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Introduction
• A case study of how children discover interdependencies in 

inflectional paradigms, using gender and plural formation in 
Icelandic as a test case

Gender and plural formation in Icelandic
• Nouns in Icelandic  inflect for gender (M, F, N), case (NOM, ACC, 

DAT, GEN) and number
• Children draw a categorical distinction between productive and 

unproductive NOM.SG suffixes, the statistically dominant inflectional 
form, in gender  acquisition [1]:

• NOM.SG suffix –r, –i à Masculine
• NOM.SG suffix –a à Feminine
• NOM.SG suffix –Ø à ?

• There are correspondences between gender and plural forms, 
albeit with syncretism and exceptions:

Table 1: Correspondences between gender, NOM.SG and NOM.PL
suffixes in Icelandic 

Table 2: Quantifying correspondences between gender and plural 
suffixes (based on the top 1000 NOM.PL types in [3])

Figure 1: Predicted interdependencies between 
forms in gender and plural formation in Icelandic

Research questions
• How do children form  generalizations about plural forms 

in Icelandic?
• How does knowledge of gender facilitate the induction of 

novel plural forms in Icelandic?

Elicited production task
• 2 conditions:

• Productive (novel noun with NOM.SG
suffix –r, –i, –a)

• Unproductive (novel noun with NOM.SG
suffix –Ø)

• 24 novel noun-novel object pairings
• Animated video game: Find the correct number 

of flying toasters in the test scene
• Task elicited gender agreement on numerals (2-

4) and plural formation

Methods
Corpus study
• Corpus analysis using the Tolerance Principle [2] to predict 

productivity in correspondences between gender and plural 
suffixes

• The TP predicts that the number of exceptions to a linguistic 
pattern cannot exceed N/lnN (qN)

• Gender incorporated as a conditioning factor by counting the 
number of plural suffix types within each gender category

Results
Adults (N=20)

Figure 3: Association between NOM.SG
and NOM. PL suffixes

Children (N=27, age range: 2;4-5;6 years)

Figure 4: Association between 
gender and NOM. PL suffix

• The association between gender and choice of plural suffix was 
significant (c2(6) = 27.91, p < .01)

Figure 4: Association between
NOM.SG and NOM. PL suffixes

Figure 5: Association between 
gender and NOM. PL suffix

• The association between gender and the choice of a plural suffix 
was significant (c2(4) = 182.1, p < .01)

Figure 2: Example test scene

Discussion

• Productivity in gender assignment correlates 
with productivity in plural formation in Icelandic

• Absence of a productive NOM.SG form results 
in ineffability in both gender assignment and 
plural formation
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