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5. Tense and agreement in Dutch: the data compared with 
theories on grammatical SLI 
 
 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
 
In this chapter, the results that were presented in Chapter 4 will be compared with the 
predictions that follow from each of the linguistic theories outlined in section 2.6.  
In Chapter 2, I anticipated that it would be easy to show that no theory will reliably 
predict all language-specific error patterns. This is not a trivial consideration, as a 
genuine explanation of SLI should be able to abandon reference to any particular 
language. After all, the target of the explanation should be the impairment, not the 
symptoms (that is what makes it an explanation rather than a description). So far, 
however, many theories have proved to be more explanatory for SLI symptoms in one 
language than in another. There is even some scepticism about the possibility of 
identifying universal features of SLI. As Crago (1997) put it for the most obvious 
characteristic of grammatical impairment: vulnerability of morphology is language-
dependent. Or, in a more explicit statement by Leonard: "if there is a universal feature 
of SLI, apart from generally slow and poor language learning, it is well hidden" 
(Leonard, 1998:117). Still, the theories that have energised the research field of SLI 
have drawn attention to variables that are relevant to the nature of SLI. Thereby, 
current theories (the temporary truths we live by) are capable of illuminating what is 
wrong with language-impaired children, if only partially.    
In Chapter 4 it was demonstrated that errors in tense and agreement in the present data 
were nearly exclusive to the SLI group. In this chapter, I will abandon the SLI-ND 
comparison and concentrate on the errors made by the children with SLI. This is not to 
say that errors will not be found in normal children. Errors are made by normals, but 
not often in the age range of the control groups in this study. In that sense, the errors 
appear to be indicative of persistent SLI (Bishop & Edmundson, 1987) in Dutch. One 
caveat should be raised, however: while the SLI children typically make the errors, 
they also produce many correct forms. The percentages in Tables 4.3, 4.7 and 4.8 
testified to that.  
A point that has to be made here and that will recur from time to time concerns the age 
range of the SLI group. To ensure the feasibility of the argument structure task 
(3.4.2.2), subjects were needed whose chronological age was some years above that of 
the groups usually selected for research purposes. Most researchers into grammatical 
impairment recruit children that are at least two years younger than the children in the 
present pool. Admittedly, there is an added strength to the findings in Chapter 4 in that 
they show that these slightly older children still show some of the errors we would 
expect to find in data from younger children. However, what the data do not allow for 
is a direct quantitative comparison with the impaired children in the literature. 
Sometimes we will even have to wonder if a qualitative comparison is justified. 



                                                                                                       Tense and agreement: Theories 84 

In section 5.2, some theories that were described in Chapter 2 will not return. The 
Differential Agreement Checking hypothesis and the Representational Deficit for 
Dependency Relations hypothesis are not included because their predictions about the 
present data set are identical to the predictions that follow from Clahsen’s Missing 
Agreement hypothesis. 
 
 
5.2 Comparison of the data with linguistic theories on SLI 
 
 
5.2.1 Surface hypothesis   
 
For the Dutch data, the Surface hypothesis predicts problems with non-syllabic (-t) and 
non-stressed syllabic (-en) elements. On the other hand, it is hard to explain within this 
account that children substitute an unstressed syllabic marker by a single consonant 
(i.e. Error 2, singular morpheme -t)41. Error 1 is what the surface hypothesis leads us 
to expect: the omission of a non-salient morpheme. We might attribute the erroneous 
plural markings to SLI children's difficulty in creating the right paradigm. The cell is 
filled, but not with the right affix - due to the weak surface characteristics that impede 
the build-up of a proper paradigm (Leonard, 1989). A similar benevolent reading may 
salvage the Surface account.  
Another explanation could be that there is a hierarchy according to which one non-
salient morpheme might be even more non-salient than another. However, I fail to see 
that a syllabic element will be less salient than a consonantal one: -en is substituted by 
-t, rather than the other way around (also, -en happens to be the affix of the base-
generated infinitival form and might as such be granted a default status).   
It is clear that the commission errors are at the heart of the problem that the Dutch data 
present for the Surface explanation. The substitution of past tense forms by present 
tense forms corroborates this objection. Quite often, a present tense form that requires 
a low substance morpheme is substituted for an irregular past tense form that by 
definition does not require morphological sophistication. This is not to say that the 
Surface hypothesis is irrelevant for SLI in Dutch. It merely demonstrates that for these 
children with SLI (this age group) the Surface hypothesis does not correctly predict 
the forms their difficulties generate. It is possible that in an earlier stage of acquisition 
omission errors predominate.  
 
5.2.2 Sparse Morphology hypothesis 
 
It is not clear that the Sparse Morphology hypothesis produces any intra-linguistic 
predictions. It is valid mainly as an explanation of why certain linguistic processes 
present children from one language background with more challenges than children 
who have a different native language. Overall, however, the Sparse Morphology 

                                                 
41Irregular past tense forms of Error 2 in which the non-salient -en marker is omitted and the remaining 
verb has the surface characteristics of  the singular form, are compatible with the predictions the Surface 
hypothesis makes. 
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hypothesis reiterates the importance of (in particular: verbal) morphology for the 
child's ability to grasp and replicate the structure of the ambient language. For Dutch it 
anticipates problems in the inflectional paradigm because the Dutch paradigm is not 
uniform: a finite form may or may not be affixed by a grammatical morpheme 
(although the paradigm is less 'bare' than for English).  
A specific prediction does not follow from the sparse morphology hypothesis. To be 
operational, predictions would have to include a reference to the actual form of the 
inflection. In that respect, the Sparse Morphology hypothesis only establishes gross 
cross-linguistic differences while the Surface hypothesis specifies the nature of these 
projected differences (but the Surface theory stresses processing demands rather than 
typology). Some cross-linguistic hypotheses could arguably be tested, for instance: 
that the percentages of use in obligatory context by Dutch children with SLI are closer 
to those found in research on English SLI than to those found with children who must 
acquire a morphologically richer target language (Leonard et al., 1988; Leonard, 1992; 
Leonard et al., 1992). That comparison, however, is only viable if we match 
chronological age across studies. For that reason alone, the percentages that Leonard et 
al. (1992)  presented are not comparable to the percentages in the present study. The 
normals in their study were not yet at the level of achievement that suggested they had 
acquired third person -s. In this study, the normals mark third person -t more 
consistently, while the SLI subjects are close to the mean percentage of Leonard et 
al.’s controls. It would be difficult to find matches in the literature for the impaired 
group with a similar chronological age. And even then we would face the problem of 
differences in methodology.   
 
5.2.3 Missing Feature hypothesis / Implicit Rule Deficit hypothesis 
 
The asymmetry between regular and irregular past tense morphology that the Implicit 
Rule Deficit account highlights is reflected by their production rates (Table 4.2). 
However, irregular verbs are not always marked for past tense (Table 4.5). This is not 
a trivial observation: if the dissociation between rule-based learning and rote learning 
holds, then the (correct) irregular forms must be derived from the input. It appears, 
however, that irregular verbs are not immune to tense errors and therefore the problem 
cannot be restricted to a deficiency in learning paradigmatic rules (obviously, a 
Missing Feature account can take care of that by pointing at the absent feature 
responsible for the discongruous form - in that respect, the Rule Deficit explanation 
narrows down the range of symptoms that are expected). One observation that is fully 
incompatible with a past tense Rule Deficit is the production of overgeneralisations, 
because they demonstrate that a rule is at work (cf. Bishop, 1994). Such evidence to 
the contrary was found by Leonard (1994) who tried to explain the simultaneous 
presence of morphological errors and overgeneralisations. The present study supports 
Leonard’s observation. No difference was found in the frequency of 
overgeneralisations between the SLI group and the younger controls (Table 4.2). Also, 
many children with SLI produced overregularisations that co-occurred with feature-
related morphological errors.  
Another prediction that does not hold is that the error patterns are arbitrary, as the 
Missing Feature hypothesis would have it. For instance, it is empirically less probable 
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that a child supplies an -en affix with a singular subject than a -t affix with a plural 
subject. Gopnik (1990a) predicted a haphazard pattern, by which an affix could end up 
with equal probability in a correct or an inadequate linguistic environment. Also, 
production of grammatical morphemes was not at chance level. 
According to Crago and Gopnik (1991; Gopnik, 1994) there are two explanations for 
correct forms in the output of children with SLI. One is that such forms are unanalysed 
lexical items that have been copied from the input. Another is that the rule as it is 
known to the child is not implicit but explicit, and is the result of a teaching drill. The 
latter explanation is relevant for the subjects in this study. The children that are 
included in these investigations have all spent some years in school and the explicit 
learning of linguistic regularities has been part of their curriculum. While the limited 
success of these lessons is apparent from their errors, there is no way of ruling out the 
influence of teaching routines on the children’s output. In short, teaching may have 
contaminated our data. This only goes for the correct forms: the errors cannot be 
traced back to the educational input.  
 
5.2.4 Missing Agreement hypothesis 
 
Before addressing the data that pertain to subject-verb agreement, I will briefly 
consider another type of agreement. The Missing Agreement account predicts that 
children with SLI will also show errors in Determiner-Noun (DetN) agreement and 
Adjective-Noun (AdjN) agreement.  
Within Dutch, DetN errors constitute a failure to make a correct choice between the 
singular article de and the neuter form het, or similar errors regarding demonstrative 
pronouns (deze, die vs. dit, dat). For Adjective-Noun agreement one must choose 
between a bare adjective or an additional -e affix, depending on the linguistic 
environment.  
In the present data set, DetN errors were analysed42 but they cannot simply be added to 
the data on subject-verb agreement as (equivalent) corroborative evidence. Due to the 
task that was used, the number of potential noun types was limited. Only a limited 
number of items could be labelled within the narrative frame that was used to elicit the 
data. Typologically speaking, DetN agreement in German involves case marking as 
well. This is not true for Dutch. It seems that Dutch children learn DetN combinations 
in a relatively arbitrary way, item by item. There are specific and detailed rules for 
membership of the classes of nouns that are accompanied by de and het respectively 
(see Geerts et al., 1984), but there is no evidence of a psychological reality of these 
distinctions in children. A notable exception is the rule that diminutives are 
accompanied by het. Clahsen (1992) assumes that correct combinations of determiner 
and noun are rote-learned.  
Errors cannot be explained by claiming they are memorised forms. They do not derive 
from the input. Table 5.1 shows that errors occurred. More DetN agreement errors 
were found among the children with SLI than among the controls. Unfortunately, the 
limited number of noun types involved in the Pingu narrative (the script in 3.4.1.2 
illustrates this) makes it hard to assess the children’s control of this agreement 
                                                 
42Contexts for AdjN agreement were few in number and are not included here. 
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relationship. The errors centred on a small set of recurring nouns. It appears that, even 
if the DetN combinations had been learned item by item, children with SLI faced more 
difficulties acquiring them43. 
Another prediction from the Missing Agreement hypothesis is that case marking is 
affected. Overt case marking is rare in Dutch. One relevant target is the case of 
pronominal subjects. Dutch pronouns are marked for the nominative/accusative 
distinction44. Among the group of SLI children investigated here, only one child 
showed a marked preference for accusative case for the preverbal subject. In his 
narrative hij ('he') was substituted by hem  ('him') twelve times.45 
 
Table 5.1. Percentage of correct marking of Determiner-noun agreement. Means 
(standard deviations). 
 
 Children with SLI 

(n=35): 
Younger ND children 
(n=20) 

CA matches 
(n=35) 

Percentage of 
correct marking 
of DetN 
agreement 

0.83 (0.12) 0.90 (0.15) 0.95 (0.06) 

 
Significant differences  
Percentage of use of past tense form in obligatory context 
SLI < Chronological age peers  (p=0.0000; Z=-4.2621) 
SLI < Younger children  (p=0.0133; Z=-2.4759) 
 
How does the Missing Agreement hypothesis clarify our findings on subject-verb 
agreement? A crucial claim within Clahsen's account is that children with SLI do not 
have a problem with verb movement, but with the verb marking that licenses the Verb 
Second position. One expects to find verbs in second position only if they are properly 
marked for agreement features. There is a lack of clarity on whether the operative 
word here is ’properly’ or ’marked’. In the present data set discongruous verb forms 
were found in second position.  
In second position, verb forms were found that are apparently finite but that do not 
show overt morphological marking (Error 1; see 4.3.1). Clahsen (1992; Clahsen & 
Hansen, 1993) is quite explicit in his claim that a verb cannot be moved if it does not 
possess an agreement marker (after all, the movement is triggered by the marker). The 

                                                 
43True rote-learning would be like the learning of vocabulary items. Judging by the literature on SLI, the 
impaired children would then be expected to perform better than the younger children and worse than the 
CA matches. This prediction was not upheld. 
44Genitive and dative involve a preposition plus a pronoun form that is identical to the accusative. If the 
dative does not contain a preposition - we will return to these forms when we discuss the dative alternation 
in Chapter 8 -  the form is also the same as for the accusative, the exception being the dative equivalent of 
‘them’ 
45The same child made nine errors in picking the right pronoun class. This would take the form, for 
instance, of substituting a personal pronoun hij for a possessive pronoun zijn (‘his’). 
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occurrence of Error 3 is fully compatible with the Missing Agreement account, since 
the infinitival verb remains in its base-generated position. 
One problem with the Missing Agreement theory is that it correctly predicts that 
children with SLI face difficulties with subject-verb agreement, but fails to predict 
adequately the form these difficulties take. Clahsen (1991) found zero-marking and 
infinitives instead of properly inflected forms. It is not clear how we should read Error 
2 utterances in the light of Clahsen’s account. After all, Error 2 shows a non-infinitival 
form that contains an agreement marker (whether or not overt: some forms are 
irregular), but the child has failed to retrieve the correct marker (or form) from the 
inflectional paradigm. This could indicate that finiteness rather than agreement triggers 
movement - an explanation that is not compatible with the Missing Agreement 
account.  
Clahsen (1992) insists on the importance of the agreement asymmetry. He does not 
allow for paradigmatic errors to be frequent in SLI: paradigmatic learning is 
unaffected. I interpret this as meaning that inflectional markings should be absent 
rather than mismatched. If that reading is correct, Error 2 should not occur. However, 
Clahsen cites Leonard et al.’s (1992) finding that Italian children with SLI showed 
substitution of singular third person for plural third person (Error 2 in my terms) as 
supporting evidence for the Missing Agreement account. Some confusion remains. It 
is not clear what constitutes paradigmatic learning in Clahsen’s book and how 
paradigmatic learning can be fully separated from learning agreement relations. After 
all, subject features create the very dimensions for verb paradigms (Pinker, 1984). 
Another problem with the Missing Agreement account concerns marking for past 
tense. While T(ense) is related to the I(NFL) category, the relationship is not 
asymmetrical. Therefore, Clahsen (1992) predicts that past tense marking will not be a 
major problem for children with SLI. Consequently, the inconsistent marking of past 
tense (whether expressed in omission or substitution errors) that was reported in 
section 4.2.3 is not explained by Clahsen’s account (Clahsen acknowledges the 
problems that children with SLI face in the marking of past tense, but considers them 
less serious than the agreement difficulties). The Spec, Head agreement explanation 
that Rice (1994) suggested for the children’s problems has been dealt with, in section 
2.6.6,  as a descriptive variant of Clahsen’s theory. Whether this is also true for tense is 
dubious. Leonard (1998) identifies a difference between the two, to the effect that 
Rice’s claim concerns the Spec, Head relation and Clahsen’s concerns Spec, Head 
agreement (the italics are mine).  If this interpretation is correct, Rice would correctly 
predict the tense errors in our data, whereas Clahsen would not.  
The occurrence of overregularisations, on the other hand, is fully compatible with the 
Missing Agreement explanation: these errors are reflective of paradigmatic learning 
per se and their form does not depend on an external functor.  
 
5.2.5 Delayed acquisition of functional categories 
 
The position that children with SLI face difficulties with functional projections (INFL, 
DET and COMP - or I, D and C) is widely shared. Leonard’s (1995) hypothesis that 
there is a general delay in the acquisition of functional categories is therefore bound to 
meet some supporting evidence. 
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In the present study, INFL-related phenomena were targeted, but there are casual 
indications that the functional projection D is vulnerable as well. There were 123 
omissions of determiners in the samples of the language-impaired children (the mean 
use of determiners in obligatory contexts was 88% in this group)46.  
Problems with subordination are described less often in the literature, but this is due to 
the fact that children are most often studied in the stage before they have acquired 
overt complementizers. In this study, the children were some years older than what is 
common in SLI studies. Even so, there were only a few overt complementizers in the 
data, although this was mainly due to the task, that did not encourage subordination. I 
will, however, return to the relevance of C as a landing site for topicalised elements. It 
will be shown that C as a target for movement is available to a number of children. 
The elicitation of data was not sufficiently constrained to specifically evoke WH-
movement.  
For the Determiner Phrase it cannot be said that the category itself is lacking. There 
are enough DetN combinations in the data to assume the availability of a phrasal 
category D.  
As for the verbal constituents, it cannot be maintained that a delay in appearance of 
functional categories (i.e. I, C) explains the pattern. If children would show only 
infinitival final verb forms, that call for V only, the assumption would be appealing. 
However, precisely among the Error 3 types that would support this idea substantial 
evidence is found, witnessing the frequent co-occurrence of Error 3 and a fronted 
element, of movement to C (I will return to this phenomenon in section 5.2.7). 
At the risk of being repetitive, this hypothesis is by definition one that is highly 
relevant for the early stages of grammatical development of SLI children. Therefore, 
the data in this study may not be suitable for testing this explanation. Acquisition of 
functional categories may be delayed beyond general development in younger SLI 
children, but the children in this study are past the stage in which delay takes the form 
of absence of functional categories. 
 
5.2.6 Extended Optional Infinitive Stage 
 
An Optional Infinitive (OI) stage in early language development was first proposed by 
Wexler (1994) in an attempt to explain the coexistence of infinitives and finite verb 
forms in early child language. The optionality of either form means that in a child's 
grammar at that stage, both forms are considered grammatical. There are, however, 
restrictions on the use of infinitival and finite forms. These become clear from the 
predictions the OI hypothesis makes. The inflections -s and -ed on lexical verbs 
(Dutch equivalents: substitute -t, -te/-de) may be replaced by bare stems (in Dutch, 
where stem and infinitive have different forms, by the infinitive). However, -s, if it is 
used, will be restricted to the correct third person singular context. Similarly,  -ed will 
only be used in a past tense context (Rice et al., 1995). The same goes for be and do: 
they may optionally be omitted, but if a finite form is produced, its form and context 

                                                 
46Table 5.1 showed that several errors in DetN agreement occurred in the data. Leonard's study 
concerns the development of DP, not phrase-internal dependency relations. DP has to develop first for 
DetN agreement to occur. 
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will be correct. Rice et al.'s (1995) adaptation of Wexler’s theory for language 
impairment predicts that children with SLI will need more time to escape from the OI 
stage. They persevere in an extension of this stage (the so-called Extended Optional 
Infinitive Stage).  
Wijnen and Bol (1993) claimed that Dutch children without language impairment find 
themselves in an OI stage until about 3;6 years of age. It is clear that infinitives 
(without premodification) are more frequent in the output of the Dutch SLI group than 
they should be in this age range. An extension of the optionality stage therefore seems 
to be a possible explanation, if only in view of the number of Error 3 utterances. On 
the other hand, the prediction by Rice et al. (1995) that finite forms, when they appear, 
are correctly marked for agreement with the subject falls through on account of the 
occurrence of the other two error types.  
Perhaps the requirement that finiteness equals marked for agreement is too 
demanding47. Wijnen and Bol (1993) did not follow this strict interpretation. In their 
calculations they ignored agreement: any non-infinitival form was considered finite 
(including forms like Error 1). Wijnen and Verrips explicitly remind us that "the term 
'finite' as applied to Dutch children's verb forms in the early stages (..) should not be 
taken to imply that tense and agreement have been mastered" (Wijnen & Verrips, 
1998:231). As I mentioned earlier, I prefer to consider the verb forms in second 
position finite. If taken that way, Errors 1 and 2 can coexist with Error 3 in showing 
optional finiteness: Error 3 would alternate with Errors 1 and 2 (as well as with 
congruous forms).  
An explanation for the form that agreement errors take is by definition not given by 
the Optional Infinitive account (after all, agreement errors are not acknowledged). 
Errors that concern the inflectional paradigm exceed the explanatory power of this 
theory.     
The EOI explanation is, it seems, a descriptive variant of 'language delay'. However, it 
qualifies the delay by pointing to the uninflected verb forms that are frequent in 
children with SLI. The OI account describes a specific stage in normal language 
acquisition that apparently lasts longer in SLI children. It is useful in that it highlights 
the importance of finiteness. With regard to our data, a more recognisable (E)OI-like 
picture might have been found with younger language-impaired children. The fact that 
there were several Error 3 utterances that showed considerable complexity falsifies the 
assumption that infinitives at that stage are simply a matter of poor memory by which 
only the last part of a verbal predicate would be produced (Ken Wexler, p.c.). It might 
even be claimed that those utterances appeal to short term memory to a considerable 
measure. After all, sometimes a child follows up a subject with two internal arguments 
before arriving at the label for the action that determined the thematic roles in the first 
place. 
 
                                                 
47A recent study by Rice et al. (1997) focused on German children with SLI. Although German is 
typologically close to Dutch, Rice et al. did not revise the predictions that follow from the EOI account. 
They predicted that, relative to the control group, their SLI subjects would “Show comparably high 
accuracy in the selection of verb forms to match number and person markings on the subject” (Rice et al., 
1997:266). Empirically, they were proven right: unlike the Dutch SLI children, the German children on 
average supplied agreement morphemes in 94% of obligatory contexts.  
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If there is an Extended OI stage in Dutch children with SLI, it is not certain that it will 
be similar to the EOI stage witnessed in English-speaking children. Recently, Wijnen 
(1999) specified the looks of the OI stage in normally developing Dutch children. 
According to his observations, this stage is preceded by an infinitival stage and a 
lexical-finite stage. In the infinitival stage children combine an infinitive with another 
constituent (these are the infinitives that are typically found in the two- or three-word 
stage). In the lexical-finite stage children produce inflected forms of only a limited 
number of verbs, mainly modal auxiliaries and some stative lexical verbs. In the 
subsequent optional infinitive stage children produce infinitives as part of a 
periphrastic predicate: tense-carrying modals accompany the uninflected lexical verb. 
At the same time, they also produce finite forms of lexical verbs; hence the optionality. 
The developmental order described by Wijnen (1999) raises a decisive question on the 
EOI account: if EOI is an explanation for SLI, and by implication for Dutch SLI, what 
predictions follow from what is known about Dutch normals? How can a comparison 
between English and Dutch be made (which is what happens when the Dutch data are 
compared to the predictions of the EOI theory)? It seems that there is a genuine risk of 
comparing data sets that have different contexts: an OI stage that precedes a (lexical-) 
finite stage for English, and an OI stage that follows a lexical-finite stage for Dutch. 
Rice and Wexler (1996a; 1996b) measured the percentage of use in obligatory 
contexts for, say, -s (third person singular present) by SLI children and compared the 
group mean to that of groups of normals. If Wijnen is right, such a comparison, when 
applied to Dutch data, should contain mean values for three variables - infinitives, 
finite forms and lexical verbs that are premodified by an auxiliary marked for tense. 
The relative share of these categories should decide in which stage the impaired group 
is (the same is true for individuals and even more so, considering the fact that OI is a 
longitudinal hypothesis). In addition, the degree of overlap should be informative: 
which verbs take which forms? Also, which stage is extended in the output of Dutch 
children with SLI?  
Take the hypothesis that Wijnen’s OI stage persists in Dutch children with SLI. Under 
that assumption, the extension involves the period in which the children do not 
consistently mark the lexical verb, but instead resort to tense-marked auxiliary verbs 
frequently. If Wijnen’s OI stage in normal acquisition can be extrapolated to an 
extended stage in SLI, it does not predict the ongoing presence of single infinitives but 
of combinations of auxiliaries with infinitival (lexical) verbs. This means that not 
primarily the Error 3 occurrences are reflective of an (extended) OI stage, but - in our 
data - the use of ging(en) + V (or present tense forms of gaan, for that matter) instead 
of an inflected lexical verb.  
Two findings are consistent with an extension of Wijnen’s third stage in children with 
SLI. First of all, the use of ging(en) decreases with age, indicating that this is a passing 
stage that will stay longer with the SLI children who are lagging behind (the younger 
normals have not yet outgrown it either). Secondly, there were only two utterances in 
which the auxiliary gaan was not marked for tense, suggesting that tense is marked 
correctly on gaan before it is marked consistently on lexical verbs.  
To return to the Error 3 forms, the next section will illustrate that quite often 
topicalised elements are seen in the infinitival contexts that represent this error type. 
While these instances are not reconcilable with Wexler and Rice’s brand of optional 
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infinitive, if we start from what Wijnen has found in typically developing Dutch 
children we can read the SLI children’s errors as auxiliary omissions. There remains a 
problem, however. The first and third stages - infinitival and optional-infinitival - 
cannot simply be operationalised in a way that makes it possible to identify the Error 3 
items in our corpus. An infinitive can point at either stage. It is not clear from their 
surface characteristics to what stage they belong descriptively. This ambiguity can 
only be solved by gathering longitudinal data from children with SLI. If these children 
exhibit a lexical-finite stage before returning to infinitivals in a more elaborate 
constituent structure, omission of auxiliaries is a more plausible interpretation than the 
sole availability of infinitival forms.  
 
So far, the appeal of an EOI explanation has been tested via individual symptoms: the 
(frequent) occurrence of infinitives that this account predicts. There is a phenomenon 
beyond Error 3 per se that subtracts from the validity of an EOI explanation: although 
three children produced Error 3 utterances in an almost exclusive way48, other children 
used them next to, say, Error 1 items. This takes us back to the issue of what 
constitutes an unmarked verb form (stem and/or infinitive?). If Error 1 forms are 
considered finite (which is the position taken here), these forms (as well as Error 2 and 
correct forms) would alternate with the infinitive forms. Whether the EOI account 
explains such a pattern of alternation, depends on the percentage of infinitives that 
defines the optional stage (Crago, 1997).  
 
5.2.7  Modal hypothesis 
 
Utterances with an infinitive in final position are clearly reminiscent of the word 
combinations that occur quite early in Dutch child language. For early German 
utterances, Ingram and Thompson (1996) have suggested that verb forms like these are 
not instances of a matrix verb that is neither morphologically marked nor moved, but 
of a modal being omitted. Take a German sentence like du das haben. In Ingram and 
Thompson's analysis, this utterance must be read with a modal meaning like: du muss 
das haben.  
In a similar way, utterances of the Error 3 type can be read as lacking an auxiliary. In 
fact, the majority of Error 3 occurrences can quite easily be paraphrased with an 
auxiliary preceding the main verb. I return to the examples cited in section 4.3.1. In the 
following paraphrases forms of the pleonastic auxiliary gaan are included. 
 
a. hun allemaal rommel maken 
'hun gingen allemaal rommel maken' 
they all+sort+of rubbish make 
 
b. en dan mama papa wakker maken 
'en dan gaat mama papa wakker maken' 
and then mother father wake 

                                                 
48These children typify the long-standing difficulties with finiteness that were predicted for (older) children 
with SLI by Rice et al. (1998). One child was aged 7;5. The other two were dizygotic twins aged 9;1. 
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c. eerst 't kleine zusje in bed springen 
'eerst gaat 't kleine zusje in bed springen' 
first the little sister in bed jump  
 
d. de oudste pinguin die alle kleren uit de kast halen 
'de oudste pinguin die ging alle kleren uit de kast halen' 
the oldest penguin that+one all clothes from the cupboard take 
 
This reading does not fully overlap with that by Ingram and Thompson, who assumed 
an omitted element that was semantically defined - by its modality (they called the 
Modal hypothesis a Lexical/Semantic hypothesis). As pointed out in section 4.2.2, 
gaan (or ging(en)) did not usually have a semantic load in the data. The paraphrases 
above, however, follow the spirit of rich interpretation that Ingram and Thompson 
propagate. Their proposal was offered in reaction to an earlier one by Poeppel and 
Wexler (1993). Poeppel and Wexler considered an alternative to their Grammatical 
Infinitive hypothesis (a precursor of the OI hypothesis): a reading in which early child 
utterances were seen as elliptic, that is, contained a covert modal. They predicted that 
this hypothesis would fall through if no auxiliary omission is found in the context of a 
topicalised element ("Modal drop should occur wherever the modal may appear in the 
underlying representation. In particular, it may be dropped in syntactic contexts in 
which a nonsubject has been raised to Spec,C, for example a syntactic object or an 
adverb"49, Poeppel & Wexler, 1993:16)50. After all, topicalisation is licensed by verb 
movement (cf. Figure 5.1, in which morgen is raised to Spec,C). If no movement of 
the verb is assumed, topicalisation cannot be explained. Because Poeppel and Wexler 
found no evidence of modal drop in the context of a raised topic, they discarded the 
hypothesis that a modal was dropped before infinitival verbs in final position.  
 
Interestingly, in the present set of data examples of presumed auxiliary omission after 
a topic were found frequently. Out of 78 utterances with clause-final verbs in the 
infinitival form, 22 had topicalised elements. On one occasion, the topicalised element 
was a direct object, in all others it concerned a temporal adverb. The (b) and (c) above 
examples illustrate this (dan and eerst are topicalised). 
There is also circumstantial evidence that children omit gaan. The same children who 
displayed this error type marked past tense on the auxiliary gaan elsewhere. This is an 
ambiguous finding. What it suggests is that these children have the verb second 
position available as a target for movement, while not always lexicalising it.  
It is important to note that Ingram and Thompson (1996) did not in any way refer to 
specific language impairment. Their proposal involves a way of accounting for early 
infinitive use by normally developing children. However, since it attempts to explain 
precisely the stage that is thought to be protracted in children with SLI (Rice et al., 

                                                 
49Some linguists argue that adverbials do not move to the CP, but are adjoined to AGR. If one takes that 
position, only topicalised objects necessitate a CP (Jeannette Schaeffer, p.c.). For this argument, I follow 
Poeppel and Wexler’s formulation and treat topicalised adverbs as evidence for movement to C.   
50David Poeppel drew my attention to this potential evidence against a modal drop reading. 
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1995), it is a valid candidate for describing this very stage in language-impaired 
children. As with the EOI, the implication is that there is a qualified delay in children 
with SLI. We have to add a caveat here: the importance that Ingram and Thompson 
attribute to modality cannot be used to fortify an elliptic reading of the infinitives in 
this study. I can only credit children with underlying grammatical knowledge, whereas 
Ingram and Thompson can do so for semantic knowledge (of modality).    
So far, this discussion was restricted to the difference between the analyses of Poeppel 
and Wexler (1993) on the one hand and Ingram and Thompson (1996) on the other. 
The difference can be bridged, however, by taking a typological-developmental angle. 
In the previous section I mentioned Wijnen’s (1999) proposal for an OI stage that is 
chronologically later than the infinitival stage in Dutch. The optionality concerns the 
marking of tense on the matrix verb versus the marking of tense on the auxiliary 
(while the lexical verb is in the infinitival form). The one thing that remains to be 
explained is what determines the omission - if omission it is - of the auxiliary, most 
crucially in the presence of a fronted element (the topic).      
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        CP 

        spec       C’ 

          C        AGRP 

         spec        AGR’ 

             AGR       TP 

           spec        T’ 

                T      VP 

                  spec             V’ 

                 DP             V 

      morgen gaat Saskia                      een boek        kopen 
                tomorrow goes Saskia                                                   a book            buy 
 
Figure 5.1. Syntactic configuration of a sentence with a topicalised adverb. 
 
5.2.8 Summary 
 
When an inventory is made of the symptoms of SLI for a particular language, some 
findings conform to what is said about other languages and some findings cannot be 
made to agree with the literature. In Table 5.2 a survey is given of linguistic theories 
of SLI (the most relevant theories from Table 2.1). Each account is complemented by 
the morphosyntactic data that support or contradict the predictions that the theory 
formulates. This exercise is basically a test of the generality of such predictions. As I 
have said before, a valid theory of SLI generates predictions that hold for impaired 
children from any language background. 
In Chapter 4 a set of data was explored that allowed for analysis of the marking of 
verbs for tense and agreement. While the corpus was small, the groupwise differences 
were sufficiently pronounced to grant us a representative snapshot of the error pattern 
of Dutch children with SLI in a particular age range. While the errors that we found 
appear to be typical of Dutch children with persistent SLI (the persistence is apparent 
from their chronological ages) we cannot pretend to know what development in 
language-impaired children looks like in Dutch. The data studied here were not 
elicited from children in the age range that is usually studied in SLI research. A 
description of the genesis of grammatical SLI in children with this particular language 
background is much needed.  

Whatever the shortcomings of the data gathered in this study, it is possible to evaluate 
the explanatory value of various accounts of SLI for our data, although it is clear that a 
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certain amount of  serendipity is around. Note that the presence itself of errors in the 
age range that was targeted is compatible with claims that symptoms of language 
impairment may persist well into later childhood. Rice et al. (1998) even wondered 
whether the use of unmarked verb forms will disappear at all in children with SLI. 
Their doubt highlights the fact that children of a slightly older age exhibit grammatical 
shortcomings after all.      
Table 5.2 summarises the comparison of the Dutch findings on past tense and 
agreement with the most relevant linguistic theories. The Sparse Morphology 
hypothesis is not included, as it fails to generate language-specific predictions. 
Delayed acquisition of functional categories is not an explanation that can differentiate 
between the errors contained in the table. The third column pinpoints the difficulties 
that theories encounter in explaining the Dutch error pattern. 
 
Table 5.2: A comparison of the findings on tense and agreement in the present study 
with the explanatory theories on grammatical SLI  
 
Error type Predicted by: Not predicted by: 
Error 1 Surface hypothesis 

Implicit Rule Deficit hypothesis 
Extended Optional Infinitive 
stage 
Missing Agreement 
hypothesis 

Error 2 Implicit Rule Deficit hypothesis Extended Optional Infinitive 
stage 
Missing Agreement 
Hypothesis 
Surface Hypothesis (if there 
is an overt marker -t) 

Error 3 Extended Optional Infinitive 
stage 
Surface Hypothesis 
Missing Agreement hypothesis 
Implicit Rule Deficit hypothesis 

 

Error 3 with 
topicalisation 

Missing auxiliary explanation 
(Ingram & Thompson: Missing 
Modal hypothesis)  

Extended Optional Infinitive 
stage 

Overgeneralisation Missing Agreement hypothesis Implicit Rule Deficit 
hypothesis 

Past tense marker 
omission 

Surface hypothesis 
Implicit Rule Deficit hypothesis 
Extended Optional Infinitive 
stage 

Missing Agreement 
hypothesis 
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5.3 Tense and agreement: discussion and conclusion 
 
 
5.3.1 A typological inventory of grammatical features  
 
Leonard has done pioneering research in disentangling the various factors that 
contribute to the complexity of grammatical morphology. His designs have often 
involved cross-linguistic comparisons in order to isolate the influences that contribute 
to the phenomenology of SLI (cf. Leonard, 1992). Our question should now be, to 
what extent these influences can be isolated in Dutch and, indeed, which factors are at 
work in this particular language. Intralinguistic research is prone to confound of 
simultaneously operating factors. It is difficult to extricate them and specify their roles 
(Leonard, 1992). To explore what Dutch has in common with an arbitrary set of 
different languages, a typological comparison is helpful. 
Many theories have started out as explanations of a constellation of symptoms that 
shows in a particular language. Other theories are inspired by cross-linguistic 
investigations and highlight grammatical weaknesses that affect some languages more 
than others. In discussing these theories, a picture is bound to arise in which the 
symptoms of SLI that occur in children with a specific native language (or a language 
from a specific language family) can illustrate one theory, while they remain immune 
to the implications of another, simply because the predictions that follow from that 
theory do not concern the language involved. It is helpful to list some languages and 
see to what extent they fall within the scope of the hypotheses. Table 5.3 illustrates 
some typological differences.  
I include this table to clarify how a theory can be expected to illuminate the 
grammatical symptoms of SLI in any given language. It reads as follows: every + 
marks a process or (sub)module that is potentially affected in SLI for the language 
concerned, because it occurs in the language and is deemed to be deficient in SLI 
according to one or more linguistic explanations of SLI. If the surface characteristics 
of a language or its degree of morphological diversity influences any of the cells, the 
module may be affected worse or less accordingly. A true typological survey of SLI 
should therefore be three-dimensional to host processing influences as well. However, 
I hesitate to invite such an added dimension because influences from the surface 
characteristics of a language are on a continuous scale, not binary, and the parameters 
of the continuum are not clear. Still, the metaphor of a three-dimensional field of 
vectors is helpful in that it marks the limitations of the matrix in Table 5.3. The 
categories in the table are restricted to the ones that are relevant for Dutch. 
The second column of Table 5.3 contains the characteristics of English. English is the 
language that is studied most often when research on SLI is concerned. Therefore, 
researchers from different language backgrounds tend to compare their investigations 
with the English format. In the case of Dutch, the most important differences have to 
do with word order: Dutch has a Verb Second rule and the positions of subject and 
verb are inverted when there is a topic in front. Only verb placement sets Dutch apart 
from English (plus the fact that the English inflectional paradigm is more rudimentary 
than the Dutch - but the ‘morphological richness variable’ is not included in the table). 
The combination of Verb Second and agreement marking is, in this set of languages, a 
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common feature of German and Dutch. It can be inferred from the table that agreement 
relations and verb placement are potentially at the core of the difficulties of Dutch 
children with SLI. Both areas have been mentioned as affected by SLI (2.5.1, 2.5.2). 
 
Table 5.3. A typological survey of the presence(+) or absence (-) of morphosyntactic 
processes across six languages. 
 

 English Swedish German Dutch Hungarian Italian 

verb mar-
king for 
person and 
number 

+ - + + + + 

verb mar-
king for 
tense 

+ + + + + + 

determiner 
noun agree-
ment 

- + + + - + 

adjective 
noun agree-
ment 

- + + + - + 

SV inversi-
on in topi-
calisations  

- + + + - - 

verb move-
ment (verb 
second) 

- + + + - - 

 
5.3.2 The appearance of grammatical SLI in Dutch 
 
There is a stage in which typically developing Dutch children fail to mark verbs for 
tense and agreement. As we saw, children with SLI may have an extended stage of 
infinitive use that is characterised by the predominance of forms that are not feature-
marked. The persistence of these forms in older language-impaired children is an 
illustration of this, but I have suggested before that this particular use of infinitives is 
more reminiscent of the stage during which children start to use periphrastic predicates 
(the Optional Infinitive stage in the Wijnen (1999) version). It is not clear what the 
fate of Rice et al.’s (1995) type of Optional Infinitive stage and its genesis is. Most 
SLI children in the age range included in this study have overcome the infinitival stage 
to the extent that they produce finite forms of lexical verbs. (Again, finiteness is taken 
here as non-infinitival, but finiteness does not guarantee marking for agreement).   
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It seems that agreement is learned stepwise. Substitution of the stem for a third person 
singular or plural form is plausible evidence of marking for tense but not agreement. 
Tense, it appears, could be learned before agreement. In the SLI data, tense correlates 
with verb second, as it does in normal children (Wijnen & Bol, 1993; Wijnen, 1998).  
The paradigms for the dimensions number and person are seldom flawless in the 
impaired group. The numerous errors in number marking (in particular substitution of 
singular for plural) may be interpreted as an effect of two dimensions (person and 
number) being levelled down to one dimension only (person). This is a premature 
inference, however, if only in view of the fact that several cells of the Dutch 
inflectional paradigm are filled by homonyms. There is a high degree of syncretism, 
which makes interpretation difficult. 
The surface characteristics of Dutch verb morphology may not benefit language-
impaired children either. The errors that are made can be read as illustrating that the 
filling of paradigmatic cells is a laborious enterprise. The straightforward prediction 
that non-salient affixes will be omitted is not borne out: low substance morphemes are 
produced, even in inappropriate contexts (-t for -en). 
AA  ssiimmppllee  sscceennaarriioo  ffoorr  tthhee  sseeqquueennccee  ooff  lleeaarrnniinngg  vveerrbb  mmoorrpphhoollooggyy  aanndd  vveerrbb  ppllaacceemmeenntt  
wwoouulldd  rreeaadd::  

11..  TThhee  iinnffiinniittiivvaall  vveerrbb  iiss  iinn  ffiinnaall  ppoossiittiioonn  
22..  VVeerrbb  sseeccoonndd  ooccccuurrss  ((mmaaiinnllyy  iinn  mmooddaall  aauuxxiilliiaarriieess  aanndd  aa  ssuubbsseett  ooff  lleexxiiccaall  vveerrbbss))  
33..  OOppttiioonnaall  uussee  iinn  sseeccoonndd  ppoossiittiioonn  ooff  eeiitthheerr  aa  lleexxiiccaall  vveerrbb  ffoorrmm  oorr  aa  mmooddaall  
aauuxxiilliiaarryy  ffoolllloowweedd  bbyy  aann  iinnffiinniittiivvaall  lleexxiiccaall  vveerrbb  iinn  ffiinnaall  ppoossiittiioonn  
44..  BBuuiilldd--uupp  ooff  aann  aaggrreeeemmeenntt  ppaarraaddiiggmm  ffoorr  tthhee  lleexxiiccaall  vveerrbb  
55..  SSpplliittttiinngg  ooff  tthhee  ppaarraaddiiggmm  ((ppeerrssoonn  ++  nnuummbbeerr))  ffoorr  tthhee  lleexxiiccaall  vveerrbb 

Steps 1 through 3 are accounted for by Wijnen (1998). He acknowledges that reaching 
the third step is no guarantee for correct agreement marking: again, finiteness precedes 
agreement (cf. De Haan, 1996). It is not clear whether person and number marking are 
learned simultaneously. If so, step 4 would be redundant. 
The transition from one stage to the next may well be a locus for SLI children's 
difficulties. Speculation aside, these are predictions that can only be tested by 
following a longitudinal design. This study, by definition, can only hint at hypotheses 
for future research where order of acquisition is at stake. Looking at it cross-
sectionally, it seems that, in the actual state of the grammar of children with SLI, a 
paradigm can be stable to a varying degree. Perhaps weak paradigm is a useful 
concept. This would signify that feature-marking is vulnerable (Bishop, 1994) but it 
also expresses the role that paradigmatic characteristics may play. After all, the 
vulnerability is not of an arbitrary kind, but correlates with specific paradigmatic 
distinctions (dimensions) that have not yet been established sufficiently (cf. Leonard, 
1989). 
Inconsistent marking could also be called optional (Rice et al., 1995) or it could be 
considered the output of a variable rule (Klee & Paul, 1981). However, under an 
assumption of optionality or variable use, the grammatical morpheme is more prone to 
omission than to commission errors. 
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5.3.3 Individual differences  
 
In the analysis of the data so far, children with SLI have been treated as if they all 
share the characteristics of the group (section 4.4 has corrected that picture somewhat). 
In dealing with theories that aim to explain their grammatical difficulties this serves as 
a proper answer to the generalising enterprise that most of the current accounts 
represent. Theories are seldom proposed to explain (away) the grammatical pattern in 
individual children (while individual differences are apparent in the supporting 
research from standard deviations and individual data).  
The three error types are typical of the SLI group in our corpus. At the same time, we 
find individual children with a selective pattern of errors. The distinction between 
error types 1 and 3 is pivotal. They are both ways of not marking grammatical 
features. In the SLI group, there are three children with a marked preference for 
utterance-final infinitives (Error 3) to the near exclusion of stem forms (Error 1). 
Similarly, four children strongly preferred Error 1 forms. This raises the question 
whether these two types of children show individual evidence of  lacking rules or of 
not being able to face saliency challenges (or both). Such ’pure’ error patterns are most 
compatible with the more extreme predictions resulting from linguistic explanations. 
They show no evidence of agreement, or of semantico-syntactic features, or they show 
that all non-salient morphemes are omitted. Importantly, most children show evidence 
of grammatical vulnerability rather than of sheer absence of (parts of) grammar.      
 
5.3.4 Adaptation versus disorder 
 
In her dissertation, Braam-Voeten (1997) compared two intervention routes for 
Grammatical SLI: a ’capacity’ therapy and an ’agreement’ therapy. The first therapy 
targeted the expansion of the sentence structure, the second aimed to improve 
children’s marking for agreement. The rationale for this dichotomy was derived from 
Kolk’s theory on adaptation in agrammatic aphasia (Kolk & Heeschen, 1990). 
Adaptation, in Braam-Voeten’s study, was considered to be expressed primarily as 
omission of inflectional markers, while an agreement problem (i.e. a problem with 
agreement per se, not an adaptation to the linguistic problem) would result in 
commission errors as well as word order deviancy. It is important to state that, while 
the interference of adaptive strategies is not a negligible matter, on the level of the 
symptoms (the errors) this interpretation is not a priori valid. If the child has 
difficulties with agreement, this could also result in omission of, for instance, the third 
person marker. Taking into consideration that a zero affix is another option within the 
paradigm (most notably, first person singular present), it can even be taken to 
represent a commission error. Levelt’s (1989) account of morphology that is referred 
to by Braam-Voeten (1997), is not very helpful here. It locates inflectional markers as 
(values of) diacritic parameters in the lemma of the verb. In doing so, inflection is not 
established as a morphosyntactic phenomenon - it remains within the realm of the 
lexicon. 
Though I do not accept an operationalisation that reads omission as adaptation and 
substitution as a deficit in linguistic competence, I recognise the influence of 
adaptation. It is not, however, a confound that can be solved by the present data set.     
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5.3.5 Differential performance on separate tasks  
 
There is an intriguing phenomenon that surfaces when the data from the Pingu 
elicitation task are compared with the data from the argument structure task that I will 
report on in Chapter 8. In those tasks, the children were asked to name an action they 
watched on video. The verb label was prompted. Surprisingly, some children who had 
failed on the verb marking in the Pingu task, performed well under the different 
conditions, that is: they did mark the verb, and rather consistently at that. This finding 
is a problem for any competence-based explanation of SLI. The only feasible ground 
for reconciliation is Goad and Gopnik’s (1994) explanation: that children with SLI 
resort to explicitly learned grammatical rules. I already mentioned that the influence of 
explicit learning is a potential artefact. The subjects were school-age children who are 
exhibited to teaching of grammatical rules. Under such an explanation it would still be 
hard to explain that the children who showed a discrepancy across tasks did not mark 
verbs in their (more) spontaneous speech. This inconsistent performance calls for 
some sort of processing account, if only to explain the comparative degree of 
penetration of grammatical rules in both tasks. What comes to mind is, for instance, 
Bishop's (1994) Vulnerable Markers hypothesis, that claims that task difficulty has a 
trade-off in verb morphology. Previous work on such trade-offs was reported on by 
Panagos & Prelock (1982), Chiat and Hirson (1987) and Prelock and Panagos (1991). 
In those sources, phonological complexity was identified as a major influence on 
sentence production.  
Bishop (1994) proposes a number of factors that can promote or discourage 
inflectional marking: the number of phrases in the T-unit, the position in the sentence 
of the element to be inflected, (once more:) the phonological complexity (measured in 
number of syllables) of the phrase in which the inflection should take place and the 
phonological complexity of the preceding phrase. These influential factors are all 
utterance-internal. The difference found here is between tasks. The differential way in 
which both tasks were designed does not allow us to simply compare both sets of data. 
Also, the measures Bishop proposes may be more valid for an SVO language. Part of 
the challenge in an SOV language is precisely the movement of an element from one 
position to another, thus confounding verb movement and morphological marking. 
Still, the fact that Bishop demonstrates that trade-offs can be measured is instructive. 
Perhaps the fact that the lexical verb is modelled by the experimenter is an alleviating 
factor for the child when marking agreement properties for the same verb. 
 
5.3.6 Conclusion: Do current theories explain symptoms of Grammatical SLI in 
Dutch children? 
 
Our data set allows only for analysis of symptoms. Development over time was not 
monitored. The claims that follow from the various accounts of Grammatical SLI 
could only be tested by observing the children’s performance at a single moment in 
time. 
It is clear that agreement is a weak spot in Dutch children with SLI. I have proposed 
that agreement is not so much missing as vulnerable (Bishop, 1994). The resilience of 
a verb paradigm that substitutes zero-marking for an overt morpheme seems to delay 
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the full acquisition of the target paradigm. In the output of some children stem forms 
prevail. Possibly surface characteristics hamper the expression of more adequate 
markers. 
The results do not pattern in a way that justifies the principled absence of grammatical 
rules (whether morphosyntactic or paradigmatic) or of features that underlie them. 
Table 5.2 illustrated this. A clear example is the occurrence of overgeneralisations, 
that is hard to reconcile with a Rule Deficit hypothesis. On the other hand, a 
processing-based explanation that appeals to the influence of weak surface 
characteristics also faces evidence to the contrary. It is clear that the elements that are 
omitted are non-salient. However, if salience were the key factor, the children’s output 
would not reveal exchange of non-salient morphemes. The most we can say is that the 
influence of abstract grammatical operations like agreement (the complexity of the 
task at hand) and the influence of the non-saliency in morphological markers conspire 
in slowing down the build-up of the target paradigm. 
Finally, another finding that defies explanation by a linguistic theory of SLI is the 
appearance of topics in the absence of an overt finite verb in second position. Instead, 
an explanation from normal acquisition was proposed (5.2.7). Together with the other 
items in Table 5.2 (witness the third column in the table) these topicalisations 
challenge current explanations of  Grammatical SLI.    
 
The symptoms of SLI are produced, it seems, by either or both of two factors: 
Processing difficulties, like the ones proposed by the Surface account. Elements that 
are difficult to process are prone to omission in SLI.  
Linguistic representation and its correlate in the target language. Elements that are 
grammatically complex are vulnerable in children with SLI. Not all elements are 
available in each language (see Table 5.3). 
I acknowledge the fact that processing factors accompany grammatical complexity: 
non-saliency may make complex morphemes even less transparent to the child. This 
effect was already anticipated for normal acquisition by Slobin (1973). The respective 
importance of processing and representation is as yet unclear. The fact that competing 
theories start from either position (there are processing theories and theories of 
representation) does not encourage an exploration of their trade-offs. 
An explanation based on typology and processing leaves unexplained certain 
idiosyncrasies51 - and that is not a problem to be discarded - but it can deal with most 
of the grammatical characteristics of SLI. It also shows why there is an intrinsic 
plausibility to theories like the Extended Optional Infinitive explanation: we do not 
expect SLI to be dissociated from normal development. This is exactly what makes 
any theory with the word ’missing’ in its name unattractive. There is an ambiguity in 
theories that claim a deficit in grammatical knowledge if we start out from the error 
pattern that we have described. One would have to predict that an error that represents 
                                                 
51The occurrence of pronominal errors in one of the subjects in the present study is a good example: a 
stage in which an accusative pronoun is accompanied by an infinitival verb (Loeb & Leonard, 1991) 
has not been described for Dutch and the finding in this particular child is an unexpected one (N.B.: in 
this child the pronoun was followed by a finite verb). Another example is the use of overt pronouns by 
an Inuktitut-speaking child described by Crago (1997). In Inuktitut, overt pronouns are only allowed 
for emphasis, but not with a verb.  
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an intermittent stage in normal development (one that will dissolve into a subsequent 
stage) represents an end state in SLI. This makes the error itself ambiguous: it can 
indicate progress as well as stagnation. 
I would argue that an explanation along the lines sketched above is not a ’default’ one 
but is a valid explanation in its own right, although it needs more detail. Children with 
SLI have well-described difficulties with processing and processing demands are 
inherently increased by grammatical challenges in the target language. The more 
convincing theories, I feel, are the ones that assume a continuity between normal and 
impaired language development and the ones that pay attention to the processing 
problems of children with SLI and to the way these problems interfere with 
grammatical complexity. 



 

 




