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ACQUISITION OF VERBAL INFLECTIONS IN TURKISH

F. OZDEN EKMEKCI

Suffixation, by which bound morphemes are added one after the other, is the basic morphological device in Turkish. One can produce single-word sentences that are probably expressed in other languages by several words. As indicated in Example (1) about ten inflections can be suffixed to a stem.

(1)  Görev - len - dir - e - me - dik - ler - imiz - den - mi - siniz?

       sent - verb forming - causative - can - not - nom. suffix - pl.

       Ist. pers.pl poss. - from - question marker - 2nd pers. pl.

       Are you among those whom we were unable to assign position to?

The purpose of this paper is to describe how and in which order the verbal inflections are acquired in Turkish. For this reason, the language development of a Turkish child named Didem is analyzed from the age of 1; 3 to 2; 4. The scope of the study is limited to the analysis of the following groups of verbal inflections: (1) modality and tense markers, (2) negative marker, (3) ye/no question marker, (4) personal markers.

Modality and Tense Markers

Ability marker is the first modality to appear at the age of 1; 3. At initial stages it is always used together with the negative marker as one unit to express her inability of doing an action (2). Such an utterance suffixed for inability is repeated till her wish is fulfilled. Although expressions lack personal markers, they all refer to the child. Her behavior and the adult's responses confirm that the only person these actions can be attributed to is the speaker herself. From context it is also understood that these utterances are produced to indicate a progressive action; however, the progressive marker does not appear in the surface structure. The only indication of such a marker is the vowel at the end of the utterance (2).

Adult                             
 Didem

_________________________             ______________________________

 (2) 
Didem, gel buraya.  
 gelemi


(Didem, come here.)
 (come - can - not – vowel)

Her first attempts for producing the progressive marker are observed in her practice sessions at 1; 3.  She utters a sentence consisting of stem, ability and negative markers. The second time the starts the sentence with the last syllable of the previous utterance and attaches the progressive marker next to it (3).


Didem 


_____________________________________________________________

 (3) 
 aCamI  

(open - can - not)


 gala, gala, ga         
(sings)

      
aCamI

      
gala, gala, ga

     
 aCamI

    
 gala, gala, ga

    
 aCamI

    
 gala, ga

    
aCamI

(open - can - not)

   
mIyo

(not - progressive marker)

At 1; 5 she manages to produce the progressive marker at the end of verbs that have already been inflected for inability, (4a). Later that month she starts to apply the negative marker only with the progressive marker and separate from the inability marker (4b).


Adult




Didem


___________________________         ______________________________

 (4a) 
Sandalyeye mi,  masanIn UstUne mi


CIkamIyo


CIkamIyorsun?


(Cannot get on (it).)


(get on - can - not – ing)

        (Can't you get on the chair or on the table?)

(4b) 
KIrarsIn, uzaktan bak.

amIyo (almIyo)

        
 (You may break it, look
take - not - ing

        
 at it at a distance.)

((I) don’t take (it).)

Although all her utterances inflected for progressive tense refer to her own behavior, with the exception of one, only 50 percent of them appear with a first person singular ending. The application of both the present progressive tense marker and the use of first person singular marker is completely mastered by 1;8 mad in her own responses she manages to retain, deletes the negative marker in the adult's question (5a) depending on the context. Ina fact, she gives a negative response to a positive question when necessary (5b).


Adult


Didem


__________________________
_____________________________

(5a)
 Portakal sevmiyor musun?       
Seviyon. (Seviyorum)

        
(orange like-ing-Q-2nd pers. sing. )
(like - ing - Ist pers. sing.)


 (Don't you like orange?)            
(I like (it).)

(5b) 
SapkanI seviyor musun?           
Sevmiyom. (Sevmiyorum.)

         
(hat-acc. Like- ing-Q-2nd pers. sing.
 like - neg- ing - Ist - pers. sing.


(Do yo like your hat?)                
(I don't like (it).)

As she masters the use of the progressive tense and becomes more proficient in performing actions by herself, she hardly utters any statement expressing inability except for pertinent cases. At 1.; 10 she applies the conjoined suffix for inability together with simple past tense marker (6).


Adult

Didem


______________________________ 
____________________________

 (6) 
Evet , seni tanIyamadI.     
TanIyamadI.

     
 (No, he couldn't recognize you.)  
(recognize - inability – past)




(He couldn't recognize (me).)

Future and past tense markers appear almost at the same time around the age of 11; 7 and increase at the same rate at 1; 9. At 1; 9 1/2, however, the occurrence of past tense marker triples. Although the content of the conversation has a direct influence in Didem's choice of tense markers, she seems to enjoy reporting her performances to her elders as soon as she completes them. This gives her the opportunity to apply the past tense marker more than the future tense marker. Her control past tense in her answer to a question directed to her in the present progressive (7) because she seems to be interested in the result rather than the state of an action at this age.


Adult

Didem


________________________________ 
___________________________

(7) 
Balon mu yapIyorsun jikletinle?  
 BaddIm. (PatlattIm)


(Are you making a balloon with
(I popped (it).)

 
your chewing gum?)

Didem uses the future tense marker very much at 1; 10. This usage seems to have been mastered so well that we observe the child initiating a conversation in the future. As soon as she sees the tape recorder in her mother's hand, she says, "Sesi alIcan." (You will record the sound). She even finds an appropriate way of changing the tense of the conversation from present to future (8).

Adult

 Didem

________________________________
___________________________

 (8) 
(Didem is trying to put her doll to sleep.)

Uyumuyor mu Pinokyo?
UyumIycak bu. (Uyumayacak bu.)
 (Doesn't Pinokyo sleep?)
(This won't sleep.)

The suffix marking the simple present tense does not occur very much although it appears at 1; 6. Between 1; 6 and 1; 7 utterances inflected for present tense are employed to express her refusal or denial of the adult's request (9a) or statement (9b).


Adult
Didem


_______________________________ 
___________________________

 (9a) 
Otur bakalIm o sandalyeye.           
Odumam. (Oturmam.)

       
 (Let's see you sit on that chair.)   
(sit down - not - pres. – Ist pers. Sing.)

                                                      
 (I won't sit down.)

Didem's rare use of the simple present tense marker may be due to the fact that in Turkish the present progressive is employed in expressing repeated actions as well as continuous ones (10). Verbs referring to senses can be used in the progressive as well (11).

(10) 
SabahlarI sUt iCiyor musun?  (Progressive )

        
 (Do you drink milk in the morning?) (Simple present)

(11)
 Onu gorUyor musun?(Progressive)

 (Do you see him/her/it? (Simple present) 

Reported tense marker appears in the form of imitation at 1; 5 and 1; 7. In her attempts, she repeats either the suffix only (12) or the word with part of the suffix (13).


Adult
Didem


____________________________
____________________________

(l2)
 DUSmUS mU?
-mUS
       
 (fall down - reported – Q)            
 (reported speech marker)

       
 (Has it fallen down?)             

(13)
OturmuS mu?
odumu (OturmuS.)

( sit down-reported-Q)
(sit down - incomplete marker)


       
 (Has she/he sat down?)  

In one instance at 1; 9, she prefers to answer a-mIS question in past tense (14).

Adult
Didem

______________________________ 
_____________________________

 (14) 
Pantolonunu giymiS mi?
Giydi

       
 (Has he put on his pants?)         
(put on - past tense)

                    
 (He put (them) on.)

At 1; 10, however, she starts initiating sentences in reported tense (15).


Adult
Didem


_______________________________ 
______________________________

 (15) 
(They are looking at a picture book.)



Abiye kuS konmuS



(elder boy - to bird perch reported tense) 



 (A bird has perched on the elder boy.)

Evet, abiye kuS konmuS.

 (Yes, a bird has perched on the

elder boy.)

The occurrence of reported tense markers triple in number at 1; 10 in one month and this number, in turn, doubles at 1.11. The reason for such an increase is that Didem, at this stage, enjoys retelling stories she has been told.

Conjoined inflection indicating suggestion for the first person plural -Ellm (Let's) first occurs at 1; 3 as an answer to a question marked for inability (16).


Adult
Didem


______________________________  
 ___________________________

(16) 
ACalIm mI televizyonu?
aC   (open)

        
(open - let's - O television acc.)        
aC
       
 (Shall we turn on the TV?)           
aC

       
 Sen aCamIyor musun?
aCaIm (aCalIm)

        
(you open-can-not-ing Q-2nd pers sing. )
(open - let's)


(Can't you turn it on?)                   
 (Let's open (it).)

  

aC   (open)



aC

Although the inflection indicating suggestion appears in her recorded speech at 1; 5 and 1; 6, she seems to have full control of the inflection after 1; 9. Not only does she apply the first plural form -Ellm, but also initiates sentences including the singular suggestion forms (e.g. let me, let him) (17).


Adult       
Didem


_________________________________
 __________________________

 (17) 

Giyim. (Giyiyim.)


put on - let me



 (Let me put (it) on.)


Neyi giyeceksin?


(What will you put on?)



KIkamI. (HIrkamI)



sweater - Ist pers. poss. -acc.

 

 ((I) will put on) my sweater.)

Form 1; 11 on , inflection for suggestion is extensively used with varied personal markers including the second person singular inflection in an informal context (18).


Adult
Didem


_______________________________        __________________________

 (18)
(Didem is sitting on her swing.)



Binsene.



(get on - suggsetive marker referring to second



person singular)



 (Why don't you get on (it)?)


Ama ben bUyUGUm.

(But I'm big.)

The first occurrence of a passive voice marker is at 1; 7. Didem wants the boy in the picture to throw the ball at her. Her mother warns her that this cannot be done but she insists that it could (19). In her positive response to a negative statement, Didem manifests her kno1ledge of the application of passive voice by employing the correct ending in an appropriate way to the context.


Adult
Didem


________________________________       __________________________

 (19) 
AtIlmaz.

       
( throw - passive - neg. – pres.)



AtIlIr.



(throw - passive - pres.)

After 1; 9 the same marker is applied in expressing a past action with an unknown agent (20).


Adult
Didem


_________________________________     _________________________

 (20) 
Senin telefonun ne oldu?

        
(What happened to your telephone?)
 KIIldI. (KIrIldI)



(break - pass. – past)



 (It is broken.)

The first occurrence of the causative marker is observed at 1;5 in response to a question containing causative and suggestive inflections (21).


Adult
Didem


________________________________       _________________________

(21) 
OturamIyor musun?

        
 (Can't you sit down?)


Ben mi oturtuyum?

        
( I - O sit - down - caus. - let – me)



Odud. (Oturt)



(sit - down - caus.)

Although the causative inflection occurs several times at 1; 10 and also between 1; 11 and 2; 4, it is not uttilized much. On the other hand, there are no instances where it is omitted or misused.

Negative Marker

Negative marker is the first to appear in conjunction with the inflection for ability as early as 1; 3. In fact, tense markers that appear the early stage are generally conjoined with the negative suffix. The progressive marker, for instance, occurs first suffixed to the end of negative and ability markers (2-3). There may be several reasons for her using a negative suffix all the time in verbs inflected for tense or modality:

1. As a baby is incapable of performing certain actions, which is reflected in her speech.

2. As personality she may be a person reluctant to perform and obey given commands or suggestions.

3. She may have learned a group of inflections as an "amalgam" (MacWhinney l976).

It requires a thorough investigation to arrive at a definite conclusion regard to the application of the negative marker because its usage varies in each month without yielding any regular pattern of increase or decrease.

Yes/No Question Particle

For the purpose of this study, the yes/no question particle is treated as a suffix, for the following reasons:

1. Although it is written separately, it is articulated like a suffix without any significant stop between the marker and the preceding word.

2. It obeys the vowel harmony as other suffixes.

Even though Didem has managed to inquire about people or objects by varying the intonation contour in her speech, the first occurrence of the morphological marker -ml is at 1;5 (22).

       
Adult                                               
Didem

      
 ___________________________  
____________________________

 (22) 
(They are talking about a child in the book.)


SaCI var mI?

      
hair-poss. (3rd pers.sg.) there Q


 (Does she have hair?)



Yok.



    


(A word indicating negation meaning "there isn't" or "there doesn't exist.")


Eli var mI?


(Does she have a hand?)




 Eimi? (Eli mi?)




hand - possesive Q (His hand?)

There may be some doubt whether the inflected utterance is imitated or not at its first occurrence. The utterance cited in this instance, however, proves not to be an imitation for the following reasons:

1. She would have attempted to imitate the word including the question marker as soon as the first question was directed to her.  Instead, she gives a negative answer in agreement with the content of the picture.

2. In her response to the second question, she shifts the place of the question marker from the comment to the topic. This is a very common process applied to confirm the validity of the topic concerned.

In spite of its appearance as early as 1; 5, the yes/no question marker is not utilized much till 1; 11. After this period, however, Didem starts inquiring for information, employing not only yes/no questions but also question word questions containing "what", "why", "where" and "who". In these instances she uses the language for "heuristic" functions (Halliday 1975). The omission of "when" and "how" in her questions implies that concepts of time and manner have not been developed to a level where she can use them in inquiry.

Personal Markers
    The first person singular marker occurs first at 1; 3 in a practice session (23). In fact, in order to practice the morphemes at the end of the word, she utters part of the stem that has no reference to any action. It is impossible to make an interpretation of this statement because it has no communicative value. She makes this considerably explicit by not requiring for any audience while practicing such an utterance.

(23) 
yamIyom          ya - mI - yom

                                      1   2      3

 (l. stem, 2. negative marker, 3. combined form of progressive and first person singular markers)

At the age of 1; 5, we observe a sudden increase in the application of the first person singular marker. However, 20 percent of the utterances inflected for tense do not contain a first person singular marker although the referred agent of the action is Didem herself. She tends to omit the personal marker in instances where the inquirer is interested in the performance rather than the performer who is already known by him (24). In other instance, where she initiates the conversation to inform the adult of what she is doing, she retains the personal marker (25).


Adult              
Didem


_____________________________ 
______________________________

(24)
 Didem, kalkamIyor musun?


Didem get up-can-neg -prog.  Q-2nd pers.

        
(Didem, can't you get up?)



KakamIyo. (KalkamIyorum.)



get - up - can - not - ing

  

 ((I) can't get up.)

(25) 

CIkamIyom. (CIkamIyorum.)



get on - can - not - ing - lst pers.



 (I can't get on (that).)

       
 CIkamIyor musun?


(Can't you get on?)


From the age of 1; 9 the first person singular marker occurs frequently in conjunction with different tense markers.

The morpheme indicating the first person plural is not the same for all tenses. In suggestions, for instance, the difference between the plural and singular forms of the first person marker is the consonant preceding the inflection -lm (26). The unrounded low vowel in the suggestion indicating suffix for the lst person plural (-Ellm) is assimilated to high unrounded one when preceeded by a glide in its singular form.

(26) 
Gidelim.        (e >i )      Gidiyim.

        
 (Let's go.)                    (Let me go.)

The indication of the first person plural marker (I.P.P.) in verbs inflected for past tense is the morpheme -k (27). In most other tenses, the morpheme -Iz marks the first person plural (28).

(27) 
Gittik.
 (We vent.)

        
( go - past - I.P.P.)

(28) 
Geliyoruz.  
(We are coming.)

        
(come - prog. - I.P.P.)

In the application of I.P.P. in progressive statements, Didem sometimes inserts -yog instead of

 -yoz, which is the reduced form of -yoruz  (-ing - we) in her speech (29).

 (29) 
Eimizi yIgIyog.
 (Elimizi yIkIyoruz.)

        
hand - our - acc - wash - prog - /g/

       
 (We are washing our hands.)

It is difficult to suggest the reason for such an insertion. She may be confusing -yoz with "yog" (adult form: "yok") which means "there isn't" or "there doesn't exist." Thus, instead of "yIgIyoz", she says, "yIgIyog", Another possible explanation is that she applies the I.P.P. marker for past tense -k to the progressive tense as well (30).

(30) Giddig  (Gittik.)
         go - past - I.P.P.

        (We went.)

         Gidiyog.  (Gidiyoruz.)

         go I - prog. - I'P.P.

         (We are going.)

The second explanation seems to be a more plausible answer because /g/ is the I.P.P. marker with progressive tense in some non-standard dialects. Although Didem has never been exposed to this dialect, she tends to apply it in her speech to maintain uniformity.

The third person does not take a morpheme. Omission of the personal marker at the end of the verb is the indication of a third person being the performer of the action. Didem's utterances referring to a third person correspond to adult form even at the age of 1; 7. Starting at 1; 9 she makes 100 percent distinction between the first and third person.

The second person singular ending -sln does not appear at early stages of the child's language development because she is, then, interested in either her own behavior or events involving both her and her mother, both of which require a first personal marker. Her interest in a second person's actions is expressed in the form of commands, which do not call for any personal marker. At 1.10 she includes the second person pronoun within her utterance to reinforce her commands (31).


Adult
Didem


____________________________ 
____________________________

(31)
 (Didem is on her bicycle and she wants her doll Pinokyo to ride with her.)


Pinokyo binemez ki.

Sen bin.



(But, Pinokyo can't ride (on it).)    
 (You get on (it).)

At 1; 11 verbs are suffixed for second person singular in her questions for information (32) or requests. (33). At 2; 4, in fact, the second person singular is used to indicate impersonality (34).

(32) 
Biliyor musun?

       
( know - prog. Q-2nd person sg.)

       
 (Do you know (that)?)

(33) 
Benimle gelir misin?

       
 (I - with come - pres. Q - 2nd person sg.)

        
(Will you come with me?)

(34) 
(Didem is showing her grandfather how to inject medicine in  her doll's arm.) 

        
 Bak, iGne yapIyorsun buraya bOyle,

         
(Look, you inject (the medicine) here this way.)

The second person plural marker (-InIz, In) is also employed in questions starting at 2;0. The appearance of the commands in the plural form (Verb -In)  is around the same age, but in the recorded speech samples both forms of the second person plural marker (-InIz, -In) are not utilized much because in most instances there is only one person talking to her during the recording sessions. She does not seem to have acquired the use of these markers for indicating politeness. That is, she does not employ -sInIz or -In while addressing an elder person

.

Conclusion

The development of verbal inflection takes several stages. At first, they appear either at practice sessions (3), or in response to the adult's question (4a). She usually imitates what has been said to her. At the second stage, the child in her response applies the same suffix in the adult's question but varies the other markers depending on the context (5a). At the last stage, she manages to apply the marker in the utterance she initiates herself without any elicitation from the adult (4b).

The order and the appearance of the verbal inflections in the child's speech prove to be the result of her knowledge about object concepts and relational concepts about time and place (Piaget 1954). Inability and progressive markers, for instance, appear at the age of 1; 3 when she is incapable of acting upon objects and when she is aware of the action happening at that particular moment only. Along with her mental development the other tense markers appear around the age of 1; 7 but their usage increases at 1; 9. The creative use of causative and passive voice markers is around the age of 2; 0.

While the negative marker appears as early as 1; 3 with frequent use, the yes/no question marker is not employed much till 1; 11 when she starts inquiring about the objects and actions around her. Among the personal markers both the plural and the singular forms of the Ist person appear as early as 1; 3. However, the singular form is used very frequently starting at 1; 5 when the child is interested mostly in expressing her own behavior. The creative use of the plural form is around the age of 1; 9. The active use of the second person singular is as late as 1; 11. The appearance of the third person plural marker is at 1; 9 but employed more around 2; 4.

In the application of suffixation, the child with a few exceptions closely observes morphological rules. These exceptions reflect her generalization about the language. At initial stages, she applies the inflections on single words (7). At later stages, she uses two or more inflected words within the same utterance (18). The significant point here is that she never uses two words together without obligatory inflections. She tries to maintain the inflected word that is significant in conveying the message and expresses the other nonverbally (21).

In summary, verbal inflections appear at early stages of the language development of a Turkish child since semantic notions are generally expressed by means of inflections in Turkish. The inflections are suffixed according to the morphological rules. The order of appearance and the occurrence of these inflections reflect the child's conceptual development, the structural pattern of the inflection and/or the social context.
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