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Abstract

The route taken by Hebrew-speaking children in acquiring compounds and
related genitive constructions serves to motivate certain general claims
about the relation between lexical and grammatical knowledge, and how
language learning interacts with linguistic structure and language use. The
constructions analyzed belong to the category known as smixut ‘adjacency’
in Hebrew grammar, corresponding to English genitives like a child’s dream
or a group of children, and compounds like child welfare, child prodigy.
Use of these constructions in Hebrew is described for early preschool
through grade-school age, in contexts which include adult-child conversa-
tions, picture-book narratives, and experimental designs testing comprehen-
sion and production of innovative noun compounds.

Acquisition starts out as lexical knowledge of individual rote-learned
items, and this repertoire increases with age as a function of general
vocabulary expansion. Syntactic command of phrasal combinations relies
initially on use of the genitive particle shel ‘of”’ to express possession, with
subsequent extension of the lexical means for encoding a wide range of
semantic relations between two nouns. Late-preschool-age children show
growing command of the morphosyntax of noun compounding both as rule-
bound grammatical knowledge and as a means for innovative word forma-
tion. Mature endstate knowledge entails the ability to alternate these
various formal devices in accordance with discourse requirements and
stylistic register. We conclude that ‘knowing’ a given structure cannot be
characterized in an atomistic fashion. Rather, compounds and genitives, like
other superficially distinct constructions, form part of an integrated set of
linguistic subsystems. As in other areas of language acquisition, full endstate
knowledge may only be achieved in adolescence or beyond.

The study concerns children’s acquisition of compounds and related
genitive constructions in Hebrew. The term ‘genitive’ refers here to
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