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1. Introduction

This article focuses on the acquisition of the grammatical categories of 

Russian verbs (tense/aspect, person/number) in a bilingual Russian-English child 

who is acquiring Russian as a heritage language. Narrowly defined, a heritage 

language (HL) is a family language available to a child from birth and usually not 

supported outside the family. Restricted exposure to and use of the HL can result 

in a great variability in its acquisition and maintenance later in life, where much 

depends on the time and circumstances at which the majority language of the 

society is introduced. Because of these factors, heritage speakers’ grammar can 

differ substantially from that of speakers in the country of origin. The adult HL 

grammar has been reported to undergo systematic grammatical restructuring and 

to be incomplete, divergent, and reduced in comparison to the “homeland”

language (Polinsky, 2018). It can be especially noticeable in the HL 

morphosyntax, in general, and in the verbal domain, in particular: HL Russian is 

characterized by errors in subject-verb agreement, and loss of the subjunctive 

mood and of the perfective-imperfective aspect distinction (Laleko, 2010; 

Polinsky, 2006, 2008).

The main theoretical explanation for the restructuring of the HL grammar

proposes that the heritage speakers do not fully acquire the HL because they 

receive insufficient input at an early age (Montrul, 2016; Polinsky, 2006). The 

single-case longitudinal study reported here tests the Reduced Input Hypothesis

by investigating to what degree the input to the participant in this study, Uliyana, 

is reduced in the domain of Russian verbal morphology. The analysis of speech 

directed to Uliyana by her parents, which serves as the HL Russian input, tests

whether the adult grammar is quantitatively and qualitatively reduced, i.e., 

whether the amount of Russian input is small, and whether it shows the 
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nonstandard properties. The analysis of Uliyana’s speech tests whether the 

reduced input has direct implications for Uliyana’s acquisition of Russian verbal 

morphology. 

1.1. Russian verbal morphology

Table 1 illustrates the finite forms of Russian verbs. In Russian, all verbs are 

obligatorily marked for tense and grammatical aspect (imperfective and 

perfective). In the indicative mood, imperfective (IMP) verbs have three tense 

forms, i.e., past, present, future, whereas perfective (PFV) verbs have only past 

and future forms. The future forms are synthetic for the PFV verbs and analytic

for the IMP verbs. The formal expression of the present and future tenses is 

associated with person and number categories expressed by inflectional affixes. 

The past tense is associated with gender and number categories expressed by the 

past tense suffix -l- and inflectional affixes.

Table 1. Finite forms of the IMP-PFV verbs pisát’ – napisát’ ‘to write’ and 

kléit’ – prikléit’ ‘to glue’.

Aspect IMP PFV

Conjugation 1st 2nd 1st 2nd

Infinitive pisá-t’ kléi-t’ napisá-t’ prikléi-t’
Past

SG MSC            -l-ø               -l-ø
FEM            -l-a               -l-a
NEUT            -l-o               -l-o

PL            -l-i               -l-i
Present Stem piš- kle(j)-

SG 1 -u j-u
2 -eš’ -iš’
3 -et -it

PL 1 -em -im
2 -ete -ite
3 -ut j-at

Future Stem napiš- prikle(j)-
SG 1 bud-u -u j-u

2 bud-eš’    pisát’/kléit’ -eš’ -iš’
3 bud-et -et -it

PL 1 bud-em -em -im
2 bud-ete      pisát’/kléit’ -ete -ite
3 bud-ut -ut j-at

Grammatical and lexical aspect (Aktionsart) interact in Russian and convey 

information about temporal properties of an event, such as beginning, duration, 

and end (see, e.g., Smith, 1991). Grammatical aspect concerns the distinction 

between the PFV and IMP viewpoints, whereas lexical aspect indicates a semantic 
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property of a predicate. The PFV aspect emphasizes the boundary of completion 

of the event and is available for the verbs from the eventive lexical classes: the 

durative atelic Activity (e.g., My poguljali v parke “We walked for a while in the 

park”), the instantaneous atelic Semelfactive (e.g., Kto-to stuknul v dver’
“Someone knocked at the door”), and the telic Accomplishment (e.g., Ona 
narisovala cvetok “She drew a flower”) and Achievement (e.g., Ona ponjala 
zadaču “She understood the task”). The IMP aspect marks an ongoing or 

incomplete action and is available for verbs from the stative and eventive lexical 

classes: Stative (e.g., On znal otvet “He knew the answer”), the atelic Activity 

(e.g., Deti šumeli “Children were making noise”) and the telic Accomplishment 

(e.g., My čitali knigu “We were reading a book”) and Achievement (e.g., Ona 
postojanno terjaet igruški “She loses toys all the time”).

The PFV and IMP contrast is morphologically expressed. The PFV aspect is 

derived from the stem of the IMP verbs via prefixation (e.g., delat’.IMP –s-
delat’.PFV “do/make”), suffixation (e.g., max-a-t’.IMP – max-nu-t’.PFV 

“wave”). The IMP aspect can be derived from the stem of the PFV verbs via 

suffixation (e.g., myt’.IMP – s-myt’.PFV – smy-va-t’.IMP “wash off/away”). 

Among other types of aspectual pair formation are suppletion (e.g., govorit’.IMP 

– skazat’.PFV “talk/tell”), change in the thematic suffix (e.g., bros-a-t’.IMP –

bros-i-t’.PFV “throw”), and stress shift (e.g., srezát’.IMP – srézat’.PFV “cut 

off”).

1.2. Monolingual and bilingual acquisition of Russian verbal categories

Despite the rich verbal morphology of Russian, it is acquired by monolingual 

Russian children relatively fast. By age 3, Russian children demonstrate an ability 

to segment complex verbal forms, to identify the function of the grammatical 

markers, and to use acquired verbs correctly most of the time. Studies based on 

naturalistic speech data (see, e.g., Ceytlin, 2000; Gagarina, 2008) found that 

Russian children use present, past, and future tense forms contrastively and 

productively at 28 to 30 months. The acquisition of aspect takes place between 25

and 29 months, though more time is required for children to learn the formal 

representation of aspect formation. Both telic and atelic verbs are attested in 

children’s speech in past tense with PFV and IMP aspect. A partial person/number 

paradigm emerges before 30 months, with the 3rd person and singular forms being 

acquired first, followed by the 1st, 2nd, and plural forms.

One longitudinal study of a simultaneous bilingual Russian-German child 

(Gagarina, 2011) suggested that verbal morphology develops more slowly in 

bilingual children. Another study found early signs of attrition: Russian-Hebrew 

children aged 3;6-5;0 made more errors in verbal morphology than did 

monolingual Russian children, and they also made unique errors in tense/aspect 

and gender categories (Gagarina, Armon-Lotem, & Gupol, 2007). Attrition may 

take place selectively: as Bar-Shalom and Zaretsky (2008) demonstrated, 4- to-

11-year-old bilingual Russian-English children made many lexical (i.e., direct 

translation and loss of Russian lexical items) and subject-verb agreement errors
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in Russian. However, their use of PFV and IMP aspect and of the telic-atelic 

distinction in PFV in narratives was native-like. Gupol, Rothstein, & Armon-

Lotem (2012) also found that although 4- to-8-year-old Russian-Hebrew 

bilinguals demonstrated monolingual-like knowledge of the tense/aspect 

morphology, they did not show mastery in encoding the semantic properties of 

situations in their predicates. They preferred to use the PFV past with the verbs 

from Achievement and Semelfactive lexical classes, and the atelic classes of 

States and Activities encoded by the IMP morphology in both the present and the 

past tenses.

1.3. The present study

This is a single case study that followed the language acquisition of a 

bilingual heritage Russian-American English 2-year-old girl, Uliyana, from the 

day she turned 2 until her third birthday. Our study aimed to test the Reduced 

Input Hypothesis by investigating quantitative and qualitative characteristics of 

the child’s input and output, and comparing the obtained results with Russian 

monolingual data (Gagarina, 2008). Our two research questions are as follows:

(1) Is there evidence for Uliyana of reduced input in HL Russian? Does this 

pattern hold with respect to verbal morphology? (2) How did the quantity and 

quality of the input in the verbal domain affect Uliyana’s output and her 

acquisition of the grammatical categories of Russian verbs?

2. Method

2.1. Participant

Uliyana was born in New York City, where her mother had moved from 

Ukraine, and her father from Estonia. The family lives in an English-speaking 

neighborhood. During data collection, Uliyana was the only child in the family.

Uliyana’s parents are native speakers of Russian and are proficient in English. 

Both parents hold professional degrees from U.S. colleges. They addressed 

Uliyana in Russian at home and in English when out in public.

During her third year, Uliyana was enrolled in a day care program for 

Russian-speaking children, which she attended five days a week. All children 

enrolled in this program were Russian-learning children of different ages (from 8 

months to 3 years). The day care was staffed by native speakers of Ukrainian and 

Russian who addressed the children in Russian. Other people in Uliyana’s life 

include her grandparents and aunts, who are native speakers of Ukrainian and 

Russian, but use only Russian around family members and when addressing the 

child. Uliyana’s cousins and friends, bilingual American English-heritage Russian 

speakers, see her once a week and frequently code-switch in conversations with 

each other and adults.

In sum, between Uliyana’s second and third birthdays, she was exposed to 

more (southern-accented) Russian than (Russian-accented) English. The only 
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native English input she received during this period was from her neighbors and 

electronic toys.

2.2. Design and materials

This case study is based on four data sources: (a) Utrecht Bilingual Language 

Exposure Calculator (UBiLEC; Unsworth, 2011); (b) MacArthur-Bates

Communicative Development Inventories for English (CDI-Eng; Fenson,

Marchman, Thal, Dale, & Reznick, 2007); (c) MacArthur-Bates Communicative 

Development Inventories for Russian (CDI-Rus; Eliseeva, Vershinina, & 

Ryskina, 2017); (d) 18 transcribed sessions of parent-child interactions, each one 

hour long; these were extracted from our dense corpus Uliyana, which contains 

the speech of Uliyana and her caregivers’, collected by means of the LENATM

(The Language ENvironment Analysis System; Richards, Gilkerson, Paul, & Xu, 

2008).

UBiLEC is a questionnaire designed for use with bilingual or multilingual 

children from 2 to 18 years to obtain information about their language 

environment and language use (Unsworth, 2011). UBiLEC consists of 32

questions for an in-person interview with the child’s caregivers. The UBiLEC 

calculator estimates three aspects of the child’s language exposure and use: the 

relative frequency of exposure to two languages; the speaker’s proficiency level 

in two languages; and the cumulative length of exposure to two languages in the 

past. 

The MacArthur-Bates CDIs are parental questionnaires designed and normed 

to assess early child language development from the age of 6 months to 4 years

(Eliseeva et al., 2017; Fenson et al., 2007). To obtain information about Uliyana’s 

vocabulary and grammar development in her two languages, we used all three 

CDI-Eng forms (Words and Gestures (W&G), Words and Sentences (W&S), and 

CDI-III), and two CDI-Rus forms (W&G, W&S).

LENA is a system that measures the early language development of children 

aged 2 months to 48 months, and the linguistic environment offered by their 

caregivers (Richards et al., 2008). The system consists of a lightweight digital 

recorder designed to be worn by a child for collecting speech produced by the 

child and the adults in a natural environment for up to 16 hours a day; the LENA 

software that transforms the audio recording into quantitative data by processing 

audio signal to estimate adult word counts, child vocalizations, conversational 

turns (Xu, Yapanel, & Gray, 2009); and a cloud-based system for data storage and 

management.   

2.3. Procedure

The Institutional Review Board of the College of Staten Island granted the 

study exempt status. Uliyana’s parents provided informed consent in order for her

to participate in the study.
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To estimate amounts of Uliyana’s exposure to each language, her mother 

participated in the UBiLEC interview twice, first prior to data collection when 

Uliyana was 23 months old, and again at the end of data collection when Uliyana 

turned 3.

The CDI-Eng and CDI-Rus forms were also filled out by her mother at the 

same two time points. Each form yielded a raw vocabulary score based on the 

mother’s estimates of words Uliyana knew, plus raw scores for gestures and 

grammar development. These data were compared to monolingual norms in both 

languages (Eliseeva et al., 2017; Fenson et al., 2007). Following the procedure 

outlined by Pearson, Fernández, and Oller (1993) and adapted by De Houwer 

(2009), we calculated Uliyana’s bilingual English-Russian vocabulary scores in 

two ways: total vocabulary, and total conceptual vocabulary. 

To collect naturalistic data for the Uliyana corpus, we trained Uliyana’s 

mother in how to use the LENA system. All recording sessions took place one 

day per week, mostly at home on weekends. Uliyana’s mother turned on the 

digital recorder when her daughter woke up and snapped it into the chest pocket 

of the LENA clothing. The recorder was turned off during the child’s bath and 

nap time. In total, 52 recording sessions (variously, 9 to 12 hours long) were made, 

but 3 were lost due to system malfunction, leaving 49 recordings (of some 450

hours of naturalistic speech data, in total). In addition to the audio, each recording 

session was accompanied by a daily activity log where Uliyana’s mother indicated 

the child’s main activities and people who were present during the session on an 

hourly basis. 

Manual transcription was not feasible for the entire 450 hours of recorded 

speech. Therefore, we used the LENA algorithms and daily activity logs to select 

the 18 most linguistically active hours for transcription. These were the hours with 

the highest adult word counts, child vocalizations, and conversational turns. The 

first eight recordings were spaced weekly, and the remaining 10 recordings, one 

month apart. 

Eighteen hours were transcribed following the CHAT format (MacWhinney, 

2014) with additional coding1. Adult utterances were transcribed orthographically 

and followed by a comment line when a particular feature in an adult 

pronunciation was noted. Each adult utterance was coded for whether it was child-

directed or not. To provide an accurate picture of the child’s phonological and 

morphophonemic development, each child utterance was transcribed 

phonetically, in broad transcription, and followed by a comment line with 

orthographic transcription, comments, and contextual information for 

disambiguation purposes.

1 As a secondary goal for this study was testing the LENA system for the bilingual English-

Russian environment, we transcribed all interactions in full, including false starts, 

hesitations, repetitions, the child’s self-made songs, and nonsense utterances. All the 

analyses of our transcripts were conducted by programs specially written for this project.
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2.4. Coding and analysis

Following Oller (2010), to estimate the actual amount of input and output in 

each language, we classified each word in the 18 transcribed hours as belonging

to one of five categories: Russian, English, Ambiguous, Unintelligible, and 

Nonsense. Ambiguous words are those that were used by both English and 

Russian speakers (e.g., expressing agreement/disagreement okay, mhm, aha, etc.), 

English proper nouns used in Russian utterances, and English words used by 

Russian speakers with Russian morphological markings. Unintelligible words 

were common in distant, non-child-directed speech or in a noisy environment.

The child’s words that did not have a meaning were coded as nonsense words.

Then, following De Houwer (2009), we categorized each adult child-directed 

utterance and each child utterance as belonging to one of six utterance categories: 

Russian only; English only; Mixed, if the utterance included at least one word of 

both English and Russian; Partial/Unclear, if the utterance was incomplete or 

unclear; Non-Language Specific (NLS), if the utterance consisted only of non-

language specific words; and Nonsense (NS), if the child’s utterance consisted of 

nonsense words or self-made songs. Russian and English utterances were used to 

calculate her mean length of utterance (MLU): Russian utterance length was 

determined by counting the number of words, and English utterance length was 

measured by counting manually coded morphemes. The number of Russian words 

and English morphemes were divided by the number of Russian and English 

utterances in each of the transcripts, respectively. 

In order to undertake quantitative analyses of verbal morphology, we pulled 

all the Russian verbs from the adults’ child-directed and the child’s Russian and 

Mixed utterances, created a verb list, and tagged each verb type for its grammatical 

features, as outlined below in Table 2.

Table 2. Grammatical features of Russian verbs.

Grammatical Features

Verb Form
Infinitive/Imperative/Indicative/Subjunctive/

Participle/Verbal Adverb

Aspect IMP/PFV

Transitivity Intransitive/Transitive

Reflexivity Non-reflexive/Reflexive

Voice Active/Passive

Tense Present/Future/Past

Person 1st/2nd/3rd

Number Singular/Plural

Gender (Past Tense only) Masculine/Feminine/Neutral

The verb list allowed construction of a concordance with all the tokens 

produced by all the participants in the corpus. The contexts in which the verbal 

forms were used were established manually. The tokens were coded for 

appropriate use of tense and aspect forms, agreement morphology, as well as
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derivational morphology and the appropriate choice of lexical items. The 

proportion of erroneous and correct verbal forms was computed for each of the 

transcripts.

The criteria for making a decision as to whether the child had acquired the 

verbal form are based on Pizzuto and Caselli’s (1994): (1) the same verb stem

must appear in at least two distinct inflected forms, and (2) the same inflection 

must be used with at least two different verbs. Additionally, Roger Brown’s 

(1973) criterion of 90% correct use of verbal form in at least five obligatory 

contexts was adopted. A verbal category was deemed acquired when it was 

appropriately used in 90% of at least five obligatory contexts in a transcript.

3. Results

Language exposure. Using UBiLEC, we calculated Uliyana’s exposure to 

Russian at age 24 months as being at 74%. Over the year, this estimate increased 

to 87%. Uliyana’s Russian vocabulary at 24 months included 16 verbs, which was

below Russian monolingual norms (Eliseeva, et al., 2017), though by the age of 

3, it included all 102 verbs from the CDI-Rus. In general, her bilingual total and 

conceptual vocabularies exceed the average scores of both monolingual groups.

Table 3 shows the distribution of the two languages in both the child-directed 

(CDS) and the child’s speech from the Uliyana corpus. The number of English 

utterances in the CDS is small, and code-switching is almost unattested. The 

qualitative analysis of the CDS revealed a small percentage of errors in the verbal

domain (total: 1.61%), with most errors involving lexical choice (0.86%), i.e., a 

wrong choice of a verb (e.g., odét’ “dress” vs. nadét’ “put on”). The incorrect PFV

(0.04%) and IMP (0.14%) verbs reflected parental repetition of the verbs used by 

the child. Uliyana’s speech closely resembles that of her parents.

Table 3. Child’s alignment with parental child-directed speech.

Mother Father Child

Utterances (N) 4,451 790 6,678

Russian 80% 80% 59%

English 6% 4% 7%

Mixed 3% 4% 4%

Partial/Unclear 4% 3% 5%

NLS/NS 7% 9% 25%2

Thus, robust interdependence between the input and output is attested. With such 

a high rate of Russian exposure over the year and almost no quantitative and 

qualitative evidence for reduced language in the CDS, we expect to observe early 

2 The babbling-like utterances constituted 25% of all vocalizations, but we do not have 

monolingual norms to compare this number to.
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and monolingual-like acquisition of the grammatical categories of Russian verbs 

in Uliyana’s speech.

Language use. Table 4 shows the number of Russian utterances, verb 

lemmas, and finite/nonfinite verb forms produced by Uliyana in each transcribed 

hour. In addition, it comprises the child’s cumulative verbal vocabulary where the

first and the last estimates include verbs, which were checked off by her mother 

in the CDI-Russ W&G and W&S questionnaires and were not encountered in 

these transcribed samples. Immediate repetitions of adults’ verbs are not included.

The dashed line indicates the point at which Uliyana started to use two-word 

utterances most of the time.

Table 4. Uliyana’s Russian productions: utterances and verbs.

Verb Forms Verbal Vocabulary

Age Utt MLU Lem Types Tokens Cumulative

24;01 172 1.18 20 26 56 27

24;08 229 1.27 21 29 53 42

24;11 373 1.19 17 26 84 55

24;22 207 1.38 11 18 65 57

24;25 139 1.44 17 21 46 61

25;07 186 1.42 13 18 36 67

25;11 134 1.29 11 12 24 74

25;16 182 1.52 22 28 59 83

26;14 311 1.76 30 42 135 103

28;02 271 2.37 50 68 130 131

29;09 214 2.52 45 58 113 153

30;06 180 2.35 51 63 113 175

31;04 268 2.49 59 73 129 194

32;01 259 2.88 65 80 194 219

32;28 193 2.14 41 46 65 226

33;26 172 2.59 47 57 95 251

34;30 285 3.49 75 111 185 278

35;27 193 3.27 66 78 114 306

3.1. Tense and aspect in the child’s HL Russian 

Table 5 illustrates Uliyana’s production of the verb forms and includes the 

age at which the form was first produced (column 1st encounter), the number of 

different verb stems used in each form (column # of DS), the age at which the 

form was used with two or more different verb stems in a transcript (column Prod. 
use), and the percent of total use of a given form in all transcripts (column % of
total use). Uliyana started producing all three tenses at the age of 24;01. The first 

present-past tense contrast appeared in the use of the same IMP verb písat’ “to 

pee” at the age of 25;07. The first past-future tense contrast occurred at 28;02 with 

three different PFV verbs. From this point on, Uliyana productively used present, 

past, and future tenses in both PFV and IMP forms. Two IMP verbs, kushat’ “to 

eat” and byt’ “to be”, were used in all three tenses at 34;30.
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Table 5. Verb forms in Uliyana’s production.

Verb forms 1st encounter # of DS Prod. use % of total use

PRES 1SG 24;01 2 24;01 13.3

2SG 24;08 1 25;11 4.4

3SG 24;01 2 24;01 13.4

1PL 26;14 1 31;04 1.4

2PL 26;14 1 – 0.2

3PL 24;22 1 25;07 1.2

PAST IMP MASC 25;07 1 – 0.3

FEM 24;08 1 28;02 2.9

NEUT – – – 0.0

PL 28;02 1 – 0.2

PAST PFV MASC 24;01 1 26;14 3.0

FEM 24;01 1 24;08 8.0

NEUT 24;08 1 – 0.4

PL 29;09 2 29;09 0.7

FUT IMP 1SG 24;01 1 – 1.8

2SG 29;09 5 29;09 0.8

3SG 24;25 1 29;09 2.5

1PL 26;14 1 – 0.4

2PL – – – 0.0

3PL 34;30 1 – 0.1

FUT PFV 1SG 24;01 2 24;01 3.4

2SG 32;01 1 35;27 0.5

3SG 24;01 1 26;14 2.7

1PL 24;22 1 26;14 0.8

2PL 35;27 1 – 0.1

3PL 28;02 1 – 0.1

In terms of Brown’s (1973) criterion, Uliyana reached this milestone at 24;01 

for past tense, at 24;25 for present tense, and at 26;14 for future tense.

Turning now to aspect, Uliyana used the past PFV with the naturally telic 

classes of accomplishments (25%) and achievements (46%), and present IMP

with atelic classes of state (58%) and activity (42%). The rare atelic PFV activity 

(2%) and the semelfactive (5%) started to appear from the age of 28;02. These

findings closely resemble those of monolingual Russian children (Bar-Shalom, 

2002; Gagarina, 2008).

We found 54 aspectual pairs in Uliyana’s production: 34 were pure aspectual 

pairs derived via prefixation (e.g., videt’.IMP–u-videt’.PFV “see”), suffixation

(e.g., vybrosit’.PFV–vybrasy-va-t’.IMP “throw out”), and suppletion (e.g., 

brat’.IMP–vzjat’.PFV “take”). An additional 20 pairs were derived via prefixation 

with lexical meaning changed (e.g., chitat’.IMP “read”–po-chitat’.PFV “read for 

a while”).
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There were very few tense and aspect errors in Uliyana’s verb production:

only three wrong tense forms (0.18%), three wrong PFV aspect forms (0.18%),

and five wrong IMP forms (0.29%). Thus, by the age of 28 months, Uliyana

acquired all three tenses and both aspects, meeting the criteria of acquisition. This 

indicates that the child’s output in the verbal domain is very similar to

monolingual Russian children.

3.2. Person and number in the child’s HL Russian 

Table 5 reveals that three person forms in SG and PL appeared at different 

times, but the patterns of production were similar to monolingual Russian children 

(Ceytlin, 2000; Gagarina, 2008): SG forms appeared earlier than PL, with first-

and third-person forms occurring before second person. The productive use of the

2SG and all PL forms took an additional one to several months. Some PL forms 

were not used productively at all. 

As for Brown’s criterion, Uliyana reached this milestone at 30;06. The error 

rate in person (0.53%) and number (0.36%) agreement is low, with the most 

common one being overuse of 3SG in the 1SG context. This is evidence that by 

the age of 30 months, Uliyana has built a partial but fully functional verbal 

inflectional system in her HL Russian.

Thus, we have evidence for the following milestones and order of acquisition

of the grammatical categories of Russian verbs for Uliyana: Starting from the age 

of 28 months, she productively used contrastive forms of PFV and IMP verbs in 

all three tenses, demonstrating an adult-like use of rule-governed tense/aspect 

system. Starting from the age of 30 months, she started communicating about 

referents and their number correctly mastering the agreement person/number

morphology sequentially: 1SG/3SG at 24 months, 3PL at 25 months, 2SG at 26 

months, and 1PL/2PL closer to 28 months.

3.3. Comparison of input/output in HL and “homeland” Russian

The amounts of input and output in the verbal domain in the HL as compared 

to the “homeland” Russian are summarized in Table 6. The use of aspect and finite 

forms is very similar between the two language varieties, whereas the number of 

utterances containing verbs is strikingly different. The figures for “homeland”

Russian (derived from Gagarina, 2008) are consistently low, on average 20%,

while Uliyana’s input ranges between 51% and 72%. However, the number of 

utterances with verbs in monolingual children’s and Uliyana’s output steadily 

grows during the third year reaching the values of their respective input at the age 

of three. We speculate that Uliyana’s remarkable acquisition pace in the verbal 

domain on a par with monolingual children is the direct outcome of her parents’ 

efforts to provide the child with an environment exceptionally rich in the HL.
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Table 6. Quantitative characteristics of the HL and “homeland” Russian.

Uliyana Monolingual Children

Domain Input Output Input Output

Sentences with verbs 51-72% 13-46% 12-23% 4-27%

Aspect:             Imperfective 62% 64% 50-60% 52-62%

Tense: 

Present and Future

Past

34%

18%

42%

19%

34-47%

22-30%

30-50%

25-30%

Person:                          1st

2nd

3rd

13%

12%

14%

20%

5%

20%

8-13%

11-15%

18-24%

10-13%

1-2%

18-24%

4. Discussion

This study investigated the acquisition of the grammatical categories of 

Russian verbs in a bilingual heritage Russian-English child during her third year 

of life. We tested the Reduced Input Hypothesis (Scontras et al., 2015): because 

of the presence of the societal majority language, the HL Russian input would be 

quantitively smaller and qualitatively less diverse than the baseline Russian input 

for monolingual children. This would result in possible developmental delays and

non-native-like patterns in Uliyana’s HL use. In short, our data did not confirm 

the Reduced Input hypothesis in Uliyana’s case, as we found no evidence for 

either quantitative or qualitative differences in the parents’ input. Consequently, 

Uliyana’s acquisition of the grammatical categories of Russian verbs by the age 

of 3 was native-like. 

The quantitative data from UBiLEC and CDIs showed a strong 

interdependence between the relative amount of exposure to HL Russian (74% to 

87%) and the rate of development of the child’s vocabulary and grammar. At the 

age of 2, Uliyana’s scores for Russian vocabulary and grammar were below the 

Russian monolingual norms; however, by the age of 3, she caught up with her 

monolingual peers. This is due to the fact that Uliyana’s home linguistic 

environment is not typical for a bilingual child, as the data from the corpus 

Uliyana demonstrates: HL Russian accounted for 80% of the input the child 

received over the year. Moreover, the child’s output remarkably mirrored the 

input: both English and Mixed utterances together constituted just 11% of the 

child’s utterances.

Evidence from the qualitative analysis of the verbal domain of the parental 

child-directed speech revealed no evidence of nonstandard properties; that is,

Uliyana’s parents’ grammar showed no signs of restructuring in verbal 

morphology. Uliyana has reached the milestones characteristic of the grammatical 

categories of Russian verbs at the same age as monolingual Russian children: by 

the age of 3, she had built a partial but fully functional verbal paradigm, used PFV 
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and IMP verbs appropriately in all three tenses, and acquired the telic/atelic 

distinction in PFV in the past tense as well as aspectual pairs formation.

Our findings suggest that at least for some domains, such as the verbs, 

reduced HL input is not always inevitable. Even a 20% reduction of Russian input 

can be compensated by a 30% increase in the number of utterances with verbs 

produced by Uliyana’s parents and ensured native-like acquisition of tense/aspect 

and person/number categories by the age of 3. Thus, the extent to which HL 

speakers differ from monolinguals may be a function of both the extent to which 

their input is reduced and the extent to which parents compensate by providing 

richer input. This conclusion is supported by earlier findings that verbal 

morphology in HL Russian is relatively resistant to attrition in older groups of 

bilingual children (Bar-Shalom & Zaretsky, 2008) and a better knowledge of 

verbs than the other parts of speech by adult heritage speakers of  intermediate

proficiency whose nominal system underwent restructuring resulted in loss of the 

neuter gender and simplification of the case paradigm from six cases down to two 

(Polinsky, 2005).

To conclude, our data paint a cautiously optimistic picture: HL acquisition

can be native-like. However, it is possible that Uliyana’s case is an exception and 

may not generalize to other HL children. To draw more general conclusions, we 

should conduct more longitudinal studies with HL children whose linguistic and 

family circumstances will inevitably vary along many sociolinguistic dimensions, 

e.g., the quantity of the HL input (both or only one HL parent), number and age 

of siblings, parental motivation, and the different language pairs in bilingual or 

multilingual environment.
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