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BACKGROUND

METHOD

FRAME COMPLIANCE (Naigles, 1993) is a kind of syntactic 
bootstrapping that addresses the difficulty of verb learning for children 
(Gleitman, 1990):

Children construct frames based on language-general properties 
(e.g. number of arguments) or language-specific properties (e.g.
case, NP ellipsis) to help them initially learn verb properties
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Key Points:
1. An initial strategy for verb learning 

(older children grow to be verb 
compliant).

2. Frame compliance holds cross-
linguistically but factors influencing 
the frame can be more language 
specific (Naigles et al., 2006; Goksun
et al., 2008; Leischner et al., 2016).

OUR STUDY

1 2 3

Turkish: The presence of accusative case increases frame compliance (Goksun
et al., 2008).

Dependent Case: Marantz (1991; see also Polinsky, 2012)  posits accusative 
case as the dependent case in Nom/Acc systems and ergative case as the 
dependent case in Erg/Abs systems.

1. Do Marathi-speaking children use language general 
(number of arguments) or language specific features 
(case) to construct frames?

2. Since Marathi is a split ergative language, are accusative 
and ergative case equally salient in frame construction?

RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS

Participants: 40 Marathi-speaking children (after 
8 exclusions) from three kindergartens and one 
daycare in Pune

• Two higher income, and two lower income 
institutions

Used a picture selection task with two images, one 
depicting a conjoined subject event, the other a 
causative event.

STIMULI

*Control items: transitive verbs and sentences with overt conjunction

• 4-year-olds seem to have no preference between conditions for 
interpretation

• 5-year-olds show clearer trends
• Bare condition leads to more conjunctive interpretation
• Ergative case marking leads to more causative 

interpretation

PREDICTIONS & RESULTS

DISCUSSION
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 Marathi children seem not to consider number of arguments as a factor in 
frame construction.

 Ergative seems to be a stronger cue for frame construction than accusative

 For children older than 6 years, ergative and accusative case marking are 
equally salient dependency cues for FRAME COMPLIANCE.

 Future research: investigate younger children to see how they construct 
frames in Marathi
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CAUSATIVE INTERPRETATION FOR 5-YEAR-OLDS

Previous studies on FRAME COMPLIANCE have 
found that children use syntactic frame to 
initially learn verb properties (i.e. transitivity)

 Cross-linguistic evidence shows that children construct frames through 
language general (e.g. number of arguments) or language specific (e.g. case, 
NP ellipsis) factors.

 Previous work on Turkish (Goksun et al. 2008) found that the presence of the 
accusative case increased FRAME COMPLIANCE.

Our results from Marathi, a split ergative language 
with both accusative and ergative marking, show 
that children are sensitive to both cases (Erg and 
Acc) when constructing frames but not to the 
number of arguments.

• After age 6yrs, both accusative case and ergative case become 
salient cues for frame construction
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4-year-olds

5-year-olds

• An experimental sentence was created with each one of the six 
intransitive verbs in all three conditions (18 sentences). 

• Sentences were then assigned randomly to one of two 
balanced (9-item) lists.

• Including control and filler items each child saw 21 items.

If children use language-general 
features (i.e. number of arguments)

Expect causative interpretation for all 
three conditions

If children use language-specific 
features (i.e. case marking)

Expect causative interpretations for 
ERG and ACC but not for BARE

If both ERG and ACC are equally 
salient

Expect similar proportions of 
causative interpretations for both 
conditions

PREDICTIONS

Fig. 1: Distribution of responses and means

Fig. 2: Causative responses by marker 
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