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1. Introduction: Words in Hebrew are prosodically restricted in terms of number of syllables and syllable 
structure (McCarthy 1981). For example, the size of Hebrew stems rarely exceeds two syllables (three 
syllables are found in stem-plus-affix), and the final syllable often has a coda. These prosodic restrictions 
hold across all major lexical categories, to the extent that verbs and nouns can be indistinguishable without 
morphological or syntactic context; e.g. gamal is both a verb (‘to reward’) and a noun (‘a camel’). 
The contrast between verbs and nouns in Hebrew is facilitated by the morphology and morphophonology 
(Bat-El 2008). Morphologically, nouns (including participles) and verbs rarely employ the same inflectional 
suffixes. Morphophonologically, vowel deletion in verbs targets the vowel in the final stem’s syllable (e.g. 
gamal – gaml-a) while in nouns it targets the penultimate stem’s syllable (e.g. gamal – gmal-im). This latter 
contrast is known as “category specific phonology”, whereby different lexical categories exhibit different 
phonological behavior (McCarthy & Prince 1995, Itô & Metser 1999, Antilla 2002, Bat-El 2008).   
In this talk, we will show that category specific phonology, contrasting Hebrew verbs and nouns, is 
manifested in the children’s productions, during the early stages of language development, before Hebrew 
morphology and morphophonology surface in the children’s speech. We will provide data suggesting that 
the contrast is manifested in the development of the prosodic structure. 
Our data are drawn from the early (age 1-3 years) natural productions of two Hebrew-acquiring boys (IM 
and SM), where the phonological variation between verbs and nouns is evident in two aspects: (i) the 
development of the prosodic word in terms of number of syllables (§2); and (ii) the faithfulness of word 
final codas (§3). We will show that the prosodic development of verbs and nouns is not synchronized, as 
there are periods where one category lags behind the other. 

2. Prosodic Word: We attend to two stages in the acquisition of the phonological word: the sub-Minimal 
Word stage and the Minimal Word stage (Demuth & Fee 1995, Adam 2002). The sub-MW stage is 
characterized by a majority of monosyllabic productions, regardless of the number of syllables in the target 
word. In the following MW stage, productions are maximally disyllabic. In our data, the transition from the 
sub-MW stage to the MW stage varies between nouns and verbs; when the children reached the MW stage 
in nouns, they were still in the sub-MW stage in verbs. As can be seen in table (1), during the 9th period 
(where periods are based on lexical development; Stoel-Gammon 2011), there were more faithful 
polysyllabic nouns (i.e. nouns with no truncation) than verbs (more so for IM than SM). This contrast 
decreases in the 10th period. 
(1) Polysyllabic outputs out of polysyllabic targets 

IM Nouns Verbs  SM Nouns Verbs 
# % # %  # % # % 

7 84 76.3% 4 17.3%  7 100 67.1% 5 50% 
8 105 64.4% 17 35.4%  8 77 74% 10 62.5% 
9 132 72.5% 18 30.5%  9 108 90.7% 8 72.7% 
10 262 83.1% 38 64.4%  10 111 92.5% 43 86% 

These findings are consistent with the claim that children acquire and produce verbs after nouns (Berman 
1999, Gentner 2006, Imai et al. 2008). However, we will argue that the interaction is more complex, given 
that in the development of final codas, as shown in the following section, verbs precede nouns. 

3. Final codas: Both IM and SM acquired final codas around the same period, according to the criteria of 
90% prosodically faithful codas (Bed-David 2001). Here again, the children distinguished between nouns 
and verbs by not reaching faithfulness during the same period. However, in contrast to the development of 
the prosodic word, final coda faithfulness was achieved earlier for verbs than for nouns. As can be seen in 
table (2), during the 9th period there was a higher percentage of verbs with faithful final codas than of nouns. 
This contrast decreases during the 10th and 11th periods. 



(2) Outputs with final coda out of targets with final coda 

IM Nouns  Verbs   SM Nouns  Verbs  
# % # %  # % # % 

9 120 69.7% 74 87%  9 73 78.4% 14 93.3% 
10 239 87.8% 89 98.8%  10 92 88.4% 47 90.3% 
11 101 85.5% 47 85.4%  11 49 89% 22 88% 

The findings in (1) and (2) reveal that there are periods during the phonological development where nouns 
and verbs do not have the same phonological grammar. Moreover, nouns and verbs also differ in the order 
they gain the phonological structure. Nouns precede verbs in the development of the prosodic word (1), but 
verbs precede nouns in the development of final codas (2).   

4. Discussion: Our data reveal that the development of verbs and nouns is not synchronized in all structural 
aspects. We attribute this asynchronization to the strive to maintain the categorial contrast between nouns 
and verbs, until the language’s strategies, i.e. morphology and morphophonology, are available to the 
children. 
With the aim to maintain the contrast between nouns and verbs, it is quite reasonable that nouns precede 
verbs in the development of the prosodic word because, as noted above, nouns are first to be acquired 
conceptually and lexically. The development of final codas, where verbs precede nouns, is contingent upon 
the development of the prosodic word. At the stage where verbs are mostly monosyllabic, final codas are 
required for the enhancement of lexical content, and consonants are known to be the holders of lexical 
content (Nespor et al. 2003, Poltrock & Nazzi 2015). When the word consists of two or more syllables, as 
in nouns, the number of consonants is greater and the lexical content is richer, and thus the final codas are 
not essential. However, when the word consists of one syllable, as in verbs, a coda is vital for the 
enhancement of lexical content.   

5. Conclusion: We show in this study that children develop their own strategy to maintain the contrast 
between nouns and verbs in their speech, before they acquire the morphology and morphophnology that 
Hebrew uses to express this contrast. The strategy is manifested by asynchronization in the prosodic 
development of verbs and nouns, to the extent that during certain periods verbs and nouns do not have the 
same phonological grammar. We account for this asynchronization via category specific phonology, within 
the framework of Optimality Theory (Prince & Smolensky 1993). 
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