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The question of whether children with Specific Language Impairment show persistent difficulties with language acquisition over time has been raised by few studies (Cipriani, Bottari, Chilosi, & Pfanner 1998; Rice, Wexler, & Hershberger 1998) and so little has been known on how language develops in these children and whether SLI children are able to overcome their difficulties with language. 

The present study presents and discusses data from two studies on elicited production of wh-questions and relative clauses (Stavrakaki 2001, 2002 & Stavrakaki, Nikolaki, Syretidou & Yfanti 2005). Relatives in Greek contain a null relative operator (pu-relatives: that-relatives) or an overt operator (opios-relatives: who-relatives) movement into Spec-CP. The formation of wh-questions requires overt raising of a wh-operator to clause initial position. 

Stavrakaki (2001, 2002) indicated that Greek children with SLI aged 6:1-10 had severe difficulties with the production of wh-questions and relative clauses in accord with cross-linguistic data (van der Lely & Battell 2003; Friedmann & Novogrodsky 2004). Specifically, based on elicited data, Stavrakaki (2001, 2002) indicated that Greek SLI children showed a low level of correct performance on both wh-questions and relative clauses compared to their language age controls. Those SLI children had more difficulties with object than subject gap relatives; they also showed lower performance on object than on subject wh-questions. Moreover, they produced errors indicating problems with grammar, i.e. case checking errors in wh-questions (e.g. pion htipise ton rinokero: ‘who-acc-hit-3s-past-the-rhino-acc’ instead of the target pion htipise o rinokeros: ‘who-acc-hit-3s-past-the-rhino-nom’); they also produced resumptive NPs in relative clauses (e.g. o rinokeros pu i tigri filai to rinikero: ‘the rhino that the tiger is kissing the rhino’ instead of the target: ‘the rhino that the tiger is kissing’).

In the follow-up study that took place 5 years after the time of data collection for the first study, 7 SLI children aged 10:9-15 (mean chronological age: 13) and 14 language age controls participated (Stavrakaki, Nikolaki, Syretidou & Yfanti 2005). Those SLI children had also participated in the studies by Stavrakaki (2001, 2002). The experimental procedure was identical with that followed in the first experiment: it included toy elicitation tasks (Crain & Thornton 1998). Subject and object gap relatives as well as subject and object which-NP and who questions were elicited; Therefore, there were 6 sentence types; 6 stories for each sentence type were presented.  

The results of the follow up study indicated that the SLI children performed significantly better on both relative clauses and wh-questions than in the first experiment. However, not all SLI children showed the same level of improvement. Although all of them showed significant improvement, they still performed better on subject than object wh-questions and relative clauses. Some of them have also produced errors showing problems with grammar and especially case checking errors in wh-questions; most children also produced relatives with resumptive NPs. 

Based on comparative analysis of the results of both experiments, I suggest that the SLI children, despite their significant improvement in the production of relative clauses and wh-questions, still have significant problems with structures involving operator-movement.

