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D o D i m i n u t i v e s Facilitat e th e L e a r n i n g o f  R u s s i a n G e n d e r ? 

Vera Kempe (VKEMPE@uoft02.utoledo.edu) 
Deparimcn l  ol '  Psychology ;  Universit y o f  Toled o 

Toledo ,  O H 4360 6 U S A 

Patricia J. Brooks (PBROOKS@postbox.csi.cuny.edu) 
Departmen t  o f  Psychology ,  Sociology ,  &  Anthropology ;  Colleg e o f  State n Island ,  C U N Y 

State n Island ,  N Y 1031 4 U S A 

Olmste d (1994 )  ha s suggeste d tha t  th e pervasiv e us e o f 
diminutive s i n Russia n child-directe d speec h reflect s no t  jus t 
an accomodatio n t o th e smalle r  worl d o f  childre n bu t  rathe r 
constitute s a n importan t  preconditio n fo r  th e acquisitio n o f 
Russia n nou n morphology ,  particularl y th e gende r  system . 
Althoug h mos t  Russia n noun s hav e regula r  morphophon -
ologica l  gende r  markin g (transparen t  nouns) ,  a  subse t  o f  end -
palatalize d noun s i s ambiguou s wit h respec t  t o markin g a s 
eithe r  feminin e o r  masculin e (non-transparen t  nouns) . 
Russia n diminutiv e derivation s eliminat e gende r  ambiguit y 
by addin g morpheme s tha t  preserv e th e mai n morpho -
phonologica l  feature s o f  feminin e an d masculin e nouns . 

I n th e presen t  study ,  w e investigat e whethe r  th e presenc e 
of  diminutive s aid s secon d languag e learner s i n acquirin g 
Russia n gender .  I f  facilitatio n o f  gende r  learnin g throug h th e 
useo f  diminutive s ca n b e shown ,  thi s wil l  suppor t  th e ide a 
tha t  child-directe d speec h register s ma y simplif y aspect s o f 
grammar  whic h woul d otherwis e pos e learnabilit y  problems . 
I t  als o woul d poin t  t o th e importanc e o f  inpu t  shapin g i n 
secon d languag e learnin g an d hel p i n clarifyin g mechanism s 
underlyin g gende r  transfe r  t o nove l  nouns. 

Method 
Participants .  Fort y adul t  nativ e speaker s o f  Englis h wit h 
no prio r  knowledg e o f  Russia n wer e recruite d an d teste d a t 
th e Colleg e o f  State n Island ,  C U N Y.  Hal f  o f  th e 
participant s wer e assigne d t o th e diminutiv e an d th e othe r 
hal f  t o th e non-diminutiv e condition . 

Materials. Twenty masculine and 20 feminine Russian 
noun s wer e selecte d fro m th e Snodgras s an d Vanderwar t 
(1980 )  pictur e set .  Fiftee n masculin e an d 1 5 feminin e noun s 
had transparen t  gende r  marking .  Th e remainin g 5  feminin e 
and 5  masculin e noun s wer e non-transparent .  Fiv e 
transparen t  masculin e an d 5  transparen t  feminin e noun s wer e 
reserve d fo r  late r  testing .  I n th e diminutiv e condition ,  al l 
noun s wer e presente d i n thei r  diminutiv e form .  I n th e non -
diminutiv e condition ,  al l  noun s wer e presente d i n thei r  bas e 
form .  Durin g training ,  th e picture s wer e presente d eithe r  a s 
yello w o r  a s re d lin e drawing s o n blac k background .  Colo r 
was counterbalance d acros s gende r  an d typ e o f  gende r 
markednes s (transparen t  vs .  non-transparent) . 

The testin g set ,  whic h wa s identica l  i n bot h conditions , 
consiste d o f  th e 3 0 trainin g noun s an d 1 0 ne w nouns . 
Durin g testing ,  1 0 familia r  transparen t  noun s wer e presente d 
i n diminutiv e for m an d 1 0 wer e presente d i n bas e form . 
Durin g testing ,  eac h lin e drawin g wa s presente d i n th e colo r 
opposit e fro m th e colo r  use d durin g training .  Thi s chang e i n 
colo r  ensure d productiv e us e o f  th e adjectiv e suffixes . 

Procedure .  Participant s wer e traine d durin g thre e session s 
conducte d o n a  Macintos h compute r  wit h PsyScop e softwar e 
(Cohe n e t  al. ,  1993) .  I n th e firs t  bloc k o f  eac h sessio n 
(liste n an d repeat) ,  the y wer e presente d wit h a  serie s o f 
colore d lin e drawing s an d th e correspondin g Russia n colo r 
adjectiv e an d nominativ e nou n whic h the y ha d t o repeat .  I n 
th e secon d bloc k (colo r  comprehension) ,  the y hear d th e 
Russia n colo r  adjective-nou n combination s an d ha d t o chos e 

th e correc t  color .  Durin g th e final  bloc k (colo r  production) , 
the y hear d th e nou n an d wer e aske d t o produc e th e inflecte d 
colo r  adjectiv e correspondin g t o th e colo r  o f  th e picture . 
Afte r  thre e session s o f  training ,  familia r  an d nove l  noun s 
wer e presente d i n a  generalizatio n tes t  i n whic h th e 
participant s ha d t o produc e th e correctl y gende r  inflecte d 
for m o f  th e colo r  adjectives .  Gende r  agreemen t  error s an d 
respons e latencie s wer e measured . 

Results 

Participant s i n th e diminutiv e conditio n showe d faste r 
learnin g o f  nou n gende r  a s indicate d lowe r  gende r  agreemen t 
erro r  rate s o n trainin g item s i n Sessio n 2  an d 3 .  Thi s grou p 
als o showe d lowe r  erro r  rate s an d faste r  reactio n time s i n 
generalizin g gende r  inflectio n t o nove l  colo r  adjective-nou n 
combinations .  Finally ,  th e diminutiv e grou p wa s faste r  an d 
more accurat e i n determinin g th e gende r  o f  nove l  transparen t 
nouns .  A  close r  inspectio n o f  th e diminutiv e group' s erro r 
rate s suggest s a  morpho-phonologica l  basi s fo r  gende r 
transfer .  W e designe d a  recurren t  cascade d backpropagatio n 
networ k t o simulat e th e empirica l  results .  Th e network' s 
performanc e matche s th e mai n finding s o f  th e experimen t 
thereb y illustratin g ho w a n associativ e learnin g mechanis m 
and characteristic s o f  languag e inpu t  affec t  th e acquisitio n o f 
gender . 
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