
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Specific language impairment in a bilingual context : the acquisition of Dutch
inflection by Turkish-Dutch learners

Orgassa, A.

Publication date
2009

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Orgassa, A. (2009). Specific language impairment in a bilingual context : the acquisition of
Dutch inflection by Turkish-Dutch learners. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van
Amsterdam]. LOT.

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:27 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/specific-language-impairment-in-a-bilingual-context--the-acquisition-of-dutch-inflection-by-turkishdutch-learners(fcb25af7-3eab-4539-afc2-5c1dcb0b32fd).html


chapter 8

Conclusion

8.1 Introduction

The present study was conducted with the aim of specifying the relationship
between SLI and L2 acquisition based on the comparison of production data of
various groups of L1 and L2 learners with and without SLI. The first language
of all child and adult L2 groups was Turkish. The experiments centered on the
application of morphosyntactic rules in Dutch that were considered vulnerable
in SLI and L2 acquisition: on the one hand, subject-verb agreement in various
word order conditions and, on the other hand, agreement as marked on definite
determiners and attributive adjectives. The results of systematic cross-group
comparisons of error types and error frequencies contributed to the ongoing the-
oretical debate as to whether (L2-)SLI is caused by linguistic-representational
deficits or by limitations in intake. The issue of age dependencies on grammati-
cal rule learning was also discussed in relation to L2 acquisition. The interaction
of SLI and child L2 acquisition was explored. Answers to the questions in (1)
were sought:

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

This chapter summarizes the results of the linguistic domains studied and fur-
ther discusses their implications for the underlying causes of SLI and their in-
teraction with L2 acquisition. More specifically, in §8.2 it is argued that the
patterns in the results can best be captured by accounts that posit problems
with intake rather than those positing representational deficits. §8.3 then fur-
ther discusses factors that influence intake in order to account for the differences
found in the pace of rule acquisition in, on the one hand, verb placement and
verb inflection and, on the other hand, agreement in determiners and attribu-
tive adjectival inflection. §8.4 outlines how computational aspects, i.e., task
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154 8. Conclusion

demands, cause performance limitations once inflectional rules have been es-
tablished. In Chapters 6 and 7, group results and comparisons were presented
although we know that SLI and L2 groups constitute heterogeneous popula-
tions. In §8.5 therefore individual variation found in the data will be briefly
discussed. The current study also has implications for clinical practice in terms
of diagnosing SLI in a Turkish-Dutch L2 context §8.6. The chapter concludes
(§8.7) by offering an outlook for future research on L2-SLI acquisition.

8.2 Reduced intake rather than representational
deficit

Two different perspectives on SLI lead to different hypotheses about error pat-
terns in the different groups, thus reflecting the relationship between SLI and
L2 acquisition. These are presented schematically in Figure 8.1 (same as Figure
1.1 in Chapter 1).

Figure 8.1: Potential relationships between SLI and L2 acquisition

A representational deficit might constrain the availability of one or more prin-
ciples of UG in SLI (e.g., Clahsen 1989; Gopnik 1990a; Gopnik and Crago 1991;
Clahsen 1992; Van der Lely 1998). Accordingly, the resources to construct gram-
mar are different from typical child (L1 and L2) acquisition. These resources
might be comparable to those used by adult L2 learners who have been shown
to also diverge from child (L1 and L2) learners due to critical period effects (see
§2.3.2). It was then predicted that L1-SLI and L2-SLI children would pattern
as L2 adults, but different from unimpaired child L2 acquisition where gram-
matical representations are assumed to be intact. A similar specification of
the relationship between SLI and adult L2 acquisition can be derived by using
Ullman’s declarative/procedural (DP) model. For both learner groups, Ullman
and collaborators claim that there is some sort of deficiency in the procedural
system necessary for rule-governed computations, which is either the result of
SLI (Ullman and Pierpont 2005) or the critical period (e.g., Ullman 2001a,b,
2004, 2005). Given the inefficiency of the procedural system, both SLI children
and L2 adults have to rely predominantly on the declarative memory which is
responsible for the storage of lexical chunks and frames. This perspective offers
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an explanation of why adult L2 and SLI groups are reduced in their ability to
derive grammar.

On the other hand, reduced intake due to general limitations in perceiving
and processing input can be seen as the cause of slower acquisition in SLI Leon-
ard 1989, 1998; Kail 1994; Windsor and Hwang 1999; Miller et al. 2001). The
linguistic resources to derive grammar in the L1-SLI and L2-SLI groups should
then, in principle, be similar to those in typical child (L1 and L2) acquisition.
Unimpaired L2 children were also assumed to have reduced intake, but in this
group, reduced intake is directly related to the fact that these children have
had less exposure to Dutch (Paradis and Genesee 1996). Crucially, all child
learners should then from this perspective make the same error patterns as seen
in typical L1 acquisition.

The error analyses in Chapters 6 and 7 revealed that, overall, all child groups
used the same error types when rule-governed operations were involved and,
crucially, these patterns differed from the L2 adults in Blom’s (2008) study.
The similarity and differences in error patterns across the child and adult L2
groups are summarized in Table 8.1 per grammatical structure tested.

Overuse of Verb Verb Adjectival Determiner
error types in placement inflection inflection agreement

All child groups daux and RIs –∅ and –t –e bare nouns, de

Adult L2 group SVX template –∅, –t and –en –e and –∅ bare nouns, de

Table 8.1: Error types found in the tested variables separated by child and adult L2
learner groups

Given the similarity in error patterns across the child groups, there is no evidence
for the idea that the SLI groups are different from the unimpaired child groups in
the construction of grammatical rules, hence, ruling out the assumption of SLI
being a deficit in UG or in procedural system. Only with definite determiners
do adult L2 and child learners produce the same type of errors. Since the errors
are the same in impaired and unimpaired acquisition (see Table 8.1), there
is no reason to assume that the SLI children have a representational deficit
in this domain. There is an explanation for the similarity in error patterns
with determiners between the child and adult L2 learners. Blom et al. (2007,
2008b) proposed that age effects are not apparent in the acquisition and use of
determiners since determiners can be learned quite successfully by relying on
lexical frame units or co-occurrence patterns based on input distributions (see
§4.3.5).

The similarity of error types across the impaired and unimpaired child L1
and L2 groups are interpreted as support for the reduced intake hypothesis
rather than for a deficit in UG or procedural memory. Furthermore both SLI
groups performed relatively well in verb placement and verb inflection (at 75%
correct and higher; see Chapter 6), providing additional evidence that the rep-
resentation of rules must be in place.

If it is assumed that reduced intake affects SLI due to processing limitations,
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and child L2 due to limited exposure to Dutch, higher error rates are expected
in these groups compared to (typical) child L1 acquisition. As indicated in
Figure 8.2 (same as Figure 1.2 in Chapter 1), (i) SLI effects, (ii) L2 effects and
(iii) a cumulative L2-SLI effect can be determined by making different group
comparisons. It was also possible to explore the relative impact of SLI and L2
by comparing the L1-SLI group with the unimpaired child L2 group (see dotted
line).

Figure 8.2: Specifying ‘delay’ in SLI and L2 acquisition

Systematic group comparisons revealed that being L2, SLI and L2-SLI affected
the acquisition of the grammatical structures tested, but in different ways. SLI
effects were found across both grammatical domains, whereas L2 effects were
visible only in the domain involving knowledge of gender agreement. A cumu-
lative L2-SLI was thus only apparent in this area (see Table 8.2).

Verb Verb Determiner Adjectival
placement inflection assignment inflection

L2 effect no1 no yes yes

SLI effect yes yes yes yes

⇓ ⇓ ⇓ ⇓
L2-SLI effect no no yes yes

Table 8.2: Areas of vulnerability marking effects of L2 and SLI

The SLI effects found across the two grammatical domains of the verb phrase
and noun phrase confirm that inflection learning is vulnerable contributing to
the cross-linguistic evidence discussed on SLI in §2.2.2 and on L2-SLI in §2.4.2.

In sum, it is highly unlikely that a representational deficit can satisfacto-
rily account for the error patterns found in (L2-)SLI acquisition. Instead, the
similarities in error patterns across the impaired and unimpaired child L1 and
child L2 groups indicate that all children rely on the same linguistic resources
to derive grammar. The differences in pace of acquisition and, hence, delay in
some child groups are best understood in terms of factors that influence input
and intake in SLI and L2.

1Only a few L2 children (N=7) were responsible for the significant effects found in verb
placement.
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8.3 Reduced intake and domain differences

The group comparisons revealed that the two grammatical domains studied were
not equally affected in the SLI and L2 groups. In fact, the rule system underlying
verb placement and verb inflection seemed to be much less vulnerable than the
rule system underlying adjectival agreement. This section discusses factors that
could account for the varying degree of vulnerability in relation to reduced intake
in the grammatical domains under investigation.

Studies of first language acquisition suggest that children master their target
grammar quickly and effortlessly (Wexler 1998; Bittner et al. 2003; Polǐsenská
in preparation). It has been argued, however, that weak or strong perceptual
characteristics of a particular language may relatively inhibit or accelerate acqui-
sition respectively (e.g., Slobin 1984, 1985; Leonard 1989, 1998). If a language
has relatively weak characteristics for a particular structure, then both SLI and
L2(-SLI) children should need more input in this area as a result of their intake
problems. A relative delay in such areas should occur in all child groups, but
particularly in the SLI and L2(-SLI) children.

With respect to this factor, Dutch verb inflection has more structural cues
facilitating acquisition than the gender system of Dutch. The overt morpho-
phonological marking of person and number features in Dutch verb inflection
can be extracted more easily from the input than the gender feature in Dutch
necessary for determiner selection and deduction of the rule system underlying
adjectival inflection. Dutch regular verb forms are distinctive in the singular
and plural, and the singular forms also distinguish person (see §3.2.2). The
gender feature, in contrast, was shown to be highly arbitrary in Dutch. There
are barely any cues in the input as to how gender is assigned to (root) nouns
(see §4.2.1 for some exceptions). On this basis, a difference in rate of acquisition
in these two areas is predicted for all groups and greater problems for the SLI
and L2 groups.

From Figure 8.3 the accuracy rates of both variables across the tested child
groups can be compared; the adjectival inflection data represent the production
of the marked case. As can be seen in the figure, all child groups, whether L1,
L2, L1-SLI or L2-SLI, produce higher rates with inflecting verbs than with ad-
jectives, showing that the Dutch target is more easily achieved in verb inflection
than in attributive adjectival inflection. Although the rule system underly-
ing attributive adjectives is learned by the age of three or four by L1 children
(Polǐsenská in preparation) they still make errors since they need to stabilize
their gender assignment with neuter nouns (Blom et al. 2008b; Polǐsenská in
preparation). That explains the prolonged overuse of –e inflections. In con-
trast, knowledge of this rule system was shown to be marginal in the L2 and
L1-SLI groups and to be absent in the L2-SLI group as revealed from the anal-
yses in §7.5.3.

Input frequency, not only form, may also contribute to the salience of the
verb inflection paradigm. In the input a high proportion of utterances con-
tains a verb, but not necessarily an adjective. Input frequency would then have
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Figure 8.3: Percentage accuracy in finite verb inflection (V2 contexts) and the marked
case in attributive adjectival inflection per child group (the accuracy rates are the same
as given in §6.5.3 and §7.5.3, respectively).

a stronger facilitating effect on the acquisition of verb inflection than on the
acquisition of adjectival inflection.2 Moreover, Dutch gender has a skewed dis-
tribution in the input: Common nouns (de) outnumber neuter nouns (het) by
a ratio of about 2:1 in terms of type frequencies and by a ratio 3:1 in terms of
token frequencies (Van Berkum 1996). Neuter gender is therefore likely to be
underrepresented in the input.3

The comparison of the two inflectional domains from Figure 8.3 also suggests
that each individual grammatical domain may have a certain threshold value
that must be reached by a child to acquire the rule. The differences in accuracy
rates between the groups suggest that the L2 and SLI groups need more time
to acquire the target than the unimpaired L1 group. Following the discussion
in §8.2, this difference can, at first sight, best be accounted for by factors that
influence the intake.

For adjectival agreement, reduced intake seems to account well for the low
accuracy rates in the child L2, L1-SLI and L2-SLI groups resulting in L2, SLI and
L2-SLI effects. As discussed in §7.6, frequent and consistent input is required
to activate neuter gender, which is in turn necessary to derive the rule system
underlying adjectival agreement. The cross-sectional data from Polǐsenská (in
preparation) comparing three-to-eight year old L1 children revealed that L1
children perform at 90% correct with neuter gender assignment only by age
eight, which explains the prolonged overuse of –e inflection with attributive
adjectives. Given the rather lengthy development of the L1 children, it is highly

2To my knowledge, there are no studies on Dutch that investigate the input frequency of
finite verb forms in comparison to adjectival forms in Dutch.

3Framed in terms of saliency, Polǐsenská (in preparation) confirms that Dutch finite verb
inflection scores are higher on a salience hierarchy than adjectival inflection due to differences
in feature complexity, conceptual salience and input frequency (see Polǐsenská in preparation
for a detailed analysis on that matter).



8.3. Reduced intake and domain differences 159

plausible that the child L2(-SLI) groups with shorter exposure to Dutch and the
L1-SLI and L2-SLI groups with processing limitations would need more input
to overcome their intake problem.

The high error rates in both gender domains raised the question whether
the child L2, L1-SLI and L2-SLI groups will eventually acquire the rule system
underlying adjectival agreement within the critical period (§7.6). A closer look
at the developmental patterns in gender assignment to determiners and adjec-
tival inflection suggest a difference between the unimpaired L1 children, on the
one hand, and the SLI and L2(-SLI) children, on the other hand. Both gender
domains develop in parallel in typical L1 acquisition (see §4.3.2), that is stable
neuter determiner assignment het goes hand in hand with an increase of –∅
inflections in the marked case in adjectival inflection. In contrast, development
is divergent in these two structures in the L2 and SLI groups: whereas gen-
der assignment to definite determiners shows a slow, gradual development (see
§7.4.2), these children seem to fossilize in a stage where they overuse –e with
attributive adjectives (see §7.5.3). The child L2 data from Blom et al. (2007)
(see also §4.3.4) and data from older L2 children in the age range 9 to 16 years
(e.g., Laloi et al. 2005; Cornips et al. 2006; Weerman et al. 2006; Cornips and
Hulk 2008) and older Dutch L1-SLI children (Weerman and Duinmeijer p.c.;
mean age: 12.7) confirm this finding.

Interestingly, as with a representational deficit, a reduced intake capacity
might thus in the end also result in an incomplete representation. There are
two options. It could be the case that (some of) the L2 and SLI children fail to
activate the gender feature in Dutch. That would imply that, as L2 adults, child
learners rely on lexical representations only (see Blom et al. 2008b or §4.3.5).
Alternatively, the children might be able to activate the gender feature, but
they fail to use it in such way that the more abstract rule system underlying
attributive adjectival inflection can be fully derived. Rather than deriving the
complex feature combination to establish the marked case, children fossilize in
the default stage and overuse –e where –∅ is required.

In order to assess whether the L2 and SLI children have knowledge of the
Dutch gender system, domains of Dutch involving gender marking other than
definite determiners or adjectival inflection, should be examined such as demon-
strative pronouns, possessive pronouns or relative pronouns. If the develop-
ment resembles that seen with neuter gender assignment to definite determiners
(§7.4.2), it is likely that the L2 and SLI children have activated gender. In that
case, attributive adjectives certainly constitute a particularly vulnerable gender
domain in Dutch. This is plausible considering that the child has to discover a
particularly complex feature set (indefiniteness, singularity and neuter gender)
in order to establish the marked rule. It is debatable whether gender has been
activated, if gender marking turns out to be problematic for the L2 and SLI
groups across various gender domains.

These results have clearly shown that the amount of input/intake required
to reach the threshold value for acquiring adjectival agreement is much greater
than for subject-verb agreement. Accordingly, SLI and L2 children must need a
greater amount of input in gender agreement to overcome their intake problem.
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It is possible that an intake problem, although not attested here, might have
been visible at an earlier stage in the development in subject-verb agreement.

8.4 Reduced intake and reduced performance

Three to four years of input seemed to be enough in the unimpaired L1 and L2
children to perform at 90% accuracy in finite verb inflection and verb placement
(see §3.3 and §6.5.3). Furthermore, no L2 effect was found in this domain
meaning that the child L1 group did not perform significantly better than the
child L2 group. The same result was found in the comparison of the two SLI
groups. The L2 groups are thus not more severely affected in verb inflection
than their corresponding L1 peers. Although SLI effects were apparent in verb
inflection - both SLI groups made significantly more errors than their unimpaired
peers - they both performed at quite high accuracy levels. Recall that the L1-
SLI and L2-SLI groups were exposed to Dutch for, on average, seven and five
years, respectively (see Table 6.1).

As already suggested in §6.6, the relatively high accuracy rates in both SLI
groups lend support to the idea that most of the SLI children seem to have mas-
tered the inflectional rules. That no cumulative effect was found in the L2-SLI
children tested confirms this. Accordingly, there must be another explanatory
factor that accounts for the persistent difficulties in applying the grammatical
rule once established. The presence of performance limitations is a plausible
explanation for the persistent difficulties in applying the inflectional rules un-
derlying verb placement and verb inflection in SLI, since clearly, as discussed
above, the children know the rule. Following Bishop (1994, 2000a), the auto-
matic application of such rules would be impeded if the already limited capac-
ity system in SLI is burdened with additional cognitive demands. As shown
in §3.2, inflecting Dutch verbs in main (V2) clauses requires both movement
of the verb and inflection marking. The data indicate that this is relatively
demanding for the (L2-)SLI children. Firstly, both SLI groups were shown to
avoid verb movement by using substantial amounts of dummy auxiliaries and
RIs (§6.4). Secondly, the analysis of verb inflection errors in various order con-
ditions revealed that both SLI groups performed target-like in the cognitively
less demanding V-final (SXV) order, whereas verb inflection errors were more
frequent in contexts where the verb moved to V2 (De Jong et al. in preparation).
In fact, this comparison of word order conditions shows that that the increase
in cognitive load not only affects the performance of SLI children, but also that
of unimpaired L1 and L2 children, albeit to a lesser extent.

There is additional support for the idea that the demands of the cognitive
task result in performance limitations. A comparison of responses in novel and
existing verb types revealed that there were fewer inflections with novel verbs
than with existing verbs across the SLI and L2 groups (see Table 6.11). Almost
half of the responses with novel verbs also had to be excluded in both SLI groups.
Inflecting novel verbs requires more effort since the child has to map the new
word to (a series of) events in the experimental task while also processing the
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morpho-syntactic information to be added to the verb stem. In the present
experiment it was also the case that the novel verbs had to be generalized to
an event with the same action, but with a different subject(s) and/or object.
This might also have added to the cognitive load of the task. The form of the
elicitation in finite verb inflection might also have had an effect on the cognitive
load in 2sg contexts in inverted (XVS) order (see Figure 6.1 and example (8) in
the same chapter). While applying the correct inflection, the participant had to
establish that the person on the stimulus picture was actually the experimenter.
This dual operation also turned out to be difficult for the SLI groups and some
individual L2 children. As was revealed by the item analysis in §6.3.3, all L2
and SLI groups produced only small token numbers of inflected lexical verbs
with the 2sg inverted order contexts. Instead, learners preferred the cognitively
less demanding production of dummy auxiliaries and RIs.

These observations are consistent with findings from other studies (e.g.,
Gillam, Hoffman, Marler, and Wynn-Dancy 2002; Leonard et al. 2002; Coady,
Kluender, and Evans 2005; Coady, Evans, Mainela-Arnold, and Kluender 2007)
reporting that the type of stimuli and the memory demands of the task neg-
atively affect the performance of SLI children. Coady and collaborators, for
instance, showed that SLI children performed similarly to typically developing
age controls when natural speech rather than synthetic speech was used, when
the stimuli were real words rather then novel words, and when the memory de-
mands of the tasks were reduced. Similarly, there are also studies on unimpaired
child L1 and L2 acquisition showing that performance is poorer with increasing
task demands (e.g., for child L1: Gibson 1996; Bader and Bayer 2006 and for
child L2: Bialystok and Miller 1999; Thorn and Gathercole 1999; McDonald
2000; Foursha, Austin, and Walle 2008).

These results indicate that the L2-SLI and L1-SLI children have varied, but
probably related, processing limitations that affect their language development
in different ways, namely in terms of (i) deriving rules and (ii) applying rules
(see Figure 8.4).

Figure 8.4: Processing limitations and its causes in SLI

It is not clear how reduced intake and performance are related (dotted line)
since the present study did not investigate the individual aspects of percep-
tual and cognitive abilities that may cause processing limitations. Here, pro-
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cessing limitation are treated as one undifferentiated whole. The relationship
between reduced intake and specific computational restrictions limiting perfor-
mance in (L2-)SLI remains as yet unclear. The large body of research on SLI
has revealed limitations in speech perception and working memory, and slowed
reaction times. There is also evidence that these children may have deficits
in attention and various other executive functions (e.g., Bishop and Leonard
2000; Schwartz 2009 for overviews). It is plausible that some of these process-
ing aspects affect intake capacities, but not all of these aspects, necessarily, also
influence performance capacities, and vice versa. The specific nature of and re-
lationship between these limitations as well as their relative impact on linguistic
performance thus remain topics of future research.

8.5 Reduced intake and individual differences

As already shown, regardless of the exact nature of processing limitations, they
are a more likely candidate for the general cause of problems with inflection
in SLI than representational deficit. However, it could still be the case that
some individuals have deficits of this kind. In the (L2-)SLI literature, there
are frequent reports of individual cases who show a different error pattern from
other SLI peers (e.g., Grimm and Weinert 1990; Clahsen 1991; Clahsen et al.
1997; Van der Lely 1996; Leonard 1998; Van der Lely 2005). Yet other studies
point to individual SLI children that are much more severely delayed in the
acquisition of grammar than others (Leonard 1998; De Jong 1999; Wexler et al.
2004; Paradis et al. 2005/2006). This could also be indicative of the fact that
some SLI children have more severe processing limitations than others, and
possibly in different areas of processing.

In the data discussion in Chapters 6 and 7, a certain level of variation in the
child L2-SLI, child L1-SLI and child L2 groups was revealed, not unexpectedly.
A closer look at these individual patterns illustrates that some children have
more difficulties than others in acquiring Dutch inflection. In comparison to
their corresponding peers, the children listed in Table 8.3 stand out because
they produced

• far fewer lexical verb inflections with existing verbs and novel verbs

• far more productions of dummy auxiliaries and RIs

• far more errors in finite verb inflection

• barely any neuter gender assignment to determiners

• barely any inflections with –∅ in the marked case

• barely or no consistencies in adjectival agreement

Although individual error rates varied among the SLI and L2 groups, the overall
error patterns with grammatical morphemes did not. For the vast majority of
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the children, error patterns are consistent pointing to limitations with intake
rather than a deficit in representation (see §8.2). Thus, the overall error patterns
discussed in Chapter 6 for placing and inflecting finite verbs and in Chapter 7
for agreement in determiners and adjectives hold regardless of the proficiency
levels in these children. The question then remains why some individual children
perform particularly badly.

The discussion here will concentrate on verb morphology since the variability
in the L2 and SLI groups with finite verb placement and inflection was much
more pronounced than with adjectival agreement since gender performance was
generally quite low for all L2 and SLI children (see Chapter 7). Table 8.3
presents the distribution of the response types in V2 contexts, that is the per-
centages of (i) finite lexical (existing) verbs, (ii) RIs and dummy auxiliary and
(iii) excluded (not analyzed) responses. In total, the two V2 conditions (SVX
and XVS) where verb inflection was tested provided a maximum of 24 contexts
per L2 child (N), L1-SLI child (M) and L2-SLI child (B) (see Appendix A for
further subject details). The last column lists the absolute numbers of correctly
inflected finite verbs as a proportion of the total of finite verbs used in V2 order
(maximum 24 contexts) and V-final order (maximum 6 contexts).

Child Distribution of responses Correct verb
code (in V2) inflection

Code max Finite verb daux + RIs Excluded V2 V-final

N2 24 37.5 37.5 25 6/9 2/2

N7 24 37.5 37.5 25 8/9 4/4

N6 24 25 62.5 12.5 5/6 5/5

M5 24 4.2 91.7 4.2 1/1 2/2

M7 24 37.5 29.2 33.3 3/9 2/3

M11 24 33.3 45.8 20.8 5/8 4/4

M21 24 41.7 50 8.3 6/10 5/5

M23 24 4.2 66.7 29.2 1/1 4/4

B1 24 25 33.3 41.7 5/6 4/4

B9 24 29.2 62.5 8.3 2/7 0/0

B14 24 4.2 66.7 29.2 0/1 3/6

B17 24 4.2 62.5 33.3 0/1 1/1

Table 8.3: Percentages of lexical finite verbs, dummy auxiliaries and RIs and excluded
responses in V2 order + absolute numbers of correctly inflected finite lexical verbs in
subsets of the L2 (N), L1-SLI (M) and L2-SLI (B) children

As is clear from Table 8.3, overall use of finite lexical verbs in V2 contexts is
relatively smaller in the children listed than the use of the category ‘dummy
auxiliaries and RIs’. Furthermore, a substantial part of responses had to be
excluded in these children. Accordingly, only few finite lexical verbs were avail-
able for inflection. A look at the verb inflection data shows that the accuracy
rates are particularly low in the L1-SLI (M) and L2-SLI (B) children in the
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V2 contexts.4 In addition, most of these children used not only relatively few
finite lexical verbs in the less costly embedded clause order, they also made in-
flectional errors in that context. Following the discussion in §8.4, this outcome
seems not to be compatible with the claim that the inflectional rules are intact
and that cognitive task demands hamper the application of such rules. Instead,
the observations from Table 8.3 raise reasonable doubts as to whether (most of)
these individual children have, in fact, acquired the rule system underlying verb
placement and verb inflection. It looks as if the reduced intake in these children
caused a pattern that can be observed in much younger unimpaired L1 chil-
dren (see §3.3.1), indicating a substantial developmental delay.5 The high rates
of excluded responses also suggest some sort of performance problem. Taken
together, the substantial delay could indicate that these children have a more
severely affected processing system than others, and possibly affecting different
areas of processing. As with adjectival agreement, it is possible that for some of
these children the reduced intake problems are so severe that they may fossilize
in an immature stage where they use errors that are characteristic of an ear-
lier developmental stage. Future research should focus on individual patterns
in L1-SLI and L2(-SLI) children who have been exposed to Dutch for a longer
period of time to explore this issue in more detail.6

8.6 Reduced intake and clinical implications

It is obvious that the results of this study are restricted to one language combi-
nation, namely Turkish and Dutch. The results of this study cannot therefore
be applied clinically to L2(-SLI) children with other language backgrounds.7

4Note that the L2-SLI children listed in the table were also shown to perform extremely
poorly (one standard deviation below the mean) on a Turkish elicitation task examining
various structures of verb and noun morphology (N. Cavus p.c.).

5The poor performance in these children is, overall, not related to age or length of exposure
to Dutch (see Appendix A).

6Two of the children listed in Table 8.3, namely M7 and B17, produced errors that were
not seen among the other children. In verb placement, the children occasionally overused an
SVX pattern to embedded SVX order: *Dat is de man die tandenpoets zijn tanden. instead
of Dat is de man die zijn tanden poetst. ‘That is the man who brushes his teeth.’. The same
children seem to lack the syntactic information to differentiate between finite and non-finite
verb forms resulting in the substitution of –en in finite positions: het meisje poetsen tanden
instead of het meisje poetst tanden ‘The girl brushes her teeth.’ The same children were also
shown to use such inflection errors in narrative data that were not presented in the present
study, however: e.g., *de hond likken kind ‘the dog licks the child.’, *en kind vallen in een
boom ‘the child falls off the tree.’. In attributive adjectival inflection, the L1-SLI child (M7)
also frequently overused the –∅ suffix to contexts where –e was required, e.g., *Kroko zit in de
groene schoen ‘Kroko sits in the green shoe.’; *dat zijn schoon varkens ‘These are clean pigs.’.
Surprisingly, these error patterns found in the two children resembled those seen in L2 adults
(compare §3.3.4 and §4.3.5). Following the argumentation in §8.2 that would mean that these
children have a representational deficit. However, given that only very few children produced
such errors, limitations in processing capacities are the more likely candidate for the general
source of problems with inflection in SLI.

7Steenge’s (2006) study also reports on some SLI effects in verb morphology in Turkish-
Dutch and Moroccan-Dutch children aged seven and nine. However, her study suffered from
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However, the results offer suggestions for the clinical practice.
The present study revealed a clear overlap in developmental patterns found

in typical and atypical child L1 and child L2 acquisition, which is consistent
with the evidence discussed in §2.4.1 and §2.4.2. At first sight, this finding is
discouraging for identifying SLI in L2 children; at least if children are diagnosed
on the basis of their L2.8 Recall that the two types of misdiagnosis discussed
in §1.4, lead to instances of mistaken identity and missed identity, respectively
(e.g., Cummins 1984; Roseberry-McKibbin 1995; Crutchley, Conti-Ramsden,
and Botting 1997; Genesee, Paradis, and Crago 2004). However, the way the
various child groups have been compared in the current study (see Figure 8.2)
allowed for the detection of SLI and L2 effects. More specifically, the perfor-
mance of L1 and L1-SLI children offered a benchmark for detecting L2 effects
in the L2 and L2-SLI children, and the performance of unimpaired L1 and L2
children offered a benchmark for detecting SLI effects in the L1-SLI and L2-SLI
children (see Figure 8.2).

As shown in Table 8.2, clear SLI effects were found in the acquisition of V2
and finite verb inflection in the absence of L2 effects. The L1-SLI and L2-SLI
children used fewer finite lexical verbs and higher rates of dummy auxiliaries and
RIs as well as more errors in finite verb inflection compared to their unimpaired
L1 and L2 peers. This grammatical domain can thus be seen as a safe indicator
for SLI in the age groups being examined, but all aspects have to be considered,
not just the accuracy of finite inflection in the V2 condition. On the other hand,
both SLI and L2 effects were visible in the acquisition of agreement in deter-
miners and attributive adjectives. In fact, all L2 and SLI groups performed at
quite low accuracy levels, making it difficult, if not impossible, to tease apart
SLI and L2 effects in this particular domain. Thus, separate norm groups for
SLI and L2 acquisition are required here in order be able to determine the re-
spective effects of both conditions. Although it was not possible to disentangle
SLI and L2 in both linguistic domains studied, the data provided useful infor-
mation to set appropriate expectations as to typical L2 development in Dutch.
For instance, the group comparisons revealed that unimpaired L2 children are
expected to make many errors with determiners and adjectives in Dutch given
the reduced amount of input they received compared to L1 children. In fact, it is
quite possible that these children do not acquire the rule system at all (see §7.6),
even without having SLI. Crucially, the same L2 children should perform well in
verb placement and verb inflection in Dutch, since there no profound delay was
found due to reduced input (see above). Such observations may thus be useful
in the clinical practice in preventing L2 children from undergoing unnecessary
assessment.

several methodological problems (see §3.3.5), which made the interpretation of results in terms
of underlying representation of rules difficult.

8Obviously, the L2 children should, preferably, also be examined in their L1 performance
making the comparisons even more reliable. The L2(-SLI) children’s first language, Turkish,
was investigated and compared to the results in Dutch (e.g., De Jong et al. 2007, to appear).
Results revealed that noun morphology seems to be a useful marker for Turkish SLI, more so
than subject-verb agreement, at least for the age range of children addressed here.
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The findings suggest that L2 has a limiting effect on SLI children if a large
amount of consistent input is required for rule acquisition, agreement in de-
terminers and attributive adjectives being a case in point. However, that out-
come does not necessarily mean that children should not be exposed to both
languages. Recall that it is commonly assumed among educators and speech-
language therapists that acquiring two languages would be too challenging for
children with SLI (§1.4). It is true that the L2-SLI child is challenged with a
reduced intake system due to processing limitations in SLI and less L2 exposure.
However, in a contemporary modern multilingual society such as in the Nether-
lands, children do not have the option of being exposed to either one or the
other language for various practical and emotional reasons. Language choice
is, in first place, the choice of the parents. However, living in a multingual
society requires the use of both languages in order to be able to communicate
with family members in and outside the host country as well as people in the
host country. It would be the best for such children if teachers and clinicians
would look for possibilities for teaching and intervention material that provides
impaired (and unimpaired) L2 children with enough and consistent input to
Dutch.

8.7 Reduced intake and future directions

The present study sought to demonstrate that systematic group comparisons
is a fruitful approach in research studying the separate and combined effects
of L2 and SLI on grammatical development. It has been shown that L1-SLI
and L2-SLI children have, in principle, the capacity to acquire the grammar of
one or two (or more) languages as indicated by the similarities in error patterns
compared to their unimpaired peers. The persistent problems with inflectional
morphology in the SLI groups were interpreted in terms of processing limitations
that affected either the intake needed to derive rules or the degree of automatic-
ity to apply rules once established. The present study also revealed how reduced
intake affects typical child L2 acquisition. If a large amount of consistent input
is needed to derive grammar, it is possible that both SLI and L2(-SLI) children
may fossilize in immature stages resulting in incomplete structure-specific rep-
resentations. Interestingly, processing accounts and representational accounts
can then be related.

This study was not aimed at exploring the cognitive mechanisms underlying
language processing in the targeted learner groups. Future research should fill
that gap by measuring the extent to which the reduced intake hypothesis holds
up in light of evidence from various aspects involved in language processing
on-line, hereby getting a clearer picture concerning the separate effects of L2
and SLI as well as the interaction between L2 and SLI. Furthermore, the same
group comparisons as in Figure 8.2 should be conducted involving different lan-
guage combinations - with varying L1’s - in order to determine the effects of
L1 interference. As regards the question of cognitive load, a set of grammatical
structures should be examined in tasks that differ in several aspects of com-
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plexity. These structures should also preferably be tested using experimental
on-line as well as off-line methods. As is clear from the present study, SLI and
L2 constitute heterogeneous learners groups. It is therefore desirable that fu-
ture research match the various child groups in age, length of exposure, working
memory span etc. and also systematically explore inter-individual differences
along these lines.

By focussing on the role of reduced intake capacities, this study furthers
the recent trend of exploring the relationship between SLI and L2 acquisition
serving as a solid point of departure for future research.




