
Archive ouverte UNIGE
https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch

Chapitre d'actes 2007                                     Accepted version Open Access

This is an author manuscript post-peer-reviewing (accepted version) of the original publication. The layout of 

the published version may differ .

(Un)successful subordination in french-speaking children and adolescents 

with SLI

Hamann, Cornelia; Tuller, Laurie; Monjauze, Cécile; Delage, Hélène; Henry, Célia

How to cite

HAMANN, Cornelia et al. (Un)successful subordination in french-speaking children and adolescents with 

SLI. In: BUCLD 31: Proceedings of the 31st annual Boston University Conference on Language 

Development. Heather Caunt-Nulton, Samantha Kulatilake, and I-hao Woo (Ed.). Boston. [s.l.] : 

Cascadilla Press, 2007. p. 286–297.

This publication URL: https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:160680

© This document is protected by copyright. Please refer to copyright holder(s) for terms of use.

https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch
https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:160680


(Un)successful Subordination in French-speaking Children and 
Adolescents with SLI 

 
Cornelia Hamann1, Laurice Tuller 2, Cécile Monjauze2,, Hélène Delage2 and 

Célia Henry² 
1University of Oldenburg and 2François-Rabelais University, Tours 

 
 
1. Introduction 
1.1. Order of acquisition, computational complexity and processing load 
 

In study of typical (TLD) and atypical language development (ALD) it has 
been observed that certain constructions emerge later than others, or cause long-
term difficulties. Among these constructions are tensed clauses in languages like 
English (Wexler 1994, Rizzi 1994, Rice and Wexler 1995), object clitics in 
languages like French (Audollent and Tuller 2003, Hamann et al. 1996, 
Jakubowicz et al 1997, Tuller et al. to appear), passives  (Borer and Wexler 
1987, Fox and Grodzinsky 1998, van der Lely 1998) Wh-questions (Klima and 
Bellugi 1966, Roeper and de Villiers 1991, Roeper 1996, van der Lely 1998, 
Hamann 2000, Hamann 2006, Jakubowicz 2005), finite complement clauses (De 
Cat 2002, Owen and Leonard 2006) and (object) relative clauses (Labelle 1990, 
1996, Friedmann and Novogrodsky 2004). 

Various proposals have been made to explain why such constructions 
emerge slower/later in TDL and cause difficulties in ALD. Many of these are 
centered on the idea that such constructions involve greater computational 
complexity than constructions which emerge earlier and which do not seem to 
pose significant problems in ALD. Labelle’s (1990, 1996) work on the 
acquisition of relative clauses pointed out strategies employed by French 
normally-developing children to avoid movement and thus reduce complexity. 
Wexler’s (1998) Unique Checking Constraint and Rizzi’s (2000) Principle of 
Structural Economy explicitly formulate (or can be interpreted as) 
developmental constraints which simplify or restrict computations in early 
grammar. Some of these constraints have also been used to explain the patterns 
of ALD.  Another such constraint has been specially formulated for children 
with Specific Language Impairment (SLI): the Representation Deficit for 
Dependent Relations put forward by van der Lely (1998). Tsimpli (2001) argues 
that order of acquisition, and difficulty observed in children with SLI, are a 
function of lexical specification for functional features: those which are PF-
interpretable only (and thus require either internal or external merge) are 
vulnerable, versus those which are LF-interpretable are not. More recently, 
Jakubowicz (2004, 2005) has proposed developmental constraints which are not 
specific to UG but which are sensitive to linguistic computational complexity as 
 

 



made precise in her Derivational Complexity Metric, which restricts movement 
operations. Although the above proposals make radically different assumptions 
regarding the locus of the constraint (external or internal to grammar), they are 
similar in their conclusion that a) computational complexity can be characterized 
by the number and the nature of computational operations – specifically 
MERGE, internal and in some cases external, and b) (a)typically-developing 
children make use of less complex grammatical options and avoid complex 
derivations. 

It is striking that the pattern of avoidance observed in acquisition is highly 
reminiscent of the pattern found in studies of processing difficulty. Work by 
Gibson (1998, 2000) and many others has shown that it is more difficult for 
ordinary adults to process, for example, object relatives than subject relatives. 
Effects of tense on processing difficulty have also been found. Processing 
constraints are taken to be related to how working memory uses computational 
resources, with some constructions being computationally more costly than 
others. This parallel suggests that developmental constraints that cause children 
to avoid complexity, both younger typically-developing children and older 
atypically-developing children, exist because of developmentally determined 
limitations on working memory. Convergence between work on development 
and work on processing in adults can be seen in the fact that both have made 
claims that less or local movement, shallow embedding, and the use of certain 
empty categories, especially empty subjects, reduce computational complexity. 
In particular Rizzi (2000) and Jakubowicz (2005) suggest that in language 
development less complex grammatical options are used or preferred precisely 
because they alleviate processing load. 

With regard to ADL and specifically SLI, the notion of syntactic complexity 
has been appealed to in order to explain the linguistic profile of this population 
(Jakubowicz 1998, 2005, van der Lely 1998, Wexler 1998), Friedmann and 
Novogrodsky 2005, Hamann 2006). Although these studies have centered on 
tense, object clitics and Wh-movement, the assumption of computational 
complexity has obvious implications for subordination, as pointed out and 
illustrated by Tuller et al 2006. 

In L1-acquisition, certain subordinate clauses appear before others. A wide 
array of studies have established partial orders: Adverbial clauses appear before 
other types of subordinates, infinitival complement clauses are earlier than finite 
complement clauses, subject relatives appear before object relatives, and in 
French, genuine relatives are preceded by clefts and so-called pseudorelatives. 
Tuller et al. 2006 show that such partial orders on the time scale in L1-
acquisition manifest themselves as relative frequency in atypical populations 
such as children with hearing loss or benign childhood epilepsy. Investigating 
subordination in the spontaneous productions of children and adolescents with 
SLI will allow us to establish that avoidance strategies are indeed used by these 
populations and can be regarded as characteristic. It will also allow us to show 
that language patterns--error rates, but also frequency and other avoidance 
strategies--found in atypical populations can provide evidence for syntactic 



complexity and processing load.  
 
1.2. Subordination 
 

Subordination in French involves finite and non-finite complement, adjunct, 
and relative clauses. Among the factors involved in these constructions are: 
movement, overt versus null complementizers, overt versus null (PRO) subjects, 
and tense/mood dependencies. These factors imply partial scales of relative 
complexity. Adverbial clauses are less complex than other clauses because they 
are not selected and do not involve movement thus do not create dependencies. 
Since they are also merged to CP or IP (not to V or N) they involve shallower 
embedding (at phase edge) than complement or relative clauses. Finite 
embedded clauses are more complex than non-finite embedded clauses since 
there is no tense dependency and normally no overt subject. Finite complement 
clauses involve dependencies on several levels: there is Complementizer-Tense 
agreement, subject-verb agreement, there are mood and tense dependencies 
between the matrix and the embedded clause, there are overt subjects and overt 
complementizers which agree in Wh-features with the force of the clause. 
Relative clauses involve movement and should therefore be more complex than 
other embedded clauses, with object relatives more complex than subject 
relatives. The latter can be easily derived by Gibson (1998)’s notion of distance, 
where distance is measured by the number of referential expressions intervening 
between the dependent elements. In terms of grammar only, it could be 
suggested that theta-assignment in non-canonical orders, i.e. theta-assignment to 
chains, is more complex than direct assignment. We could also speculate that 
movement across two phases is more costly than movement across only one 
phase. 

If children and adolescents with SLI have a problem with computational 
complexity – due to constraints on the derivations their grammars allow or to 
processing limitations – then we predict on a global level that subordination will 
be difficult, which will manifest itself in high error rates. On a more fine-grained 
level we predict that the constructions identified above as more complex than 
others will show higher error rates. We also propose to show that language 
progress with age in this population may at least in part be due to development 
of avoidance strategies which reduce error rates, and does not necessarily mean 
that these individuals have outgrown SLI.      

 
2. Method 
2.1. Participants 
 

Our study compares spontaneous language samples from ten children with 
SLI with those from normally-developing monolingual French children. The 
children with SLI were recorded every three months over a period of two years 
during the Geneva University Interfaculty Project (see Hamann et al. 2003, 
Cronel-Ohayon 2004 for details). All of these children had received a clinical 



diagnosis for SLI, before data taking began. A complete language battery and a 
cognitive battery were administered to each child. The characteristics of these 
children complied with accepted diagnostic criteria for SLI (Leonard 1998). We 
focus here on the last recordings for each child—ages 5;10 to 10;5, and will 
therefore call this group “SLI 6-10”.  

 
Table 1.  The SLI 6-10 Group 

 Age Sex N Utterances in lg. sample 
Raphaëlle 5;10 F 358 
Aurélie 6;5 F 364 
Loris 6;9 M 365 

Corentin 6;9 M 265 
Martin 7;1 M 297 
Fabrice 7;9 M 270 
Noëlle 8;9 F 461 

Léa 10;1 F 231 
Candide 10;2 M 124 

Noa 10;5 F 214 
M (SD) 8;0 (1;9)  295 (94) 

 
We also compare the SLI 6-10 group with a group of 18 adolescents with a 

childhood diagnosis for SLI (made at the same university teaching hospital, 
which applies usual exclusionary criteria), now aged between nearly 11 and 
nearly 16. The data for this group, which we call “SLI 11-16”, come from a 
cross-sectional inter-pathology corpus collected and analyzed by the Laboratoire 
Langage et Handicap at the University of Tours (see Henry 2006, Tuller and 
Henry, 2007 for details on the SLI 11-16 group). 

 
Table 2.  The Other Groups: SLI 11-16, TD-6, TD-8, and TD-11 

Age Sex N Utterances Group 
Range M (SD) M F Range M  

SLI 11-16 10;11 - 15;7 12;6 (1;2) 14 4 58-68 60.2 
TD-6 6;1 - 6,7 6;4 (0;2) 7 5 52-65 57.1 
TD-8 7;9 - 8;7 8;2 (0;3) 6 6 52-66 60.3 
TD-11 11;1 - 11;9 11;4 (0;4) 6 6 51-69 60.2 

 
Control groups include 12 six-year-olds, 12 eight-year-olds, and 12 eleven-year-
olds, analyzed by the Tours cross-sectional inter-pathology project. The TD-6 
group corresponds in age to the youngest of the children with SLI, while the TD-
8 group corresponds in age with the average age of the SLI 6-10 children.  The 
TD-11 children are rough age-equivalents for the SLI 11-16 group, and the TD-6 
group provides a rough language match for the SLI 11-16 (in that comparison of 
mean MLU between the two groups yields no significant difference: 6.44 (SD = 
0.72) for the SLI 11-16 group and 7.05 (SD = 0.86) for the TD-6 group).  



 
2.2. Language measures  
 

Language samples were transcribed in the CHAT-format, verified, and 
hand-coded for analysis with the CLAN-programs (McWhinney 2000). We 
coded all subordinate clauses for type of embedding, finiteness, level of 
embedding (1), and grammaticality. Ungrammatical complex utterances contain 
errors in the matrix (2a) and/or the subordinate clause (2a, b); these errors can be 
related to subordination (2b, resumptive pronoun in 2a) or unrelated (gender 
error in 2a). We coded specifically for complementizer omission, which can be 
grammatical, (3a), in colloquial French or ungrammatical, (3b). 
 
(1)   a.  [Parce qu’elle est trop vite]                              [SLI, Rafaëlle] Level-0 
             ‘Because she is too fast’ 
       b. C’est un peu difficile [parce qu’ y a des trous]        [SLI, Loris]  Level-1 
            ‘It’s a bit hard because there are holes’ 
       c. C'est des nageurs [qui l'ont pris [pour mettre dans un aquarium] ]          [TD-6] 
           ‘Some swimmers took it to put it in an aquarium’                 Level-2 
(2)   a. Et pis y a une (= un) sou qu’il  est vraiment ronde (= rond)            [SLI, Loris] 
          ‘And, well, there is a coin that it is really round’ 
       b. Mais normalement c’est nous qui doit (= devons) avoir l’école  [SLI, Rafaelle] 
           ‘But normally we’re the ones who have school’ 
(3)   a.  Je pense (qu’)  on va faire des jeux                                            [SLI, Rafaëlle] 
            ‘I think (that) we’re going to play games’ 
        b. Mais on dirait *(qu’)  elle est toute petite                                   [SLI, Rafaëlle] 
            ‘But it seems that she is very small’ 
 
In addition to grammaticality, we coded attempts at subordination such as 
juxtaposition of matrix clauses (4a), missing matrix or subordinate verb (4b), 
ungrammatical complementizers (4c), or self-interruptions (4d). Juxtapositions 
are very close to what we call alternative strategies, which were also coded for 
and which include direct speech (5a) and interpolated clauses (5b). 
 
(4)   a.  Non [ j’ai fait avec ma maîtresse ] *(qui) [ il s’appelle Doris ]    [SLI, Noëlle] 
            No,   I   did    with my teacher        (who)  he’s called  Doris 
        b. Et pis une fois quand on était … je crois on allait … on allait lui … une qui    
           assayait … qui était assis = je crois qu’il y en avait une qui était assise      
           ‘And then once when one was…I think that one was going…one was going 

him…one who was seating…who was seated’ (target: ‘I think there was one who 
was seated’)                       [SLI, Rafaëlle] 

        c. La petite fille est là  [par*(ce que) elle suce toujours son petit doigt] 
 the little girl is  there because she sucks always her little finger  [SLI, Aurélie] 
        d. Après on attend [qu’ils applau…  ]    [SLI, Rafaëlle] 
            after   one waits  that they applau… 
(5)   a.  Je dis “Je sais” .                             [SLI, Fabrice]           
            ‘I say “ I know”’  
        b. Normalement c’est déjà  [ je crois bien ] un et trois.                   [SLI, Noëlle] 
            ‘Normally it’s already, I really think, one or two’ 



 
On the basis of this coding, we calculated the percentage of complex 

utterances (percentage of verbal utterances containing at least one subordinate 
clause), and the percentage of ungrammatical complex utterances (over all 
complex utterances). Relative frequencies and grammaticality were calculated 
for the different types of subordinate clauses.  Given the (well-known) high 
inter-subject variation found in groups of individuals with SLI, we have chosen 
to report group measures as means over mean rates calculated for each 
individual language sample, rather than rates calculated after collapsing samples 
into one corpus. Inter-group comparisons were evaluated through use of the 
Mann Whitney non-parametric test for independent samples.  
 
3. Results 
3.1. Children with SLI 
 

In a first analysis, we establish rate and grammaticality of embedding. 
Figure 1 shows that the children with SLI, compared to both TD-6 and TD-8,  
have a lower mean percentage of complex clauses (SLI < TD-6, U = 27, p < .05,  
and SLI < TD-8, U = 20, p < .01) and that a much higher rate of these are 
ungrammatical (SLI > TD-6, U = 2, p < .001, and SLI > TD-8, U = 2, p < .001).  
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Figure 1. Rate and grammaticality of complex utterances: SLI 6-10 
 
The relative frequency of different types of subordinate clauses is equivalent 
across groups. Adverbial, relative and non-finite complement clauses are all 
produced more frequently than finite complement clauses (Figure 2).   
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Figure 2.  Relative Frequencies of Embedded Clauses: SLI, TD-6, TD-8 
 
Though the SLI-group does not differ from the controls with respect to relative 
frequencies, their rates of ungrammaticality are strikingly high (see Figure 1). 
Errors rates of complex utterances vary according to the type of subordinate 
clause they contain: 49.6% of those containing a Finite Complement clause, 
38% of those containing Adverbials and Relatives, and 36.1% of those 
containing Non-Finite Complement clauses. These differences do not reach 
significance. 

Note the extremely high error-rate in complex utterances containing a finite 
complement clause. Note also that, contrary to expectation, relative frequencies 
and error rates of adverbial and relative clauses are about equal. Since the 
analysis so far does not distinguish between types of relatives, this is not 
surprising. A more fine-grained analysis reveals that subject relatives are by far 
the most frequent type of relative used in each group (67.2% in TD-6, 77.4% in 
TD-8, and 78.1% in SLI). Object relatives occur at a rate of 11.0% in SLI, 
23.6% in TD-6 and 16.1% in TD-8, and adverbial relatives have a similar 
distribution with 10.9% in SLI, 9.2% in TD-6, and 6.5% in TD-8.  

Once again, rates of ungrammaticality are strikingly high in the SLI group. 
SLI children produce 36.2% errors in complex utterances containing a subject 
relative, whereas TD-6 children do so only at 1.8% and TD-8 show 8.6% such 
errors. For SLI children 45.2% of object relative clauses and 50% of adverbial 
relatives are erroneous, whereas TD-6 children show these errors at a rate of 
8.3% and 12.5% respectively, and TD-8 children do not make any errors in these 
types of complex utterances.  

A second factor influencing the relative frequency of relative clauses is that 
not all relative clauses are “genuine” relatives in the sense that they may not 
involve movement (Labelle 1990: 112-114), or arguably involve shallower 
embedding due to adjunction to a root CP (or IP), rather than embedding within 
DP (Clech-Darbon et al 1999, De Cat 2002). Among these are clefts (6), and 
pseudorelatives (7). Another type of relative, which is rather formulaic, and 
which might also involve a less complex structure, is the presentational in (8). 
 
(6)   C’est ma maman qu’a fait le bonhomme de neige                          [SLI, Fabrice] 
        It’s   my mom    that made the snowman 



(7)   C’est mon copain qui est tombé dans les pommes                         [SLI, Candid] 
        It’s my pal that fainted 
(8)  Y a des petits qui piquent                                                               [SLI, Noëlle] 
       There are little ones that sting 
 

If we set aside the above types and analyze only the remaining “genuine” 
finite relatives produced by each child, then the SLI 6-11 produce 21.5% of such 
clauses, strongly resembling the TD-6 children, who produce 20.7%. Since 
Labelle’s (1990) study of relatives in 3- to 6-year-olds showed that even six-
year-olds produce mainly presentational, cleft, and relatives with resumptive 
pronouns, this is not surprising,  The TD-8 group, which is closer in age to SLI 
6-11 produce over 30% genuine relatives (as do the TD-11 children).  

As for attempts and alternative strategies, it emerges that SLI children make 
3 to 8 times more attempts at subordination compared to TD-6 and TD-8 (31.2% 
versus 8.6% and 3.6%) and that they use grammatical complementizer omission 
at a rate of 15%, whereas the control groups hardly ever make use of this option 
(M TD-6 = 0.5% and M TD-8 = 0%). Direct speech, an alternative to 
subordination, is used at a similar rate of 1.5-2% in all groups. We also observe 
that SLI children use more 0-level embedding of relative clauses than the control 
children: 18.3% vs. 7.3% and 10.6%. 

Summarizing, for SLI 6-11children, the relative frequency of different types 
of subordinate clauses is similar to that found in the TD-6 and TD-8 groups.  
However, the over-all rate of embedding is lower and the rate of 
ungrammaticality of embedded utterances is higher. When we compare the three 
groups for production of relative clauses, again, we see that the relative 
frequency of different types (subject/object/adjunct) is similar. Genuine relative 
clauses are few in number in the SLI 6-11 groups, as is the case for the TD-6 
group. However, the SLI 6-11 group is, once again, different from the other 
groups with regard to error rates in utterances containing a relative clause, which 
are considerably higher. Finally, participants in the SLI 6-11 group make more 
attempts at subordination and use more alternative/compensatory strategies, 
including legitimate complementizer omission. 

 
3.2 Adolescents with SLI 
 

The questions we are exploring here have, we believe, clear implications 
regarding the interpretation of language progression after childhood in 
individuals with SLI. On the one hand, we know that SLI is a persistent deficit, 
yet, on the other hand, it is equally clear that SLI children do seem to make 
language progress with age. This mixed prognosis, we would like to suggest, is 
partly due to development with age of avoidance and compensatory strategies.  
If this is indeed the case, we would expect to find that rates of embedding might 
stagnate because embedding generally requires greater computational 
complexity, which individuals with SLI have difficulty accommodating. At the 
same time, we would expect that error rates might drop, precisely because of 



implementation of avoidance and compensatory strategies. We sought to explore 
this general hypothesis by comparing the SLI 6-10 group with a group of 18 
older individuals with SLI aged 11 to 16. Looking at language production in SLI 
after childhood offers the possibility of investigating not only persistent 
difficulties, but also just how language progress is achieved.  A comparison with 
children with SLI addresses the developmental aspect of this question.   

Analysis of the SLI 11-16 language samples revealed that these adolescents 
do not produce on average significantly more complex sentences (M = 22.5, DS 
= 7.8) than the SLI 6-10 children (M = 17.5, DS = 7.5) (p = .130). In other 
words, rates of embedding do indeed appear to stagnate. The rate of 
ungrammatical complex utterances (M = 24.1%, DS = 11.1) decreases, though 
the decrease does not reach significance (p = .079). Both of these measures 
significantly distinguish the SLI 11-16 group from each of the TD groups.   
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Figure 3.   Rate and grammaticality  of complex utterances: SLI 11-16  

 
Examination of individual scores reveals that the proportion of erroneous 
complex sentences is under 10% for one-third of the adolescents with SLI, a rate 
not found for any of the SLI 6-10 (whose ungrammaticality rate ranges from 
14.3 to 50.4%). Strikingly, these six adolescents (aged 11;5, 11;9, 12;2, 12;5, 
13;2, and 15;7) display one of two patterns. For three of them, a very low rate of 
ungrammaticality corresponds with a very low rate of production of complex 
utterances: these adolescents did not produce any ungrammatical complex 
utterances, however they produced ≤ 15% complex utterances (a low rate not 
found for any of the TD-11 children, and only three of the 24 TD 6- and 8-year-
olds, whose mean rates are 25.9 and 28.2, respectively).  The other three 
adolescents with low error rates had normal rates for production of complex 
utterances, however, the complex utterances produced overwhelmingly involved 
less complex embedding (two of these subjects did not produce a single finite 
complement clause, and half of the other adolescent’s complex utterances 
involved subordination of an adverbial clause). In other words, these subjects are 
successfully avoiding complexity (see Tuller and Henry 2006). We may assume 



that the age range of the SLI 11-16 group may be at least partially responsible 
for the fact that only a minority of them have developed successful avoidance: 
we note, however, that the extent to which compensation is attainable for all 
individuals with SLI is a question in need of further research. 

Turning to attempts at subordination and alternative strategies, although 
inter-subject variation is high, we believe that our results indicate that measures 
of this type, taken over larger corpora, may be useful indices of avoidance 
strategies. We illustrate with presentation of measures of the use of direct 
speech, the frequency of zero-level embedding of relative clauses, and the 
frequency of object relatives. Whereas utterances with direct speech represent a 
smaller and smaller proportion of verbal utterances in the TD groups (2.1%, 
1.5%, and 0.9%, respectively, for the TD-6, -8, and -11 groups), this percentage 
does not decrease between the two SLI groups (1.7% and 2.3% respectively).  
Similarly, whereas the use of 0-level relative clauses decreases in the TD groups 
(7.3%, 10.6%, and 4.9%, respectively), it continues to be widely and regularly 
used in the SLI 11-16 groups (18.3% for SLI 6-10 and 21.3% for SLI 11-16).  
Finally, mean frequency of object relatives, with respect to all other subordinate 
clauses, remains below 5% in the SLI 11-16 group (M = 4.8, SD = 8), whereas 
they represent 11.1% (SD = 6.3) of subordinate clauses in the TD-11.   

 
4. Conclusion 
 

We have sought to explore the idea that complexity can be studied via 
analysis of relative frequency and relative ungrammaticality in atypical language 
acquisition, just as it has been explored via order of acquisition in typical L1 
acquisition. Measuring complexity in terms of number, nature, and distance of 
syntactic operations, and use of empty over lexical categories predicts partial 
orders of relative complexity: relative clauses > other subordinate clauses, object 
relatives > subject relatives, finite clauses > non-finite clauses, and adverbial 
clauses < other subordinate clauses. These predictions were confirmed by 
frequency and agrammaticality measures of language samples of the SLI 6-10 
children. Specific results highlight the pertinence of complexity proposals: 1) the 
relative clause findings point to the pertinence of number and nature (and 
distance) of syntactic operations, 2) the fact that non-finite complements clauses 
are more frequent than finite ones and the evidence for C-drop support the 
proposal that processing load can be alleviated via empty categories (see also 
Santos 2006), and 3) the predominance of adverbial clauses over other types of 
embedding suggests that merger at phase edge is less costly. Finally, it was 
suggested that complexity should be particularly identifiable via comparison 
between younger and older individuals with SLI, as we would expect that 
frequency of embedding might stagnate, while ungrammaticality drops, and 
avoidance/compensatory strategies continue to be manifest. This is precisely the 
picture that emerged when the SLI 6-11 and the SLI 11-16 groups were 
compared, in contrast with the comparison between the TD 6- and 8-year-olds, 
on the one hand, and the TD-11 group, on the other hand. We conclude that the 



notion of processing load can not only be informed by linguistic theory, but can 
be studied in atypical development through relative frequencies, error rates and 
avoidance strategies.  
 
References 
 
Audollent, Cécile and Tuller, Laurice (2003)  “ La dysphasie : quelles séquelles en 

français ? ” ANAE 74-75: 264-270. 
Borer, Hagit and Wexler, Ken 1987: “The maturation of syntax”.  In T. Roeper and E. 

Williams (eds.), Parameter Setting. Dordrecht: Reidel. 
Cronel-Ohayon, Stéphany (2004). Etude longitudinal d’une population d’enfants 

dysphasiques.  Doctoral dissertation, University of Geneva. 
Clech-Darbon, Anne, Rebuschi, George et Rialland, Annie (1999) “Are there Cleft 

Sentences in French”. In Rebuschi, G. and Tuller, L. (eds.) The Grammar of 
Focus, Amsterdam: John Benjamins, pp. 83-118. 

De Cat, Cécile (2002)  French Dislocation.  Doctoral dissertation, University of York. 
Fox, Danny and Yosef Grodzinsky (1998): “Children’s passive: a view from the by-

phrase.” Linguistic Inquiry, 29, 311-332. 
Friedmann, Naama and Novogorodsky, Rama (2004) “The acquisition of relative clause 

comprehension in Hebrew: A study of SLI and normal development” Journal of 
Child Language 31:661-681.   

Gibson, Edward (1998) “Linguistic Complexity: Locality of Syntactic Dependencies” 
Cognition 68: 1-76. 

Gibson, Edward (2000) “The dependency locality theory: A distance-based theory of 
linguistic complexity”, In Marantz, Alec, Miyashita, Yasushi, and O.Neil, Wayne 
(eds.) Image, language, brain: Papers from the first mind articulation project 
symposium. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, pp. 95-126. 

Hamann, Cornelia (2000). “The acquisition of constituent questions and the requirements 
of interpretation”. In: Friedemann, Marc-Ariel; Rizzi, Luigi (eds.). The 
Acquisition of Syntax. London: Longman, pp. 170-201. 

Hamann, Cornelia (2006). “Speculations about Early Syntax: The production of Wh-
questions by normally developing French children and French children with SLI”. 
Catalan Journal of Linguistics 5: 143-189. 

Hamann, Cornelia, Cronel-Ohayon, Stéphany, Dubé, Sébastien, Frauenfelder, Ulrich, 
Rizzi, Luigi, Starke, Michal, and Zesiger, Pascal (2003). “Aspects of Grammatical 
Development in Young French Children with SLI”. Developmental Science 6: 
151-158. 

Hamann, Cornelia; Rizzi, Luigi and Frauenfelder, Ulrich (1996).The Acquisition of 
Subject and Object Clitics in French. In Clahsen, Harald (ed). Generative 
Perspectives on Acquisition. Amsterdam, John Benjamins, pp. 309-334. 

Henry, Célia (2006) “Compensation chez les adolescents dysphasiques : analyse du 
langage spontané”, Master 2 Thesis, François-Rabelais University, Tours. 

Jakubowicz, Celia (2004) “Question formation in French SLI: Is Movement costly?” 
Presented at Groningen Workshop on the L1 Acquisition of Tense, Aspect and 
Questions. June 11, 2004, University of Groningen. 

Jakubowicz, Celia (2005) “The Language Faculty: (Ab)normal Development and 
Interface Constraints”, Paper presented at the GALA conference, University of 
Sienna, September 8-10 2006. 

Jakubowicz, Celia; Müller, Natascha; Riemer, Beate and Rigaut, Cathérine (1997) “The 
case of subject and object omission in French and Geramn. In Elizabeth Hughes, 



Mary Hughes and Annabel Greenhill (eds). Proceedings of BUCLD 21, 331-342. 
Jakubowicz, Celia; Nash, Lea; Rigaut, Catherine and Gérard, Cl-Loïc (1998): 

“Determiners and clitic pronouns in French-speaking children with SLI” 
Language Acquisition 7: 113-160. 

Klima Edward and Ursula Bellugi (1966): “Syntactic regularities in the speech of 
children.” In John Lyons and Richard Wales (eds): Psycholinguistic Papers. 
Edinburgh University Prress, Edinburgh, 183-207.  

Labelle, Marie (1990) “Predication, WH-Movement, and the Development of Relative 
Clauses” Language Acquisition 1: 95-119. 

Labelle, Marie (1996) “The Acquisition of Relative Clauses: Movement or No 
Movement?” Language Acquisition 5.2: 65-82. 

Leonard, Laurence (1998). Children with Specific Language Impairment. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press. 

MacWhinney, Brian (2000). The CHILDES Database: Tools for Analyzing Talk. 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Owen, Amanda and Leonard, Laurence (2006) “The production of finite and non-finite 
clauses by children with Specific Language Impairment and their typically 
developing peers” Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research 49: 548-571. 

Rice, Mabel and Wexler, Ken (1995) “Extended Optional Infinitive account of Specific 
Language Impairment” BUCLD 20, pp. 451-461. 

Rizzi, Luigi (1994). “Some notes on linguistic theory and language development: the case 
of root infinitives”. Language Acquisition 3: 371-393. 

Rizzi, Luigi (2000) “Remarks on Early Null Subjects”. In Friedeman, M-A and Rizzi, L. 
(eds). The Acquisition of Syntax. Longman, pp. 269-292. 

Roeper, Thomas (1996) “The role of merger theory and formal features in Acquisition”. 
In Clahsen, H. (ed), Generative Perspectives on Language Acquisition. 
Amsterdam: John Benjamins, pp. 415-450. 

Roeper, Tom, de Villiers, Jill (1991). “The Emergence of Bound Variable Structures”.  In 
Maxfeld, T. and Plunkett, Bernadette (eds.). Papers on the Acquisition of Wh. 
University of Massachusetts Occasional Papers. Amherst, Mass.: GLSA 
Publication, pp. 225-65.  

Santos, Ana Lúcia (2006) “On the Nature of Early VP Ellipsis”  Paper presented at 
Romance Turn II, University of Utrecht, September 7-9, 2006. 

Tuller, Laurice; Delage, Hélène and Monjauze, Cécile (2006) “Avoiding Complexity in 
Atypical Development of French”, Talk presented at the Latsis Colloquium, 
University of Geneva, January 26-28, 2006. 

Tuller, Laurice and Henry, Célia (2006) “SLI at Adolescence: Avoiding Complexity”, 
Ms., François-Rabelais University, Tours.  

Tuller, Laurice; Monjauze, Cécile and Delage, Hélène (to appear) “Clitic Pronoun 
Production as a Measure of Atypical Language Development in French”  In 
Jakubowicz, C. and Schultz, P. (eds.) Special Issue on Specific Language 
Impairment (SLI) across Languages: Properties, and Possible Loci Lingua.   

van der Lely, Heather 1998: “SLI in children: movement, economy and deficits in the 
computational-syntactic system”. Language Acquisition 7: 161-192.  

Wexler, Ken (1994) “Optional infinitives, head movement and the economy of 
derivations in child grammar”. In Hornstein, N. and Lightfoot, D. (eds.). Verb 
movement. Cambridge: CUP, pp. 305-350. 

Wexler, Ken 1998: “Very Early Parameter Setting and the Unique Checking Constraint” 
Lingua 106: 23-79. 


