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This study examines the agreement of verbs with subjects in terms of person
and number in the writing sheets of Azerbaijani-Persian bilingual students.
The data were collected from compositions of students in 4th and 5th grades
of primary school. Errors related to verb usage in the writing of both groups
of students were extracted, and after determining the frequency and
percentage of these errors, they were analyzed based on various factors
involved in L2 learning. The findings of this research showed that students in
both the 4th and 5th grades made various linguistic errors in using the person
and number inflectional morphemes of verbs, while they did not face issues
in using other inflectional morphemes of verbs such as negation, tense, voice,
and aspect. The disparity in the occurrence of errors related to inflectional
morphemes of verbs led data analysis towards examining the differences in
verb inflectional morphemes and classifying them. The person and number
morphemes of verbs function at the sentence level to ensure agreement
between verb and subject, whereas other inflectional morphemes of verbs are
considered inherent morphemes that perform a morphological function. The
purpose of attaching inherent morphemes to verb is to convey meaning
related to time, negation, and aspect to the audience. Therefore, learning
inherent inflectional morphemes, which carry more semantic weight, occurs
much faster and more easily than learning those morphemes that have a
syntactic function, such as ensuring subject-verb agreement. Additionally, the
higher frequency of errors in use of person and number morphemes in 4th-
grade students compared to 5th-grade students indicates that advancing to the
next grade significantly impacts second language learning. Thus, the results
of this study highlight the role of both linguistic and non-linguistic factors in
L2, which can be applied in various fields of language education (such as
curriculum development and teaching).
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1. Introduction

As Chomsky (1957) argues, the capacity to acquire language is innate, and children follow similar
stages and developmental paths in language acquisition. The innateness hypothesis (Chomsky, 1957)
opened new avenues for subsequent research on language learning. Building on this hypothesis,
researchers sought to explain the predictability of the order in which morphemes are acquired in first
and second languages. Studies by Krashen (1977 and 1985) suggested that, much like first language
acquisition, the acquisition of second language morphemes proceeds through successive stages in a
relatively identifiable order. Krashen (1977) summarized this account in what he termed the Natural
Order Hypothesis, illustrating the following hierarchy of L2 morpheme acquisition:

Progressive -ing, plural -s, and copular be > auxiliary be and articles > irregular past tense > regular
past -ed, possessive -'s and third-person singular -s.

Although the Natural Order Hypothesis continues to play an important role in language acquisition
research, the proposed natural order of morpheme acquisition soon became the subject of extensive
criticism. Findings from second language learning studies conducted around the world suggested
that the order of acquisition is not fixed. Rather, it can vary according to factors such as learners’
first language, the structural complexity of the second language itself, environmental conditions,
social characteristics, and other influences. For example, Murakami and Alexopoulou (2016)
demonstrated how the absence of a particular construction or structure in a learner’s first language
can make the acquisition of its L2 counterpart more difficult.

Against this background, the observation of frequent subject—verb agreement errors among
Azerbaijani—Persian bilingual students motivated the present investigation. Specifically, the study
examines why bilingual students appear to learn Persian verb person and number morphemes later
than they master other verbal features, including tense, mood, aspect, and voice. In other words, the
aim is to explain the uneven occurrence of errors associated with different properties of Persian
verbs in written texts collected from bilingual students in the fourth and fifth grades of primary
school.

2. Theoretical Background

The verb is a universal linguistic element found in all languages. In Persian, a finite verb, used to
express an action or a state, may contain various affixes, including prefixes and suffixes. These
verbal affixes are bound inflectional morphemes. The principal grammatical features of finite verbs
include person and number, tense, mood, aspect, and voice. In addition to the distinction between
derivational and inflectional bound morphemes, Booij (1996) divides inflectional morphemes into
two categories: inherent inflection morpheme and contextual inflection morpheme.

As the term suggests, contextual inflection depends on syntactic context. For example, the person
and number morphemes of a verb must agree with other sentence constituents situated outside the
verb phrase. Although these morphemes belong to the domain of morphology, they operate at the
sentence level, establishing a relationship between morphology and syntax. Inherent inflectional
morphemes, by contrast, operate independently of syntactic context. They are attached to a base
word to express grammatical features such as noun number, the superlative degree of adjectives and
adverbs, and verbal voice, aspect, mood, and tense. Thus, inherent inflectional morphemes operate at
the word level and convey semantic information.

3. Data and Research Method

The data for this study were collected from 80 written compositions produced by male and female
fourth- and fifth-grade primary school students. A total of 690 verbs denoting actions or activities
were extracted from the two groups’ compositions: 305 from Grade 4 and 385 from Grade 5. All
participating students had Azerbaijani as their first language. Except during instructional activities,
their language use both inside and outside the classroom was in their mother tongue. The frequencies
of errors involving subject—verb agreement in the writing of the fourth- and fifth-grade students were
identified. The contributions of linguistic and nonlinguistic factors to the occurrence of verb-related
errors were then examined and discussed. Accordingly, the study employed a descriptive—analytical
way.

4. Data Analysis

A total of 31 person and number agreement errors were identified in the 80 written compositions
collected from fourth- and fifth-grade students. The frequencies and percentages of these errors are
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presented in Table 1. Of the 690 action-denoting verb occurrences, 305 were produced by fourth-
grade students and 385 by fifth-grade students.

Table 1. Frequencies and percentages of subject—verb agreement errors in Grades 4 and 5

Error type Srade 4. Grade 4: % Grade 5: Grade 5: % Total errors: Total -
requency frequency frequency errors: %

Subject—

verb 19 6.22% 12 3.11% 31 100%

agreement

As Table 1 shows, students in both grades made errors in subject—verb agreement. Fourth-grade
students made 19 errors involving agreement in person and number, whereas fifth-grade students
made 12 such errors. Thus, the frequency and reported percentage of subject—verb agreement errors
were higher in Grade 4 (19 errors; 6.22%) than in Grade 5 (12 errors; 3.11%). In other words, the
findings suggest that the occurrence of linguistic errors in students’ writing decreases at higher grade
levels.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The uneven occurrence of errors involving verbal inflectional morphemes led the present study to
examine and classify different types of verb inflection. The verb person and number morpheme is a
contextual inflectional morpheme: it operates at the sentence level to mark agreement between the
subject and the verb. Unlike person and number marker, other verbal inflectional morphemes, which
express such features as tense, mood, voice, causation, and negation, operate at the word level and
perform a morphological function. They are attached to the verb without requiring agreement with
other sentence constituents.

The function of inherent verbal inflectional morphemes is to communicate meanings such as tense,
aspect, and negation, whereas person and number morphemes indicate agreement between the verb
and the sentence subject. Inherent inflectional morphemes are therefore more semantically salient
than contextual morphemes. Differences in grammatical function and semantic salience constitute
major distinctions between contextual and inherent inflection. These differences may lead language
learners to acquire contextual inflectional morphemes, such as verb person and number marker, later
than inherent verbal inflectional morphemes. Morphological and semantic complexity can
consequently be regarded as a major possible explanation for bilingual students’ delayed mastery of
verb person and number marker relative to other verbal morphemes.

Furthermore, the lower frequency of person and number agreement errors among fifth-grade
students than among fourth-grade students suggests a direct relationship between the duration of
exposure to second language input and mastery of L2 morphemes. Both linguistic factors
(morphological and semantic complexity) and nonlinguistic factors (duration of exposure to second
language input) thus play important roles in learners’ mastery of L2 structures. Differences in the
grammatical and semantic properties of verbal inflectional morphemes may produce uneven patterns
of acquisition, while sufficient and sustained exposure to L2 input may enable learners gradually to
overcome their linguistic difficulties and ultimately attain the necessary level of competence in the
second language. These considerations should receive attention from curriculum planners and other
professionals involved in second or foreign language education.
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