higher rates of RIs in SLI than in younger unim-
paired controls. Nevertheless, both accounts have certain limitations. First,
the EOI account predicts accuracy with agreement marking and problems with
tense marking, a claim that cannot clearly be substantiated by crosslinguistic
evidence. For instance, in German and Greek, tense and agreement marking can
be separated, unlike English. Studies of SLI in German and Greek showed tense
marking to be almost error-free in children with SLI, whereas the same chil-
dren produced significantly higher error rates in subject-verb agreement (e.g.,
Clahsen et al. 1997; Clahsen and Dalalakis 1999). Crucially, agreement errors
should be absent according to the EOI account. Although agreement errors are
allowed within ATOM (Wexler et al. 2004), no prediction is made as to their
quantity making it difficult to falsify this hypothesis. Second, I explored the Bol
and Kuiken-Corpus (Bol and Kuiken 1988) on Dutch SLI used in the study of
Wexler et al. (2004). A closer look at these data revealed that only a subset of
Dutch SLI children was responsible for a substantial amount of the productions
of all RIs documented.14 This brings the generalizability of the account into
question.

The Procedural Deficit (PD) Account proposed by Ullman and Pierpont
(2005) has a different basis. At first sight, this account seems to be remarkably
different from the accounts to SLI discussed thus far. Rather than assuming
that differences between SLI and typical L1 acquisition are based on a defi-
ciency in grammatical representation, the PD account is founded on the Declar-
ative/Procedural (DP) model by Ullman (2001a,b). This model describes the
mental routes for accessing and retrieving grammatical knowledge, focussing on
the application rather than representation of linguistic knowledge. Two associ-
ated but different types of linguistic knowledge are crucial in the DP model: on
the one hand, knowledge that is being applied attentively and consciously, and,
on the other hand, knowledge that is being applied automatically and uncon-
sciously. This distinction is referred to as declarative versus procedural knowl-
edge, respectively (e.g., Ullman 2001a,b). With respect to linguistic functions,

14See http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/data/Clinical/BolKuiken/ for a closer look at these data.
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the declarative system is involved in lexical storage and encompasses explicit and
(some) implicit knowledge, and the procedural system underlies rule-governed
(hierarchical) computations, such as grammatical morphology and relies on im-
plicit knowledge only.

As pointed out before, the DP model aims to address the processes involved
in language rather than linguistic representation itself. Accordingly, it is un-
clear how the two memory systems in the DP model may exactly be related
to grammatical theory. Following, however, Ullman and Pierpont’s (2005), the
procedural system is deficient in SLI. Since in this view the underlying grammar
of these children can be interpreted as not being intact, it can, in principle, be
related to the idea of a representational deficit in SLI.15 Following this line of
thinking, the consequence of having a deficit in the procedural system is that it
affects aspects of language typically generated by rules. In contrast, the declara-
tive system is largely unaffected in SLI. Since children with SLI are only able to
rely on declarative knowledge, storage of certain grammatical forms and chunks
are the only way to compensate for the deficiency of the procedural system.
Hence, severe shortcomings may be expected with those grammatical domains
where rule learning is required such as in agreement inflection.

Numerous researchers have suggested that SLI is the result of deficits in basic
cognitive and perceptual processes essential for learning and producing language
as well as for certain other cognitive operations. These deficits are usually
summarized as process-based deficits or limitations in processing capacity.16

Processing accounts are usually not formulated in terms of modularity and,
crucially, the underlying representation of grammar is, in principle, assumed to
be intact. They thus contrast with the previously discussed representational
accounts.

Limited processing capacity has been made specific in terms of (i) a restric-
tion on the size of computational memory, (ii) insufficient energy to complete
a cognitive task, and (iii) a limitation in the rate at which information is pro-
cessed and perceived (Kail and Salthouse 1994). These aspects are not mutually
exclusive and overlap to a certain extent. The present study will not explore
these individual aspects of processing limitations (see Miller et al. 2001; Leonard
et al. 2007; Windsor and Kohnert 2009 for an overview), but will treat them as
a whole.

Leonard and colleagues developed two related accounts, the Surface Account
(SA) and Morphological Richness (MR) Account, that specifically address prob-
lems in acquiring inflectional morphology. With the SA, Leonard (1989) em-
phazises the auditory perceptual aspects of processing capacities by assuming
that problems in SLI are the result of neglecting less salient information from
the input language in combination with the processing demands required to de-

15The PD account has also been used to explain deficits in other language-impaired popu-
lations (e.g., agrammatic aphasia, Parkinson’s disease) (Ullman and Pierpont 2005).

16Limitations in speech perception are usually treated separately from general processing
limitations (e.g., working memory, processing speed, general auditory perception, etc.), as
they are specific to language. Despite that distinction, they are all classified as limitation in
processing capacity.
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rive grammatical representation. Depending on the language that is acquired,
input may consist of strong and/or weak surface characteristics (e.g., frequency,
(non-)syllabicity, duration of syllables/ morphemes). Appropriate perception
and processing of these elements is necessary to acquire the target grammar. A
language with more weak surface characteristics slows down acquisition more
than a language with strong surface characteristics. An unstable grammatical
representation in SLI children is then seen as the result of poor perception and
processing ability of these ‘weak’ characteristics. Much more frequent exposure
to these weak elements is assumed to be required to incorporate them into their
grammar (Leonard 1998: 252). Evidence for the SA comes from systematic
comparisons between languages where morphosyntactic markers vary in pho-
netic substance; the morphemes examined are grammatically similar. Take, for
instance, the 3sg present tense marker –s in English, which is non-syllabic and
lacks stress. A correct agreement marking on the verb (he) walks.3sg can only
be accomplished by simultaneously perceiving and morphologically processing
the morpheme –s. The dual nature of that process is assumed to be very de-
manding for an SLI child resulting in prolonged omission of that morphological
marker. On the other hand, verb agreement markers in pro-drop languages (e.g.,
caminamos ‘we walk.1pl’ in Spanish) are usually longer, stressed and may con-
stitute an entire syllable. These are the cues that speed up language acquisition.
Apart from the crosslinguistic implications of the SA, the account also allows
for language-specific predictions. English children with SLI have, for instance,
more difficulties with the 3sg agreement –s on the verb than with plural –s on
the noun (e.g., Leonard et al. 1992b; Oetting and Rice 1993). This observa-
tion indicates that the extent to which an inflection has semantic correlates also
influences inflectional rule learning.

The Morphological Richness (MR) Account (e.g., Leonard et al. 1987; Leon-
ard 1989; Leonard et al. 1992b; Dromi et al. 1999) is closely related to the SA,
but explicitly addresses the particular properties of types of languages in terms
of morphologically richness (or sparseness). Leonard and colleagues argue that
languages with a morphologically rich system provide more frequent and con-
sistent input – all nouns, verbs and adjectives are inflected – and are therefore
easier to learn for SLI children. The availability of salient morphological cues is
crucial.17 The MR account is based on the early findings of Leonard and col-
laborators showing that SLI children acquire their native grammar faster if it
has a relatively rich inflectional system. These findings have been substantiated
by the wealth of cross-linguistic research partially discussed in §2.2.2.

The Generalized Slowing Hypothesis (GSH) (e.g., Kail 1994; Windsor and
Hwang 1999; Miller et al. 2001) was a first attempt to specify processing limita-
tions in SLI. As indicated by its name, GSH claims that the key deficit in SLI is
a ‘generalized limitation in processing capacity’ resulting in low performance in
both linguistic and nonlinguistic tasks when compared to unimpaired controls.

17This account builds upon the Competition Model (e.g., MacWhinney 1987; Bates and
MacWhinney 1989) by incorporating the views that languages differ in the details of grammar
that have the greatest cue validity, that the discovery and use of these cues are probabilistic
in nature, and that some cues have greater processing cost than others.
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More specifically, the SLI child’s general ability to take in linguistic input, store
it in memory, and, in turn, access appropriate structures in language production
is assumed to be reduced causing a general delay in language development. The
slower and incomplete intake thus results in underspecified representations in
the lexicon. Crucially, GSH predicts a delay rather than a deviant profile in
SLI since the intake processes just operate more slowly. The effects of this kind
of delay caused by GSH should in principle be easily testable on the basis of
outcomes in off-line tasks. Children with SLI should exhibit delay across the
range of tested linguistic abilities when compared to unimpaired peers resulting
in (i) higher error rates as well as (ii) errors normally seen in much younger chil-
dren. At first glance, GSH offers a conceivable explanation for the general delay
found in SLI across languages. It was, however, argued that GSH is not precise
enough to explain the observed profile differences as well as the cross-linguistic
differences seen in §2.2.2.

Following the SA, MR and GSH, difficulties in inflection learning in SLI can
be interpreted in terms of a reduced intake system that slows down the deriva-
tion of grammatical representations. Together, these accounts have succeeded
in accounting for a wide range of cross-linguistic and language-specific differ-
ences seen in SLI such as those discussed in §2.2.2. Consistent input should,
in principle, be enough to provide these children with the information neces-
sary to overcome their intake problem. Nevertheless, SLI children usually have
persistent difficulties, even if there is evidence that inflectional rules have been
established (e.g., Bishop and Edmundson 1987; Leonard 1998, 2000; Schwartz
2009).

With the vulnerable markers hypothesis, Bishop (1994, 2000a) offers an ex-
planation for the inconsistencies in the application of rules once established;
that is the SLI child may produce the same inflection correctly in an obliga-
tory context on one occasion but not on another. Bishop posits that the SLI
children’s slowed processing in a limited capacity system (Bishop 1994: 526)
causes performance limitations although the grammatical representations are,
in principle, intact.18 Crucially, the performance limitations occur only if the
cognitive load of the linguistic task is too high so that children fail to apply their
grammatical knowledge consistently. In her own study, Bishop operationalized
complexity or cognitive load in terms of phonological complexity, complexity
and length of clause structure, task complexity and time to complete an opera-
tion. Bishop (1994) compared story retelling samples from eight to twelve year
old SLI children where inconsistency of performance was common for the uses
of past tense forms and case in pronouns. Although the data sample was too
small, as she posits herself, there was a correlation between utterance length
and error rates, the longer the utterance the more errors were produced.

The results of more recent studies using controlled experimental techniques
support this hypothesis. For instance, Leonard, Miller, Deevy, Rauf, Gerber,

18A ‘limited capacity system’ relates to limitations in the individual perceptual and cognitive
abilities that determine the amount of information that an individual can process (or integrate)
during any given period of time. Accordingly, these limitations can influence and limit the
resources that the child has available to perform a task (Snyder et al. 2002: 6,7).
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and Charest (2002) report that children with SLI use nonfinite clauses e.g., The
mouse eating cheese more often than finite clauses e.g., The mouse is eating
the cheese as the processing demands of the task increased. As predicted by
Bishop, SLI children preferred the less costly operation of not marking the
clause for tense and agreement. Other studies by Leonard and collaborators
(e.g., Leonard 2000; Lukács et al. 2008) revealed that SLI children acquiring
languages with a morphologically rich system made more errors when they had
to simultaneously process a complex combination of inflections involving, for
instance, tense, agreement, case, definiteness. The same children had, however,
no problems in producing the individual inflections or operations involving less
inflections (see §2.2.2).

Obviously, the accounts by Leonard and colleagues and Bishop focus on
different (probably related) aspects of processing limitations that affect lan-
guage development in different ways in SLI. Leonard and colleagues see SLI as
limitations in processing and perceiving input (i.e., intake) necessary to derive
grammatical rules, and Bishop emphazises the problems of applying rules once
established as a consequence of limitations in dealing with the cognitive de-
mands of the linguistic tasks. A more elaborate discussion of this issue is given
in Chapter 8.

2.2.4 Summary

The previous sections have shown how morphosyntactic abilities differ in im-
paired L1 acquisition and typical L1 acquisition, and how these impairments
vary across languages. There is convincing evidence that deficits in verb agree-
ment comprise one of the core symptoms of SLI across languages. The degree
to which other morphosyntactic abilities, such as noun agreement, are affected
in SLI is not yet clear due to limited cross-linguistic research. There are several
explanations proposed for the underlying nature of the persisting difficulties
in grammar. These can basically be divided in two contrasting perspectives,
namely representational accounts and processing accounts. The crucial distinc-
tion between the representational accounts and the processing accounts relates
to the question as to whether children with SLI rely on the same or different
resources underlying grammar as unimpaired children. So far, no single account
within the two perspectives seems to be able to fully explain, on the one hand,
the (cross-linguistic) variation in SLI and, on the other hand, the inconsisten-
cies and variability in the accuracy of morphological markings seen among SLI
children. Obviously, it is possible that the various explanations may be involved
either in the same child or in different children. Nonetheless, the discussed per-
spectives provide valuable ideas that allow for a specification of the relationships
between SLI and L2 acquisition, as already briefly pointed out in §1.2. As a
logical next step, §2.3 discusses the concept of L2 acquisition as far as relevant
for the present study before the relationships between SLI and L2 are explored.
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2.3 Understanding L2 acquisition

As briefly pointed out in Chapter 1, two groups of unimpaired L2 learners have
been included in the present study with the aim of specifying the relationship
between SLI and L2 acquisition: a group of child L2 learners and a group of
adult L2 learners will be compared to two groups of children with SLI. Before
these relationships can be specified though, it is necessary to first address the
crucial differences between child L2 and adult L2 acquisition as these differences
are important for investigating certain theoretical ideas (§1.2). The focus here is
on the influence of age at which systematic L2 exposure begins on the acquisition
of an L2 grammar. §2.3.1 starts with a specification of L2 acquisition relevant
for this study. §2.3.2 then discusses the issue of critical period effects in L2
acquisition and discusses some empirical differences in morphosyntactic abilities
between child (L1 and L2) and adult L2 acquisition.

2.3.1 What is L2 acquisition?

The term ‘second’ in L2 acquisition can relate to any language that is acquired
subsequent to the native language. For the present study, two types of L2
acquisition are of interest: child (or early) L2 acquisition and adult (or late)
L2 acquisition, the difference being the age at which systematic L2 exposure
begins. In adult L2 acquisition, initial exposure to the L2 starts after an L1
has been acquired, whereas child L2 acquisition starts while still acquiring an
L1. More specifically, the L2 children being examined in the present study have
systematically been exposed to Dutch between the ages of one and four. Child
L2 acquisition is sometimes also referred to as successive bilingualism. This
type of bilingualism must be distinguished from simultaneous bilingualism (also
referred to as 2L1 acquisition), where the child is – in conservative terms –
exposed to both languages from birth (Li Wei 2000: 6).

In ongoing debate, scholars argue where exactly the line should be drawn
between child L2 and 2L1 acquisition. Usually, the term child L2 acquisition
refers to children being systematically exposed to the L2 between the ages three
or four up to seven. Fundamental parts of L1 grammar are then assumed to
be in place (e.g., McLaughlin 1978; Schwartz 2003; Unsworth 2005) allowing
for the search for differences and similarities between child L1 and child L2
acquisition. According to Meisel and colleagues (e.g., Meisel 2004; Kroffke 2006;
Rothweiler 2006; Meisel 2007), it is at around the ages of three or four that
maturational changes take place in the brain so that age effects become visible
in the acquisition of an L2 grammar. In their view, children being exposed
to an L2 before that age are similar to simultaneous bilingual or 2L1 children.
Only very little research has, however, systematically addressed this interesting
issue and it is therefore difficult to establish a clear age boundary. I will refer
to the children tested in this study as L2 children, although in some cases it
appeared that some children had systematic exposure to Dutch before the age
of three/four (see Appendix A). As we will see in Chapter 5, the choice of age
range was also due to some practical considerations.
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2.3.2 Factors affecting the acquisition of L2 grammar

This thesis adopts the view that the factor of age of systematic L2 exposure plays
a crucial role for both parallels in grammatical development with L1 acquisi-
tion and ultimate success in the L2. It is, however, recognized that differences
between L1 and L2 acquisition may not directly be a reflection of age effects
as other factors may also be relevant and in interaction with maturational con-
straints. Alongside the factor of age, two of these factors are further addressed
here, namely amount of L2 input and L1 transfer.19

Age

The aspect of age can be linked to the debate of whether there is a critical
period for language acquisition. Generally, a ‘critical period’ is considered to
be a period of time, typically early in life, during which an organism displays a
heightened sensitivity to certain environmental stimuli. This sensitivity can be
used to acquire certain abilities. After this period, there is a non-linear decline
in sensitivity hence reducing the chances to develop the same abilities (Birdsong
1999). Penfield and Roberts (1959) and a little later Lenneberg (1967) were the
first to propose the idea of a critical period for language acquisition in order
to account for the contrasts seen in speed, ease and success between typical
and atypical L1 acquisition.20 In recent years, the debate around the notion
critical period has been further fuelled by the fact that adult L2 learners are
in many respects different from child (L1 and L2) learners (e.g., Hyltenstam
and Abrahamsson 2003; Birdsong 2006 for extensive reviews). The ideas on
the critical period in L2 acquisition discussed here are taken from Clahsen and
Muysken (1986) and Bley-Vroman (1989, 1990), among others.21 They argue
that one or more principles of UG have become inaccessible at a certain point,
which explains the differences between child and adult L2 learners in acquiring
grammatical L2 phenomena constrained by UG. Accordingly, adult L2 learners
have to rely on other general learning mechanisms, unlike child learners.

Ullman proposed the Declarative and Procedural (DP) model (e.g., Ullman
2001a,b, 2004, 2005) and applied it to adult L2 acquisition. The DP model
suggests a neurobiological explanation on the basis of two memory systems. In
linguistic terms, the declarative memory underlies knowledge relating to the lex-
icon associated with the meaning and use of words. The procedural memory, on
the other hand, is thought to support rule-governed computations in language
(Ullman 2001a: 107). According to Ullman (2004), both systems interact and
overlap in L1 acquisition, whereas neurophysiological changes as the result of

19Scholars agree that L2 learners form a heterogeneous group in which the success of L2
acquisition is determined by various factors. For extensive reviews of these internal and
external factors, the reader is referred to e.g., Li Wei 2000; Doughty and Long 2003; Bhatia
and Ritchie 2004; Kroll and De Groot 2005.

20Atypical L1 acquisition relates in this respect to deprived children without available lin-
guistic input during early childhood (see Curtiss 1988 for a review) as well as congenitally deaf
children, who were exposed to sign languages later in life (e.g., Mayberry and Lock 2003).

21See for different approaches to this issue, e.g., Schwartz and Sprouse 1996; Prévost and
White 2000.
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a critical period diminish the ability to use the procedural memory to perform
computational operations in L2 acquisition.22 Due to the inefficiency of the pro-
cedural system, adult L2 learners are forced to rely predominantly on declarative
memory: i.e., storing chunks and formula. It is thus questionable whether adult
L2 learners eventually master grammatical phenomena exclusively relying on
the procedural memory in the same way as child learners.23

There has been cross-linguistic evidence that age influences L2 acquisition in
terms of ultimate attainment (e.g., Johnson and Newport 1989, 1991; DeKeyser
2000; McDonald 2000) as well as developmental sequences (e.g., Clahsen and
Rothweiler 1993; Clahsen et al. 1993; Weerman et al. 2006; Blom et al. 2007;
Dimroth 2008).24 Given that this study focuses on development and not ulti-
mate attainment (§1.2), developmental patterns as reflected in error types will
further be investigated. Following Schwartz (2003, 2004), the rationale behind
this approach is straightforward: On the basis of the assumption that child
L2 acquisition is guided by UG – like child L1 – but that adult L2 acquisition
is not, there should be an asymmetry seen in developmental errors of the two
learner groups. An additional advantage of this comparative approach is that
it is possible to control for L1 transfer by comparing L2 groups with the same
native language to the L1 groups (e.g., Schwartz 2003, 2004).

The difference in developmental patterns between child (L1 and L2) and
adult L2 learners can be illustrated by considering the acquisition of finiteness
and verb placement of German, which is an Object-Verb (OV) language with
Verb Second (V2) (see §3.2 for details). During acquisition, German L1 children
pass through a stage from roughly two to four years of age during which they
alternate between the uses of finite (2a) and nonfinite verb forms (2b) in main
clauses. This is referred to as the Optional Infinitive stage or Root Infinite stage
(see Chapter 3). It is evident from German child L1 data (e.g., Clahsen 1982;
Poeppel and Wexler 1993; Clahsen, Eisenbeiß, and Penke 1996) and German
child L2 data (e.g., Prévost 2003; Rothweiler 2006; Kroffke 2008) that children
know the position-form contingency from very early on: finite verbs occur in V2

22It should be added here that the notion of ‘reduced or diminishing availability’ leaves open
whether the procedural memory is partially deficient or non-existing in adult L2 acquisition
or whether it is fully instantiated, yet operating at reduced capacity (see also Clahsen and
Felser 2006 for a discussion on that issue).

23Although Ullman attributes a key role to the age of systematic exposure, his model
posits that L2 usage, L2 proficiency, general cognitive capacities, sex and hormone levels
(e.g., Hartshorne and Ullman 2006; Ullman 2001b, 2004, 2005) also modulate and contribute
to the access of the procedural memory system in adult L2 acquisition. It is therefore possible
that more advanced L2 adults acquire much or perhaps even all of the grammatical knowledge
of the target language (see Van Boxtel 2005 and Hopp 2007 for evidence that high proficient
L2 adults may perform at L1 levels). As will be clear from Chapter 5, the L2 adults in this
study are not advanced learners, but low to medium proficient learners of Dutch and errors
are expected.

24There are also studies reporting similar paths of development in child L1, child L2 and
adult L2 learners (e.g., for Dutch: Unsworth 2005 and English: Schwartz 2003, 2004). The
only difference is that both L2 populations initially go through a stage of L1 transfer. This
would be evidence against age effects. However, it is likely that the data on which these results
are based are simply incomparable. Studies often differ in nearly all relevant aspects such as
method, L1/L2 of the participants and linguistic variables.
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position and nonfinite verbs occur in verb final position.25

(2) a. Thorsten
Thorsten

Ball
ball

haben
have.inf

‘Thorsten has a ball.’ (Poeppel and Wexler 1993: 16)
b. Ich

I
hab
have.fin

ein
a

dossen
big

Ball
ball

‘I have a big ball.’ (Poeppel and Wexler 1993: 5)

This is in contrast to adult L2 learners of German who fail to distinguish between
finite and non-finite verbs (e.g., Clahsen 1990; Prévost and White 2000), which
means that they produce nonfinite forms in finite V2 contexts and finite forms
in nonfinite contexts. Compared to (2), adult L2 errors would then look like in
(3).

(3) a. *Thorsten
Thorsten

haben
have.inf

einen
a

Ball
ball

‘Thorsten has a ball.’
b. *Ich

I
einen
a

grossen
big

Ball
ball

hab
have.fin

‘I have a big ball.’

There is more divergence in word order patterns between child and adult L2
learners as revealed by the comparison of natural speech data in 15 to 65 year-
old L2 adults (Meisel et al. 1981; Clahsen and Muysken 1986) and three-to-four
year old L2 children (e.g., Rothweiler 2006; Kroffke 2006, 2008). Unlike child
learners, adult L2 learners were shown to overuse, in particular, two developmen-
tal sequences in German word order for a considerable period of time, namely
overuse of a Subject-Verb-Complement (SVX) order (4a) and a XSVX order
(4b) (i.e., adverbials are optionally moved into sentence-initial position, but the
obligatory subject-verb inversion does not take place). Some of the adult learn-
ers were even reported to fossilize in these stages. These observations are in line
with studies on child L2 and adult L2 acquisition in Dutch (e.g., Blom et al.
2007; Blom 2008; Blom and De Korte 2008) to be further discussed in §3.3.26

25Similar observations on the child L2 acquisition of finiteness and word order properties
were also made for other languages such as English (e.g., Paradis 2007 for an overview), French
(e.g., Grondin and White 1996; Paradis et al. 1998) and Dutch (e.g., Blom 2008; Blom and
De Korte 2008).

26Interestingly, older L2 children acquiring German (Haberzettl 2005; Tran 2005; Kroffke
2006) exhibit the same errors in the application of word order rules as adult L2 learners, i.e.,
nonfinite forms are treated as finite forms. Some unique differences between child L1 and child
L2 learners were also found in English (Paradis 2007 for an overview) and French (e.g., Meisel
2007). Systematic L2 exposure in most of these children started from six years onwards. The
findings give rise to the question as to whether there is an earlier boundary for age effects
in inflection learning than previously proposed (see §2.3.1). This is related to the discussion
of multiple critical periods in language acquisition (e.g., Scovel 1988; Long 1990; Hyltenstam
and Abrahamsson 2003; Long 2005; Singleton 2005).
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(4) a. *dass
that

er
he

kauft
buy.fin

auf
on

der
the

Strasse
street

‘that he is buying on the street.’
[Correct form: dass er auf der Strasse kauft.]

b. *Dann
Then

wir
we

gehen
walk.fin

weiter.
on

‘Then we walk on.’
[Correct form: Dann gehen wir weiter.]

Despite the similarities seen in the developmental error types produced by L1
and L2 children, there is one clear difference. Most of the experimental studies
cited so far report a slower pace in child L2 development as determined by
the differences in error rates between age-matched L1 and L2 children. Two
potential factors are considered here, namely the L2 input situation of the child
and L1 transfer. These factors may, of course, also influence adult L2 acquisition.

Amount of input

Obviously, L2 learners who learn two languages, usually, have quantitatively less
exposure to each language than L1 children acquiring each language separately
(Paradis and Genesee 1996). It can be predicted that these learners will lag
behind their L1 peers in achieving acquisition milestones because of the reduced
L2 exposure and, hence, reduced opportunity to take in input to derive grammar.
The question as to which of the exact properties of the L2 input (e.g., length,
intensity and/or quality (or richness)) determine pace and ultimate success of
L2 acquisition is still subject to much debate. A number of studies correlating
morphosyntactic accuracy and input (e.g., Jia 2003; Jia and Aaronson 2003;
Sorace 2005; Hulk and Cornips 2006a; Cornips and Hulk 2008; Unsworth 2008)
suggest that length as well as richness of input positively affect the acquisition
of the L2 grammar.

Obviously, the input situation of the individual learner is likely to vary de-
pending on the quantity and quality of (L1 and) L2 contacts in day-to-day
activities as involved in family, status of the L1, peer-group and working situa-
tions as well as the amount of formal L2 training an L2 learner has been exposed
to. In §5.2.1, the issue of how the present study deals with the potential differ-
ences in a learner’s input situation is briefly discussed. It will be clear that, for
practical reasons, this study only considers the length and not the intensity or
consistency of L2 exposure.

It is possible that less input and, hence, limited intake will not necessarily
cause a substantial developmental delay since the acquisition of some grammat-
ical structures may not require a lengthy and intensive input (e.g., Gathercole
2002a,b; Paradis et al. 2008). It is thus also important to consider the prop-
erties of the target structure in terms of the critical mass or threshold that
must be attained for acquisition as proposed by, among others, Marchman and
Bates (1994) and Gathercole (2002a,b). Verb agreement and adjectival agree-
ment in Dutch are potentially useful structures to indicate a contrast in the
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amount of input required for acquisition as will be made explicit in §3.3 and
§4.3, respectively.

L1 transfer

Scholars question to what extent the native language itself influences the pace
and success of L2 acquisition. This phenomenon is known as L1 interference (or
L1 transfer) referring to the automatic transfer of the structure of the L1 (due to
habit) to the structure of the L2, especially in the very initial stages of L2 acqui-
sition. There is a substantial amount of evidence for L1 transfer in the domain
of syntax, showing that initial development in L2 learners differs according to
their L1 background. A well-known example is the adult L2 acquisition of word
order in Dutch (e.g., Jansen et al. 1981; Blom 2008) and German (e.g., Meisel
et al. 1981; Clahsen and Muysken 1986; Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1994):
learners with an underlying OV language as L1, such as Turkish, Korean or Ja-
panese, were shown to initially overuse OV orders (for similar observations, see
Haznedar 1997 for Turkish-English, and Haberzettl 2005 for Russian-German
and Turkish-German child L2 acquisition). In contrast, L2 adults of Moroccan-
Arabic, Italian and Spanish background, all VO languages, show an initial use
of the VO orders.27 Additional evidence for L1 transfer in L2 syntax is based
on the acquisition of scrambling in Dutch. Unsworth (2005) showed that child
L2 and adult L2 learners, both with English as their L1, go initially through a
stage of L1 transfer.

That some grammatical structures are less affected by L1 transfer can be
shown based on the acquisition of German nominals in untutored learners of
Spanish, Italian, Korean and Turkish, languages with and without definite de-
terminers (Parodi, Schwartz, and Clahsen 2004), for instance. Omission of
determiners could be seen as result of L1 transfer. Cross-group comparisons re-
vealed, however, that the determiner omission rates for early stages of German
L1 acquisition were the same as those of the Korean and Turkish L2 learners.
Crucially, the L2 learners with a Romance background also omit determiners,
albeit to a lesser extent. This suggests that there is positive rather than nega-
tive transfer in this domain. This is in line with a widely accepted assumption
that L2’s that are structurally closer to the L1 appear to be acquired by an L2
learner with more ease than an L2 that is more distant from the target language
(e.g., Schachter 1996; Hulk and Müller 2000; McDonald 2000; Müller and Hulk
2001; Sabourin 2001; Sabourin and Stowe 2008).

Some scholars argue alternatively that L1 transfer has no, or barely any
influence on the acquisition of inflectional morphology. Dulay and Burt (1973,
1974), for instance, examined Spanish and Chinese child L2 learners of English.
The results of both studies revealed two major findings, namely that (i) the main
source of difficulty is grammatical morphology and that (ii) the grammatical
errors are similar in both child L2 groups suggesting that L1 transfer cannot be
the source of these errors. Both groups were also shown to pattern similar to

27See for a different interpretation: e.g., DuPlessis et al. (1987) and Tomaselli and Schwartz
(1990).
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English L1 children (Dulay, Burt, and Krashen 1982). All children regardless of
being L1 or L2 had more trouble acquiring, for instance, the past tense form –ed
and the present tense 3sg marker –s than the progressive marker –ing and the
plural marker –s. A variety of recent studies on the acquisition of inflectional
morphology in child L2 English have confirmed these findings (e.g., Ionin and
Wexler 2002; Jia 2003; Genesee et al. 2004; Paradis 2005; Paradis, Tremblay,
and Crago 2008).

In sum, the structure of the L1 has a certain influence on L2 acquisition,
especially in the initial stages and in some structures more than others. The
selected L2 groups in this study have the same L1, namely Turkish, to control
for effects of L1 transfer.

2.4 Understanding child L2-SLI

This section familiarizes the reader with the concept of L2-SLI acquisition.
Based on the discussions in §2.2.1 and §2.3.1, L2-SLI children should be diag-
nosed with SLI on the basis of his/her L1 following the criteria for SLI in Table
2.1. Systematic L2 exposure in these children should have started between the
ages one and four. Overviews of relevant studies relating SLI and L2 acquisition
using different methodological approaches are given in §2.4.1 and §2.4.2. Finally,
§2.4.3 first introduces Paradis and colleagues (Paradis et al. 2005/2006; Paradis
2007) attempt to theoretically address L2-SLI acquisition before incorporating
it in the framework used here to specify the potential relationships between SLI
and L2 acquisition.

2.4.1 Effects of SLI and child L2

From the discussion of SLI (§2.2.2) and child L2 (§2.3.2) acquisition, similarities
in developmental patterns between both groups are apparent.

• SLI and L2 children are delayed in acquiring inflectional morphology when
compared to unimpaired L1 children.

• SLI and L2 children tend to follow the same developmental patterns in
terms of error types. These error types, overall, resemble those used by
unimpaired L1 children.

Some studies have directly compared both groups in order to further examine
the relative effects of SLI and child L2 acquisition. The first studies directly
comparing L1-SLI and child L2 acquisition were conducted by H̊akansson and
Nettelbladt (1993, 1996) and H̊akansson (2001), examining the acquisition of
verb placement and tense morphology in Swedish. The studies compared ex-
perimental production data in Swedish L1-SLI children and Arabic-Swedish L2
children. The L2 children had been exposed to Swedish for approximately 1;6
years (range: 1;2 to 2;0 years) in a preschool setting. The studies revealed two
major findings: (i) the child L1-SLI and child L2 child groups produced the
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same developmental errors when acquiring Swedish word order (i.e., production
of ungrammatical V3 utterances (instead of grammatical V2) and tense mor-
phology and (ii) these errors resemble those seen in younger typically developing
Swedish L1 children.

More recently, Paradis and Crago (2000, 2001, 2004) compared spontaneous
production data in French (as spoken in Montréal, Canada) L1-SLI children
(N=10; aged 7) and unimpaired English-French L2 children (N=10; aged 7).
Both groups were reported to have difficulties with marking of finiteness, tense
and subject-verb agreement as well as the production of object clitics in French.
Paradis (2005) extended this comparison by also including L2 learners of En-
glish (N=24, aged 4;4-7;10) with various minority L1 backgrounds (Arabic,
Cantonese, Dari, Farsi, Japanese, Korean, Mandarin, Romanian, Spanish and
Ukrainian). The L2 children had been exposed to English for less than two years
(mean: 0;10 years). As with the English-French L2 children, error patterns and
accuracy rates resembled those of the English L1-SLI children.28

Grüter (2004, 2005) added another component to this comparison by eliciting
comprehension data alongside production data. She examined the acquisition
of accusative object clitics in French comparing three child groups: a group of
French L1 children (N=12, aged 6;2-7;1), a group of French L1-SLI children
(N=6, aged 6;6-9;2) and a group of English-French L2 children (N=7, 6;5-7;1).
The L2 children were exposed to French for 1;5 years in an immersion school
setting in Montréal, Canada. The results are in line with those in the previously
discussed studies: No significant differences were detected between the L2 and
the SLI group in either task. Both groups performed significantly worse in
the production task than their typical L1 peers. In the comprehension task,
all three groups performed at ceiling. At first sight, this observation suggests
that comprehension is not useful in separating out L2 and SLI acquisition. It
is possible, however, that a different choice in age range would have shown
differences.

The results point unmistakably in the direction already indicated above:
L1-SLI children and L2 children appear to make the same developmental errors
and in similar amounts. The observed similarities make it thus difficult, if not
impossible, to tease apart the linguistic markers that specify SLI and child L2
acquisition. This can result in diagnostic confound (see the notion of ‘mistaken
identity’ in §1.4). In fact, comparing L1-SLI and unimpaired child L2 acqui-
sition can be considered as being ineffective or indirect when aiming to make
implications about L2-SLI acquisition: The linguistic characteristics found in
L1-SLI acquisition cannot be taken as markers of SLI in L2 children exclusively
on the basis of the children’s L2 output due to the chance of diagnostic con-
found. Furthermore, it is also unclear to what extent length and intensity of L2
exposure and the children’s L1 influence the group comparisons.

28It should be pointed out that Paradis reports on a substantial variation in the individual
results as became evident from the sizable standard deviations and ranges in accuracy rates.
These individual differences appeared not to be caused by the variation in length of exposure
(2 to 18 months) or age. Such heterogeneous performance in the early stages of learning
English has also been found by other researchers.
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2.4.2 Effects of L2-SLI

The investigation of L2-SLI acquisition requires a specific methodology in order
to be able to, on the one hand, carefully differentiate between the respective
effects of SLI and L2 acquisition and, on the other hand, address the question
as to whether L2-SLI causes an additional burden for the child. One way is
a cross-sectional comparison of L2-SLI children, L1-SLI children and, ideally,
unimpaired L1 and L2 children. Although research on L2-SLI acquisition is as
yet extremely limited in scope, some of these comparisons have been made.29

Salameh and colleagues (Salameh, Nettelbladt, and Gullberg 2002; Sala-
meh, Nettelbladt, and Norlin 2003; H̊akansson, Salameh, and Nettelbladt 2003;
Salameh 2003; Salameh, H̊akansson, and Nettelbladt 2004) longitudinally fol-
lowed the acquisition of word order and inflectional morphology of four-to-
seven year old Swedish-Arabic children with and without SLI. The children
were matched on age, gender, exposure to Swedish, residential area, Arabic di-
alect and parental education. As such, this study is one of the few examples
comparing two languages within the same L2(-SLI) children. There were three
major findings: (i) The same developmental sequences were found across all
Swedish-Arabic children; (ii) the developmental sequences resembled those seen
in Swedish L1(-SLI) acquisition and (iii) L2-SLI children were developing at a
much slower pace than their unimpaired L2 peers. Unlike most of the L2-SLI
children, the unimpaired L2 children reached a high level in Swedish grammar
after approximately 1;6 years of exposure to Swedish in preschool (range: 1;2-
2;0).

In another study, Kroffke (2006) longitudinally followed the acquisition of
German finiteness, word order and subject-verb agreement in Turkish-German
children with and without SLI (N=3/per group; range: 3;0 to 6;5).30 As well
as producing higher error rates compared to the unimpaired L2 children, L2-
SLI children also tended to make errors that were unlike those in typical child
L1 and child L2 acquisition in German, but similar to adult L2 acquisition of
German (compare the examples in (2) and (3) in §2.3.2). Comparing the L2-
SLI data with existing data on German L1-SLI (e.g., Clahsen 1992; Clahsen and
Stoessel-Deschner 1993; Clahsen et al. 1997) revealed parallels between the two
SLI groups and differences from the typical child L1 and L2 groups.31

The empirical evidence regarding the relationship between SLI and L2 ac-
quisition is not conclusive: both similarities and differences have been found
between child L2-SLI, L1-SLI and unimpaired L2 acquisition, making it diffi-

29As briefly addressed in Chapter 1, the selection criteria for L2-SLI children are problem-
atic. In most of the studies presented here, children were selected as L2-SLI on the basis
of very low outcomes on an L2 assessment battery in comparison with unimpaired L2 peers.
Only in a very limited number of these L2-SLI studies, material was available to also screen
or assess the L2(-SLI) children’s L1.

30The native language, Turkish, was also studied in the L2 children revealing effects of SLI
in the L2-SLI children (see e.g., Rothweiler et al. 2007, 2008 for details of the Turkish results).

31Jacobson and Schwartz (2005) also reported on differences in error types between seven-
to-nine year old Spanish-English L2 children with (N=12) and without (N=15) SLI acquiring
English irregular and regular past tense.
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cult to tease apart the effects of SLI and L2. Although some studies suggest
separate effects of SLI in terms of different error types and higher error fre-
quencies, it is difficult to draw firm conclusions. The studies conducted differ in
many respects such as methodology, linguistic phenomena, languages (L1 and
L2) and L2 input situation, all factors, which are likely to have caused some
divergence in the results. In the following section, two theoretical approaches
will be discussed that result in different expectations and predictions specifying
error types and error frequencies in L2, SLI and L2-SLI acquisition.

2.4.3 Accounts of child L2-SLI

To my knowledge, there are no separate theories that result in predictions for
L2-SLI acquisition. In fact, such a theory might not even be necessary if it
is assumed that the underlying cause of SLI is the same for all impaired chil-
dren irrespective of the number of language(s) they are exposed to. Elaborating
on that idea, Paradis and colleagues (Paradis et al. 2005/2006; Paradis 2007)
were the first to formulate predictions for 2L1-SLI acquisition on the basis of
the two prevalent perspectives on the causes of SLI (see §2.2.3). As discussed
earlier, the two perspectives differ as to whether children with SLI rely on differ-
ent grammatical representations as unimpaired children (i.e., representational
deficit perspective (see 5)) or whether the resources are the same (i.e., reduced
intake perspective (see 6)).32

(5) Assuming that SLI is caused by a deficit in linguistic knowledge, bilin-
gual SLI children are expected to resemble their L1-SLI peers in each
language.

(6) Assuming that SLI is caused by limited processing resources, bilingual
SLI children are expected to show a delay compared to (i) their unim-
paired bilingual peers and (ii) their L1-SLI peers in each language.

Paradis and colleagues formulated the prediction in (5) on the basis of the
Disruption-within-Delay account (Rice 2003, 2004). This account argues that
certain grammatical morphemes in a language are much more ‘disrupted’ than
others in children with SLI. As a consequence, SLI (L1-SLI and 2L1) children
will have much more trouble acquiring those morphemes, thus, causing a delay
that is disproportionate to their overall language development. It is exactly
this unique uneven morphosyntactic profile that distinguishes children with SLI
from younger unimpaired peers.

The prediction in (6), on the other hand, has its basis in the ‘Generalized
Slowing hypothesis’ (§2.2.3). This hypothesis predicts a general delay in lan-
guage development due to limitations in the speed with which the linguistic
input necessary to derive grammar can be processed. Crucially, error types
should be the same across impaired and unimpaired children. L2-SLI children

32Paradis and colleagues (2005/2006: 33) refer to the two opposing perspectives on the
nature of the deficit in SLI as the domain-general view (i.e., cognitive/perceptual processing
accounts) and the domain-specific view (i.e., linguistic representational accounts).
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should, however, have a more severe delay when compared to L1-SLI children
and unimpaired L2 children. The L2-SLI children need not only more time to
process input but, crucially, the input is also divided between two languages.
Paradis and colleagues recognize that differences in certain perceptual aspects
of language (i.e., strong versus weak surface characteristics) may cause certain
target structures to be more affected than others. The prediction in (6) has
therefore been extended by incorporating Leonard’s (1989) Surface account (see
§2.2.3) that specifically addresses the perceptual aspect of processing capacities.
It is important to note here that a combination of the Generalized Slowing hy-
pothesis and the Surface account would still result in the same predictions as
formulated in (6).

Paradis and colleagues tested the predictions in French-English 2L1-SLI ac-
quisition (see Paradis et al. 2005/2006; Paradis 2007 for reviews) on the basis of
spontaneous speech samples. A comparison of the acquisition of object clitics
and articles in French and pronouns in English in age-matched and younger
mlu-matched children in both languages showed that 2L1-SLI children resem-
bled the younger typically developing 2L1 and L1-SLI groups. The results have
been interpreted as evidence that bilingualism is not a ‘risk factor’ in 2L1-SLI
acquisition, that is no double delay was found. The present study examines child
L2(-SLI) acquisition, however, and not 2L1 acquisition. A somewhat different
relationship between SLI and L2 acquisition can be expected here. Compared
to 2L1 children, L2 children are expected to have had less exposure to the L2
causing a more severe delay in acquisition. The delay might in fact be similar
to that seen in SLI following the assumption in (6). As already discussed in
Chapter 1, the delay should, however, only be visible with those linguistic phe-
nomena for which the threshold for acquisition is not passed very easily, that is
acquisition requires a relative large input/intake.

For the present study, I will begin with the two theoretical proposals to SLI
as did Paradis and colleagues. Unlike Paradis and colleagues, however, I will
attempt to be more explicit about the linguistic resources available to derive
inflectional rules in the various groups. This results in relationships expected
between, on the one hand, SLI and child L2 acquisition and, on the other hand,
SLI and adult L2 acquisition (see Figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1: Relating SLI and L2 acquisition
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Assuming that the locus of the deficit in SLI is in the innate representation
of linguistic knowledge (see §2.2.3), the resources to construct grammar are
different from typical child (L1 and L2) acquisition. In order to derive the target
grammar, children with SLI have to rely on other learning mechanisms. These
mechanisms are similar to those used by adult L2 learners who have been shown
to also diverge from child (L1 and L2) learners due to critical period effects
(see §2.3.2). For SLI, Ullman and Pierpont (2005) claim that the procedural
system necessary for rule-governed computations is deficient (see §2.2.3). In the
same vein, Ullman (2001a,b, 2004, 2005) proposes that the ability of procedural
memory diminishes in L2 learners with increasing age (see §2.3.2). That explains
why both groups are reduced in their ability to build up grammar. Given the
inefficiency of the procedural system, they are forced to rely predominantly
on the declarative memory which is responsible for the storage of lexical chunks
and frames. Following this line of thinking, it is reasonable to expect similarities
between SLI children and adult L2 learners and, crucially, these should differ
from unimpaired child acquisition.

Assuming on the other hand that SLI is caused by a limited capacity to
perceive and process the language input, a rather different relationship between
SLI and L2 acquisition follows: SLI is assumed to be comparable to child L2
acquisition and not to adult L2 acquisition. Following the reduced intake ap-
proach, children with SLI can in principle construct the same rules as their
unimpaired peers, since the same innate linguistic knowledge is available. The
crucial difference lies in the analysis of input causing a developmental delay.
The linguistic problems will be most evident in those linguistic aspects that
require a relatively large and finegrained input in order to establish rules. As
seen in §2.2.2, inflectional morphology and functional elements are a case in
point. L2 children, whose initial L2 exposure starts within a critical period, can
also be assumed to have a poorer intake compared to typical L1 children. Ob-
viously, the actual cause for the reduced intake is different in SLI children and
unimpaired L2 children: Unlike SLI, a reduced intake in child L2 acquisition
is directly related to the uneven exposure to the two language (see §2.3.2).33

L2 children should be able to acquire relatively easily these grammatical rules
that are acquired quickly in L1, that is where relatively little input/intake is
necessary. Accordingly, little input does not necessarily result in a delay. If,
however, a large amount of input is needed to master a particular linguistic
phenomenon in L1, a delay in L2 children might then become comparable to
that seen in children with SLI. L2-SLI children are then expected to show a dou-
ble delay marking an L2-SLI effect because both factors are assumed to affect
grammatical aspects of the target language.

The representational deficit hypothesis and the processing hypothesis result
in two distinct predictions as to the relationship between SLI and L2 (repeated
here in (7) and (8) from §1.3).

(7) Representational deficit:

33Note that this line of thinking is, in essence, the same as formulated by Paradis and
colleagues in (6).
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Child L1-SLI and child L2-SLI acquisition shows a similar pattern in
terms of error types to adult L2 acquisition, which is different from typ-
ical child L1 and child L2 acquisition.

(8) Reduced input/intake:
All child groups show a similar pattern in terms of error types, which is
different from adult L2 acquisition.

A comparison of a group of L2-SLI children with groups of L1-SLI children,
unimpaired L2 and L1 children and a group of adult L2 learners should indicate
which prediction is correct.

As a result of the reduced intake capacity in (8), it is also expected that
some child groups are more delayed than others in development and, hence,
produce more errors. The questions formulated in (9) can also be answered
from comparing the different child groups.

(9) a. What are the separate effects of SLI and child L2?
b. What are the combined effects of SLI and child L2 in L2-SLI?
c. What is the relative impact of the effects of SLI and child L2?

The group comparisons will be carried out by examining the productions of
several structures: within the Dutch inflectional phrase, finite verb inflection
and finite verb placement, and within the Dutch determiner phrase, attributive
adjectival inflection and gender assignment as marked on determiners. These
will be described in Chapters 3 and 4, respectively.




