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A study of the‘acqu151t10n of Turkish and German by
immigrant children in West Germany addressed three issues: (1) the
role of cogn1t1ve development and age of learning in the process of
(2) the role of transfer between languages, and
.(3) the effects of greater or .lesser contact with native speakers of
"the two languages being acquired. The examination focused on the
nominal reference system characterized by plurifunctionality and

-

syncretism. Data were drawn from two cross-sectional studies of
brlingual immigrant children in West Berlin in which the

socxopolxtxcal setting is considered along with the psycholxngulstlc

investigation. The age groups were 8-15 years and 5-12 years.

Monolingual German and Turkish control groups were used in the second
study. The children's production of definite and indefinite markers

during lengthy interviews using a variety of psycho- and

sociolinguistic methodologxes was. analyzed. The data suggest that,
while the individual learner's approach to plurifunctional items 13
systematic, individual interlanguage systems differ from each other.
Further research into the points at which the various functions of
plurxfunctxonal 1§ems become the focus for individual learners is
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‘%he Problem of Plurifﬂnctiopglity in Bilingual Language Acquisition
Carol W, pPfaff ' '
Freie Universitat’ Berlin

1. Background One df the central problems for language acquisition
research is to, discover how the meaning atid distribution of gram-
matical morphemes (inflections and function words) are acquired. Not
only do these morphemes frequently fepreseng concepts not directly
perceptible in the "here and now™, but the forms they take frequent-
ly are characterized by plurifunctionality and syncretism. )

Turkish and German, two languages now being acquired sequential-
ly or simultaneously by immigrant children in the Federal Republic”
of Gexmany and West Berlin are both characterized by plurifunction-
ality, though the specifics of the two systems differ gredtly in
detail (see below). St >

" The study addresses the following issues: -

(1) the role of cognitive development gnd age of learning in the
process of language acquisition {comparisén of sequential with si-
multaneous acquisition) L1/L2; (2) the.role of transfer between
languages. The influence of Turkish on German and Geqzan on Turkish
structures; (3) the effects of greater or lesser contact with native

' speakers of the two languages being acquired.

The present paper focuses on the linguistic effects on gram-
matital markers’ on the nominal reference system which are character-
ized by plurifunction&Iity and syncretism and draws on the results
of two cross-sectional studies of bilingual immig}ant children in
West Berlin in which I am attempting to integrate sociolinguistic
investigation of the effects of the language acquisition setting,
with the more traditional psychdlinguistic goal of discovering how
the meaning and distribution of grammatical morphemes are acquired,

The first study of 48 Turkish (and 30 Greek) school children
8-15 years old, was designed to obtain an overview oﬁﬁlanguage pro-
ficiency and communicative competence in German (Pfaff/Portz 1981,
Pfaff 1984, Poktz/Pfaff 1981). R L

The second(study, "the EKMAUS study" for which data collection
is still in progress, involves 80 Turkish/Germah bilingual children
5-12 years old plus Turkish and German monolingugl control groups.
The bilingual groups are defined in tetms of age of onset of second
language acquisition and extent of contact with native speakers of
German. Bilingual group A: bilingual children born in Germany (or
immigrated very young) with little contact with native German peers.
(n=30).Bilingual group B: bilingual children born in Germany (or
immigrated very young) with considerable contact with native German
peers (n=30). Bilingual group C: bilingual children born in Turkey,
immigrated to Germany after two or more years of school in Turkey
(n=20}. Control group D: monolingual Turkish children of comparable
social background, interviewed in Ankara (n=15). Control group, E:
monolingual German children of ocqmparable social background, inter-
viewed in Berlin (n=15). .

The sociopolitical setting, which determines the +framework

-
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" .
of language socialization and acquisition is discussed in Pfaff 1981
and Pfaff 1984 a. I will simply note here that the population in-
cludes children for whom language development takes place in a clear .
sequence: L1 Turkish, acquired in the family followed by L2 German,
acquired primarily at school, children who acquire both Turkish and
German simultaneously within and outside the family from the outset;

‘and still other children who ‘are German dominant, having lost (or

nevér acquired) competence in aspects of Turklsh The linguistic
input is thus highly variable and includes several different types
of nonstandard and learner varieties spoken by othex children and
adults, as well as standard and colloquial dialects.

In the following. sections, I briefly sketch the reséarch goals
and hypotheses, the methodologies and a few of the results which
bear on issues of plurifunctionality.

2. Hypotheses: Plurifunétionality in Nominal Reference in Turkish
and German. Plurifunctionality is here understood in two senses,
also distinguished by Karmiloff-Smith (1979:50~53): "First

that a word may take on any one of its several functions... Seccnd
eso, Dlurifunctionality can imply the simultaneous expression of
rseveral-different functions".

Pluxifunctionality of the fixst type exists in both Turkish
and German for the numeral ‘one'/indefinite article 'a' as in (1):

(1) bir araba/ ein Auto 'one car/a car'

For both languages, we would predict the effect found by Karmiloff-
Smith 1979 for French, that children pass through a stage in which
the numeral function dominates in first langnage acquisition and
simultaneously bilingual acquisition (Groups D,E,B): Whether or not
the same pattern is observed in second language acquxsxtﬁon, partic-
ularly wheretit begins relatlvely late (Group A, and, especially,
Group C), will decide between a strong form of the "identity hy-
pothesis (L2=L1) which predicts that language development processes
are parallel in L1 and L2 and a model which predicts that later L2
acquisition procedes along different lines, reflecting the learners'
more advanced cognitive development.

Plurifunctionality of the second-type is exemplified by the
pronoun and article forms in German and by the definite accusative
inflection in Turkish.

In German, case rnumber and gender are fusionally expressed,
primarily by the definite and indefinite article forms listed. The
system is further characterized by a high degree of syncretism, so
that forms ‘can have various meaning, for instance: die is both nom-
inative and accusative femjnine singular and general p. plural, der is
nominative masculine s;ngular, dative and genetive of feminine sin-
gular and genetive of general plural. Den is both accusative of
masculine singular as well as dative for general plural. This syn-
cretism, combined with the fact that the grammatical gender assign-
ment -is generally unpredictable in either phonological or semantic
terms, makes this system difficult for children to acquire, dtudies
of German first language acquisition in Mills, Siobin's cross-
linguistic acquisition project show delayed acquisition relative to

» !
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.Other languages and it is well known as one of the major difficul-

ties for German second language learners. ;

Maratsos and Chalkley 1980 syggest that German €irst Yanguage
learners master the gender correlations of article forms before case.
While this may be true for childreh receiving standard German input
in which the correct forms for actval nouns are heard in the envi-
ronment, the situation can be expected to be quite different for
immigrant children who may hear German as much from other immigrants
who have not learned the standard genders as from native speak%rs
who have., | - . N i

Turkish in contrast is an agglutinative language with an ex-
tremely regular .phonologically conditioned system of morpheme alter-
nations. Case and number are marked by nominal suffixes, and there
is no gegder'-- even for third person prohouns which refer to natural
gender ahimate nouns. Studdes of the acquisition of Turkish as a
first language (Aksu-Kog/Slobin 1985 and ‘Ekmekei 1979) “have shown that
the inflectional system is acquired early and with great accuracy.
We hypothesize that these subsystems are stable and should be easily
acquired by bilingual children whose exprsure to T8rkish is quanti-
tatively less than for monolingual c¢hildren, and whose Turkish_ihput
may be nonstandard in other respects. As I repotted in pPfaff 1984 b
this is, in general, true. °

Previous acquisition studies have not, however, focused on ac-
quisition of some of the less transparent aspects of Turkish nominal
reference system, for example that the accusative inflection occurs
only on definites, that definiteness is inflectionally marked pnly
in the accusative case. Here we might expcct the contact with gsrman
to play a role - leading to convergence toward a uniform expres\}on
of definiteness in non-accusative as well as accusative ﬁ}ames,‘or
to the spread of accusative marking to indefinite as well as defi-
nite reference.

3. Methodology. To investigate these, among other, questions, the

EKMAUS study employs a variety of ps}cho— and sociolinguistic meth-
odologies, incorporated into a 1 1/2 - 2 hour interview, conducted
with individual children ih each language in separate sessions, in
their kindergartens or after-school day care centers. The intex-
views include free conversation, focused on the ¢hildren's socio-
linguistic background and daily activities: language use, orienta-
tion to Turkey or Germany, contact with native speakers of both
languages, a series of structured experimental games with toys a-
dapted from Karmiloff-Smith 1979, interspersed with stories and
elicited personal narratives, adapted from Pfaff & Portz 1981. '
In the rest of this paper, I report some of the results of two
of the games, PLAYROOMS and ACTIONS. PLAYROOMS elicits production
and comprehension of definite and indefinite foxms to one of
unique (1/1) similar (1/3s) or identical (4/3i) toys or to all three
identical toys (3/3i) which belong to a girl and boy doll who are
present but not looking at their toys and willing to lend them in
response to explicit verbal requests from the child (production)
or the interviewer (comprehension). To investigate case/gender/

97 4
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number marking, the toys are sclected to represerit standard German
grammatical gender classes, e.g., masc. (Ball, 'ball'; Hubschraubex,
'helicopter'), fem. (Kuh, 'cow'; Schachtel, 'box'), neut. (Auto;
‘car'; Flugzeug, ‘airplane'), as shown below. ‘

. - 1

PLAYROOMS 2’ g
fea |1 Kuk >
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- sagc] b blaver lll @. 3 30)e {ret, grin, gadd)
aeut] 3 gelde .\m; 1 geedas Aute '%
feu 3 nr&%ﬂduhrb. SEATERLEIa 1 brawvae Schachted @ = ¢

3 plefche wurfa) @@@ 1 wirtad @ W
- fon |t gelbe lhunré 3 rote Klamaera V V
mase I. Lufthallen =13 nrulh‘uhrbis‘ Lufth. .
. sl Nuluhruhr;g”x t Flugzevy @@@ ’
& e A

fea |1 Cule ﬁf N ::::
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Variables investigated

1. Determiner usage for visible objects in 4 contexts: 1/1 u-
nigue, 1/3s similar, 1/3i identical, 3/3i identical ’
2, Redundant vs. necessary modification \

3. Grammatical gender
4, Natural gender

1. Reaction to definite vs. idenfinite determiner
2. (German version) den and das vs. die
3. Explanation:pragmatic vs. metalinguistic

Comprh. Production

ACTIONS is a production and comprehension game played with sets
of toys, in which girl and boy dolls act on and with a set of var-
ious objects, animals and other human dolls, again with unique (1/1),
similar (1/3s) and identical (1/3i) participants. In each set,

. there are several series of actions inyol¥ing the partic¢ipants; the
¢ctions become increasingly complex as indicated by the example (: )
~ German sentences and glosses. The letters a,b,c)d“refer to the ~ /

patterns of distribution of definite articles in German, to be dis-
cussed in the results section.

4. Results, The results from bilingual children (Group A) £for PLAY- *
ROOMS, definite and indefinife wmarking,in both Turkish and German

) . 98 _
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Production. While all of the children produced definite markers in

*

-
-

are similar to Karmiloff-Smith's findings for French monolinguals.

most of the appropriate contexts, there were several chlldren who
used no indefinite/numeral ‘one’ forms in their spontaneous pro-
duction -- about 1/3 of the Turkish interviews contained no bir or

bir tane N, abott 1/2 of the German interviews contained no form of

ein in the PLAYROOM production task. Noptheless, from the instances

that do occur, there is ample evidence for the primacy of the numer-

al function over the non-specific reference to one of a larger set.

This is particularly clear in rare examples such as (2) and (3) where
the forms are used to refer to unique items: (2) bir tane helikopter
'one helicopter' (1aw7D); (3) ein Kuh ‘a/oné.cow' (4Buml2T) or with

a color adjective to refer to one of three similar toys as in (4):
(4) bir tane yeell?togg 'the one green ball' (3IwllT) where
the noun-topu is also marked as a definite accusativé. f,'
There is, however, alsé‘evidence that the indefinite mean R
one of, several, plays a role as well, as their frequency is much
greater in the expected context, to refer to one of three identigal
toys, as in (5) = (7): (5) bir tane mandal ‘one clothespin' (3/4Cm
10/1LD); (6) mandalini -- bir tane ‘'your clothespin -- ‘one' (MHm
10); (7) den Auto, eifier von dieser drey 'the car, one of these “
three' (5MmllD). “ ‘< . N

Comprehension. There is much more evidence from the comprehension

task, where all of the children were presented with sentences cort-
taining the crucial forms: bir N -- in Turkish’ and ein (elne, einen)
N in German.

Definite forms like topu und den Ball ‘the ball' were correct-
~ ly interpreted with very few exceptions; children chose the girls'

room with exactly one ball and gave justifications like 'she has
one, he has three' in response to our question 'how do you know?'

Indefinite forms like bir top and einen Ball/ 'a ball', on the
other hand, were frequentiy misinterpreted; children again chose
the girl's room and their justificationsas in (8-~10) again refer to
number - clearly showing the primacy of the numeral over the indef-
inite article function: (Ba) bir tane, onun cok var, bunun bir tane
'one that has lots, this has one' (3/4C10/11D); (9b) Karin weil -
er nur einen Ball.hat 'K. because he has only one ball' (5MY11D);
(15c) weil Ssusi den Ball hat ... Susi hat nur einen Ball ‘'because
Susi has the ball ... Susi has only one ball (58210D).

Note that in the, second German example in (15), the child her-
self clearly does not use ein to refer to a singleton set -- she
appropriately uses the definite article, den.

Finally, to return to the comprehension of German definite ar-
ticle forms, I want to make one last peint about the infrequent in-
correct choices mentioned earlier. The two forms den and das are
consistently correctly interprated as referring to singulars by

all but the youngest children, and most refer to the singleton set in

99 “ '
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their justification for their ohoicé: Solne of the older children
spontaneously offer metalinguistic commants about the relationship
between the form of the article and the notions of singularity/and
plurality. Two examples are given in (11) .and (12): (11) weil das
nur ein Auto ist ‘'because das is oply one car' (4Bumi2T); (12) weil
du die Mehrzahl nicht gebildet hast ‘'because you didn't form the
plural' (5Mm11D). . .
. The sithation is quite different for the request with die, as
in die Schachtel ‘'the box'. Most children recognize that die can °
refer to the plural and some make the false generalization that it
must. Again, some of the children offer explicit. metalinguistic ex-
planations to this effect as in (13) and (14): (13) wenn man die
sagt, dann ist ganz viel ‘'when one saysdie, then it's always the
plural' (5¥m11D); (14) wenn es die ist, dann ist immer die Mehrzahl
'when it's die it's always the plural' (SMml1lD). !
. Turning next to the problem of case, number and gender marking
in German, consider first the combined results for six Turkish
seventh graders in Table 1.

Table 1: Case/Gender Distribution (%) for Definite Article Forms
-~ der die gas gden dem = 8 other
std. masc. subjects: 67 | 57v  28%: FAY 0% (413 a2 g
v (std. forn der)
Fstd. fem. subjects: 42] 148 71s 2% - - 12248 -
B (std. forz die)
Estd. neut. subjects: 21 48% 38\ - - - 10y § S
“{std.) fora ¥as)

std. masc. objects: 38| -~ 13% 5¢  50% - LK
rlstd. forn den)
bstd. fem. objects: 42| - 200 A S A S 218 g -
R (std. forn die)
‘Bstd. neut. objects: 5| - 20% | 208 40% - Mg -
std, forn das)

&

With respect to 'gender marking, note the tendency toward cor-
rect use of der and die for masculine and feminine nouns, respective-
ly, but that all forms occur with nouns from all three standard
gender classes. . .

For case marking, however, we find an appropriate if overgen-
eralized distribution of forms: Der is used only as subject, never
as object while den is never used as subject, but is by far the
most frequent form with objects. Die -occurs considerably more fre-
quently as subject than as object, while the reverse is true for
das. There also appears t&’be a higher frequency of $-forms for
object than for subject..Thus, it is clear that contrary to the first
language data cited by Maratsos. and Chalkley 1980, these pupils have

/ a more-highly developed system for case than for gender.

‘An obvious explanation for these findings is the lack of a se-
cure gender assignment” for the nouns in question. In fact, we may
question whether some of these pupils -~ for there are noteable in-
,dividual differences .., have acquired a gender system at all --
reven for non-arbitrary natural gender items, as indicated by some

El{llC 100 7
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of the productiop*rgsponses to the ACTIONS game in which the
children describe sequences acted out with a girl and a boy dolly
and various other 'figures. Ig (a2) we see die Midchen 'thé girl'
pronominalized with.er 'he' rather than sie. In (c7) and (c8) boy
dolls are referred to with the definite article die rather than
der. (al) Die Anke hat die Ball genommen bei § Hund und die hat ge-
bringtbei g Xuh und da hat die Anke hingelegt und ... ‘'anke took
the ball from dog and she brought it to the cow and laid it down
there ... ' (a2) Die rechte Madchen hat die XKlammer genommen und
- hm.- die hat - hi - bei ~ &h genommmen und woanders gelegt - &ah
bei @ Peters Ecke und hat er gelegt und da hat er gebleibt. 'The
girl on the right took the clothespin and laid it somewhere else -
in Peter's corner and she laid it down and stayed there.' (b3) Der
Junge hat den Xlammer von den Jungen ausgemacht und ubergespringt
und zu ein Madchen gebringt. 'The bby took the clothespin off the
(other) boy and jumped over it and bZought it to a girl.' (b4) Der
schwarze Haare mit Midchen hat den gleichen Midchen gebracht. ‘'The
black haired girl took (the clothespin) to the same girl.' (c5) Die
Mutohat das Igel geschiebt, 'The car pushed the hedgehcg.' (c6) Die
Igel schiebt das Auto. 'The hedgehog pushed the car! (c7) Die an-
dreas hat das rote Ball von die Kuh genimmt und, &h, die groBe Pferd
gegibt 'Andreas took the red ball from the cow and gave it to the
ig horse.' (cB8) Die rote Junge hat das von die Midchen weiBe Mad-
chen, das Klammer in seine Haare genimmt und die hat von die Midchen
gehipft und sie hat so gegeht und die rote Kind gegibt. ‘'The red
(haired) boy took the clothespin from the white (haired) girli's hair
and he jumped over the girl and he went on and gave (it) to the red
child (child in a red dress). (@9) ¢ Madchen hat den Auto gesetz-
€ten und ¢ Junge hat den Auto gesetzen, 'The girl sat on the car
and the boy sat on the car.' (d10) @ Auto hat den Igel so, hinter-
gebringt. 'The car pushed the hedgehog back.' (d11) Den Klammer hat
g Madchen, ... § Midchen hat den Klammer genehmt und hat:gg,gin
Junge gegeben. ‘The girl took the clothespin and gave it to a boy.'
(d12) Ein Junge hat den Klammer den Midchen Haare gemacht. 'A boy
put the clothespin in the girl's hair.'

The sententes on set a+d illustrate a more important p01nt as
well, presenting evidence of individual learners' attempts to re-
gularize and systematize the article paradigm ~ in several different
ways.

Each one of the sets of examples under a,b,c and 4 i} for
one individual and represents what for that individual is a consis-
tent pattern throughout the ACTIONS game. Set a. represents distri-
butional contrast: @§/Prep., categorical die elsewhere (1Im8D); set
b. shows a functional contrast: subject der vs. other den (3Am10D)
set c. shows a different functional contrast: direct object vs,
other functions die (4Uwl10D) and set d. shows what looks like paral-
lel distribution: definiteness marked only on cbject (1Sw7D).

The extent to which such regular. patterns are shared by other
speakers remains for further analysis.

-

»

Conclusions. It seems, then,that the two different types of pluri-
r
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functional markers which have been discus;ed have different effects.
With the numeral/indefinite functions of bir in Turkish ani ein in
German, we find striking constancy in that there is_a phase in which
the numeral function is primary in both languages, exactly as re-
ported for French monolinguals by Karmiloff-Smith, a constancy which
likely reflects universals in the development of the underlying cog-
nitive categories,

With' the plurifunctionality of the German article forms, on the
other hand, we f£ind no such constancy. In the results of the ACTIONS
experiment, we see individual interlanguage systems differ from each
other with respect to which case roles are singled out for marked
reference and which forms are used. In the PLAYROOMS experiment, we
find that-the plurality marking function of die beccmes the focus
for many children. It is very clear, however, that, examined indi-
vidually, that learners' approach to plurifunctional items is sys-
tematic.

These results here represent the beginning for further analysis
of the EXMAUS data. What remains to be sorted out is when the variais
functions of plurifunctional items become the focus for learners --
to what extent this is context dependent, that is related to the
focus of the particular experimental task; to what extent there is
individual variation; and how this is related to sociolinguistic
variation in the learners' environments. These are the goals for
subsequent analysis which I hope to report in future papers.
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