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Cypriot Greek Wh-words

� Wh-quantifiers:

pcoswho/which, pososhow much/many, tiwhat, indawhat

� Wh-adverbs:

potewhen, puwhere, jatiwhy, poshow, indawhy, indalo(i)show,  
pothenfrom where 
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Wh-questions in Cypriot Greek
� Wh-V-S vs S-Wh-V
� Optional appearance of embu is-it-that, which is a focus complementiser

Wh-word + V + S + embu
1a.Pco vivlio embu diavazi o antras? Which book is the man reading?

which book is-it-that read-3rd sg the-nom-sg man?

S + Wh-word + V + embu
1b.O antras pco vivlio embu diavazi? Which book is the man reading?

the-nom-sg man which book is-it-that read-3rd sg

Wh-word + V + S - embu
2a.Pco vivlio diavazi o antras? Which book is the man reading?

which book read-3rd sg the-nom-sg man?
S + Wh-word + V - embu

2b.O antras pco vivlio diavazi? Which book is the man reading?
the-nom-sg man which book read-3rd sg
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CG Wh-syntax: Embu-construction

1. Ti ipes? What did you say?

What said-2nd sg
2. Ti (embu) ipes? What did you say?

What (is.it.that) said-2nd sg
3. Inda mbu ipes? What did you say?

What (is.it.that) said-2nd sg

� Embu is-it-that appears optionally in all wh-questions 
� Inda what does not allow embu
� Inda what obligatorily appears only with mbu a phonological variant 

of embu
� Inda why does not allow for either embu or mbu to appear 
� learnability issues regarding children’s perception of which variant 

is to be used and at which case
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Embu / mbu
embu-is.it.that

� copula verb en ‘is’ + pu ‘that

� final /n/         [m] via progressive assimilation 
� [m] initial |p| of pu via regressive assimilation           voiced [b]
� Em+bu
� Cypriot Greek is a pro-drop language
� a null subject pronoun (pro)
� origin enis+proit+puthat

� corresponding to English ‘is it that’, french ‘est-ce que’

Où vas-tu? 
Where go you? 

Où est-ce que tu vas? 
Where is-it that you go?
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Embu / mbu
It is not a cleft condtruction because:
� cannot be negated

*Pu ennembu epies?
Where isn’t.it.that you.went? 
*Where didn’t you go? 

� invariable in tense

*Pu itabu epies?
Where (was-it-that) go-2nd Sg

Where did you go?

� Formulaic expression which has been grammaticalised as a focus 
particle occuping the head position of CP.
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General Research Questions
� Do Greek Cypriot children follow the same course of 

development as Greek children? 

� Do Cypriot children produce the constructions and lexical 
items that are specific for Cypriot Greek?

� Are they productive or isolated instances, formulaic or 
imitation of parents’ language?

� Do children receive mixed input or not ? 

� How does parents’ input influence the course of acquisition 
and the error patterns in production and comprehension?

� What is the actual status of embuis-it-that?



	

Experimental Research
Spontaneous speech
� creation of corpus / naturalistic environment
� naturalistic production/ input received
� initial observations / predictions about the frequency questionnaires 

used 

Elicitation task
� variety of corpus / most CG  like environment
� ensured children received wh-questions in all possible forms (CG) 

Syntactic priming experiment
� wider range / variety of data collection
� clarifies the debate on whether input influence is lexically bound
� young children employ abstract representations or not






Experimental Research
Spontaneous speech
� 2 sets – 30 minutes – 3 (2.5) months interval in-between 
� 22 & 17 children (aged 2;1 – 3;9) & parent/caretaker 
� Lift-flap, texture, magnetic, pop-up books & wooden board 

puzzles
� Family pictures  

Elicitation task
� 2 sets – 30 – minutes – 3 (2.5) months interval in-between
� 17 & 15 [same] children (aged 2;1 - 3;9) & researcher
� Lift-flap, texture, magnetic, pop-up books & wooden board 

puzzles
� 5 puppets “tiger” “Burny” “lion” “Frog” “seahorse”
� Puppet game
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Initial observations
� Children receive mixed input, CG & SMG
� Children use both CG & SMG structures (phonology is dialectal)
� Clitic positioning remaines dialectal
� S-Wh-V is productive = used with a variety of verbs
� Mainly SMG’s left periphery of the clause is followed
� Embu is-it-that is not used by children even though it exists in their input 

(apart from only one case)
� inda what is always used with mbu is-it-that

inda-mbu what is it that = Formulaic, non-productive
� Make agreement mistakes but not structural ones
� Master question production around 2;5 rather than 3;5 (Stavrakaki 

2003) 
� Question production is in accordance with the Developmental 

Sequence (Bloom 1981)
Stage 1 = Where + What 
Stage 2 = How + Who       
Stage 3 = Why
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Syntactic Priming

� Immediately preceding language input affects language production

� Speakers tend to re-use the same syntactic structure that they have 
just generated (Corley & Scheepers, 2000)

� When speakers hear (1) they are more likely to produce (2) than to 
produce (3)

1. The boy threw the cat a mouse 
NP       VP     NP        NP

2. The girl gave the dog a bone 
NP       VP     NP        NP

3. The girl gave a bone to the dog 
NP       VP     NP    PP
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Syntactic Priming

Syntactic priming has been observed:

� In naturalistic & experimental studies

� In different languages (English, German, Dutch)

� For different constructions:
� Transitives & Datives (Bock, 1996, 1998, 2000, Loebell & Bock,

2003, Hartuiker & Kolk, 1998)

� Particle placement (Konopka & Bock, 2005)

� Different noun-phrase structures (Cleland & Pickering, 2003)

� Constructions with optional that (Ferreira, 2003)



��

Syntactic priming in Children

� Syntactic priming effects are due to the pre-activation of a syntactic 
representation

� If syntactic priming effects occur in studies with children, this 
suggests that children have syntactic representations that can be 
activated

� Hence, syntactic priming studies allow us to investigate the 
availability of (adult-like) syntactic representations in early language 
development 



��

Syntactic priming in Children

� Syntactic priming effects for transitive and datives have been 
observed in 2-3 year olds (Huttenlocher et al., 2007)

� Syntactic priming effects for passive and active constructions have 
been observed in 3-4 year olds (Savage et al., 2003)

� However, these effects only occurred when prime and target 
sentences had the same verb, suggesting lexically based syntactic 
representations (Tomasello, 2000, 2002)

� In studies with children aged 4;0 or older, syntactic priming was 
found even for sentences with different verbs, suggesting more 
abstract syntactic reperesentations (Huttenlocher et al., 2004)

� Syntactic priming effects are stronger when children have to repeat 
the prime 
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Participants

Children:
� 37 Greek Cypriot children  
� Two age groups:

a. 26 x 5yr olds (5;0-5;11) [mean=5;4, SD=0.197667]
b. 11 x 6yr olds (6;0-6;5) [mean=6;3, SD=0.211461] 

Control:
� 24 adults (19-28 yrs old) [mean=23;03, SD=2.424521]
� Greek Cypriot students at the University of Essex
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Conditions

� Between:
Wh+V+S +/- embu
S+Wh+V +/- embu

� Within:
3 blocks = one for each type of Wh-element: what 

which-Standard
which-dialectal
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Wh-questions in Cypriot Greek
� Wh-words 

1) Ti What =  NR (non-referential)
Ti diavazi o antras? What is the man reading?

what read-3rd sg the-nom-sg man

2) Pco which =  R1 (referential) 
Pco vivlio diavazi o antras? Which book is the man reading?

which book read-3rd sg the-nom-sg man  

3) Inda which =  R2 (referential) Cypriot Greek  idiom
Inda vivlio diavazi o antras? Which book is the man reading?

which book read-3rd sg the-nom-sg man
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Procedure

� Each child is presented with 3 blocks (what, which, which-dialectal)
� For each block there are 3 steps: 1 = Habituation

2 = Repetition
3 = Target

� Habituation:
The child is given 5 primes and is asked to repeat one at a time

� Repetition:
The child listens to the same 5 primes and is requested to repeat 
one at a time

� Target:
When repeating a prime for the second time the child is given a 
target picture
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Procedure

Experimenter: Pco vivlio embu diavazi o antras? which book is the man reading?

(Muu makes a sad face and looks at the child)

Child: pco vivlio embu diavazi o antras? which book is the man reading?

(Muu again is sad and doesn’t answer)       for 5 items

Experimenter: Pco vivlio embu diavazi o antras? which book is the man reading?

(Muu makes a sad face and looks at the child)

Child: Pco vivlio embu diavazi o antras? which book is the man reading?

(Muu answers by pointing the answer on a board provided)

Experimenter: ksanarwta ask again

Child: Pco doro krata I kopela? Which present is the woman holding?

(Muu answers) For 5 items
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Adult Control group

100% 
(N = 195)

Wh+V+S
(N = 195)

4.24% 
(N = 7)

95.76% 
(N = 158)

S+Wh+V
(N = 165)

Wh+V+SS+Wh+VPrime

Target
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Adult Control group

99.5%
(N = 179)

0.5% 
(N = 1)

- embu
(N = 180)

78.4%
(N = 141)

21.6% 
(N = 39)

+ embu
(N = 180)

- embu+ embuPrime

Target
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5yr olds (utterances for which they had repeated the P 
in H & R stage)
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98.5%
(N = 192)

1.5% 
(N = 3)

Wh+V+S
(N = 195)

6.2% 
(N = 12)

93.8%
(N = 183)

S+Wh+V
(N = 195)

Wh+V+SS+Wh+VPrime

Target
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5yr olds (utterances for which they had repeated the P in 
H & R stage)
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99.6%
(N = 224)

0.4%
(N = 1)

- embu
(N = 225)

80%
(N = 132)

20% 
(N = 33)

+ embu
(N = 165)

- embu+ embuPrime

Target
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100% 
(N = 75)

Wh+V+S
(N = 75)

1.2%
(N = 1)

98.8%
(N = 89)

S+Wh+V
(N = 90)

Wh+V+SS+Wh+VPrime

Target

6yr olds (utterances for which they had repeated the P in 
H & R stage)



��

6yr olds (utterances for which they had repeated the P in 
H & R stage)
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100%
(N = 75)

- embu
(N = 75)

89.9%
(N = 80)

11.1% 
(N = 10)

+ embu
(N = 90)

- embu+ embuPrime

Target
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Summary and Conclusion

� Adults show strong priming effects for word order (one-sample t-
Test, p<0.001) and weak priming effects for the use of the optional 
element embu is-it-that (one-sample t-Test, p=0.003)

� Children show a similar pattern for word order (one-sample t-Test, 
p<0.001), but significantly less stronger effects of the optional 
element embu is-it-that (one-sample t-Test, p=0.10 & p=0.251)

� Priming effects occur despite the use of different verbs in primes 
and targets

� This suggests the availability of syntactic representations that are 
not bound to particular lexical elements

� Further studies with younger children are ongoing
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