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1. Introduction 
 
 
 
This book is about the makeup of Specific Language Impairment (SLI) in Dutch. In 
SLI, target language matters. The fact that children are language-impaired does not 
spell out the symptoms that will testify to the disorder. The appearance of SLI is also 
dependent on the native language that the child is in the process of learning.  
Specific language impairment was first studied in depth in English-speaking children. 
Recently, studies in languages other than English have identified similarities and 
differences between SLI in English and SLI in other languages, and have helped us 
refine our explanations of the phenomenon. This study, of a language that is closely 
related to English, is intended as a contribution to both our knowledge of SLI in Dutch 
and to the comparative study of SLI across languages. 
 
There are two main research areas that are addressed by this study. One is the 
grammatical marking of tense and agreement on the verb. The other is the argument 
structure of lexical verbs. 
 
The book is structured in the following way. 
 
In Chapter 2 the history of SLI research is sketched. On the one hand several 
disciplines have imposed their conception of language disorder on the field, on the 
other hand there have been major shifts in terms of which model was the dominant one 
at any particular point in time. It will become clear that the linguistic approaches, by 
which an explanation for SLI is sought in the grammar itself, have gained popularity 
and have spawned a stream of literature recently. It is obvious that a linguistic study of 
SLI requires an ample introduction of this literature. Therefore, although Chapter 2 
will review various accounts of SLI, the focus will be on linguistic explanations. 
  
Chapter 3 outlines the research questions. The questions are, briefly: 
 

1. It has been a major finding of the literature on English that SLI children differ 
from their normal peers in their control of grammatical morphology. Against this 
background, what are the characteristics of tense and agreement marking in 
Dutch children with SLI? 
2. Do Dutch-speaking children with SLI differ from normals in their control of 
argument structure alternations and in their complementation of lexical verbs in 
general? 
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3. Do verb-morphological problems correlate with verb argument structure 
problems in the output of children with SLI? 
4. Do children with SLI differ from normals in the specificity with which they 
name actions, as expressed in specific versus nonspecific verb labels? 

 
These questions are interwoven. For instance, the characteristics that are found as 
valid markers of morphological difficulties (question 1) will be used to form 
subgroups (consisting of children with and without significant problems with verb 
morphology, respectively) that are entered in the comparison that allows for an answer 
to question 3.  
 
In addition to specifying the research questions in detail, Chapter 3 describes subject 
identification and selection procedures, and deals with the important issue of matching 
in relation to children with SLI. The chapter also contains a description of the tasks 
that were administered in this study in order to gather the data that pertain to the 
research questions.  
 
In Chapter 4 the first research question is answered. Following a comparison with 
typically developing children, it appears that Dutch children with SLI show difficulty 
with the correct and consistent marking of (past) tense as well as agreement features.   
 
In Chapter 5 the results of the previous chapter are compared to the predictions that 
follow from several linguistic explanations of morphological deficit. The theories that 
were first introduced in chapter 2 will be revisited in order to find out whether they are 
consistent with the patterns found in Dutch SLI. Can they account for the form that 
difficulties with grammatical morphology take in the Dutch data?    
 
In Chapter 6, the terminology concerning the second research topic, verb argument 
structure, is sketched. Also, the recent focus on argument structure in language 
acquisition studies is illustrated. Finally, a review will be given of the SLI studies that 
have addressed this area. 
 
In Chapter 7, an analysis will be presented of data from an existing corpus of data, 
gathered by Bol and Kuiken (1988). These data were coded for the complexity of verb 
complements. The pattern that evolves from this analysis underlines the relevance of 
research question 2. In this way, it is an overture to the experiments that follow. 
 
Chapter 8 contains the results from the argument structure experiment (research 
question 2). In it, a group comparison is carried out to explore the SLI children’s 
shortcomings in this area. Three aspects are probed: argument structure alternation, 
complementation of transitive verbs and resultative secondary predication. Because in 
recent literature verb argument structure has been seen as an area unrelated to 
grammatical morphology,  research question 3 was formulated. Using criteria that 
derive from the outcomes of Chapter 4, language-impaired children were also 
compared to each other. The purpose is  
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to establish whether, empirically, argument structure and grammatical morphology are 
independent in SLI.  
 
Finally, Chapter 9 focuses on an issue that has relevance for argument structure. In 
recent literature it has been claimed that language-impaired children have a small verb 
vocabulary in which frequent, ‘general all-purpose’ verbs are overrepresented. This 
would by definition curtail the children’s set of verb argument structures. In Chapter 9, 
research question 4 is posed. A task is presented in which verb labels are elicited from 
the children. For each verb item, the child has the opportunity to select a specific or a 
hypernymic label. 
 
There is no range of theories to which the results from Chapters 7 through 9 can be 
compared. The discussion will therefore be resumed in Chapter 10, in which the 
argument structure results meet the results that relate to functional categories (Chapter 
4).  
In this final chapter, conclusions will be drawn primarily on two issues:  

- What are the implications of the Dutch results for current theories on SLI? 
- What are the implications of the findings on verb argument structure for the 
nature of specific language impairment as we know it?  
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