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Morpheme acquisition is an integral component of the English 
language. One car. say, as a matter of fact, that they are the basic 
building blocks for English words. Although English speakers acquire 
all knowledge and functions of these morphemes, their rates of 
acquisition during childhood years differ. Research by Brown (1973) and 
Bates, Dale & Thai (1995) have shown substantial differences in rate of 
morpheme acquisition in young children. 

We have noted that many of these early developmental language 
studies are focused on subjects in the Western countries, most notably, 
the United Kingdom and the United States of America. We feel that 
Singaporean subjects with their bilingual characteristics might show 
variations from these eariier studies. 

As such, there is a need to take a second look at the order of 
morpheme acquisition (Brown 1973) and to compare the results with 
that of Singaporean Chinese children. At the same time, we anticipate 
that the rate of morpheme acquisition for Singaporean children differs 
when compared to subjects from earlier studies, with respect to the 
Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) stage and the chronological age. 

Although there have been many studies conducted on the acquisition 
of morphemes, the most influential, by far, is still the original study by 
Brown (1973). After demonstrating that there is a pattern of morpheme 
acquisition, Brown proceeded to make two other conclusions to his 
study. He found that while order of development approaches 
invariance, the rate of development varies widely. Brown's other 
conclusion was that MLU stages were a fairly good index of the level 
of development. 
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Another study, de Villiers & de ViIIiers (1973), validated Brown's 
third conclusion. Using statistical methods, they proved that morpheme 
acquisition correlates more with MLU stages than chronological age. 

Other studies which focused on morpheme acquisition included 
those conducted by Leopold (1949), Miller & Ervin (1964) and Menyuk 
(1969). While these research works are by no means inferior, they are 
too outdated to be of immediate use. However, one early work deserves 
to be mentioned. Berko (1958) was the first researcher to invent a basic 
method used for acquisition order in controlled studies. This will be 
one of the methods which we will utilize for our research. In her 
research, Berko found that it was possible to elicit the use of certain 
morphemes through the use of 'lead' pictures and questions. 

Other more recent studies are reviewed and while these studies, 
such as Klee & Fitzgerald (1985), are more recent, they mainly 
concentrated on the relationship between MLU 2nd age. 

THE 14 GRAMMATICAL MORPHEMES 

The 14 grammatical morphemes, which are being investigated are listed 
in Table 1. 

Table 1: List of investigated morphemes and their order of acquisition, by 
Brown (1973) 

Grammatical Morphemes 1 Examples 
(in order of acquisition) I 
1. Present progressive verb endings (-in@ 
2. Preposition 'in' 
3. Preposition 'on' 
4. Regular plurals (-S) 
5. Past irregular verbs (came, fell, broke went) 
6. Possessive noun ('S) 

7. Uncontractible copula ('be' as main verb) 
8. Articles (a, the) 
9. Past regular (-ed) 
10. Third person singular regular 
11. Third person singular irregular 
12. Uncontractible auxiliary 
13. Contractible copula 
14. Contratible auxiliary 

Mommy pushing. 
Put in the box. 
Put on table. 
Eat cookies. More blocks. 
He went outside. 
Jimmy's car. 
He is good. 
Throw the ball. 
He jumped. 
He cooks. 
He has books. 
The boys are crying. 
I'm good. 
I'm eating. 
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Due to time constraints, only four subjects were studied (Table 2). In 
order to simulate the diachronic change of morpheme acquisition, the 
synchronic view of acquisition was observed. As such, the four subjects 
chosen represented the entire chronological age range of the 14 
morphemes investigated by Brown (1973). 

Table 2: Demographic data of subjects 

Only female C'hinese subjects were selected ir, order to achieve 
some form of uniformity in the research. Furthermore, the small subject 
number prevents additional factors, such as varied socio-economic 
background, from interfering in the research. 

Subject 

1 
2 
3 
4 

The average age gap between the four subjects is approximately 
11.7 months. The subjects were o5osen to ensure a more accurate rate 
of change. This was observed from the fairly equal age intervals among 
the subjects. 

The main items used in the research are the mini-cassette recorder and 
booklet foz eliciting morpheme use from the child. Toys and books were 
part of the secondary materials to encourage the child to speak during 
the interview and to refocus her atte~tion should she lose interest in 
the proceedings. 

Printed materials for the interview consist of a Modified MacArthur 
Communicative Development Inventory (hlMCDI) (see ,4ppendix). The 
MMCDI is a auestionnaire, which targets the types of morphemes that 
have been acquired by the subjects. It is adapted from the original 
MacArthur Communicative Development Inventory for toddlers. The 
original concentrated on the amount of basic vocabulaiy acquired by 
the child, with only a small portion devoted to the acquisition of 

Age 

2:2 
3:6 
4:4 
5:l 

Gender 

Female 
Female 
Female 
Female 

Race 

Chinese/ Eurasian 
Chinese 
Chinese 
Chinese / Filipino 

Home Languagels 

English 
English/Teochew 
English/ Mandarin 
English 
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morphemes. It was developed by Fenson et al. (1994) in their study to 
gauge child vocabulary development with MLU. 

In the modified version, the vocabulary section was excluded 
whereas the morpheme acquisition was expanded to include 
morphemes not tested in the original inventory. The MMCDI serves to 
back up the interview by providii~g us with the information of the 
possible morphemes used by the subject, even when they are not 
displayed during the interview. 

The entire interview thus serves as a triple-tiered method of gaining 
information of morpheme used by the subjects. The primary informa- 
tion gathering device was actually the free interaction period when the 
subject was encouraged to discuss topics, such as their experiences in 
school, their likes and dislikes. During this portion of the interview, we 
intended to observe the natural use of grammatical morphemes by the 
subject in a natural conversatiofial setting. 

The secondary method to observe morpheme use was to elicit the 
use of morphemes through the use of cue cards and questions. For 
example, when the picture of a man kicking a ball was shown, we 
expect the child to answer, "kicking the football". In this investigation, 
we adhered fairly closely to Berko's (1958) method in morpheme 
elicitation. The results from these questions were then used to reinforce 
the results from the free interaction session. 

In the event that the child knows the particular morpheme but does 
not use it during the interview, the MMCDI was used. The form, 
completed by the caregiver, will show the child's use of morphemes 
at home. Caregivers were instructed when filling in the form, to only 
check off the morphemes that they have heard their child using. An 
interviewer will always accompany the caregiver when the form is 
being filled. Before the caregiver proceeds to the different sections of 
the form, the interviewer will ficst brief the caregivers on the aspects 
of the particular morpheme. This ensures that the caregivers understand 
what each section is investigating and what the correct morphemes 
being irwestigated are. 

The interviews were held at the subjects' residences to elicit natural 
responses in familiar surroundings. In our daily interactions, we have 
often noted that young children become intimidated in new 
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surroundings and by strangers. The caregivers of the subjects were 
briefed on the steps they must do during the interview. They were also 
reminded not to prompt the child during the second part of the 
interview, as this would interfere with the test results. 

The subject was given approximately five to ten minutes of free 
interaction with the interviewer in the presence of the caregiver. This 
'break-in' time served to familiarize the subject with the presence of the 
interviewer and the voice recorder. At the same time, this allowed us 
to observe the child's use of grammatical morphemes in a natural 
setting and to calculate a rough MLU stage of the subject. 

The calculation of the MLU is essential because the acquisition of 
the various morphemes is not just dependent on the chronological age, 
but also on the MLU stages. As such, even if Singaporean children 
acquire morphemes at a later age, their MLU at that age may be similar 
to an American monolingual child who is younger. In other words, 
the acquisition of morphemes of a Singaporean Chinese may be on 
32' with an American child in terms of MLU stages, as opposed to 
chronological age. 

The first ten minutes of the interview consisted mainly of the 
interviewer getthg to know the subject and using books and toys to 
put the subject at ease. At this stage, it is recommended that the 
caregiver remain with the subject. The child may feel more inclined to 
talk to his or her caregiver, thus the interviewer may need to direct 
questions through the caregiver. 

At the end of the first part of the interview, the morpheme booklet 
was introduced to the child. Tne subject was told that she would be 
shown a picture and that she would have to answer a question posed 
abom the picture. To elicit responses from the child, the interviewers 
presented the pictures concurrently with the questions posed to the 
subject. the child produced no response to the pictures, the 
interviewer would proceed to demonstrate the pictures, using concrete 
objects in the immediate environment. This was done to ensure that 
each subject had sufficient opportunities to demonstrate their 
acquisition of each morpheme. At the end of each interview, the 
caregiver was instructed to fill out the MMCDI for the subject. 

After the interviews had been conducted, the audiotapes were 
transcribed. In the event of muffled elicited response, the portion of the 
interaction was digitized on the Sound ForgeTM WAV Editor. The Editor 
allowed adjustment of the amplitude and quality of the data for clearer 
assessment. 
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Brown's (1973) method for the calculation of MLU was then 
applied for each interview. The MLU should only be seen as a rough 
gauge due to the short interview sessions. However, the interaction 
should yield sufficient data for the calculation of the MLUs and the 
MLU stages of the four subjects. 

Following that, a checklist was used to determine the number of 
morphemes acquired for each subject. The first column in the list 
represents the morphemes demonstrated during the second half of the 
interview. The second and third columns represent the morphemes 
demonstrated in the first part of the interview and those witnessed by 
the caregiver in the MMCDI respectively. 

During the compilation of the results, decisions had to be made as to 
whether a particular child demonstrated S;-lficient proof to show that 
she had acquired tl4e morpheme. Finally, the findings were based on 
the r ~ s ~ l t s  from the three subsections of the study in the following 
priority: 

1. The child's use of the morphemes during free interactions; 

2. The elicited responses from the child during an interview; and 

3. The child's morpheme use subject to the caregiver's questionnaires. 
(See Table 3) 

Order of Acquisition in Singaporean Children 

On the whole, the order of acquisition listed by Brown (1973) remained 
valid even for Singaporean children. By observing the table, one is able 
to see that, similar to Brown's data, the h,. thee ixorphemes acquired 
were those for present progressive verbs, the proposition 'in' artd 'on'. 

The only major aberration from Brown's study came from the 
morpheme for the articles, 'a', 'an' and 'the'. While Brown 
acknowledged that he only investigated the occurrences of 'a' and 'the' 
in his research, he claimed that this morpheme was only acquired near 
the middle of the order. He further wrote that the average age range 
which this morpheme was acquired was between 28 to 46 months. 

However, in our study, we discovered that knowledge of this 
particular morpheme was present even in our youngest subject. In fad, 



Table 3: Results from the entire interview grouped according to subjects and morphemes 

A: Morphemes observed during free interaction phase 
B: Morphemes observed duringelicited questioning 
C: Morphemes reported by caregivers (1 -. Never, 2 = sometimes, 3 - often) 
X: Morpheme use present and witnessed by interviewer 
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every subject was able to exhibit the knowledge and the use of this 
morpheme. 

Other differences observed demonstrated the possibility that 
Singaporean children acquire morphemes for past regular verbs and 
third person irregular verbs and past irregular verbs at a later stage 
order than those of Brown's subjects. Conversely, this meant that 
Singaporean children will acquire the more complex morphemes, such 
as contractible auxiliary and contractible copula verbs, ahead of Brown's 
proposed order. 

As such, the new order of acquisition for Singaporean children will 
take the following ranking (see Table 4). 

Table 4: Comparison between the order of acquisition for Brown's subjects 
and Singaporean subjects 

The likely reason for the different order may be the type of 
interactions between the caregivers and the children. After the 
interviews were conducted and the results compiled, we visitec! the 
caregivers for a post-survey interview. In the interview, the caregivers 

Rank 

1 

2 

3 
4 
5 

6 
7 

8 

I 9 

10 

11 

12 

13 
14 

Brown's Order of 
acquisition 

Present progressive verb 
ending 
Preposition 'in' 

Preposition 'on' 
Regular plurals 
Past irregular verbs 
Possessive nouns 
Uncontradible copula 

Articles 
Past regular verbs 

Third person singular regular 
verbs 

Third person singular irregular 
verbs 

Uncontractible auxiliaries 
Contractible copula 
Contractible auxiliaries 

Singaporean Order of 
Acquisition 

Present progressive 
verb ending 
Preposition 'in' 

Preposition 'on' 
Articles 
Regular plurals 

Possessive nouns 
Uncontractible copula 

Contractible copula 
Third person singular 
regular verbs 
Uncontractible auxiliaries 

Co~ltractible auxiliaries 

Past irregular verbs 
Past regular verbs 
Third person singular 
irregular verbs 
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were asked about their styles of interaction with their children. For all 
subjects, interaction with caregivers often involves those of the 
referential type. In this case, the caregiver often directs the child's atten- 
tion on objects or events in the child's immediate context (see Table 5). 

Table 5: Caregivers' responses to post-interview survey 

This would, therefore, necessitate the use of present progressives 
as well as descriptive terms such as prepositions. In addition to that, 
objects in which attention was directed to will most probably be 
assigned an article, such as 'a', 'an' or 'the'. For example, "Look, a bird!" 

Questions 

Do you talk to your child about 
objects or events in her 
immediate context? (Things 
she can see, touch, hear, taste 
and smell) 

Do you discuss with your child 
about events that happened in 
the past or that will happen in 
the future? 

When you speak with your 
child, do you speak in complete 
and grammatically correct 
sentences? 

Do you discuss thoughts and 
emotions with your child? 

Do you believe that parents 
should take charge of the child's 
initial learning and basic 
education? 

Do you actively teach your 
child m ~ r e  challenging 
grammar rules such as irregular 
verbs and irregular plurals? 

- 

Another reason to explain the difference in order would be 
incomplete sentences used by the caregivers. The lack of sutricient SVO 

1 

Often 

Some- 
times 

Scme- 
times 

Often 

No 

Rarely 

Caregiver for Subject 

2 3 4 

Often 

- 

Some- 
times 

Often 

Often 

Yes 

Some- 
times 

l Often I Often 

Rarely 

Some- 
Times 

Rarely 

No 

Rarely 

Some- 
times 

Often 

Some- 
times 

Yes 

Some- 
times 
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(Subject-Verb-Object) structures would impair the use and modeling of 
the copulas and auxiliaries. This may explain why copulas and 
auxiliaries are learned at a later stage. 

Comparison with respect to age of acquisition 

With the exception of the first three morphemes and that for articles, 
Singaporean subjects tend to acquire the morphemes at a later 
chronological age from the subjects studied by Brown. A comparison 
of their acquisition and age may be seen in Table 6: 

Table 6: Comparison between the mean age of morpheme acquisition 

Morphemes 

Brown's 
mean age of 
acquisition 

Singaporean's 
age of 
acquisition 

Present progressive verb ending 
Preposition 'in' 
Preposition 'on' 
Regular plur=ds 
Past irregular verbs 
Possessive nouns 
UncontractibIe copula 
Articles 
Past regular verbs 
Third person singular regular verbs 
Third person singular irregular verbs 
Uncontractible auxiliaries 
Contractible copula 
Contractible auxiliaries 

As can be observed, Singaporeans gain acquisition at a later 
chronological age, usually an average period c c  13.5 months slower 
than Brown's subjects. A probable reason may lie in the fact that the 
caregivers interviewed all expressed the belief that the complex 
morphemes such as third person irregulars should be taught by the Pre- 
school teachers rather than the care-givers themselves. As such, this may 
have delayed the acquisition of the more complex morphemes by the 
Singaporean subjects. 

Comparison with Respect to MLU Stages 

Although the Singaporean subjects lag behind Brown's subjects in terms 
of chronological ages, they were, however, acqukiig morphemes at the 
earlier MLU stages (see Table 7). 
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Table 7: Comparison between the mean MLU stage of morpheme acquisition 

This means that the rough correlation between chronological ages 
and MLU stages by Brown does not really hold true for h e  Singaporean 
context. What we mean is that Singaporean children are acquiiig the 
14 morphemes at a later chronological age but at an earlier MLU stage. 
This conversely also means that the data gathered by Miller and 
Chapman (1981), where they correlated MLU stages and ages, would 
not be accurate for the Sigaporean context. 

A look at the range of stages during which all the morphemes 
were acquired will again show great disparity between foreign context 
and the local Singaporean context. Bro:vn's subjects acquired all 14 
morphemes through the period from MLU stage of two to that of five. 
Singaporean children acquired all 14 morphemes between 2.6 to 3.1. As 
such, we can say that the learning of the 14 morphemes has been 
compressed into a short learning span. 

Singaporean's 
Mean MLU stage 
of acquisition 

2.6 
2.6 
2.6 
2.6 
2.9 
2.6 
2.6 
2.6 
3.1 
3.1 
2.9 
2.9 
2.6 
2.9 

Morphemes 

Present progressive verb ending 
Preposition 'in' 
Preposition 'on' 
Regular plurals 
Past irregular verbs 
Possessive nouns 
Uncontractible copula 
Articles 
Past regular verbs 
Third person singular regular verbs 
Third person singular irregular verbs 
Uncontractible auxiliaries 
Contractible copula 
Contractible auxiliaries 

There appears to be a lag period between not knowing the 
morphemes to using them accurately. However, without any detailed 
investigation into the subject's individual variations, we are unable to 
ascertain the reasons why Singaporean clrildren acquire the morphemes 
at earlier MLU stages and in a shorter span of time. 

Brown's Mean 
MLU stage 
of acquisition 

2.0 
2.0 
2.0 
2.0 
3.3 
3.0 
3.6 
4.0 
4.3 
4.6 
4.6 
5.0 
5.0 
5.0 
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The main limitation of this study is, of course, the use of a synchronic 
investigation to replicate the data of a previous diachronic investigation. 
As a result, there are chances for inaccuracies to occur during the 
comparison of the two results. For instance, while individual differences 
become constant in a diachronic investigation, it becomes a potential 
variable in a synchronic study. 

Secondly, the study was limited by the small sample size due to 
time and resources. Moreover, the subject number was too small for a 
synchronic study, and may introduce many confounding variables into 
the study. 

Lastly, the format of our interview was not standardized with 
regards to the free interaction interview period. As such, this may cause 
certain subjects to display knowledge of the morphemes, while other 
subjects may not gain the opportunity to demonstrate the use of 
morphemes. 

In summary, Singaporean children differ not only in the order of 
acquisition, but also in the rates of morpheme acquisition both in terms 
of age and MLU stages. 

There are a few ir.piicatior.s to these findings. The fad that our 
children are taught these morphemes at a later age may prove to be a 
handicap in language learning. Secondly the differences in the rate of 
acquisition showed that the use of foreign curriculum materials with 
no consideration to local MLU learning stages might prove impossible - 

for our children to follow. 

In conclusion, we feel that more research should be conducted in 
the local context in order to bring to light the differences between local 
children and subjects studied abroad. These differences may then mean 
an adjustment of our educational curriculum and pedagogy, in order 
to help our students acquire English inore sffectively. 

Gary Tan Wae Minn and Jolyn Khoo Ching Hui are B A  final-year students 
in the Division of English Lnnguage and Applied ~ i n ~ u i s t i c s ,  National 
Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University. 
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~ P E N D ~ X  

Cluld's Name: Gender: 

Birth-date: Date of Interview: 

Modified MacArthur Communicative Development Inventory 

Children understand more words than they say. We are particularly 
interested in the words your child says. Please go through the list 
and mark only the words your child uses, by marking the boxes 
provided. Remember that this is a 'catalogue' of all the words used 
by children of differing age groups. Don't worry if your child knows 
only a few of these words now. 

I 

A. Word Endings 

1. To talk about more than one thing, we add 
an "S" to many words. Examples include 
cars, shoes, dogs. Does your child do this? 

2. To talk about ownership, we add an "'S", 

for example, Daddy's keys, baby's bottle. 
Does your child do this? 

3. To talk about activities. We sometimes add 
"-ing" to verbs. Examples include looking, 
running, crying. Does your child do this? 

4. To talk about things that happened in the 
past, we often add "-ed" to the verb. 
Examples include opened, pushed. Does 
your child do this? 

Not 
Yet 

Some- 
times 

Often 
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1 B. Word Forms 

Following are some other words children learn. Please mark any of these 
words that your child uses 

Nouns 

1 chldren men teeth 
1 feet mice 

Verbs 

1 ate fell made 
blew 
bought 
broke 
came 
drank 
drove 

flew 

got 
had 
heard 
held 
lost 

ran 
sat 
saw 
toak 
went 
woke 

C. Prepositions and Articles 

1. To describe an object within another, 
we usually use the preposition 'in'. 
Example: "The cat is in the box". Does 
your child do this? 

2. To describe objects stacked upon one 
another, we use the preposition 'on'. 
Example: "The cat OR the chair". 
Does your child do this? 

3. To describe an object, we may use an 
article before the noun, Examples: a 
car, an elephant, the lion. Does your 
child do this? 

Often Not 

yet 

Some- 
times 
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1 D. Word Endings I 

We place endings on words to change verbs into third person siiigular. 
Example, "Auntie comes home everyday". Please mark all the instances 
of this kind that you have heard your child saying recently. 

Regular Verb Endings 

1 eat drinks runs 
I blows falls sees 

brings hears sits 
buys holds takes 
breaks comes makes 

Irregular Verbs Endings 

does goes has - flies 

I I D. Word Endings I1 

Children often place the wrong endings on words. F G ~  example, "Auntie 
goed home". These mistakes are often signs of experimentation with 
language. Please mark all the mistakes of this kind that you have heard 
your child saying recently. 

Nouns 

1 blockes mans sockses 
childrens mens teekhs 
&lds mices tooths 
feets mouses toeses I foots I -- shoeses 

ated 
blewed 
blowed 
bringed 
buyed 
breaked 
broked 
camed 

1 Verbs 

comed 
doed 
dranked -- 
drinked 
eated 
failed 
filed 
getted 

1 
~d ranned 
gotted seed 
haved satted 
heared taked 
holded wented 
losed 
losted 
maked 



Morpheme Acgutjition by Singaporean Chinese Children 69 

F. Copulas 

Copula verbs are often used to signal the link between the speaker and 
the attributes relating to the speaker. Example: "I am good. She is bad." 
or "I'm good. She's bad." Please mark off all instances when your child 
uses these copulas. 

I am good. She is good. He is good. p 
We are good. They are good. It is good. 
I was good. She was good. He was good.- 
We were good. - They were good. - It was good. - 
I'm good. - She's good. He's good. - 
We're good. - They're good. It's good. 

G. Verb Auxiliaries 

Auxiliary verbs {am, is, are, was, were) are used to support the main verb 
in the sentence. Please mark off all instances when your child uses these 
auxiliarv verbs. 

I I am eating bananas. 
She is eating bananas. 
We are eating bananas. 
I was eating bananas. 
She was eating bananas. 
TNe were eating bananas. 
I'm eating bananas. 
She's eating b- anartas. 
We're eating bananas. 

He is eating bananas. 
They are eating bananas. 
it is eating bananas. 
He was eating bananas. 
They were eating bananas. 
It was eating bananas. 
He's eating bananas. 
They're eating bananas. 
It's eating bananas. 
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