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chapter 7

Production of agreement in
determiners and adjectives

7.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I present the experimental production data on the acquisition
of Dutch adjectival agreement and determiner-noun agreement in six groups of
learners: Turkish-Dutch L2-SLI children and Dutch L1-SLI children are com-
pared to a group of L2 adults, a group of unimpaired L2 children, and two
groups of unimpaired L1 children. The production tasks in the experiment have
basically two goals: (i) to determine whether learners are able to make gender
distinctions in Dutch expressed by the use of de for common gender and het
for neuter gender in Dutch definite determiners (§4.2.1), and (ii) to determine
whether they can apply those gender distinctions to the more abstract agree-
ment rules underlying attributive adjectival inflection (§4.2.2). The chapter is
organized as follows: §7.2 briefly repeats the predictions to be tested here (§4.4).
The details of the experimental method and procedure, used with the learner
groups are presented in §7.3. §7.4 presents the results of the experiments on
determiner agreement and §7.5 on adjectival inflection. In the same sections,
the influence of length of exposure to Dutch is discussed per research variable.
The final section (§7.6) then discusses the outcomes in terms of the predictions.

7.2 Previous evidence and expectations

There is a clear contingency between agreement in determiners and adjectives
in Dutch and this is also found in the course of L1 acquisition (§4.3.2): If the
child has acquired the correct gender, that is de or het in definite determiners,
then the inflection in attributive adjectives (i.e., –e or –∅) is usually correct
(Polǐsenská in preparation for details). This is not the case in adult and child
L2 acquisition, however: L2 learners fail to (fully) apply the correct inflectional
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120 7. Production of agreement in determiners and adjectives

rules underlying adjectival inflection. Unlike L2 adults, L2 children follow the
same developmental patterns in acquiring adjectival inflection as L1 children be-
fore they appear to fossilize in a stage where they overuse schwa with adjectives.
This parallel between the child groups has been taken as evidence that they ini-
tially rely on the same grammatical representations for acquisition. Incomplete
acquisition of adjectival inflection in adult L2 learners, on the other hand, is
marked by a dual error pattern, namely overuse of –e and –∅, the latter error
being less frequently seen among child learners (see Table 4.4 in §4.4). The dif-
ferences in error types in adjectival inflection between adult L2 and unimpaired
child learners were said to be the result of age effects, which means that un-
derlying grammatical representations of the target grammar have become less
accessible. Crucially, this divergence between child and adult learners was only
found with adjectives but not with determiners, since, there agreement can be
captured by input-driven lexicon based rules (§4.3.5). As in L1 acquisition, cor-
rect neuter gender assignment increases with growing knowledge of the Dutch
lexicon.

Since empirical results on both variables are as yet infrequent in (L2-)SLI
children, the particular interest here concerns the question if and how the effects
of SLI and L2, together, affect the acquisition of gender in adjectival inflection.
This question is addressed by relating two perspectives to SLI to L2 acquisition
(see §2.4.3): (L2-)SLI children will be compared with adult L2 learners and with
child (L2) learners. Note that it is the qualitatively different error patterns
being expected in adjectival inflection that enable us to distinguish between
both accounts. This distinction is repeated here as in (1) and (2).

(1) On the basis of the representational deficit hypothesis:
Child L1-SLI and child L2-SLI acquisition can be expected to show a
similar pattern to adult L2 acquisition in adjectival inflection, which is
different from typical child L1 and child L2 acquisition.

(2) On the basis of the reduced intake hypothesis:
All child groups show a similar pattern in adjectival inflection, which is
different from adult L2 acquisition.

The reduced intake hypothesis allows for further predictions for adjectives and
determiners in terms of delay, caused by intake problems in SLI, that is limited
capacities to perceive and process input, and in child L2 due to the limited
length of L2 exposure. SLI and child L2 groups are thus expected to show higher
error rates in terms of overgeneralizing –e with adjectives and overgeneralizing
the common gender determiner de in neuter contexts and omitting definite
determiners. The potential effects of SLI and L2 are summarized in (3) and in
(4), respectively; > 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

It is further assumed that both effects will be visible in the L2-SLI group causing
a cumulative L2-SLI effect (§5.3.5). In other words, the L2-SLI groups should
produce substantially more errors with adjectives and determiners than any
other child group as laid out in (5).

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

It is as yet undefined for agreement in adjectives and determiners what the
relative impacts are of SLI and L2. This issue is empirically addressed by
comparing error frequencies between the child L1-SLI and child L2 groups to
answer the question in (6).

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

As discussed in §4.3, sufficient input (and hence intake) is crucial to attain
the <gender> feature and, hence, the inflectional rule for adjectival inflection.
The <neuter> feature is activated only if a certain amount of input to Dutch
has been received. In typical L1 acquisition children become more proficient in
adjectival inflection with increasing exposure to the target language. This should
be the case for L2 and SLI acquisition, but if this threshold is not reached in the
critical period, SLI and L2 children may fossilize in development even though
they begin with similar linguistic resources as the unimpaired L1 children. The
expectations regarding the influence of input on the acquisition of agreement
with determiners and adjectives can be formulated as in (7):

(7) The effect of input:
a. The longer the exposure to Dutch, the higher the accuracy rates in

determiner agreement in the various child L1(-SLI) and child L2(-
SLI) groups.

b. The longer the exposure to Dutch, the higher the accuracy rates in
attributive adjectival inflection in the child L1 group, but not in the
child L2, child L1-SLI and child L2-SLI groups.

7.3 Method

As discussed in §5.3.1, the FlexiT material was used to elicit data on agree-
ment in determiners and adjectives in the various learner populations. Before
presenting the results, details of the participants are repeated in §7.3.1 followed
by a discussion of the experimental procedure (§7.3.2), the outcomes of an item
analysis (§7.3.3) and the data analysis (§7.3.4).
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7.3.1 Participants

As shown in Table 7.1, all selected learner groups were used for cross-group
comparison (see §5.2 for more detailed information on the learner groups and the
rationale of the selection and grouping criteria). The child L1-II was included
here since unlike verb placement and verb inflection acquisition in this area
continues over a larger period of time.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-II 24 6;2-7;11 7;1 0.5 0 6;2-7;11 7;1 0.5

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

The results of the L2 adults are relevant only when analyzing the error types to
test the predictions in (1) and (2). These data are therefore only discussed in
detail when presenting the adjectival inflection data since only there frame and
rule learning can be distinguished (see §4.3.5). The various child groups will be
systematically compared to further assess the severity of delay in the light of
the predictions (3) to (7).

7.3.2 Procedure

Adjectival inflection and gender assignment to determiners was elicited using a
picture description task (see §5.3.1). Both tasks involved the elicitation of high-
frequency common gender nouns and neuter gender nouns. More neuter gender
than common gender nouns were used for elicitation in order to potentially
increase the number of interpretable inflected neuter gender data, namely five
neuter root nouns and five neuter nouns with a diminutive suffix. Diminutives
were included since they are morphologically marked for gender (see §4.2.1)
making it possible to examine whether structural cues facilitate the acquisition
of gender in determiners and attributive adjectives. Table 7.2 lists the nouns
used for elicitation.2

The picture description task contained various test conditions for eliciting
agreement between the adjective and the noun (see Table 7.3) using the common
gender and neuter gender nouns listed above. As discussed in §4.2.2, there is

1Recall that the child L1-I, child L1-II and adult L2 data presented here are subsets of
data taken from the data sets of Polǐsenská (in preparation) and Blom (2008), respectively.

2The nouns were selected from the standardized vocabulary list for Dutch children under
the age of three (N-CDI: Zink and Lejaegere 2002). Furthermore, nouns were also taken from
the Dutch vocabulary list (Schlichting and Spelberg 2002) for non-native speakers of Dutch
under the age of four.
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Common gender Neuter gender (root noun) Neuter gender (diminutive noun)

apple ‘apple’ glas ‘glass’ boekje ‘small book.dim’

auto ‘car’ mes ‘knife’ cadeautje ‘small gift.dim’

baby ‘baby’ paard ‘horse’ huisje ‘small house.dim’

schoen ‘shoe’ schaap ‘sheep’ raampje ‘small window.dim’

vis ‘fish’ vliegtuig ‘plane’ varkentje ‘small pig.dim’

Table 7.2: Dutch nouns used for the elicitation of gender assignment and adjectival
inflection

only one case - the marked case - in attributive adjectival inflection where the
adjective is not overtly inflected, namely if the determiner is indefinite and the
adjective modifies a singular, neuter noun. In all other cases schwa is inserted.
The adjectives that were used denote four common colours (groen ‘green’, blauw
‘blue’, rood ‘red’, geel ‘yellow’) or four contrasting adjectives (klein-groot ‘small-
big’ and kort-lang ‘short-tall’).

Adjectival inflection Common gender Neuter gender Neuter gender
(diminutive noun) (root noun)

Definite singular + + +

Indefinite singular + + +

Definite plural + + −
Indefinite plural + + −

Table 7.3: Test conditions for the elicitation of adjectival inflection (‘+’ refers to the
inflection contexts tested in each gender condition)

Each noun was tested twice in indefinite and once in definite conditions in sin-
gular contexts, and with common and derived neuter gender also in definite and
indefinite plural contexts. The definite and indefinite plural conditions were in-
cluded as control items to investigate whether the number feature has an effect
on the gender distinction and, hence, inflection of Dutch.3 The gender contrasts
observed in determiners and attributive adjectives are morphologically neutral-
ized in plural contexts. Plural nouns are always preceded by the common gender
determiner de and attributive adjectives modifying plural nouns are always in-
flected with –e (see Table 4.1 in §4.2.2 for details). Figures 7.1 and 7.2 illustrate
examples in definite and indefinite singular and plural conditions, respectively,
using the neuter gender nouns glas ‘glass’ and boekjes ‘small books.dim’. The
experimenter first introduced the nouns before giving the stimulus (italic words)
and the capitals indicate the correct response of a participant (see 8 and 9). For
discourse reasons, the adjectival inflection items were presented first in an indef-
inite context (8a and 9a) followed by a definite context (8b and 9b). The child
had to describe a minimal contrast between the same objects (two or more),
which are in the given examples the adjectives ‘big’ and ‘small’ and ‘red’ and
‘yellow’, respectively.

3It was a choice of practicality to not elicit adjectives with root neuter nouns in plural
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Figure 7.1: Elicitation material for adjectival inflection in the indefinite, singular
condition (Picture I) and the definite, singular condition (Picture II) with the neuter
noun ‘glass’

(8) a. Picture I: Indefinite, singular neuter condition
Kijk twee glazen. Dit is een groot glas en dat is een klein glas.
‘Look, two glasses. This is a big glass and that is a small glass’

b. Picture II: Definite singular neuter condition
Ik neem het grote glas
‘I am taking the big glass’

Figure 7.2: Elicitation material for adjectival inflection in the indefinite, plural condi-
tion (Picture I) and the definite, plural condition (Picture II) with the neuter diminu-
tive nouns ‘small books.dim’

(9) a. Picture I: Indefinite plural neuter condition
Kijk boekjes. Dit zijn rode boekjes en dat zijn gele boekjes.
‘Look small books.dim. These are red small books-dim and those are
yellow small books.dim’

b. Picture II: Definite plural neuter condition
Kroko staat achter de rode boekjes
‘Kroko is standing behind the red small books.dim’

Because attributive adjectival inflection in Dutch is dependent on the gender
assigned to a noun, uses of definite determiners with the nouns in Table 7.2
were tested in order to control for gender assignment. The assumption was that
stable selection of the definite determiner indicates the gender value assigned to
a noun. The degree of stable gender assignment was therefore determined on the
basis of multiple definite determiner elicitations per noun in singular, definite
contexts, since only there is agreement expressed (see §4.2.1). More specifically,

contexts since the test battery would have simply been too long.
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determiner-noun agreement was elicited twice per noun, and once in the definite
singular condition in the determiner-adjective-noun agreement (8b). Examples
of gender-noun assignment are given in Figure 7.3, where a definite determiner
was elicited for each noun type: the root noun mes ‘knife’ and the diminutive
noun huisje ‘small house.dim’ for neuter gender and appel ‘apple’ for common
gender. The experimenter prompted a sentence by creating a discourse context
(in italics), introducing the noun(s) and a referent (here Kroko) who is located
relative to the noun. The participant was expected to complete the sentence;
the correct subject responses are given in capitals (see 10).

Figure 7.3: Elicitation material for determiners with neuter root noun ‘knife’ (Pic-
ture I), diminutive noun ‘small house.dim (Picture II) and the common noun ‘apple’
(Picture III)

(10) a. Picture I: Neuter gender (root noun)
Kijk, een mes. Waar is Kroko? Kroko staat naast het mes.
‘Look, a knife. Where is Kroko? Kroko is standing next to the knife’

b. Picture II: Neuter gender (diminutive noun)
Kijk, een huisje. Waar is Kroko? Kroko staat achter het huisje.
‘Look, a small house.dim. Where is Kroko? Kroko is standing behind
the small house.dim’

c. Picture III: Common gender
Kijk, een appel. Waar is Kroko? Kroko staat achter de appel.
‘Look, an apple. Where is Kroko? Kroko is standing behind the apple’

As briefly discussed in §5.3.1, two examples of each task were introduced in a
training session to familiarize participants with the experimental setting. The
set-up of the training items was the same as the example scenarios just given.
Items of the tasks eliciting verb placement and verb inflection (§6.3.2) were used
in the same session, ordered in a pseudo-randomized order, to mask regularities
in the items eliciting a particular grammatical structure.

7.3.3 Reliability of the elicitation material

Cronbach’s α was used to determine the reliability of the items eliciting adjecti-
val inflection and gender assignment. As shown in Table 7.4, the items eliciting
common gender determiner de and neuter gender determiner het, and the inflec-
tional contexts with –e or –∅ turned out to be homogeneous (α >0.7) meaning
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that they consistently reflect the construct they are measuring (‘k’ denotes the
number of items per context).4

Gender assignment k α Adjectival inflection k α

Common gender contexts 15 0.86 –e inflection contexts 52 0.93

Neuter gender contexts 30 0.97 –∅ contexts 20 0.92

Table 7.4: Estimated reliability of the different tasks eliciting agreement with deter-
miners and adjectives

7.3.4 Analysis

Each item eliciting determiner agreement and adjectival inflection was coded
for three aspects, namely analyzability, correctness and consistency. Before de-
scribing the conventions of analysis per variable, the following responses were
excluded from both tasks: imitations, repetitions, unintelligible or missing re-
sponses of the learner and investigator failure (i.e., the stimulus offered by the
investigator did not follow the conventions set by the test manual). Further-
more, all responses in which a different noun than the stimulus noun was used
were excluded in both tasks. For example, the use of a root neuter noun, e.g.
boek ‘book’ instead of the diminutive noun, e.g., boekje ‘small book’ or the use of
the plural, e.g., appels ‘green apples’, instead of the singular, e.g., appel ‘green
apple’. Each noun was presented to the participants up to three times and it
was impossible to tell why a few of them used nouns different from the stimulus.

Determiner agreement. The determiner task was carried out to study the
learner’s knowledge of the Dutch gender system. Firstly, the quantity of er-
rors in common and neuter gender assignment were compared across the child
groups to test the predictions (3) to (7). Alongside the production of the def-
inite determiners de and het, the use of bare nouns was also analyzed; these
were interpreted as a reflection of an early stage in acquisition (see Table 7.5).5

Responses with an indefinite determiner een ‘a’ as a substitute for the definite
determiner were excluded from this analysis since they do not provide any in-
formation about the acquisition of gender. For the same reason, responses in
which the noun was omitted were excluded, e.g., de/het ∅. There were also a
few instances of demonstrative pronouns (i.e., dat ‘that’, dit ‘this’ die ‘those’
and deze ‘these’) used instead of a definite determiner. Although these forms
also reflect gender, they were also excluded in order to strictly measure definite
(articles) determiners only.

4The scores of Polǐsenská’s child L1-I and child L1-II groups are not included in the calcu-
lation on construct reliability since a slightly adapted version of the FlexiT material was used
to elicit data in these children (see Polǐsenská in preparation for details).

5As discussed in §4.3.3, I do not specify or discuss the underlying cause of determiner
omissions here. This discussion, although interesting and important, is beyond the scope of
this study.
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Condition Correct *Incorrect Bare noun

Common gender De appel Het appel Appel ‘The apple’

Neuter gender Het boekje De boekje Boekje ‘The small boek.dim’

Table 7.5: Examples of correct and incorrect responses (i.e., incorrect gender and
bare noun) in determiner assignment with common gender and neuter gender nouns

Secondly, the stability of determiner assignment to the same noun was an-
alyzed. This is relevant for determining whether inflectional rules have been
applied in indefinite singular contexts in adjectival inflection (see below). As
discussed in §7.3.2, the gender assignment task tested the use of a definite de-
terminer with a noun twice. An extra definite determiner was elicited in the
definite condition of the adjectival inflection task, thus resulting in a maximum
of three definite determiners per noun per participant. If a learner combined de
or het with a noun in all three cases or in two cases, but where the third case
was a different ‘other’ response (see above), it was considered a stable common
noun or a stable neuter noun, respectively. In all the other cases, a noun’s gen-
der assignment was classified as unstable (see Table 7.6). It was irrelevant for
this analysis whether determiner agreement was in accordance with the Dutch
standard.

Determiner assignment* Stable Unstable

Common gender de/de/de or de/de/het or de/het/ other or
de/de/ other de/ other/other

Neuter gender het/het/het or het/het/de or het/ other/other or
het/het/ other het/de/ other

Table 7.6: Stable determiner assignment with common and neuter gender nouns.
*‘Other’ refers to bare nouns and responses that were not considered in the analysis
(e.g., indefinite determiner ‘a’, pronouns etc.).

Adjectival inflection. As described above, two adjectival responses in the
indefinite singular condition and one adjectival response per noun in the definite
singular condition were used to examine the production of adjectival inflection
(see 8 and 9). Responses were analyzed when the adjective was either inflected
with –e or –∅ in attributive position. Examples of correctly and incorrectly
inflected adjectives are given in Table 7.7. The primary focus here is on the
error types and error quantities to be able to assess the predictions (1) to (6).
All other responses were therefore excluded from further analysis: Responses
containing an elliptical construction in definite and indefinite contexts, where
the noun was missing, for instance, een grote ∅ or een groot ∅ (a big ∅) ‘a big
one’ were excluded, since the noun and, hence, gender information is missing.
Occasionally, no adjective was produced and, obviously, such responses were
excluded.

Since Dutch indefinite determiners een ‘a’ do not differentiate gender, it is
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Condition Correct *Incorrect

Definite singular De groene appel De groen appel ‘The green apple’
common gender

Indefinite singular Een groene appel Een groen appel ‘A green apple’
common gender

Definite plural De groene appels De groen appels ‘The green apples’
common gender

Indefinite plural Groene appels Groen appels ‘Green apples’
common gender

Definite singular Het grote mes Het groot mes ‘The big knife’
neuter gender

Indefinite singular Een groot mes Een grote mes ‘A big knife’
neuter gender

Definite plural De groene boekjes De groen boekjes ‘The green small
neuter gender books.dim‘

Indefinite plural Groene boekjes Groen boekjes ‘Green small
neuter gender books.dim’

Table 7.7: Examples of correct and incorrect responses in inflecting the attributive
adjective in the different test conditions

difficult to determine which gender is used, and, hence, whether inflectional rules
have been correctly applied in indefinite singular contexts (§4.3). Assume that
a learner incorrectly inflects the adjective in een rode huisje ‘a red house.dim’
(the correct form being een rood huisje). There are several interpretations of
this error. One option is that the learner is not aware of gender distinctions in
the Dutch system; thus, he/she is not able to activate the <gender> feature.
A second option is that the learner knows about gender but has incorrectly as-
signed gender to the noun in the lexicon or that gender is unstable for that noun.
If huis ‘house’ is common gender for the learner, inflecting the adjective with
schwa would be correct, even though, this is not in accordance with the Dutch
standard. A third option is that the learner has knowledge of the gender dis-
tinction in Dutch but has not yet acquired the specific rule (bare adjectives) for
adjectival inflection, and is still overgeneralizing the schwa ending (see §4.2.2).

In order to establish which of these options applies, the responses in the
determiner task and the adjectival inflection task have to be related for each
noun. In so doing, stable and unstable determiner assignment can be determined
on the basis of the outcomes of the gender assignment task as discussed above.
The adjectives, elicited in the indefinite singular conditions were also classified as
stable or unstable for gender (recall that adjectives were tested twice in indefinite
condition): the inflection of a given adjective with –e or –∅ is considered to be
stable, whereas the inflection with two endings is unstable. After excluding the
unstable nouns, the corresponding stable nouns and adjectives were linked per
item yielding the four patterns illustrated in Table 7.8.
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Consistency level in Stable determiner Stable adjectival
adjectival inflection assignment inflection

Consistent common de Adjective + –e
gender De boek ‘the book’ Een groene boek ‘a green book’

Inconsistent common de Adjective + –∅
gender De boek ‘the book’ een groen boek ‘a green book’

Consistent neuter het Adjective + –∅
gender Het boek ‘the book’ een groen boek ‘a green book’

Inconsistent neuter het Adjective + –e
gender Het boek ‘the book’ Een groene boek ‘a green book’

Table 7.8: Consistency analysis: Relating adjectival inflection and determiner data.
‘Consistency’ means that the adjectival inflection is consistent with the child’s gender
assignment, whether correct in Dutch or not.

7.4 Results: Determiner agreement

This section discusses the results on determiner agreement to test the predictions
(3) to (7a). Following the discussion in §4.3.5, no differences in error patterns
with determiners are expected between the child and adult L2 learners. As such,
the adult L2 data are not directly relevant for the discussion of the predictions.
The adult L2 data are, however, included in most tables to show that they
pattern indeed similarly to the children in their determiner agreement.6 Data
selection is given in §7.4.1. Error frequencies with the various noun types are
discussed across the child groups in §7.4.2. In the same subsection, it is examined
whether morphological cues facilitate the acquisition of determiner assignment
by comparing the productions with root neuter nouns and derived neuter nouns
in each child group. Subsequently, factor and correlation analyses were done to
see to what extent length of exposure to Dutch influences the pace of neuter
gender assignment. §7.4.3 then presents the consistency with which determiners
have been attributed to the same nouns. The section ends with a summary.

7.4.1 Selected data

Determiner agreement was tested in three noun conditions, namely common
gender nouns, neuter gender root nouns and neuter gender diminutive nouns
(§7.3.2). Table 7.9 presents the response types in gender assignment to de-
terminers in each learner group in terms of determiner used, bare nouns and
excluded responses. As discussed in §7.3.4, bare nouns were interpreted as indi-
cating a developmental delay in acquiring Dutch gender. The table provides the
mean use (absolute numbers), standard deviation and range of occurrence per
response category. In total, the three elicited noun conditions provided a max-
imum of 45 contexts in all participant groups except for the child L1-I group.

6The L2 adult data are not presented when discussing gender assignment with root neuter
nouns and diminutive nouns.
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In the shorter experiment with the younger child group (§5.3.1), a maximum of
27 contexts per participants was elicited.

Overall use of determiners is relatively higher in the two unimpaired L1
groups than in the impaired and unimpaired SLI and L2 groups. Comparing the
data in the SLI and L2 groups reveals that the use of determiners decreases from
an average of 75% (n=33.9/45) in the child L1-SLI group to 59% (n=26.7/45),
57% (n=25.5/45) and 45% (n=20.2/45) in the child L2, L2-SLI and adult L2
groups, respectively (consider the range of occurrences as well). The adult L2
group uses the highest rate of bare nouns.7 The excluded responses are also
fewest in the child L1 groups. These observations already suggest delaying ef-
fects of SLI and, in particular, L2 in acquiring gender, and this will be addressed
further in the following sections. This thesis discusses group results although
it is known that there is considerable (individual) variation in the data (com-
pare standard deviations and range) inherent to the investigation of SLI and L2
acquisition. I will return to the issue of individual variation in §8.5.

7The relatively high omission rates of determiners in the adult L2 group are possibly due
to a shorter exposure to Dutch compared to both child L2 groups. This subset of L2 adults
taken from Blom (2008) can be described as being low and medium proficient learners (see
§5.2.2).
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7.4.2 Determiner agreement: Error frequencies

Despite the fact that all child groups are predicted to pattern similarly in deter-
miner agreement, a delay should be visible due to the respective effects of SLI
and L2 acquisition (see predictions 3 to 7). As discussed in §7.3.4, three response
categories (i.e., de, het and bare nouns) were distinguished in the analysis. The
omission of determiners (bare nouns) was interpreted as a very early stage in
acquisition and the use of de is assumed to be the default form in contexts
requiring het. The results for common gender assignment (e.g., de appel ‘the
apple’) are shown in Table 7.10 and the results for neuter gender assignment in
Table 7.11.

Common gender

De *Het Bare noun

Child L1-I 86.5 8.2 5.3
(n=147; sd=23.3) (n=14; sd=19.4) (n=9; sd=15.7)

Child L1-II 86.0 11.0 3.0
(n=282; sd=23.1) (n=36; sd=23.6) (n=10; sd=5.9)

Child L2 77.8 9.5 12.8
(n=189; sd=29.1) (n=23; sd=19.9) (n=31; sd=17.2)

Child L1-SLI 89.4 3.7 6.9
(n=311; sd=21.5) (n=13; sd=12.6) (n=24; sd=18.3)

Child L2-SLI 70.8 0 29.2
(n=189; sd=30.2) (n=0; sd=0) (n=78; sd=30.2)

Adult L2 55.7 0.9 43.5
(n=64; sd=12.9) (n=1; sd=2.2) (n=50; sd=14.4)

Table 7.10: Percentages of correct and incorrect determiner use and bare nouns
in common gender de contexts (numbers in parentheses denote absolute numbers of
responses and standard deviations of percentages)

Firstly, the learners hardly overgeneralize the neuter determiner het (between
0% and 11%) in the common gender context. All L1 groups are almost target-
like in the common gender context as opposed to the L2 groups. Statistical
testing shows that significant L2 effects are found between the child L1-SLI and
child L2-SLI groups (U=-3.204, p<0.001, one-tailed, effect size: 0.74), but this
may be due to different amounts of exposure to Dutch. No difference is found
when comparing the unimpaired child L1-I and child L2 groups (U=-0.819,
p=0.21, one-tailed), two groups that have been exposed to Dutch for roughly a
similar period of time.

All groups show omission of definite determiners, although to different de-
grees revealing SLI and L2 effects: The child L1-SLI group uses more bare nouns
than the unimpaired child L1-I group (U=-1.249, p<0.11, one-tailed) and the
child L1-II group (U=-1.727, p<0.042, one-tailed, effect size: 0.29). A simi-
lar relationship is found when comparing the child L2-SLI and child L2 groups
(U=-2.354, p<0.01, one-tailed, effect size: 0.67). Both L2 groups produce more
bare nouns than their corresponding child L1 peers: the child L1-SLI and child
L1-I groups use significantly fewer bare nouns than the child L2-SLI group (U=-
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3.907, p<0.001, one-tailed, effect size: -0.92) and the child L2 group (U=-1.952,
p<0.03, one-tailed, effect size: -0.46). A first comparison of the child L2 and
child L1-SLI groups suggests that the impact of L2 is stronger than the SLI
effect given the higher uses of bare nouns in the L2 group, but the difference
is not significant (U=-0.891, p<0.38, two-tailed). The fact that the unimpaired
child L2 group also produces some instances of het as a substitute makes them
more comparable to the unimpaired child L1 groups than to the child L1-SLI,
child L2-SLI and adult L2 groups.

In neuter gender assignment (Table 7.11; root and diminutive nouns are
pooled), the same tendencies can be found as in the common gender context
(see above). All child L1 groups only substitute the default gender de for neuter
het, whereas the L2 learners also frequently produce bare nouns. Again, there
are clear differences between the accuracy rates in the L1 and L2 groups: both
L1 groups use het more accurately. The child L1-I group outperforms the child
L2 group (U=-3.031, p<0.001, one-tailed, effect size: 1.1), and the child L1-SLI
group outperforms the child L2-SLI group (U=-2.928, p=0.0015, one-tailed,
effect size: 1.2). Significant SLI effects are also found there being a higher error
rate in the child L1-SLI group compared to their younger unimpaired child L1-I
peers (U=-2.223, p=0.013, one-tailed, effect size: -0.7) and age-matched child
L1-II peers (U=-4.104, p<0.001, one-tailed, effect size: -1.45). Similarly, the
child L2-SLI group produces fewer instances of het than the unimpaired L2
group (U=-1.564, p=0.06, one-tailed), the difference approaching significance.

Neuter gender

Het *De Bare noun

Child L1-I 59.1 35.3 5.1
(n=150; sd=40.3) (n=91; sd=38.9) (n=13; sd=11.9)

Child L1-II 79.0 19.0 2.0
(n=442; sd=27.9) (n=106; sd=27.1) (n=11; sd=3.4)

Child L2 22.0 63.0 15.0
(n=83; sd=26.8) (n=238; sd=28.9) (n=57; sd=14.5)

Child L1-SLI 33.3 62.0 4.7
(n=183; sd=34.5) (n=341; sd=35.8) (n=26; sd=17.2)

Child L2-SLI 2.9 75.6 21.5
(n=12; sd=5.2) (n=309; sd=28.0) (n=88; sd=27.9)

Adult L2 10.1 49.0 40.9
(n=20; sd=11.5) (n=97; sd=19.2) (n=81; sd=19.3)

Table 7.11: Percentages of correct and incorrect determiner use and bare nouns
in neuter gender het contexts (numbers in parentheses denote absolute numbers of
responses and standard deviations)

As discussed in §7.3.2, morphologically marked diminutive nouns were elicited
in addition to root neuter nouns to examine the use of the morphological suffix
as a cue. Figure 7.4 presents the results in the various child groups for neuter
gender assignment distinguishing between both noun types (see Appendix C for
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a detailed overview of the absolute numbers).8

Figure 7.4: Differences in neuter gender assignment to root neuter nouns and diminu-
tive nouns per child group

Clearly, all child groups are better in neuter gender assignment when morpho-
logical cues are present (i.e., diminutives) than with root neuter nouns. There
are significant differences between the two noun conditions in determiner-noun
agreement for the child L1-I group (W=-2.198, p=0.014, one-tailed, effect size:
0.67), the child L1-II group 93.2%/ 68.9% (W=-3.216, p<0.001, one-tailed, ef-
fect size: 0.86), the child L2 (W=-1.785, p=0.04, one-tailed, effect size: 0.53)
and the child L1-SLI group (W=-3.052, p<0.001, one-tailed, effect size: 0.65).
No statistically significant effect was found in the L2-SLI group, though (W=-
1.524, p=0.64, one-tailed), lending support to the finding that their gender sys-
tem is highly restricted, if not non-existent (compare also Figure 7.5 in §7.5.3
presenting both noun types with adjectival inflection).

The effects of length of Dutch exposure on the acquisition of neuter gender
in terms of the prediction in (7) were examined using a univariate ANOVA. The
assignment of common gender (de) was not included in the analysis below as
common gender has widely been considered to be the default gender (see §4.3),
and, as shown in the data above, it did not pose any problems. Significant main
effects of length of exposure on correct neuter gender assignment F(1, 105) =
13.92, p<0.001) and use of bare nouns F(1, 105) = 9.05, p<0.003) were found.
The decrease in common gender substitutions just missed significance F(1, 105)
= 3.75, p<0.55). The length of Dutch exposure thus affects the assignment of
neuter gender. A Pearson product-moment correlation specifies the relationship
between length of input and response category per child group (Table 7.12)
distinguishing between the two noun types. The child L1-I and child L1-II were

8All learners produced fewer diminutive nouns than root neuter nouns; the diminutives
were frequently reduced to neuter root nouns. Given the smaller amounts across the groups,
it is difficult to draw firm conclusions as to whether the morphological suffix serves as a cue
for neuter gender assignment.
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pooled for this analysis.9

Neuter root nouns Diminutive nouns

Het *De Bare noun Het *De Bare noun

Child L1-I + II (N=44) .32* -.28 -.23 .35* -.32* -.13

Child L2 (N=17) .30 .02 -.45 .35 -.41 .11

Child L1-SLI (N=25) .47* -.27 -.36 .42* -.22 -.36

Child L2-SLI (N=19) .23 .38 -.41 .28 .11 -.24

Table 7.12: Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients for length of exposure
to Dutch and neuter gender assignment to root and derived nouns (*Correlation is
significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed))

Significant positive correlations between length of exposure and neuter gender
assignment are seen in all child L1 groups: the longer the input to Dutch, the
higher the use of correctly assigned neuter gender to root and derived nouns.
These correlations are not seen in the child L2 groups. The negative correla-
tions found with the overuse of common gender and bare nouns show the same
relationship: a decrease of overusing de and bare nouns goes hand in hand with
increasing length of exposure to Dutch. Interestingly, the correlations are less
apparent in both child L2 groups. The findings are, however, not surprising
when considering the child L2’s input situation. As revealed from the literature
(§4.3), lengthy exposure to Dutch is required for acquiring neuter gender. Both
child L2 groups have had a rather brief exposure to Dutch: on average 5;3 and
5;2 years (see Table 7.1). Considering that L2 children are exposed to Dutch
not only from Dutch speakers but also Dutch from L2 learners, among which L2
adults who also overgeneralize de, it is also possible that the L2 children have
also had less consistent Dutch input compared to their L1 peers.

7.4.3 Stability in determiner agreement

The results thus far do not reveal whether the definite determiner assignment
was stable. Only by correcting for stable and unstable determiner assignment
is it possible to determine (i) which gender was assigned to the tested nouns
(regardless of whether the Dutch standard is followed) and (ii) how well the gen-
der system is established by comparing the distribution of neuter and common
gender nouns with stable gender assignment. Following the model of analysis in
§7.3.4, a noun was classified as stable common gender or stable neuter gender if
the learner used het or de two or three times with the same noun, respectively
(see Table 7.6 for details). All other responses leading to unstable classifica-
tions (e.g., de/de/het) were excluded. Also excluded were determiner omissions
and productions of nouns and determiners that were not targeted (see §7.3.4
for details). The productions of the four response categories are given in Table
7.13.

9As pointed out in §5.2, some information on the input situation for one L2-SLI child and
three unimpaired L2 children is missing.



136 7. Production of agreement in determiners and adjectives

The stability of determiner assignment confirms the same discrepancy be-
tween, on the one hand, the unimpaired child L1 groups and, on the other hand,
the SLI and L2 groups as discussed above: the <neuter> feature seems to be
specified only in the two unimpaired child L1 groups given the higher stability
in neuter gender assignment. Furthermore, the older L1 children assigned sta-
ble het more often than the younger L1 children pinpointing the importance of
lengthy exposure to Dutch for determiner agreement. In all the other learner
groups stable neuter gender assignment is marginal. In fact, a gender differenti-
ation seems to be absent in the child L2-SLI and the adult L2 groups, whereas
the het consistencies in the child L2 and child L1-SLI point to some degree of
gender activation.
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7.4.4 Summary

Do we find SLI effects? Statistical testing revealed clear SLI effects, that
is a clear delay in development. Both SLI groups produced, overall, a higher
omission rate of definite determiners and more overgeneralization of the common
determiner de to neuter contexts than their corresponding unimpaired child L1-
I, L1-II and L2 peers. These outcomes raise interesting questions about the
underlying causes of the difficulties in SLI. In order to learn the arbitrary gender
system in Dutch, a considerable amount of input/intake is required even in
typical L1 acquisition (Polǐsenská in preparation). In the reduced intake account
(prediction 2), it is plausible that the SLI children show such a considerable
delay compared to their unimpaired peers. It seems even questionable whether
most of the L1-SLI and L2-SLI children tested have an abstract representation
of gender. The L2-SLI children, in particular, were shown to barely produce any
instances of het with root neuter and diminutive nouns. The morphologically
marked nouns did not trigger neuter gender assignment suggesting that these
children are not able to analyze the morphologically complex nouns. In the
child L1-SLI group, on the other hand, diminutives were shown to serve as a
cue that triggers neuter gender, but correct neuter gender was barely assigned
in that group when the morphological cue was absent. I will further elaborate
on that issue in §7.6.

Do we find L2 effects? The comparison of the child L2 and corresponding
child L1 groups disclosed L2 effects. Both L2 groups are clearly delayed in
overt gender distinction given the higher frequencies of bare nouns in both
gender conditions, and the few productions of het. These results are possibly
unsurprising considering the differences in length of exposure for the child L1-
SLI (7;3 years) and child L2-SLI group (5;2 years). On the other hand, the child
L2 group (5;3 years) and the child L1-I group (4;10 years) have roughly similar
exposure to Dutch (see Table 7.1). Despite this difference, group differences are
evident in neuter gender assignment with both noun types, suggesting that the
Dutch input/intake in the L1 and L2 groups is indeed different due to less input
for reasons discussed above. Despite the poor performance with neuter gender
nouns, the unimpaired L2 children assigned het significantly more often with
diminutive nouns than with root neuter nouns, indicating that at least some of
these children are aware of the morphological cue.

Do we find a cumulative effect of SLI and L2? The previous analyses
showed that the L2-SLI group is not only the group with the lowest performance
in both gender contexts, but that their gender system is also highly restricted,
possibly non-existent: the L2-SLI children did not distinguish between neuter
and common determiners with either root neuter or diminutive nouns.

What is the relative impact of SLI and L2? The results revealed that
L2 has a more severe impact than SLI acquisition on determiner agreement. In
particular, the L1-SLI group significantly outperformed the L2 group in terms
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of using (i) fewer bare nouns and (ii) more neuter determiners. What makes
this outcome possibly less surprising is that the child L2 group had considerably
less exposure to Dutch than the L1-SLI child group. Clearly, this complicates
the comparison. Future research will need to match these two groups on length
of exposure to Dutch to address this question in full.

The effect of length of exposure to Dutch. Additional support that
lengthy exposure to Dutch is needed for the acquisition of neuter gender assign-
ment was revealed by the correlation analyses: significant positive correlations
were only found in the child L1 groups, who had been exposed to Dutch for
on average more than seven years. As discussed before, this is not an unsur-
prising outcome given the limited exposure to Dutch in both child L2 groups
compared to the child L1 groups (see Table 7.1). For most of the child groups,
however, negative correlations, although not significant, suggest a tendency for
the overuse of the common gender determiner (de) and bare nouns to decrease
with increasing length of Dutch exposure. This outcome suggests that a growing
lexicon stimulates the activation of neuter gender assignment and, hence, more
productions of het, but it is possible that there is a plateau effect as has been
suggested by, for example, Cornips and Hulk (2008) and Unsworth (2008) for
L2 acquisition. Future research should examine SLI and child L2 groups who
have been exposed to Dutch for a longer period of time to explore this issue in
more detail.

7.5 Results: Adjectival inflection

This section discusses the results on adjectival inflection in the six different
learner populations. Data selection is described in §7.5.1 before analyzing the
data in terms of error types (§7.5.2) and error frequencies (§7.5.3). Subse-
quently, the outcomes of the determiner task and the adjectival inflection task
in the indefinite singular contexts are related to examine the application of the
underlying agreement rules. Finally, length of exposure to Dutch is consid-
ered as a covariate to examine the effects on pace of acquisition of adjectival
inflection. The results are summarized in §7.5.4.

7.5.1 Selected data

Table 7.14 presents the use of response types in adjectival inflection in terms of
analyzed inflections and excluded responses. It provides the mean use (absolute
numbers), standard deviation and range of occurrence per response category. In
total, the various inflectional conditions (see Table 7.3) provided a maximum of
72 contexts per participant in the SLI and L2 groups. Given the use of a short-
ened version of the experiment in the L1 children (Polǐsenská in preparation),
a maximum of 18 and 30 contexts per participant was elicited in the child L1-I
and child L1-II, respectively.
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Inflected adjective Excluded

max x̄ sd range x̄ sd range

Child L1-I 18 12.8 2.5 9-18 5.2 2.5 0-9

Child L1-II 30 22.4 3.6 17-29 7.6 3.6 1-13

Child L2 72 44.7 18.3 3-72 27.3 18.3 0-69

Child L1-SLI 72 54.0 10.6 28-70 18.0 10.6 2-44

Child L2-SLI 72 54.5 9.5 38-70 17.5 9.5 2-34

Adult L2 72 43.8 9.1 30-60 28.2 9.1 12-42

Table 7.14: Response types in attributive adjectival inflection (all inflectional condi-
tions requiring –e or –∅ are pooled here)

Comparing the figures in Table 7.14, it appears that overall use of inflected
adjectives is similar in all child groups (71%; n=12.8/18 - 75%; n=54.0/72)
with the exception of the child L2 group (63%; n=44.7/72). This difference is
possibly due to some inconsistencies in carrying out the experimental procedure,
which resulted in the extensive production of ellipsis in adjectival inflection en
dat is een groene ‘and that is a green (one)’ in some of the L2 children (23.4%,
sd: 33.1). As was the case with determiners, there is a considerable (individual)
variation within the child L2, child L1-SLI and child L2-SLI groups considering
the standard deviations.

7.5.2 Adjectival inflection: Error types

Differences in the type of errors should disclose whether SLI children pattern
like their unimpaired peers or L2 adults testing the predictions following the
representational deficit account in (1) and the reduced intake account in (2).
On the basis of evidence discussed in §4.3, it was predicted that unimpaired
child (L1 and L2) learners use the default form, i.e., inflections with –e, as
the predominant error. In contrast, adult L2 learners tend to use a dual error
pattern as indicated by the use of –e and –∅. By collapsing the inflectional
contexts where errors are made with either –e or –∅, it is possible to examine
whether both SLI groups are similar or divergent from their unimpaired peers.
Table 7.15 presents the proportion of substitutions of –e and –∅ expressed as a
percentage of the total of possible responses requiring –e and –∅.

As shown in Table 7.15, there is a tripartite distinction: the child L1 groups,
the child L2 groups and the L2 adults. The child L1 groups (either impaired
or not) produce barely any errors with –∅, whereas errors substituting –e are
common. This observation is in line with the assumption that –e is the default
case in attributive adjectives and not –∅ (see §4.2.2). In contrast, all L2 groups
produce more errors with –∅. Compared to the L2 adults, however, the numbers
of –∅ inflections are relatively low (7%-11%) in both child L2 groups. In fact,
the adult L2 group produces significantly more bare adjectives than the child
L2-SLI group (U=-2.516, p<0.006, one-tailed; effect size: 0.95) and the child
L2 group (U=-2.351, p<0.01, one-tailed; effect size: 0.44).

Although they produce some errors with –∅, the L2-SLI children perform
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*–∅ *–e

Child L1-I 1.2 14.1
(n=256; sd=3.7) (n=256; sd=15.5)

Child L1-II 0.6 10.2
(n=537; sd=2.5) (n=537; sd=11.9)

Child L2 11.2 14.5
(n=894; sd=14.4) (n=894; sd=9.1)

Child L1-SLI 2.7 16.5
(n=1351; sd=4.6) (n=1351; sd=8.9)

Child L2-SLI 6.9 22.0
(n=1090; sd=7.8) (n=1090; sd=6.8)

Adult L2 18.0 19.8
(n=394; sd=17.8) (n=394; sd=10.0)

Table 7.15: Percentage of substitutions in inflectional contexts incorrectly using –e
and –∅ (numbers in parentheses denote absolute numbers of responses and standard
deviations)

similarly to the L1 groups given the high percentages of –e substitutions. On
the other hand, both the child L2 and adult L2 groups produce –∅ and –e
substitutions in almost equal percentages, which, at first sight, indicates a dual
error pattern in these groups.10 That result is rather unexpected for the child
L2 group given that schwa should be the default case. Considering the standard
deviations, this result is possibly due to substantial individual variation. In fact,
only a small number of children (N=4) in both child L2 groups is responsible
for a substantial amount of –∅ substitutions, whereas all L2 adults produce bare
adjectives. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the outcome in the adult
L2 group is a result of the two-directional error pattern rather than correct
application of the inflectional rules, whereas this is only the case in few L2(-
SLI) children. Therefore, it can be concluded that the adult L2 group is different
from the child groups. That SLI does, overall, not result in an adult-like pattern
lends support to the prediction that SLI is the result of a reduced intake capacity
rather than a deficit in the underlying representation of grammar.

7.5.3 Adjectival inflection: Error frequencies

Despite the fact that most of the children patterned similarly, a delay should be
visible in the SLI and child L2 groups. Based on the empirical results discussed
in §4.3, acquisition of the marked case, i.e., een groot glas ‘a big glass’ and
een rood boekje ‘a small red book’, is supposed to be vulnerable. Table 7.16,
firstly, presents the contexts where –e, the default form, is always required, that
is, definite contexts and indefinite common gender contexts (see Table 7.3 for
details of the tested conditions).

10The outcomes in the child L2 group are different from those discussed in Orgassa and
Weerman (2008) on account of the fact that the data analyzed in the present study underwent
minor changes in subject selection.
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Inflectional contexts requiring –e

–e *–∅ sd

Child L1-I 98.2 1.8 5.2
(n=168) (n=3)

Child L1-II 99.2 0.8 3.8
(n=356) (n=3)

Child L2 85.1 14.9 18.6
(n=573) (n=100)

Child L1-SLI 96.3 3.7 6.4
(n=972) (n=37)

Child L2-SLI 90.7 9.3 10.4
(n=731) (n=75)

Table 7.16: Percentage of inflections with –e and –∅ in inflectional contexts requiring
–e (numbers in parentheses denote absolute numbers of responses)

All child groups are similar, being above or close to the 90% accurate, ir-
respective of the contexts being tested.11 That means that most of the child
learners hardly ever overgeneralize bare adjectives, which is in line with the data
in Table 7.15. More bare adjectives are produced by the child L2 groups than the
child L1 groups. The difference between the child L2 group and child L1-I group
is statistically significant (U=-2.475, p<0.007, one-tailed, effect size: 1.0). No
statistical differences were found between the L1-SLI and L2-SLI groups (U=-
1.590, p<0.06, one-tailed) or the child L1-SLI and child L2 groups (U=-0.682,
p<0.25, one-tailed). As already pointed out in §7.5.2, subsets of L2 and L2-SLI
children (N=4 per group) were responsible for the difference in uses of bare
adjectives between the L1 groups (1% - 4%) and L2 groups (9% - 15%).

Table 7.17 presents the results of the child groups for the marked case of
adjectival inflection, where a bare adjective is required in indefinite, singular
neuter gender contexts (root neuter nouns and diminutive nouns are pooled
here). The accuracy rates in this context are far below the 90% accuracy. Only
the child L1-I and child L1-II perform, as expected, around and above chance
level, whereas all other child groups show a preference for –e inflection. The
comparison between the SLI groups and the respective unimpaired groups re-
veals SLI effects. Both the L1-SLI and the L2-SLI children made significantly
more errors than their corresponding child L1-I peers (U=-2.074, p<0.02, one-
tailed; effect size: 0.63), age-matched child L1-II peers (U=-3.391, p<0.001,
one-tailed; effect size: 0.97), and child L2 peers (U=-2.302, p<0.01, one-tailed;
effect size: 0.88). Significant L2 effects are also found comparing the unim-
paired child L2 to the child L1-II group (U=2.422, p<0.008, one-tailed; effect
size: 0.76) and the child L1-I group (U=-1.569, p<0.05, one-tailed, effect size:
0.44), respectively. Note that the length of exposure to Dutch is similar for the
child L1 group and child L2 group, which makes between-group comparisons

11This 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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even more reliable (see Table 7.1). Clearly, the L2-SLI group is the least pro-
ficient group. Comparing the L2-SLI and L1-SLI groups (U=-1.525, p<0.06,
one-tailed) approaches significance. These findings point in the direction of a
cumulative L2-SLI effect. We have to be careful in drawing this conclusion,
however, since not all differences are significant. The higher error rates in the
child L1-SLI group compared to the child L2 group suggests that the SLI effect
might be greater than the L2 effect, but the between-group difference is not
significant (U =-0.819, p<0.21, one-tailed).

Inflectional contexts requiring –∅
*–e –∅ sd

Child L1-I 42.4 57.7 38.8
(n=36) (n=49)

Child L1-II 30.9 69.1 36.5
(n=55) (n=123)

Child L2 58.8 41.2 36.5
(n=130) (n=91)

Child L1-SLI 65.2 34.8 34.2
(n=223) (n=119)

Child L2-SLI 84.5 15.5 19.7
(n=240) (n=44)

Table 7.17: Percentage of inflections with –e and –∅ in the marked case requiring –∅;
root neuter and diminutive nouns are pooled (numbers in parentheses denote absolute
numbers of responses)

The variation among the child groups indicates that the acquisition of the
marked case for adjectival inflection is particularly difficult. As discussed in
§4.3.2, the unimpaired L1 children score at 90% correct by the age of eight
(Polǐsenská in preparation), whereas it remains open whether the L2 and SLI
groups eventually achieve that level given their low accuracy rates in applying
the marked case at the ages six to eight. It is interesting, in this respect, to
also examine whether the morphologically marked diminutive nouns trigger the
production of bare adjectives in the marked case more successfully than root
neuter nouns. As discussed in §7.3.2, diminutive nouns were used alongside root
neuter nouns since they provide an additional cue to gender. The results are
given in Figure 7.5 distinguishing between correct productions with –∅ with root
neuter nouns and diminutive nouns.12

With the exception of the child L2-SLI group, frequencies of correct –∅
inflections are higher when morphological cues (i.e., diminutives) are present
compared to the –∅ inflections with root neuter nouns. Statistical testing dis-
closes significant differences between the two noun types for the child L1-I group
(W=-2.239, p=0.013, one-tailed, effect size: 0.58), the child L1-II group (W=-
2.136, p<0.002, one-tailed, effect size: 0.61) and the child L2 group (W=-2.045,

12As already mentioned in footnote 8, all learners produced fewer diminutive nouns than
root neuter nouns, and because the diminutive nouns were frequently reduced to neuter root
nouns, it is difficult to draw firm conclusions as to the function of the morphological cue.
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Figure 7.5: Differences in the application of the special rule for attributive adjectival
inflection in root neuter nouns and diminutive nouns per child group

p=0.02, one-tailed, effect size: 0.99). No statistically significant effect was found
in the L1-SLI group (W=-1.197, p=0.12, one-tailed), not even after six to eight
years of exposure to Dutch. No effect was found either in the child L2-SLI
group. These outcomes raise the obvious question as to the causes of difference
between the SLI and unimpaired child groups. Apparently, most of the L1-SLI
children and L2-SLI are not aware of the morphological complexity and, hence,
facilitating status of diminutive nouns. It is, in fact, questionable whether most
of the (L2-)SLI children specify gender at all when also considering the marginal
numbers of neuter gender assignment with diminutive nouns in Figure 7.4.

Using a univariate ANOVA, significant main effects are found for length of
exposure on the performance on the application of the marked rule (i.e., –∅)
in attributive adjectival inflection with root neuter nouns: F(1, 105) = 4.07,
p<0.05), but not with diminutive nouns: F(1, 105) = 1.76, p>0.05).13 The
correlation values in Table 7.18 specify the degree of the relationship between
length of input and proficiency of adjectival inflection per group (the child L1-I
and child L1-II were pooled for this analysis).14

Significant positive correlations between length of exposure to Dutch and
correct application of the marked rule are apparent only in the unimpaired child
L1-I-II groups: the longer the exposure to Dutch, the more bare adjectives are
produced. Although the tendency is the same for the L1-SLI group - correlations
are positive - they are not statistically significant. These outcomes can be seen
as additional evidence for the delaying effects of SLI due to a reduced capacity
to take in input for deriving inflectional rules. That the L1-SLI group has had

13As with determiner-noun agreement, common gender was not included in the analysis
on adjectives as common gender was considered to be the default gender (see §4.3), and, as
shown in the data above, it did not pose any problems.

14Note 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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Neuter root nouns Diminutive nouns
–∅ –∅

Child L1-I+II (N=44) .31* .21

Child L2 (N=17) -.05 -.12

Child L1-SLI (N=25) .35 .27

Child L2-SLI (N=19) -.11 .09

Table 7.18: Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients for length of exposure
to Dutch and adjectival inflection with root and derived neuter nouns (*Correlation is
significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed))

a longer exposure to Dutch (7;2 years) compared to the unimpaired L1-I groups
underlines this. The non-significant correlations in both L2 groups are also not
surprising. As discussed, (i) early onset of L2 exposure and (ii) lengthy input is
necessary to be able to derive the special rule of adjectival inflection. As shown
in Table 7.1, both L2 groups have had a relatively brief (on average: 5;3 and
5;2 years) exposure to Dutch. Both L2 groups are also exposed not only to
Dutch from Dutch speakers but also Dutch from L2 learners, among which L2
adults, who also overgeneralize bare adjectives. It is therefore only reasonable
to assume that this input does not necessarily support acquisition of the rule.
Given that much input is required to attain the threshold to be able to derive
the rules underlying adjectival inflection (§4.3), it is questionable whether SLI
and L2 children will establish the system. As discussed in §4.3.4, L2 adolescents
being exposed to Dutch for more than 10 years seemed to have fossilized in a
stage overgeneralizing –e.

The results discussed so far might, however, not be entirely conclusive as to
whether learners have knowledge about the rule system underlying adjectival
agreement. With the elicited adjectival inflection data from the indefinite sin-
gular contexts alone, it is difficult to determine which gender has been assigned
(recall the analysis of the example een rode huisje in §7.3.4): the Dutch indefi-
nite determiner een ‘a’ does not indicate gender in these contexts. In order to
examine whether rules have been applied, the responses on the determiner task
and the adjectival task had to be related per noun by conducting the consis-
tency analysis yielding the four consistency patterns illustrated in Table 7.8. In
so doing, only stable determiner use (see Table 7.13) and stable adjective use
(see Appendix D) in terms of gender assignment were included in the analysis
following the classification given in §7.3.4.15 Tables 7.19 to 7.20 present the
consistency patterns for nouns that were shown to have stable assignment of
common and neuter gender.

With nouns assigned as common gender most children consistently used de in
combination with the overtly inflected adjective and hardly ever substituted bare

15A noun was classified ‘stable neuter’ or ‘stable common’ gender if the learner consistently
used het or de with the same noun respectively. Similarly, adjectives were classified ‘stable
neuter’ or ‘stable common’ gender if there were consistently inflected with –∅ or –e, respec-
tively. All other responses leading to unstable classifications (e.g., de/de/het or –∅/–e) and
bare nouns and productions of nouns and adjectives that were not targeted were excluded.
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Common Consistent: de huis(je) - Inconsistent: de huis(je) -
gender een groene huis(je) een groen huis(je)

Child L1-I 95.2 4.8
(n=60; sd=13.0) (n=3; sd=13.0)

Child L1-II 97.2 2.8
(n=106; sd=5.8) (n=3; sd=5.8)

Child L2 88.2 11.8
(n=75; sd=27.3) (n=16; sd=27.3)

Child L1-SLI 94.5 5.5
(n=158; sd=9.4) (n=10; sd=9.4)

Child L2-SLI 84.6 15.4
(n=114; sd=25.2) (n=14; sd=25.2)

Adult L2 74.4 25.6
(n=29; sd=40.3) (n=6; sd=40.3)

Table 7.19: Percentages of consistency: stable definite determiner de with all noun
types and stable adjectival inflection in indefinite singular contexts (numbers in paren-
theses denote absolute numbers of responses and standard deviations)

adjectives. Unlike the children, the L2 adults overgeneralized both inflectional
endings. As seen before, L2(-SLI) children use bare adjectives more often than
their L1 peers. An analysis of individual patterns showed that the L2 children’s
inconsistencies can be attributed to individual differences, whereas this is not the
case for the L2 adults. From the child L2 groups, only two out of 20 unimpaired
L2 children, and four out of 20 L2-SLI children are responsible for a substantial
amount of the inconsistent pattern with common gender. In contrast, six out
of the nine adults produced inconsistent patterns.

The diminutive and root nouns are pooled in Table 7.20 due to the small
numbers of consistent neuter gender patterns. At first glance unlike the L2
groups, all child L1 groups seem to consistently use –∅ in combination with
nouns to which they have assigned neuter gender. This suggests that the L1-
SLI children have also acquired the rule underlying adjectival inflection. A
closer look at the data shows, however, that only the unimpaired child L1-I
and child L1-II groups predominantly produce the correct consistency pattern.
Around 70% of the unimpaired L1 children produced consistent patterns (child
L1-I: N=11; child L1-II: N=19). This pattern is in line with previous research
indicating that only the unimpaired L1 children acquire the inflectional rules,
but slowly as the number of stable neuter nouns develops (Blom et al. 2007,
2008b; Polǐsenská in preparation). In contrast, only five L1-SLI children were
responsible for the consistent neuter gender patterns, making the child L1-SLI
group more similar to the child L2 group where only three children used neuter
gender consistency patterns. Almost no consistencies were produced by the
adult L2 and child L2-SLI groups.

These outcomes are compatible with the patterns discussed in §7.5 and §7.4
and raises the question whether the majority of the L1-SLI, L2 and L2-SLI
children and adults will eventually acquire the complete rule system underlying
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Neuter Consistent: het huis(je) - Inconsistent: het huis(je) -
gender een groen huis(je) een groene huis(je)

Child L1-I 79.1 20.9
(n=34; sd=44.1) (n=9; sd=44.1)

Child L1-II 79.3 20.7
(n=96; sd=34.5) (n=25; sd=34.5)

Child L2 50 50
(n=7; sd=50.6) (n=7; sd=50.6)

Child L1-SLI 75.6 24.3
(n=27; sd=40.1) (n=6; sd=40.1)

Child L2-SLI 0 100
(n=0) (n=1)

Adult L2 100 0
(n=2) (n=0)

Table 7.20: Consistency analysis: definite determiners with neuter nouns and in-
definite singular contexts in attributive adjectival inflection (numbers in parentheses
denote absolute numbers of responses and standard deviations)

attributive adjectival inflection. The period in which the grammatical principles
are available for adjectival agreement might simply be too short in these learners.
It should be pointed out, though, that many responses had to be excluded in
the consistency analysis, particularly, with neuter gender consistencies.16 The
fairly small consistencies in all groups are partly an effect of the overuse of the
common gender definite determiner de and –e inflections seen above (and in
§4.2.2). In addition, high rates of determiner omissions and mixed (unstable)
response categories also caused the small number of neuter gender consistencies,
especially in the SLI and L2 groups (see Table 7.13 and Appendix D). Clear
interpretations of the learners’ rule system underlying attributive adjectives are
therefore difficult to draw.

7.5.4 Summary

Representational deficit or reduced intake? The two approaches to SLI
predict a different relationship between the groups examined here. On the
assumption that the acquisition of agreement is age-dependent and that SLI is
a deficit in the agreement system, it was expected that both SLI groups pattern
as the L2 adult group. These groups should be different from the unimpaired
child L1 and child L2 learners (prediction 1). This prediction is not confirmed
with the adjectival inflection data. No clear differences were found in error types
across the child groups: they overused inflections with –e, whereas L2 adults
clearly overgeneralized in two directions. The asymmetry between child and
adult L2 learners is less clear though on the basis of the limited consistency

16See Blom et al. (2007, 2008b) for consistency analyses in larger populations of Turkish
and Moroccan L2 adults acquiring Dutch providing a clearer picture as to the asymmetry
found in error types between adult and child learners.
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data (see Table 7.20). Blom et al. (2007, 2008b) provide more robust data for
the asymmetry between unimpaired child (L1 and L2) and adult L2 learners.
Although some L2 children overgeneralized bare adjectives, they did so much
less, and, crucially, the use of bare adjectives is not restricted to SLI groups.
Hence, there is no evidence for the idea that the SLI groups are different from
the unimpaired child groups in the construction of grammatical rules. The fact
that all child groups showed, overall, the same error types in adjectival inflection
is more in line with the reduced intake account (prediction 2).

Do we find SLI effects? On the basis of the idea that reduced intake capac-
ities are the crucial distinction between the impaired and unimpaired groups, a
substantial delay and, thus, higher error rates were expected in both SLI groups
compared to their unimpaired L1 and L2 peers. The data strongly supported
this, especially, in acquiring the marked case (–∅). Given the relatively low ac-
curacy scores in both SLI groups in assigning neuter gender and inflecting the
marked case, it is questionable whether most of the SLI children are actually
able to make the gender distinction necessary to derive the rules. The rather
low scores with the gender marked diminutive nouns underline this since the
morphological cue does not activate gender in SLI. In the contexts requiring
–e, it turned out that all children performed at 90% accuracy. Interestingly,
in these contexts the child L2-SLI group was better than the unimpaired L2
children, an outcome that is further discussed below.

Do we find L2 effects? Reduced intake due to limited length of Dutch ex-
posure was also expected to cause delay in the two child L2 groups. Statistical
testing revealed significant L2 effects in most conditions. In the contexts requir-
ing bare adjectives, the child L2 group used more –e inflections than the child
L1-I and the L1-II groups, and the L2-SLI group uses more –e inflection than
the L1-SLI group. Interestingly, only the unimpaired child L2 group seems to
be able to use the morphological gender cue with adjectives. Higher error rates
were also found in the inflectional contexts requiring –e when comparing the
child L2 and child L1-I and child L1-II groups, whereas no significant difference
was found between the L1-SLI and L2-SLI groups. Although the length of expo-
sure to Dutch between L1-I (4;11 years) and the unimpaired child L2 group (5;3
years) is comparable, it is reasonable to assume that the total amount as well
as the quality of Dutch input differs considerably in the child L2 groups. This
is particularly the case when considering the input they may receive from L2
adults. That variation in input might also explain why only a few L2 children
overused substantial amounts of bare adjectives. Overall, the findings suggest
that the delay is indeed due to the reduced intake necessary to derive the rule
system for adjectival inflection.

Do we find a cumulative effect of SLI and L2? Based on these findings,
the child L2-SLI group is the least proficient group: The L2-SLI group showed
barely any sign of applying the marked rule (–∅), and they were also shown to
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fail using the reinforcing neuter gender cue (i.e., diminutives). Consequently, it
looked as if the L2-SLI children perform better in the conditions requiring –e
compared to the unimpaired L2 children, but this might partly be a side effect of
their overuse of common gender to adjectives. Taken together, the data indicate
that most of the L2-SLI children have a more profound delay than any other
child group in this area. These differences could be seen as a cumulative effect
in this area. This outcome should, however, be treated with caution since the
differences between both SLI groups only approached significance.

What is the relative impact of SLI and L2? The results revealed that
in conditions requiring –e, the L1-SLI children performed significantly better
than their unimpaired L2 peers. Both groups are comparable, however, in the
inflection of the marked case. In addition, L2 children were also shown to use the
morphologically marked neuter nouns more successfully with adjectives than the
L1-SLI children. This suggests that the reduced intake in the L1-SLI children
has a more significant impact than the reduced intake due to the limited length
of exposure to Dutch in the L2 children. Too little data were, however, available
from the consistency analysis (see Table 7.20) to draw firm conclusions. In fact,
only a small number of children in both child groups produced the consistent
neuter gender patterns, which is indicative of having knowledge of the rule
system underlying adjectival agreement.

The effect of length of exposure to Dutch. Length of exposure to Dutch
was found to correlate significantly with the number of correct inflections in the
special case, but only in the unimpaired child L1 groups. Future research should
match all child groups in terms of length and, preferably, quality of exposure to
further explore the question of whether SLI and L2 children eventually achieve
the target system.

7.6 Conclusion

This chapter discussed the relationship between SLI and L2 acquisition in terms
of the acquisition of determiner agreement in attributive adjectives and definite
determiners. Two approaches to SLI were presented that made different pre-
dictions about similarities in error types between groups in attributive adjecti-
val inflection (see predictions 1 and 2). Systematic comparisons revealed that,
overall, all child groups robustly overgeneralized the –e ending in adjectival in-
flection, but not the bare adjective with the exception of a few L2 children.
Unlike the children, the adult L2 learners produced a dual error pattern, which
is compatible with the results of an input analysis examining the input distri-
butions of inflectional endings with adjectives (see §4.3.1): it was shown 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 –∅ was used than –e (Blom et al. submitted). This
outcome could support the argument that both inflectional endings will be used
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if the learner only relies on input distributions. Age effects seem to play a role
in the acquisition of agreement, reducing the ability to rely on rule-governed
mechanisms (Blom et al. 2008b for an extensive discussion). That all child
groups, overall, showed the same error type in adjectival inflection can best be
understood in terms of the reduced intake account rather than in terms of gram-
matical principles to which the children may or may not have access. Despite
the similarity across the child learners, the data also revealed that activation
of the feature <neuter> was particularly difficult for the child L2, child L1-SLI
and child L2-SLI groups causing a substantial delay in both gender domains.
As argued above, that delay might be so severe that these children end up with
an incomplete system since they fail to deduce the special rule in attributive
adjectival inflection in the period in which grammatical principles are available.
In contrast, only the unimpaired child L1-I+II groups showed robust activation
of neuter gender as indicated by the consistency analysis: for these groups sta-
ble neuter determiner assignment het goes hand in hand with an increase of the
production of bare adjectives in the marked case of adjectival inflection.

That most of the children irrespective of being SLI or L2 performed (rel-
atively) poorly in assigning neuter gender and inflecting the adjective can be
taken as evidence that the threshold value that must be attained to activate
<neuter> and, hence, the underlying inflectional rules is relatively high. As
argued before, it is reasonable to suggest that missing transparency of the syn-
tactic and morphological properties of Dutch gender explain these apparent
difficulties. In Dutch, gender is visible only in a small number of very specific
contexts and is moreover often neutralized. As discussed in §4.2, gender is visi-
ble in determiners only in definite contexts and if the noun is singular; gender is
neutralized in indefinite and plural contexts. Gender is encoded in attributive
adjectives, only if the determiner is indefinite and the adjective modifies a sin-
gular noun; definiteness and plurality neutralize gender. There are other cases
in Dutch where gender is encoded, namely in relative pronouns and demonstra-
tive pronouns if the noun is singular. In both cases, plural neutralizes gender.
What makes it more difficult to detect gender in Dutch is that gender is only
arbitrarily assigned to (root) nouns, and that, in terms of frequency, common
gender (75% of the noun-types in Dutch) clearly predominates (§4.3.1).

Only diminutive nouns are morphologically marked for neuter gender, and
they may thus facilitate the activation of the feature <neuter>. Data suggested
that most of the child groups were, to some extent, sensitive to this cue when
assigning gender to a noun, with the exception of the child L2-SLI group (see
Figure 7.4). The diminutive nouns did not seem to trigger productions of bare
adjectives in the marked case in adjectival inflection in either SLI group com-
pared to the unimpaired child L1 and L2 groups (see Figure 7.5). However,
too few diminutive data was produced by the child groups making it difficult to
draw firm conclusions. Future research should explore this issue more deeply.

Given such properties of gender encoding in Dutch, lengthy and consistent
exposure to input, on the one hand, and the ability to take in this input ap-
propriately, on the other hand, seem to be the only way to tackle the opaque
gender system, and, hence, the rule system underlying attributive adjectives.
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L1 children seem to have acquired the rule system underlying adjectives by the
age of three or four (Blom et al. 2008b; Polǐsenská in preparation). The pro-
longed phase of schwa overuse can be explained by the default use of common
gender. With the growing lexicon, parallel accuracy of definite determiners and
attributive adjectival inflection increases between the ages three and eight in
typical L1 acquisition (Polǐsenská in preparation). The L2, L1-SLI and L2-SLI
children, on the other hand, may not overcome the default stage with adjectives.
The data showed that between the ages six and eight, knowledge of an abstract
gender system of Dutch was marginal in the child L2 and L1-SLI groups, and
absent in the child L2-SLI group.

This observation raises the question of whether age effects are apparent in
this domain. More specifically, the delay caused by L2, SLI and L2-SLI might
be so severe that gender is not fully internalized so that certain rules may
not be adequately acquired within a critical period. This would be compat-
ible with Meisel’s and colleagues (e.g., Meisel 2004; Kroffke 2006; Rothweiler
2006; Meisel 2007) claim that it is at around the ages of three or four that
maturational changes take place in the brain so that age effects become visible.
Alternatively, if input distributions are taken into account, following Blom et al.
(2008b), it might be possible to successfully extract gender and derive the the
rule system underlying adjectives until the ages six or seven. That, however,
would require a substantial amount of input and intake in order to be able to
compensate for the skewed distributions of determiners and inflectional suffixes
–e and –∅ in attributive adjectives in the input (see §4.3.1). From this point of
view, the two accounts of SLI can be related: As with a deficit in the innate
grammar, reduced intake capacity in these children might in the end also lead
to an incomplete grammatical representation since grammatical representations
were not established within a certain maturational period.




