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This study investigates verb placement, V2 vs. verb final (VFin), in the acquisition of German
relative clauses (RCs). The general aim is twofold: (i) to shed light on the properties of V2 and
VFin in RCs from an acquisition perspective, and (ii) to propose a modified syntactic analysis
for V2 structures. In German RCs, the verb usually occupies the final position (1a). However,
under specific conditions so-called integrated V2 structures (iV2) as in (1b) are licensed (cf.
Brandt 1990, Gärtner 2001a/b, Zwart 2005).
(1) Da ist ein Junge,
there is a:NOM boy

a. der auf einem braunen Pferd reiten will.
PRON on a:DAT brown horse ride wants
b. der will auf einem braunen Pferd reiten.
PRON wants on a:DAT brown horse ride
“Here there is a boy that wants to ride a brown horse.”

iV2 structures have been argued to be allowed under the following conditions: (a) the predicate
in the main clause must be presentational or existential; (b) the antecedent must be indefinite
and specific; (c) the relative pronoun in the iV2 has to be a d-pronoun; (d) the iV2 clause must
be in sentence final position; (e) the iV2 must be prosodically integrated in the main clause
(Gärtner 2001a). In addition, iV2 structures exhibit semantic and syntactic properties in
between restrictive VFin RCs and V2 root clauses (cf. Gärtner, 2001b, a.o.). Some authors
suggested an analysis of iV2 structures as involving paratactic/discourse coordination to
account for their Janus faced behavior. The coordination structure for (1b) is sketched in (2)
(Endriss & Gärtner 2005, de Vries 2006, a.o.): iV2 are treated as main clauses, which are
paratactically coordinated with the clause containing the presentational/existential predicate.
(2) [CoordinateP [CP1_host-clause … DPi …] [Coord [CP2 Demonstrativei V ….]]]

From acquisition studies it is known that main clauses are always acquired earlier than
subordinate structures, including verb final RCs (for German: Clahsen 1990, Rothweiler 1993,
a.o.). Therefore, the proposed analysis in (2) leads to a clear prediction for child acquisition:
(3) Children produce iV2-structures (1b) earlier than verb final RCs (1a).
Results from a corpus study of one German-speaking child seem to confirm this prediction: The
authors argue that iV2 structures such as (4) are the first RC-like structures attested (Tomasello
2003, Brandt 2004, Brandt et al. 2008).
(4) Die Biene, die holt ein Mittagessen
the bee PRON:FEM gets a lunch
“The bee that/she is getting lunch”

However, on a closer look, the structures produced by the child mainly consisted of an isolated
DP (mostly definite), followed by CP2 (cf. (4)). Hence, the iV2 structures could also be
interpreted as left dislocation along the lines proposed by Grewendorf (2002). Besides, group
data are lacking. Thus, it is open whether iV2 are indeed the ‘first’ RC structures to appear in
children’s production.
The present study tested prediction (3) using a picture-supported delayed-imitation task with 3to 5-year-old children. The task consisted of three parts: a) listening to the target sentence (ex.
1); b) a pointing task, that required the child to point to the matching picture (cf. example 5) to

ensure that the child correctly understood the meaning of the test sentence; c) a repetition task,
in which the child had to repeat the test sentence.
(5) Example of the picture paired to test item (1)

The experiment comprised 24 items, which only differed regarding verb placement: 12 verb
final items (1a) and 12 V2 items (1b). All stimuli met the conditions for licensing iV2, as listed
above (a-e). Children’s attempted repetitions were analyzed according to how often verb
placement of the test item was altered. The data, so far for 20 out of 90 typically developing
monolingual German-speaking children (age range 3;2-5;9) and for 21 adults, reveal clear
response patterns. Children repeated verb final RCs significantly more often correctly (62%)
than iV2 structures (48%) (Wilcoxon: Z=1.998, p=.046), whereas adults performed at ceiling
in both conditions. Moreover, children changed iV2 structures to verb final RCs (21%) more
often than verb final RCs into iV2 (10%); this difference was not yet significant.
According to our preliminary experimental results, preschool children show a tendency to
prefer verb final RCs over iV2 structures, which may indicate that children first acquire verb
final RCs. Further analyses of the full data set will shed light on the developmental path of iV2
structures in German. Our preliminary results are not compatible with the acquisition pattern
proposed in Tomasello (2003). Moreover, the results challenge the syntactic coordination
analysis given in (2). Instead, the data suggest that iV2 structures contain a more complex
structure. Elaborating on den Dikken's (2005) hypothesis, we will argue that our results – if
they remain robust – support the hypothesis of a null Topic0 mediating between the two clauses,
i.e. specifying the second clause as a comment on the first clause.
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