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of abstractness, ranging from idioms with concrete lexical items (e.g. kick the bucket
‘die’), to abstract templates characterized by grammatical roles such as subject—
predicate. Children start out with ‘verb-islands’ (Tomasello 1992) consisting of
specific verbs and their arguments, e.g. ‘hitter-hit-hittee’. In such an approach,
morphosyntactic devices such as case marking or word order are initially associated
with individual verbs (and (pro)nouns). Only when a critical mass of verb-islands
is acquired do children make generalizations such as associating agent or subject
with preverbal position in languages such as English (Akhtar and Tomasello 1997).
Frameworks such as Role and Reference Grammar that motivate case-marking
phenomena in semantico-pragmatic terms in adult grammar (Van Valin, Chap-
ter 7) can also provide a way to circumvent the continuity problem since no sharp
discontinuity needs to be posited between early meaning-based systems and case-
marking systems in adults.

In sum, faced with the logical problem and the problems accounting for discon-
tinuities, both generative and non-generative researchers have recently proposed
incremental acquisition mechanisms and models of semantic and grammatical
representations that are based on stored form/meaning units. Proponents of these
models claim to capture children’s generalization patterns and cross-linguistic vari-
ability better than purely syntactic or semantic models.

24.5 THE TIME COURSE OF
CASE DEVELOPMENT

Any acquisition model must explain why case acquisition takes several years
and case-marker elements are initially absent or optional. Faced with this ‘de-
velopmental’ problem, some generative researchers argue that the UG-principles
which constrain case marking become available only later in development, due
to the maturation of the neural system that underlies language functions (Felix
1987, 1992) (see section 24.3.1). However, even the earliest structures that children
produce do not contain the random errors one would expect if UG-constraints
were unavailable (Crain 1991). Therefore, most generative psycholinguists assume
that UG-principles are available from the onset of linguistic development (Pinker
1984).

However, they disagree about the nature of categorization predispositions
and grammatical representations in young children. According to continuity ap-
proaches, categorization predispositions are available at all developmental stages
(Pinker 1984), whereas proponents of maturation claim that case and other gram-
matical categories only ‘mature’ around children’s second birthday (e.g. Radford




380 SONJA EISENBEISS, BHUVANA NARASIMHAN, AND MARIA VOEIKOVA

1990). With respect to children’s grammatical representations, full-competence
approaches assume early adult-like representations (e.g. Schuetze 1996), while
proponents of structure-building approaches argue that not all case features are
syntactically active in the two-word stage, either because of the late matura-
tion of case categories (Radford 1990) or due to a lack of knowledge about the
case forms of the target (e.g. Clahsen et al. 1994, 1996; Eisenbeiss 1994a, 2000,
2003).

Given a maturational approach, one might expect that all case markers are
acquired at similar stages of linguistic development. However, numerous studies
have shown developmental dissociations. For example, dative markers appear later
than the nominative/accusative distinction in languages like Japanese or German
or the absolutive/ergative distinction in languages like Basque (see Clahsen et al.
1994; Eisenbeiss 2003; Eisenbeiss et al. 2006 for overviews; see Bader and Lamers,
Chapter 26, as well as Lamers and Ruigendijk, Chapter 27, for a discussion of the
marked nature of dative case and its implications for language comprehension and
language impairment in aphasia). And the nominative/accusative distinction in
German is encoded in personal pronouns and definite articles before it is marked
on indefinite articles (Mills 1985; Clahsen et al. 1994). Such findings support the
assumption that children acquire individual form-meaning mappings item by item,
or morphological class by morphological class (Tomasello 2003; Eisenbeiss 2003;
Dressler 1997, 2005).

Some of the most detailed proposals regarding the time course of case acquisition
come from research conducted in the framework of ‘natural morphology’ Based
on the salience and productivity of morphological forms and the mapping between
these forms and their meanings in the input language, researchers determine which
types of morphological forms children should prefer and acquire first. For instance,
children’s avoidance of zero suffixes, at a stage when they already have a good
command of inflectional suffixes, may be explained by a preference for iconic map-
pings, where the morphological complexity of a linguistic form correlates with the
complexity of its semantics. Therefore, zero suffixes in the genitive plural in Russian
are anti-iconic and unnatural. Children tend to avoid such forms and replace them
by non-existent but iconic forms (Ceytlin 1989).

The predictions of the natural morphology approach were tested in studies
involving twenty morphologically rich and typologically different nominative-
accusative languages, from the Slavic and Baltic, Finno-Ugric, and Germanic
families. These studies suggest that the acquisition of grammatical categories in-
volves three phases: premorphology, protomorphology and adult-like morphol-
ogy (Dressler and Karpf 1995; Dressler 1997, 2005: 9—10; Bittner et al. 2000, 2003;
Voeikova and Dressler 2002).

During the premorphological phase, children do not produce any morphologi-
cally marked forms, but use base forms or rote-learned forms. This happens fre-
quently in children speaking agglutinating languages, e.g. early uses of fossilized
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deictic particles like sielld ‘there), tidlli ‘here’, or local adverbs: kotiin ‘home-1LL)
syliin ‘lap-1LL’ in children acquiring Finnish (Laalo 2002: 93—4). This stage is compa-
rable to the earlier stages without productive case marking assumed in usage-based
approaches or in generative structure-building approaches.

In many children, the precursors of morphological forms occur long before true
case oppositions develop, e.g. a ‘protomorpheme), or filler -a used as an inflec-
tional ending that is a ‘phonologically appropriate but semantically empty’ element
(Peters and Menn 1993: 743). Inappropriate -a marking was noted in the speech of
several children acquiring Russian and Lithuanian (Savickiené 2002: 105, 113; 2003:
53; Gvozdev 1961: 164). Another process preceding the first grammatical oppositions
is the use of (phonological) ‘extra-grammatical operations) such as truncations,
reduplications, blends, etc. (Kilani-Schoch et al. 1997: 15, 20—2). These processes are
the first attempts to divide words into morpheme-like chunks.

First oppositions and ‘miniparadigms’ (oppositions of three and more forms of
the same stem) signal the phase of protomorphology. Children start to detect the
morphological patterns of the language being acquired. The first case oppositions
emerge at different times even in children acquiring the same language. For exam-
ple, in Russian the first case oppositions appear at the mean age of 31.5 months
in boys and 27.8 months in girls according to more than 10,000 parental reports
(Shapiro and Chistovich 2000: 52, 59). At this phase, the paradigms are still incom-
plete and many errors of omission and commission occur so that children’s speech
remains ungrammatical. This stage corresponds to the stage of lexically restricted
generalizations that are assumed in usage-based approaches as well as in lexicalist
versions of generative structure-building approaches (see section 24.4). Children
start to use case forms in their prototypical semantic and syntactic functions, e.g.
in Lithuanian the genitive is first used by children to mark possession and only later
do other functions (such as the genitive of negation) develop (Savickiené 2002).
Inflectional forms that are productive in child language are usually also those with
higher type frequency in the input. Token frequency also plays a role, for example
the personal name of a child is extremely frequent in most dialogues and its form
may, thus, influence the individual process of the acquisition of case. Thus, for the
Greek boy, Christos, his own name is the most frequent masculine noun he uses
(Christofidou and Stephany 1997) and may help him learn the otherwise rare -s
marker of masculine nouns.

At the phase of adult-like morphology, complete paradigms occur, but are ini-
tially restricted to frequent words. Children use case forms in several seman-
tic functions but this stage is still not absolutely equivalent to the adult use of
case since unproductive and rarely used forms receive erroneous case marking.
As proposed by Ceytlin, ‘the system is learned before the norm’ (Ceytlin 1989:
55-7)-

Across languages, children acquire case at different points in time and at different
rates. Case marking in agglutinating languages occurs very early: the first case
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oppositions in the speech of a Turkish child were observed at 1;3, and two Finnish
children were found to utter their first case forms in appropriate contexts even
earlier (at 1;0-1;1) (Laalo 2002: 89 ff; Aksu-Ko¢ and Ketrez 2007; Voeikova 2002).
Children speaking Slavic and Baltic languages start with case oppositions at a rela-
tively later age: the mean age of the first occurrences is about 1;9 (Savickiené 2002,
2003; Voeikova and Gagarina 2002). In languages with periphrastic case marking
on nouns and articles, the first contrastive forms emerge at the latest, between 2;2
and 2;3 (Klampfer and Korecky-Kroll 2002).

However, the chronological age at which first case forms emerge does not clearly
predict future patterns of use (Voeikova 2002). An alternative measure, ‘speed of
development’ (Emergence 2005) examines the monthly growth of paradigms in
children’s speech relative to the morphological richness of the input. Morphological
richness is measured in the adult input by the mean size of the paradigms for
nouns and verbs, and by the transparency, uniformity, and salience of word forms.
When morphological richness is measured separately in the standard language and
in children’s input, it turns out that caregivers do not make use of the whole set
of target forms. For instance, standard Russian possesses a richer set of nominal
forms than German (Kempe and MacWhinney 1998), but caregivers typically use
one or two oppositions of every given stem so that the difference in the mean
size of nominal paradigm measured by the input is much more modest than the
one presented in the adult grammar. Thus, the input that children get is not as
typologically loaded as one may assume from the analysis of standard grammatical
systems and may account for the time it takes for children to achieve adult-like
productivity in case acquisition.

Taken together, cross-linguistic studies on the time course of case acquisition
show a gradual development with dissociations between different cases and case
markers. These observations are captured by approaches that assume incremental
acquisition mechanisms.

24.6 CONCLUSIONS

As our discussion of theoretical approaches and empirical findings has shown,
generative, natural morphology, cognitive-functional, and usage-based approaches
may highlight different aspects of case acquisition and make different assumptions
with respect to the exact role of nature and nurture in the acquisition process.
However, all current models have to capture the observation that children pro-
duce systematic case errors stemming from syntactic, morphological, and semantic
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factors. Purely semantic and purely syntactically based approaches to case acqui-
sition offer interesting insights but cannot capture the cross-linguistic variability
of case systems and acquisition paths or the incremental nature of children’s case
development. Therefore, many current approaches adopt probabilistic mappings
between semantic and grammatical representations and consider the role of mul-
tiple factors (e.g. morphophonological properties of the input) that can influence
the onset and speed of case development.



