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We often come across children using words which are not common in adult speech. This type of productivity and lexical creativity is widespread among children acquiring various languages (Clark 1980).  As  adults, whenever we hear these new creations, we easily interpret the intended meaning from the context and usually laugh at such childish “innovations” (Clark 1981).  We do not, however, stop and think how and why children create these words.

The aim of this paper is, to analyze the innovations collected from various Turkish children and to try to investigate the strategies employed for the creation of new words.  The paper limits itself to the analysis of innovations resulting from suffixation.  We assume that Turkish being an agglutinative language, children will tend to rely mostly on suffixation in forming new words.

The data collected for this purpose consist of utterances by Turkish children between the ages 3;0 and 6;0 which seem to be most productive period for the creation of new words. The data sources are:

1. my own longitudinal record of a Turkish child's spontaneous utterances

2. fifteen-minute recordings of the speech of 20 pre-school children

3. casual observations, made over a long period of time, of pre-school 

children in Turkey.

It can be expected that children will produce correct forms with their creations about 50% of the time; but if the created word conforms to the adult form, it is difficult to judge if the creation is based on a analyzed form. In other words, the difficulty is in determining  whether the children identify suffix and stem as separate elements, or whether they recall the word as one unit in consequence of rote memorization.

If children's lexical innovations deviate from the adult form, we identify them as indicators of the acquisition process. In such cases, they draw on words or morphemes already known to them because they cannot find any read-made words to express the intended concept. In their attempts, they generally apply the most productive suffix they have acquired so far to convey their meaning. If the word they want to create is one formed by a less "productive" suffix, the word produced is considered illegitimate (Clark 1980). Here the term "productive" is used in the same sense as in Clark, i.e. if a particular suffix occurs frequently in the language, it is called productive.

Productive devices are the first to be acquired and when there is more than one form to convey a specific meaning, the one most frequently used is acquired first and in may cases is even overgeneralized. For instance, the suffix -CI in Turkish is applied to derive agent nouns. A child who has acquired this productive marker tends to apply it to words like bakkal ("grocer"), berber ("barber"), which do not allow the application of -CI (examples 1, 2). We see the same case in English where the word "thief" pre-empts the creation of "stealer" (Clark 1981).

(1)  *bakkal-cI

           grocer-AGENT

(2)   *berber-ci

            barber-AGENT (3;2)

In 1 and 2 there is the overgeneralization of -CI in nouns which already refer to people of2 various  occupations.

IN some other cases, we observe the production of genuine innovations by children by means of the suffix -CI (ex. 3).

(3)    Child:* Galiba para-cI-y-mIs.

                       money-agent-/y/-REPORTED

                       "Reportedly, he is a money agent."

          Adult:    paracI ne demek?

                       "What does parac· mean?"

          Child:    ParalarI biten gider oradan alIrmIs.

                       "Those who are out of money would go and get it from             


there".

As can be seen from this conversation, the adult cannot infer from the text what is meant by paracI and asks the child for meaning. The child's explanation clarifies the intended meaning. She applies -CI to the word para ("money"), which refers to the item handled by the person who holds such a position. In adult forms, however, to express the same meaning, an agent noun is derived from banka ("bank"), which indicates the location of the person who occupies that position. Although the child's innovation seems "illegitimate" (Clark 1981), it obeys the rule of suffixation for -CI. In fact, this innovative agent noun is poof that the child has mastered the -CI marker as a separate morpheme. Moreover, he knows how to attach this marker to the nominal stem referred to above (see 4). In line with this logical reasoning, the child creates a new word which is unfortunately pre-empted in adult speech by the existence of the word bankacI ("banker") where-CI is suffixed to a word referring to a location banka rather than to the item para dealt with in the profession.

(4)  bak·Ir-cI (one who deals with copper)

         copper-AGENT

        "copper smith"

         isci(one who is involved in some manual work)

         work-AGENT

        "worker"

         kitap-I· (one who deals with books)

         book-AGENT

        "bookseller"

Another instance of the application of -CI as part of the compound-suffix -CIIIk is observed in the speech of children between 4;0 and 5;0. The two examples indicated in 5 are the ones used most commonly. The combined form of the suffixes -CI and -lIk are generally used by children when they pretend  to be involved in some kind of occupation, such as housekeeping or playing at cowboys. In other words, the use of these combined suffixes is observed in children's speech when they imagine a make-believe setting and decide on their roles.

(5)  okul-cu-luk

        school-AGENT-NOUN

        ev-ci-lik

        house-AGENT-NOUN

        (to play at) "housekkeping"

The same child who uses parac· for "banker" makes use of -CIlIk combination in expressing her refusal to play at banking (ex. 6.)

(6)  Biz para-cIlIk oynamayacagI·z

         money-CIlIk

        "We won't play at banking"

The use of -CIlIk can also refer to an occupation in its real sense, aside from make-believe, as in 7. In this example, the child is not aware of the function of the -mEn element which is a less productive agent-forming suffix. Thus, she feels the need of adding the agent-forming suffix -CI which she has already acquired.

(7)   Adult:  Buyuyunce ne yapacaksIn?

                     "What are you going to do when you grow up?"

         Child:  Ogret-men-cilik yapacam

                      teach-AGENT-CIlIk do-FUT-1sg

                      "I'm going to do teaching(ness)."

Another most productive suffix children make use of in their innovations is -IcI. They usually combine it with other suffixes, as in 8. This utterance is produced by a child of 5;3 upon feeling offended by the people around her.

(8) *  Buradaki herkes kusturucu

                                        be cross-CAUS.-ADJ.

            "Everybody here is (an) offender/ causing offense."

Normally, in such a situation, adults would use the word  kIrIcI ("offender") which emphasizes the agent of the action. Since the child prefers to describe the situation from her point of view, she uses the word kusturucu ("one who causes others to get offended"), an innovation which reflects her feelings better as the person affected by the action. She seems to be at an age where her egocentrism dominates her speech. Thus , in order to bring her own perspective into the foreground,  she transitivizes the intransitive verb k½smek by affixing the causative marker -DIr, (Aksu-Koc 1986). It may also be that the child is not conscious of  the subtle difference in usage between these words. Generally, kIrIcI is used to describe both the character of a person and the word she utters; whereas k½st½rc½ refers to the way a person speaks.

Another instance of an innovative occurrence of -IcI is observed in the speech of a child of 4;3 (ex. 9). While arguing against her mother's statement that tea is something that cools you down, she seeks a word which would contrast with serinletici. On the basis of her knowledge of morphology, she detaches the -IcI suffix from the word to arrive at the verbal stem serinlet which in fact is derived from an adjective serin "cool". The closest antonym she can come up with is the intransitive  equivalent of the verb yanmak, "burn" to which she adds a causative marker preceding -IcI in order to convey the intended meaning. The proper and simpler way, however, is to use the transitive equivalent of verb "burn"  yanmak and to add  only the adjective-forming suffix (see 10).

(9)   Adult:  Bu serin-le-ti-ci (talking about tea).

                     this cool-VERB-CAUS.-ADJ.

                     "This (is) refreshing."

         Child:   HayIr. *Yan-It-IcI

                     No burn (itr.) -CAUS.-ADJ.

(10) YakIcI

          burn (tr.) -ADJ.

In example 9 the child seems to be expressing the situation from her perspective as a patient of the action in terms of Fillmore's case grammar, because she is the one whose mouth is burned while drinking tea. Therefore, she assigns the instrumental role to "tea" and the recipient role to herself and encodes the event accordingly (Slobin, 1981).

Children, even at the age of 5;0 or 6;0 rely on the suffix -IcI in forming adjectives of manner (ex. 11). For instance, a child of 5;7 utilizes

-IcI in describing a person who is aggressive.

(11)  *SaldIrI·cI-y-dI

             attack-ADJ.-PAST

(12)    SaldIr-gan-dI

             attack-ADJ.-PAST

             "(He) was aggressive".

Utterance 11 indicates that this particular child has not acquired the -GEn suffix to indicate the character of the person who habitually performs the action, signaled by the verbal stem (in 12). Children have reasons for not having acquired this marker even at the age of 6;0 because it is not a productive suffix at all.

A child who tries to describe her friend at school as a very shy person gets quite close in her attempt at doing so by creating a word with the suffix -GEn (ex.13).

(13)  * Cok sIkIlganC

             very be timid-GEnC (5;2)

However, the -GEnC marker is rarely utilized in Turkish (Gencan 1971), and in most of the Turkish grammar books this morpheme is not even mentioned as a suffix.  The application of this suffix seems to be based on analogy, because it conforms to a single word in adult speech, cf.14. It may also be that this child is in the process of acquiring -GECand -GEn suffixes (exx. 15, 16).

(14)  kIskanC

          "jealous"

(15)  utan-gaC

           be shy-GE¥

           "shy"

(16)  sIkIl-gan

           be timid-GEn

           "timid"

Aside from -CI and -IcI the application of -IsElIm is often encountered in children's speech to indicate a reciprocal action. This productive combination includes the suffixes -Is and -ElIm and indicates a suggestion made by the speaker to the person addressed about a reciprocal action (exx.17, 18).

(17)  Bul-us-alIm.

           find-RECIP.-SUGG.1pl

           "Let's meet."

(18)  Opus-elim.

           Kiss-RECIP.-SUGG. 1pl

           "Let's kiss each other."

In one instance, however, a child of 5;1 complying with the rule on the formation of reciprocal verbs, produces sentence 19, which does not conform to the adult form 20. This is because in 20 the concept of interaction is conveyed by a passive voice marker.

(19)  *SarIs-alIm

             wrap-RECIP.-SUGG.1pl

(20)   Sar-Il-alIm.

            warp-PASS.-SUGG.1pl.

           "Let's embrace each other."

If the same rule in 20 is applied to the verb ¹pmek (kiss), the resulting utterance 21 would indicate, in adult  speech, a suggestion, by a group of people including the speaker, to be kissed by others and not by each other.

(21)  Opus-elim

           kiss-PASS.-SUGG.1pl

           "Let's get kissed."

The denominal innovation in 19 indicates the child's acquisition of the reciprocal marker. However, this creation sounds awkward because it deviates from the adult model. Although the child has full mastery of the suffix -Is, some time is needed to learn the exceptions.

The passive voice marker, used in conjunction with the verb-forming sufix lEn, is another common combination frequently encountered in children's creations. In fact, there is even an instance where the application of this combination creates a new word (ex. 22) to fill a gap in the adult lexicon. In this case, the child creates a verb emeklen from the nominal stem emek. To be able to convey the same meaning, the adult uses the adjective form of the nominal stem together with the copula (ex. 23)  since there is no single word in Turkish to express this concept.

(22)  *Emek-len-di-niz.

             labor-PASS.VERB-PAST-2pl

(23)     Emek-li ol-du-nuz.

              labor of love-ADJ. be PAST-2pl

             "You retired (from word)."

Children, in addition to these productive suffixes, also use less productive suffixes like -mEcE as in 24, 25.

(24)     bil-mece

              know-mEcE (something for you to know)

             "riddle"

(25)      bul-maca

               find-mEcE (something for you to find out)

              "puzzle"

(26)      *Gul-dur-mece-ler anlat.

               laugh-CAUS. -mEcE-pl tell

               "Tell (me some) anecdotes."

(27)       gul-mece (something for you to laugh at)

                laugh-mEcE

                "anecdote"

They even produce innovative nominals by means of this suffix see 26. What is significant about this innovation is that -mEcE is not applied to the stem of the verb right away as it is in 27.  Instead, a causative  marker is inserted before -mEcE..  When we make a literal translation of 25 and 26 , we understand the logic behind this illegitimate innovation.  A "puzzle" is something to solve; an "anecdote" on the other hand, is something to make people laugh.  In 25 the person is actively involved in finding out the unknown.  Thus, he acts as the agent of the verbal stem. Statement 26, however, signifies the idea that as listeners people have no direct control over their laughter. They cannot condition themselves to laugh before listening to the anecdote because they may not do so, depending on their taste or present mood.  On the other hand, in the case of a puzzle, people set themselves the task of solving the problem in order to find the answers.  The nominals in 24, 25, 27 emphasize the recipient role of the action indicated in the verbal stem.  In 26, however, the focus is on the instrumental role of the action stated in the verbal stem, since an anecdote serves as an instrument to make people laugh.

Although -mEcE is stated in grammar books to be a less productive suffix, Turkish children seem to apply this suffix in place of -mEC as in 28 or in the creation of nominals as in 29 in order to express the concept that would most probably be expressed by an adult as in 30.

(28)  *Elbise-nin yIrt-maca-lar-I var.

             dress-GEN. tear-mEcE-pl-POSS.exist

             "The dress has got slits."

(29)     *Televizyon-da buz-da kay-dIr-maca  basladI.

               television         ice-LOC.slide-CAUS. -mEcE start-PAST

(30)     Televizyonda buz pateni gosterisi basladI.

              "The ice-skating show has started on television."

The findings mentioned in this paper support Clark's argument that creativity in children's speech results from the need of finding an acceptable word to fill a gap in the lexicon (1981). Turkish children seem to rely on suffixation as the most common device to create new words.  Even when they are brought up in a foreign country, such as The Netherlands,  they fill in the lexical gap in their utterances with a Dutch stem, supplying the proper Turkish suffix as determined by the context (Boeschoten and Verhoeven 1986). They generally acquire the most productive suffix first and then apply it:

a. in place of other less productive suffixes that serve the same function , e.g., 11;

b. with words which pre-empt the suffix either because they come from a different origin, as in 1, or because the marker is ignored owing to not having been acquired yet. cf. ex. 7;

c. in creating new words on the basis of rules which are not applied in adult speech either because an element different from the generally practiced one is employed, as in 3 and 19, or because markers used in these creations are the least productive ones.  MacWhinney (1975) also emphasizes the role of rote memorization, analogy and rule use in the acquisition of affixation by Hungarian children.

The innovations that do not conform to the adult forms indicate that children:

a. have not learned the less productive suffixes that convey the same meaning, cf. 7 and 11;

b. have not learned the exceptions to the rules, as in 6 and 19;

c. tend to convey the message from their own perspectives and to encode the events accordingly, cf. 2 and 9.

It should be noted that the findings presented in this study are based on personal  interpretations resulting from the analysis of the collected data.  In order to arrive at broader generalizations, more supporting evidence from related studies is needed.
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