
The acquisition of et-marking in Hebrew:  

between spontaneous production and acceptability judgments 

The object marker et in adult Hebrew is sensitive to the definiteness of the direct object DP, 

such that in colloquial speech, it obligatorily marks definite object DPs, and is unacceptable 

with indefinite objects (e.g., Danon 2001, Givón 1978). As in (1): 

(1) a. gali  axla         et  ha-tapuax. b. *gali  axla         et   tapuax. 

  Gali ate.3SG.F ACC the-apple Gali ate.3SG.F ACC apple 

  ‘Gali ate the apple.’      ‘Gali ate an apple.’ 

The option of an unmarked definite object (2) is marginally available, but highly restricted by 

pragmatics (mostly confined to written text, and very high register).   

(2) a. #gali  axla         ha-tapuax. 

  Gali ate.3SG.F the-apple 

‘Gali ate the apple.’ 

Hence, et marking is an instance Differential Object Marking (DOM), a phenomenon 

exhibited in a wide variety of adult languages (Aissen 2003).  

The aim of this study is to test whether Hebrew acquiring children have converged on the 

DOM paradigm of their target language. Our analysis of spontaneous speech samples (nearly 

4000 utterances) shows that by age 3, Hebrew acquiring children are essentially adultlike in 

their use of DOM, corroborating previous findings for both Hebrew (Uziel-Karl 2015) and 

other languages (e.g., Spanish: Rodríguez-Mondoñedo 2008; Croatian and Russian: Hržica et 

al. 2015; Lithuanian: Dabašinskienė 2015; Estonian: Argus 2015). However, in contrast to 

these works, we also conducted an acceptability judgment task. Experimental results from 34 

children (age 3;6-7;10) and 16 adult controls reveal a very different picture: even the oldest 

children tested are not yet fully adultlike with respect to the Hebrew DOM paradigm.  

The experiment included three conditions, corresponding to the examples presented 

above. The critical predicate (transitive verb + (in)definite object DP) was embedded in a 

matrix clause to provide a context and distract participants from the target phenomenon (see 

example items in table 1). There were five tokens of each sentence type, and 11 filler items, 

for a total of 26 items. Using a version of Katsos & Bishop's (2011) scalar acceptability task, 

participants were introduced to a puppet and asked to help her learn to speak perfect Hebrew. 

They were told that if the puppet speaks perfect, she should be rewarded with a large 

strawberry; if what she says is "a bit weird", she should get a medium-sized strawberry; and 

if she speaks "really weird", she gets the small strawberry. Eliciting such scalar judgments, 

rather than the classic yes/no binary task, allows for more nuanced data (cf. e.g., Katsos & 

Bishop 2011). At the beginning of each session, we had a training session, in which the 

experimenter provided the target response and explained the rationale for her choice. This 

was aimed to familiarize participants with the task and its requirements. 

The three responses, ‘small’, ‘big’ and ‘large strawberry’ were coded as response 1, 2 and 

3, and plotted in figure 1. Starting with the adult judgments, we can see that responses 

confirmed the distribution pattern presented in (1) and (2), with almost ceiling acceptability 

for condition 1 (97% 3-responses), low acceptability for condition 3 (70% 1-resonses; 30% 2-

responses), and somewhat dispersed scores in condition 2 (plausibly reflecting the pragmatic 

oddness of such construction in spoken language). Turning to the child data, we can see that 

while performance in the older group resembles that of the adults', the two younger groups 

are clearly non-adultlike. In these two groups, response patterns are essentially the same, 

irrespective of condition, with the exception of slightly elevated 3-responses in condition 2 in 

the youngest group. ANOVA-like omnibus tests show a significant main effect of condition 

(p<0.001) and age group (p=0.033), and a significant interaction of condition and age-group 

(p<0.001). A significant interaction of condition by age was found for the adults (p<0.001) 



and the oldest children (p<0.001), but not for the 5-6 group (p=0.328). In the youngest group, 

the interaction is significant (p=0.006), but that is due to the high levels of 3 responses in 

condition 2. Importantly, a closer examination of data in the oldest group reveals that while 

their responses in condition 2 are not significantly different from the adults' (p=0.994), their 

response patterns in conditions 1 and 3 are significantly different from what the adults do in 

these conditions (p=0.011 in condition 1 and p=0.017 in condition 3).  

Hence, we find a developmental pattern, whereby only the oldest children begin to show 

sensitivity to et-marking along the lines of the adult Hebrew DOM paradigm, but even their 

judgments are not yet fully adultlike. These results are surprising, given the age of the 

children tested, and especially since previous work has demonstrated much earlier 

convergence. However, they may be less surprising if we consider that DOM integrates 

knowledge at the interface of grammar and pragmatics (Montrul 2011; Sorace 2011; Avram 

& Tomescu 2020), and taken together with independent evidence that interface phenomena 

have been shown to be key loci of delayed acquisition (e.g., Rothman & Guijarro-Fuentes 

2012). Moreover, children's adultlike production of DOM in Hebrew and crosslinguistically, 

alongside their insensitivity to violations of the paradigm in comprehension is predicted by 

the Interface Asymmetry hypothesis (Reinhart 2004, 2006). In the full paper we review the 

results in more detail and further discuss their implications, both for acquisition research and 

for the theoretical literature on DOM. 
 

Tables, Figures, examples 

Table 1: experimental design 

Sentence type Example 

Condition 1:  

et-marked definite object 

(+et+def) 

raz nixnas               lakita                  ve-axal             et     ha-karix.  

Raz entered.3SG.M to-the-classroom and-ate.3SG.M ACC the-sandwich 

'Raz entered the classroom and ate the sandwich.' 

Condition 2:  

unmarked definite object  

(-et+def) 

dor halax            lasifriya        ve-hexzir                    ha-sefer. 

Dor went.3SG.M to-the-library and-returned.3SG.M the-book 

'Dor went to the library and returned the book.' 

Condition 3:  

et-marked indefinite object 

(+et-def) 

or halxa           lamisa'da           ve-axla             et   glida. 

Or went.3SG.F to-the-restaurant and-ate.3SG.F ACC ice-cream 

'Or went to the restaurant and ate 'et' ice-cream') 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: response distribution 
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