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Abstract 
This experiment investigates the acquisition of (true) light verb constructions (in the 
sense of Kearns 1988/2002) as well as other constructions that involve a light verb 
in Cypriot Greek. Focusing on the acquisition of the light verb kamno ‘do/make’, 
this study aims to identify (i) whether light verb constructions are more frequent in 
Cypriot Greek than in Standard Modern Greek, (ii) what the age of acquisition is for 
true light verb constructions, and (iii) how sensitive to (light verb) priming children 
of different ages are in a picture-based elicitation task; in addition, this research tests 

whether adults can be sensitive enough to priming so as to reproduce light verb 
constructions that are inexistent in Cypriot Greek. 
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Lightverbhood: Theory and acquisition 
Kamno ‘do/make’ is a contentful verb (CV) that functions as ‘light’ 
in certain environments. In such light verb construction (LVC) 
environments, light verbs (LVs) combine with their complement (such as 
VP, NP, or AP) to form primary or complex predication. Primary 
predication arises from a phrase structure such as [vP DP [v' v XP]], with 
DP the external argument (Hornstein et al. 2005: 108). The meaning of 
the LVC is the same as the equivalent CV, and the main semantic content 
of the predication is provided not by the LV but by its complement (Kearns 
1988/2002). With respect to its semantic status, we argue that kamno is a 
lexical verb that functions as light in such constructions by making no 
semantic contribution to the LVC, yet making an aspectual contribution, 
similar to what van Hout (1998) reports for ‘aspectual’ LVs in Dutch 
and Alexaki (2003) for kano, the Standard Modern Greek (SMG) variant 
of the Cypriot Greek (CG) kamno. Since we are unable to detect any 
semantic contribution of kamno to the overall meaning of the LVC, we 
suggest that it is semantically empty in the attested LVCs. The best way to 
account for the inability to detect its individual meaning in the meaning 
of the LVC is to suggest idiomaticity inside LVCs (Marantz 1998).  

In CG, the only reference to lightverbhood in acquisition studies is 
an observation by Grohmann et al. (2010): Some of their test structures in 
the clitics-in-islands test they carried out were completed with LVCs, despite 
the fact that the experimenter primed children with a CV. In SMG, LVs were 
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discussed in Alexaki (2003): In her longitudinal study, Christos until 2;0 
used LVs to a limited extent (15%–28% of his total verb production). At the 
age of 2;4 this became 60% and after 2;5 LV-production decreased to 20%.  

The present experiment 
We employed a picture-based elicitation task with 17 test sentences and 7 
fillers. Test sentences were completed inside a because-declarative island, by 
producing an LVC and its internal argument, if one was available. Fillers 
required a simple picture description. All test sentences appear prima facie 
alike with respect to the LV and to the non-verbal part of the construction, 
which is always an NP; however, they can be divided into five types: (i) 
LVCs pass the Greek adaptation of Kearns’ (1988/2002) tests for 
determining a true LVC (Type 1), (ii) LVCs that do not pass more than one 
of Kearns’ tests (pronominalization and wh-movement, since passivization 
was not considered a reliable test in Cypriot Greek) (Type 2), (iii) the (true) 
LVC can be used in contexts in which the CV is not felicitous, whereas in 
Types 1 and 2 the two could be used interchangeably (Type 3), (iv) the CV 
can be used in contexts where the (true) LVC is not felicitous (Type 4), and 
(v) constructed LVCs that do not exist in adult speech, where the CV is
stem-identical with the non-verbal part in 2 of the 3 structures (Type 5).

The subjects are divided into six age-groups ranging in age from 4;0 to 
9;11, 20 in each age group: 10 receive as input the CV and 10 the 
corresponding LVC, to evaluate the significance of priming in such 
elicitation tasks. All children were monolingual in CG and were recruited 
randomly from 12 primary and pre-primary schools in the Nicosia district. 
The control group consisted of 12 adults (aged 20–54): 6 adults (mean 39;8) 
received LVC input, 6 adults (mean 31;5) received CV input. A typical 
example is the following (Type 1 item): 
Experimenter: The girl is happy because the boy hugs her (= does/makes her 
hug). Why is the girl happy? The girl is happy because the boy… 
(To koritsi en xarumeno ʝati to aγori kamni tu agaʝa. ʝati to koritsi en 
xarumeno? To koritsi en xarumeno ʝati to aγori…)  

Child: … does her hug. (… kamni tu agaʝa.) 

Findings 
First findings show that children extensively produce true LVCs with kamno 
already by the age of 4; even when primed with CVs, they employ LVCs in 
particular test sentences. All children are affected by LVC-priming to the 
extent that they reproduce Type 5-LVCs or construct their own inexistent 
ones or even produce, to a limited extent though, serial verb constructions of 
the form [LV–CV] which are inexistent in adult speech. 

In the LVC-version, across age groups, Type 1-items (true LVCs) are 
usually the ones less reproduced, whereas there is no observed pattern across 
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age groups for a type that is more reproduced. Two children (aged 5;2 and 
8;0) produced four serial verb constructions (inexistent in adult speech) of 
the form [LV–CV], with kamno the LV and the corresponding contentful 
verb the CV. The production of our inexistent LVCs (Type 5 items) was 
surprisingly high across age groups: 

Age group 4;0–4;11: 50.0% production 
Age group 5;0–5;11: 73.3% production 
Age group 6;0–6;11: 56.6% production 
Age group 7;0–7;11: 96.6% production 
Age group 8;0–8;11: 76.6% production 
Adult control group: 27.7% production 

These percentages show the effects of priming in this kind of elicitation task, 
since all participants were primed enough so as to produce structures that do 
not exist in their production otherwise. One of the primary aims of this study 
was to see whether LVCs are more frequently used in CG than in SMG. 
Calculating the LV use in findings from another elicitation task, the clitics-
in-islands test (Leivada et al. 2010), this hypothesis seems to be correct. 
Different populations showed different LV use without LV-priming in this 
case: Both Hellenic Greek children and Greek Cypriot children received as 
input CVs. However, the latter group produced more LVs: 3.54% for 
Hellenic Greek and 6.45% for Greek Cypriot children, each percentage 
calculated for productions in a given participant’s native variety.  

Finally, the term employed so far to refer to verbs like kamno is ‘light 
verb’. However the term ‘General All-Purpose’ (GAP) verbs has also been 
suggested in literature to refer to that type of verbs: “GAP verbs are defined 
as verbs that do not have a semantically specific meaning” (Goldberg et al. 
2008: 43), referred to also as ‘semantically flexible’. Stavrakaki (1998), in 
her discussion of the SMG kano, draws a distinction between the light kano 
and the idiomatic one, which she argues to be stored in the lexicon in the 
form of the idioms in which it appears. However, if we do not want to 
overload the conceptualization of our lexicon, there is no reason to assume 
two or three different ka(m)no stored there — one contentful, one idiomatic, 
one semantically flexible with light or general purpose, etc. Since none of 
the productions that our task elicited provides evidence for semantic 
flexibility in the use of kamno, we consider our test structures as involving 
aspectual light verbs: These are contentful verbs functioning as light in these 
environments by not making any semantic contribution to the meaning of the 
LVC. 
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