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Background and Main Aim. As in most Western European countries, the multilingual 
context of today’s Dutch society has given rise to different kinds of multilingual speakers 
ranging from those who may be considered native speakers in two languages to those who do 

not reach native competence in their home language or in Dutch. This study is concerned 
with child heritage speakers of Afrikaans who are living in the Netherlands and raised by two 
Afrikaans native-speaking parents in the Netherlands, resulting in some degree of 

bilingualism in both Afrikaans and Dutch.  

In a small pilot-project we intend to get a clearer picture of the grammatical 
development of Afrikaans as a heritage language, identifying potential effects of grammatical 
transfer of the community language on the inflectional morphology and syntax of Afrikaans 
in children between 4 and 6 years of age. Given that Dutch and Afrikaans are typologically 

closely related languages, the language pair offers a unique opportunity to investigate to what 
extent very subtle differences between the two languages give rise to grammatical transfer. 

Our aim is to focus both on ‘simplification’ and ‘complexification’ strategies: we will be 
looking at potential sources of incomplete or delayed acquisition of the Afrikaans heritage 
grammar based on grammatical structures that are absent in Dutch as compared to Afrikaans 

(e.g. double negation) but also at properties that are specific to Dutch only and may lead to 
(non-native like) complexity in the grammar of Afrikaans (e.g. subject-verb agreement).   

Method and Results. Starting point for the assessment of morpho-syntactic development is 

the Afrikaans CHILDES database (Southwood, 2006) which provides normative data on the 
morpho-syntactic abilities of typically developing Afrikaans-speaking preschool children and 
the results of a series of language tests that assess the comprehension and production of 

grammatical features related to number, person, case, and tense. As they were shown to elicit 
a high number of both correct and usable responses, we will use an adapted version of the 

four-picture selection task and language sample elicitation task developed by (Southwood, 
2005) to assess grammar comprehension and production in Afrikaans-speaking children. 
Regarding syntactic development we will use the same type of tasks to assess binding 

relations, the use of have/be as auxiliaries, constituent doubling and sentence negation. 
Examples of the test items are given in Figure 1. 

Given that this pilot study is part of an ongoing PhD project, we will provide the outcomes of 

a small multi-case study with 2 heritage-speaking children of Afrikaans living in the 
Netherlands, 2 native-speaking children of Afrikaans living in South-Africa, and 2 native-
speaking children of Dutch living in the Netherlands. The children are between 4 and 6 years 

old and are matched as closely as possible for the 3 subgroups  based on age, gender and SES. 
As the test items have been selected to include minimal differences between Dutch and 

Afrikaans, they will enable us to show the results of fine-grained transfer between the dominant 
language (Dutch) and the heritage language (Afrikaans) both with respect to potential 
simplification and complexification.   

  



Figure 1. Examples of the test items used in the comprehension and production tasks 
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