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1. Introduction 
 

 

Currently, a vast body of scientific research on specific language impairment (SLI) in children 

exists. The majority of these studies address the language problems of English speaking 

children with SLI. In the past decades, research on Dutch children with SLI has received some 

more attention. The first prominent study on Dutch children with SLI was performed by Bol 

and Kuiken (1988). De Jong (1999) carried out the second extensive study on Dutch children 

with SLI. Wilsenach (2006) studied children with SLI and children at risk for dyslexia. These 

studies were based on the analysis of either spontaneous speech samples or on experimental 

tasks. Van Weerdenburg (2006) completed the first longitudinal study of language and literacy 

development in Dutch school-age children with SLI. She studied children with SLI from ages 

6 up to 10 years.  

The present study reports on the longitudinal investigation of morpho-syntactic skills and verb 

argument structure in narratives of Dutch school-age children with SLI. The data originate 

from van Weerdenburg’s (2006) research project. The primary value of the present study lies 

in its longitudinal approach. Sixteen children with SLI narrated two stories from a picture 

storytelling task at age 6, 7 and 8 respectively. Both De Jong (1999) and Wilsenach (2006) 

used cross-sectional data from one age group and Bol and Kuiken (1988) studied 18 Dutch 

children with SLI from ages 4;8 to 8;2 (3 four-year-olds, 4 five-year-olds, 8 six-year olds, 2 

seven-year-olds and 1 eight-year-old). This study hopes to contribute to our knowledge of the 

development of morpho-syntactic skills and realization of verb argument structure in school-

age children with SLI. The second value lies in the nature of the data. Investigating the 

narratives of children with SLI can provide additional information compared to research based 

on spontaneous speech or experimental tasks. In a picture narration task children with SLI are 

prompted to use a more complex verb argument structure than they might normally use in 

spontaneous speech.  
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2. Theoretical background 
 

2.1 Specific Language Impairment 
 

The definition for SLI is based on exclusionary criteria. SLI is characterized by difficulties 

with language acquisition that are not caused by known neurological, sensory, intellectual or 

emotional deficits (Leonard, 1998). The prevalence rate for SLI in school-age children varies 

between 5% and 7% (Leonard, 1998). Researchers generally agree that grammatical 

morphology is a particular locus of difficulty for children with SLI. These morpho-syntactic 

problems have drawn much attention in research over the past years. However, the language 

problems of children with SLI are not solely restricted to morpho-syntaxis. Although this 

study will focus on morpho-syntactic development in children with SLI, it is important to 

realize that children with SLI suffer from problems in all language domains. According to De 

Jong (1999), the symptoms of SLI can take the form of (1) difficulties in the comprehension 

and production of grammatical morphemes, (2) phonological restrictions, (3) problems in 

lexical storage and access and (4) pragmatic problems.  

 

Children with SLI form a heterogeneous group. Several researchers have proposed a 

classification into subgroups. Rapin and Allen (1987) proposed a division into six groups, 

based on clinical experience. Leonard (1998), in his review of studies sub-typing SLI, 

distinguishes two subgroups that were identified in all studies. One group is predominantly 

limited in the production of phonology and syntax and is sometimes called the grammatical 

SLI group. The other group shows a profile in which the difficulties in language 

comprehension approach the problems seen in language production. Thus the first group 

shows a clear gap between comprehension and production and the second group shows a more 

global (and more severe) deficit. The linguistic profiles of children with SLI have also been 

found to change over time (Bishop & Edmundson, 1987; Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 1999). 

In a recent study of Dutch children with SLI, van Weerdenburg et al (2006) administered a 

large battery of language tests and language-related cognitive tests to 147 six-year old and 136 

eight-year old children with SLI. Factor analysis indicated that four distinctive linguistic 

domains for both age samples could be distinguished. These domains were characterized as: 

(1) lexical-semantic abilities, (2) auditory conceptualization, (3) verbal sequential memory and 
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(4) speech production. Positive correlations were found between the language factors and the 

judgments of teachers and speech therapists. A cluster analysis showed four specific language 

profiles for the children with SLI, with nearly the same results for both age samples. Some 

subgroups had severe problems in one language domain, whereas others had severe problems 

in more domains when compared to the other subgroups of the same age sample. Van 

Weerdenburg et al (2006) also state that the linguistic profiles of the children with SLI are 

subject to change over time.  

 

Problems in grammatical morphology have been most widely studied in English speaking 

children with SLI, but in recent years SLI in other languages has received more attention 

(Leonard, 1998). Children with SLI are found in all language communities, but SLI does not 

have the same profile across languages. Problems with grammatical morphology can however 

be identified in all languages studied. Children with SLI use grammatical morphemes in fewer 

obligatory contexts than typically developing children. Their errors resemble the errors of 

younger, normally developing children. Children with SLI acquiring languages with a rich 

inflectional morphology, like Italian, make fewer errors in inflectional morphology than 

children with SLI learning a language with a poor inflectional morphology such as English. 

However, this does not hold for function words such as certain auxiliaries, clitics and articles 

(Leonard, 2000). De Jong (2004) points out that the types of errors also vary across languages. 

In English, omissions of grammatical morphemes are the most common error, but in Dutch 

not only are omissions frequent, but grammatical morphemes are also frequently substituted 

by other grammatical morphemes. 

 

 

 

2.2     Theories of Specific Language Impairment 
 

The theoretical accounts of SLI can roughly be divided into two groups. On the one hand we 

see linguistic theories claiming that SLI is the result of a deficit specific to grammar and on 

the other hand we see theories that regard the language problems of children with SLI as 

resulting from a non-linguistic processing deficit.  
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2.2.1.    Linguistic theories of SLI 

 

The most prominent language problems of children with SLI can be found in the area of 

functional categories. These functional categories include determiners, complementizers and 

verbal inflections. In general, linguistic explanations have focused on the verb. Difficulties 

with the inflectional system can persist over a longer period of time. Linguistic explanations 

have often started from the phonological and morphological characteristics of the verb and its 

syntactic relations. De Jong (2004) clustered these theories into four classes of explanations 

that will be discussed here briefly.  

One group of explanations centers around the saliency and richness of the inflectional verb 

paradigm. The sparse morphology hypothesis (Leonard, 1987) claims that children can benefit 

from the richness of the inflectional system, like for instance in Italian. Children learning a 

language with a sparse morphology do not have this benefit. This would explain why Italian 

children with SLI experience fewer problems with verb morphology than English children 

with SLI. In the same line, but more phono-morphological orientated is the surface hypothesis 

(Leonard, 1989). The claim is that non-salient morphemes, like determiners and verb affixes, 

which are generally unstressed, are more difficult to learn.  

The second group of explanations centers around agreement relationships. Clahsen (1992) 

proposes the missing agreement hypothesis. He claims that problems with determiners, 

adjectival inflection and subject-verb agreement are caused by a lack of knowledge of 

asymmetrical relations between categories, where one category controls the other, like gender 

and number markings on determiners and articles. Originally proposed for German SLI, he 

claims that his explanation also holds for other languages like English. The frequent omissions 

of inflectional markers by English children with SLI, in his view, should be seen as an absence 

of agreement marking instead of absence of tense marking. 

The third group of explanations centers around optionality. Rice and Wexler (1996) proposed 

the extended optional infinitive stage hypothesis. In children with SLI there is a developmental 

stage wherein children do not know that verbs in main clauses should be marked for tense 

features. Later, this hypothesis was somewhat revised into the agreement/tense omission 

model (ATOM) (Wexler et al., 1998a). Both accounts presume a developmental delay in 

children with SLI. Their grammar is not qualitatively different but develops at a slower pace. 

Wexler et al. (2004b) question whether children with SLI will ever leave the extended 

optional infinitive stage.  
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The last group of explanations discussed here centers around deficits of linguistic knowledge 

in children with SLI. The missing feature hypothesis (Gopnik, 1990)¸ rephrased as the implicit 

rule deficit hypothesis (Gopnik & Crago, 1991) claims that abstract grammatical rules or 

features are absent in children with SLI and that they rely on rote learning and memory. 

Correctly produced forms would only appear by chance.  

 

 

2.2.2  Nonlinguistic theories of SLI 

 

The processing deficit theories attempt to explain SLI as a limitation in information-

processing capacity. Children with SLI also have (subtle) deficits or weaknesses in 

nonlinguistic domains, like motor skills, visuo-spatial abilities, memory skills and attention 

span. These theories question the specificity of SLI (Joanisse & Seidenberg, 1998; Ullman & 

Pierpont, 2005) and point out that the selection of children with SLI based on exclusionary 

criteria could severely bias the subject sample and thus create the false impression that SLI is 

a distinct disorder restricted to language. The processing accounts try to integrate the linguistic 

and nonlinguistic findings in a more general processing capacity theory. Different hypotheses 

have been proposed, some concentrating on deficits in working memory of children with SLI 

(Gathercole & Baddely, 1990), and others on deficits in the speed of information processing 

(Tallal, 1980).  

Recently, Ullman and Pierpont (2005) proposed their procedural deficit hypothesis. They have 

based their hypothesis on the studies of the neurological correlates of SLI, behavioral evidence 

of SLI, lexical profiles of SLI and studies of non-language domains in SLI. They claim that 

the linguistic and non-linguistic deficits of children with SLI can be largely explained by the 

abnormal development of the brain structures that make up the procedural memory system. 

This brain network, rooted in the frontal lobe and basal ganglia, is dedicated to learning and 

execution of motor and cognitive skills, including important aspects of grammar and lexical 

retrieval. The lexical and declarative memory, that depend on other brain structures, are 

supposed to remain largely intact. The function of the procedural system would be the 

learning and use of rule-governed computations (mental grammar), whereas the declarative 

memory is the storage for idiosyncratic mappings (mental lexicon).  

Ullman and Pierpont (2005) argue that their hypothesis can account for much of the 

consistency and heterogeneity of the linguistic and nonlinguistic problems found in children 
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with SLI, both within and across the individual level and at subgroup level. A portion of the 

heterogeneity in SLI could be explained by the variation between individuals as to which 

structures of the procedural memory system are affected and to what degree.  

It is argued that in SLI certain grammatical functions of the abnormally developed procedural 

memory system are taken over by the declarative system. Children with SLI would 

compensate by learning more chunks (e.g. past tense verb forms) and even explicit 

grammatical rules (e.g. past tense rule) in declarative memory. Analogously, such 

compensation is also seen in normal adult second language learning and in agrammatic 

aphasics. Ullman and Pierpont (2005) argue that some of the improvement observed in 

children with SLI as they mature could be explained by this compensation. The degree of 

improvement in children with SLI would partly depend on the strength of their 

lexical/declarative abilities. Ullman and Pierpont also suggest that the variation in symptoms 

of SLI across languages could be explained by the degree of saliency or learnability of certain 

types of grammatical rules. The rules that are more salient or simpler should be easier to learn 

in declarative memory.  

 

2.2.3 Theories of SLI: some critical comments 

Theories explaining SLI are in continuous development. New theories are formulated and 

older theories are revised due to new insights. Some linguistic theories of SLI have been 

proposed for specific languages, like the missing agreement hypothesis (Clahsen, 1992) for 

German and some theories only apply to early developmental stages, like the extended 

optional infinitive stage (Wexler & Rice, 1996) for English. Most linguistic theories only deal 

with the grammatical symptoms of SLI and do not include the problems that children with SLI 

face in other language domains. A major problem for the linguistic accounts is that they are 

not able to adequately explain the inconsistency in morphological marking by children with 

SLI on the one hand and the variation in grammatical symptoms of SLI between languages on 

the other hand. The limited processing capacity accounts of SLI can explain some of the 

linguistic and non-linguistic deficits seen in children with SLI, for instance difficulties in 

processing brief or rapidly presented verbal and nonverbal stimuli, problems in word retrieval 

and phonological discrimination and the execution of simultaneous tasks (Leonard, 1998). 

However, constructing testable hypotheses constitutes a problem for general limited 

processing accounts. Any kind of cognitive functional impairment could potentially be 
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explained by a limited or slow processing capacity. The processing accounts addressing 

processing speed or insufficient memory can explain some of the language problems seen in 

children with SLI, but not all children with SLI seem to suffer from problems in these 

domains (Leonard, 1998; Bishop et al., 2006). Finally, the procedural deficit hypothesis with 

compensation by the declarative memory system still has to explain the overregularization 

errors of children with SLI as well as the inconsistency of morphological marking. Where do 

these rule-based overregularizations come from if the procedural system does not work, and 

why are not all verb forms learned correctly in the declarative memory system (Thomas, 

2005)? 

 

2.3   Morpho-syntactic problems of Dutch children with SLI 
 

2.3.1 Dutch verb morphology 

 

Dutch is generally considered to be a SOV+Verb-second language. The basic word order in 

Dutch is found in dependent clauses. The infinitival verb is base-generated in final position. In 

declarative matrix clauses the finite verb always has to be in second position. Only one 

constituent can precede the finite verb. Verb second involves verb movement from its base-

generated position to a functional head dominating V (C or I). In Dutch, regular verb 

infinitives have the –en ending. Infinitives in Dutch take a sentence final position with an 

inflected auxiliary in second position. Therefore it is easier to identify infinitives in Dutch 

than in English sentences. The Dutch inflectional verb paradigm is illustrated in Table 1: 

 
Table 1:. Inflectional verb paradigm for regular present and past tense in Dutch.  

Present Tense Singular Plural 

first person -Ø (= zero affix) -en* 

second person -t (-Ø in VS order) -en* 

third person -t -en* 

Regular Past Tense Singular Plural 

all persons -de / -te -den* / -ten* 

Infinitive: -en* 

Regular Past Participle: ge + verb stem + -d / -t                          (*-en is reduced to schwa: ə)   
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2.3.2     A sketch of verb development in Dutch language acquisition 

 

Wijnen and Verrips (1998) have drawn up an order for the acquisition of verb morphology for 

Dutch. Early in the acquisition of syntax, at around two years, verbs first start to appear in the 

infinitive form and mostly in utterance-final position. This position is the base position of the 

verb in the SOV structure seen in Dutch subordinate clauses. The second stage in development 

is marked by the appearance of a single finite verb in first or second position of the utterances. 

The first finite verbs are almost exclusively modals. Around the same time children also begin 

to use bare participle forms in utterance-final position. In the third developmental stage 

complex predicates begin to appear. In these sentences, a finite (auxiliary) verb occurs in first 

or second position (Verb-second) combined with a non-finite verb in the form of an infinitive 

or a past participle in sentence-final position. Dutch children hardly ever make errors in the 

position of the finite verb and the infinitive verb in sentences. In Verb-second position the 

verb is finite and in sentence final position the verb is an infinitive or a past participle. When 

the children use separable particle verbs, only the finite verbal part of these compounds is 

moved to V-second position. The particle remains in utterance-final position.  

In the early stages of development, before the complex predicates emerge, the finite verb 

forms and the nonfinite verb forms constitute semantically distinct sets. The finite verbs 

express time or modality, and the nonfinite verbs express action or change.  

When finite verbs have appeared in the child’s utterances, there is a period that lasts until 

around 3;6 years, wherein finite and nonfinite verbs appear in free alternation. This period has 

become known as the ‘optional infinitive stage’ (Wexler, 1994). In this stage children also 

construct finite sentences by using auxiliaries, most often with the periphrastic ‘dummy’ verbs 

doen (do) or gaan (go). Van Kampen (1997) suggests that in young children the frequent use 

of this construction is an effect of economy of derivation. Children use these constructions as 

a temporary ‘least effort’ solution to avoid verb-second movement in matrix clauses. The 

construction disappears when the verb-second rule is fully mastered, around the age of 3;6 to 

4;0 years. This view is also supported by an experiment with young typically developing 

children and agrammatic aphasics on verb movement by Zuckerman et al. (2001).  

In summary, the development of verb form and verb position can be divided into three stages 

(De Jong, 2004): 
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1. Infinitival stage: 

The child uses infinitive verbs only, in utterance-final position. 

 

2. Lexical-finite stage: 

A subset of verbs is marked for finiteness and other verbs remain infinitival. There is no 

overlap between the two verb sets. The finite set contains primarily modal auxiliaries (kan, 

can), copula is and some state verbs (zit, sits). In this stage, there is no evidence for movement 

of the verb to Verb-second position 

 

3.  Optional infinitive stage: 

More lexical verbs are marked for finiteness. Infinitival lexical verbs are often accompanied 

by the pleonastic auxiliaries doen (do) or gaan (go). The optionality lies in the use of either 

root infinitives, finite forms or auxiliary + infinitive combinations. At this stage overlap 

between finite forms and root infinitives of the same lexical verb does occur.  

 

 

2.3.3 Bol and Kuiken (1988) 

 

Bol and Kuiken (1988) performed the first extensive study of Dutch children with SLI. They 

developed a model for the grammatical analysis of language disorders (GRAMAT: 

Grammaticale Analyse van Taalontwikkelingsstoornissen). Their model was based on the 

Language Assessment Remediation and Screening Procedure (LARSP) for English by Crystal 

(1979). They studied typically developing children as well as children with SLI, children with 

hearing problems and children with Down syndrome. The 18 children with SLI varied in age 

from 4;1 to 8;2 years, mean age 5;11 years. Bol and Kuiken analyzed spontaneous speech 

samples consisting of 100 utterances and constructed a grammatical profile chart for Dutch. 

The analysis was performed at clause level, phrase level and word-morphology level. The 

results indicate that the Dutch children with SLI used more ‘minors’ when compared to 

typically developing children matched for MLU:  

 

(1) Minors: utterances like: ja, nee, dag, kijk hier, weet niet  

                                            yes, no, bye, look here, dunno 
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Fewer self-repetitions were counted in the SLI samples and more utterances were 

unintelligible, incomprehensible or considered to be ambiguous compared to typically 

developing children. The mean sentence length of the children with SLI was lower than in the 

typically developing group. 

At clause level, longer and more complex utterances with four or more constituents were far 

less frequent in the SLI samples. The same result was found for coordinate clauses with 

complementizers en (and), maar (but) and want (because).  

At phrase level the Dutch children with SLI used fewer articles, pronouns and possessives in 

their noun phrases. Longer phrase combinations of three or four elements were seldom used. 

A prominent characteristic of Dutch SLI was the omission of Dutch er (there) in obligatory 

contexts: 

 

 (2a)  Ik doe er water in (2b)  SLI: *Ik doe Ø water in 

         I put there water in                  I  put      water in 

   

In the use of modals and copulas no significant differences between children with SLI and 

typically developing children were observed. At the word-morphological level the use of the 

diminutive suffix for nouns and the use of the 1Sg present tense form for verbs was 

significantly below that of the typically developing group.  

 

 

2.3.4    De Jong (1999) 

 

De Jong (1999) also extensively studied Dutch children with SLI. He investigated  inflectional 

morphology and argument structure in 35 Dutch children with SLI with an average age of 7;8 

years. De Jong designed two experiments: one where past tense forms were elicited in 

narratives and one experiment with a verb argument alternation task. De Jong critically 

reviewed Bol and Kuiken (1988) and pointed out that their analysis does not take verb errors 

(omissions and substitutions) into account, since only correct verb forms were counted. In his 

view, omissions and substitutions are a typical characteristic of children with SLI. They do 

learn to master the verb paradigms of the target language, but fail to consistently mark the 

verbs correctly for tense. In his past tense elicitation task, the children with SLI produced 

longer samples with fewer past tense forms and showed more omissions of past tense 
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inflection when compared to typically developing children. Quite a few children with SLI 

omitted the verb entirely in some utterances. He also found that the children with SLI 

frequently substituted past tense forms for present tense forms and often used periphrastic 

verbs combined with infinitives in past tense contexts: 

 

(3)  hij ging het boek lezen        

       he went the book read 

 

This frequent occurrence of the construction gaan (to go) + infinitive was observed in present 

tense as well. De Jong regards this as a ‘strategy’ to avoid inflection of the main verb. This 

phenomenon can also be observed in younger typically developing Dutch children. In 

examining subject-verb agreement in the stories told by the children with SLI, De Jong (2004) 

recognized three types of agreement errors: 

 

Type I: Production of a verb stem form                      

(4)   *dan ga mama (correct form is gaat)        

          then go mummie 

Type II: Misrepresentation of the number feature of the verb      

(5)   *dat doet altijd mijn vader en moeder (correct: doen)   

          that does always my father and mother 

Type III: Infinitival form in utterance final position  

(6)   *en dan Ø papa mama wakker maken (correct: Ø = gaat)     

         and then daddy mummy wake up 

 

The first two errors are also made by younger typically developing children, but the third error 

does not occur in the spontaneous speech of typically developing younger children. De Jong 

concludes that the number of agreement errors in the SLI group was disproportionally high 

compared to younger typically developing children. Contrary to Bol and Kuiken (1988), De 

Jong not only found errors in 1Sg, but also in 3Sg and 1/2/3 Pl. The substitution errors in tense 

as well as agreement indicate that the inflectional paradigms of children with SLI should be 

seen as vulnerable.  
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2.3.5  Wilsenach (2006) 

 

Wilsenach (2006) studied the sensitivity of Dutch children with SLI to the morpho-syntactic 

relation between an auxiliary and its verbal complement. Previous studies on Dutch children 

with SLI suggested that they do not experience problems in this category (Bol & Kuiken, 

1988; Bol & De Jong, 1992). This is however discrepant with the findings in German SLI 

studies, another SOV language (Clahsen, 1989). Clahsen found high deletion rates of 

auxiliaries in German children with SLI and no systematic progress with age.  

In Wilsenach’s experiment 21 children with SLI (mean age 5;4) had to discriminate between 

grammatical and ungrammatical sentences. Two sets of sentences were used, one with a past 

participle and one with an infinitive. In each set either a tense modal, a modal or no modal was 

combined with either a past participle or an infinitive, leading to one correct and two incorrect 

sentences per set. Each sentence was contrasted with the correct target sentence. Compared to 

typically developing age controls (mean age 5;01) the children with SLI performed very 

poorly. In her discussion of the results Wilsenach (2006) mentioned that 7 of the 21 children 

with SLI scored similar to the typically developing children on all conditions. The remaining 

children seemed to give arbitrary answers, thus lowering the group score significantly. 

Wilsenach (2006) suggested that working memory and attention span probably interfered in 

her sentence discrimination task. The conclusion that children with SLI are not sensitive to the 

relation between modals and their verbal complement could therefore not be drawn.  

 

 

2.3.6 Morpho-syntactic problems: summary and research questions 

 

Dutch children with SLI make more verbal agreement errors as well as tense errors than 

typically developing children. The errors take the form of either omissions or substitutions. 

Although in earlier studies (Bol & Kuiken, 1988; Bol & De Jong, 1992) no problems 

concerning auxiliaries were reported, De Jong (1999) suggests that root infinitives appearing 

in clause final position could result from (finite) auxiliary omissions. Agreement errors can 

take the form of bare verb stems, number misrepresentations or clause final infinitives. An 

overuse of present and past tense periphrastic verb forms combined with infinitives compared 

to age controls has also been observed. De Jong (1999) suggests that the overuse of present 

tense  gaan + infinitive is a ‘strategy’ to avoid inflection of the main verb and past tense 
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ging(en) + infinitive may be used as an early ‘tense carrier’. The sentences of children with 

SLI contain fewer clause elements than sentences of typically developing children. Complex 

sentences containing complementizers are infrequently used. At phrase level, longer phrase 

combinations appear seldom. Noun phrases of children with SLI contain fewer articles, 

pronouns and possessives. A prominent characteristic of Dutch SLI was the omission of Dutch 

er (there) in obligatory contexts. Dutch children with SLI hardly ever violate the verb second 

rule (Bastiaanse & Bol, 2001).  

In the literature discussed in section 2.2 several distinct age groups of children with SLI were 

studied on different measures of morpho-syntactical development and matched either to 

typically developing MLU controls or age controls. De Jong (1999) studied children with SLI 

with a mean age of 7;8 years and Wilsenach (2006) studied children with SLI with a mean age 

of 5;4. Bol and Kuiken (1988) studied 18 Dutch children with SLI from ages 4;8 to 8;2. The 

subjects were 3 four-year-olds, 4 five-year-olds, 8 six-year-olds, 2 seven-year-olds and 1 

eight-year-old in this study, but results were pooled for all ages. De Jong (1999) and Bol & 

Kuiken (1988) claimed that most of the morpho-syntactic problems seen in children with SLI 

could be regarded as developmental delay. Wexler et al. (2004b) questioned whether children 

with SLI will ever leave the extended optional infinitive (EOI) stage. They studied the Dutch 

children with SLI from the Bol and Kuiken corpus (1988). These previous studies do not 

provide a clear picture of the development of morpho-syntactic skills in Dutch children with 

SLI.  

The present study tries to fill that gap by studying the morpho-syntactic development in 

narratives of school-age SLI children between the ages 6 and 8 at syntax level and verb 

morphology level.  

 

The research questions concerning morpho-syntactic development of children with SLI are: 

 

1. Does syntactic complexity increase between the ages 6 and 8? 

2. Does the error rate in tense and agreement decrease as the children get older? 

3. Does the auxiliary overuse of the verb gaan (to go) diminish over the years? 

4. Do Dutch children with SLI leave the EOI stage between the ages 6 and 8?   

 

The development of syntactic complexity will be investigated by looking at mean length of 

utterance, the number of constituents used in clauses containing a(t least one) verb and the 
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number of complex sentences produced by the children. Verb morphology will be studied by 

looking at root infinitives, tense and agreement errors and the use of auxiliary gaan + 

infinitive. Comparisons will be made between the three time measurements. 

The prediction is that the children with SLI will improve on all measures over the years, 

because they were all enrolled in special education programs for language impaired children 

and all received speech therapy during the period of longitudinal follow-up. 

  

 

 

2.4     Verb argument structure in Dutch children with SLI 
 

2.4.1  Some characteristics of verb argument structure 

 

Propositions are formed by a predicate and a set of arguments (Fromkin, 2000). The predicate 

expresses activities or events, while the arguments express the participant(s) of the activity or 

event. We can look at verb argument structure from a syntactic viewpoint (the syntactic 

categories selected by the verb: c-selection) and from a semantic viewpoint (the thematic roles 

the verb selects: s-selection). 

In syntactic terms, arguments are often noun phrases (NP’s) functioning as the subject, direct 

object or indirect object of the sentence. For example, the verb give requires three arguments; 

the entity doing the giving (subject), one involving what is given (direct object) and one 

receiving the gift (indirect object). In this example not all three arguments are obligatory for a 

grammatical sentence. The sentences the girl gives the ball to the boy and the girl gives the 

ball are both correct, whereas *the girl gives is ungrammatical. Arguments selected by the 

verb are usually divided into external and internal arguments. The external argument (subject) 

is not part of the verb phrase (VP) and the internal arguments (direct and indirect object) are 

located within the verb phrase, as is shown in Figure 1:  
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Figure 1: Syntactic representation of the sentence: de man geeft het meisje een ballon  (the man gives the girl a 

balloon) 

 
                                            CP 
 

DP    C’ 
                                                            

        de man                       C                          TP 
       (external)                                

                                                         
                                 geefti                              T’                               

      
                   T            VP 
                                                   ti 
 
                                                                 DP                         V’ 
                           
                                                           het meisje    
                                                           (internal)          DP     V 

                                                                                                                           ti              
                                                                                         een ballon 
                                                                                 (internal) 
 

In semantic terms, the relation of an argument with respect to the predicate is described by the 

thematic structure. Each argument fulfills a specific semantic role (thematic roles or theta-

roles). In the sentence the girl gives the ball to the boy, the girl is the agent, the ball is the 

theme and the boy is the recipient. This last argument can be realized as part of a prepositional 

phrase (prepositional dative construction) or a noun phrase (double object construction) as in 

the girl gives the boy the ball.  

In a verb alternation the syntactic properties can change while the thematic structure remains 

the same. In the passive construction The ball was given to the boy by the girl the theme 

argument of give is realized as a subject (the ball), while the agent argument (the girl) is 

realized as part of a prepositional phrase headed by the preposition by.  

Verbs differ in the number and types of arguments they select. The verb die selects only one 

argument and is called intransitive, a verb like eat selects two arguments and is called 

transitive. An example of a ditransitive verb with three obligatory arguments is the verb put as 

in he puts the money in his pocket.  The thematic role of the prepositional phrase in his pocket 

is called location or goal.  

Across languages, children acquire the argument structure of the common verbs quite early 

(Guasti, 2002). However, the task of learning verbs is rather complex compared to learning 
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nouns. Whereas many (concrete) nouns can be learned on the basis of word to world mapping, 

for many verbs this is not the case. The child has to learn the relations of arguments to a verb 

and how these arguments can be used in valid expressions. There is an ongoing debate on  

whether children make use of either syntactic bootstrapping (the process of interpreting 

meanings based on sentence frames), semantic bootstrapping (the process of interpreting 

syntactic categories on the basis of semantic roles) or a combination of both strategies to learn 

the relation between thematic roles and arguments.  

Another question of scientific debate is the way in which verbs are represented in the mental 

lexicon. Bock & Levelt (1994) proposed that words are represented in the mental lexicon as 

lemmas. Verb lemmas contain both the representations of the syntactic and semantic aspects 

of words: syntactic categories and thematic roles.  

 

 

2.4.2 Problems with verb argument structure: English literature  

 

Leonard (1998) states that for children with SLI verb learning is most precarious. In 

preschoolers with SLI a lower verb type frequency was seen than in age controls. Compared to 

MLU controls fewer verb tokens were counted in the spontaneous speech of children with 

SLI. Leonard (1998) offers several possible explanations for the slower rate of verb learning 

in children with SLI. In general, verbs occur in medial position in sentences, which makes 

them less salient than in sentence initial or final position. Due to inflection of verbs, there is 

also more variation in word form than is the case with nouns. Verbs also require a more 

complex representation in the mental lexicon than nouns; the verb arguments and grammatical 

functions are supposed to be stored with the verb in the mental lexicon. This lexical 

representation of verbs might be at stake for children with SLI. Because of the known 

grammatical limitations of children with SLI, syntactic bootstrapping (the process of 

interpreting meanings based on sentence frames) may be of less help to them than for typically 

developing children.  

An interesting finding about the learnability of argument structure in children with SLI was 

reported by Leonard (2004). When children with SLI have to learn novel verbs like ‘tiv’ and 

‘zaf’, they perform as well as younger (MLU) controls when they see the action performed 

(for example The cow tivs the pig to the barn). Without the benefit of this visual information, 

they have more difficulty in demonstrating the novel verb’s meaning by acting out the 
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sentence than the control children. These findings support the idea that children with SLI have 

difficulty encoding information about arguments and their thematic roles on the basis of 

syntactic information alone. 

In preschoolers with SLI, more omission of obligatory arguments is seen compared to age 

controls. When compared to MLU controls the children with SLI make the same amount of 

errors but in a wider variety of verbs. Grela & Leonard (1997) observed that children with SLI 

especially omitted subjects in sentences with unaccusative intransitive verbs (e.g. the book 

falls) in spontaneous speech. In these constructions the subject has the theme role; normally 

themes are realized in post verbal position in sentences and are functioning as direct object. 

The children with SLI seem to have difficulty with the possibility that a theme role can 

function either as subject or as object in a sentence. The children with SLI also tended to use 

less verb alternations. They often chose another verb that expressed the result of the action, as 

can be seen in examples 7 and 8: 

 

(7) He throws the ball    The ball was thrown  SLI: The ball fell 

(8) He sweeps the floor  The floor was swept  SLI: The floor is clean 

 

Grela and Leonard (2000) found, in a sentence elicitation task, that ditransitive verbs had a 

significant detrimental effect on the use of auxiliaries and other closed class items both in 

children with SLI and typically developing children, indicating that ditransitive verbs are more 

taxing than verbs with fewer arguments. The children with SLI also omitted more subject 

arguments than the MLU controls.  

In a story completion task, Grela (2003) found that the children with SLI (mean age 5;4 years) 

omitted more subjects in ditransitive sentences than in intransitive and transitive conditions 

when compared with age controls. In addition, more children with SLI omitted subjects as 

linguistic complexity increased. The age controls never omitted subjects, regardless of an 

increase in argument structure complexity. Sentence length had no significant effect on 

subject omissions. Verb argument omissions were also reported by Rice and Bode (1993). 

They claimed that children with SLI have a limited set of lexical verbs at their disposal and 

seem to rely on General All Purpose (GAP) verbs or ‘light’ verbs like do, go, make, get. Rice 

and Bode (1993) suggested that because of the high incidence of these GAP verbs children 

with SLI experience a lack of practice and therefore fail to learn the argument structure of 

many lexical verbs. However, this explanation was disputed by several researchers that 
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showed that children with SLI and typically developing children did not differ in their use of 

high frequency verbs (Grela & Leonard, 1997; De Jong, 1999; Thordardottir & Ellis Weismer, 

2002). 

Thordardottir and Ellis Weismer (2002) studied the argument structure of 50 school-age 

children with SLI in spontaneous speech, age 5;5 to 9;8 (mean age 7;8). They found that these 

school-age children with SLI did not differ from age controls in error frequency when 

pragmatic context is taken into consideration. Children with SLI achieved a 98% accuracy 

when acceptable subject omissions were not counted. These subject omissions, or rather 

subject elisions, were mostly seen in answers to questions. The SLI group did use more 

pragmatically valid subject omissions than age controls. Thordardottir and Ellis Weismer 

(2002) concluded that school-age children with SLI operated on a less sophisticated level than 

age controls. They used fewer argument types, argument structure types and verb alternations 

than the age controls.  

With respect to the thematic roles used by the children with SLI they found that the agent 

argument was used by all children, theme and goal were used by almost all children and 

source and beneficiary (recipient) were only used by those children who also used theme and 

goal. Thordardottir and Ellis Weismer (2002) proposed a developmental delay for children 

with SLI in the acquisition of different argument types. The children with SLI used 

significantly less ditransitive verbs and verb alternations than age and MLU controls. 

Thordardottir and Ellis Weismer suggested that these differences might result from an 

incomplete argument structure representation in children with SLI.  

 

 

2.4.3 Problems with verb argument structure: Dutch literature 

 

Bol and Kuiken (1988) reported that the children with SLI had a shorter MLU than the 

typically developing group. Longer and more complex utterances with four or more clause 

elements were far less frequent in the samples of the children with SLI. De Jong (1999) 

questioned the relation between sentence length and argument structure: are sentences of 

children with SLI shorter because less optional or obligatory arguments are used? In his study, 

de Jong (1999) checked the verb argument structure in the spontaneous speech samples of the 

children with SLI from the Bol and Kuiken (1988) corpus. He investigated the types of verbal 

complements used by the children with SLI in terms of c(ategory) selection, the omissions of 
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obligatory arguments and verb diversity. The children with SLI were compared to MLU 

controls. The results suggested that children with SLI showed a preference for a simple 

argument structure and a propensity to select intransitive frames. They produced less verbs 

with more than one internal argument than the MLU controls. No differences were found in 

the number of errors, but the children with SLI made their errors in a wider range of verbs. 

The Verb Type Token Ratios (VerbTTR) of the children with SLI did not differ from the 

typically developing children. These findings were in accordance with the English studies 

reported above. 

De Jong (1999) also designed an experiment where the children with SLI had to produce 

different verb argument alternations. They produced less alternations than the controls. The 

SLI group used many instances of bare verbs, even when the verbs were transitive. 

Transitivity was preferred over ditransitivity, in some cases leading to ungrammaticality. De 

Jong (1999) questioned whether these poor results were an effect of economy due to limited 

processing resources or perhaps caused by uncertainty about the requirements of transitivity. 

De Jong (1999) also pointed out that the responses of the children with SLI were different 

from the controls, even when the arguments or verb alternations were correct. The responses 

showed instances of non fluency (mazes, hesitations), lexical errors, selection of a wrong verb 

and agreement errors, including errors in determiner selection.  

Wilsenach (2006) studied Dutch children with SLI (mean age 4;3) in an experiment where 

children had to imitate sentences with varying argument structure complexity (intransitive/ 

transitive/ ditransitive). The typically developing children in the control group had a mean age 

of 3;11 years. The goal was to see whether the children with SLI would omit more closed 

class items (auxiliary heeft,  past participle prefix ge- and determiners) in sentences with a 

complex argument structure than in sentences with a simple argument structure. Subject 

omissions were counted as well. The sentences were balanced for sentence length.   

The results indicated that children with SLI showed significantly more omissions of 

auxiliaries, past participle prefixes and determiners than the controls. The highest omission 

rates were found for determiners. Subject omissions occurred in all conditions in both groups, 

with no significant differences between groups. Subject omissions were almost always 

accompanied by omission of the auxiliary. Even the shortest sentences were poorly imitated 

by the SLI group. Wilsenach (2006) suggested that weakness in working memory and 

attention span possibly contributed to the low performance of the children with SLI.  
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2.4.4 Verb argument structure: summary and research questions 

 

The error rates of children with SLI in realizing obligatory arguments in spontaneous speech 

are not very high and not significantly different from the controls, especially when 

pragmatically acceptable subject elisions are taken into account. The children with SLI do 

make their errors in a wider variety of verbs. In experimental conditions, they tend to perform 

poorly on verb argument structure tasks compared to age and MLU controls.  

Preschoolers with SLI omit more obligatory elements than school-age children with SLI. A 

developmental sequence may be observed in the acquisition of the thematic roles of verb 

argument structure. Children with SLI prefer a simple argument structure and use fewer 

transitive and ditransitive verbs. Argument structure complexity is intertwined with sentence 

length. An increasing complexity of verb argument structure has a negative effect on the 

realization of closed class items. The literature gives two possible explanations for the 

problems with verb argument structure in children with SLI. One viewpoint is that the 

weakness in argument structure arises from a possible lack of processing resources, leading to 

an economy ‘strategy’. The processing system has a limited capacity and can only deal with a 

certain amount of information at any one moment in time. When complex tasks are 

encountered, restrictions within the system lead to processing trade-offs. The more complex 

the lexical item is (i.e. the number of arguments required for the message), the greater the 

amount of resources it takes for this information to be processed. The system can suffer from 

breakdown at the argument structure level (omission of arguments) and/ or at the level of the 

closed class items (omission of auxiliaries, determiners, affixes).  

The second viewpoint is that children with SLI might have an incomplete representation of 

verb argument structure in their mental lexicon. The mental representation of verbs would be 

more difficult to learn because of its complexity. Verbs are often less salient, because they 

usually appear is in sentence-medial position and take different inflected forms. Finally, 

children with SLI can make less use of syntactic bootstrapping because of their poor syntactic 

abilities.  

 

The literature discussed in section 2.4 emphasizes that learning new verbs is a hard task for 

children with SLI. For verb argument structure a dissociation is seen between spontaneous 

speech and experimental tasks. In spontaneous speech of school-age children with SLI error 

rates are low, but in experimental tasks where realization of complex arguments was required, 
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omissions were observed at the argument structure level and/or the level of closed class items. 

Several researchers found that children with SLI prefer a simple argument structure in 

spontaneous speech (De Jong, 1999; Thordardottir & Ellis Weismer, 2002). The issue of GAP 

verbs is somewhat controversial but interesting. Rice and Bode (1993) claim that the overuse 

of GAP verbs by children with SLI could be the reason for not learning the argument structure 

of many verbs. The children simply do not get enough practice. De Jong (1999) points out that 

high frequency verbs and GAP verbs should be seen as distinct. High frequency verbs may 

well be the best choice to encode what the speaker wants to say. GAP verbs would be those 

verbs that stand in for a more specific verb, like the use of gaan (to go) for lopen (to walk), 

wandelen (to stroll), rijden (to ride). The literature does not give a clear picture of the 

development of verb argument structure in Dutch children with SLI, because subjects of 

different ages were pooled (De Jong, 1999) or the cross-sectional experiments concerned 

either verb alternations (De Jong, 1999) or a sentence imitation task (Wilsenach, 2006).  

 

The present study tries to contribute to our knowledge of the development of verb argument 

structure and the use of the GAP verb gaan (to go) in Dutch children with SLI at the ages 6, 7 

and 8. A picture narration task can be very helpful, because the children are prompted to use a 

more complex argument structure than they might use in spontaneous speech. In investigating 

the overuse of gaan as lexical verb, the pictures provide information whether a more specific 

verb should be used. Developmental changes in verb use between the studied age groups can 

be registered because the task remains the same for the different age groups. 

 

The research questions concerning verb argument structure and development of the verb 

lexicon are: 

 

1. Does the realization of complete verb argument structure improve over the years? 

2. Does the verb lexicon increase between the ages 6, 7 and 8? 

3. Does the overuse of gaan (to go) as lexical verb decrease over the years? 

 

For the realization of complete verb argument structure, subject and object omissions in 

obligatory contexts in the stories of the children will be investigated. Growth of the verb 

lexicon will be measured by determining the number of different verb types used in the 
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stories. The use of gaan (to go) as lexical verb will be counted in all clauses containing a(t 

least one) verb. Comparisons will be made between the three time measurements.  

The prediction is that the children will improve on all measures, because they all visit special 

schools for language impaired children where stimulation of language development is the core 

of the education program, and all the children received speech therapy during the period of 

longitudinal follow-up. 
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3.    The present study 
 
 
 
3.1 Participants 
 

The 16 subjects in this study were all Dutch children with SLI who were attending special 

schools for children with speech, language and hearing problems. The children were 

diagnosed as having SLI by multidisciplinary teams consisting of audiologists, psychologists, 

otorhinolaryngologists, educationalists and speech therapists. The children had a nonverbal IQ 

within the normal range. The 16 children were randomly selected from a database of 148 

children from the longitudinal study of monolingual Dutch school-age children with SLI by 

Van Weerdenburg (2006). Children who were unintelligible because of severe speech 

problems were excluded. Children with autism and stuttering children were also excluded. The 

present sample contained 12 boys and 4 girls. This 3:1 ratio between males and females was 

representative of the population enrolled in education for specifically language-impaired 

children in the Netherlands. The children in this sample were enrolled in 13 different special 

schools in the Netherlands. The schools were spread nation-wide (see Appendix A). The 

children with SLI were tested when they were 6, 7, and 8 years old respectively and were 

regarded as still having SLI at all three measurements. Table 2 summarizes mean age, 

standard deviation and age range of the participants.  
 

Table 2. Age of the children with SLI in the present study: age range, mean age and S.D. 
 
Test moment  N Mean (in years)  S.D. (in months) Range (in years) 
I  16 6;5 2.0  6;2-6;9 
II  16  7;4 2.5  7;0-7;8 
III 16 8;4 1.6  8;2-8;7 

 

 

3.2 Materials  
 

The material used in this study were the narratives produced by children with SLI in the 

Storytelling tasks of the TAK (Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2001), a standardized Dutch language 
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proficiency test. In these tasks the children were asked to tell two different stories represented 

by eight pictures each to the investigator. The pictures are represented in Figures 2 and 3 

below. The children were instructed to look carefully at the pictures and then tell the story to 

the investigator in such a way that someone who could not see the pictures would still be able 

to understand the stories. The same children told these stories when they were six, seven and 

eight years old respectively. The stories of the children with SLI were all recorded on tape and 

transcribed afterwards by phonetically untrained students of the Department of Special 

Education of the Radboud University Nijmegen. The average time between the first and the 

second recording session was 10.5 months and between the second and the third recording 

session was 12.5 months.  
 

Figure 2 : Storytelling task 1 (Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2001) 

 
Figure 3 : Storytelling task 2 (Verhoeven & Vermeer, 2001) 
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3.3 Procedure 
 

For the present study, the original audio tapes were digitized and re-transcribed into the 

CHAT format (MacWhinney, 2000) for analysis. Three audio tapes (6%) were missing and 

could therefore not be re-transcribed. Special attention was given to the coding of observed 

retracings (repetitions, self corrections, filled and silent pauses). Each CHAT file contains the 

two stories told one after the other by the children with SLI in one session. In CHAT, separate 

main tiers were made for the child (*CHI) and for the investigator (*INV). In total 48 CHAT 

files were created and named SLIa01, SLIa02, SLIa03 up to SLIp03. Each child received a 

letter code and the digits represent the different measurements in time.  

In defining the number of utterances used by the children, the procedure Bol and Kuiken 

(1988) used for their CHILDES corpus of children with SLI was followed: “an utterance 

consists of one main clause plus any subordinate clause or non-clausal structure that is 

attached to it or embedded in it” (p. 23). In addition, the guidelines from Beheydt (1983) were 

used: “an utterance is an auditory unit characterized by a completed sentence melody and 

delimited by pauses” (p. 171). Utterances preceding the start of narration and utterances 

spoken after the end of the narrative were excluded. Also excluded were one word utterances 

like ja (yes) or nee (no) in answers to questions of the investigator. Coordinate clauses were 

counted as separate utterances, unless there was reduction through conjunction. Some 

examples are given below: 

 

Separate utterances: 

(9) [het meisje loopt met de ballon] en [ze valt op de grond] 

[the girl walks with the balloon] and [she falls to the ground] 

One utterance (reduction through conjunction): 

(10) [het meisje loopt met de ballon en Ø valt op de grond] 

[the girl walks with the balloon and Ø falls to the ground] 
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3.4 Results 
 

3.4.1 Morpho-syntactic complexity 
 

3.4.1.1 MLUW and MLUM 

 

Mean length of utterance in words (MLUW)  and morphemes (MLUM) were regarded as 

quantitative measures of (morpho-) syntactic complexity. For Dutch a strong correlation was 

found for MLUW and MLUM in typically developing children (Gillis & Schaerlaekens, 

2000). Because the present study looked at Dutch children with SLI, the choice was made to 

compute both MLUW and MLUM using the CHAT programs (MacWhinney, 2000). The total 

number of words/ morphemes was divided by the total number of utterances as defined in the 

materials section above. For both MLUW and MLUM all retracings (false starts, repetitions, 

self corrections, filled pauses) and exclamations were excluded. Sentences that were broken 

off were included. For MLUM the ‘mor-grammar’, contributed by Gillis to the CHAT 

programs (MacWinney, 2000), was used to compute the number of morphemes per utterance. 

The tier generated by the ‘mor-grammar’ was disambiguated by hand. When the use of 

overregularizations led to extra morphemes (e.g. *liep-t, walked-ed), these extra morphemes 

were included. Omitted morphemes were not counted.  

MLUW increased slightly from 5.6 at age 6 to 6.2 at age 7 and then slightly decreased to 6.1 

at age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) yielded no significant 

differences between the three measurements. MLUM increased slightly from 6.3 at age 6 to 

7.1 at age 7 and then slightly decreased to 6.9 at age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts 

(GLM Repeated measures) yielded no significant differences between the three 

measurements. As can be observed in Figures 4 and 5, variance of MLUW and MLUM 

decreased over the different measurements and the distribution became more positively 

skewed. 
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Figure 4 : MLU in words measured at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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Boxplot legend for all Figures in this chapter: 

The bold black line in the grey box represents the median. When the median is not in the 

middle of the box, the data are skewed either negatively or positively. The grey areas below 

and above the median constitute the lower and upper quartile respectively (the box contains 

50% of all observations). The length of the box corresponds with the Inter Quartile Range 

(IQR). The lower whisker contains the 25% lowest observations and the upper whisker 

contains the 25% highest observations. The longer the box and the whiskers, the larger the 

dispersion of the observations. 

 

o = mild outlier (distance from the box between 1.5 and 3 times the Inter Quartile Range) 

* = extreme outlier (distance from the box over 3 times the Inter Quartile Range) 
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 Figure 5 : MLU in morphemes measured at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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In addition, the MLUW and MLUM of the five longest utterances were computed (MLUW-5 / 

MLUM-5). MLUW-5 increased from 7.8 at age 6 to 9.2 at age 7 and slightly decreased to 9.1 

at age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) revealed a significant 

difference at the 5% level between the six-year-olds and the seven-year-olds (F1,15 = 12.573 , p 

= .003). MLUM-5 increased from 9.2 at age 6 to 10.5 at age 7 and reached 11 at age 8. A test 

for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) revealed a significant difference at the 

5% level between the six-year-olds and the seven-year-olds (F1,15 = 6.435 , p =.023). As can 

be observed in Figure 6 and 7, variance remained rather large in all three measurements.   
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Figure 6 : MLU in words for the 5 longest utterances at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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Figure 7: MLU in morphemes for the 5 longest utterances at age 6, 7 and 8.  
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3.4.1.2 Complex sentences 

 

The proportion of complex sentences used by the children was regarded as a measure for 

syntactic complexity. One might think that this measure would contain the same utterances as 

the measures MLUW-5/ MLUM-5. Inspection of the files showed that this was not the case. 

There was only a slight overlap between this measure and MLUW-5 and MLUM-5. Some 

children did not use complex sentences at all, and certainly not at all ages. Also, the complex 

sentences found were not always the longest utterances used by the children. Included were all 

utterances with subordinate clauses (example 11), coordinate clauses with reduction through 

conjunction (example 12) and sentences with direct speech if the direct speech consisted of a 

multiword clause containing a(t least one) verb (example 13). Some examples of complex 

sentences are given below: 

 

(11) [[hij vertelt [dat ik eh eh wilt buiten spelen]]    (SLIc01) 

[[he says [that I eh eh wants outside play]] 

(12) [en die meisje trapte in een modder] en [liet die ballon los]  (SLIa02) 

[and that girl stepped in a mud] and [let that balloon loose]  

 

(13) [[toen zei die meneer: [wil je eentje kopen]]    (SLIk03) 

[[then said that man: [want you buy one]] 

 

The total number of complex sentences was divided by the total number of utterances. The 

proportion of complex sentences increased from 3% at age 6 to 8% at age 7 and reached 9% at 

age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) revealed a significant 

difference at the 5% level between the six-year-olds and the seven-year-olds (F1,15 = 7.568 , p 

= .015). In the six-year-olds 9 out of 16 children did not use complex sentences. In the seven-

year-olds, 4 out of 16 did not use these constructions and from the eight-year-olds only 2 out 

of 16 children did not use complex sentences. As can be seen in Figure 8, variance increased 

considerably between measurements.  
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Figure 8 : Proportion of complex sentences at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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3.4.1.3 Constituents per clause 

 

The average number of constituents per clause was regarded as a measure for syntactic 

complexity. All utterances were analyzed on an additional dependent syntax tier in CHAT 

(MacWhinney, 2000) and labeled S for subject, V for verb, A for adverb, PP for prepositional 

phrase, D for direct object and I for indirect object. Complex predicates (auxiliary + verb) 

were counted as one verb constituent. Utterances without a verb were excluded from this 

analysis. The total number of constituents was divided by the total number of clauses 

containing a(t least one) verb. At age 6 and 7 the average number of constituents per clause 

was 3.5. At age 8 an average number of 3.6 constituents per clause was found. A test for 

within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) yielded no significant differences 

between the measurements. Figure 9 shows that variance was considerable during the three 

measurements.  
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Figure 9 : Average number of constituents per clause at age 6, 7 and 8. 

6;5 7;4 8;4

2,50

2,75

3,00

3,25

3,50

3,75

4,00

16

Age

Constit

 
 

 

 

3.4.2 Verb morphology 
 

3.4.2.1 Root infinitives 
 
The proportion of root infinitives produced by the children was regarded as a measure for verb 

morphology development. All root infinitives appearing in answers to questions were 

excluded. Only infinitives in utterance final position without an accompanying auxiliary were 

counted. Possible root infinitives in sentence final position with a missing –en suffix were also 

excluded. The number of root infinitives was divided by the number of clauses containing a(t 

least one) verb. Two examples of root infinitives are given below: 

 

(14) *en dat meisje renneninf      (SLIa03) 

  and that girl runinf 

(15) *en dan papa weer alles makeninf    (SLIa03) 

  and then daddy again all makeinf 
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The proportion of root infinitives was 2% at age 6. This proportion decreased to 1% at age 7 

and remained at 1% at age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) 

revealed no significant differences between the measurements.  From the six-year-olds, 12 out 

of 16 children did not use any root infinitives at all. In both the seven-year-olds and eight-

year- olds, 13 out of 16 children did not use root infinitives. This explains the outliers and 

extremes in Figure 10. Surprisingly, the children who used root infinitives at age 6 did not use 

any root infinitives at age 7 and 8. The children that used root infinitives at age 7 did not 

produce them at age 6 and age 8. The children that produced root infinitives at age 8 did not 

produce them at age 6 and 7.  

 

 
Figure 10 : Proportion of root infinitives at ages 7, 8 and 9. 

6;5 7;4 8;4

0,00

0,03

0,06

0,09

0,12

0,15

1

16

5

2

11

1
8

Age

RootInf

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 33



3.4.2.2 Agreement errors 

 

The amount of agreement errors the children produced was regarded as a measure for verb 

morphology development. Agreement errors were counted in all clauses containing a subject 

accompanied by a finite verb. Only present tense forms were counted, because the status of 

past tense overregularization errors (*liep-t, walked-ed) was unclear. Type II errors: 

‘misrepresentation of the number feature of the verb’ (De Jong, 1999) were not found in the 

utterances with past tense verbs. Deletions of the –en suffix in sentence final infinitives with 

an auxiliary were excluded because these forms cannot be regarded as agreement errors 

(example 16).  

 

(16)   *en toen gingaux die dat pakinf       (SLIn02) 

            and then went that one that grab 

 

The number of agreement errors was divided by the number of clauses containing a(t least 

one) verb. Some examples of agreement errors following the categorization by de Jong (1999) 

are given below: 

 

(17) Type I (verb stem):  

 *komstem  een meisje in       (SLIg03) 

  come        a   girl    in 

(18) Type II (number misrepresentation):  

 *toen, toen krijgen3plural  de clown  allemaal deze ballon   (SLIc01) 

     then, then get              the clown      all        this balloon 

(19) Type III (infinitival form in utterance final position): 

 *dingen eh zo achterover valleninf     (SLIh03) 

   things eh like this backwards over fall  

 

The proportion of agreement errors decreased from 17% at age 6 to 7% at age 7 and reached 

5% at age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) revealed a 

significant difference at the 5% level between the six-year-olds and the seven-year-olds (F1,15 

= 9.188 , p = .008). In the six-year-olds one child did not make agreement errors. At age 7, 

only 3 out of 16 children had no agreement errors and in the eight-year-olds 7 out of 16 
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children made no agreement errors in the stories. As can be seen in Figure 11 variance 

decreased considerably over the years.  

 
 

Figure 11 : Proportion of agreement errors at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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3.4.2.3 Tense errors 

 

The number of tense errors made by the children was regarded as a measure for verb 

morphology development. Only instances where past tense verb forms that were preceded by 

the present/ future tense adverb dan (then) and present tense verb forms that were preceded by 

the past tense adverb toen (then) were counted as tense errors. The stories were checked for 

productivity of past tense. All children who made errors in past tense with a present/future 

tense adverb also produced correct past tense forms in other contexts. Most children switched 

frequently between present and past tense in one story. Some children only used the dramatic 

present in storytelling. The total number of tense errors was divided by the total number of 

clauses containing a(t least one) verb. Some examples of tense errors are given below: 
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(20) *en toenpast tense Adv botst3SgPresent tegen paal    (SLIm02) 

  and then               bumps          into pole 

(21) *en danpresent tense Adv  gingen3Plpast ze huilen    (SLId03) 

  and then                  went            they cry 

 

The proportion of tense errors increased from 5% at age six to 7% at age seven and dropped 

slightly again to 6% at age eight. From the six-year-olds 8 out of 16 children did not produce 

tense errors and from both the seven-year-olds and eight-year-olds 5 out of 16 did not produce 

tense errors. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) revealed no 

significant differences between the measurements. Figure 12 shows considerable variance was 

present in all three measurements. 

 

  
Figure 12: Proportion of tense errors at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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3.4.2.4 Auxiliary use of ‘gaan’ 

 

In Dutch, some verbs like the verb gaan (to go) can function either as a lexical verb (example 

22) or as an auxiliary verb (example 23): 

 

(22) dan gaatlex ie helemaal hard eraf      (SLIb01) 

then goes he very fast down it 

(23) de meisje gingaux valleninf met luchtballon     (SLIb01) 

the girl     went    fall       with balloon 

 

Dutch children with SLI overuse gaan as an auxiliary verb. De Jong (1999) explained this 

overuse of auxiliary gaan as a ‘strategy’ to avoid inflection (plus V-second movement) of the 

lexical verb. De Jong suggested that the overuse of auxiliary past tense forms of gaan (gingSg , 

gingenPl) could be seen as a willing and perhaps early 'tense carrier'. Normally, the auxiliary 

gaan is used inchoatively, expressing action that is about to begin. Only picture 7 from 

storytelling task 2 (Figure 3) might depict inchoative action. Only three instances of 

inchoative use of gaan in describing this picture were found in 48 files (6%). These instances 

were excluded. All other present and past tense forms of gaan + infinitive were counted and 

divided by the total number of clauses containing a(t least one) verb. Forms appearing in 

retracings were also excluded. Examples of gaan+infinitive constructions are: 

 

(24) en toen, toen gingaux papa timmereninf     (SLId03) 

and then, then went   daddy build 

(25) en dan gaataux dat meisje even duwen     (SLId03) 

and then goes that girl for a moment push 

 

The proportions of gaan + infinitive decreased from 23% at age 6 to 19% at age 7 and reached 

16% at age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) yielded no 

significant differences between the measurements. As can be seen in Figure 13 variance 

decreased considerably between measurements .   
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Figure 13 : Proportion of gaan + infinitive at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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3.4.3 Verb argument structure: Subject and object omissions 
 

Only the omissions of subjects and direct objects in obligatory contexts (leading to 

ungrammatical sentences) were counted. Excluded from the analysis were all sentences with 

allowed subject drop, as in answers to questions and in sentences where a dropped subject 

clearly referred to a person mentioned in the previous sentence. Subject omissions were 

divided by the number of clauses containing a(t least one) verb with realized subjects plus 

clauses containing a(t least one) verb with expected obligatory subjects. Object omissions 

were divided by the number of realized transitive constructions plus constructions where an 

object was expected and obligatory. One example for each type of omission is given below: 

 

(26) *en Øsubject heel zeer gedaan heef     (SLId01) 

  and Øsubject very hurt done has 

(27) *en toen ging papa Øobject  weer opnieuw maken    (SLIm03) 

  and then went daddy Øobject again once more make 
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The proportions of subject omissions decreased slightly from 5% at age 6 to 4% at age 7 and 

2% at age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) revealed no 

significant differences between measurements. From the six-year-olds 9 out of 16 children did 

not omit subjects, from the seven-year-olds 7 out of 16 subjects had no subject omissions and 

from the eight-year-olds 10 out of 16 children did not omit subjects. Figure 14 shows that 

variance decreased between measurements. 
 

 

Figure 14 : Proportion of subject omissions at age 6, 7 and 8.  
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Proportions of object omissions increased slightly from 11% at age 6 to 13% at age 7 and then 

decreased substantially to 5% at age 7. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated 

measures) yielded a significant difference at the 5% level between the seven-year-olds and the 

eight-year-olds (F1,15 = 4.766 , p = .045). From the six-year-olds and seven-year-olds 7 out of 

16 children did not omit obligatory objects. In the eight-year-olds, 10 out of 16 children 

omitted no objects. Figure 15 shows that variance was large at age 7 and decreased 

considerably at age 8. 
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Figure 15 : Proportion of object omissions at age 6, 7 and 8.  
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3.4.4 Verb lexicon / storytelling skills 
 

3.4.4.1 Utterances 

 

The total number of utterances used by the children with SLI to tell the stories was regarded as 

a measure of their general ability to express the information seen in the pictures. What 

constitutes an utterance has been defined in section 3.3 above. The number of utterances 

increased slightly from 22 at age 6 to 25 at age 7 and 30 at age 8. A test for within subjects 

contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) revealed a significant difference at the 5% significance 

level between the seven-year-olds and the eight-year-olds (F1,15 = 5.400, p = .35). Figure 16 

shows that variance increased over the years.  
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Figure 16: Total number of utterances used for storytelling at age 6, 7 and 8. 

6;5 7;4 8;4

10

20

30

40

50

60

5

10

Age

Utt

 
 

 

3.4.4.2 Verb types 

 

The number of verb types the children used to tell the stories was regarded as a measure for 

development of the verb lexicon and the ability to express the content of the stories. The total 

number of different verbs each child used in the stories (lexical verbs, copulas and auxiliaries) 

was counted at age 6, 7 and 8. All different forms of one verb (e.g. present tense, past tense, 

past participle, infinitive, overregularization) were regarded as belonging to the same verb 

type. Verbs that can function both as a lexical verb and auxiliary verb were counted as one 

verb type. So, not the function of the verb but its phonological form was the decisive factor in 

defining verb types. Examples of lexical (example 28) and auxiliary (example 29) use of the 

verb willen (to want) are given below: 

 

(28) hier willex dat man de ijsje      (SLIb02) 

here wants that man the ice-cream 

(29) die zei: wij willenaux een kar hebbeninf om te duwen  (SLIe03) 

he said: we want a cart have to push 
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The number of verb types increased from 15 at age 6 to 19 at age 7 and to 22 at age 8. A test 

for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated measures) revealed significant differences at the 

5% significance level between the six-year-olds and the seven-year-olds (F1,15 = 26.273, p = 

.045) as well as between the seven-year-olds and the eight-year-olds (F1,15 = 7.723, p = .014). 

As can be seen in Figure 17, variance increased considerably at age 8. In Figure 18 the growth 

in verb types for each individual child is illustrated. 

 
 

Figure 17 : Total number of verb types used in the stories at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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Figure 18: Number of verb types in individual children at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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3.4.3 Lexical use of ‘gaan’  

 

The lexical use of the verb gaan (to go) was regarded as a measure for expressing specific 

content of the stories. The verb gaan was seen as a ‘general all purpose’ (GAP) verb (Rice & 

Bode, 1993), functioning as a stand-in for more specific verbs as lopen (to walk), botsen (to 

bump), rijden (to ride). An increase of the number of verb types in the lexicon should lead to a 

decrease in the overuse of gaan as a GAP verb. Both present and past tense forms of lexically 

used gaan were counted and divided by the total number of clauses containing a(t least one) 

verb. Examples of lexical use of gaan are given below: 

 

(30) gingPast  die heel hard nog onder de eh, onder de eh, berg   (SLIh02) 

went     that one very fast yet under the eh, under the eh, mountain 

(31) dan gaatPresent ie van de kar af      (SLIl01) 

then goes        he from the cart off 
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The proportions of lexical use of gaan decreased from 13% at age 6 to 6% at age 7 and then 

increased again to 10% at age 8. A test for within subjects contrasts (GLM Repeated 

measures) revealed significant differences at the 5% significance level between the six-year-

olds and the seven-year-olds (F1,15 = 8.779, p = .010) as well as between the seven-year-olds 

and the eight-year-olds (F1,15 = 8.425, p = .011). A significant quadratic relation was found (F 

= 13.546, p = .002). As can be seen in Figure 19, variance decreased considerably after age 6. 
 

 

Figure 19 : Proportion of lexical use of gaan (to go) at age 6, 7 and 8. 
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4. Discussion 
 
 
 
4.1 Morpho-syntaxis 
 
 
The research questions concerning morpho-syntactic development of children with SLI are 

repeated here: 

 

1. Does syntactic complexity increase between the ages 6, 7 and 8? 

2. Does the error rate in tense and agreement decrease as the children get older? 

3. Does the auxiliary overuse of the verb gaan (to go) diminish over the years? 

4. Do Dutch children with SLI leave the EOI stage between the ages 6, and 8?   

 

The prediction that the children with SLI would improve on all measures over the years was 

not confirmed in the present study. No significant differences between the different ages were 

found for the syntactic complexity measures MLUW (words), MLUM (morphemes) and 

number of constituents in clauses containing a(t least one) verb. However, for MLUW-5, 

MLUM-5 and proportions of complex sentences a significant gain was found between the six-

year-olds and the seven-year-olds, but not between age 7 and 8. For the verb morphology 

measures root infinitives, tense errors and the auxiliary use of gaan (to go) no significant 

differences were found between the three measurements. Agreement errors did decrease 

significantly between age 6 and 7. 

The results indicate that morpho-syntaxis remains a locus of difficulty for children with SLI, 

even when they have reached age 8. Although the eight-year-olds in this study produced more 

sentences to tell the stories, sentence length and syntactic complexity, as measured by MLU 

and the number of constituents per clause did not increase. The morpho-syntactic development 

of the studied children with SLI seems to reach a ceiling around age 7. As from this age, the 

proportion of agreement errors does not diminish, MLUM-5 and MLUW-5 do not increase 

anymore and no further growth can be observed in the proportion of complex sentences.  

Stothard et al. (1998) found that if language difficulties in children are still present at age 5;6 

the prognosis is likely to be poor and they will be at high risk of language difficulties 

throughout childhood and adolescence. Stothard et al. (1998) thereby suggested a critical age 
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for recovery from a language disability. Because neurological plasticity declines as children 

grow older (Locke, 1993), beyond 5 years of age it becomes increasingly less likely that 

adequate language learning will occur. The results of the present study concur with the view 

of Stothard et al. (1998). However, it could also be possible that no further improvement of 

morpho-syntactic skills is seen in the studied children with SLI because as from age 7 they did 

not receive (intensive) speech therapy anymore to remediate their morpho-syntactic problems. 

Concrete information regarding this point is not available for the children in the present study, 

but in general it is common practice at the Dutch schools for language impaired children to 

give intensive and individual speech therapy to the children between the ages 4 and 7. As from 

age 7, the children receive less (individual) speech therapy and the focus of speech therapy 

shifts to vocabulary learning and improvement of communicative functions. Children who still 

have severe phonological problems or verbal dyspraxia at this age are an exception to this 

rule. However, such children were not included in this study.  

The assumption that older children with SLI would still improve in morpho-syntactic skills, 

provided they receive sufficient speech therapy, could be investigated with an intervention 

study. One group of 7 year-old children with SLI would receive a training program 

concentrating on vocabulary and communication skills, whereas the second group would 

follow a remediation program concentrating on morpho-syntactic skills. The intensity of the 

program would have to be similar in both conditions. The two groups would have to be 

matched for age and oral language skills. The levels and gains of vocabulary and 

communication skills as well as morpho-syntactic skills in both groups would have to be 

established with a pretest and a posttest using the available language tests for children. Jacoby 

et al. (2002), in a study on the effectiveness of speech therapy for children with language 

impairments aged 3 to 6 years, found that speech therapy had to be given for 20 hours (80 

twice a week sessions of 15 minutes) to achieve significant improvement. The proposed 

intervention study would thus last 40 weeks (one school-year).   

 

The continued overuse of present and past tense forms of gaan (to go) as auxiliary verb might 

signify that the studied children with SLI have developed a certain ‘communication style’, 

wherein they have found a way to cope with difficulties in verb movement (Van Kampen, 

1997) and marking of the lexical verb for tense and agreement (De Jong, 1999). The overuse 

of gaan + infinitive constructions might be regarded as ‘frozen forms’ that do not develop into 

the adult-like use of present and past tense gaan as inchoatively used auxiliary verb. These 
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‘frozen forms’ would support the claim of Ullman and Pierpont (2005) that children with SLI 

compensate for deficits in procedural memory by learning ‘rules’ in declarative memory (e.g. 

“for past tense, use ging/ gingen with an infinitival verb”).  

The assumption that school-age children with SLI have come to use ‘frozen forms’ could be 

further investigated by repeating the present study with school-age children with SLI from 

ages 9 to 12. When this older SLI group would still continue to use these ‘frozen forms’,  this 

result would support the procedural deficit hypothesis of Ullman and Pierpont (2005). Of 

course it is also possible that the ceiling effect observed in the present study for some of the 

morpho-syntactic measures at age 7 is only temporary and further development will be 

observed in older Dutch children with SLI.  

The overuse of gaan+infinitives might also result from a very slow development of the verb 

paradigm. It might be the case that the children with SLI maintain the use of gaan+ infinitive 

constructions until the verb paradigm for that specific lexical verb is fully mastered. The 

children in the present study do continue to make (past tense) overgeneralization errors at all 

three measured ages, what could be seen as evidence for not yet mastered verb paradigms. 

Wijnen and Blom (2006) sketch the development of finiteness and the corresponding decrease 

of root infinitives in Dutch child language. They state that the growth of the verb lexicon both 

in terms of lemmas (abstract forms) and lexemes (inflected forms) is a necessary condition to 

attain morphological productivity. The lexicon must contain both finite and nonfinite forms of 

the same verbal items. They regard the increasing overlap between finite and nonfinite forms 

and accompanying decrease of the proportion of root infinitives over age as the direct result of 

growing morphological productivity. It would be very interesting to scrutinize the narratives 

of the present study with regard to this overlap between finite and nonfinite forms of the 

lexical verbs in gaan+ infinitive constructions. If such overlap would not be found or would 

remain rather limited, this would lend support to the claim that overuse of auxiliary gaan is 

caused by underdeveloped verb paradigms.  

Yet another explanation for the overuse of gaan as an auxiliary verb might be found in the 

domain of lexical access. Children with SLI often experience word finding difficulties 

(Leonard, 1998). Sentences are built in a sequential manner. Inserting auxiliary gaan in Verb- 

second position would give the children more time to access the lexical verb. This assumption 

could be further investigated by looking at the produced narratives again and especially at the 

frequency of the lexical infinitival verbs in gaan+infinitive constructions. High frequency 
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verbs would be easier to access by the children with SLI. The prediction would be that 

insertion of gaan as auxiliary verb would be observed more for low frequency lexical verbs.   

 

The last research question about morpho-syntactic development concerned the issue whether 

the children with SLI would leave the EOI stage between the ages of 6 and 8 years (Wexler et 

al., 2004). In the present study the proportions of root infinitives (RIs) were very low. Only 

25% of the studied children produced RIs at age 6. This proportion dropped to 19% at age 7 

and 8. The rate of RIs dropped from 2% at age 6 to 1% at ages 7 and 8. The RIs were 

produced by different children at each age measurement. The results from this study do not 

match the results from Wexler et al. (2004). They found 3% RIs for children with a MLUM of 

5 and 15% RIs in their age group 6;0-8;2 (12 children). However, their study and the present 

study cannot be easily compared. Wexler et al. (2004) analyzed 100 utterances of spontaneous 

speech and calculated RI rates by dividing RIs by the number of finite main verbs. Auxiliaries, 

modals and copulas were excluded from the counts of finite verbs. In the present study, 

MLUM was 6 for the six-year-olds and reached 7 at ages 7 and 8. The children used fewer 

utterances in the storytelling tasks and RI rates were calculated by dividing the number of RIs 

by the number of clauses containing a(t least) one verb. The fact that the majority of children 

with SLI did not use RIs at all in their narratives, that the RI rates were also very low and that 

no development in individual children was observed, might all lead to the cautious conclusion 

that children with SLI have left the EOI stage at an MLUM of 6.  

 

 

 

4.2 Argument structure and verb lexicon 
 

The research questions concerning verb argument structure and development of the verb 

lexicon are repeated here: 

 

1. Does the realization of complete verb argument structure improve over the years? 

2. Does the verb lexicon increase between the ages 6, 7 and 8? 

3. Does the overuse of gaan (to go) as lexical verb decrease over the years? 
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The prediction that the children would improve on all measures over the years was again not 

confirmed in the present study. Complete verb argument structure was investigated by looking 

at subject and object omissions in obligatory contexts. The proportion of subject omissions did 

not change over the years, but the proportion of object omissions decreased significantly 

between the seven-year-olds and the eight-year-olds. This dissociation between subject and 

object omissions at age 8 might be explained by looking at the information value of the verb 

arguments and the working memory skills of the children with SLI. The object usually 

represents new information in story development, whereas the subject has often been 

introduced already. Because of poor working memory skills (Gathercole & Baddeley, 1990; 

Wilsenach, 2006) the children with SLI cannot sufficiently retain what they have already said 

in working memory and thus violate the rules for reference/ allowed subject drop. Retaining 

information in working memory might diminish further due to formulation difficulties leading 

to retracings and filled / silent pauses: 

 

(32) en zijn vadersubj ging dat maken      (SLIe03) 

and his father    went that make 

(33) *en …..en uh…..en toen had Øsubj  dat wieg helemaal gesloopt   

*and…..and uh…..and then had Øsubj that cradle completely broken up 

 

The number of utterances the children used to tell the stories increases significantly between 

ages 7 and 8. They elaborate more in storytelling, but on the whole do not use longer 

sentences. The verb lexicon increases significantly between all measurements. An intriguing 

result was found for the use of lexical gaan (to go). The proportion of lexical gaan decreases 

significantly between ages 6 and 7 and significantly increases again between ages 7 and 8. The 

initial decrease in lexical gaan would fit in with the observed increase of the number of verb 

types from the ages 6 to 7. The children possess a larger verb lexicon and do not need lexical 

gaan so much anymore to express the information in the pictures. However, the increase of 

lexical gaan from the ages 7 to 8 is also accompanied by a significant increase in verb types. 

An explanation might be that when the verb lexicon reaches a certain (critical) level, the 

children with SLI start to experience problems in lexical access (word finding difficulties). 

They want to express more, but they fail to find the verbs needed at the appropriate speed in 

sentence building. Messer and Dockrell (2005) found that children with word finding 

difficulties produced more general all purpose (GAP) verbs or inappropriate verbs in 
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describing actions than language age and chronological age controls. The assumption that a 

critical mass in the verb lexicon triggers word finding difficulties might be further investigated 

by establishing first which of the 16 children in the present study experience word finding 

problems. This can be determined by counting the silent and filled pauses, repetitions and self 

corrections, and broken off sentences in the narratives. The next step would be to check 

whether these children are indeed the ones that overuse gaan as a GAP verb and then relate 

the GAP use of gaan to the amount of verb types used by the children. This analysis would 

have to be performed for all age measurements. If a correlation would be found between 

established word finding problems, GAP use of gaan and size of the verb lexicon, this would 

lend support to the assumption that a critical size of the verb lexicon may trigger word finding 

difficulties.  

 
 
 
4.3 Limitations of the present study 
 

As has become clear from section 3.3 (results) the variation between the 16 children with SLI 

turned out to be quite large on most measures and at the different measurements. This 

variation probably accounted for the failure to find significant differences between 

measurements. Possibly, variation would have been smaller in a larger sample of 30 or more 

children and different results might have been found.  

In the present study no control groups of typically developing children were used. Conclusions 

can only be drawn about developmental changes measured in this storytelling task within this 

group of 16 Dutch children with SLI and comparisons to controls cannot be made.   

A picture narration task has advantages as well as possible disadvantages. An advantage 

already mentioned in the introduction of this thesis is that the children are prompted to use a 

more complex verb argument structure than they might use in spontaneous speech. Another 

advantage is that the investigator knows what information in the pictures should have been 

verbalized by the children. Also, narratives are usually produced in third person singular and 

plural, except when children choose to use direct speech. This offers the opportunity to 

observe more agreement errors than in spontaneous speech where predominantly first and 

second person verb forms are used. A possible disadvantage is that storytelling tasks often 

lead to uniform sentences that all start with en toen… / en dan… (and then… / and now…). 

The obtained speech samples also contained fewer utterances than is customary for the 
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analysis of spontaneous speech. A third disadvantage is that discourse related language use, 

like reference, is hard to interpret because possibly both the investigator and the child were 

looking at the pictures during storytelling. The child can presuppose that certain participants 

and actions in the stories do not have to be made explicit, because the investigator sees the 

pictures as well. The test instruction of the storytelling tasks does not state explicitly that the 

investigator should not look at the pictures when the child tells the stories.  

 

 

4.4 Concluding Remarks 

 
The present study concentrated on the development of morpho-syntactic skills and verb 

argument structure in the narratives of school-age Dutch children with SLI. As has become 

clear from the discussion, interesting results were found that raised further research questions. 

Other phenomena that were observed in the stories of the children with SLI, like dysfluencies 

and problems with determiners, prepositions and pronouns were beyond the scope of the 

present study and were consequently not investigated. The present study should therefore be 

regarded as a first exploration of the exciting field of narratives of Dutch school-age SLI 

children. Further research, as proposed in the discussion above, might provide linguists and 

practitioners with more knowledge on the development of oral language skills of Dutch 

school-age children with SLI.  
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Appendix A: Nationwide distribution of participating children with SLI  
 
 
SLIa =  Amersfoort      
SLIb =  Amersfoort 
SLIc =  Utrecht 
SLId =  Zwolle 
 

SLIe =  Zwolle 
SLIf =  Hoensbroek 
SLIg =  Breda 
SLIh =  Nijmegen 
 

SLIi =  Haarlem 
SLIj =  Hoensbroek 
SLIk = Rotterdam 
SLIl =  Rotterdam 
 

SLIm =  Eindhoven 
SLIn =   Amsterdam 
SLIo =   Rijswijk  
SLIp =   Leiden 
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