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The development of Korean preschoolers' ability to

understand transitive sentences using case-markers

Kyong-sun Jin Min Ju Kim Hyun-joo Song
Department of Psychology, Department of Psychology,
University of Illinois Yonsei University

We examined whether Korean 2- and 3-year-old children can use case markers to understand the meaning
of Korean canonical (subject - object - verb; SOV) and noncanonical (object - subject - verb; OSV) word
order in a transitive sentence. Side-by-side videos depicted the same caused motion events, both of which
involved the same two characters but with the agent versus patient roles reversed. Along with the videos,
children heard SOV sentences (e.g., Bear-nominative Rabbit-accusative is pushing.) or OSV sentences (e.g.,
Rabbit-accusative Bear-nominative is pushing.), both of which were marked with nominative and accusative
case markers. Two-year-olds correctly understood only the canonical sentences (Experiment 1). In contrast,
3-year-olds understood both canonical and noncanonical sentences more accurately than predicted by chance
(Experiment 2). These findings suggest that by the age of 3, Korean preschoolers can rely on case

markers to understand sentence meaning.

Key words : Early childbood, language acquisition, movpho-syntax: development, case markers, word ovder
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