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TABETHA KTHOBONOYO SYRIAC: CHILD 
LANGUAGE ACQUISITION OF KTHOBONOYO 
SYRIAC IN A MULTI-LINGUAL ENVIRONMENT 

GEORGE A. KIRAZ 
BETH MARDUTHO: THE SYRIAC INSTITUTE 

This article describes the case of a child named Tabetha, who 
acquired classical Syriac as a spoken language natively, begin-
ning with a description of her sociolinguistic environment, and 
the challenges met in raising Tabetha as a Kthobonoyo speaker. 
Following this, a description of Tabetha’s grammar (in terms of 
phonology, morphology and morphosyntax) and lexicon is given, 
describing the first five and half years of her language develop-
ment. 

INTRODUCTION 
Visitors to Mor Gabriel Monastery in Southeast Turkey might be sur-
prised to find children who speak a form of classical Syriac in addition 
to their native Turoyo dialect. Classical Syriac is taught not only as a 
literary language at the Monastery’s school, but also as a spoken lan-
guage. The attitude of Mor Gabriel’s malphone is echoed in a statement 
made by Malphono Isa Garis, its director of students, “ ܠܦܘܬ ܪܥܝܢܝ

ܕܥܡ ܬܠܡܝܕܘܗܝ ܒܠܫܢܐ ܕ̇ܡܠܦ  ܟܠ ܡܠܦܢܐ ܕܐܝܢܐ ܠܫܢܐ ܕ̣ܗܘ܆ ܐܢܗܘ
ܘܠܬܝܗ. ܘܐܦܐܠ ܟܫܪܐ ܡܠܦܢܘܬܗ ܠܗܘܢ ܐܠ ܡܣܬܘܕ܆ ̇ܗܘ ܡܠܦܢܐ ܐܠ ̇ܥܒܕ  

— in my opinion, if any teacher, of whatever language, does not con-
verse in the language which he is teaching, then he is not doing that 
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which is right, and his training will not be successful.”1 This paper de-
scribes how children acquire classical Syriac as a spoken language. 
However, unlike the pupils at Mor Gabriel Monastery who learn the 
language after their ‘critical period’ (the period after which a newly 
acquired language becomes a second language rather than a native 
one), I will describe a case of a child named Tabetha, who acquired 
classical Syriac as a spoken language natively. An extremely small 
number of such cases are known: I know of only three families, but 
none have been documented to date. 

The form of classical Syriac that is spoken today is known as 
kthobonoyo, a term almost exclusively used for the spoken form of the 
language despite its literal meaning (e.g. I speak Kthobonoyo, but I 
read/write Suryoyo). The term Kthobonoyo is used to emphasize that 
the speaker is not speaking a vernacular dialect such as Ṭuroyo or 
Swadaya. I have discussed elsewhere some of the formal properties of 
Kthobonoyo Syriac.2 To summarize, Kthobonoyo is dominant amongst 
West Syriac speakers, with at least a few hundred speakers worldwide, 
mostly clergymen and (male) malphone. This makes Kthobonoyo a 
male-dominant language where feminine forms are hardly used; in fact, 
misusage in feminine forms is quite noticeable among even the most 
fluent of speakers. Code switching is another feature of Kthobonoyo, 
the intensity of which varies depending on the aptitude level of the 
speakers and the level of formality of the dialogue. 

The remarks made herein on Tabetha Kthobonoyo Syriac (TKS) 
are based on a recorded diary study. While the diary approach has been 
used by researchers in the past, one must take care to avoid generaliza-
tions. After all, this paper describes but one isolated case. Furthermore, 
the diary was kept sporadically during the five years under investiga-
tion. 

This paper begins with a description of Tabetha’s sociolinguistic 
environment, and the challenges met in raising Tabetha as a Kthobo-
noyo speaker. Following this, a description of Tabetha’s grammar (in 
terms of phonology, morphology and morphosyntax) and lexicon is 
given. This paper describes the first five and half years of Tabetha’s 
                                                        

1 Heto [ eṭo], vol. 5, nos 8-9, 2003, p. 46. 
2 G. Kiraz, ‘Kthobonoyo Syriac, Some Observations and Remarks’, Hugoye: 

Journal of Syriac Studies 10 (2007) pp. 113-24. 
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language development (Tabetha turned 11 in Feb, 2012). All examples 
here (including those with English code switching) are written right-to-
left.  

TABETHA’S SOCIOLINGUISTIC ENVIRONMENT 
Tabetha lives in what is usually called a ‘Syriac-speaking community,’ 
although the term is quite misleading in the context of this paper. Gen-
erally, a ‘Syriac-speaking’ community is considered to be one whose 
liturgical language is Syriac; it does not follow that members of the 
community actually speak or read Syriac (or any other Neo-Aramaic 
dialect). Within the specific community to which Tabetha belongs (NJ, 
USA), only those who are originally from Ṭur ‛Abdin, and not always 
all, tend to speak Ṭuroyo; others speak either Arabic, Turkish, Armeni-
an or Kurdish (in order of the approximate number of speakers). Eng-
lish is of course the common language of communication. Most com-
munity children are at least bilingual, but none have Kthobonoyo as a 
primary or secondary native language apart from Tabetha (and her two 
brothers). Hence, Tabetha’s interactions in Kthobonoyo are exclusively 
with adults. With her peers, even within the Syriac-speaking communi-
ty, she communicates in English. 

Tabetha’s home linguistic setting is quite complex. Her farther is a 
native speaker of Arabic and a speaker of Kthobonoyo. Her mother is a 
native speaker of Turkish. Tabetha’s paternal grandmother, a native 
speaker of Arabic, lived in the same household until Tabetha was four. 
The parents communicate in English, and Tabetha’s father and paternal 
grandmother communicated in Arabic. Her mother and grandmother 
communicated primarily in English. Interactions with Tabetha take the 
following patterns: Father-Tabetha, Kthobonoyo; Mother-Tabetha, 
Turkish (until the age of four); paternal Grandmother-Tabetha, Arabic. 
Until the age of 8 months, Tabetha spent most of her days with her 
Arabic-speaking paternal grandmother. Later, she was sent to an Eng-
lish-speaking babysitter (a native of Jamaica) with five other children 
(all of whom were African American). At the age of 16 months, Tabetha 
uttered her first words in English (her first words were thank you). Dur-
ing her first two years, Tabetha did not communicate with her parents 
in English (apart from a few favorite utterances such as no and all 
mine). In fact, her parents were unaware of how much English the child 
actually knew, but received periodic reports from the babysitter on her 
English development. A few times a month Tabetha interacted with 
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visitors who spoke Kthobonoyo, which enforced the notion that 
Kthobonoyo was not just her father’s language. 

Both parents purposefully taught Tabetha their respective lan-
guages through a repetitive process. For instance, at the age of 12 
months, when playing a game whereby Tabetha repeatedly fell on the 
bed, the phrase ܢܦܠܬ ܛܒܬܝܐ  ݀  was repeated, as was the corresponding 
Turkish phrase, Tabetha düştü ‘Tabetha fell.’ Even earlier, phrases were 
repeated with almost every action. For instance, when Tabetha was 
being nursed, the phrase ܝܢܩܝܢܢ ܚܠܒܐ ‘we are sucking milk’ was often 
repeated (initially the father used ܫܬܝܢܢ ܚܠܒܐ for a month, until it 
dawned on him that ܝܢܩܝܢܢ would be a better usage!). When indicating 
an action, the active participle plural form was always used; e.g. ܢܚܬܝܢܢ 
(when going down the stairs), ܢܢܣܠܩܝ  (when going up the stairs), 
 etc. This use of the active participle ,(when putting clothes on) ܠܒܫܝܢܢ
in the plural form would later become dominant in Tabetha’s verbal 
system. 

Three modalities were encouraged at home: speaking (from day 
one), and reading and writing from the age of 17 months onward. Chil-
dren’s books, consisting of referential words (e.g. animals, vegetables), 
were read to Tabetha in Kthobonoyo and Turkish. At around the same 
time, Tabetha was exposed to reading and writing the alphabet (in both 
Syriac and Latin scripts), and would recognize, but not generate, letters 
in both scripts. At an early age, Tabetha was also exposed to the East 
Syriac script through the video Assyrian Alphabet and was able to rec-
ognize both scripts at the age of five. 

The two primary languages (Kthobonoyo and Turkish), as well as 
the social dominant language (English) diverge in a number of ways. 
Kthobonoyo is considered the highest in social status, and no doubt 
Tabetha will be unique and commended for being able to speak it. In 
fact, her teacher and babysitter report that Tabetha is very proud of her 
languages. “Daddy doesn’t know all words,” she once reported to her 
babysitter after boasting that she knows many languages, “He has to 
look in the big book [i.e. the dictionary].”  

Linguistically, the three languages could not be more diverse in 
phonology, morphology, and syntax. Each of the three languages has 
sounds which do not exist in the other two, the morphology of English 
is concatenative, that of Turkish is agglutinative, and of Syriac is tem-
platic (root-and-pattern morphology). Syntactically, Syriac is less con-
figurational (i.e. has freer word order) than English and Turkish. None 
of this, however, seems to affect Tabetha’s acquisition abilities. 
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CHALLENGES 
As children have an innate ability to learn multiple languages simulta-
neously prior to the ‘critical period,’ the challenges here are faced by 
the Kthobonoyo-speaking parent(s), not the child. 

Two main challenges, from the parental perspective, were noticed 
with regards to the lexicon and morphology. The Kthobonoyo-speaking 
parent’s prior experience with Kthobonoyo was limited to conversations 
with clergy and adults, restricting the size of the parent’s active lexicon. 
The lack of a wider social context for the use of Kthobonoyo means that 
speakers forget, from time to time, lexemes which they have once ac-
quired, and may not be able to produce them spontaneously. This is 
primarily the case in referential lexemes (i.e. referring to objects). 
Tabetha’s father would temporarily resolve an unknown lexeme, or a 
forgotten one, with the use of the demonstrative pronouns ܗܐܢ or ܗܕܐ, 
and by pointing to the object. Later, the father would check the lexica, 
or if necessary coin a new lexeme, though this could sometimes take 
several weeks. The use of the demonstrative pronouns remained very 
pronounced in Tabetha’s productive speech until the age of five, using 
 for objects whose names she did not know. Sometimes her father ܗܐܢ
would spontaneously coin a word, such as ܳܢܐ  ’for the ‘travelator ܡܰܗܠ ݂ܟܳ
in an airport when Tabetha once pointed to it and asked  ܗܐܳܢ ܽܡܘܢ
ܘ̱ܗܝ

ܰ
ܬ݂ܝ
ܺ
 .ܐ

As the usual Syriac lexica have Syriac as a source language, they 
are not helpful in finding Syriac words. Here, Zahrira (2000), by 
Khoshaba and Yokhanna, was most welcome. This lexicon is primarily a 
reverse of Manna’s Syriac-Arabic lexicon, but with many more new 
additions. In using it, however, one must be critical and careful. The 
authors provide for each Arabic word numerous Syriac correspondences 
without ‘fine-tuning’ the semantics. Nevertheless, it has been immense-
ly helpful in communicating with Tabetha. 

With regards to morphology, addressing a female posed some 
challenges. A feature of adult Kthobonoyo (as briefly mentioned above) 
is its male centricity as speakers are predominantly clergy (by default, 
male) and male malphone. Even in adult speech, feminine verbal forms 
are not used properly. Ill-usage on the part of the parent was noticed 
and later corrected. 

With regards to the idiomatic usage of Kthobonoyo, especially in 
phrases hitherto unknown in liturgical or classical Syriac, references are 
made to Arabic or English phraseology. Frequently, English usage dom-
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inates (e.g. ܡܘܢ ܐܬܝ ܥܠ ܨܘܪܩܐܠ ‘what’s on television?’ dominates over 
 (’.شو في بالتلفزيون‘ ܡܘܢ ܐܬܝ ܒܨܘܪܩܐܠ

Another challenge faced by all parents in bi- or multi-lingual envi-
ronments is maintaining consistency in the use of language. Sociolin-
guists recommend that parents maintain the use of the same lan-
guage(s) with their children, with minimal code-switching. At the age 
of 23 months, just prior to the period when Tabetha began to recognize 
that Kthobonoyo and Turkish were separate languages, the following 
dialogue took place when Tabetha wanted her Kthobonoyo-speaking 
parent to lift her and put her on a chair: 
 Tabetha: otur “sit” (Tur.) 
 Father: ܡܘܢ ܐܡܪܐ ܐܢܬ؟ “what are you saying” (Syr.) 
 Tabetha: otur, otur 
 Father: ܒܐܒܐ ܐܠ ܡܣܬܟܠ “Daddy does not under 
     stand” 
 Tabetha: otur, otur 
 Father: ܫܘܒܩܢܐ ܐܠ ܡܣܬܟܐ ܠܐܢ “Sorry, I don’t under 

stand” 
 Tabetha: ܬܒ، ܬܒ 

The father obviously understood Tabetha’s Turkish request, but made 
sure that communication between him and Tabetha remained in Ktho-
bonoyo. Two months later, Tabetha once said /o-teb/ (o from Tur. otur 
and ܬܒ). It was around this period that she began to realize that Daddy 
and Mommy spoke different languages. 

PHONOLOGY 
By the age of 12 months, Tabetha’s productive speech was limited to 
canonical babbling (stringing together of consonants and vowels in 
open syllables), with the exception of baba and mama (for ‘dad’ and 
‘mom,’ respectively). At the age of 13 months, she was able to produce, 
using reduplication typically used by children, Turkish gal gal ‘come,’ 
and shortly after its Arabic counterpart ta‛ ta‛ (her first words were not 
in Kthobonoyo). Her receptive capabilities, however, were already at 
the word level. For instance, she would respond to the sound of  ܢܩܫܝܢܢ
-by clapping her hands, probably without understanding the phono ܟ̈ܦܐ
logical or syntactic units of the utterance. 
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Tabetha was exposed to the combined phonemic sets of Kthobo-
noyo, Turkish, English, and, to a certain extent, Arabic. While many 
consonants are common to these languages, there are sounds unique to 
Syriac and Arabic (e.g. [‛], [q], and emphatic sounds), and others to 
Turkish (e.g. ç, ş, j). Tabetha, like any other monolingual, was under-
generating phonemes by the age of 16 months; e.g. [t] for both [t] and 
[θ]. She reduced Semitic emphatic sounds to their non-emphatic coun-
terparts. The phoneme [‛] was not pronounced for the first two years, 
but is now pronounced clearly. The phoneme [q] was also not pro-
nounced by the age of two, and is now half way between [q] and [k] 
(and remains so to this day). As expected, vowel qualities were hard to 
distinguish during the first year or two. Even at the age of 16 months, 
Tabetha referred to ܒܬܝ ‘[letter] beth’ with both /bet/ and /bīt/. By 
now, however, the various vowels have been mastered. 

During the first two years, phonemic confusability was a feature 
of Tabetha’s speech. At 13 months, for example, Tabetha understood 
and produced ܢܘܪܐ ‘fire [in fireplace]’ and ܢܘܐܢ ‘fish [in a fish tank],’ es-
pecially in the latter case when a parent was feeding the fish, using the 
canonical babbling mam-mam (for ‘food’). However, when devoid of 
this context, she very often mixed up these two words. 

In terms of intonation, Tabetha’s intonation patterns were well 
developed even during the babbling stage. When generating words, 
stress followed the canonical rules of the language in question, even 
when the various languages differed in how they represent stress (e.g. 
English marks stress lexically, while Syriac is rule-based.) 

Tabetha’s handling of syllabification also follows what is generally 
observed with other monolinguals and bilinguals. She would often omit 
a consonant in two-consonant clusters, e.g. *shem instead of shlem for 
 .end.’ Tri-syllabic words were reduced to two-syllabic ones, e.g‘ ܫܶܠܡ
ܝ let’s go down’ became‘ ܢܚܬܝܢܢ

ܺ
ܘ and sometimes ܳܢܚܬ

ܽ
-Syllabic re .ܳܢܚܬ

ductions became more obvious in larger phrases; for instance, although 
Tabetha could say ܬܒ perfectly at the age of 25 months, the [b] was 
omitted when ܗܪܟܐ was added, resulting in ܳܗܪܳܟܐ 

ܶ
 ,sit here.’ Also‘ ܬ

* < ܰܕܪܳܡܳܢܐ ;ܡܰܨܰܢܢ* < ܡܰܨܶܠܝܰܢܢ ܳܢܐܰܕܡܳ  , etc. By the age of two, she no longer 
omitted consonants within the word. To this day, Tabetha omits the 
first consonant in many initial consonant clusters, e.g. ܝܒܐ

ܰ
ܝܳܒܐ* < ܡܛ

ܰ
 ,ܛ

ܝܳܚܐ
ܺ
ܝܳܚܐ* < ܦܬ

ܺ
 ,ܽܡܘܢ ,This gives rise to the creation of a homograph .ܬ

from the lexemes ܠ ܽܡܘܢ and ܽܡܘܢ. This phenomenon is connected with 
another one: Tabetha’s lack of prefixation (discussed further below). 
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Uncanonical metathesis takes place in a number of lexemes, e.g. 
ܳܒܐ ,(until age four, but now corrected) ܣܳܟܳܝܐ* < ܟܳܣܳܝܐ

ܳ
 ܣܳܟܳܒܐ* <ܬ݂ܟ

(where the  ݂ܬ turns into ܣ, not unlike the Malankara/Malabar pronun-
ciation of ܬ  ݀ -as ex ܦ where the schwa is on) ܡܰܫ̈ܦܠ ܶܚܐ* < ܡܰܫ̈ܚܠ ܶܦܐ ,(
pected). All these were corrected after the age of five. 

At the age of five, when Tabetha’s verbal system began to recog-
nize verbal patterns, epenthetic vowels were inserted when code 
switching with English stems conjugated as Syriac verbs, e.g. /ܢ̱ܬ

ܰ
ܐ ܳܳ  run 

 
ܳ
 .do not run’. Code switching and morphosyntax are discussed below‘ /ܐܠ

MORPHOLOGY AND MORPHOSYNTAX 
It was too difficult to determine Tabetha’s acquisition abilities for mor-
phology prior to the age of four. It was around this time that she be-
came somewhat, but not fully, aware of number, gender and person. 
Suffixation in verbal forms became very clear at this age, even suffixing 
Syriac morphemes to English stems which code switching. It is unlikely 
that Tabetha recognized prefixation (see under the lexicon). What is 
most interesting is that by the age of four (and more so at the age of 
five) Tabetha began exhibiting signs of acquiring the CV-template as a 
morpheme. 

As the imperative is usually dominant in parents’ interactions with 
children (e.g. don’t do this or that), the imperative form replaces the 
typical past 3rd singular masculine as Tabitha’s base stem from which 
other verbal forms were derived, e.g. ܢ̱ܬ ܶܠܗ

ܰ
 you‘ ( ܳܢܶܣܒ for) ܰܣܳܒܐ ܐ

take it’. Later, the active participle form began to become dominant 
simply because this form was emphasized by the Kthobonoyo-speaking 
parent from the outset. This was especially the case in code switching 
with English stems, e.g. ܝܢܺܕܝܢܢ

ܶ
 from brush) ܒܰܪܺܫܝܰܢܢ ,(from pretend) ݁ܦܺܪܬܝ

teeth), ܺܒܝܠ ܺܕܝܰܢܢ (from build). 
After the age of four, Tabetha began generating words in the past 

singular 2nd person feminine, but always addressed her father in the 
feminine form (because this was the form with which he addressed 
her), e.g. ܝܢ

ܺ
ܒܬ

ܰ
 .and in code switching as well, e.g (.both m. and f) ܬܟ

ܝܢ
ܺ
  .(from write) ܰܪܬܝ

By the age of five, the verbal CV template was noticeable in Tabe-
tha’s verbal system. This was especially pronounced in code switching 
when vowels (and sometimes consonants) were added in order to fill in 
gaps in the CV template, e.g. ܢ̱ܬ ܰܠܢ

ܰ
 we see’ where   ݀ on the verb‘ ܳܚܰܪܐ ܐ



 TABETHA KTHOBONOYO SYRIAC 149 

is used to fill the second V in CVCV present tense template for final-ܐ 
verbs, e.g.  ܐ ܐܢ̱ܬܰܟܕ ܺܠܝ݂ܒܳ  ‘when you leave’.  

Tabetha recognized the importance of gender in the verbal system 
around the age of five. At the age of five and a half, while on a short 
car trip, Tabetha began conjugating on her own:  ܳܝܐ܆

ܰ
ܰܝܐ܆ ܟܢܽܟܘܐܳܢ ܐܠ

ܰ
ܒܐܒܐ ܐܠ

ܐ܆ܛܒܛ
ܳ
ܬ݂ܝ

ܺ
ܳܝܐ ܡܐܡܐ ܐܠ

ܰ
ܐ ܡܐܡܐ ܐܠ

ܳ
ܬ݂ܝ

ܺ
ܐ ܟܢܟܘܐܢ ܐܠ

ܳ
ܬ݂ܝ

ܺ
ܐ܀ ܐܠ ܰܡܨܳܝܐ ܒܐܒܐ ܐܠ

ܳ
ܬ݂ܝ

ܺ
ܘܒ ܐܠ

ܳܝܐ
ܰ
 ,Dad is tired (m.), Kenoro is tired (m.), Mom is tired (f.)“ ܛܒܛܘܒ ܐܠ

Tabetha is tired (f.); not possible Dad is tired (f.), Kenoro is tired (f.), 
Mom is tired (m.), Tabetha is tired (m.).” 

At the age of five and a half an instance of the perfect singular 3rd 
feminine CV template was observed. When the parent asked Tabetha 
ܝܢ
ܺ
 ܰܢܶܩܕܬ

ܳ
ܘܒ ,Why did you not clean?” She answered“ ܠ ܽܡܘܢ ܐܠ

ܽ
ܒܛ

ܰ
ܰܢܩܰܢܩ ܛ  

“Tabetha cleaned” (ܰܢܩܰܢܩ for ܰܢܩܰܕܬ  ݀ ). The first time use of an imperfect 
form was also observed at this time, when Tabetha said ܘ ܐ̱ܰܡܪ ܰܡܐܰܡܐ

ܽ
 ܬ

ܐ
ܶ
 Tell Mom to come” (note the masculine gender in the verb instead“ ܺܢܐ݂ܬ
of the feminine, and the use of English to for the relative pronoun ܕ 
which is absent like all other forms of prefixation). 

Code switching took place at the intra word level. Examples in-
clude ܝܢ

ܺ
ܺܘܝܰܢܢ ,’you write‘ ܪܐܬܝ ܝܢ ,’we glue‘ ܓܠ ܽ

ܺ
 ,’you brush [teeth]‘ ܒܰܪܫܬ

ܝܢ
ܺ
ܝܢ ,you press’ (note   ݀)‘ ݁ܦܰܪܣܬ

ܺ
 to dress’, etc. A very interesting‘ ܕܶܪܣܬ

instance was the use of   ݀ to ܝܶܝܰܢܢ
ܰ
 .verbs ܐ-we tie’ akin to final‘ ܬ

The first use of the enclitic ̱ܗܳܘܐ was also observed at the age of 
five and a half, but as in the case of Swadaya (which had nothing to do 
with Tabetha’s acquisition process), the verb was not declined, e.g. 
ܘܒ ܳܝܰܕܥ ̱ܗܳܘܐ

ܽ
ܒܛ

ܰ
-Tabetha knows’. Around the same time Tabetha be‘ ܛ

gan using the personal pronoun  ܳܐܐ̱ܢ as an enclitic, e.g.  ܳܡܰܒܙܳܚܐ ܐܐ̱ܢ ‘I am 
kidding’.  

THE LEXICON AND CODE SWITCHING 
Tabetha’s mental lexicon is a subset of the lexicon used by her Kthobo-
noyo-speaking parent, itself a subset of the Kthobonoyo lexicon, which 
in turn is a subset of the classical Syriac lexicon with additional neolo-
gisms and coinages. 

When the parent did not know a particular word, he would look it 
up in dictionaries or coin a new term. When faced by two options for a 
word, the parent opted for the one that was similar to its counterpart in 
a language familiar to Tabetha, e.g. for orange, ܦܘܪܬܩܐܠ was chosen over 
-and Turkish. An ex برتقال because of its proximity to Arabic ܐܛܪܘܓܐ
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ample of a new coinage is ܦܢܟܘܟܐ, from English pan and Syriac ܟܘܟܐ 
‘cake’ for pancake. 

As is the case for all monolinguals and bilinguals, Tabetha began 
acquiring lexical items prior to her generative abilities, and examples of 
this have been noted in relation to phonology. During her first two 
years, overextension, where a word is used beyond its meaning, was a 
feature of Tabetha’s mental lexicon. For instance, she used ܫܠܡ to de-
note the end of an action, but also to denote that something was not 
there, instead of ܠܬܝ, a word she would later generate. Similarly, she 
used ܩܛܐ for both cats and dogs (and probably would use it for other 
small four-legged animals if she encountered them) until she learned 
the distinction between these words. The letter ܒܬܝ was used to denote 
writing in general. By age four, Tabetha’s overextension had dwindled. 
Also by age four, Tabetha began to ask about Syriac lexemes she did 
not know, e.g.  

 ”?What is he in Syriac“ /ܡܘܢ ܣܘܪܝܝܐ he؟/
and 

 ”?What is boots in Syriac“ /ܡܘܢ ܣܘܪܝܝܐ boots؟/

She would also enquire about the English meaning of words she did not 
understand, e.g. 

Tabetha: ܐܝܟܐ ܩܘܒܥܬܐ ܕܝܠܟ؟ “Where is your hat?” 
Father:     ܩܘܒܥܬܐ ܐܒܕܬ “The hat was lost.” 
Tabetha:  ܒܕ ܡܘܢ

ܶ
ܐܢܓܠܝܫܝܐ؟ ܐ  “What is ebad in Eng- 

lish?” 
Father:    lost ܰܒܕ

ܶ
 ”.ebad is lost“  ܐ

In other instances, Tabetha uttered a sentence with code switching and 
then inquired about the missing Syriac word, e.g. 

ܫܢܐ. ܡܘܢܬܟܪܝܢܐ ܕ forgot ܣܘܪܝܝܐ/  forgot ܛܒܛܘܒ/ 
“Tabetha forgot Katrina’s gift. What is forgot in Syriac?” 

This inquisitiveness, however, was not the norm and in most cases code 
switching was retained. Many examples appear in the appendix, but 
worth mentioning here are the English two-word idioms which are split 
by an object, e.g.  

/off ܢܶܐ  ”.Kenoro takes the shoes off“ / ܟܢܟܘܐܢ take ܡ̈ܣܳ
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/on ܗܐܢ leave ܛܒܛܘܒ ܒܥܝܐ/ “Tabetha wants to leave this on.” 
/up ܝܢ ܕܫܢܐ

ܺ
ܟܕ ܰܪ݁ܦܬ / “The gift when you wrapped it up.” 

Tabetha also scolded her Father if he used an English word in an utter-
ance, even in the case of compound proper nouns, e.g. 

Father:  Rhode Island ܠ ܐܙܠܝܢܢ ܒܬܪܟܝܢ   
“We will go later to Rhode Island” 

Tabetha: ܐܢܓܠܝܫܝܐ island ܐܡܪܬܝܢ ܒܐܒܐ ̈   
“Dad, you said island in English!!” 

Father:  Rhode ܕ ܠܓܙܪܬܐ ܐܙܠܝܢܢ  Oh  
“Oh, we will go to the island of  
Rhode.” 

As Tabetha lacked prefixation at the age of five, bdwl letters became 
part of the lexeme, e.g. ܒܰܪܡܳܫܐ is evening, not in the evening; ܒܶܠܟܺܣܝܽܩܘܢ 
lexicon, not in the lexicon; ܠ ܳܥܳܒܐ forest, not to the forest. Examples en-
forcing this notion are ܘܗ ܒܶܠܟܺܣܝܽܩܘܢ

ܰ
ܝ̱ܣܳܟܳܒܐܐܬܝ  ‘is the lexicon a book?’ 

(where ܣܟܒܐ is for ܬܟܒܐ), and the following conversation: 

Father:  ܐܙܠܝܢܢ ܠܥܒܐ “We shall go to the for-
est.” 
Tabetha: ؟ܡܘܢ ܠ ܳܥܳܒܐ  “What is l‛obo?” 

CONCLUSION 
This paper has given remarks on the sociolinguistic environment sur-
rounding Tabetha, and some remarks on phonology, morphosyntax and 
lexicon. While the observational approach used in presenting this study 
cannot be generalized, it provides a starting point for understanding 
how children acquire Kthobonoyo natively. More and more, English is 
now taking over in Tabetha’s general linguistic acquisition and her 
Kthobonoyo is probably below that of a five year old. 

APPENDIX 
The following nursery songs were translated from English and used 
during the first five years. 
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London Bridge 
 ܓܫܪܐ ܕܠܢܕܢ )ܐܘ ܕܕܩܠܬ، ܕܦܪܬ( ܗܐ ܢܦܠ܆ ܗܐ ܢ̇ܦܠ܆ ܗܐ ܢ̇ܦܠ

 ܕܫܪܐ ܕܠܢܕܢ ܗܐ ܢ̇ܦܠ܆ ܐܘ ܫܦܝܪܬܐ
London Bridge is falling down, 
Falling down, falling down. 
London Bridge is falling down, 
My fair lady. 

Poo and Tigger 
 ܦܘ ܥܡ ܬܝܓܪ ܗܐ ܟܪܟܝܢ܆ ܦܘ ܘܬܝܓܪ ܐܠܪܥܐ ܡܛܝܢ
 ܦܘ ܥܡ ܬܝܓܪ ܠܬܪܝܢ ܡܢܝܢ܆ ܬܘܕܝ ܬܘܕܝ ܗܢ ܣܦܩ

The wheels on the bus 
 ܓ̈ܝܓܠܝ ܒܨܐ ܚܕܪܝܢ ܘܟܪܟܝܢ܆ ܚܕܪܝܢ ܘܟܪܟܝܢ܆ ܚܕܪܝܢ ܘܟܪܟܝܢ

 ܓ̈ܝܓܠܝ ܒܨܐ ܚܕܪܝܢ ܘܟܪܟܝܢ܆ ܚܕܪܝ ܡܕܝܢܬܐ
The wheels on the bus go round and round 
Round and round, round and round 
The wheels on the bus go round and round 
All through the town. 

 .ܬ̈ܪܥܝ ܒܨܐ ܦܬܚܝܢ ܘܣܟܪܝܢ܆ ܦܬܚܝܢ ܘܣܟܪܝܢ܆ ܘܫܪܟܐ

The door on the bus goes open and shut, etc. 
 .ܛ ̈ܝܐ ܠܒܨܐ ܣܠܩܝܢ ܘܢܚܬܝܢ܆ ܣܠܩܝܢ ܘܢܚܬܝܢ܆ ܘܫܪܟܐ

The boys on the bus go up and down, etc. 
 .ܡܫܘܚܬܐ ܕܒܨܐ ܣܺܘܝܫ ܣܺܘܝܫ ܥܒܕܐ܆ ܣܺܘܝܫ ܣܺܘܝܫ ܥܒܕܐ܆ ܘܫܪܟܐ

The wipers on the bus go ‘Swish, swish, swish,’ etc. 
 

 




