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chapter 6

Production of verb placement
and verb inflection

6.1 Introduction

This chapter explores the relationship between SLI and L2 by testing Dutch
finite verb placement and finite verb inflection. The experiment (see §5.3) ex-
amined how impaired and unimpaired Dutch child L1, Turkish-Dutch child L2
and Turkish-Dutch adult L2 groups compare on language production tasks in
terms of error types and error quantities. The chapter is structured as follows:
First, §6.2 briefly summarizes the predictions to be tested here. §6.3 details
the experimental procedure and the model of analysis used with the different
learner groups. The results of experiments on verb placement are presented in
§6.4 and on verb inflection in §6.5. In the same sections, the influence of length
of exposure to Dutch is discussed per research variable. The chapter concludes
by discussing the predictions in the light of the findings.

6.2 Previous evidence and expectations

Previous research has revealed that there is a strong contingency between verb
position and verb form in early child Dutch: non-finite verb forms are nearly
always correctly placed in sentence-final position, whereas morphologically finite
forms are either placed in fronted or second sentence position in main clauses
(see §3.3.1). As was argued by Blom et al. (2007), among others, Dutch child
learners are able to use syntactic information to distinguish between finite and
non-finite verb forms, unlike adult L2 learners. In fact, the acquisition of verb
position and verb form only requires a relatively short period of input in Dutch
(i.e., between two to four years) in unimpaired L1 and L2 children (see §3.3).
In contrast, Dutch SLI children appear to be severely delayed, although most of
them make the same errors as younger unimpaired children: Instead of applying
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92 6. Production of verb placement and verb inflection

the V2 rule, L1-SLI children tend to overuse RIs and dummy auxiliaries, and
two errors are made in inflecting the verb, namely substitution of –t and –∅ (see
§3.3 for examples). There is scarcely any information on L2-SLI acquisition (see
§3.3.5). More evidence is needed to specify the relationship between SLI and
L2 acquisition in this area. Difficulties in adult L2 speech, on the other hand,
are interpreted as the result of age effects. These learners start learning the L2,
Dutch, apparently too late, so that accessing the inflectional rules is problematic.
This is especially the case in low to medium proficient learners. They usually fail
to use morphosyntactic information the way typically developing child learners
do, which results in persistent and qualitatively different error patterns. In
particular, incomplete acquisition of verb placement rules in adult L2 learners
is reflected in the frequent use of the Subject-Verb-Complement (SVX) template.
Poor performance in verb placement goes hand in hand with poor performance
in applying the verb inflection rules. This is apparent in the use of –en in finite
sentence position, an error not so frequently seen among child L1, child L2 and
child L1-SLI learners (see Table 3.3 in §3.4 for an overview of the error patterns
across the learner groups).

Focus of the present study is the issue if and how SLI and L2, together,
affect the acquisition of verb position and verb form in a Turkish-Dutch child
L2-SLI group. As has been argued in §3.4, two perspectives on SLI and L2
acquisition will be considered: L2-SLI children can either be compared with
adult L2 learners or with child (L2) learners. The qualitatively different error
patterns predicted by the two accounts make it possible to distinguish them.
This distinction is repeated here as in (1) and (2).

(1) On the basis of the representational deficit hypothesis:
Child L2-SLI acquisition can be expected to show a similar error pattern
to adult L2 acquisition, i.e., overusing the SVX template and –en suffix
in finite inflectional contexts, which is different from typical child L1,
child L1-SLI and child L2 acquisition.

(2) On the basis of the reduced intake hypothesis:
All child groups should show a similar error pattern, i.e., overusing RIs
and dummy auxiliaries and substituting –t and –∅ in contrast to adult
L2 acquisition.

As discussed in §3.4, the reduced intake hypothesis allows for further predictions
in terms of delay in the SLI and child L2 groups. The comparisons in (3) and
in (4) summarize the potential effects SLI and L2 have in the two domains in
terms of error frequencies in verb placement (i.e., RIs, dummy auxiliaries) and
in verb inflection (i.e., –∅ and –t); > means higher error rates.

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

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

If both effects play a role in L2-SLI acquisition, a combined effect should be
found in the child L2-SLI group causing a ‘double delay’ (see §5.3.5). The rates
of RIs, dummy auxiliaries and agreement errors should then be substantially
higher in that group compared to any other child group as formulated in (5).

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

Based on previous research, it is also expected that having SLI has a stronger
impact on acquiring the inflectional rules underling verbs than being L2. More
specifically, SLI children with much more exposure to Dutch perform worse than
the L2 children with a much shorter period of Dutch exposure (see §3.3). This
expectation is repeated in (6).

(6) Relative impact of SLI and L2:
The error rate in child L1-SLI > child L2

As we have seen in Chapter 3, two to four years of exposure to Dutch is enough
for unimpaired L1 and L2 children to reach the threshold for the acquisition
of the morpho-syntactic system underlying Dutch verbs. Although much more
input is required for children with SLI, it is expected that more input results in
higher accuracy scores, that is that SLI children make fewer errors as they get
older. The expectation regarding length of exposure and the acquisition of verb
placement rules and inflectional rules is made explicit in (7):

(7) The effect of input:
The longer the length of exposure to Dutch the higher the accuracy on
verb position and verb form in the various child L1(-SLI) and child L2(-
SLI) groups

6.3 Method

In order to obtain insights into an L2-SLI child’s underlying representation of
verb placement rules and inflectional rules in Dutch, a systematic elicitation
procedure was required that also allowed for error analyses in terms of qual-
itative and quantitative differences. The FlexiT material was constructed for
exactly this purpose and was described in §5.3.1. Reliable data comparison was
assured by using the same experiments with all learner populations as well as
applying the same model of analysis to the data. In addition, information about
the bilingual input situation was collected using a questionnaire. Details on the
participants (§6.3.1), the experimental procedure (§6.3.2), its reliability (§6.3.3)
and the analysis (§6.3.4) are presented before the results.
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6.3.1 Participants

The learner groups studied here were already described in §5.2.2 and Table 5.1.
All groups were used with the exception of the older child L1-II group (see
Table 6.1). This was considered not necessary since typically developing Dutch
children have mastered the rules underlying verb placement and verb inflection
by age four.1

N Age *AoE **LoE

range x̄ sd range x̄ sd

Child L1-I 20 4;0-5;11 4;10 0.6 0 4;0-5;11 4;10 0.6

Child L1-SLI 25 6;1-8;0 7;3 0.7 0 6;1-8;0 7;3 0.7

Child L2 20 6;3-8;5 7;3 0.6 <1;0-4;0 3;3-8;5 5;3 1.3

Child L2-SLI 20 6;0-8;3 7;5 0.6 <1;0-4;0 3;4-7;7 5;2 1.2

Adult L2 9 22-36 27.9 4.5 >20 0.8-12;0 3;2 3.5

Table 6.1: Details of the participant groups (*AoE: age of systematic exposure to
Dutch; **LoE: length of systematic exposure to Dutch)

The results of the adult L2 controls are presented only when analyzing the error
types to test the predictions in (1) and (2). As briefly described in §5.3.1, a
shortened version of the FlexiT material was used with the younger L1 children
taken from Polǐsenská’s study due to a shorter attention span in these children.
As a consequence, one particular verb placement condition, namely the embed-
ded (SXV) order condition, and certain inflectional contexts, namely 1pl and
3sg inverted contexts, were not tested. In order to partly fill this gap, relevant
child L1 data on verb placement from Zuckerman’s (2001) study (N=10; age
range 3;0-3;11) were taken for comparison. The design of Zuckerman’s study is
comparable to that used here ensuring a valid comparison.

6.3.2 Procedure

As briefly described in §5.3.1, a controlled elicitation procedure in the form of
a picture description task and activity description task was used to examine
knowledge of verb placement rules and inflectional rules. The picture descrip-
tion task involved elicitation of knowledge of finite verb inflection in the present
tense in main clause order without inversion (SVX) and with inversion (XVS)
to test knowledge of the V2 rule. The Dutch embedded clause order (SXV)
was also elicited as a control condition to test whether the finite verb remains
in final sentence position. Table 6.2 summarizes the elicitation of the different
agreement forms per word order condition. Given the nature of the picture
description task, discourse-related subjects such as 1sg, 2sg and 1pl contexts
and, hence, the corresponding agreeing verbs, could not be elicited. For this
reason, an activity description task was designed. The elicitation of these con-
texts involved three existing high frequency verbs: poetsen ‘to brush’; drinken

1Recall that the child L1 and adult L2 data presented here are subsets of data taken from
the data sets of Polǐsenská (in preparation) and Blom (2008), respectively.
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‘to drink’; tekenen ‘to draw’ and two novel verbs: spollen and pieren.2 The two
novel verbs were included to control for productivity in applying inflectional
rules (see §5.3.1).

Verb inflection → 1sg 2sg 3sg 1pl 3pl
Verb placement ↓

SVX + + + + +

XVS − + + − −
SXV − − + − −

Table 6.2: Test conditions for the elicitation of verb placement and verb inflection
(‘+’ refers to the inflection contexts tested in each placement condition)

Picture Description Task. In Figure 6.1, the picture material for one item
with the verb tekenen ‘to draw’ illustrates the elicitation of subject-verb agree-
ment in the three order conditions. As can be seen, the pictures were presented
in pairs, with minimally contrasting images. The minimal contrasts were lo-
cated in the subject and direct object referents, here ‘woman draws sun’ versus
‘man draws tree’ (see the FlexiT manual (Blom et al. 2008a) for the various
combinations). The items were presented in pseudo-randomized order together
with the items eliciting agreement with adjectives and determiners (see 5.3.1).
The experimenter prompted a sentence by giving the stimulus (in italics) and
the participant was expected to complete the sentence; the correct subject re-
sponses are given in capitals (see 8).

Figure 6.1: Elicitation material for 3sg contexts in the three verb order conditions
SVX, SXV and XVS exemplified by the items ‘to draw a sun’ and ‘to draw a tree’

(8) a. SVX condition
De vrouw tekent een zon en de man tekent een boom
‘The woman draws a sun and the man draws a tree’

b. SXV condition
Dat is de vrouw die een zon tekent en dat is de man die een boom
tekent

2All existing verbs chosen were likely to be known by Dutch children at the age of three
as determined on the basis of Streeflijst woordenschat zesjarigen ‘Lexical achievement list
for six-year olds’ (Schaerlaekens, Kohnstamm, and Lejaegere 1999), and are easy to depict
through images.
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‘That’s the woman who draws a sun and that’s the man who draws a
tree’

c. XVS condition
Hier teken jij een zon en daar tekent hij een boom
‘Here you are drawing a sun en there he is drawing a tree’

Crucial for the elicitation of the SVX order in (8a) and the embedded SXV order
in (8b) was the elicitation of the direct object (here represented by X) to ensure
that the production of finite and nonfinite verb forms can be distinguished. As
discussed in §3.2, Dutch finite verbs precede objects, whereas Dutch infinitives
follow objects. Position of the verb also helps distinguish between the syncretic
finite plural forms and the infinitival verb form: in main clauses, finite verbs are
placed in V2 position, whereas infinitives are placed in sentence-final position. In
the inverted XVS order in (8c), 2sg subjects were contrasted with 3sg subjects
in order to elicit the corresponding verb forms. Recall that verb forms in 2sg
are bare in sentences with inversion (i.e, if the first constituent in a sentence is
not a subject). As the 2sg context relates to the role of the experimenter ‘you’,
it was necessary to include a picture of the experimenter.

The elicitation of novel verbs required an introductory session to familiar-
ize the participant with the new verbs. Two novel objects, a pierder and a
spoller, were introduced to the child by the experimenter who also performed
the corresponding actions lepel pieren ‘to pier(en) a spoon’ and stoel spollen
‘to spoll(en) a chair’. These are illustrated in Figure 6.2. To avoid the child’s
imitation of finite verb forms in the present tense, the novel verbs were intro-
duced in past participle forms. The child was then stimulated to also perform
similar actions with the novel objects and and to tell the experimenter what he
was doing. During that session, the novel words were introduced up to 10 times
by the experimenter. If children had difficulties retrieving the novel verbs, the
experimenter was allowed to again use the novel objects as a prompting cue.
When this cue did not help, it was possible to repeat that introduction session,
but only once. The exact introductory procedure can be found in the FlexiT
manual (Blom et al. 2008a).

Figure 6.2: Examples of the novel verbs pieren and spollen

Activity description task. To obtain the responses for 1sg, 2sg and 1pl
SVX order (see Table 6.2), an activity description task was designed in the
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form of a game. In this task, the experimenter as well as the child had to pick
up a card (which is turned upside down) from a strictly ordered pile. These
cards depicted ongoing actions of the three existing verbs and the two novel
verbs. After having turned over the cards at the same time, the participant and
the experimenter first performed the actions with various attributes before the
participant was asked to describe the actions. There were two possible options:
(i) Both cards depicted different actions triggering the 1sg and 2sg contexts,
e.g., ik drink koffie en jij poetst een schoen ‘I am drinking coffee and you are
cleaning a shoe’ or (ii) the cards depicted the same action prompting the 1pl
context, e.g., wij poetsen de schoenen ‘we are cleaning shoes’. If necessary, the
experimenter prompted the sentence by producing the subject (in italics). The
expected response is given in capitals: Wat doen we? We knippen papier.
‘What are we doing? We are cutting paper’, Wat doe jij? Ik knip papier
‘What are you doing? I am cutting paper’ or Wat doe ik? Jij knipt papier
‘What am I doing? You are cutting paper’. Two training items were used,
tekenen ‘to draw’ and knippen ‘to cut’ to familiarize participants with the task.

6.3.3 Reliability of the elicitation material

The reliability of the test instrument was estimated using Cronbach’s α (alpha),
a homogeneity index. Cronbach’s α was determined for every test condition in
verb placement and verb inflection separately as shown in Table 6.3 (‘k’ denotes
the number of items per context).3 A value of 0.7-0.8 is a generally accepted
value for Cronbach’s α indicating high scale reliability.

Verb placement k α Verb inflection k α

SVX context 35 0.92 –∅ contexts 10 0.69

XVS context 10 0.86 –t contexts 30 0.91

SXV context 10 0.84 –en context 15 0.87

Table 6.3: Estimated reliability of the different tasks on verb placement and verb
inflection

As can be seen from Table 6.3, almost all contexts eliciting verb placement
and verb inflection turned out to be homogeneous (α >0.7) meaning that the
tasks consistently reflect the construct they are measuring, namely productive
knowledge of these rules. The α is substantially smaller in the verb inflection
items eliciting –∅ inflections (0.69) (i.e., 1sg SVX order and 2sg inverted XSV
order) compared to the other inflection contexts. A closer look at the specific
items in these contexts revealed that most of the 2sg inverted order items had
a ‘corrected item-total correlation’ lower than 0.3 indicating that these items
did not highly correlate with the overall scale. The separate values for the
item-total correlates in the 2sg inverted contexts are the following for ‘to draw’:

3The scores of Polǐsenská’s child L1 group are not included in the calculation on construct
reliability since a slightly adapted version of the FlexiT material was used to elicit data in the
younger L1 children (see Polǐsenská in preparation for details).
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0.32, ‘to clean’: 0.22, ‘to drink’: 0.12, ‘to spoll(en)’: 0.26 and ‘to pier(en)’: 0.16.
Exclusion of these items resulted in a Cronbach’s α value of 0.75.

One possible explanation for this difference is a task effect. A closer look
at the 2sg inverted order contexts revealed that the participants produced only
small token numbers of inflected lexical verbs across the groups. Instead they
used many dummy auxiliaries and RIs. In eliciting the 2sg inverted SVX con-
text, the participant had to establish that the person on the stimulus picture
was actually the experimenter. Not all learners were immediately able to make
this connection. It is therefore reasonable to suggest that the difficulty of that
particular item resulted in simplified constructions, i.e., RIs and dummy aux-
iliaries. On the basis of that outcome, the five items eliciting 2sg inflection in
inverted order were excluded from the analysis of verb inflection, but not from
verb placement.

6.3.4 Analysis

Each item eliciting verb placement and verb inflection was coded for first ana-
lyzability and then correctness. The following responses were excluded for both
variables: imitations, repetitions, unintelligible or missing responses and inves-
tigator failure (i.e., the stimulus offered by the investigator did not follow the
conventions set by the test manual). The error patterns were then analyzed for
both variables separately in two steps in order to be able to assess the predic-
tions repeated in §6.2. First, the error types were compared in positioning and
inflecting finite lexical verbs across all learner populations to specifically address
the predictions in (1) and (2). Second, error quantities were compared in all
child groups to determine the severity of delay in development in terms of the
predictions in (3) to (7).

Verb placement. Application of the verb placement rules was analyzed for
correctness with the three existing verbs in the three different order positions,
i.e., SVX, XVS and SXV (see Table 6.2). The position of finite lexical was
analyzed irrespective of whether the inflection was correct or not. Examples of
correctly and incorrectly placed finite lexical verbs are given in Table 6.4 with
the verb drinken ‘to drink’.

Condition Correct *Incorrect

SVX De man drinkt melk De man melk drinkt
The man drinks milk The man milk drinks

XVS Hier drinkt de man Hier de man drinkt
Here drinks the man Here the man drinks

SXV Dat is de man die melk drinkt Dat is de man die drinkt melk
That is the man who milk drinks That is the man who drinks milk

Table 6.4: Examples of correct and incorrect responses in positioning finite verb
placement in the three order conditions SVX, XVS and SXV

As discussed above, crucial for the elicitation of the SVX order and the
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embedded SXV order is the elicitation of a verbal complement (e.g., direct
object or particle, here represented by X) to ensure that the production of a
finite or nonfinite verb form can be distinguished. Clauses without a verbal
complement were therefore excluded in SVX order, since the position of drinkt
in Hij drinkt ‘he drinks’ is ambiguous as to verb second or verb final position.
Equally, in embedded SXV order, e.g., dat is de man die drinkt ‘That is the man
who drinks’, the verb drinkt could be in second or final position. For the same
reasons, verbs ending with –en suffix in SVX order as in De meisjes drinken
‘The girls drink’ with no overt object are ambiguous as to their finiteness and
were excluded, as they were in SXV order, e.g., Dat is de man die koffie drinken
‘That is the man who coffee drink’. In inverted XVS clauses, the production of
a subject was necessary to distinguish between finite and nonfinite verb forms.
If the subject was missing as in Hier drinkt ‘Here drink’, such responses were
also excluded.

In order to establish whether there was a delay in acquiring V2, it is impor-
tant to count the frequency of RIs (e.g., De meisjes water drinken ‘The girls
water drink.inf), dummy auxiliaries (e.g., Papa gaat boekje lezen ‘Dad goes
book read’) and correctly placed instances of finite lexical verbs. Higher rates
of RIs and dummy auxiliaries and the production of lower rates of lexical finite
verbs can be interpreted as indicators of early stages of acquiring V2 (see §3.3.1).
A correlation between the use of dummy auxiliaries and the acquisition of V2
has been posited by Van Kampen (1997) and Zuckerman (2001). They argue
that children prefer the underlying (S)XV representation at very early ages and
so lexical verbs stay in final positions. The use of dummy auxiliaries decreases
when the V2 rule starts to apply to lexical finite verbs. Empirically, this relation
can be tested as follows: (i) auxiliary forms should disappear once the V2 rule
is established and (ii) auxiliary forms should not be produced in subordinate
clauses (Van Kampen 1997). These claims are tested in an additional analysis
of error frequencies in acquiring V2 for the different child groups.

Verb inflection. Knowledge of finite verb inflection was tested only in the V2
contexts, i.e., SVX and XSV condition, including three existing verbs and two
novel verbs (see §6.3.2). First, the types of inflectional errors were compared
in the learner groups. Next, the amount of correct use of finite verb inflections
was determined to assess the severity of delay across the child learner groups.
Table 6.5 gives examples of all possible correct and incorrect response types in
the tested inflectional contexts.

Responses with a missing verbal complement were excluded for the same
reasons as discussed above for verb placement. Furthermore, responses with
dummy auxiliaries and RIs were not considered in the analysis. Dummy aux-
iliaries are highly frequent verbs and may as such be stored as unanalyzed
vocabulary items (§3.2.2). RIs do not provide any information on agreement in
the lexical verb.

4As discussed in §6.3.4, inflections in the 2sg inverted order were not analyzed in the SLI
and L2 groups given the low scores on construct reliability (§6.3.3).
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Condition Correct *Incorrect

1sg svx ik drink-∅ melk –t or –en
I drink milk

2sg svx jij drink-t melk –∅ or –en
you drink milk

3sg svx hij drink-t melk –∅ or –en
he drinks milk

3sg xvs4 hier drink-t hij melk –∅ or –en
here drinks he milk

1-3pl svx wij/jullie/zij drink-en melk –∅ or –t
we/you/they drink milk

Table 6.5: Examples of correct and incorrect responses in finite verb inflection in the
inflectional contexts tested

6.4 Results: Verb placement

This section discusses the results on verb placement in the five different learner
populations acquiring Dutch. The adults are included for the analysis of error
types. Data selection is described in §6.4.1. The error types in finite verb
placement are discussed in §6.4.2, and error frequencies in §6.4.3 followed by
a discussion of the uses of dummy auxiliaries and RIs. Factor and correlation
analyses were done to see to what extent length of input to Dutch influences
the pace of acquisition of the V2 rule in the different child groups. The results
are summarized in §6.4.4.

6.4.1 Selected data

Table 6.6 presents the distribution of the response types in verb placement,
that is analyzed finite lexical verbs, dummy auxiliaries and RIs, and excluded
responses. The mean use (absolute numbers), standard deviation and range
of occurrence is provided per response category. In total, the three placement
conditions provided a maximum of 33 contexts per participant in the child L1-
SLI, child L2, child L2-SLI and adult L2 groups. Given the shorter experiment
in the child L1-I group (§5.3.1), a maximum of 10 contexts per participant could
be analyzed. As discussed in §6.3.4, the analysis of the finite lexical verbs will
indicate the types and frequencies of errors in the application of rules underlying
finite verb placement (see §6.4.2). The category ‘dummy auxiliaries and RIs’
will indicate any delay in acquiring V2 across the child groups (see §6.4.3).

As is clear from the table, overall use of finite lexical verbs is relatively
higher in the child L1-I group (on average: 87% (8.65/10)) than in the SLI and
L2 groups (61-73%). This difference is possibly due to the difference in length of
the experimental procedure: the shorter the experiment (used with the younger
unimpaired L1 children), the more responses for analysis are available. In the
SLI and L2 groups, the use of finite lexical verbs is highest in the unimpaired
child L2 and adult L2 group and lowest in the L1-SLI and L2-SLI groups, but the
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Finite lexical verb daux and RIs Excluded

max x̄ sd range x̄ sd range x̄ sd range

Child L1-I 10 8.7 1.8 3-10 0.5 1.0 0-3 0.9 1.3 0-4

Child L2 33 24.3 6.6 11-32 4.1 5.0 1-18 4.7 3.3 0-13

Child L1-SLI 33 22.6 8.4 3-31 7.2 7.2 0-29 3.2 2.8 0-9

Child L2-SLI 33 20.1 8.7 2-33 8.5 6.3 1-19 4.5 4.2 0-14

Adult L2 33 23.4 5.9 10-29 2.2 3.1 0-9 7.3 3.0 4-14

Table 6.6: Response types in verb placement (the word order conditions SVX, XVS
and SXV are pooled here); due to rounding of figures, some totals do not add up to
the exact maximum of contexts per participant.

standard deviations are quite high in all groups. The L2-SLI group makes the
most use of dummy auxiliaries and RIs and the adult L2 group the least. The
L2 adults, on the other hand, have the most excluded responses.5 These data
indicate, on the one hand, differences between child and adult learners, and, on
the other hand, the delaying effects SLI and L2 have on the acquisition of finite
verb placement. This is addressed further in the following sections. The child
L2, child L1-SLI and child L2-SLI groups are known for their heterogeneity, so
that the considerable (individual) variation in these groups does not come as a
surprise.

6.4.2 Positioning finite lexical verbs: Error types

Placement of the finite lexical verbs (Table 6.6) was first analyzed in terms of
error types to address the question whether L2-SLI children pattern like adult
L2 learners or child learners. On the basis of evidence discussed in §3.3, it
was predicted that L1-SLI children and unimpaired L2 children would follow
the placement rules, whereas adult L2 learners would tend to overuse an SVX
template. Table 6.7 present the placement errors in percentages per word order
condition.

As can be seen, few errors are produced in the SVX condition across the
learner groups. Only the adult L2 group performs particularly badly in the
inverted XVS and embedded SXV orders, whereas all child groups perform
relatively well in verb placement.6 The adult pattern is consistent with the
absence of the V2 rule in the L2 grammar (see §3.3.4) and resembles earlier
findings for L2 German, for instance, which led Meisel et al. (1981) to propose

5Imitations, repetitions and unintelligible responsible are the biggest category of exclusion
in the SLI and L2 groups: L2-SLI group (n=50/89), L1-SLI group (n=56/81), unimpaired
child L2 group (n=58/93) and the adult L2 group (n=64/66). In addition, cases of missing
constituents (i.e., omission of either the subject or object) were noticeable in the L2-SLI group
(n=32/89), the L1-SLI group (n=22/81) and the child L2 group (n=19/93).

6As discussed in §6.3.4, inflections with –en in SXV order, e.g., dat is de man die koffie
drinken ‘That is the man who coffee drink’ were excluded from the analyses because it is not
possible to empirically distinguish between finite and nonfinite forms in sentence-final position.
These forms were quite rare across the child learner groups: child L2: 2.8% (n=3/109); child
L1-SLI: 0.8% (n=1/126); child L2-SLI: 7.5% (n=8/107), but not in the adult L2 group 24.3%
(n=9/37).
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that adult L2 learners of German apply a linear SVX template due to age effects
(see §2.3.2).7 Crucially, the adult L2 group patterns differently from the child
L2 groups. In fact, the L2 adults make significantly more errors in all order
conditions than the L2-SLI children (for SVX: U=-3.452, p<0.001, one-tailed;
effect size: 2.12; for XVS: U=-3.069, p<0.001, one-tailed; effect size: 1.83;
for SXV: U=-3.446, p<0.001, one-tailed; effect size: 1.86), highlightening the
contrast between adult and child learners of verb placement in Dutch.

SVX XVS SXV

Child L1-I 1.5 0.0 2.0
(n=137; sd=5.6) (n=36; sd=0) (n=141; sd=n\a)8

Child L2 0.3 6.8 17.9
(n=321; sd=2.7) (n=59; sd=33.3) (n=106; sd=28.5)

Child L1-SLI 0.5 8.7 21.6
(n=370; sd=2.6) (n=69; sd=38.0) (n=125; sd=34.0)

Child L2-SLI 0.8 26.4 9.1
(n=250; sd=4.1) (n=53; sd=41.6) (n=99; sd=28.6)

Adult L2 10.9 91.7 65.3
(n=147; sd=6.5) (n=24; sd=22.3) (n=40; sd=37.1)

Table 6.7: Percentages of errors in verb placement (numbers in parentheses denote
absolute numbers of responses and standard deviations of percentages). For examples
of incorrect verb placement in the different conditions see Table 6.4.

6.4.3 Acquiring V2: Error frequencies

Table 6.7 showed that the conditions of SLI and L2 did not result in an adult-
like error pattern in the application of Dutch placement rules: the L2-SLI group
patterned similarly to all the other child groups. This finding lends support to
the idea that the SLI children do not seem to have a deficit in in the underlying
representation of grammar. Rather, differences in error frequencies can be seen
as the result of a deficit in reduced intake capacities. A closer look at the pace
with which the V2 rule is acquired should specify the severity of delay in certain
child groups (see predictions 3 to 6). This is done in two ways. Firstly, error
frequencies in the application of verb placement rules are compared between
groups (see Figure 6.3; the absolute numbers are the same as in Table 6.7).
Secondly, the uses of avoidance strategies, i.e., RIs and dummy auxiliaries, in
V2 contexts are counted and compared across the child groups (see Table 6.8).9

7Some of Blom’s (2008) Turkish L2 participants also had low scores in SVX orders but
high scores in the embedded SXV order. This is possibly due to L1 transfer since Turkish is
head-final and, as such, shares surface properties with Dutch (see §3.2.3).

8As already mentioned, the percentage of accuracy in the embedded SXV order was taken
from a subset of data of the Zuckerman (2001) corpus (N=10; age range 3;0-3;11) since
Polǐsenská (in preparation) did not test that particular condition. Statistical testing for that
condition was not possible.

9This study applies Brown’s criterion for acquisition (Brown 1973), that is 90% of correct
uses in obligatory contexts. Although this criterion is based on spontanous speech data, it
has been widely used in acquisition research using experimental elicitation techniques.
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Figure 6.3: Percentage of accuracy in verb placement in the three different order
conditions SVX, XVS and SXV (the percentage of accuracy in the embedded SXV
order of the unimpaired child L1 group was taken from a subset of data of the Zuck-
erman corpus). See Table 6.4 for examples of correct and incorrect responses of verb
placement.

As Figure 6.3 shows, the child groups do not perform equally accurately in the
three order conditions. Firstly, performance in the XVS and SXV conditions
(74%-93% correct) lags behind performance in the SVX condition (at around
100% correct) in the child L2, child L1-SLI and child L2-SLI groups, in contrast
to the performance in the unimpaired child L1-I group. It is likely that the
divergent outcomes between the child L1 group and the three other groups are
due to differences in length of the experimental procedure as briefly discussed
above (see Polǐsenská (in preparation) and Zuckerman (2001) for details on the
test conditions in the much younger child L1 groups). Secondly, the child L2-
SLI group performs differently from the child L1-SLI and child L2 groups in the
XVS and SXV conditions. Statistical testing revealed no significant differences,
however.10 A closer look at the data revealed that only three L2-SLI children
are responsible for these apparent differences: they overused SVX to SXV and,
in particular, XVS orders.

As discussed in §3.3, unimpaired L1 and L2 children seem to prefer less
costly operations at early developmental stages, namely leaving the verb in its
base position (i.e., RIs) and/or inserting a dummy auxiliary in V2 position,
instead of moving the finite lexical verb. From this evidence it can be assumed
that the acquisition of V2 requires time and cognitive effort (see §3.3). Given
the expected delay in the SLI groups in particular (see predictions 3 to 6),

10The L2-SLI group (73.6%) has a lower score in the inverted XVS order compared to the
L1-SLI group (91.3%; U=-1.662, p<0.1, two-tailed) and child L2 group (93.2%; U=-1.634,
p=0.1, two-tailed). On the other hand, the L2-SLI group (90.9%) scores higher with the
embedded SXV order than their L1-SLI peers (78.4%, U=-0.308, p=0.76, two-tailed) and
their L2 peers (82.1%, U=-0.943, p=0.3, two-tailed).
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these child groups should produce higher frequencies of RIs and/or dummy
auxiliaries in V2 conditions and, hence fewer lexical finite verbs than other
groups. Table 6.8 presents the amounts of these three response categories in the
two V2 order conditions; calculations are thus made based on the SVX and XVS
order conditions. Note that only correctly placed finite lexical verbs and dummy
auxiliaries were considered here since we are interested in the distribution of the
three response types in the acquisition of V2.11

Finite lexical verbs daux RIs

Child L1-I 94.0 6.0 0
(n=171; sd=13.6) (n=11; sd=13.6)

Child L2 83.0 13.1 3.9
(n=367; sd=20.8) (n=58; sd=18.3) (n=17; sd=7.5)

Child L1-SLI 72.3 22.0 5.7
(n=431; sd=28.2) (n=131; sd=27.4) (n=34; sd=10.0)

Child L2-SLI 63.5 21.2 15.3
(n=287; sd=29.7) (n=96; sd=21.9) (n=59; sd=17.2)

Table 6.8: Percentages of lexical finite verbs, dummy auxiliaries (daux) and RIs in
V2 order conditions (numbers in parentheses denote absolute numbers of responses
and standard deviations)

As expected, the SLI and L2 groups clearly choose the more economical and,
hence, less demanding course of leaving the lexical verb in situ, compared to
the unimpaired child L1 groups, revealing clear effects of SLI and L2. Mann-
Whitney U tests revealed that the SLI groups use significantly fewer finite lexical
verbs than their corresponding unimpaired L2 controls (U= -2.482, p<0.007,
one-tailed; effect size= -0.78) and L1 controls (U= -3.813, p<0.001, one-tailed;
effect size= -0.97). The use of the more economical dummy auxiliaries and RIs is
also significantly higher in the L2-SLI group than in the child L2 group (for daux:
U= -1.909, p<0.028, one-tailed; effect size= 0.41; for RIs: U= -2.936, p<0.002,
one-tailed; effect size= 0.88). The same is true for child L1-I compared to child
L1-SLI (for daux: U= -3.266, p<0.001, one-tailed; effect size= 0.73; for RIs: U=
-3.331, p<0.001, one-tailed; effect size= 0.73). Compared to the younger child
L1 group, the child L2 group produces significantly fewer finite lexical verbs in
V2 order (U= -2.515, p<0.006, one-tailed; effects size= -0.64) and significantly
more dummy auxiliaries (U= -2.014, p<0.022, one-tailed; effect size= 0.45) and
RIs (U= -3.097, p<0.001, one-tailed; effect size= 0.76). A closer analysis of
the data revealed that a subset of the L2 children (N=7) is responsible for that
difference. RI productions are also significantly higher in the child L2-SLI group
than in the child L1-SLI group (U= -2.539, p<0.01, one-tailed; effect size= 0.72).
This is not the case though for the production of dummy auxiliaries (U= -0.572,
p=0.28, one-tailed) and finite lexical verbs (U= -1.154, p=0.12, one-tailed). In

11Actually, one might question whether any of the children had difficulties in placing the
auxiliary verbs correctly. Errors did occur in some individual cases but these were marginal:
in the child L2 group 3.3% (n=2/60); in the child L1-SLI group 5.1% (n=7/138); in the child
L2-SLI 11.1% (n=12/108).
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sum, we find a cumulative L2-SLI effect for RIs, but not for the production
of finite lexical verbs and dummy auxiliaries. A first comparison of the child
L1-SLI and child L2 group suggests that the impact of SLI is greater than that
of L2, but the differences are not significant.12 We should remember that there
was a considerable difference in length of systematic exposure to Dutch between
the two groups (L1-SLI group: 7;2 years and child L2 group: 5;3 years (compare
Table 6.1)), so that possibly an SLI effect could have been visible at an earlier
age.13

Compared to the unimpaired L1-I group, the child L2, L1-SLI and L2-SLI
groups are often economical and avoid V2. This is in accordance with Van
Kampen (1997) and Zuckerman (2001) who argue that children prefer the un-
derlying (S)XV representation in early development: lexical verbs stay in final
positions. Instead of raising the finite verb, they insert a dummy auxiliary into
V2 position. When the V2 rule starts to apply to lexical finite verbs, the use
of dummy auxiliaries should decrease. In this study, the following predictions
are tested on the basis of group results: (i) auxiliary forms should not be pro-
duced in subordinate SXV order (see Table 6.9) and (ii) auxiliary forms should
disappear once the V2 rule is established (see Table 6.10).

Main clause Embedded clause sd
(SVX and XVS) (SXV)

Child L2 15 4
(79.0) (21.0) 17.1

Child L1-SLI 39 8
(83.0) (17.0) 16.1

Child L2-SLI 28 2
(93.3) (6.7) 11.8

Table 6.9: Distribution of dummy auxiliaries in main and embedded clauses in ab-
solute numbers (numbers in parentheses denote percentages related to absolute num-
bers). The child L1-I data could not be used for this analysis.

Table 6.9 compares the uses of dummy auxiliaries of three child groups in V2
(i.e., SVX and XVS) and V-final (i.e., SXV) orders; the two V2 order conditions
are pooled here. For a more reliable comparison, only the 3sg contexts were
considered as these were tested in every word order condition. It is clear that
the number of dummy auxiliaries are fairly small across the SLI and L2 groups,
which supports the idea that most of the children have V2, that is they move the
finite verb instead of inserting dummy auxiliaries. Although there is substantial
individual variation in the use of dummy auxiliaries, the findings are in accor-

12The L1-SLI children use fewer finite lexical verbs (U= -1.411, p<0.16, two-tailed) but more
dummy auxiliaries (U= -1.522, p<0.12, two-tailed), and RIs (U= -0.534, p=0.60, two-tailed)
than the L2 children.

13As before, the substantial standard deviations suggest variation. A closer observation of
individual data shows that subsets of the L2 and SLI groups are more delayed in development
in terms of higher use of dummy auxiliaries and RIs. Interestingly, the same children were
also reported to produce with high frequency responses that had to be excluded from further
analysis (see §6.4.1). I will come back to this issue in §8.5.
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dance with Van Kampen’s (1997) claim: dummy auxiliaries are predominantly
used in V2 order conditions, and barely in SXV order.

In order to test whether the production of dummy auxiliaries decreases once
the V2 rule has been established was done by relating the effects of length of
Dutch exposure on the acquisition of V2 (see Table 6.10). The effects of length
of input were not only tested for the production of dummy auxiliaries, but also
for the production of finite lexical verbs and RIs (see prediction 7). Significant
main effects of length of exposure on correct finite lexical verbs F(1, 81) = 8.67,
p<0.01) and dummy auxiliaries verbs F(1, 81) = 6.64, p<0.05) were revealed
by a univariate ANOVA. No main effect was found, though, for the use of RIs
F(1, 81) = 2.4, p>0.1). A Pearson product-moment correlation further specifies
the relationship of length of input and response category for each child group
given in Table 6.10.14

Finite lexical verbs daux RIs

Child L1-I (N=20) 0.57** -0.54* -

Child L2 (N=17) 0.58* -0.58* -0.31

Child L1-SLI (N=25) 0.61** -0.46* -0.46*

Child L2-SLI (N=19) -0.001 0.12 -0.15

Table 6.10: Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients for length of exposure to
Dutch and verb placement; dummy auxiliaries are indicated as ‘daux’ (**Correlation
is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed); *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level
(two-tailed))

Significant positive correlations between length of exposure and the use of finite
verb forms in V2 contexts are seen in the child L1-I-SLI, child L2 and child
L1-I group: the longer the exposure to Dutch, the higher the use of finite verbs
in V2 conditions. A similar outcome can be seen in the negative correlations
found with the uses of dummy auxiliaries: a decrease of occurrence of dummy
auxiliaries and RIs goes hand in hand with increasing length of exposure to
Dutch. The findings suggest that both the unimpaired L2 children and L1-SLI
children will eventually achieve the lexical finite stage with increasing exposure
to Dutch, at least most of these children. Interestingly, no such correlations
are found in the child L2-SLI group. Future research will have to match these
groups more carefully on input to further investigate this issue.

6.4.4 Summary

Representational deficit or reduced intake? The results indicate that all
child groups regardless of being SLI or L2 rely on the same system underlying
verb placement rules given the relatively high scores in positioning the finite
verb. This is in line with previous research on Dutch SLI (e.g., De Jong 1999;
Bastiaanse and Bol 2001; Wexler et al. 2004) and in Dutch child L2 acquisition

14As pointed out in §5.2, information on the input situation is missing for one L2-SLI child
and three unimpaired L2 children.
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(e.g., Blom 2008). In contrast, L2 adults were shown to have severe difficulties
in applying the V2 rule. They not only have lower accuracy rates, but they also
overuse an SVX template, an error barely seen among the child groups. The
differences between child and adult learners can best be understood in terms
of age effects in the application of the V2 rule as earlier proposed by various
scholars (e.g., Clahsen et al. 1983; Clahsen and Muysken 1986; Blom 2008)
or in terms of limited access to the procedural memory system (e.g., Ullman
2004, 2005).15 That (L2-)SLI children are different from L2 adults is taken as
evidence against the assumption that SLI entails a deficit in the representation
of linguistic knowledge or procedural memory (see 1). The use of similar error
patterns across the child groups, i.e., overusing RIs and dummy auxiliaries,
is more in line with the reduced intake account (see 2): Children appear to
have the same underlying resources to derive grammatical rules, but the crucial
difference is that a limited processing capacity system slows down derivation of
the rule causing developmental delay.

Do we find SLI effects? Most of the L2-SLI and L1-SLI children know
how to apply the verb placement rules to lexical finite verbs. Compared to the
unimpaired child groups, however, the L2-SLI and L1-SLI children were shown
to avoid V2 more often and to use dummy auxiliaries and RIs instead. This
outcome supports the predictions in (3). The prolonged use of RIs in subsets
of the six-to-eight year old L1-SLI children and L2-SLI children is in line with
the existence of an extended optional infinitive stage (see §2.2.3). The frequent
overuse of dummy auxiliaries to V2 positions can also be seen as evidence for
an avoidance strategy of movement of the finite lexical verb as proposed by
Van Kampen (1997) and Zuckerman (2001) for child L1-I acquisition. This
outcome raises the obvious question as to why the SLI children, who have,
in fact, knowledge of the placement rules, avoid V2 and prefer the less costly
operations. The difficulties in applying the actual placement rules might be due
to some sort of a performance problem as proposed by Bishop (1994, 2000a)
(see §2.2.3). Due to limited processing capacities, she posits, the SLI child
is not able to apply rules if the task is too complex. As a consequence, SLI
children prefer less costly operations and/or make more errors. The application
of the V2 rule in Dutch seems to be a case in point. Instead of performing
the cognitively more demanding movement operation, V2 is substituted by less
costly operations, namely the production of RIs and dummy auxiliaries. I will
further elaborate on that idea in §6.6.

Do we find L2 effects? The impact of reduced intake on the application of
the V2 rule was also expected to be visible in an L2 effect and, hence, delay due
to the limited length of exposure to Dutch in the L2 children (see prediction
4). The difference between the unimpaired child L1-I and child L2 groups was

15Lack of dummy auxiliaries in adult L2 learners (Blom and De Korte 2008) can be in-
terpreted as additional evidence that syntactic knowledge of the Dutch target grammar is
different or missing (§3.3.4).
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statistically significant. Important to consider here is that only subsets of the
unimpaired L2 children appeared to be responsible for a substantial amount of
the dummy auxiliary and RIs productions (see §8.5). On the other hand, the
comparison of the two impaired child groups showed an L2 effect only in the
use of RIs, but not in finite lexical verbs and dummy auxiliaries.

Do we find a cumulative L2-SLI effect? Both SLI and L2 effects were
expected to play a role in the L2-SLI children indicating a cumulative L2-SLI
effect (see 5). In other words, the rates of RIs and dummy auxiliaries should
be substantially higher in that group compared to any other child group. As
discussed above, the L2-SLI group performed significantly worse than the unim-
paired L2 group, but was only worse than the L1-SLI group in terms of RIs.
That means, no clear double delay due to L2-SLI was found in the data. At
first sight, these parallels in scores are surprising, especially when considering
that the L1-SLI group (7;2 years) was exposed to Dutch for a substantial longer
period of time than the child L2-SLI group (5;2 years). The rather small group
differences between the child L2-SLI and child L1-SLI groups can, however, also
be seen as additional evidence for the marginal effect L2 has on finite verb
placement compared to the impact of SLI.

What is the relative impact of SLI and L2? As might be expected from
the previous discussion, the effect of SLI is stronger than the effect of L2. In
particular, the L1-SLI children use fewer finite lexical verbs, but more dummy
auxiliaries. This finding in strengthened by the fact that the L2 children (5;3
years) had considerably less exposure to Dutch than the L1-SLI children (7;3
years).

The effect of length of exposure to Dutch. Length of exposure to Dutch
was found to correlate significantly with (an increase) of finite lexical verbs and
(a decrease) of dummy auxiliaries in the child L1-I, child L2 and child L1-SLI
groups, but not in the child L2-SLI group. Future research should match all
child groups in terms of length of exposure to explore this issue more carefully.

6.5 Results: Verb inflection

The data selection is described in §6.5.1 before turning to the analysis of verb
inflection in terms of error types in §6.5.2 and in terms of error frequencies
in §6.5.3. As was the case in verb placement, length of exposure to Dutch is
considered as a covariate to examine its respective effects on the amount of
errors per child group when applying the verb inflection rules.

6.5.1 Data selection

Finite verb inflection was tested in V2 order contexts only (see Table 6.2). Novel
verbs were used to elicit verb inflection alongside three existing lexical verbs.
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That resulted in a maximum of 24 responses per participant with existing verbs
and a maximum of 16 responses with novel verbs in the child L2, L1-SLI, L2-SLI
and adult L2 groups.16 For the child L1-I group, there was a maximum of 8 re-
sponses per participant and verb type.17 Table 6.11 presents the response types
in the learner groups in terms of analyzed finite lexical verbs, substitutions (i.e.,
dummy auxiliaries and RIs) and excluded responses. Dummy auxiliaries and
RIs were excluded for reasons discussed in §6.3.4. The distribution is separately
documented for existing verbs (the upper section of the Table 6.11) and novel
verbs (the lower section of Table 6.11) providing the mean (absolute numbers),
standard deviation and range of occurrences.

Existing verb Finite lexical verb daux and RIs Excluded

max x̄ sd range x̄ sd range x̄ sd range

Child L1-I 8 6.9 1.4 3-8 0.3 0.7 0-3 0.9 1.3 0-3

Child L2 24 18.2 5.3 6-24 3.4 4.2 1-18 2.5 1.7 0-8

Child L1-SLI 24 16.4 6.9 1-23 5.5 5.9 0-22 2.1 2.4 0-9

Child L2-SLI 24 14 6.9 1-24 7.0 5.5 1-17 3.0 2.8 0-10

Adult L2 24 18.6 4.8 9-24 0.4 0.7 0-2 5.0 4.4 0-14

Novel verbs Finite lexical verb daux and RIs Excluded

max x̄ sd range x̄ sd range x̄ sd range

Child L1-I 8 6.9 1.8 1-8 1.0 0.7 0-4 0.5 1.0 0-3

Child L2 16 11.2 4.5 0-16 1.5 2.7 0-11 3.3 2.8 0-9

Child L1-SLI 16 10.3 6.1 0-16 1.4 3.4 0-14 4.4 5.0 0-16

Child L2-SLI 16 7.5 5.7 0-16 3.0 3.7 0-12 5.5 4.6 1-16

Adult L2 16 11.6 5.5 1-16 0.3 0.7 0-2 4.1 5.5 2-15

Table 6.11: Response types in verb inflection with existing lexical verbs and novel
lexical verbs (all inflectional contexts are pooled here, and dummy auxiliaries are
indicated as ‘daux’); due to rounding of figures, some totals do not add up to the
exact maximum of contexts per participant.

As is clear from the tables, the response rates in the two categories excluded
from the analysis on inflection are, overall, higher in both SLI groups and the
adult L2 group than in the unimpaired child L1-I and child L2 groups. Accord-
ingly, on average, fewer responses with lexical finite verbs could be obtained
(compare also standard deviations and range). These outcomes are the same as
those previously discussed on verb placement in §6.4 and require therefore no
further explanation. A comparison of the responses to both verb types led to the
exclusion of novel verbs from the main analysis. Almost half of the responses
with novel verbs had to be excluded in the SLI groups. There was even more
substantial individual variation with novel verbs when comparing standard de-
viations and ranges across the child groups. A few children produced barely

16As discussed in §6.3.3, inflections in the 2sg inverted order were not regarded in the SLI
and L2 groups given the low scores on construct reliability. That means, five responses had
to be excluded per participant: three with existing verbs and two with novel verbs.

171pl and 3sg inverted contexts were not tested given the shorter experiment in the L1
children (see §5.3.1), and inflections in the 2sg inverted order were not included here for
reasons of comparability.
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any finite inflections with novel verbs (0-2 occurrences). Maybe unsurprisingly,
most of these children were also particularly delayed in acquiring V2. This is
already an indication of problems SLI children might have in applying inflec-
tional rules. Given that there were so few novel verb data available to provide
information about inflection learning, they were excluded. Since the SLI groups
do not perform at ceiling with the existing lexical finite verbs (see §6.5.3), exclu-
sion of the novel verb data is not problematic. However, some relevant results
are documented as footnotes confirming that the main error patterns found in
existing verbs also hold for novel verbs.

6.5.2 Inflecting finite lexical verbs: Error types

The representational deficit account and the reduced intake account make dif-
ferent predictions about the error types that should occur in the various groups
(compare predictions 1 and 2). The substitution of the –en morpheme in fi-
nite singular contexts was shown in previous research to be frequent in low to
medium proficient adult L2 learners (see §3.3.4), whereas it is barely seen among
child L2 and L1(-SLI) learners of Dutch (see §3.3). Incorrect uses of the mor-
phemes –t and –∅ are, however, typical for child learners of Dutch and therefore
expected. By collapsing the inflectional contexts where errors are made with
the same morphemes, it is possible to examine whether L2-SLI children pattern
similarly to adult L2 learners or child learners of Dutch. Given the syncretisms
in the Dutch paradigm (see §3.2.2), substitutions with the three morphemes
may occur in different inflectional contexts (9).

(9) a. Incorrect use of –∅ in 2sg, 3sg, 3sg inversion, 1pl and 3pl contexts
b. Incorrect use of –t in 1sg, 1pl and 3pl contexts
c. Incorrect use of –en in singular contexts

Table 6.12 presents the proportion of substitution of –en, –t and –∅ in percent-
ages to the total possible responses within each morpheme context.

–en –t –∅
Child L1-I 0 0 11.5

(n=100; sd=0) (n=70; sd=0) (n=104; sd=17)

Child L2 0.4 3.5 11.4
(n=239; sd=2) (n=172; sd=12) (n=315; sd=14)

Child L1-SLI 1.2 9.3 16.9
(n=259; sd=8) (n=204; sd=12) (n=355; sd=16)

Child L2-SLI 2.8 19.0 15.7
(n=176; sd=23) (n=142; sd=19) (n=242; sd=27)

Adult L2 20.4 3.7 24.3
(n=113; sd=27) (n=81; sd=9) (n=140; sd=16)

Table 6.12: Percentages of substitutions in verb inflectional contexts with –en, –t
and –∅ (numbers in parentheses denote absolute numbers of responses and standard
deviations of percentages)
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As is clear from Table 6.12, having SLI and acquiring an L2 as a child does not
result in an adult-like error pattern. Unlike the L2 adults, –en is barely used
as a substitution type across the child groups (1 to 5 occurrences).18 Actually,
only one L2-SLI child and one L1-SLI child are responsible for most of the –en
productions in their groups. The same error types are used across child learners,
i.e., –t and –∅, lending support to the prediction that SLI is the result of a
reduced intake capacity rather than a deficit in the underlying representation
of grammar.19

There seems to be one discrepancy between the child L2-SLI group and
the other child groups, however. The L2-SLI children produce relatively more
substitutions with –t than with –∅, the difference not being significant, though,
using the Wilcoxon rank sum test (W=-0.310, p=0.76, two-tailed). In contrast,
–∅ is the predominant error in all the other child groups. A closer look at
the data shows that a subset of the L2-SLI children (N=6) are responsible for
a substantial amount of –t substitutions. This is a surprising outcome and
difficult to interpret considering that omission errors have been shown to be the
most common error in Dutch SLI (e.g., Bol and Kuiken 1988; De Jong 1999)
and Dutch L2-SLI (Steenge 2006).

6.5.3 Inflecting finite lexical verbs: Error frequencies

Despite the fact that all child groups pattern similarly in contrast to the L2
adults, a delay should be visible in both SLI groups as finite verb inflection is
supposed to be a clinical marker (see §2.2.2). The effect of L2, on the other
hand, is expected to be less apparent on the basis of evidence discussed in
§2.3.2 that child L2 learners of Dutch have acquired the target system after two
to four years of exposure to Dutch. Table 6.13 shows the percentages of correct
responses.

Percentages of correct inflections are relatively high across all child groups.
However, only the unimpaired L1-I and L2 child groups perform at 90% cor-
rect.21 As expected, SLI effects are statistically confirmed when the SLI groups
are compared to their corresponding unimpaired group: child L2 (U= -2.504;
p<0.006, one-tailed; effect size= 0.59), child L1-I (U= -2.996; p=0.015, one-
tailed; effect size= 0.75). On the other hand, only a marginal effect is found on
the acquisition of verb inflection in both L2 groups: Comparing the accuracy
between the L2-SLI group and L1-SLI group reveals no significant difference

18It is not only Turkish adult L2 learners who substitute the –en morpheme in finite singular
contexts. As discussed in §3.3.4, Moroccan learners of Dutch (Berber and Tarifit as L1) were
also reported to produce that particular error type and, hence, ruling out the possibility of an
explanation in terms of L1 transfer (see Blom 2008 for details).

19Exactly the same patterns in incorrect use of the –en suffix were found with novel verbs:
Hardly any –en inflections were produced across the child groups (2 occurrences in the L2-SLI
children and L1-SLI children, respectively), whereas 15 finite –en forms were produced in the
adult L2 group.

20The child L1-I group has not been tested for inflections in the 3sg inverted order, as
mentioned earlier.

21As already mentioned, this study applies Brown’s criterion for acquisition (Brown 1973),
that is 90% of correct uses in obligatory contexts.
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Correct inflection

Child L1-I
20 91.2

(n=137; sd=12.7)

Child L2 88.2
(n=363; sd=14.3)

Child L1-SLI 80.0
(n=409; sd=17.1)

Child L2-SLI 75.0
(n=280; sd=29.1)

Table 6.13: Percentages of verb inflection accuracy in the V2 order contexts: 1,2,3sg,
3sg inversion and 1,3pl (numbers in parentheses denote absolute numbers of responses
and standard deviations)

(U= -1.248, p=0.106, one-tailed). In other words, no cumulative effect of SLI
and L2 is found in the L2-SLI group. Similarly, the difference between accura-
cies in the unimpaired L1 and L2 children is not significant either (U= -1.519,
p=0.08, one-tailed).22 The comparison of the percentage accuracies between
the child L1-SLI and unimpaired child L2 group provides additional evidence
that the relative effect of SLI is stronger than the effect of L2 on Dutch verb
inflection. The L2 children with shorter exposure to Dutch (5;3 years) perform
significantly better than the L1-SLI children (7;3 years Dutch exposure) (U=
-1.792, p=0.036, one-tailed, effect size= 0.53). In sum, the comparison of the
results revealed precisely what is expected: Dutch verb inflection is a marker
for SLI. Given the relatively high accuracies in verb inflection, access to UG
or a deficit in procedural memory seems not to be the underlying cause of the
problem. Rather, it is reasonable to interpret the delay in terms of factors that
influence the processes to derive and apply grammatical rules. This point will
be further discussed in §6.6.23

Significant main effects are found for length of exposure on the performance
on verb inflection using a univariate ANOVA: F(1, 81) = 6.72, p<0.05). The
correlation values in Table 6.14 specify the degree of relationship between length
of input and proficiency of verb inflection per group.24

Significant positive correlations between length of exposure to Dutch and
22The results with novel verbs are overall in line with the patterns found in the incorrect

inflections with existing verbs: in child L2-SLI: 72.6% (n=109/150; sd=36.8); in child L1-SLI:
73.2% (n=188/257; sd=31.2); in child L2: 85.7% (n=192/224; sd=23.04) and in child L1-I:
94.2% (n=129/137; sd=9.4). The similarities in accuracy rates between both SLI groups are
possibly due to the fact that only the better performing SLI children actually used novel verbs.

23One might question whether the difficulties in inflection manifest themselfs across the
verb paradigm or whether these problems occur in only a subset of the inflectional contexts.
Appendix B therefore provides the reader with the outcomes on every inflectional context
tested comparing, on the one hand, the child L1-I and child L1-SLI groups and, on the
other hand, the child L2-SLI and child L2 groups. The comparisons show that, overall, the
unimpaired groups outperform the impaired groups to similar degrees in most inflectional
contexts, hence, emphasizing the delay in SLI.

24Note again that it was not possible to gather information on the input situation in Dutch
from one L2-SLI child and three unimpaired L2 children.
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Finite verb inflection

Child L1-I (N=20) 0.56*

Child L2 (N=17) 0.49*

Child L1-SLI (N=25) 0.29

Child L2-SLI (N=19) 0.17

Table 6.14: Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients for length of exposure
to Dutch and finite verb inflection (*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-
tailed))

correct finite verb forms are apparent in both unimpaired child groups: the
longer the exposure to Dutch, the more correct finite verb inflections in V2
conditions are produced. Although the tendency is the same for both SLI groups
– correlations are positive – they are not statistically significant. It is possible
that the lack of significant correlations is due to a plateau effect. In contrast,
limited length of L2 exposure has barely a delaying effect in the unimpaired
child L2 group. That average exposure to Dutch is roughly comparable in the
unimpaired child L1-I (4;10 years) and child L2 (5;3 years) makes this outcome
even more reliable.

6.5.4 Summary

Representational deficit or reduced intake? As is clear from the empiri-
cal facts, L2 adults are different from all child learners in terms of error types in
acquiring finite verb inflection. This was substantiated by the disproportionate
number of –en substitutions in singular contexts between the L2 adults and
impaired and unimpaired child groups. As was the case with the acquisition
of verb placement, the differences between child and adult learners can best be
understood in terms of age effects (e.g., Blom 2008). That (L2-)SLI children
pattern differently from adult L2 learners is not in line with the assumption
that SLI entails a deficit in the representation of linguistic knowledge or proce-
dural memory (see 1). Rather, the fact that no profound differences were found
in error types between the impaired and unimpaired child groups is taken as
evidence for the reduced intake account (see 2).

Do we find SLI effects? Both groups of SLI children produce more inflec-
tional errors with –∅ and –t than their corresponding unimpaired peers in V2
contexts (see prediction 3). Omission errors were shown to be the most frequent
type of agreement error across the child groups with the exception of some (L2-
)SLI children who tended to use higher frequencies of –t substitutions. That
omission errors predominate is in accordance with previous research from Dutch
SLI (e.g., Bol and Kuiken 1988; De Jong 1999) and Dutch L2-SLI (Steenge 2006).
That the accuracy rates were relatively high in both SLI groups indicates, in
fact, that the agreement rule has already been acquired. These children might,
however, have limitations in applying the rule as a consequence of the processing
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limitations in SLI. What that exactly means for the acquisition of finite verb
inflection and verb placement in Dutch is further discussed in §6.6.

Do we find L2 effects? The two child L2 groups were also expected to rely on
a poorer intake due to less exposure to Dutch compared to their corresponding
L1 peers, resulting in more agreement errors (see 4). This expectation was,
however, not confirmed by the data since no between-group differences were
found. In fact, the unimpaired child L2 group performed at 90% correct and
the L2-SLI group also performed at a quite high level with 75% accuracy. The
findings are partly in contrast to Steenge (2006), who reported that the L2(-
SLI) children made significantly more –t errors than the corresponding L1(-SLI)
groups. In her study, the Turkish and Moroccan L2(-SLI) children were seven
and nine years old (§3.3.5), thus covering a similar age range as the children
tested here. As already pointed out in §3.3.5, this difference is possibly due to
a test effect in the elicitation of 3sg and 3pl contexts in her study.

Do we find a cumulative effect of SLI and L2? Effects of SLI and L2
were expected to play a role in the L2-SLI children leading to a cumulative
L2-SLI effect (see 5). In other words, inflectional errors should be substantially
higher in that group than in any other child group. As a group, L2-SLI children
made significantly more errors than their child L2 peers, but not than their
L1-SLI peers. Considering the substantial difference in length of exposure to
Dutch between the L1-SLI group (7;2 years) and the child L2-SLI group (5;2
years), it seems quite surprising that a greater difference was not found between
the two groups. This outcome emphasizes the negligible effect L2 has on verb
agreement compared to the impact of SLI, even in an L2-SLI group. That no
cumulative L2-SLI effect was found in verb morphology is, in fact, similar to
Steenge’s (2006) overall findings and Paradis and colleagues studies on French-
English 2L1 acquisition (see Paradis et al. 2005/2006; Paradis 2007), indicating
that the problem in verb agreement in the 2L1/L2-SLI groups is not due to less
exposure to the L2.

What is the relative impact of SLI and L2? As might be expected from
the previous discussion, the intake problem in SLI effects the acquisition of verb
inflection more seriously than having had less L2 exposure. Note as well that
the L2 children (5;3 years) had considerably less exposure to Dutch than the L1-
SLI children (7;3 years), which confirms again the weaker effect of L2 exposure.
These findings are in contrast to the studies discussed in §2.4.1 reporting on
clear similarities in error rates between both groups. The divergence in the
results is possibly due to differences in the input situation. In most of the cited
studies (e.g., H̊akansson and Nettelbladt 1996; H̊akansson 2001; Paradis and
Crago 2000, 2001, 2004; Grüter 2004, 2005), the L2 children were exposed to
the target language for less than two years, whereas the L2(-SLI) here were
exposed to Dutch for roughly five years.
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The effect of length of exposure to Dutch. Length of exposure to Dutch
was found to correlate significantly with correct finite verb inflections in the
unimpaired child L1-I and child L2 groups, but not in the SLI groups. As
discussed above, this finding provides additional evidence that the L2 effects,
i.e., less exposure to Dutch, are marginal on verb inflection compared to the SLI
effects due to limited processing capacities in these children.

6.6 Conclusion

The focus of this chapter was to specify the relationship between SLI and L2 in
terms of the acquisition of finite verb placement and finite verb inflection. In
particular, testing the predictions in (1) and (2) contributes to the theoretical
debate as to whether the locus of the deficit in SLI is in the innate representation
of linguistic knowledge or in the limited capacity to process the language input.
As discussed, the two approaches to SLI allowed for a discussion of error types
in the five learner groups examined. Systematic comparisons revealed that, in
contrast to the L2 adults, no large group differences were found in error types
across children in placing and inflecting the finite verb:25

• If finite lexical verbs were used, they were in most cases correctly placed
in V2 or initial position in main clauses and in sentence-final position in
embedded clauses.

• If no finite lexical verb was used, they were substituted by developmental
errors typical for child acquisition in Dutch, namely dummy auxiliaries
and RIs.

• If inflectional errors were produced, it was either substitution of –∅ or –t.

The similarities in error types across the child learners are interpreted as sup-
port for the reduced intake account rather than for a deficit in UG or procedural
memory. Differences between the impaired and corresponding unimpaired child
groups were, however, found in terms of error frequencies marking a clear effect
of SLI in both domains. Having less exposure to Dutch, on the other hand, was
shown to barely have an effect in most L2 children. In fact, only few unim-
paired L2 children were responsible for the uses of the more economical dummy
auxiliaries and RIs in contexts where finite lexical verbs were expected. In verb
inflection, the unimpaired L2 group performed at target-levels in verb inflection,
namely approximating 90% correct, after being exposed to Dutch as a group for
roughly five years. Both SLI groups made more errors in verb placement and
verb inflection than their unimpaired peers. However, their accuracy rates re-
mained relatively high, indicating that both SLI groups (at least most (L2-)SLI
children) have, in fact, knowledge of the inflectional rules. These group results
indicate that the threshold value to acquire the rules for positioning and inflect-
ing verbs is reached relatively easily, especially in unimpaired acquisition. This

25These general observations were corroborated by data from a Frog Story narrative task
administered to the same L2, L1-SLI and L2-SLI children.



116 6. Production of verb placement and verb inflection

idea could potentially account for the fact that no apparent cumulative L2-SLI
effect was found in these domains. Such an effect might have been visible at an
earlier stage in development.

The results raise two obvious questions: (i) What causes the relatively fast
and easy acquisition of these two grammatical phenomena?, and (ii) why do dif-
ficulties persist in both SLI groups although the accuracy rates suggest that the
rule system underlying verb placement and verb inflection has been acquired?
The syntactic and morphological properties of verb placement and verb inflec-
tion in Dutch (§3.2) offer a suitable explanation for speedy acquisition in terms
of transparency. It was shown in §3.2.1 that word order affects the morphology
(and finiteness) of the verb: morphologically finite forms are either placed in
fronted or second sentence position in main clauses, whereas non-finite forms
are in sentence-final position. The majority of children has been shown to be
sensitive to these cues. For instance, the marginal numbers of finite –en forms
in singular contexts can be taken as evidence that child learners are able to
distinguish between finite plural forms and non-finite verb forms.

That the rules cannot be appropriately applied by (L2-)SLI children might
be due to the complexity of the morphosyntactic operation itself, indicating
a performance problem in the sense of Bishop (1994, 2000a). As discussed in
§2.2.3, she argues that even if SLI children appear to have mastered a formal
rule, application of that rule might be problematic due to the slowed processing
in a limited capacity system in SLI. These children can only correctly apply the
rules, if the language computation is not impeded by other cognitive demands
such as high information load, complex sentences or novel verbs. As a conse-
quence, it was predicted that SLI children make more errors or that they have
to rely on less demanding operations. Correct verb inflection in V2 contexts
in Dutch requires movement of the verb as well as correct inflection marking,
both at the same time. Conducting these parallel operations might be too de-
manding for the SLI children. As a result, they use more dummy auxiliaries
and RIs to avoid verb movement. Support for that idea comes from the fact
that only few dummy auxiliaries were produced in embedded clause condition.
Errors in verb inflection are also more frequent compared to their unimpaired
peers, as was shown in the previous sections. Such an interpretation is in line
with conclusions of Leonard and colleagues (Leonard 2000; Lukács et al. 2008)
who showed that parallel processing of a complex combination of inflections in
Hungarian SLI children resulted in higher error rates, whereas the children had
no difficulties with producing the separate inflections (see §2.2.2).

In a recent paper by De Jong, Orgassa, Baker, and Weerman (in prepa-
ration), the accuracy scores in 3sg verb inflection in V2 orders (i.e., SVX and
XVS) were compared with those in V-final (i.e., SXV) order condition. All child
groups (irrespective of being SLI or not) were shown to perform better in the
inflectional context without verb movement than in the V2 contexts. In fact,
accuracies were above the 90% level in SXV order, whereas only the unimpaired
child L1-I and L2 groups performed around that level in the V2 order conditions
(see §6.5.3 and Appendix B). The high accuracy rates in the SXV condition are
in accordance with the idea that knowledge of the inflectional rules is intact in
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SLI. Instead, it seems to be the application of rules that is hampered when a
cognitively more demanding operation must be performed.26

For the L2-SLI group, there is, in fact, more evidence confirming that the
rule system underlying verb inflection seems to be intact, as provided by the
children’s first language, Turkish. In De Jong, Orgassa, and Çavuş (2007) and
De Jong et al. (to appear), subject-verb agreement in Turkish was examined in
the same children tested here for Dutch. The analysis revealed high performance
scores (89%) in the L1 of the child L2-SLI group. The high accuracies lie far
outside the ‘clinical range’ and subject-verb agreement is, as such, not so useful
as a clinical marker for Turkish SLI. Notably, however, the child L2-SLI group
performed significantly worse than their unimpaired L2 age peers who were
shown to perform target-like in Turkish: Mann-Whitney: p=0,004; U= -2,907,
two-tailed (De Jong et al. to appear). That unimpaired monolingual Turkish
children typically perform target-like in subject-verb agreement around age 2
(Aksu-Koç 1997) supports the idea of delay in the tested L2-SLI group. In sum,
the low error rates in Turkish and the relatively low error rates in Dutch in the
same L2-SLI group can best be accounted for in terms of factors that influence
the processing abilities to accomplish certain linguistic operations.

26This explanation also accounts for a subset of the unimpaired L2 children (N=7) tested
here who were shown to be responsible for most of the inflectional errors and productions of
dummy auxiliaries and RIs. Interestingly, no such disproportionate effect was found in the
adult L2 group. The L2 adults, on the other hand, produced barely any RIs and dummy
auxiliaries and they scored equally low in verb inflection in the three order conditions (see De
Jong et al. in preparation). This observation can be taken as additional evidence that the L2
adults tested here rely on different resources for the acquisition of grammar than the child
learners.




