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This paper investigates two related issues: 1) whether differences between heritage and baseline 

language are due to grammatical divergence or to processing constraints, and 2) to what degree 

the dominant language exerts pressure on the heritage language. A heritage language (HL), also 

known as minority or community language, is a language that is spoken in the home without being 

the majority language of a given society [1,2]. HL is acquired from birth via naturalistic exposure 

to native input; the acquisition of the societally-dominant language may start at the same time 

(simultaneous bilingualism) or later, as a child enters preschool (sequential bilingualism). HL 

grammars have been shown to differ from monolingual baseline grammars [3, 4]. Researchers 

have different views on the mechanisms and nature of HL’s divergence from the baseline, 

explaining divergence in terms of (A) representational differences vs. (B) processing limitations. 

According to the former view, deficits in the morphological domain lead to a systematic 

restructuring of HL grammars, such that the end state grammar is different from the baseline [5, 

7]; a divergent grammar will have fewer features and/or feature values. According to view (B), the 

underlying grammars of a HL and the corresponding baseline are the same, and the divergent 

performance by HL speakers is driven by processing limitations and/or memory constraints [8]. 

The current study presents novel support in favor of view (A) and argues for limited interference 

from the dominant language. 

Previous studies have described properties of Heritage Russian spoken by adult Russian-

English bilinguals [e.g., 4, 6], but less is known about Heritage Russian in contact with Hebrew. 

Since Russian and Hebrew both have rich morphology, Russian-Hebrew bilingualism offers an 

excellent test case for understanding HL grammar formation. To test hypotheses (A) and (B), we 

investigated Hebrew-Russian bilinguals’ comprehension of adjectival and numerical phrases.  

In Russian and in Hebrew, the head noun and its modifying adjective agree in [Number]; 

therefore, there should be no pressure from Hebrew on Russian in terms of reduced adjectival 

agreement in the noun phrase. In numerical phrases, Russian uses different nominal forms 

depending on the numeral: with paucal numerals (1.5-4), the noun appears in a special paucal form, 

syncretic with the genitive singular; with higher numerals, the noun appears in the genitive plural. 

Hebrew does not use inflection to mark count forms in numerical phrases, so it could potentially 

influence the Russian system in Hebrew-dominant heritage speakers.  

 Participants in auditory comprehension experiments had to evaluate form (mis)matches in 

adjectival and numerical phrases. To increase the processing load, an intervening phrase was 

inserted between the adjective and the noun it modifies (1a-b). (No intervening material can occur 

between the numeral and noun in a numerical expression.) 

(1) Adjectival phrase stimuli (‘Grandma is serving meat patties for lunch again, and I don’t eat 

meat.’) 

  Adjective Intervening Phrase Noun  

a. snova *mjasn-aja 

  meat.F.S.NOM   

[ u babuški doma] kotlet-a / y 

patty. F-S.NOM  /   F-PL.NOM 

na obed, a ja že ne jem mjasa 

b.  *mjasn-yje 

 meat.F.PL.NOM   

 kotlet-y / a 

patty.F-PL.NOM /  F-S.NOM 

 

 again meat [at grandma’s home] patties for lunch, but I not eat meat 

(2) Numerical phrase stimuli (‘In the sky, 3/5 planes of bright color flew to the North.’) 

  Numeral Noun  

a v  nebe tri samolet-a/ *ov  jarkogo     cveta leteli   na  sever 
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three plane.M-PAUC/  M-PL.GEN 

b  pjat’ 

five 

samolet-ov /  *a 

plane. M-PL.GEN /   M-PAUC 

 

 in sky 3 /5  planes bright        color flew   on  north 

 

54 adults (age range 18-47) speaking Russian as their HL and Hebrew as the majority language 

were split into three groups according to the onset of bilingualism, i.e., the onset of Hebrew 

exposure: before the age of 5 (“HSp(0-4)”, n=15); between the ages of 5-13 (“earlyL2(5-13)”, 

n=16)  and after the age of 13 (“lateL2(>13)”, n=23). The three groups did not differ on the length 

of residency in Israel (on average above 20 years). The participants listened to 64 grammatical and 

ungrammatical sentences and were instructed to press the “ERROR” button as soon as they 

detected an error in the sentence. 

The dependent variable of accuracy scores on the ungrammatical sentences was analyzed using a 

mixed-effect model with Group (“HSp(0-4)”, “earlyL2(5-13)”, and “lateL2(>13)”) and  Condition 

(1a, 1b, 2a, 2b) as fixed factors; participants was a random factor. The results indicated that the 

performance of “lateL2(>13)” was consistently at ceiling across all condition. By contrast, 

“HSp(0-4)” and “earlyL2(5-13)” showed an asymmetry across conditions. Both groups (“HSp(0-

4)” and “earlyL2(5-13”) were significantly more accurate on adjectival conditions (see 1a and 1b), 

while error-detection on numerical conditions was hindered. Specifically, the “HSp(0-4)” had 

problems with detecting errors on numerical phrases all together (see 2a and 2b), whereas, the 

“earlyL2(5-13)” group had difficulties with detecting errors on numerical phrases with paucal 

numbers (see 2a). 

Our findings indicate that memory constraints alone cannot account for HL speakers’ performance. 

In the current study, HL speakers performed well in the comprehension of adjectival phrases 

despite the demands on memory from intervening phrases; at the same time, their performance 

was not native-like in numerical phrases in which the numeral and the noun were adjacent. These 

findings thus provide support for the restructuring hypothesis, which posits that grammars of HL 

speakers diverge from the baseline grammars under pressure from representational economy, 

favoring fewer feature values and less structure. This study also shows that the preference for 

representational economy is linked to the age of acquisition of the majority language. Those 

Russian speakers who started acquiring Hebrew before the age of 5 (simultaneous and sequential 

bilinguals) show the deterioration of the case system altogether, probably under pressure from 

Hebrew, which has extremely impoverished case morphology. Early L2 learners of Hebrew 

(Russian speakers who started acquiring Hebrew between 5-13) seem to retain the basics of the 

Russian case system, yet they too have a single representation for numerical phrases, not 

distinguishing between phrases with paucal numerals and numerals above 5.  
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