Morphology - is the system that governs the structure of words and the construction of word forms.

Morphology refers to the child’s use of morphemes to combine into syntactically complex words, phrases and sentences.  A morpheme is the smallest meaningful unit of language.  For example, adding the letter /s/ to a word to make it plural changes the meaning of the basic word. The word “chairs” thus consists of two morphemes. 

Roger Brown (1973) suggested that there are five stages in the growth of language that correspond to an increase in the child’s mean length of utterance (MLU), as measured in morphemes.  The table on the next page illustrates these stages.  Brown also identified 14 grammatical morphemes that occur in young children’s speech. The age of mastery of these morphemes ranges from 19 to 50 months. Brown attributes the order of acquisition to increasing semantic-syntactic complexity.  

Brown’s 14 Morphemes

Age of Mastery*

     (in months)


Morpheme



Example

19-28 mo.


Present progressive –ing 

“Mommy driving”





(no auxiliary verb)

27-30 mo.


In




“Ball in cup”

27-30 mo.


On




“Doggie on sofa”

24-33 mo.


Regular plural –s


“Kitties eat my ice cream”










 Forms: /s/, /z/, and / z/











Cats











Dogs











Classes

25-46 mo.


Irregular past



“Came,”, “fell,”, “broke”, 










“sat”, “went”

“Mommy’s balloon         broke.”

  Forms: /s/, /s/, /  z/ as in

  regular plural. 

27-39 mo.
Uncontractible copula


“He is.” (response to



  

                                         “Who’s sick?”)

28-46 mo.
Articles



“I see a kitty.”

26-48 mo.
Regular past –ed


“Mommy pulled the 










  wagon.”










  Forms: /d/, /t/, /d/










   Pulled









   Walked
                                                                                                                                                   Glided

26-46 mo.


Regular third person –s

“Kathy hits.”










  Forms: /s/, /z/, and /  z/ 

                                                                                                                          as in regular plural.

28-50 mo.


Irregular third person


“Does,” “has”

29-48 mo.


Uncontractible auxiliary

“He is.” (response to 

                                                                                                                        “Who’s wearing your 

                                                                                                                                                  hat?”)

29-49 mo.


Contractible copula


“Man’s big.”










“Man is big.”

30-50 mo.


Contractible auxiliary


“Daddy’s drinking juice.”










“Daddy is drinking juice.”

*Used correctly 90% of the time in obligatory contexts.

______________________________________________________________________________________

Source: Brown, R. (1973). A first language: The early stages. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

