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The acquisition of lexical and functional categories 
in English and German learners of Italian 

as a Foreign Language
by Rita Calabrese and Silvia Palermo1

Abstract

The study of morphosyntactic development in children has a long tradition in both first (L1) and second 
(L2) language acquisition theories and literatures. In particular, «researchers of child language acquisi-
tion have long noted that children pass through developmental stages of grammatical morphology with 
[…] variable or optional production rates of morphosyntactic inflection»2 due to incomplete inflectional 
representations of features3. In spite of the large number of studies on these issues, specific cross-linguistic 
research which could shed new light on internal and/or external factors governing early acquisition of 
the inflectional system is still very limited. Following recent research carried out by Galasso4 on the acqui-
sition of inflection, the present paper aims to test the assumption that child language morphosyntactic 
development is determined by an emerging internal computational system we assume as characteristic of 
L1 as well as L2 acquisition. 

Introduction

The paper is a small contribution to the huge field of cross-linguistic research on L1/
L2/L3 acquisition as well as an opportunity to look back at the impact of these stud-
ies on current research on early sla. In particular, investigations into spontaneous 
production oral data (rather than written data) have highlighted the great variability 
or optionality in L2 learners’ use of verbal and nominal inflection and its combined 
effects on L2 syntax development. In the present paper, the basic assumption of the 
so-called Dual Mechanism Model5, according to which lexical stems are acquired in 
the first place and subsequently come to be distinguished as separated from affixes, is 
verified from a cross-linguistic perspective drawing on a sample of Italian as a Foreign 
Language data from two groups of learners whose native languages are English and 
German respectively. In order to verify whether the emergence of specific phenomena 
in the acquisition of the inflectional system might/may occur in native speakers as well 
at the same age and stage of language development, two control corpora have been 
used in the study (the Lancaster Corpus of Children’s Project Writing (lccpw) and 
the KoKo L1 – Corpus of German Children’s Writing). The intention was to categorize 
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divergences and establish their possible origin in cross-linguistic association (and de-
velopmental reasons or a combination of both).

The paper is organised as follows. In section 1 a brief overview of studies concern-
ing the acquisition of inflectional morphology in both first and second languages is 
provided. Section 2 presents the methodology adopted for a preliminary comparative 
study of inflectional morphology querying/investigating an International Learner 
Corpus of children’s/adolescents’/teenagers’ writing (valico) as well as native corpo-
ra. In section 3 a brief discussion of the outcomes elicited from the study is presented. 
The implications of the present findings for future analyses and models of language 
acquisition are discussed in section 4. 

1
Background

The long-established tradition of studies in the field of morpheme acquisition order 
carried out by Krashen et al. in the 1970s6 suggested that 1) certain inflectional affixes 
are acquired in a largely invariant order; 2) acquisition could be defined in terms of 
accuracy. This meant that performance under 90% accuracy did not correspond to 
lack of acquisition, rather learners produce various morphemes and function words 
inconsistently7. Later studies conducted in the field of the generative framework8 un-
derlined the difference between overt use and real underlying knowledge. As a matter 
of fact, two radically different perspectives have been opposed over time to explain 
morphological variability in L2 learners: 1) as a developmental phenomenon by which 
the interlanguage grammar lacks certain abstract categories, subsequently acquired; 2) 
abstract morphosyntactic features are present even at an early stage of L2 acquisition. 
Nonetheless, the attested breakdown between the different components of grammar 
hampers the learner’s access to the relevant morphology even when it has been ac-
quired9. This approach is known as the Missing (Surface) Inflection Hypothesis. That 
is, absence of surface morphology does not necessarily imply absence of more abstract 
categories and features (for example some verbs show no explicit morphology for past 
or indicate past tense by apophony/Ablaut (sing/sang; singen/sang; sapere/seppi) or by 
suppletion (go/went; stehen/stand; gehen/ging; andare/vado/andai), i.e. even in the ab-
sence of explicit morphology, there is evidence for inflection and related tense and 
agreement features. That is abstract features are not always visible in the form of overt 
verbal or nominal affixes (I sing has +person, +number, – tense (-past) traits in Eng-
lish or Lehrer bears +gender, – number traits in German), nevertheless even in the 
absence of explicit morphology, there is evidence for related tense and agreement as 
well as inflection features respectively. A further complication is the distinction to be 
made between null morphemes and absence of morphemes: null morphemes have cor-
responding positions or features in a syntactic representation (see for example English 
and German agreement). In contrast, there are cases where syntactic representation 
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lacks a particular category or feature (see for example grammatical gender in Eng-
lish vs. overt features in Italian and German). The overall tendency in L2 acquisition 
research has been to interpret the absence of overt morphology as an indication of 
absence of the corresponding morphosyntactic categories in the individual learner’s 
interlanguage. Instead in more recent years, White10 and Galasso11 have taken the as-
sumption that while an L2 learner’s production might lack overt inflection for tense or 
agreement, his/her underlying grammar nevertheless represents the categories of Tense 
and Agreement and their corresponding features (as it is the case for English native 
speakers when anything other than third-person singular is involved). 

Variability in overt morphology is not restricted to L2 acquisition, but it is attested in 
L1 acquisition as well (see Lancaster Corpus, vinca and KoKo Corpus). In this field, two 
main opposing views have been recognised: the first assuming that morphology comes 
before syntax, i.e. the acquisition of overt morphological paradigms drives the acquisi-
tion of some functional categories and their features leading to subsequent acquisition 
of syntax; the second hypothesis assumes the primacy of syntax over overt morphology 
with some differences between child and adult grammars that are reflected in a particu-
lar kind of morphological variability (the so-called optional infinitive phenomenon by 
which the main verb in a child’s utterance is sometimes finite and sometimes non-finite). 
According to Vainikka and Young-Scholten12 free functional morphemes act as triggers 
of bound functional morphemes. More specifically, L2 learners may produce inflected 
forms where they have not analysed affixes as distinct morphemes (ib. 101).

2
The present study

Corpus-based research on children’s writing has been carried out by Biber and asso-
ciates in America since the early 1990s13. In the uk the availability of corpora for such 
investigations is still limited (cf. The Lancaster Corpus of Children’s Writing; The 
Oxford Children’s Corpus of Reading and Writing; Growth in Grammar Corpus). 
This is especially important if we consider that some studies of children’s writing per-
formance across time have to date reached somewhat contradictory results14, and that 
recent research has demonstrated the potential of corpus linguistics as a solid aid in 
investigations on children’s understanding of how language works15.

The present study aims to test the basic assumption of the so-called Dual Mechanism 
Model, according to which lexical stems are acquired in the first place and subsequently 
come to be distinguished as separated from affixes in a cross-linguistic perspective. In 
order to address this question a small corpus of writings from two groups of German 
and English learners of Italian as a second language was created from a major corpus 
and divided into two sub-components or sub-corpora subsequently annotated. The 
English-German corpus was automatically parsed by using the Visual Interactive Syn-
tax Learning (visl) applications and language analysis tools (http://beta.visl.sdu.dk/) 
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which can provide both syntactic and semantic information on a given constituent struc-
ture. The parsed data were then queried using a concordancer (AntConc) in order to:

 – explore linguistic features that are functionally related and relevant to language 
acquisition research

 – establish the extent to which the frequency of such features across languages and inter-
languages may contribute to the identification of underlying shared language processing.

The general framework of the study follows the traditional two-step procedure 
employed in Corpus Linguistics consisting in: 1) a pilot study to determine what lin-
guistic features of interest have been investigated by surveying previous studies; 2) a list 
of selected linguistic features to be investigated in the corpus.

3
Method

3.1. Data – The Comparable Sub-corpora

The data used in the present study come from the L1 English and German compo-
nents of valico (Varietà di Apprendimento della Lingua Italiana: Corpus Online, i.e. 
“Online Corpus of the Learning Varieties of Italian”), an Italian International Learner 
Corpus freely available and searchable online, designed by a group of researchers at the 
University of Turin16 in 200317. 

The corpus queried online18 is composed of short compositions (3804 searchable 
texts published online in May 2009) written by learners of different language back-
grounds. Table 1 provides an overview of the corpus and its size.

table 1
Overview of valico

Tokens 567.437

Type 38.094

Lemmas 94.80

pos-tags 34

The main aims of the valico project were 1) to show how students of different ages 
and mother tongues write in Italian and 2) to provide a pos – (and error-tagged) 
queryable corpus. 

The data under investigation for the present study were not error-tagged and elic-
ited through a narrative/description task using visual prompts. The comic strips were 
specifically designed to highlight some aspects of learners’ language such as use of verb 
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figure 1
Stazione

figure 2
Amore

 

tenses, pronominalization and order of constituents within a sentence. Participants 
were instructed to write a story interpreting the comic strips they were provided (fig. 
1 and fig. 2) using no more than 100 words. 

In the present study, the data extracted from the main corpus were then compared to 
similar L1 control corpora, namely vinca (Varietà Italiane Native: Corpus Appaiato, 
i.e. “Comparable Corpus of Italian Native Varieties”), lccpw (Lancaster Corpus of 
Children’s Project Writing) and KoKo Corpus (korpusunterstützte Analyse der Sprach-
kompetenz bei Lernenden im deutschen Sprachraum), to verify the occurrence of the 
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same phenomena in L1s. vinca is a Corpus of Native Written Italian freely available 
and searchable online which was designed by the same group of researchers as a control 
corpus for valico and based on the same activities assigned to the foreign learners in 
valico. The lccpw is a digitized collection of project work produced by children aged 
between 9 and 11 along with a longitudinal study of children’s writing-for-learning, based 
on the writing of 8-12 year old children. KoKo Corpus is a Monitor Corpus of Native 
Written German by school students. The corpus was designed with the aim to record 
students’ written statements in order to observe the language competencies of learners 
with German as a first language in South Tyrol (Italy) and North Tyrol (Austria) as well 
as in different parts of the German-speaking area (e.g. Thuringia, Germany). The analysis 
will serve to compare and verify whether learners show different language behaviours and 
in which linguistic domains these differences may be reflected.

3.2. Procedure

The sample data used for the present study were extracted from valico to form two 
sub-corpora of primary school learners: esubc1 (sub-corpus of English native speak-
ers aged 11-14) and gsubc2 (sub-corpus of German native speakers aged 8-14), of 20 
written texts each. 

The collected data were then automatically parsed by using the language analysis 
tools provided by the visl website19. The parsers available at the visl interface are based 
on the theoretical framework of the Constraint Grammar, a methodological paradigm 
widely adopted in Natural Language Processing (nlp) which can provide both syntac-
tic and semantic information on a given constituent structure by assigning tags of lem-
matization, inflection, derivation, syntactic function, constituent dependency, valency, 
semantic classification. The system also marks the dependency relation structures be-
tween parts of speech (pos) with the symbol @ placed before (>) or after (<) the head 
and proves therefore to be particularly useful for investigations on lexical-grammatical 
and morphosyntactic patterns in specific variety usage. Upper case tags describe word 
classes as well as morphological inflection (e.g. mv= main verb, prp= preposition, n 
= noun, gn= genitive), while lower case tags in sharp parentheses (<…>) provide sec-
ondary information that may be used to create pos subclasses (<aux>). In some cases, 
the automatic annotation was manually corrected, since the annotated text showed a 
certain level of semantic inconsistency (e.g. sono [sonare] <mv> v pr 3p ind @fmv; il 
[il] <art> <en: perde il pelo ma non il vizio old habits die hard>). 

In example (1) the singular (s) noun (n) is annotated as the subject of the clause 
(@subj>) premodified by the definite article (@>n), while @<sc stands for the cor-
responding subject predicative complement. In example (2) the main verb <mv> is 
annotated as finite form (v pr 3p ind @fmv). 

(1)la [la] <art> <def> art f s @>n 
colore [colore] <f-phys> <f> n m s @subj> 
di [di] <np-close> prp @n< 
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mia [mio] <poss> <poss> det f s @>n
casa [casa] n f s @p< 
è [essere] <va+ci> <mv> v pr 3s ind @fs-sta 
bianco [bianco] adj m s @<sc 

(2)un [uno] <idf> art m s @>n 
ragazzo [ragazzo] <h> n m s @subj> 

table 2
The features examined and the corresponding visl tags

pos Functional
Category

Definition Examples

n

adj

 @>n

@<sc/oc

prenominal 
e l e m e n t s 
such as Det, 
Adj

subject/ob-
ject predica-
tive comple-
ment

(1)nianche [nianche] <heur> n m s @<acc @subj> 
un [uno] <f:1629339.6> <idf> art m s @>n 
uomo [uomo] <*> <H> <Hbio> n m s @<acc @subj> 
[o] <co-subj> kc @co 
una [una] <fr:100> <art> <f:1219257> <idf> art f s @>n 
donna [donna] <H> <fem> n f s @subj> 
vede [vedere] <vq> <mv> v pr 3s ind @fs-sta 
questo [questo] <dem> <dem> det m s @>n 
ladro [ladro] <h> n m s @<acc 

c ‘[c] <*> n m p @subj> 
era [essere] <va+ci> <mv> v impf 3s ind @fs-sta 
anche [anche] <setop> <en:even if> <f:515233.2> <setop> 
adv @>n 
una [una] <quant> <fem> indp f s @<sc 
grande [grande] <*> adj m s @>n 
orologio [orologio] <tool> n m s @<sc 
che [che] <rel> indp m/f s/p @subj> 
era [essere] <va+ci> <mv> <np-close> v impf 3s ind @fs-n< 
no [no] <f:10939.8> adv @advl> 
le [la] <art> <def> art f p @>n 
2 [2] <card> num p @p< 

v
<aux>

@fmv finite main 
verb

il [il] <art> < <def> art m s @>n
ragazzo [ragazzo] <h> n m s @subj>
e [e] <co-subj> kc @co
il [il] <art> <def> art m s @>n
suo [suo] <poss> <poss> det m s @>n
cane [cane] <tool> <Azo> <anorg> <act> n m s @subj>
vanno [andare] <move> <va+dir> <mv> v pr 3p ind @fmv
nel [in] <sam-> prp @<advl
l [il] <-sam> <def> art m s @>n
litto [litto] <heur> n m s @p<
per [per] <EN:by chance> <f:1772072.3> prp @<advl
dormire [dormire] <f:1309.9> <mv> v inf @icl-p<
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e [e] <co-subj> kc @co 
il [il] <art> < > <def> art m s @>n 
suo [suo] <poss> <poss> det m s @>n 
cane [cane] <tool> <Azo> <anorg> <act> n m s @subj> 
sono [essere] <mv> v pr 3p ind @fmv 
nella [in] <sam-> prp @<advl 
la [la] <-sam> <def> art f s @>n 
camera [camera] n f s @p< 
e [e] <co-fin> kc @co 
guarda [guardare] <vq> <mv> v pr 3s ind @fmv 

To get a more comprehensive rather than fragmented account of the interlanguages 
under investigation, their grammatical peculiarities were observed at the level of phrase 
structure. The selected functional features presumably variable in interlanguage were 
searched for in the corpus and then mapped onto visl tags by observing the constit-
uent structure of the Noun Phrases and the Verb Phrases in the corpora. The features 
examined in the study and the corresponding visl tags are shown in tab. 2.

Once annotated, tags/instances for each feature could automatically be extracted 
from the corpus with the application of the AntConc concordancer and then manually 
mapped to the corresponding structural patterns selected for the study. 

Following Galasso20, the analysis of the two sub-corpora was mainly carried out to 
test three main research questions:
1. Does the acquisition of a. stems and b. affixes follow the same developmental stag-
es in the two languages under investigation?
2. Among the affixes, which inflectional affixes show major error incidence?
3. Can the Dual Mechanism Model (dmm, i.e. leading to separation of stems and 
affixes and mental asymmetry between the acquisition of lexical (stem) categories and 
functional categories) be also applied to the selected data? 

The starting point of the analysis was the grid (tab. 3) of (abstract) functional 
categories and morphosyntactic features with different surface morphological realiza-
tions in the languages under investigation21.

Later, a comparison with the two control corpora was carried out to find out the 
occurrence of the same mistakes in the inflectional system in L1. Indeed, some overlap-
ping emerged from the comparison (fig. 3). 

Therefore, any divergent form in the corpora under investigation were detected 
and analysed on the basis of this classification. Consequently possible spelling errors 
occurring in the data were not included in the analysis.

As a matter of fact, in the English native corpus (lcwcc) the Agreement feature 
shows a certain variability (Ex. 1-4) mainly in the case of the verbal system22 (fig. 3.).

(1)*The tail feathers on a bird (and of course the tail itself !) <sic>steers</sic>the body.
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(2)*Keratin is what our nails, skin and hair <sic>is</sic> made out of. (A tough and flexible pro-
tein). 

(3)*powerful</reg> feet, <reg>another</reg> name for their feet <sic>are</sic> talons.

(4)*If the lift of the wings < sic>are</sic> greater than the force of gravity… We have lift off ! < 
Lancaster Corpus of Children’s Writing.txt

The same feature emerges from the analyses of data in KoKo23 showing that the highest 
frequency of Agreement mistakes (Ex. 5-7) occurs in the field of nominal det (24%) 
+ np (including 16% nouns and 17% personal pronouns) and verbal inflection (12%) 
(fig. 4).

(5) *mitten in diese Phase
(6) *eine der wichtigsten Punkte
(7) *dieses Zitat giltet

table 3
Abstract functional categories examined in the study.

Functional
Category

Abstract morpho-
syntactic features

Surface morphological 
realizations in Italian

Surface morphological 
realizations in English

Surface morphological 
realizations in German

ip ±tense/finite;
±past; 
Ø features 
(person, number, 
gender)

-o; -i; -no; 
-to/-a/-i/-e

-s; -ed; -Ø -(e)s; -(e)t; -Ø

dp ±definite;
±plural

 un/-o/-a; il/lo/la/
gli/i/le

a; the; Ø ein/-e
der/die/das/die

figure 3
Error types in the Lancaster Corpus of Children’s Writing

2%

41%

39%

4%

9%

5%

Tense

Verb agr

Num

Case

Det

Pronoun
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Anyway, the control corpus for L1 English seems to have yielded few publications 
about the outcomes of this project and are mainly focused on the transcribing issues 
the researchers had to face to digitize children’s writings24. 

As for vinca, a survey of the data in the corpus has shown no significant variabil-
ity of the features under investigation.

4

Results and discussion

The distributional analysis of phrasal constructions in both sub-corpora shows that 
highest frequency of divergent structures plots around the area of gender and s+v 
Agreement in both sub-corpora as shown in fig. 5 and fig. 6. 

The highest frequency of mistakes in esubc1 occurs in the field of verbal tense 
(11%), nominal gender (9.5%) and verbal agreement (8.8%).

The highest frequency of mistakes in gsubc2 occurs in the field of nominal gen-
der (46%), verbal tense (28%) and verbal agreement (26%).

In particular, major variability pertains the vp including a high number of hapax 
legomena such as *andanno, *arrivanno, *decidanno, *dormanno, *guardanno, *partano, 
e *andono, *uscionno which show evidence of the emergence of stem-affix separation 
through the identification of the 3rd plural person morpheme (a/o)-no (nasal ending). 
Given the almost lack of gender marking (zero marking for gender) in English nom-
inal constructions, the high frequency of divergent markedness was predictable and 
confirmed. Examples of Optional Inflectional stage in both corpora (tab. 4) show 
that the infl related material begins to take on optional projections during the acqui-
sitional process.

figure 4
Error types in KoKo
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As for L1 English such errors account for proximity of constituents in the clause rather 
than underlying agreement features, and should be therefore explained in terms of 
cognitive mechanisms such as language features processing. 

A previous comparative study25 of L2/L3 data from a group of efl (L2 English) 
and daf (L3 German) learners whose native language was Italian, had shown that when 
processing a sentence, learners failed to integrate syntactic structures and lexical-sematic 
information along with mission inflection. Learners from both L1s tend to use more 
direct mapping of surface form to interpretation or logical form. The reduced auto-
maticity of grammatical features as opposed to the lexical-semantic ones concerns the 
access and the integration of the syntactic and morphological component. When inte-
gration fails, learners may resort to default strategies relying on L1 resources. As a conse-
quence, learner’s problems with the missing inflection, which is of course more evident 
in German learners than in English learners as opposed to wrong inflection, suggest the 
evidence of computational problems with the integration between syntactic and mor-
phological knowledge, leading to the optional use of “default“ underspecified forms. 

figure 5
Error types in esubc1 of L2 Italian Writing

figure 6
Error types in gsubc2 of L2 Italian Writing
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table 4

Examples of variable inflection

corpus Examples

esubc1 la [la] <art> <def> art f s @>n 
colore [colore] <f-phys> <f> n m s @subj> 
di [di] <np-close> prep @n< 
mia [mio] <poss> <poss> det f s @>n 
casa [casa] n f s @p< 
è [essere] <va+ci> <mv> v PR 3S ind @fs-sta
bianco [bianco] adj m s @<sc 

una [una] <quant> <fem> indp f s @subj>
grande [grande] adj m s @>n 
salotto [salotto] <Lh> n m s @subj>

ci [ci] indp piv @subj> 
sono [essere] <mv> v pr 3p ind @fs-sta 
il [il] <art>  <def> art m s @>n 
posto [posto] n m s @<acc 
abbastanza [abbastanza] <aquant> <f:12943.7> <aquant> adv @<advl 

il [il] <*> <art> <def> art m s @>n 
ragazzo [ragazzo] <h> n m s @subj> 
prendi [prendere] <vq> <mv> v imp 3s @fmv 
il [il] <art>  <def> art m s @>n 
cane [cane] <tool> <Azo> <anorg> <act> n m s @<acc 
nel [in] <sam-> prp @<advl 
l [il] <-sam> <def> art m s @>n 
braccio [braccio] <tool-shoot> <anmov> <HHinst> n m s @p< 

il [il] <*> <art> <def> art m s @>n 
ragazzo [ragazzo] <h> n m s @subj> 
lo [il] pers 3s acc @acc> 
porta [portare] <move> <vta+dir> <mv> v pr 3s ind @fs-sta 
andono [Andono] <*> <heur> prop m/f s @nphr 
chiudera [chiudera] <heur> <np-close> n m s @n< 
l’ [il] <art>  <def> art m s @>n 
animale [animale] <h> <EN:domesticated animal> n m s @nphr 
quando [quando] <f:83399.5> KS @sub [quando] <f:43603.7> <rel> adv @advl> 
il [il] <art> <def> art m s @>n 
bambino [bambino] <h> n m s @subj> 
è [essere] <va+ci> <mv> v PR 3S ind @fs-advl> 
il [il] <art> > <def> art m s @>n 
canellino [canellino] <heur> n m s @<sc 
dormanno [dormanno] <heur> <np-close> n m s @n< 

(follows)
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corpus Examples

esubc1 il [il] <*> <art> <def> art m s @>n 
cano [cano] n m s @subj> 
salta [saltare] <move> <ve> <mv> v pr 3s ind @fs-sta 
della [del] <f:930.8> art f s @>n 
finestra [finestra] <Lopening> n f s @<acc 

gsubc2
c’ [ci] <aloc> <aloc> <np-close> adv @n< 
era [essere] <va+ci> <mv> v impf 3s ind @fs-sta 
kiosk [kiosk] n m s @<sc 
poi [poi] <atemp> <f:77228.9> <atemp> adv @<advl 
un [uno] <f:1629339.6> <idf> art m s @>n 
uno [uno] <EN:venticinque twenty-five past> n m s @<subj 
super [super] <*> <np-close> adj m s @n< 
marcheto [marcheto] <heur> n m s @<subj 

nianche [nianche] <heur> n m s @<acc @subj> 
un [uno] <f:1629339.6> <idf> art m s @>n 
uomo [uomo] <*> <h> <Hbio> n m s @<acc @subj> 
[o] <co-subj> kc @co 
una [una] <fr:100> <art> <f:1219257> <idf> art f s @>n 
donna [donna] <h> <fem> n f s @subj> 
vede [vedere] <vq> <mv> v pr 3s ind @fs-sta 
questo [questo] <dem> <dem> det m s @>n 
ladro [ladro] <h> n m s @<acc 

una [una] <fr:100> <*> <art> <f:1219257> <idf> art f s @>n 
donna [donna] <h> <fem> n f s @subj> 
ha [avere] <mv> v pr 3s ind @fs-sta 
scarpe [scarpa] n f p @<acc 
grande [grande] <np-close> adj f s @n< 

i [il] <*> <art> <def> art m p @>n 
fidanzati [fidanzato] <h> n m p @subj> 
hanno [avere] <mv> v pr 3p ind @fs-sta 
tre [tre] <card> <card> num p @>n 
valici [valici] <heur> n m s @<acc 
un [uno] <*> <f:1629339.6> <idf> art m s @>n 
uomo [uomo] <h> <Hbio> n m s @subj> 
ha [avere] <mv> v pr 3s ind @fs-sta 
un [uno] <f:1629339.6> <idf> art m s @>n 
valico [valico] <act> n m s @<acc 
in [in] prp @<advl 
mano [mano] <HHorg> n f s @p< 

table 4 (follows)

«Researchers of child language acquisition have long noted that children pass through 
developmental stages of grammatical morphology with early multi-word stage show-
ing variable and optional production rates of morphosyntactic inflection»26. Two 
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assumptions have been made to explain such variability: the first one27 assumes that 
optionality is due to incomplete inflectional representations of features; the second 
one28 assumes that there exists an earlier stage during which children have complete 
non-access to inflectional morphology.

Conclusion

Most of the research carried out over the past decades has focused on how inflect-
ed forms are identified and segmented in the input, how grammatical information is 
mapped to inflectional markers and how the acquisition of inflectional affixes interacts 
with the development of syntax. 

At the same time, special attention has also been paid to the typological charac-
teristics of a language’s inflectional systems that may influence the acquisition process. 

The analysis of the data indicates that stems and affixes are acquired as two sepa-
rate morphological entities, following the same developmental stages in both languag-
es. Minor differences between the two languages emerge when taking into account the 
types of inflectional affixes. In esubc1 the highest frequency of errors pertains respec-
tively the grammar domains of tense, gender and s+v agreement, whereas in gsubc2 
nominal gender, tense and s+v agreement. Such results also show that L1 interference 
may still play a role in the acquisition process, especially when unmarked properties of 
language, which are less likely to be transferred, are involved29. 

Finally, the data presented in this study suggest that an interesting interrelation and 
symmetry holds between the development of subject-verb agreement structures on one 
hand and nominal constructions on the other. In addition, affix morpheme develop-
ment moves from potentially semantic-based forms through to rule-based inflectional 
forms which are attested in both corpora as well. 

These findings are consistent with the assumption that infl should be thought in 
a more comprehensive way, pertaining to the agreement mechanism that brings about 
both nominal and verbal inflection. This view may also contribute to understand more 
global issues of abstract grammatical functions in child L1/L2/L3 language acquisition. 
A deeper understanding of such processes and their interaction with other domains of 
cognition and grammar is expected to come from future investigations of the acquisi-
tion of inflectional morphology. 
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