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- Some words are still regularized by six-yeai# olds, while others are .

.. on the assumption that children will acquire simpler altermtions '

. "formal-space® problems (in the sense of Karmiloff-Smith 1979) in-

. - of early morpho-syntactic development between ages. two to three
rll studied for Hebrew child language (Levy 1980), The first ob-
®

P

CHILD. S REGULARIZATIONS OF PLURAL FOR.IB,‘I
N4 &{th A. &I‘B-ln M . v
Tel Aviv ‘University
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Y
. Children's regularizations of linguistic forms have been the
source of rich insights into language acquisition processes. . Re-
search dating from the sixties has shown that errors such as mans
or swimmed are evidence that the child has internalized -a general °‘

rule, while lacking knowledge about specific lexical items,
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- Our study investigates a subset of plural noun forms in Modern .
Hebrew, to show that the pattern of regularigation differs for spe-
cific words, rather than for classes of words, Early regularization
applies "ﬁcrossithe board™: Children merely add a plural suffix with
no change in stem, Subsequently, a differential pattern emerges:

given the correct plural form by graderschool age children; and yet
other plural words continus to deviaté from the norms of classical
Hebrew even in the speech of educated adults. :
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We are thus led to consider the relation between child language
and language change, and why some errors are fossilized, whereas
others are corrected between preschool age and adolescence. The
andwer lies partly in the relative complexity of various alternations,

first, and that more complex alternations mmy be developmentally de-
ferred, or never acquired at wmll (Clark 1980, Slobin 1977). However,

terlock in complicated ways with extrinsic factors of frequency in
current usage and the famlliarity of set forms, And the formal study
of "grammar® at school als¢ plays a, rols in speakers' perceptions of

s and of correctness (Berman 19)81).

—

This study was motivated by two sets of obstrnt.ipuéi Hebrew
plurals are fo by adding the suffix -im to masculine nouns and
adjectives, as in Radur / kadurim *ba%l/s’, tov / tovim 'good’, and
with the suffix -ot in feminine words, as in mjta ] mitot 'bed/s*®,
tova / tovot 'good+Fem’, This system is acquired in essence as part

(Kaplan, in progress), and is one. of the few areas that has been

rvation which led me to imquire .further into plural formation was
the variability of-my daughter's use of the word for 'dress', as
shown in (1) below, where arrows indicate persistence of a form
over time, '
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(1) One child’s forms of ‘the word simla 'd:;oss','ngod 2 -l

"Stage® /Singular. - Flural
1 sinla -
2° 'T *simlot (regularized)
3 ( smalot (corrected to nomm)
\\y L.” *smala (backformation)\ Vo
5 * simla

When the child first used the word in the -plural, she regula-

. _rised it by using the correct feminine suffix -ot without changing

" " the stem., This conforms with the findings of Levy (1980),-whose
subjects aged 232 to 2;11 avoided modifying stems in producing
plural forms, And it can be explained by Clark's (1980) Principle
of Simplicity, that “the less a word-form changes, the simpler it
is", and by two of Slobin's (1980) operating principles: to “iden-
tify formsl patterns in your language” and to "pick one form of a
word as basic and use this as the root for grammatical alternations®,
By around the middle of her fourth year ("Stage 3" above), the child
did ‘produce the normative form smal-ot with the required stem-change,
the form becoming strong enough to be the basis for a short-lived
backTormation in the singular (“Stage 4%). This was soon replaced

by the normative singular simla, so that by age four the child had
the correct alternation simla / smlot for this word, ' .

2

However, the child.did not at this stage form the plural correc-
. tly for other words she knew that required the same formal altérna- -,
. tion, as shown in the words under Class B of (2) below:

. .

(2) Feminine Nouns with Singular PACCa_and CitCas
" [P = Prefixal, C = Root Consonan)

[ J

i
\

‘CLASS A: - PACCa —» PACC-ot ‘ '
‘ i 'o.g. tikra /,tikrot ‘ceiling/s? = Root q-r;wf -
-« . miova / micvet ‘good deed/s® - Root c-w-y-
) "+ CLASS Bs ' CiCCa-$ CCaC-ot " A
®.g. ricps / poaf-ot *floor/s® . - Root r=c-p .
E’E,/ Su-ot Spaste/s". , = Root n-{-x N iy
. 1, . . . . .
Words iike these underlie tbb second obgarmtion whioh motivated’
this study. There are two classes of fe .nouns in Hebrew with

) the same surface consonant plus vowel pattern as simla ‘dress’:

‘ Those in A take a regular plural epding With no stem-change, those
in B incur a ehange in stem-vowsls in the plural, Speakéis have no
difficulty forming the plural of Class A nouns, but even high-school
students regularise some Class B words in the plural (Dopag-Kinrot
1978). Yot they regularize only some of these-words, not others,
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-than normative m¥axot can, however, hardly be considered an ™error®

. there are over 100 quite common words of Class'B in Hebrew, but
. scarcely a dozen, mainly rare or archaic, words of Class A type (as

This set of forms corresponds to the fexinine forms in (2) as

Wtion before the plural suffix -im (Class D), Again, the distinction

-

-

if educated native speakers fail to perceive ‘it as such, Moreover, :

listed in Barkali 1964 and Even-Shoshan 1968)., Hence “applicability"

in the sense offMacwhinney (1980), or the extent to which a given al-
‘ternation happens to apply across the lexicon, does not seem rele-

vant to speakers' construals of these forms, Note, finally, that :
the words in A and B of (2) above are etymologically distinct, ‘for )
the A words, with no stem-change in the pluwal, consist of a preéfi-

xal and two rbot consonants, whils those in B include three "full" -
or root consonants, and are §ypically derived from semantically re-

lated verbs with the saime root (e.g. ricpa 'floor' / le-racef 'to

tile '5‘ Yot none of the Israeli colleagues that I asked, except for
JHebrew Language specialists, was aware of this fact, Hence this: ®
difference has no .psychological reality for current speakers, and

the different plural forms for Class A and B nouns respectively is

an arbitrary accident as far as they are concerned, \

Against this background I examined how childron treat the
plurals of words in the two supsrfically identical but historically
distinet classes shown in (2). In order to make the study more
general, I added a set of masculine words like those shown in (3):

\(3) Masculine Nouns/Ad:pctives vith Surfa}o Singular CaCaCs

CLASS Ci  CaCaC p>CaCaC-im , R

©.g. gamad / gamad-im 'dwarf/s' tabax / taba.x-in 'cook/s'
panas / pana s-im 'torch/es' ﬂ / cayar-im 'painter/s’
cuss D+ CaCaC.>CCaC-im = =~ ' . .
0.2, gamal / gmal-im ‘camei/s’ katan./ ktan-im ‘small"
unk / mrak-im 'soup/s' ' yakar / Yikar-im ‘dear’

followss A superficially identical singular form either has no stém- <
change in the plural (Class C) or it incurs stem-initial vowel reduc-

+
.
- ¢ P . -
.
- - . »

is historically motivated, as Class C nouns were formerly pronounced .
with a geminate medial consvmant blocking vowel reduction in the plu- '
ral, whereas Class D nouns have a stem-initial open syllable, But
these distinctions are not realized §n current Israel: pronunciat}on.

y .
I tested plural formation for these four sets of nouns - two
classes of feminine nouns and two classes of masculine nouns,
hypotheses were, firstly, that y preschool children will tend.to
regularize across the board, -ot to feminine and -im to mas-
culine words with no stem change, or children will ad just the
stem correctly for soms but not all nouns, with correction to adult
norms increasing with age, Adults will manifest "pattern-recognition™
and make the required stem~change in all but a few words, with res-
pect to which general language change can be predicted. Secondly,
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An plaoe fof gamed-im *dvarfs*, This confirms that by around age
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T assumed that the specific choice of words that are corrected or
re regularised will not correspond to any tlear semantic or

phondtic class, but will be d;‘.stributod in an apparently hapha-
zard fashion across the lexicon,

A test was given %o 48 rative Hebrew speakers of high SES.
background, 12 each at the ages of three, six (first graders),
twelve (Grade VI-VII), and nonlanguage-major collsge studonts. :
The 20 tost-itou were distributed as follows: )
téchango - 2 words —

(&) Qon‘trol, A - CiCCa feminine nouns, no s
Test B - CiCCa feminine nouns, plu:ral CCaC-ot 6 words
Control C* - 'CaCaC mastuline nouns, no stem-change- 3 words .  }

Test D - CaCaC masculine words,plural CC-im -{6 nouns ) —

/ ' 3 adjs
Test items were chosen for being eve ords likely to be d

familiar to three-year olds., Additional items were added to each
of the two test groups B.and D for the twelve-year olds and adults,
in the form of less concrete words which the younger subjects would .
not know, Items were presented in randomized~order, The three-year 4
olds were first given warm-up items check that they knew how to,
form plurals in gemsral, and only children who could dg so were in-.
cluded in the test. Pictures were used with the three-ydar olds,
while all othar 'subjects were simply asked to give the B.'Llural form.

Poaults on tho 5 control items {Types A an:l C) are shown below:

Tabl. 1 - Results on c/ontrol “Atems (no chango in stem
[5 items x 12 s& = 60 responses’ for each a

RESPONSE-TYPE

Correct
Masc.for fem,
Singular

| Bypercorrect .
Other

J~years 6-years 121.;11 ' ot
52(874) 5§(87$) ‘53(975) 57(95#) '

2 1 3
1

- -

H ] o

! B
~

‘. [ J
There were very few errors in forming plurals with no change in \

stem. One adult hypercorrected tikra °®ceiling® to *tkar-ot amd.2 . .
adults and 3 6lder children changod tavas *macock’ to form *tvas-im. - .
The sik-year olds gave the feminima noun | tipfa 'fool’ 4he sculine
Plural tiplim 1n 5 out of 12 instances, treating it as a of
meuter, -as discussed below. (In fact, this noun is not ev¥n a mem-
ber of the morphological Class A as is.tikra 'ooﬂ.im but there
was not a single other word in this class which young ehi]drnn are
like)y to know!) The youngest subjects made in all 9 errars out of
a possible 60 responses - either rio response, repstition of the
singnhr-tm stimulus item, or a paraphrese such as ylad-im ’boys'’

\). . * -
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three, Hebrew-spsaking children can correctly form the plural of both
- masculine and feminine nouns which' require no change in stem,

Very different fimiings emerge for the

. differences were found according to age and

-

s

'%“ items, where \‘sharp
tbd specific item, Below,

"regularized” indicates a plural fermsd with no change in stem,

“~ 4 Table 2 - Results on Class D masculine

nouns ard adjgctivos '

RESPONSE-TYPE  3-yeaks ? 6-years _ 12-years ' adults
(1) (6 nouns x 12 Ss = 72 responses’ for each age)

Correct. . “11 (15%) 53 (74%) 71 (98%) ?2 (100%)

Regularized 48 (674) * 18 (256), 1

Other 13(188) -1 - = - -

Correct 21 (58%) 32 (89%)
. | Correct + Fem, 1 4 (114)

Regularized 8 (22%) -

Other, 6 (17%) --

" (11) [3 adjectives X 12 Ss = 36 responses for each agel

3% (1008) 36 (1008)

~

) The 12-year o0lds and. adults know the plm-al forms of all the test
* nouns and adjectives requring vowed reduction before the- plural suffix,
kacar / kcar-im 'short’,

e.g. 3afan / ¥fan-im 'rabbit/s’,

hd -

olds do conspicuously’ better than the youngest subgects. who form the -
s of the cases by simply adding =im
to the gingulat stem (e.g. *3afan-im ‘'rabbits?), The
difference between nouns and adjectives: 6-year olds pluralize adjec-

. Plural of such nouns in two=

There is a clear

tives correctly in nearly all cases, the 3-year olds over half the

time. DBefore we try to intorirrot these findings. eonsider ‘the results

for the noj complex items - feminine nouns

requiring stem-change,

Table 3 - Results on Class B feminine nouns with stem change
[6 nouns X 12 Ss = 72 responses for each age] -

RESPO!BE-TYPE 3~ynars‘ 6-years ' 12-years  ‘adults

Correct |, - '12 (17$) 35 (W8%) 42 (58%)
Corfect + Masc, (3%) 8 (12%) ° 11.(15%)
:g‘umyiud 63 gasz) 54 (751:) 29 (b0%). . 19 (26%)
o r I' i .

Again, the major response stratog'of the 3~yaar' olds :fs to regu- ,

&

larize by adding the -ot feminine ending with no stem-change. a3 in

. simla / *siml-ot 'dress/es’,

Other immature responses are simple

Tepetition of the singular stimulus,.or no answer. By contrast with

_the masculine items in Table 2, 6-year olds still tend to regularize
these feminine nouns in most cases, qhilo correct responses (incl
ding’ a masculine =im ending).are giveniby less- than half the 12
olds and only slightly over half the adults.

The 6-year
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In discussing these results, .consider Tirst what in fact can be
taken as an “error" in the language ysage of children and of adults
(as re-evaluated in Ochs 1981). Two kinds of errors appeaded which .
we had not predicted. The youngest .subjects sometimes gave h differ~
ent, though semantically coghate word in 4esponse - @.g. anadim

-tdwarfs’ was replaced by yladim “‘children’, and kcarim 'short' was

replaced by ktamim 'smll’. The attempt to use other, related ‘words

n place of unfamiliar test items seems to be a quite common strate-
of children who are still unable to relate consistently to the  —

formal parameters of the test task, as is shown by the “supplstive

responses” noted by Clark & Hacht (to appear), as well as by find-

ings for Hebrew-speaking children on various different tasks in

‘esearch in progress by Dorit Ravid and by Rachel Yifat,

A secdond unexpscted _owrron was use of the masculine piural form

. tipfim for femimine tipfa ‘girl-fool’ (Class A).by nearly half of

the six~year 6lds, and mesculine kvasim 'lamha' . for feminine kivsa
'she-lamb' (Class B) given increasingly with age - by 3 of the G-year
olds, 8 of the adolescents, and 11 out of the 12 adults,. This is con~-
sistent with the findings of Lsvy (1980), whose adult subjects some-
times gave masculine rather than feminine plurals for nouns, ‘and it
sndicates that for people and animals (fools and lambs), masculine
plural is taken as the "nsuter® collective form,

More difficult is the question of what an error is with regard
to-the figures in Table 3. The tendency to regularizé by adding -the

correct feminine plural with no stem-change is clearly age-bound, and -
accounts for mearly 90§ of 3~year old responses and 75% of 6~year old

responses, as dgainst 40% and.26% among adolescents and adults res-

psctively. But given that the latter are well-educated mative spea-

kers, their usage can hardly be cowrted as wmrong". Rather, their
deviations from the historically determined textbogk norm which re-
quires stem-change for all Class B nouns (simla/smal-ot) must be ®

taken to indicate gensral language-change, where sush regulariied
forms as mi¥xot creams’ (cf, norhative miax-ot) or pitmot' 'mipples’

. (¢f. ptam—ot) bave been absorbed into a new kind of “standard Bebrew",

\ .
Yot such regularisations do not apply across the board for any
set of test~items nor for afy group of subjects, Our first hypothe-
sis, that the plural ending with no stem change would be added by the
youngest, subjects,is borne out to a very large extent by their results

>3n Table (3) for the feminine nouns, and by the fact that they regu-
‘larized the masculine nouns in Table (2) nearly. 708 of the time. But

even the three-ysar olds gave mearly 60% correct responses for the

*‘nd.t'ctins - lavan/lvamim *white’, katan/ktanim *small’, and kacar/
TSIPIN "Bhort'. One might argwe that by this young age, children have

internalised ,‘a? formsl notion of adjectives as a distinot class of
words, A m easible explanation for the early tendency to form’
adjective plurals correctly is their wide rar of "applicability”,
for ldren,apply plural adjectives meaning 'little’ or_‘white' to
nuRe entities, whereas they might never have had occasion to use

/ .
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the test-nouns in their Plural form. Two kinfis of evidence indicate X
that this explanation is correct. Firstly, w*hon a few additional
children aged around three were asked for the plural of both the test
adjectives and the less familiar word yakar 'dear = precious, expen-

. sive'; they tended to give the .correct answer for the first three ad-
Jectives but to regularize thé required yker-im to *yakar-im, Con-

* sider, secondly, the few cases where three-ysar olds gave a correct
plural for a noun from those taking the same CaCaC/CCaC-im alternation
as these adjectives, Of the 1l correct. answers that 3-year olds gave .
for the 6 nouns in this set, 6 were for the word dvarim 'things’ and.

3 for the word #fanim 'rabbits’, both words which are familiar to pre-

. schoolers in their plural form - where familiarity was evaluated by
— - ranking of six nursery and first-grade teachers for the test items in
- 4 both singular and plural with respect_to the children that they teach,

Several children, in fact, did not sexn to recognize the singular
davar 'thing’, but gave the correct plural“form when prompted by the
formulaic context o{ kol miney ... ‘all kinds-of ...°'. :
. . ’e
' The facto:: of "familiarity® is crucial for explaining seeming
discrepancies in ouwr results, As we had hypothesized, the distinc-
tion between developmental errors which are corrected at g'rade’-sziool
age and thosd fossilized in adolescent and adult usage does not corre--
late with either phonetic or semantic properties - with the exception
. of adjectives, as’ notéd abowe, Rather, by ‘age six there was not a
" single regularization of ‘the two nouns ranked highest for familiarity
in the plural - davar "thing' and ¥afan 'rabbit’ - whereas around half
the six~year olds did regularize nouns in this class which are more
familiar in the urmarked singular - bacal 'onion’ (usually a mass-noun
.in Hebrew), zakan 'beard'; safam 'moustache'. The feminine nouns of
€lass B yleld an even more complex picture, as shown in Table (4) be-
low, Only the older subjects are included here, since the three-year
. olds regularized these words acroes the boajdd, as shown in _Table (3),
* eoven though the six items here incluied sugh familiar words as simla
'dress' and mi¥xa 'paste, cream' (for putting on cuts and sores),

Table 4 - Normative CCaC-ot vs. regularized CiCC-ot plurals
6-year olds (lZ-yn.r olds  Adults

Norm. Reg, Norm, ° lbg..

TEST-WORD Norm, Reg.
| simla *dress’ 8 L 12 e- 11 -

~

Zive *hill® 2 410 N9 3 12
ricpa 'floor':/ - 2 \ 4 g\;{
pitma *nipple - 10 - 4 8

mifka 'paste® | -- 10 - 12 b
kivea *Lambé ~ f-- -9 f2. 2 {1

masc, ms - - 8@6 11

X ”

[




Six-year olds have mchtly acquired the plural smalot ‘dresses’

. by rote, as though a special kind of "irregular” form (and see my
child's. use of this word in (1) above). Elsewhere, they regulprise .
-these plurals like younger children. The 12-year olds make no errors
vith smalot, and they make fewer errors'in the words for *hills’ and
*floors’ than 'nmipples’ or *pastes' - much the same as the adults. We L
hold that the crucial factor determing which plural applies in each e eiend
-case is fimiliarity with a given form qua form, .not: mrely the word J ‘
as a lexems, Six-year olds may know the word for 'floor' very well,
but be less familiar with it in the plural. That is, the notion of
wramiliarity” and how it interrelates with the "haphazard examples®™
(Carey 1978) which speakers encounter at different points in their ex- .
perience is not simply a function of exposure to the actual referents - .

_ in real-life situatiops; it is closely lipked to language use and -

” to linguistic context, in the fgllowim sense, ‘3

’

.
AK 4

Firstly, the plural is the ummarked form of usage with certain
nouns, for largely pragmatic reasons;-We noted this for the word
dvarim "things' with young children; and we tested thes for the two
older groups by adding -several words typidally occurring in the plursl /
in adult rev - e.g. sfaret 'numerals’, klayot ‘*kidneys’, #ma¥ot /
‘‘windshiqlds®., Subjects rarely made errors with these forms, but they .
did sometimes query the singular kilya ‘'kidney’ and #mia twindsileld’,
since they tend to render these as non-normtive *klaya,*dmada by .
backformation from the plural! Similarly, six-year olds ray.call a T
tear (from the eyes) *dma'a deriving fram the more familiar plural

'ob 'tears' rather than normetive dim'a,” Secondly, plural forms.
sometimes occur in sét formulas (Peters 1980), Thus, all the older
subjects gave thggnormative plural for simxa 'happy occasion', known
from the formula¥c le hitra‘ot bi smaxot 'let’s méet .on happy occa-
sions', and also for kirya ‘township', known from the set form ha
krayot referring to-ssgroup of townships near the city of Haifa, The
Tact that most adults regularized the plural of mi¥xa Ypaste’, and’
soms'even the plural of ricps *floor’ may be because these are familiar
<~ to them in the bourd form of set noun compounds, such as mifxot ¥indyim

*  'toothpastes’ 3’!' ricpot biton ‘concrete floors', -
. : /
How, thep, do children acquire knowledge of plural forms that re-
quire & change in stem? Not through any formal psrceptiomr of one
_ class of nouns asrdistinct from.ancther - Class A vs. B, Class C vs, 1

D - for they have no phomstic cues to assist them in this, Rather,

‘children come to appraximete adult use, including of words which have .

remained regularized, as a result of their experience - vhich entalls Co
not only incgeased contact with real-world entities, but also greater ‘- '
familiarity with specific linguistic contexts of a given form.

=

Another question érising from the results toncerns the far better
\_performance on masguline Class D words such as bacal / bcal-im Yonion'
than on femirdne Class B nouns like simla / smal-ot ‘'dress’, shown by
all subjects from age six up. Ome reason,is.the relative formal °
s ty of the first groups Stem-vowel reduction as in zakan /
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zkan=-im 'Beard/s' distorts the stem far less than vowel alternation
as in ﬁn / ptam-ot *nipple/s', (After hearing ‘a few of her class-
mates do the test, my six-year old informed 7 that the plural of -

) was not pitmot, as they said, but patmot!) "Simplicity" here
is not of the fiml output form, but of the alternation invelved. For

) instance. the Class D msculine plural CCaC-im also occurs "simply"
in prat ./ prat-im 'detail/s' and "complexly" in words with psnulti-
mate stem stress like ‘pésel / psal-im 'statue/s'; and the feminine
.plural CCaC-ot alternates simply in n¥ama / nfam-ot 'soul/s’ and

- complexly in yalda / ylad-ot ‘girl/s®, Ard the® alternation of. Class
B feminine nouns is sometimes made ‘e¥en more opeque by spirantization
of a root-medial stop - as in ricps vs, rcaf<ot *floors'; li¥ka vs.
l¥ax-ot 'offices - an alternation which is not incurre;l in msculine
Class D nouns like safam ‘moustache’, davar 'thing’', with a medial
sprlrant in both sirgular and plural, Besides, reductiok of a stem-
Jpenultimate wowel before a stressed: suffix is a general process in

¢

Hebrew and adjectives - e.g. pakid / pkid-im'clerks’, $alom /
¥lom-o 'K ‘peace’, gadol / gdol-a 'big+Fem,' Thus Class D alterna-

tions are phonologically simpler, hence easier to acquire, than
‘those of Class B feminine nouns, - o
)

There is also a’‘semantic basis to the relative ease of older chil-
dren ard adults in forming the plural of Class D nouns like gamal /
gmal-im ‘camel/s®,". The Class C nouns with no stem-charge like gama mad/
eanad-in ‘dwarf/s* (a word known-to first-graders from the Hebrew for

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs") are very productively used in Hebrew
to specify agent nouns, such as tabax ‘cook’, ar 'painter', ganav
‘thief', tayas °'pilot' and many, many more. Ry the end of _grade=-school,
Bebrew speakers evidently have an idea that nouns like these, with no
.vowel reduction in the plural, fall into a coherent semantic class of
agent nouns, This is shown by the fact that 4 of the older subjects ™~ /
wcorrected"” the plural for *peacock® to give *tvas-im in place of ~
tavas-im, and all of the 12-year olds and adults gave vowel-reduced
plurals for inanimate noyns like’ marak ‘soup®, az ‘mortar'., Thus,
while three-year olds take the stem-form CaCaC as the basis for all
pluraJé without concern for formal class, by the end of grade-school,
speakers are awhare that this is confined to the semantic/class of

human agent-nouns, For young children, then, CiCaCtsuffix is the norm,
with a few rote-lsarned exceptions; for older speakers, vowe/l-roducod
CCaCtsuffix is 'the norm, with Soms semantically well-defined exceptions.

' Plural formation in two sets of Hebrew nounk has been used to de-

' monstrate the complex interaction between formal linguistic knowledge
(of stem-vowel reduction, or the semantics of agerit nouns) and inciden-
tal knowledge due to familiarity of specific forms®in language usage and
in formulaic contexts., Both kinds of knowledge are developmerntally
determined, yet there are instances whére historically deviant forms .
have entered standard usage, . This indicates that what constitutes an
“error” may need to be evaluated differentially with respesct to the

- language of young ghildren compared with that of older spsakers,
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