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Case-marking and agreement in heritage Icelandic: A longitudinal case study 

 
This talk presents longitudinal data from a bilingual heritage speaker of Icelandic that span over 70 

years. The data indicate that the speaker fully acquired Icelandic as a child and that the speaker had 

native-like proficiency in Icelandic, which then deteriorated with time. The modules of the grammar 

that are most affected by attrition are Case and agreement, most notably gender agreement. In this talk 
I will explore the following hypotheses:  

 

 

 The irregular hypothesis: Syntactic attrition with respect to Case-marking and gender 

agreement is essentially irregular. That is, the attrited speaker’s Case-marking and gender 

agreement errors are purely incidental and may reflect extra-linguistic factors, such as memory 

and processing. Most errors should occur in long-distance dependencies, rather than within the 
DP or the clause. There is no clear link between how a speaker acquires Case and how she 

“loses” Case. Furthermore, syntactic attrition in the individual does not reflect diachronic 

language change or vice versa. 

 The regular hypothesis: Syntactic attrition with respect to Case-marking and gender 

agreement is essentially regular. Case that is “more difficult” to acquire by a child learner (e.g. 
“quirky Case”) should be most affected by attrition, whereas structural Case should be left 

intact. This hypothesis also assumes that there is a direct link between how a speaker acquires 

Case and how she “loses” Case. In other words, those Cases that are acquired late in child 
acquisition should be first affected by attrition. With respect to gender agreement, the regular 

hypothesis, predicts that attrition should reflect a bias towards the unmarked gender in the 

given language. Errors in long-distance dependencies should not occur more frequently than 
errors within the DP or the clause. Syntactic attrition in the individual can give interesting 

insights into the nature of diachronic language change.  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 


