
L1 biases in learning root-and-pattern morphology 
 

 Previous research on learning non-adjacent dependencies suggests that it is very difficult 
for adults to learn (Gomez, 2002; Newport & Aslin, 2004; Bonatti et al., 2005; LaCross, 2011, 
2015). However, when speakers are tested on non-adjacent dependencies similar to those that are 
present in their language, those speakers are able to learn the non-adjacent dependencies in the 
artificial grammars with little difficulty (LaCross, 2011, 2015). This is attested in phonological 
non-adjacent dependencies, but what about morphological non-adjacent dependencies, and what 
about native speakers of languages using morphological non-adjacent dependencies? 
 This research compares the accuracy of native Arabic speakers to native English speakers 
in a statistical learning task and a Wug Test (Berko, 1958) learning either a grammar modeled 
after English or a grammar modeled after Arabic broken plurals. Following previous research, 
English speakers are hypothesized to have lower accuracy rates on the statistical learning task 
and incomplete learning of the patterns from the Wug Test when tested on the Arabic-like 
grammar, and their accuracy should be higher on the English-like grammar. The native Arabic 
speakers are expected to have higher accuracy rates on the statistical learning task and should be 
better at extrapolating patterns learned in the Wug Test when tested on the Arabic-like grammar, 
and they should also perform well when tested on the English-like grammar, as Arabic uses 
concatenative morphology productively as well. 
 Pilot results from this research show that a non-concatenative grammar is more difficult 
for English native speakers to learn than a concatenative grammar. Following previous research 
on phonological non-adjacent dependencies (LaCross, 2011, 2015), the results from the Arabic 
speakers are anticipated to follow the predictions outlined above. 
  The typological rarity of root-and-pattern morphology may be connected to the overall 
difficulty of the structure to learn regardless of whether a speaker speaks a language with root-
and-pattern morphology. Concatenative morphology is found more commonly in the world’s 
languages; if it is easier to learn or process, then this would suggest a cognitive bias toward 
concatenative morphology and against root-and-pattern morphology. However, if future results 
suggest that knowledge of root-and-pattern morphological systems can be transferred from a 
native language to an artificial language, then there would be no evidence for a cognitive bias, 
and there must only be a linguistic bias that makes root-and-pattern morphology, and other non-
adjacent dependencies, more difficult for English and French speakers to learn. 
 Future research on this topic will include two more speaker groups, native Maltese 
speakers and native English speakers who have spent several years learning Arabic. These two 
groups provide informative intermediary data as these groups have different amounts of exposure 
to root-and-pattern morphology: the Maltese speakers from birth, but with a less productive root-
and-pattern morphological system than Arabic, and the Arabic learners have had explicit 
instruction about forming words in root-and-pattern morphology. These groups will provide 
more data to answer the question of whether different types of language experience will affect 
learning of non-adjacent dependencies. 


