
Sensitivity to grammatical gender assignment in German: 

Effects of age, formal cues and vocabulary 

 

Learning the grammatical gender of German nouns is notoriously difficult for L2 learners. Yet, 

children acquiring German seem to master this task seemingly effortlessly. Corpus studies show 

that first determiners marking a noun’s gender are produced around the second birthday and 

that errors are rather rare (Mills, 1990; Szagun, 2019; Szagun et al., 2007). Studies investigating 

the early sensitivity to grammatical gender marking seem to be missing for German-learning 

children. For French-learning children it has been shown that they become sensitive to 

grammatical gender mismatches (in determiner-noun combinations) around the age of 18-20 

months (Cyr & Shi, 2013; van Heugten & Christophe, 2015). After their second birthday 

children are even able to use gender information to identify visual referents (Johnson, 2005; 

Lew-Williams & Fernald, 2007; van Heugten & Shi, 2009) and to represent abstract gender 

information (Melançon & Shi, 2015). The languages investigated in these studies (French or 

Spanish) all mark two different genders and no case. In German, there are three genders and 

four case categories all of which affect the form of the determiner making the mapping between 

the determiner form and gender less transparent. 

In this study we ask whether German-learning 18- and 24-month-old children are sensitive to 

grammatical gender marking. The first two experiments (unpublished but presented at a 

conference before) probes the sensitivity for gender marking of known nouns in the absence of 

any cue to gender assignment. The third experiment uses familiar nouns that contain morpho-

phonological cues to gender, which have been shown to affect children’s early determiner-noun 

productions (Szagun et al, 2007; Walter et al., 2021). 

We tested 97 monolingual German-learning children (Exp. 1: N=31, mean age: 18.1 months; 

Exp. 2: N = 37, mean age: 23.9 months; Exp. 3: N = 29, mean age: 24.0 months) using the head-

turn preference paradigm, measuring how long they listened to grammatical and ungrammatical 

(i.e. gender-mismatch) combinations of determiners with highly familiar nouns. In addition, we 

obtained vocabulary scores for each child from parental questionnaires to explore potential 

connections to the looking behaviour during the test. Data acquisition is still ongoing for Exp. 3. 

The two experiments in which nouns did not contain a cue to gender revealed no looking time 

differences: Children looked equally long to grammatical and ungrammatical determiner-noun 

combinations (Fig. 1). In Exp. 3, there is a trend for longer looking times to grammatical 

combinations (t = 1.94, p = 0.062). For none of the experiments we find a reliable relation 

between productive vocabulary and looking times. 

In contrast to children acquiring a Romance language, children learning German do not show a 

sensitivity to (in)correct gender marking prior to their second birthday. Even though children 

start to produce correct determiners at this age, they need additional formal cues to detect 

incorrect combinations. This in line with children acquiring Dutch who start to become sensitive 

around 24 months of age for particularly strong cues to gender (van Heugten & Johnson, 2010). 

More data is currently being collected and will be presented by the time of the conference. 

  



 

 
Figure 1. Average looking times in the three experiments. 
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