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Modifying constituents of nominal compounds
in L1 and L2 acquisition

Abstract: Some important facets of the language-particular structural knowledge involved in
comprehension and production of compound nouns are knowledge of constraints on lexical
categories that can be used as input, and the form of the initial modifying constituent as well as
possible linking elements occurring between the constituents.

Observation of constraints on the form of the initial, modifying constituent of compound nouns
has been one of the most investigated aspects of both L1 and L2 acquisition of compounding during
the last three decades. A number of experimental studies have examined children’s observation of
constraints on pluralisation — mainly — in English, often with a view to prove or disprove the
validity of the level-ordering structural analyses (e.g. Gordon, 1985; Clahsen et al., 1995; Alegre
and Gordon, 1996; Nicoladis & Murphy, 2004; Nicoladis, 2005). This issue has also motivated a
majority of compounding studies in SLA over the same recent period (e.g. Lardiere, 1995; Murphy,
2000; Agathopoulou, 2003). In line with the level-ordering model (Kiparsky, 1982), these
constraints extend to all kinds of regular inflections, which occupy the level above all other
morphological processes, including compounding, and hence, as predicted by the model, can
impossibly be used as input in the latter. In Swedish it entails the ungrammaticality of (1) affixed
definite articles on nouns as well as the ungrammaticality of (2) inflections on verbs and adjectives
used as initial modifying elements of compounds. Violation of the first shows up occasionally in the
L2 but not in the L1 acquisition (as demonstrated by the data used in the present study and
Mellenius (1997) respectively). The violations of the two latter constraints are more common in
children’s spontaneous speech than in L2 learners’ production.

In some Germanic languages, such as Dutch and Swedish, acquisition of the constraints on
inflections within compounds interacts with language-specific lexical knowledge of various linking,
or “liaison”, elements of the modifying constituents. The most problematic in this regard in both L1
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and L2 acquisition of Swedish are modifying nouns. Both experimental and observational studies
have pointed to children’s surprisingly early mastery over “liaison” forms requiring deletion of the
final vowel — acquired prior to addition of -s, while the L2 data indicate an almost directly reverse
order of acquisition of these modifications.

What other structural similarities and differences are there in the L1 and L2 acquisition of
compounding in Swedish that can be traced using the data in the ASU Corpus, and what are the
most appropriate methods of further dealing with the compiled material? These are the questions
that I’d like to discuss at the seminar.
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