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10. Conclusion 
 
 
 
In this chapter I will return to the research questions that guided this study. Two issues 
are central in this discussion:  
- the repercussions of the Dutch findings on tense and agreement for linguistic theories 
- the clinical picture of SLI that we are faced with if lexical categories are affected by 
the disorder as well. I will discuss each of the research questions in turn.  
 
 
10.1 Tense and agreement in Dutch SLI 
 
 
Because the symptoms of SLI in Dutch had not been described in much detail before, 
a main aim of this study was to draw up a profile of the reflexes of grammatical SLI in 
this language. In Chapter 4, data from a narrative task were analysed for tense and 
agreement features.  
Tense marking was more inconsistent among the subjects with SLI than among the 
controls. In a past tense context they often omitted the tense marker or used a present 
tense form instead. Although the impaired children produced more past tense forms of 
irregular verbs than of regular verbs, the inconsistency of their marking of past tense 
extended to irregular verbs. On two measures they differed from chronological age 
matches but resembled the group of younger children without language difficulties: 
they produced fewer regular past tense forms and they showed a marked preference for 
past tense forms of the pleonastic auxiliary gaan (‘go’) complemented by a lexical 
verb infinitive. In sum, their inventory of past tense forms was immature (that is, 
resembled that of younger children). When it came to marking for the tense feature, 
they differed from both control groups. 
This inconsistent marking of features was also apparent from an analysis of subject-
verb agreement. The children’s deficit expressed itself in three error types. The 
agreement morpheme was either omitted (resulting in a stemlike verb form) or 
substituted (a singular form was used instead of a plural form or vice versa; see section 
4.3.2) or the infinitive form was maintained. In the age ranges that were compared 
here, the errors typified the SLI group; they were infrequent among the normals.  
A main finding is that the Dutch data include omission as well as substitution errors. 
Linguistic theories on grammatical SLI in English have often stressed the 
predominance of omission errors. The fact that the Dutch SLI children produce 
substitution errors (for tense as well as agreement) shows that the inflectional 
paradigms are also vulnerable.  
Substitution errors constitute only one of the findings that contradict current 
explanations of SLI (Chapter 5). Theories that highlight weak surface characteristics 
of grammatical morphemes cannot explain the fact that the substitute of a grammatical 
morpheme was found to be equally non-salient. A different complicating phenomenon 
was the occurrence of topicalisations in the absence of a finite verb form - this 
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symptom is not compatible with the claim that the infinitive in the sentences 
concerned is a grammatical alternative to the finite verb. In Table 5.2 the discrepancies 
with linguistic theories of grammatical SLI were summarised. 
Discussing the theories that attempt to explain the grammatical symptoms of SLI, I 
find evidence that is incompatible with accounts that locate the deficit in the linguistic 
representation. It is true that children’s representation of either feature-marking or 
inflectional paradigm was found to be unstable. However, the symptoms did not 
pattern in a way that justified claims of a modular deficit. The very inconsistency of 
the children’s performance argues against that. A processing-based explanation is 
better equipped to explain the behaviour of grammatical morphemes in SLI. So far, 
theories of representation and processing have been considered to reflect rival 
positions. However, in an era in which variability is recognised in SLI and theories of 
representation show an increasing interest in empirical evidence, I feel that the tide is 
turning. It will not be long before linguistic explanations will be embedded in theories 
that account for variability.  
The first research question was: what are the characteristics of tense and agreement 
marking in Dutch children with SLI? In short, it appears that the omission and 
substitution errors are most characteristic of SLI in Dutch school-age children. The age 
of the children is an important factor. On the one hand, because the children were 
older than the subjects in most studies of SLI, it was hard to compare the data to the 
findings in the literature. Research into the initial stages of SLI in Dutch is much 
needed. On the other hand, the grammatical performance of school-age children has 
been underexposed in the literature (Fletcher, 1990). Because this is a cross-sectional 
study, it was not possible to trace the course of these children’s development. The 
finding that tense and agreement errors are still frequent at their age is significant (cf. 
Rice et al., 1998). Some children showed a preference for one particular error type: 
they consistently omitted the inflection marker or they produced only infinitives. This 
apparent ‘fossilisation’ has not been described often. Whether it represents a stage that 
some children cannot escape from deserves further investigation.     
  
 
10.2 Verb argument structure as a symptom area in SLI 
 
 
The second question to be answered is: do Dutch-speaking children with SLI differ 
from normals in their control of argument structure alternations and in their 
complementation of lexical verbs? Elsewhere, I have reformulated this question as 
follows: does the fact that children with SLI produce fewer words/morphemes (length) 
at least partly derive from an insufficient control of the lexical verb’s arguments 
(structure)? The latter question was inspired by the length versus complexity issue 
addressed by Menyuk and Looney (1976). 
These questions were approached in two ways: a sample of spontaneous language was 
analysed for complexity of verb complements and an elicitation task was employed to 
probe children’s awareness of the alternation potential of verbs and of their 
complements in general. 
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The spontaneous data from the Bol and Kuiken (1988) study showed a relative 
preference for non-complex verb complements on the part of the language-impaired 
children (Chapter 7 of this book). The analytical categories were broad 
subcategorisation classes. SLI children favoured intransitive sentence frames and used 
fewer complex frames. Statistically, however, the latter difference was only justified 
for a subgroup of five individually matched pairs.  
In the alternation task, children with SLI fell short of the vocabulary age (VA) control 
group. They produced fewer alternations.  
Verb complementation was investigated for different types of verbs: the verbs 
contained in the alternation task (selected from the causative, locative and dative 
alternation classes), verbs with a resultative complement and verbs with a clausal 
complement. In unison, the results demonstrate a pattern of low complexity. 
Intransitive and monotransitive frames were selected more frequently by the impaired 
children. Almost all types of ditransitive frames were produced less frequently by the 
children with SLI. There was also a difference in phrasal complexity: particles were 
used relatively often by the SLI group, in contrast to the more complex PPs.  
The conclusion from these findings is, first of all, that verb argument structure is an 
area that is affected by language impairment. The evidence from this study primarily 
supports the literature on verb complementation (see 6.3.3.2). Some errors were found, 
but they were scarce. Unlike the tense and agreement difficulties, problems with verb 
argument structure are best described in terms of complexity. Grammaticality is 
sometimes, but not often violated. Low complexity is not a well-described symptom of 
SLI. An exception is Gavin et al.’s (1993) observation on complexity in noun phrases. 
I suggest that empirical evidence of argument structure difficulties not only broadens 
the description of grammatical SLI. It also requires new measures, that address 
complexity. Complexity and grammaticality are both affected by SLI.   
To return to the question I began with: poor control of verb argument structure does 
contribute to the sparse output of language-impaired children. For example, Bol and 
Kuiken’s (1988) finding that complex clause structures like subject followed by verb, 
object and adverbial phrase are used less often by SLI children can now be clarified. In 
the experiment that I reported in Chapter 8, the adverbial phrase proved vulnerable, 
once the argument structure of (e.g.) a locative verb was elicited. 
 
 
10.3 Correlation of symptom areas 
 
 
In section 8.7, an attempt was made to explore the third research question: Do verb-
morphological problems correlate with verb argument structure problems in the output 
of children with SLI? 
The errors that were found to be representative of grammatical SLI in Dutch (Chapter 
4) supplied a criterion for selecting a group of children who failed to provide 
grammatical morphemes in at least 25% of the obligatory contexts. They were 
compared with a group of children who showed few feature-related errors. The 
comparison concerned patterns of verb complementation. The groups performed much 
alike. This means, first of all, that the (low complexity) complementation pattern was 
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widespread among the SLI children. It also means that difficulties in argument 
structure and functional categories co-occur, so the research question can be answered 
in the affirmative. This finding argues strongly against a narrow modular conception 
of grammatical SLI. The two symptom areas are affected in the same children. Perhaps 
the fallacy in much of the literature is that argument structure (or, in a broader sense, 
impairment) can only be measured by grammaticality, not complexity (although 
grammaticality in argument structure is occasionally affected).   
 
 
10.4 Verb specificity in SLI 
 
 
In section 6.3.2 I presented a critical review of the literature on verb diversity in SLI. 
The concept of GAP (general all-purpose) verbs that was introduced by Rice (1991) 
seemed tautological, I argued. Therefore, the task in Chapter 9 was designed to avoid 
such circularity by eliciting verb labels that were semantically specific in a well-
described way. The response pattern of the SLI children supports the findings by Rice 
and her colleagues. No group difference for verb diversity (as measured by Verb Type 
Token Ratio) was found in the spontaneous data (Chapter 7). However, in the 
elicitation task, the children with SLI differed on all measures from the VA matches. 
They produced fewer troponyms (semantically specific verbs) than the controls. They 
produced more hypernyms (‘GAP verbs’), mismatches and other error types.  
It has been proposed that low diversity could reflect the availability of a limited set of 
argument structures (Rice, 1991). Consequently, the argument structures of the verbs 
that the children produced in the verb specificity task were analysed as well. The low 
complexity that was found in Chapter 8 was also found with the troponyms in this 
task. The hypernym verbs, on the other hand, had a more complex complement. 
 
 
10.5 Conclusion 
 
 
This study has provided evidence that supports the inclusion of verb argument 
structure difficulties in the definition of grammatical SLI. These difficulties have been 
proven to coexist with problems that involve functional categories. The symptoms of 
problems with tense and agreement in Dutch have been described here in more detail 
than before.  
For diagnosis, this study supports a broader description of grammatical SLI as a 
diagnostic label. The findings in Chapters 4 and 8 encourage a deliberate focus on 
verbs in diagnosis and therapy. The correlation of verb form and verb position 
suggests that verbs should be learned in ways that clarify this relation.  Also, 
arguments are stored with verbs and consequently they should accompany the label 
itself in intervention. Verb labels should not be learned in isolation. The relations 
between verb form and verb position and between the verb and its arguments have 
been shown to be weaker in language-impaired children than in children without 



Conclusion 185

language delay. Ways should be found to strengthen these relations in children with 
SLI. 




