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Vowel harmony is probably the most widely known phonological characteristic of 

Turkic languages. In general terms, vowel harmony can be described as a set of 
constraints on the co-occurance of vowels that hold both within a morpheme and across 
morpheme boundaries. It is a process where vowels in a given word tend to be similar- 
that is, they share backness, height, ATR features or rounding.  

Vowel harmony in Turkish works from left to right. In a harmonic root morpheme 
in Turkish, any one of the eight vowels may occur as the vowel of the initial syllable. 
However, it should be underlined that there are strong restrictions on what the vowel(s) in 
the subsequent syllable(s) may be. Turkish language seems to be quite lenient to 
distruptions of internal vowel harmony, in the sense that many commonly used root 
morphemes, majority being loanwords, that do not abide by vowel harmony rules are 
tolerated without any problems, such as [pilot], [kitap], [bahçe], [memur].  

In this study, the acquisition of vowel harmony will be examined. It has been 
noted in previous literature that Turkish children acquire vowel harmony at an early age 
(Ekmekçi,1979; Aksu-Koç,1985). However, there has been no study on how Turkish 
children deal with words that constitute exceptions to vowel harmony. The purpose of 
this study is to highlight the age children acquire vowel harmony in Turkish and to 
indicate how they treat words that do not obey vowel harmony. 
  Both naturalistic data and experimental data will be analyzed in this study. The 
naturalistic data consist of cross-sectional acquisition data collected for the Berkeley 
Cross-Linguistic Acquisition Project by Slobin (1972) from 33 children between ages 
2;0- 4;8. The experimental data come from three experiments conducted to four groups of 
children between ages 2;0 and 5;0. In each age group, there are 12 children. 

The first experiment is a type of wug test (Berko-Gleason, 1958) where the 
children are asked to conjugate the forms with the plural suffix or the possessive suffix. 
The idea behind this is that, children will use vowel harmony rules to pick the vowel in 
the suffix. There are 10 words in this section, 5 of which are exception words as [saat], 
where the plural form is [saat-ler] contrary to the rules of vowel harmony. 

The second experiment is a truth-value judgement task, where children are asked 
to tell whether the utterances they hear are correct or not. Grammaticality judgments are 
obtained from the children using a puppet game technique (Stromswold, 1990).  

In the third experiment, following the procedures generally used for imitation 
experiments outlined by Lust, Flynn and Foley (1996), children are asked to repeat 10 
sentences, 5 of which will have vowel harmony errors. The aim of this task is to observe 
whether children automatically correct the vowel harmony errors in their production. 

These experiments and the analysis of naturalistic data will show at what age 
children learn the general rules of vowel harmony and when they learn to deal with 
exceptions to vowel harmony. The study will also demonstrate whether children 
generalize exception words to other non-words that sound similar or whether they prefer 
to use the general vowel harmony rule.  
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