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chapter 4

Agreement in Dutch determiners
and adjectives

4.1 Introduction

The second morphosyntactic domain to be examined here is the production of
agreement in determiners and adjectives. From the survey of the literature it is
clear that far less is known about the acquisition of agreement in the determiner
phrase, cross-linguistically, in SLI (§2.2.2) compared to verb agreement. Agree-
ment in the determiner phrase is a potential SLI marker since morphological
rules are involved. Age effects are also visible in this domain marking a con-
trast between child and adult learners (see §4.3.5). Exactly these two properties
are necessary to establish the relationship between SLI and L2 acquisition in
terms of the two hypothesis being tested. First, the system of determiners and
adjectival inflection (§4.2) is briefly described followed by a literature survey
of acquisition in the different learner populations (§4.3). On the basis of these
sections, the expectations are formulated for the cross-group comparisons ac-
cording to, on the one hand, the representational deficit hypothesis, and, on the
other hand the reduced intake hypothesis (§4.4).

4.2 System

Since a noun’s gender plays a crucial role in adjectival agreement, I will first
describe the gender system of Dutch. Dutch has a two-way gender system that
distinguishes neuter and common gender. The distinction surfaces in several
ways, two of which are relevant in this thesis: the system of definite articles
(or determiners) (see §4.2.1) and the system of adjectival inflection (see §4.2.2).
§4.2.3 sketches the differences between Dutch and Turkish, the first language of
the L2 learners in this study to provide a background for any interpretation of
the results as due to L1 interference.

61



62 4. Agreement in Dutch determiners and adjectives

4.2.1 Dutch determiner system

In the determiner system, gender is visible on definite determiners in singular
condition: a common gender noun combines with the definite determiner de as
in (1a); the determiner het combines with a neuter gender noun as in (1b).

(1) a. de/*het
the

appel
apple.com

b. het/*de
the

glas
glass.neut

Gender is neutralized in indefinite and plural contexts, as shown in (2) and (3),
respectively.

(2) a. een
an

appel
apple.com.sg

b. een
a

glas
glass.neut.sg

(3) a. de/*het
the

apples
apples.com.pl

b. de/*het
the

glazen
glasses.neut.pl

Whether a root noun is common or neuter gender is unpredictable in most
cases. There are some semantic classes for which gender may be predicted. For
instance, the names of sports are neuter gender (e.g., het golf ‘(the) golf’, het
tennis ‘(the) tennis’, het hockey ‘(the) hockey’) as well as metals (e.g., het goud
‘the gold’, het zilver the silver’, het brons ‘the bronze’). The names of plants are
common gender (e.g., de roos ‘the rose’, de eik ‘the oak’) like the seasons (de
lente ‘the spring’, de zomer ‘the summer’, etc.) (e.g., Haeseryn et al. 1997; Booij
2002). These categories form a very small part of the lexicon and exceptions
can be found for most of these instances. Unlike other languages, the gender of
root nouns cannot clearly be predicted on the basis of phonological form either
(see for some attempts Trommelen and Zonneveld 1986).

Derivational morphology does, however, provide cues (e.g., Booij 2002; Hae-
seryn et al. 1997). For instance, all nominalized verbs formed with the prefix
ge– and nouns ending with the suffix –isme are neuter (het gezag ‘the power’,
het geding ‘the case’, het vandalisme ‘the vandalism’, het egosme ‘the egoism’),
whereas nouns ending with the suffixes –heid and –ine (de waarheid ‘the truth’,
de schoonheid ‘the beauty’, de latrine ‘the latrine’, de discipline ‘the discipline’)
are common gender. For a detailed discussion of all different formal categories
that mark gender, see Haeseryn et al. (1997) and Booij (2002).

One large and productive subcategory within the derivational suffixes is that
of diminutive nouns (marked in (4) with dim). As will be shown in Chapter
6, diminutives are included in the test material to examine whether such struc-
tural cues facilitate the acquisition of gender. Diminutives are morphologically
marked for gender by adding the suffix –tje or one of its various phonologically
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conditioned allomorphs to a noun (e.g., Haeseryn et al. 1997) and become neuter
gender by definition.1 The nouns in (4) illustrate how derivational morphology
overrules the gender class of root nouns. The neuter gender diminutive nouns
appeltje ‘small apple’ (4a) and autootje ‘small car’ (4b) are both derived from
common gender nouns. As is the case with neuter root nouns, diminutive nouns
are neutralized for gender in plural contexts (see 4c and 4d).

(4) a. het/*de
the

appeltje
apple.dim

b. het/*de
the

autootje
car.dim

c. de/*het
the

appeltjes
apples.dim

d. de/*het
the

autootjes
cars.dim

From a perspective of acquisition, information about the input distribution in
the adult system of both determiners should be considered as it might influence
the sequence of acquisition. I will elaborate on that issue in §4.3.1.

4.2.2 Dutch adjectival inflection

Adjectives in Dutch appear in two syntactic positions: they are either in a
prenominal attributive position (see 5a) and are part of a determiner phrase and
modify the noun with which they occur or they are in a predicative position,
which is post-verbal (see 5b).

(5) a. De
the

kleine
small

bal
ball

b. De
the

bal
bal

is
is

klein
small

Attributive adjectives agree with the noun with respect to number, gender and
definiteness of the determiner phrase (Broekhuis 1999; Booij 2002).2

The Dutch paradigm of adjectival attributive inflection follows a predictable
inflectional pattern. The suffix –e has to be added, but there is one exception: if

1The phonologically conditioned allomorphs of –tje are as follows:

• boek ‘book.neut’ + –je → boekje ‘book.dim’

• raam ‘window.neut’+ –pje → raampje ‘window.dim’

• bal ‘ball.com+ –etje → balletje ‘ball.dim’

• koning ‘king.com’ + –kje → koninkje ‘king.dim’

2Broekhuis (1999) demonstrates that specific phonological and lexical properties may in-
fluence the inflectional pattern of Dutch attributive adjectives. There are some phonological
constraints, where no –e suffix is added to the adjective. For instance, with adjectives that
end in schwa or –en: de stupide–∅/beige–∅/oranje–∅ ballon ‘the stupid/beige/orange balloon’;
de open–∅/gesloten–∅ deur ‘the open/closed door’.
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the determiner is indefinite and the adjective modifies a singular, neuter noun,
then the adjective is not overtly inflected.3 Compare therefore the examples
in Table 4.1, where the exceptional case is highlighted for clarity. The table
gives examples for every feature combination; the features being <definiteness>,
<gender> and <number>. Note that the bare form in attributive adjectives (–
∅) is identical to the predicative form (see 5b). The system underlying adjectival
inflection is rather complex in Dutch and as such may be difficult to acquire.

[def] det adj n [indef] det adj n

[com/sg] de kleine bal [com/sg] een kleine bal
‘the little bal’ ‘a little bal’

[neut/sg] het kleine huis [neut/sg] een klein ∅ huis
‘the little house’ ‘a little house’

[com/pl] de kleine ballen [com/pl] ‘∅ kleine ballen
‘the little balls’ ‘ little balls’

[neut/pl] de kleine huizen [neut/pl] ∅ kleine huizen
‘the little houses’ ‘ little houses’

Table 4.1: Paradigm of attributive adjectival inflection exemplified with the adjective
klein ‘small’

There are basically two possible analyses of adjectival inflection in Dutch in
terms of default versus non-default forms (the schematic representations of both
analyses are taken from Weerman 2002). The first analysis shown in Table 4.2
is basically in line with Kester’s (1996) interpretation of Dutch adjectives. She
assumes that the absence of inflection in a subclass of predicative adjectives is
comparable to the absence of inflection in a subclass of attributive adjectives.
That is to say, the morphological similarity in inflected form is crucial in spite
of syntactic differences. Based on this analysis, the bare adjective (–∅) would
be the default, whereas the overt spell-out would be the unmarked form.

If attributive, indefinite, singular and neuter Otherwise

–∅ –e

Table 4.2: Analysis I of adjectival inflection according to Kester (1996)

Broekhuis (1999), on the other hand, follows the analysis presented in Table
4.3. There, it is assumed that the two syntactic environments have to be kept
apart through separately analyzing the inflectional pattern of predicative and
attributive adjectives. In his view, the homophony of bare attributive and

3There are cases where the head of the determiner phrase is not overtly expressed causing
N-ellipsis (Broekhuis 1999 for details). In such cases, gender is neutralized and the attributive
adjective is then usually inflected with –e: e.g., Kijk een rode fiets. Ik heb net een groene
∅ gekocht. ‘Look, a red bike.com. I just have bought a green (one).’ and Kijk, een schoon
varken. Ik heb net een vieze ∅ gezien. ‘Look, a clean pig.neut. I just have seen a clean (one).’
Note, however, that not all speakers would agree that N-ellipsis is allowed in contexts where
the determiner is indefinite and the adjective modifies a singular, neuter noun (thus, the latter
example) (Broekhuis 1999).
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predicative adjectives in Dutch would be accidental and –e would therefore be
the default for attributive adjectives.

Attributive Predicative

If indefinite, singular and neuter Otherwise

–∅ –e –∅

Table 4.3: Analysis II of adjectival inflection according to Broekhuis (1999)

Both analyses seem plausible from a language descriptive point of view and
it is therefore difficult to choose one over the other. As is clear from both tables,
it is possible to derive different predictions for acquisition on the basis of the
definition of the exceptional patterns. Following the analysis in Table 4.2, learn-
ers are expected to use –∅ as the default, in contrast to the analysis in Table 4.3
where –e is assumed to be the default for attributives. On the basis of previous
results on the acquisition of adjectival inflection in Dutch (e.g., Weerman 2002;
Cornips et al. 2006; Weerman et al. 2006; Blom et al. 2007, 2008b), the analysis
in Table 4.3 is supported. Predicative adjectives are correctly formed at an
early developmental stage and are not confused with attributive adjectives. In
addition, the overt spell-out –e in attributive adjectives is overgeneralized and
therefore appears to be the default in Dutch. In contrast, –∅ in attributives is
acquired later and appears to be the marked form. A detailed discussion of the
acquisition data on adjectival inflection will be provided in §4.3.

4.2.3 Contrasting Dutch and Turkish

Unlike Dutch, Turkish has no gender system, neither does it have definite de-
terminers or adjectival inflection. Indefiniteness of a noun is signaled by bir
(Underhill 1976; Kornfilt 1997). Kornfilt (1997) argues that bir is used either
as the numeral ‘one’ or as the only (indefinite) article Turkish has depending on
its syntactic position: the numeral is phrase-initial as in (6a), whereas the indef-
inite article follows any adjective in the noun phrase but immediately precedes
the noun as in (6b).

(6) a. Bir
one

güzel,
nice

yeşil
green

elma,
apple

lütfen.
please

b. Bu
this

güzel,
nice

yeşil
green

bir
indef.art

elma.
apple

‘This is a nice, green apple.’

It is possible that the absence of a determiner system in Turkish might lead to
the omission of Dutch determiners in Turkish L2 learners due to L1 transfer. I
will return to this issue in §4.3.
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4.3 Acquisition

Acquiring adjectival agreement in Dutch is a drawn-out learning process as will
be seen from the discussion of production data in unimpaired and impaired L1
and L2 acquisition of Dutch. Most of the data discussed in the subsequent
sections for child L1 (§4.3.2), child L2 (§4.3.4) and adult L2 (4.3.5) acquisition
come from the same studies referred to in the discussion of verb placement and
verb inflection (§3.3). As already noted, there is considerably less evidence in
the literature on the acquisition of agreement in adjectives than on Dutch verbs,
especially with respect to the acquisition in SLI populations (§4.3.3 and §4.3.6).

Before focussing on the acquisitional properties in the various learner groups,
§4.3.1 addresses the input distribution of Dutch gender as far as relevant for this
study. In Dutch, the gender system is morphophonologically relatively non-
transparent which makes it difficult to learn both for child and adult learners.
This knowledge is necessary to be able to derive the rules underlying adjectival
inflection.

4.3.1 Input and the acquisition of adjectival agreement

Scholars have argued that correct assignment of common or neuter gender to
a (root) noun requires stable and sufficient input of Dutch on an item by item
basis (Deutsch and Wijnen 1985; Van Berkum 1996). There is, however, a distri-
butional difference between the two determiners (i.e., de and het) as confirmed
by an analysis of the CELEX database (Van Berkum 1996), compiled on the
basis of two dictionaries and the most frequent lemmata from the text corpus
of the Institute for Dutch Lexicology (160,000 lemmata). Common nouns (de)
outnumber neuter nouns (het) by a ratio of about 2:1 in terms of type frequen-
cies and by a ratio 3:1 in terms of token frequencies. Neuter gender is therefore
likely to be underrepresented in the input.4 It is then probable that the neuter
gender determiner het is more difficult to acquire and that the common gender
determiner de is overgeneralized. This, in turn, is directly related to the process
of acquiring the marked (or special) rule of adjectival inflection (Table 4.3) as
this requires knowledge of neuter gender. Acquisition of this aspect will also
take longer.

It is widely accepted that Dutch diminutives occur early in child speech
and are very frequent (e.g., Bol and Kuiken 1987, 1988; Gillis 1997; Gillis and
Schaerlaekens 2000). Gillis (1997) investigated child-directed speech in (Flem-
ish) Dutch to one child (aged 1;5 to 2;5) and found that diminutive nouns were
used with high frequencies. Young children may well receive an additional cue

4A similar analysis focussing on the token frequencies of de and het in the ‘Corpus of
Spoken Dutch’ (Corpus Gesproken Nederlands (CGN)), carried out by Nivja de Jong, revealed
that the difference between the two forms is less evident: the strings of de (260.000) only
slightly outnumber het (221.000). A closer look at the distribution showed that around half
of the het-strings were occurrences of the resumptive pronoun het as in het regent ‘it rains’.
This suggests that the determiner de is indeed more frequent than the determiner het. The
ambiguous character of het (as having the function of a definite determiner as well as a personal
pronoun) possibly adds to the enduring process in acquiring neuter gender (De Jong p.c.).
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for acquiring neuter gender in combination with this morphological marking
(see 4). Systematic research on the effect of input distributions of diminutive
nouns and neuter gender assignment in Dutch child language acquisition has,
however, not yet been carried out. Future research has to confirm whether a
frequent use of diminutives is a typical phenomenon for child-directed speech in
Dutch that indeed facilitates the activation of neuter gender.

The distribution of inflectional suffixes –e and –∅ in attributive adjectives
in the input is also likely to be uneven. Blom et al. (2008b) analyzed adult and
child-directed speech data taken from various CHILDES corpora (MacWhinney
2000): the Groningen corpus, the Van Kampen corpus and the Bol and Kuiken
corpus. Token counts were based on 20 high frequent adjectives in attributive
position. The analysis revealed that –e outnumbers -∅ by a ratio of 1.8:1. When
predicative adjectives (also ending with –∅) were also taken into account, the
distribution was skewed towards the bare adjective; 3.4 times as many -∅ were
used than –e (Blom et al. submitted). This input frequency makes it plausible
that both inflectional endings are used during acquisition.

4.3.2 Child L1 acquisition

Determiner agreement

Spontaneous language analyses (e.g., Bol and Kuiken 1988, 1990; Wijnen et al.
1994; Taelman 2005; Pannemann 2007; Rozendaal and Baker 2008) of the L1
acquisition of Dutch determiners have shown that children tend to use bare
nouns in the initial stages. The two-word stage (around 18 months) is marked
by the production of so-called proto-determiners that are phonetically realized
as a schwa. Between ages two and three, children begin to produce the full
form of determiners (e.g., the definite articles de/het and demonstratives dat
‘that’ dit ‘this’) with higher frequencies. Analyses of spontaneous speech data,
albeit in a few children (e.g., De Houwer 1987; Schaerlaekens and Gillis 1987;
Rozendaal and Baker 2008), have also revealed that the definite determiner het
appears later than the common gender determiner de.

In recent work, Van der Velde (2003) and Polǐsenská (in preparation) have
used controlled elicitation techniques to study the acquisition of gender assign-
ment in Dutch. Polǐsenská (in preparation) cross-sectionally investigated L1
children (N=85; aged three to eight) by eliciting gender assignment in common
gender nouns and neuter gender nouns (root and derived forms) in an experi-
mental production task. The L1 children learn the neuter gender determiner het
relatively late. Whereas the percentage of correct use of common determiners is
above or around 90% from 3 years onwards, correct use of neuter determiners,
though increasing, only reaches 75% at age 7. The children overgeneralize com-
mon determiners de to neuter nouns; substitutions in the other direction occur
much less frequently.

Morphological cues, i.e., diminutives facilitate the acquisition of neuter gen-
der (Polǐsenská p.c.). Children are faster in assigning the neuter determiner het
to a diminutive noun than to neuter root nouns (Polǐsenská p.c.). That observa-
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tion is in line with observations made by Gillis (1997) and recent experimental
work by Van Ginkel (2006) and Cornips and Hulk (2007).

Polǐsenská confirms findings of Van der Velde’s (2003) earlier, but smaller
study of 38 Dutch children aged three, four and six. There, gender was also
elicited in isolated contexts. Not surprisingly, the children performed slightly
better in the isolated contexts than in sentences. This result could be interpreted
as showing that gender assignment is sensitive to cognitive load, which is in Van
der Velde’s study the length of the stimulus sentence. Van der Velde only tested
each noun once for gender assignment, unlike Polǐsenská. It is therefore unclear
whether the children showed stable gender assignment.

Adjectival inflection

Children produce the first adjective-noun combinations around age two, though
without a determiner (e.g., Bol and Kuiken 1987). It is around the age of three
that the first complex adjectival phrases (i.e. determiner-adjective-noun) occur
(e.g., De Houwer 1990). Based on natural speech data, De Houwer also reports
that children tend to use the target-like word order in attributive adjectives
from early on: adjectives and determiners precede the noun.

Polǐsenská (in preparation) also investigated adjectival inflection in the same
child group discussed above. The children showed an overuse of –e when a bare
adjective is required in attributive position. In contrast, bare adjectives were
rarely produced as a substitute.5 By the age of seven, L1 children produce the
adjectival bare form in 70% of the cases where it is required. This observation
on its own does not, however, reveal whether children have in fact acquired the
underlying agreement rule since the gender assignment needs to be consistent.
If, for instance, a child incorrectly inflects the adjective in *een grote glas ‘a
big glass’ (the correct form being een groot glas), the error can be explained in
several ways. One option is that the child has not yet acquired the underlying
inflectional rule for adjectival inflection. It might also be the case, however, that
the child has classified glas ‘glass’ as a common gender noun, and this informa-
tion has to be obtained from the child’s use of the definite determiner. If the
child sees the noun as common gender, then the inflection of the adjective is cor-
rect, although, of course, not in accordance with the Dutch target form. In order
to determine which of these options is correct, the results on gender assignment
in determiners and adjectives have to be related. Polǐsenská (in preparation)
did this by determining per tested noun to what extent gender assignment was
consistent (see Chapter 7 for a detailed description of the methodology). This
analysis revealed that children are consistent from an early age; if they use the
common gender determiner de with a noun, then the adjective is inflected with
–e in the indefinite context. If the neuter gender determiner het is used, then the

5Note that predicative adjectives De laptop is klein ‘The laptop is small’ do not pose any
problems in L1 acquisition. Weerman (2002) and Weerman et al. (2006) used experimental
elicitation techniques in three-to-seven-year old children (N=20). Their data revealed that
the inflection of predicative adjectives with –∅ does not pose any problems. This result is in
line with the analysis set out in Table 4.3.
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child produces a bare adjective in the indefinite context. However, it is impor-
tant to remember that at young ages (three-to-five), children rarely assign het
to Dutch nouns, but overuse the common gender determiner de and the overtly
inflected adjective. This could well follow from the greater frequency of these
forms in the input (see §4.3.1). With age, the child’s lexicon grows and correct
neuter gender assignment increases in determiners and adjectival inflection. The
data thus suggest that children have already acquired the rule underlying at-
tributive adjectival inflection, but they need to stabilize their gender assignment
with neuter nouns.

4.3.3 Child L1-SLI acquisition

As already pointed out in §2.2.2, there is barely any systematic research on gen-
der agreement in SLI, and equally so on Dutch SLI, but there is some evidence
that determiner agreement is affected. Analyses of spontaneous speech data
(Bol and Kuiken 1988) in four-to-eight-year old SLI children and narrative data
(De Jong 1999) of six-to-nine-year old SLI children revealed that these children
frequently omit definite determiners. This can be interpreted as the result of a
delay since much younger unimpaired L1 children also omit determiners.6 De
Jong (1999: 84) observed that the SLI children in his study were not able to
distinguish between neuter and common gender. Unfortunately, no systematic
error analysis was provided in either study since the number of noun types in
the data material was limited. No firm conclusions about the acquisition of
determiner and adjectival agreement can therefore be drawn.7

4.3.4 Child L2 acquisition

From the discussion of cross-linguistic studies in §2.3.2, we can predict that L2
children should be delayed in acquiring adjectival agreement compared to L1
children. Possible suggestions to explain for the delay were, on the one hand,
L1 interference effects and, on the other hand, reduced intake (on the basis of
the assumption that children have had limited exposure to the L2 compared to
L1 children).8

6There is ongoing discussion as to the underlying causes of determiner omission. Various
factors are assumed to be responsible for determiner omissions such as (i) discourse factors,
e.g., the incapacity to properly use functional categories to connect lexical categories with
discourse entities, or (ii) lexical or syntactic factors, e.g., underspecification of the representa-
tion of determiners (see e.g., Pannemann 2007; Rozendaal 2008 for discussion). This matter
is, however, not the topic of the present study.

7That SLI children tend to omit determiners has also been found in various other languages
(§2.2.2). There is, however, only limited evidence on the acquisition of adjectival inflection
in SLI. Observations from German SLI (e.g., Clahsen 1992) and Swedish SLI (e.g., Leonard
et al. 2001; Hansson et al. 2003) report on frequent omissions of the inflectional markers on
adjectives. Whether this observation can also be made for Dutch SLI is discussed in Chapter
7.

8I would like to point out that most of the data discussed in §2.3.2 on adjectival agreement
come from children acquiring two languages simultaneously (2L1 acquisition). These data are
not further considered here as this thesis focuses on child L2 acquisition.
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Determiner agreement

The cross-sectional study by Blom et al. (2007) comparing Dutch acquisition
data in two groups of L2 children (Turkish: N=17; aged 4;2 to 8;3; Moroccan-
Arabic and Tarifit: N=16; aged 6;2 to 8;4) confirms a delay in acquiring neuter
gender. Basically, the same types of errors are found in the L2 children as
in L1 acquisition. That is for gender assignment to determiners, the common
determiner de is overgeneralized in both child L2 groups, the neuter deter-
miner het is not. Furthermore, all children tend to omit determiners in the
first stages of acquisition.9 These findings are similar to those of other studies
with L2 children L2 acquiring Dutch with different L1 backgrounds (e.g., Hulk
and Cornips 2006a,b; Cornips and Hulk 2008; Unsworth 2008). Both Cornips
and Hulk (2008) and Unsworth (2008) emphasize the importance of lengthy and
consistent exposure to Dutch in order to be able to acquire neuter gender.10

Very little research has been done on the acquisition of gender in diminutives
in child L2 acquisition. The studies of Van Ginkel (2006) and Unsworth (2008)
on Turkish-Dutch and English-Dutch L2 children, respectively, suggest that
gender acquisition was not better in the morphologically marked diminutive
nouns. This is in clear contrast to the findings in Dutch L1 acquisition (§4.3.2).
For instance, the Turkish-Dutch L2 children (Van Ginkel 2006) aged 10;0 to
11;10 still overgeneralized de to neuter diminutive contexts in 34% of the time
compared to 9% in L1 peers of the same age. Systematic L2 exposure in the L2
children started at around age four.

In sum, the cause of differences between L2 and L1 children in this area
seems mainly to be linked to the amount of input to the target language.

Adjectival inflection

Although both L1 and L2 children overgeneralize the schwa ending in adjectives,
there is a difference between these two groups in development. Polǐsenská’s data
discussed in §4.3.2 showed that L1 children reach a level of 70% correct use of
the non-default case (see Table 4.3) around the age of 7, whereas the L2 children
at age eight and after four years of Dutch exposure are still performing at low
levels: 20% correct (Blom et al. 2007, 2008b). Laloi et al. (2005) tested Moroc-
can adolescents (N=9; aged 15 to 16) using the same experimental elicitation

9Omission of determiners in the Turkish child L2 group could be seen as evidence for L1
interference given the lack of a determiner system in that language (see §4.2.3). Moroccan-
Arabic and the Berber language Tarifit have both a masculine-feminine gender system (e.g.,
Hoogland 1996; Hawkins and Franceschina 2004). According to Hawkins and Franceschina
(2004), both languages have the underlying feature <feminine>. This feature does, however,
not map on the feature <gender> in Dutch, making positive transfer improbable. The data
from Blom et al. (2007) confirm this: L1 Moroccan children omit determiners to the same
extent as Turkish children. This suggests that determiner omission is the result of limited
input to the target language.

10Cornips and Hulk (2008) and Unsworth (2008) discuss the effects of qualitatively different
input these L2 children receive, that is overgeneralisation of de in ‘ethnic Dutch’ input from
adult L2 learners from ethnic communities (e.g., Cornips and Hulk 2005; Hulk and Cornips
2006b).
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task. Their data revealed that all nine adolescents had not acquired the rule
underlying adjectival inflection even after more than ten years of exposure to
Dutch. In other words, for these L2 learners the stage in which the schwa is
overgeneralized to all attributive adjectives seems to be the end state, that is
fossilization has taken place. Further research in (much) older L2 participants
with more input to Dutch has to establish to what extent this is the case.

In order to be able to draw firm conclusions about the acquisition of the
marked case in adjectival inflection, Blom et al. (2007) performed the same
consistency analysis as Polǐsenská (in preparation) for typical L1 acquisition.
These analyses showed that the L2 children’s adjectival errors are the result of
overgeneralizations of common gender. There is an increase in accurate neuter
gender assignment in determiners as the L2 child gets older (e.g., het boek in-
stead of *de boek ‘the book.neut’), but increasing age does not result in higher
accuracy with the marked case in attributive inflection. L2 children tend to
persist in using the default *een grote boek ‘a big book’ instead of correctly
applying the special case een groot boek. This is evidence that L2 children fos-
silize in the stage where –e is overgeneralized. Here an age-dependency seems
to be evident. In other words, the child L2 learners seem to end up with an
incomplete grammatical system because not enough input was available early
enough to extract that rule, say before age three/four as in L1 acquisition.

4.3.5 Adult L2 acquisition

Differences in error patterns between child and adult L2 learners are to be
expected in the acquisition of agreement relations on the basis of the discussion
in §2.3.2, and are taken as evidence for the existence of age effects. Support for
effects of age in acquiring adjectival agreement has been provided by various
studies (e.g., Sabourin and Haverkort 2003; Weerman et al. 2006; Blom et al.
2007, 2008b). Blom et al. (2007), for instance, compared data of Turkish and
Moroccan (N=18) adult L2 learners to (subsets of) data of the child L1 and
child L2 groups, respectively, discussed in §4.3.2 and §4.3.4. Note that all adult
learners had systematic exposure of Dutch after the age of 15.

Determiner agreement

Adult L2 learners and children pattern alike in learning determiner assignment.
They omit determiners and they overgeneralize the common determiner, but
do not overuse the neuter determiner. It is possible that any omissions of
determiners are due to L1 transfer in the Turkish L2 adults since Turkish has
no determiner system. L1 transfer does not seem to be the general explanation,
however, since the Moroccan L2 learners tested also omit determiners in a similar
way despite having an L1 background with determiners (see §4.3.4, footnote 9).
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Adjectival inflection

Clear differences are found in adjectival inflection in Blom’s et al. (2007; 2008b)
studies. Adults typically make two kinds of errors, unlike the L1 and L2 children:
they overgeneralize adjectives with –e as in (7a), but they also overgeneralize
bare adjectives as in (7b).

(7) a. *een
a

grote
big

book
book.neut

b. *een
a

groot
big

appel
appel.com

The consistency analysis in the two adult L2 groups revealed that the adjectival
rule has not been acquired: A noun that consistently appears with the definite
article de is also used in combination with the bare adjectival form. This pattern
was not seen in typical child L1 and child L2 acquisition. Age of onset to
the L2 may be an explanation.11 Interestingly as in the L2 children, correct
assignment of neuter gender to determiners increases with growing input of the
target language, whereas this is not the case for the application of the marked
case in adjectival inflection.

One may wonder why age of exposure to Dutch influences the acquisition
of adjectival inflection but not that of determiners. All learner groups overused
the common determiner de, but only the L2 adults showed a dual error pattern
with attributive adjectives (i.e., –e and –∅). Both domains are instances of
agreement. One explanation is given by Blom et al. (2007, 2008b).

According to Blom and colleagues, age effects are not apparent in the acqui-
sition and use of determiners since determiners can be acquired quite success-
fully via distributional learning techniques based on co-occurrence patterns in
the input (e.g. frame-based learning). Adjectival inflection is computationally
more complex, however, and requires more abstract information that is very
hard, if not impossible, to directly formulate on the basis of such co-occurrence
patterns. Assuming that frame-based learning is typically lexical learning and
that more abstract representations are part of the grammar, the observed dif-
ference between children and adults could be related to Ullman’s procedural
and declarative model (Ullman 2001a,b, 2004, 2005) (see §2.3.2), which offers
an explanation for differences between child L2 and adult L2 learners.

Assuming that lexical learning plays a role in explaining the difference be-
tween the acquisition of agreement in definite determiners and in attributive
adjectives, input frequency must also be important. Since the distribution in
the input of both determiners is so unequal (§4.3.1), the common gender deter-

11One may wonder whether a difference in the L2 proficiency level between the child and
adult L2 learners is accountable for the differences in error types. Most of the L2 adults in
Blom’s et al (2007: 323) study were reported to have a low to moderate proficiency level in
Dutch. In order to control for that factor, Blom and collaborators compared groups of child
L2 and adult L2 learners with the same low to moderate levels of L2 proficiency. The results
revealed that only low and moderate proficient adult L2 learners show the dual error pattern
in attributive adjectival inflection. This can be taken as additional evidence for age effects in
this domain.
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miner de being more frequent than the neuter determiner het, a learner could
thus initially assume that Dutch nouns are always preceded by de resulting in
the frame in (8a). Evidence for neuter gender nouns, on the other hand, if pro-
vided in the input has to be memorized and listed as exceptions as in (8b) (a
similar notation convention of frames is used here to that in Blom et al. 2008b:
302). If the input is large and varied enough, neuter nouns will, eventually,
be acquired. This idea of frames is in line with the acquisition data discussed
earlier: All learner groups tend to overuse de, and the groups with the longest
input to Dutch have the highest accuracies with neuter gender assignment.

(8) a. [de n]
b. [het boek ‘the book’], [het mes ‘the knife’], etc.

The result of using frames as in (8) that specify the type of determiner (de or
het) in combination with a noun is, in fact, exactly the same as an agreement
relation between the noun and the determiner with rules that spell out the
neuter determiner as het and the common determiner as de: de is inserted in
all definite contexts, unless the noun is neuter and singular; in that case, het
must be inserted (see Blom et al. 2007, 2008b for discussion building upon the
framework of Hawkins and Franceschina 2004).12

The acquisition of adjectival inflection in terms of lexical frames would result
in an alternating use of the two inflectional endings –e and –∅ following the
evidence from input analyses in §4.3.1. This could be represented as frames as
in (9) (this is a similar notation form as used in Blom et al. 2008b: 304).

(9) a. [adj-e n]
b. [adj n]

Although a frame as in (9a) could be used successfully for a large number of
inflectional contexts, it would lead to errors in indefinite contexts with singular
neuter nouns (*een grote mes ‘a big knife’) (§4.2.2). Even more errors would
occur on the basis of a frame such as (9b). For instance, in order to correctly
produce een groot mes ‘a big knife, it is not enough to learn that the adjective
is uninflected if it is preceded by the indefinite determiner een ‘a’, [a adj n],
since common gender nouns like ‘apple’ require –e in this context. It would
also not suffice to learn that mes ‘knife’ is always preceded by an uninflected
adjective since the adjective is inflected in het grote mes ‘the big knife’. Thus,
in a frame-based analysis, only separate frames per noun will result in correct

12It is not possible to decide which strategy child learners use when acquiring gender in
determiners since grammatical rule learning and frame learning seem empirically indistin-
guishable. Blom et al. (2008b) argue that children may start with frames and via these
acquire the rule system based on features. Cornips and Hulk (2008) tentatively assume, also
following Hawkins and Franceschina (2004), that children initially do not have any specifica-
tion of gender in their grammars, but that they rely on a definiteness feature only. The two
assumptions are difficult to test for determiner-noun agreement since they would both predict
the overuse of de during acquisition. As will be shown next, use of the feature system becomes
empirically visible when acquiring adjectival inflection.
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use of the bare adjective. This is illustrated in 10.13

(10) [een adj boek], [een adj mes], etc.

The use of separate frames would require not only extensive input, but also
extensive storage. The acquisition of adjectival agreement in terms of a rule
system that spell out adjectives with features as –e and –∅ (features that are
present on adjectives as a result of agreement; see Table 4.3 and Blom et al.
(2008b)) seems therefore less demanding and, hence, more successful.

To sum up, the difference between the acquisition of agreement in deter-
miners and attributive adjectives can be accounted for by grammatical rule and
lexical frame learning, respectively, and linked to the distinction between pro-
cedural and declarative memory (Ullman 2001a,b, 2004, 2005): Ullman argues
that the availability of the system supporting the acquisition of grammar is more
limited with increasing age, unlike the system supporting lexical knowledge. In
other words, L2 adults pattern like child learners with determiners, but they
pattern differently with adjectives.

4.3.6 Child L2-SLI acquisition

To my knowledge, no research has been carried out yet on the acquisition of
Dutch adjectival agreement in L2-SLI children.

4.4 Expected relationships between SLI and L2
acquisition

The results of previous research indicate that child and adult learners only differ
in their error types in attributive adjectival inflection, which is an indication of
age effects. All learner groups studied pattern alike with determiners. Adult L2
learners use both –e and –∅ forms erroneously in attributive adjectives, unlike
child learners who only overgeneralize –e. L2 children seem to fossilize though in
the default stage overusing schwa, although their use of correct determiners with
neuter gender nouns is increasing. The developmental patterns of the various
learner groups examined are summarized in Table 4.4.

As discussed in §4.3.5, the observed contrast between child learners and
adult L2 learners in adjectival inflection can best be understood in terms of
Ullman’s (2001a; 2001b; 2004; 2005) distinction between the declarative and
procedural memory laid out in §2.3.2. The acquisition and use of determiners
can be accomplished quite successfully by relying on declarative memory (i.e.,
lexicon), whereas the acquisition and use of gender in adjectives can only be
successful by using a grammatical rule (i.e., procedural memory). Since the

13In fact, even a frame as [a adj knife] would not be completely successful since other
indefinite contexts also require an uninflected adjective: e.g., groot mes heb je daar! ‘you
have got a big knife there!’, enig groot mes ‘any big knife, zo’n groot mes ‘such a big knife’,
etc..
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Group Error types

Determiners Adjectival inflection

Child L1 bare nouns, overuse de overuse –e

Child L1-SLI bare nouns, overuse de n\a
Child L2 bare nouns, overuse de overuse –e

Child L2-SLI n\a n\a
Adult L2 bare nouns, overuse de overuse –e and –∅

Table 4.4: Error types in determiner agreement and adjectival agreement across
learner groups in Dutch

system supporting procedural memory is not as accessible after a certain critical
period in contrast to declarative memory, age effects are to be expected with
adjectives, but not with determiners. This distinction has implications for the
discussion of the two theories on SLI and their relationship to L2 acquisition.

As argued in §2.4.3, the representational deficit hypothesis is based on the
assumption that children with SLI and adult L2 learners do not rely on the same
linguistic resources for the acquisition of grammar as typical L1 and L2 children,
albeit for different reasons: in the SLI children, it is because of a lack or deficit
in grammar (i.e., the procedural memory), whereas for the L2 adults, it is the
late onset (age) to the L2. In the framework of Ullman (2004) and Ullman
and Pierpont (2005), both groups then share the dependency on declarative
memory, and, hence, must use other learning mechanisms (e.g., lexical frames)
to acquire grammar. Similar error types are expected in the L1-SLI, L2-SLI
and adult L2 groups, but should be different from those seen in typical L1 and
child L2 acquisition (see 11). As discussed, the difference in error types should
be visible with adjectives and not determiners since only in the latter case is it
possible to distinguish between learning by lexical frames and grammatical rules.
Following the prediction in (11), adult L2 learners and (L2-)SLI children are then
expected to use both inflectional forms as errors, whereas the unimpaired L1
and L2 children should only overgeneralize inflections with –e (see Table 4.4).14

(11) On the basis of the representational deficit hypothesis:
The error types produced in child L1-SLI and child L2-SLI acquisition
should be similar to those in adult L2 acquisition in adjectival inflection,
and different from typical child L1 and child L2 acquisition.

The reduced intake hypothesis (12) leads to a different argumentation. SLI
children are, in principle, able to construct the grammatical rules because access
to UG is assumed to be intact. Following this line of thinking, all child groups
(with or without SLI) should produce the same error types, namely overuse of
–e in adjectives.

14Note, however, that the overuse of –e inflections does not necessarily mean that L2 children
will acquire the marked case. As discussed in §4.3.4, L2 children may fossilize in a stage where
they overgeneralize –e since the rule system is not fully acquired within the critical period. I
will return to this issue in Chapter 7.
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(12) On the basis of the reduced intake hypothesis:
All child groups show a similar pattern of errors in adjectival inflection,
which is different from adult L2 acquisition.

The reduced intake hypothesis generates further predictions on the acquisition of
agreement in determiners and attributive adjectives in terms of error frequency.
As proposed in §2.4.3, SLI and child L2 are both factors causing delay in acqui-
sition due to problems with the intake, albeit for different reasons. Compared
to typically developing children, much more input is needed in SLI to overcome
the intake problem due limited capacities in perceiving and processing the input
(§2.2.2). L2 children, on the other hand, have received more limited input in
Dutch compared to L1 peers. Systematic group comparisons (see Figure 4.1) as
already discussed in Chapter 3 will make the effects of SLI and L2 more explicit.

Figure 4.1: Specifying ‘delay’ in SLI and L2 acquisition

First of all, SLI and child L2 groups are expected to show higher error rates in
omitting definite determiners, overgeneralizing the common gender determiner
de in neuter contexts and overgeneralizing –e in adjectives than their corre-
sponding peer groups (see (13) for the effect of SLI and (14) for the effect of
L2).

(13) SLI effects:
a. The error rate in child L1-SLI > child L1
b. The error rate in child L2-SLI > child L2

(14) L2 effects:
a. The error rate in child L2 > child L1
b. The error rate in child L2-SLI > child L1-SLI

It is further assumed that both effects will be present in the L2-SLI group
causing a combined or cumulative L2-SLI effect.15 In other words, the L2-SLI
groups should in principle produce substantially more errors than any other
child group (see 15).

(15) The error rate in child L2-SLI > child L1-SLI, child L2 and child L1

Previous research discussed in §4.3 has not indicated what the relative impact
of both effects is. As discussed in §4.3.4, L2 children seem not to be able to
acquire the agreement rules underlying adjectival agreement even after being

15A cumulative effect is determined on the basis of effect sizes as shown in §5.3.5.
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exposed to Dutch for more than 10 years. Input in Dutch seems to be (one of)
the determining factors. For L1-SLI children, it is unclear what the situation is.
This question is addressed by comparing the error frequencies in both groups
(see 16).

(16) Relative impact of SLI and L2:
Is the error rate in child L2 > child L1-SLI or is child L1-SLI > child
L2?

Knowledge of gender is essential for determiner assignment as well as for deduc-
ing the inflectional rule for adjectival inflection. Obviously, input plays a major
role in testing the predictions in (13) to (16). The input factor must therefore
be included in the analyses (see Chapter 5 for details) to determine the extent
to which they affect the acquisition of agreement in determiners and adjectives.




