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The ANR-DFG Morpheme project investigated the development
of reading skills across Grades 2, 3, and 4 of primary education in
French and German children.

The specific focus was on the role of morphological
information in the process of learning to read.
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We aimed to determine when and how morphological knowledge is used 
during the process of learning to read, and how the overall morphological 
structure of a given language can influence this process.

The observed empirical data was then used to evaluate and
develop extant theories of morphological processing and
language comprehension.
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• ~75% of words are morphologically complex

• stem (cover) + prefix (dis-, re-, un-)

• stem (cover) + suffix (-able, -ing, -ed)

• Morphology is thought to play an important role in language 
comprehension and the process of learning to read

Why morphology?
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Mophologically complex words in French and German7



133 children, 3 schools (7 classes)

167 children, 4 schools (5 classes)

Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4

T1 T2 T3

Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4

T1 T2 T3

Jan-March 2017 Jan-March 2018 Jan-March 2019

Jan-March 2017 Jan-March 2018 Jan-March 2019
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• Spoken word recognition

• Reading aloud

• Visual word recognition

• Reading fluency

• Spelling proficiency

• Vocabulary knowledge

• Non-verbal Intelligence

• Working memory

• Rapid Automatized Naming

• Letter search

• Phonological awareness

• Morphological awareness

Tasks
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• 2-year longitudinal study

• Children were tested twice, in Grades 3 and 4

• Children were instructed to decide if the target 
was a real word or nonsense

• Children’s reading fluency and vocabulary were 
also measured

Procedure
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Results for prefixes (grade 4) 

découper – COUPER   
=incouper– COUPER
< dacouper – COUPER 
= dacalmer – COUPER

aufleben – LEBEN     

= hinleben – LEBEN    
= karleben – LEBEN     
< karmalen – LEBEN

Lexical decision latencies (in milliseconds) and standard errors of French and German fourth graders.
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• In German, stem effects are more pronounced

• In French, affix effects are more pronounced

• The development of morphological processing 
mechanisms is influenced by the intrinsic 
linguistic properties of the language to which 
children are exposed

• Stems and suffixes are handled by two different 
processing mechanisms, as hypothesized by 
Grainger and Beyersmann (2017)

Conclusions
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Thank you for your attention
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Word and Affix Model
Grainger & Beyersmann (2017)



Priming effects

Priming effects in French (left) and German (right) primary schoolers as a function of 
individual differences in reading fluency.
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