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The State of Maltese Linguistic Research: Growth, Gaps and Groundwork for the
Future

Jessica Nieder, Institute of Linguistics and Language Technology, L-Universita ta’ Malta

Maltese is the national and official language of Malta, actively used across daily life
and carrying strong symbolic and cultural value. Yet, from a scholarly perspective, it
still remains somewhat underrepresented in the global linguistic landscape. This talk
offers a meta-analytical overview of research on Maltese, highlighting what has been
studied, which domains have been prioritized, and what this distribution of attention
means for the language’s future, both socially and technologically.

Foundational work exists for instance in linguistic areas like bilingualism,
sociolinguistics, syntax, morphology, typology, phonology, and psycholinguistics (e.g.
Camilleri, 2013, Caruana et al., 2021; Fabri, 2010; Hoberman, 2007; Spagnol, 2011;
Stolz, 2003; Ussishkin et al., 2015; Vella, 2009 among many others'). However, other
areas, such as computational linguistics remains comparatively underdeveloped,
especially when compared to larger languages, largely due to a lack of open-access
resources such as corpora, speech data, and annotated datasets. This limits research
and contributes to Maltese being either excluded from or only minimally represented
in large-scale language technologies. At the same time, important progress is being
made, particularly through initiatives at the Institute of Linguistics and Language
Technology, the Department of Artificial Intelligence and the Department of Maltese at
the University of Malta.

In my talk, | will connect current research to broader societal concerns. Growing public
discourse in Malta reflects fears that English is displacing Maltese in public domains,
contributing to a sense of linguistic vulnerability. Without robust, globally accessible
empirical data, these concerns risk becoming polarized or anecdotal. As part of the
development of a new oral history project, we are planning to collect language
biographies and attitudes that will offer a more grounded view of these dynamics and
contribute to the documentation of Maltese.

Ultimately, this talk is a call to action for more systematic, inclusive, and accessible
research on Maltese, recognizing both the challenges and the momentum already
underway.

! This list of references is by no means complete. Many colleagues have done outstanding work on
Maltese, and the choices | made here reflect space and focus rather than the value of their
contributions. This is a heartfelt shoutout to those whose work isn’t listed but is very much appreciated
and recognised.
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An Overview of Word classes in Maltese

Slavomir Cépl6

Word classes - or parts of speech - are categories of "lexical items of that language
with respect to a number of phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic
properties" (Anward 2001). The identification of word classes in a language is one of
the major tasks of linguistic description and a necessary condition for even the most
cursory analysis of its syntax (Bisang 2008: 568, Dixon 2010: 25-27, 61).

A thorough and systematic treatment of word classes in Maltese is yet to be written.
Existing works typically focus on a single word class (e.g. Fabri 1994 for numerals,
Peterson 2009 for pseudo-verbs, or Stolz and Vorholt 2025 for prepositions). Those
that do consider the entirety of Maltese grammar either follow the word class system
of the author’s working language (starting with De Soldanis 1750: 78), just tacitly
assume the existence of clear cross-linguistic definitions for individual word classes
(SutcliXe 1936) or provide provisional definitions for only the major ones (Borg and
Azzopardi-Alexander 1997). Works that do try to be explicit in their classification of
Maltese lexicon — school grammars or references — are too shallow due to their focus
and target audience (e.g. Scicluna et al. 2018). The only exception to the above is
Céplé (2018) which aims to provide a systematic analysis of word classes. It has,
however, its own set of problems, such as its goal (annotation, as opposed to linguistic
description) and some questionable decisions.

This paper is the first step towards a comprehensive account of Maltese word classes.
We first survey the existing literature on both word classes in general and Maltese in
particular. Having done that, we proceed to propose a clear and actionable method
using clear and consistent criteria to categorize Maltese lexicon, paying special
attention to the minor word classes.
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N-N compounds in Maltese

Ray Fabri, L-Universita ta’ Malta

Noun-noun compounds might not be as productive in Maltese as they are, say, in
English or German, but they are significant enough to warrant a detailed exploration.
Typical examples of N-N compounds in Maltese are lumi laring (lemons orange) ‘a
sweet orange’, borma forn (pot oven) ‘a pot used for baking’ and linji gwida (lines
guide) ‘guidelines’. This presentation builds on Fabri (2024), which focuses on a
sub-group of N-N compounds, namely, ‘gendered compounds’, which have mara
woman’ or ragel ‘man’as a dependent (rightmost element) as in pulizija mara (police
woman) ‘police woman’ and haddiema rgiel ‘workers men’. | will first present the
relevant data set, and then analyse and discuss the compounds with respect to such
properties as compositionality (to what extent is the whole a sum of the parts),
headedness (exocentric ahuvrihi, endocentric tatpurusa, copulative dvandva,
appositional), and inflectional marking (head and dependent marking). This analysis
allows a characterisation of N-N compounds as a distinct class of multi-word
expression, and a comparison to other languages, in particular to Arabic, Italian and
English. I will also discuss the place of N-N compounds within compounding in Maltese
in general, in particular contrasting them to the construct state compound such as xatt
il-bahar (shore def-sea) ‘seashore’, which also entails the juxtaposition of two nouns.
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Maltese superlative constructions competing with each other

Thomas Stolz, University of Bremen

Borg/Azzopardi-Alexander (1997: 75 and 262) assume three options for Maltese
superlative constructions. The relevant parameters are

(a) synthetic vs analytic: A closed sub-set of (Semitic) Maltese adjectives boasts
inflectional comparatives like tajjeb ‘good’ — cmrr itjeb ‘better’. The proclitic
definite article is added to express the superlative (here: sup I-itjeb ‘the best’).
This synthetic pattern competes with a productive analytic equivalent that
involves an adverbial degree marker also hosting the definite article as e.g.
interessanti ‘interesting’ — cmpr iZjed interessanti ‘more interesting’ — sup
l-izjed interessanti ‘the most interesting’. The latter construction type holds for
the bulk of loan-adjectives.

(b) linearization: The synthetic superlative places the definite comparative form of
the adjectives on the left of the modified noun (e.g. I-itjeb student ‘the best
student’) whereas there is positional variation with the analytic superlative.
The definite degree marker and the adjective either follow the head noun (e.g.
il-ktieb I-izjed interessanti ‘the most interesting book’) or a discontinuous
construction is chosen with the definite degree marker occupying the
pre-nominal position and the adjective the post-nominal position (e.g. I-izjed
ktieb interessanti ‘the most interesting book’).

A third parameter (not mentioned in the reference grammar) is the choice of the
degree marker. A search of the Korpus Malti 3.0 (January 12, 2025) reveals that, in this
function, the synonymous aktar (19,037 hits) and iktar (13,132 hits) are more
frequently attested than iZjed ‘more’ (1,652 hits). Figure 1 shows how the tokens
relate to the two possible linear orders of the analytic superlative. There are striking
guantitative differences that need to be assessed qualitatively.

The goal of the talk is to determine whether and what syntactic, semantic, pragmatic,
and/or stylistic factors have a say in the choice of superlative construction with a focus
on the competing analytic options. The data are taken from the Korpus Malti 4.2. The
results will be interpreted typologically (Gorhsenin 2012).
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Figure 1: Share of analytical construction type per degree marker
Abbreviations

cmPR = comparative (degree), sup = superlative (degree)
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Evaluative Morphology in Contact: Italo-Romance Influence in Maltese and Griko

Luca Gal, University of Cambridge

Evaluative Morphology (EM) —morphological processes that express objective and
subjective evaluations through diminutives, augmentatives, pejoratives, and
amelioratives (Grandi & Kortvélyessy, 2015)— provides a unique perspective on the
dynamics of language contact. Positioned between derivation and inflection, EM
stands out for its unique properties and cross-linguistic variability, yet its replicability in
language contact remains profoundly underexplored.

Drawing on the comparative analysis of corpus data, complemented by novel data
from a survey, this study investigates the integration of Romance EM into Maltese and
Griko. These typologically different replica languages have both been in extensive
contact with Italo-Romance varieties and display EM-replication. Thus, they provide a
comparative framework for analysing the interplay of typological and sociolinguistic
factors in shaping contact-induced morphological change (Thomason & Kaufman,
1988; Gardani, 2008; Melissaropoulou & Ralli, 2008; Seifart, 2014).

In Maltese, contact with Sicilian and Tuscan ltalian has resulted in the replication of
diminutive, augmentative and pejorative suffixes. There are several instances of
diminutive -inu/-ina and -etta applied to native roots (e.g. mejdina ‘table.oiv’, harsetta
‘look.oiv’), while augmentative -un occurs exclusively in reduplicative patterns (e.g.
kedda keddun ‘great annoyance’), and pejorative -azz/-azza is sporadic (e.g.
hmarazz ‘donkey.res’). Nevertheless, these replicated evaluative morphemes have
never attained full morphological productivity.

On the contrary, Griko has adapted numerous evaluative strategies from Salentino
(Italo-Romance) which show a high degree of morphological productivity. Here,
replicated diminutive -uqqi (e.g. anemuddi ‘wind.om.N’), -edda (e.g. cateredda
‘daugher.oim.F’), and augmentative -una (e.g. peduna ‘child.auc.M’) are adapted into
Griko’s  tripartite gender system, preserving the native tendency for
gender-determining EM-suffixes (e.g. liko ‘wolf.m’ > likuddi ‘wolf.oim.N’).

The findings suggest that typological distance does not inhibit the replication of either
new or existing EM-functions; nevertheless, the diffusion of these replicated
morphemes might be inhibited. This study breaks new ground in the exploration of EM
within the context of language contact, offering a fresh perspective on how
morphological replication operates across typologically distinct languages.
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Derivational Affixes in Maltese: A Study of Word-Formation in a Morphologically
Mixed Language

Raffaello Bezzina, L-Universita ta’ Malta

The coexistence of introflection and concatenation in Maltese provides valuable
insights into how typologically mixed languages shape word-formation processes.
Situated typologically between Semitic languages, particularly Arabic, and Romance
languages such as Italian and Sicilian (Comrie, 2009; Lucas & Cv)éplb', 2020), Maltese
has been in prolonged contact with diverse linguistic systems. This extensive contact
has led to the fossilization of the Arabic morphological system (Mifsud, 1995), marking
a shift from the non-concatenative, root-and-pattern morphology typical of Semitic
languages to the concatenative morphology found in Romance languages and English.
This transition, influenced by geographical isolation and growing European cultural
integration, facilitated the incorporation of numerous derivational affixes from
Romance languages and English.

Despite this evolution, a comprehensive inventory of Maltese derivational affixes
remains absent. Existing compilations, such as those in Bezzina (2023) and Brincat &
Mifsud (2016), provide partial lists, but no definitive catalogue has yet been compiled.
Lucas and Cépl6 (2020) also note this gap in the literature. The lack of a thorough list
hinders our understanding of the morphological structure of Maltese and its historical
evolution.

To address this gap, | propose to systematically compile a comprehensive list of
Maltese derivational affixes, drawing on sources from Arabic, Italian, Sicilian, Spanish,
English, and previous compilations, including the table in Bezzina (2023). The
compilation will adhere to established criteria in the literature in terms of affix
requirements (e.g., Dixon, 2014), while also drawing on insights in relation to
borrowed affixes (e.g., Bauer, 2006). The affixes will be presented alphabetically (e.g.,
Fabregas, 2024; Twardzisz, 2023) or according to their function and semantics (e.g.,
Grossmann & Rainer, 2004). Additionally, | will analyse each affix using presently
available resources such as the MLRS Corpus (v4.0) (Gatt & Cépls, 2013) and the
Aquilina Dictionary (1987-1991). This analysis will yield a deeper understanding of
historical borrowing, allomorphy, and the constraints/restrictions governing affix usage
in Maltese.
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The Curious Case of Maltese Child Language Acquisition: Nominal Infection &
Agreement

Michela Vella, L-Universita ta’ Malta

First language acquisition has been studied extensively both in individual languages
and cross-linguistically through diverse theoretical frameworks. Yet, research on
Maltese First Language Acquisition (MFLA) is lacking. This study seeks to address this
gap by investigating the developmental trajectory that characterises MFLA from a
morphosyntactic perspective, focusing on nominal inflection and agreement, whilst
also considering other morphosyntactic features that develop concurrently.

The research project employs a combined longitudinal and cross-sectional design to
capture the language development of Maltese-dominant children aged 18-60 months.
Eight children, aged 18-36 months at the study’s onset, were recruited and visited 5
times over a period spanning 20-25 months. Both naturalistic data (through free-play)
and controlled data (through comprehension and production tasks) were collected
during 45-minute video-recorded sessions. The resulting dataset comprises over 30
hours of Maltese child language data, transcribed orthographically and annotated
according to established conventions.

Through morphosyntactic analysis, a number of stages in the typical emergence and
development of noun phrase morphology are identified from the data alongside other
features. Findings are compared to: a) child language acquisition studies of Arabic
varieties, which like Maltese are characterised by a hybrid morphology (e.g.,
Saiegh-Haddad et al., 2012), b) morphosyntactic studies conducted with
Maltese-speaking adults (e.g., Nieder et al., 2021), c) bilingual FLA research, in
consideration of the bilingual background of the children in this study (e.g., Nicoladis
& Marchak, 2011), and d) developmental stages describing FLA of well-studied
Indo-European languages, such as English and German (e.g., Brown, 1973).
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Maltese prepositions in coordinating constructions — On the way to a hierarchy of
influencing factors

Maike Vorholt, University of Bremen

This talk focuses on Maltese coordinating constructions where a preposition can either
precede each complement or just the first one (eaui-r-deletion, Borg &
Azzopardi-Alexander 1997: 87; Stolz & Ahrens 2017). Semantics certainly play a role in
the variation between constructions with one vs. two instances of the preposition.
However, several other factors influencing coordinating constructions have been
discussed in the literature (cf. Haspelmath 2007; Stolz & Ahrens 2017, Vorholt
accepted). The examples in (1) and (2) illustrate two of them.

(1) intercalated element [Korpus Malti 3.0, news162731]

izda  jkun Zball kbir jekk ahna nipprovaw

but  3sec.m.iprv:be mistake big if 1rL L.prv:try:pL
nikkancellaw dik l-istorja [minn mohhna],, u anke
1.iprvicancel:pL that DEF-story [frombrain:1pL.poss] and also
[minn kitbietna],,

[from writing.pL:1pL.POSS]

‘[...] but it would be a big mistake if we tried to cancel that history [from our
minds] and even [from our writings].

(2) fused preposition and definite article [Korpus Malti 3.0, culture805]
Zghazagh Maltin u ohrajn [mis-Somalja],, u
youngster.pL Maltese:r. and other:p. [from:per-Somalia]  and
[mill-Eritrea],,

[from:per-Eritrea]
‘young Maltese and others [from Somalia] and [from Eritrea]’

A set of eleven factors is described with regards to their impact on coordinating
constructions. Relying on data from the Korpus Malti (3.0 and 4.2), the impact of each
factor is explored. The prepositional system described in Stolz & Vorholt (in press)
forms the basis for this study.

Preliminary results show that several factors can influence the overt usage of a
preposition, albeit to different extents. Some show no significant impact (e.g. the
coordinator), while others almost exclusively use two overt forms of the preposition
(e.g. indexes and intercalated elements). As research on this specific form of
coordination and quantitative studies on coordination involving adpositions in general
is scarce, this study can provide valuable input for future cross-linguistic research.
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Abbreviations
1/3 = first/third person, per = definite, iprv = imperfective, m = masculine, pL = plural,
POSS = possessive, sG = singular
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Quo vadis, Maltese? Active participles and motion event encoding

Kirsty Azzopardi, L-Universita ta’ Malta

In recent years, motion events have garnered attention for how they are encoded
across different languages. Talmy’s (1985, 2000) binary distinction between
Satellite-framed and Verb-framed languages laid the foundation for a typology of
motion event encoding, with most languages typically classified as belonging to one of
these categories. To the best of my knowledge, Maltese has not yet been considered
within this typological framework.

This study aims to determine whether Maltese tends to favor Path-encoding lexemes,
as is typical of Verb-framed languages, or Manner-encoding lexemes, which are
commonly attested in Satellite-framed languages. Semitic and Romance languages are
generally classified as Verb-framed, whereas English is considered a Satellite-framed
language. Given the history of Maltese, it is particularly compelling to examine where
it fits within this typological dichotomy.

To address this, | examine the semantic components encoded in a set of verbal
lexemes expressing factive motion. These components include Figure, Path, Motion,
Ground, Manner and Cause. The lexemes under analysis include Maltese active
participles with a dynamic reading, as this closed-class of lexemes predominantly
encodes movement (Spagnol, 2007, 2009). The analysis also includes related verbal
forms created from the same consonantal roots, since they may encode distinct
semantic elements. For example, the verb mexa ‘walk’ lexicalizes both Motion and
Manner, while mexxa ‘move’ typically encodes Motion alone, as illustrated below.

(i) Xi drabi konna nimxu-ha
some time.rL be.1pL.prv walk.1pL.ipFv-3s6G.F
mi-z-Zejtun sa Marsaxlokk
from-per-Zejtun until Marsaxlokk

‘At times we used to walk all the way from Zejtun to Marsaxlokk’

(ii) Iktar tard irrid immexxi
more late want.1sG.IpFv move.1sG.Iprv
I-karozza ghax ipparkjajt hazin
DEF-car because park.1sG.prv wrong

‘Later on | must move my car because it is wrongly parked’
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The Imperfective Cycle as manifest in Maltese

Maris Camilleri

That the imperfective domain can encapsulate habitual and continuous readings as it
expresses the internal temporal structure of a situation is typologically well-known (cf.
Comrie (1976)). The same holds true of the Maltese imperfective verb-form, as has
been identified in a number of scholarly work. This study delves deeper into the
subject by focusing upon the intricate relation that manifests itself between the
imperfective form and its association with distinct readings depending on different
syntactic contexts. The verb-form’s function and distribution is then compared with
the distribution of the active participial form and the construction with

ged/qieghed; two ASPECT-realizing strategies in the grammar. The discussion will be
further enhanced by integrating reference to both copular and non-copular structures,
while the characterisation of the facts will be reviewed in light of Deo’s (2015)
Imperfective Cycle, other trajectories of change that have considered copula
development, and more general comparisons within the realm of Arabic dialectology.

Two main claims will be argued for: The first is that there exists a major split between
copular vs. non-copular structures. Based on the Imperfective Cycle, the structure with
ged/qieghed displays its most advanced semantic use within the copular context. In
contrast, there exists a quasi-strict PROGRESSIVE-realization in non-copular contexts.
Therein, however, one observes the realisation of a more advanced
morphophonological grammaticalisation, as illustrated through the contrast below.

(1) a. It-tifla qed/qieghd-a  t-i-kber.
DEF-girl PROG/PROG-SGF 3F-FRM.VWL-grow up.IPFV.SG
The girl is growing up.
b. It-tifla (qieghd-a/*qed) id-dar.
DEF-girl BE.PRES-SGF/*BE.PRES DEF-house

The girl is at home.

Secondly, matrix vs. embedded syntactic contexts contribute to the imperfective
form’s association with different stages in its own development. By embedded
contexts, reference is here being made to both complement-type embeddings, e.g.,
bdejt niekol lit. ‘| start.PFv | eat.IPFV’, meaning both: ‘I started to eat’ and ‘I started
eating’, independent of their a/syndetic realisation, as well as clausal adjunction of the
type exhibited in (1) below:

(2) Kifkien j-hewden hekk, M hass
as be.prv.3sGM 3-rave.1pFV.SGM like that M feel.prv.3sGm

As he was raving in this way, M felt ... Korpus Malti
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By illustrating how the above two claims pan out in the system, this study will
contribute to our morphosyntactic knowledge of the Imperfective’s domain, helping us
further reconstruct how change took place and where it targeted what.
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Mejxu, meSsS, miSu-misSu
A comparative study of babytalk in Maltese, Moroccan & Pantiscu

Dominique Caubet?, Michael Spagnol®, Michela Vella®
3INALCO, Université Sorbonne Alliance & "L-Universita ta’ Malta

Child- or infant-directed speech, often referred to as babytalk, typically consists of
simplified language structures, exaggerated intonation, and distinct lexical choices that
caregivers use to engage and communicate with infants or young children. A
prominent feature of child-directed words is their tendency toward phonological
simplicity. Words are often shortened, reduplicated

(e.g., Maltese pappa ‘food’, mimmi ‘pain’, Moroccan titti ‘sit’, diddi ‘it hurts’), or
modified to include easier-to-articulate sounds (e.g., Maltese ginga ‘orange’

cf. laringa), accommodating the limited phonetic repertoire of young children. In
addition, these words often include onomatopoeic elements

(e.g., English choo-choo for train, Maltese pagqga and Moroccan ‘an‘an for car) to make
connections between sounds and meanings more intuitive. Morphologically, babytalk
frequently employs diminutive suffixes to convey warmth and familiarity

(e.g., English doggy, Maltese patatina ‘bum’ cf. patata, Moroccan lhima ‘meat’ cf.
lhem). Semantically, the vocabulary tends to focus on the immediate surroundings of
the child, reflecting the child’s growing understanding of their world. In bilingual and
multilingual environments, loanwords and code-switching are common, enriching the
child’s linguistic input. Notably, some child-directed words transition into adult speech,
acquiring nuanced meanings. For instance, the Maltese word CejCa ‘sweet’ is used in
the idiom ghandu ¢-Cejca ‘lit. he has the sweet’, referring to someone who benefits
lucratively from a situation.

This study examines child-directed words in Maltese, Moroccan Arabic, and Pantiscu
(from Pantelleria), three Mediterranean varieties that share some linguistic
connections but also exhibit significant differences: Maltese blends Semitic roots with
Romance and English elements, Moroccan Arabic maintains a predominantly Arabic
and Amazigh core whilePantiscu, a Sicilian dialect, features unique loanword
adaptations from the Arabic spoken there until the 19*" century. Drawing upon a
comparative list of lexical items, we investigate phonological, morphological, and
lexical strategies. The analysis focuses on semantically grouped child-direct words
(e.g., body parts, family members, animals, food) across the three varieties, thereby
showing the dynamic interplay of language contact, cultural influences, and historical
developments in shaping child-directed lexicon and its evolution into broader linguistic
usage.
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Workshop | Deep roots, new branches

Organisers: Michael Spagnol, Jessica Nieder

This workshop will explore the concept of the consonantal root in Maltese and Semitic
languages, providing insights into their nature, structure, and significance. The
program will feature four short presentations (12 minutes each) followed by a general
discussion (see details below). Through this workshop, we aim to encourage dialogue
across different branches of linguistics, addressing key questions such as: What
constitutes a root? What phonological constraints govern root formation? How do
native speakers perceive and process roots? To what extent do roots carry intrinsic
meaning? What challenges do roots pose for computational linguistics, including tasks
like root extraction, machine translation, and natural language processing? What can
root evolution reveal about language history, contact, and borrowing, especially
regarding the integration of non-Semitic words?

Introduction | Rethinking roots in Maltese
Michael Spagnol & Jessica Nieder

Computational methods for identification of roots and forms in Maltese verbs
Kellen Parker van Dam

Discussion

Rooted in Morphology: Evidence against semantics in Hebrew verbal access
Adam Ussishkin

Discussion
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Rethinking Roots in Maltese
Michael Spagnol, L-Universita ta’ Malta

Roots and stems are foundational yet contested concepts in morphological theory.
While there is no universally agreed-upon distinction between the two, in general
linguistics roots are typically defined as indivisible lexical cores (e.g., lock in unlocked),
and stems as intermediary forms between roots and inflected words (e.g., unlock in
unlocked). In Maltese, however, roots are most often identified as sequences of three
or four consonants (e.g., Vk-I-m; Vp--p-¢) which are inserted into templates
containing vowels and, at times, additional consonants, to yield a range of words (e.g.,
kelma ‘word’, tkellem ‘to speak’, kelliem ‘speaker’; paCpac ‘to chatter’, tpaCpic
‘chatter’). By contrast, stems are typically associated with concatenative morphology,
as stud- in studja ‘to study’, studjuz ‘studious’, student ‘student’, studentesk ‘relating
to students’. The distinction is sufficiently entrenched in the literature that studies on
Maltese often differentiate explicitly between ‘root-based’ and ‘stem-based’
morphology (e.g., Mifsud 1994; Stolz 2011; Gatt & Fabri 2017). This paper revisits the
categories of root and stem in Maltese and evaluates their alignment with more
general linguistic definitions.
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Computational methods for identification of roots and forms in Maltese verbs

Kellen Parker van Dam, University of Passau, Department of Multilingual
Computational Linguistics

The Maltese language features a complex system of non-concatenative verbal
morphology based on nine historically productive consonantal root patterns. Despite
the development of modern data sets on Maltese, existing digital resources provide
only limited lexical coverage. In order to analyse and build upon existing data, this
paper investigates the development of computational methods for automatically
detecting the consonantal roots and identifying morphological patterns of Maltese
verbs. Two Python-based approaches are implemented: one using predictable patterns
of vocalization and affixation, and the other relying on a hard-coded database of
forms. Both methods aim to identify the underlying morphological structure of newly
collected data, which is crucial for improving existing digital resources and contributes
to ongoing efforts to enhance the documentation and preservation of Maltese through
computational methods.
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Rooted in Morphology: Evidence Against Semantics in Hebrew Verbal Access

Adam Ussishkin, University of Arizona, Department of Linguistics & Jessica Nieder,
University of Malta, Institute of Linguistics and Language Technology

Can closely related languages exhibit different processing mechanisms for similar
structures? Recent psycholinguistic research on Maltese has underscored the critical
role of the consonantal root in lexical processing, highlighting that semantic
information significantly influences lexical access from its earliest stages (Ussishkin et
al.,, 2015; Nieder et al., 2024). In this study, we investigate the role of consonantal
roots and their associated meanings in lexical access in the closely related Semitic
language Hebrew. Unlike Maltese, prior work on Hebrew (Frost et al., 1997 for visual
word recognition; Geary and Ussishkin, 2019 for auditory word recognition) suggests
that semantic relatedness does not confer a processing advantage beyond the effects
of morphological relatedness.

We conducted an auditory lexical decision experiment with 66 participants, testing
target words in Hebrew primed by another word. Verbs from five Hebrew verbal
binyanim (paCal, piCel, nifGal, hifCil, and hitpaGel) were presented in their third-person
singular past tense masculine form. Participants responded to a counterbalanced set
of 60 prime-target pairs across three conditions: unrelated (control), identity, and
morphologically related pairs sharing a consonantal root. Each condition included 20
target words, evenly distributed across the binyanim. Additional filler items included
nonword primes paired with nonword or real-word targets, as well as real-word
primes paired with nonword targets. Primes were masked using the auditory masked
priming technique of Kouider and Dupoux (2005), previously adapted for Maltese by
Ussishkin et al. (2015), ensuring primes were

not consciously perceived.

Effects on OffsetRT Effects on OffsetRT

To deepen our analysis, inspired by Nieder et \ ' ' R R
al. (2024), we incorporated a post-hoc 340 1 " 400 -
measure of semantic similarity, calculated as L 3207 -

the cosine similarity of word embedding é 300 - '§ 300 -
vectors for primes and targets taken from a § 280 | - §

Hebrew BERT model. These vectors captured 8 260 L2 200 -
varying levels of semantic similarity across 2 0 .2

conditions. However, a linear mixed-effects 220 L 100

model including semantic similarity revealed 200 L . . [ —y 1]
no significant effect of this predictor but a identity C’;;Z‘i:‘;n“”'e'a‘ed 2 ;‘arg:mu:aﬁ; 3

robust effect for the morphological condition
and form based predictors included in the
experiment.
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Consistent with Frost et al. (1997) and Geary and Ussishkin (2019), our results indicate
a strictly morphological effect in Hebrew with no contribution from semantics,
distinguishing it from the related Semitic language Maltese.

These findings have important implications for both theoretical and experimental
approaches to understanding root-and-pattern morphology, and demonstrate that two
closely related languages, both of which exhibit root-and-pattern morphology, employ
distinct mechanisms in the word recognition process.
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17 September 2025
Managing the Maltese language

Ray Fabri, L-Universita ta’ Malta
Thomas Pace, National Council for the Maltese Language

Language management entails two closely related key concepts, namely, language
policy and language planning, referred to in combination as LPP, which can be
understood as comprising official efforts to influence language status and use in
society, involving laws, regulations, and practices aimed at intentional linguistic
change. According to Bugarski (1992: 18), ‘Language policy...refers to...the set of
positions, principles and decisions reflecting that community’s verbal repertoire’, while
‘Language planning is...the set of concrete measures taken within language policy. In
other words, policy deals with ‘what’ is to be done, setting out the principles and aims
that guide language use, while planning deals with ‘how’ the principles and aims set
out in the policy are to be implemented (see Pace 2022: 23). The aims of a language
policy usually include: sustaining and promoting the languages/s in society, ensuring
language use in all the social domains, guaranteeing adequate investment in language
resources, keeping track of social and digital developments, and spreading knowledge
and information about the language/s and its/their role in society in the context of
issues such as migration, equality, and inclusion.

Developing a language policy for the national language in Malta is the responsibility of
the National Council for the Maltese Language, which was established by law in 2005
and has been in operation ever since. However, the Council has not yet come up with a
document formulating a national policy for the Maltese language and still lacks
sub-policies covering specific areas. In this talk, we aim to briefly and critically discuss
the concept of a language policy and then offer concrete proposals for (a) a general
policy document outlining basic principles and aims, and (b) a specific sub-policy and
an action plan for public administration. One hopes that these proposals could
eventually be discussed, adopted and implemented by the Council.
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Maltese Sign Language and the Sign Language Community

Ben Matthews, L-Universita ta’ Malta.
Co-authors (alphabetically): Dorianne Callus, Chris Ripard, Loran Ripard-Xuereb, Rita
Vella, Alison Vere, Annabelle Xerri

Maltese Sign Language is a young language, in historic terms, with its development
starting sometime between the 1950s and 1980s. Maltese Sign Language, or il-Lingwa
tas-Sinjali Maltija (LSM) adds to the complex linguistic profile of the Maltese Islands.
Linguistically, evidence from the LSM community supports the idea that LSM is its own
language, with its own grammar and vocabulary, though we do find influences from
British Sign Language and other languages, including Maltese and English. Since the
80s, LSM has had an increasingly high profile in the mainstream of Maltese culture and
society (Azzopardi-Alexander 2018, Hoffmann-Dilloway & Xerri 2022, Portelli 2017),
with official recognition in the Maltese Sign Language Recognition Act (2016). The
University of Malta has recently gained government funding and approved an
undergraduate diploma in Applied Linguistics for LSM, which will develop skills for
teaching LSM in community, further, and higher education settings. This specific
qualification will help to advance the teaching of LSM, as well as widening the pool of
existing teachers. It is the first time the Sign Language community has had an
opportunity to access a university course through the medium of their first or
preferred language. In this talk, | will present some background on the language, its
history, and public perceptions both within and outside the Maltese Sign Language
community, based on preliminary results from an ongoing oral history project. This
talk aims to draw attention to the language and find support for further research
activities.
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Can Saudi speakers successfully understand Maltese? A study on the level of
mediated mutual intelligibility between Gulf Arabic and Maltese

Mohammed Alshahrani and Zihan Chen

This study focuses on how well the Saudi speakers can translate the Maltese sentences
with the lexical hint of Romance borrowings. While Maltese historically descends from
Maghribi Arabic, its centuries-long exposure to Sicilian, Italian, French, and later
English has significantly transformed its lexicon and to some extent, syntax (Albert
Borg, et al., 2013). Previous research by Cépld et al. (2016) demonstrated
asymmetrical mutual intelligibility (MI) between Maltese and North African Arabic
varieties (Tunisian and Libyan), where North African listeners showed better level of
comprehension of Maltese than vice versa. This could be partly attributed to shared
Romance borrowings, or the prior knowledge of a bridge language, i.e., French or
Italian, which are prevalent in Tunisia and Libya (Ech-Charfi, 2019). These findings raise
guestions about whether in the absence of geographic or historical contact, the
morpho-syntactic similarities between Maltese and Saudi dialect could still help Saudi
speakers to understand Maltese.

To explore this, we use a fill-in-the-gap test to examine the level of oral
comprehension of Saudi speakers. The Saudi participants are asked to listen to the
selected spoken Maltese sentences at different levels of difficulty. Then they need to
fill in the gaps in the test sentences, where the Romance borrowings are translated
into Arabic and presented among gaps in each sentence. We hypothesise that with the
knowledge of bridge language, i.e., Italian or French, the Saudi speakers can still
manage to understand Maltese utterances to a greater or lesser extent. Responses are
guantitatively analysed to assess the MI level and identify the contribution of
morphosyntactic similarity to the understanding of Maltese.

While historical contact between Maltese and Gulf Arabic is virtually non-existent, we
hope that our data will shed light on the role of the inherent morpho-syntactic
similarities in determining the level of intelligibility.
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Describing prescribed Maltese: Maltese SEC exam reports 2006-2019

Sarah Grech, L-Universita ta’ Malta

Exams are typically associated with schooling, but the reports issued in Malta each
year following national exams are publicly available documents regularly quoted in the
media as evidence of the state of the nation’s level of education. Reports on the
Maltese exams for 2006-2019 were compiled into a small corpus and analysed with
reference to language proficiency or perceived lack thereof. The corpus serves as a
case study on what is considered to be good, or prescribed, practice for the Maltese
language. Expected concerns with poor spelling, poor grammar and poor vocabulary
are framed sociolinguistically in relation to both explicit and implicit reference to
nativeness or other expressions of perceived ideals in the notions of (good) standards.
The emerging snapshot is one of barely contained despair at apparently deteriorating
standards such as is often commensurate with prescriptive documents including exam
reports, or letters-to-the-editor contexts. Although linguistic prescriptivism may be
expected in such frameworks, it is understood that prescriptive approaches can
contribute to disaffection with a language, particularly among early school leavers
(aged 15-16). This case-study aims to reframe perceived instances of deterioration as
indicators of language change, thereby rooting for a more inclusive Maltese.
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The acoustic properties of the [I]-vowel in the definite article

Luke Galea, L-Universita ta’ Malta
Adam Ussishkin, University of Tucson, Arizona

The definite article in Maltese is orthographically represented as (i)l- and realised as
[11]. Before vowels, the article is realized as [I-], e.g., [|-ett] ‘the act’. Before
consonants, the article can take the epenthetic vowel /1/, thus realized as [1l] (e.g.,
[1l-k3lb] ‘the dog’), after a word ending in a consonant or at the beginning of the
phonological phrase (Comrie 1980). Galea (2016) investigated the production of the
definite article in the context of coronal sounds such as [Is-su:?] ‘the market’. Yet,
there are no known acoustical studies of the vowel [I] before the definite article.
Azzopardi-Alexander’s (2002) study focuses on the production and perception of the
vowel [1] (and the other vowels in the Maltese inventory) but does not specifically look
at its properties before the definite article.

Epenthetic vowels exhibit reduced duration, centralised quality, and lower perceptual
prominence compared to lexical vowels. To mention one example, in Lebanese Arabic
Gouskova & Hall (2009) argue that epenthetic vowels are acoustically distinct from
lexical vowels for some speakers, namely that they are shorter and less prominent.
Therefore, this study’s goal is to determine to what extent does the vowel in the
Maltese definite article exhibit acoustic characteristics consistent with epenthetic
vowels cross-linguistically.

The investigation will be based on a corpus of existing recordings of native
Maltese-speaking participants reading a short story. Tokens with the definite article
will be selected from the speech across a number of speakers. The focus is on
analysing the production of this vowel in phonetic contexts where it occurs between
consonants across word boundaries—for example, in utterances like ghasret il-lumi
‘she squeezed the lemon’. Epenthetic rates, duration and formant frequencies will be
measured across these speakers.

This preliminary investigation contributes to ongoing discussions in phonetics and
phonology concerning the distinction between epenthetic and phonemic vowels,
particularly in lesser-studied languages like Maltese.
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A Study towards Resolving the Status of ‘j’ and ‘w’ in Standard Maltese

Marie Azzopardi-Alexander, Institute of Linguistics and Language Technology,
L-Universita ta’ Malta

Standard Maltese can be considered as having a fairly simple vowel system of 11
monophthongs (Borg & Azzopardi-Alexander 1997) or it can be considered as
operating with a more complex system incorporating both monophthongs and
diphthongs. The potential diphthongs are always composed of a vocoid/vowel
preceded or followed by either a close front or a close back vowel. Alternatively, they
can be seen as structures with the vocoid/vowel followed or preceded by the contoids
/j/ or /w/. In rarer cases, we also find a vocoid/vowel both preceded and followed by
/il or /w/ e.g. ‘jghawweg’ (twist) /jew:et[/, as onset and coda respectively, which
could also be considered as forming a triphthong, however unlikely.

Determining the status of /j’ and ‘w’ is not straightforward. The data is examined
closely to gauge the efficiency of the opposing views whereby diphthongs are posited
in contrast to the role of /j/ and /w/ as consonantal. The study includes both a
phonetic and a phonological perspective. The view asserting their status as
components of unitary diphthongs versus sequences of consonant following or
preceding a vowel are weighed carefully, also taking into account their degree of
robustness as possible VV (diphthongs) or as consonantal margins. The evidence
presented weighs in favour of considering only 11 simple vowels in Maltese operating
as syllable nucleus with /j/ and /w/ absorbing consonantal status as either onset or
coda.
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The sound(s) that got away: Using a spoken corpus to investigate deletion in Maltese
connected speech

Alexandra Vella & Amy Borg, Institute of Linguistics and Language Technology,
L-Universita ta’ Malta

Segments in connected speech may be reduced by being shortened, altered or even
deleted completely [2, 3, 6]. Such variability in the actual realisation of what “could be
expected” is common in spontaneous speech, especially but not solely in casual
and/or fast speech. [3] argues that reductions “systematically occur to certain sounds
and in certain parts of words and syllables”, but also that patterns of reduction often
differ across languages and language varieties.

This talk aims to: (1) showcase the possibilities which open up with the availability of a
corpus of spoken Maltese having time-aligned word level annotations which use
conventions designed to capture what speakers say as loyally as possible, and (2) test
the corpus to investigate actual patterns in Maltese speech, with the focus here being
patterns of deletion.

A subset from the Korpus tal-Malti Mitkellem [5], the Recipe subset (30 minutes, 17
speakers) was used to investigate deletion in Maltese. Analysis of this subcorpus
suggests that deletion can occur word-initially and medially as well as finally in
Maltese and is not restricted to contexts reported in [1], notable amongst which in the
context of this study is deletion of final-n.

According to [1] final-n deletion occurs specifically in “prepositions and other words
with a dual ending”. This is in itself interesting since, whilst deletion is a fairly common
phenomenon in the languages of the world, it is more frequently final-t/d deletion
that is reported [4]. Our analysis suggests that final-n deletion in Maltese:

® is not restricted to the word contexts listed by [1];

e while final-n deletion as described by [1] does occur, it accounts for only

around half of all final-n deletions in the data analysed;
e speakers differ in the amount of deletion that they carry out.
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A preliminary discussion on coda clusters in Maltese

Luke Galea, Centre for Academic Literacies and English Communication Skills,
L-Universita ta’ Malta

A coda cluster refers to two or more consonants that appear at the end of a syllable.
Many phonologists describe coda clusters as being considerably marked as they are
less common when compared to onset clusters (Clements, 1990). Furthermore, many
languages seem to restrict the number or the type of consonants that can appear in
coda clusters. Additionally, some analyses postulate that coda clusters seem to follow
the Sonority Sequencing Principle where there is a decrease in sonority towards the
end of the syllable (Selkirk, 1984).

Galea (2016) attempts a first discussion on the distribution and markedness of
complex coda clusters in Maltese. The main arguments he presents are that Maltese
allows for both simplex and complex codas. Irrespective of whether a coda is simplex
or complex, it must obey the word-final devoicing rule, therefore, no voiced
obstruents are allowed in final position in Maltese. Following Borg and
Azzopardi-Alexander (1997), Maltese allows for two consonants in coda position, yet,
CCC codas are possible when the negative suffix /[/ or the perfect aspect suffix /t/ are
added. Another observation is Maltese coda clusters allow for a sonority plateau to
happen such as having /ps/ in coda position in /heps/ habs ‘prison’ (similar to onset
clusters c.f. Galea and Ussishkin, 2018). But also Maltese allows for sonorant-obstruent
sequences such as /mp/ /kemp/ kamp ‘camp’, and glide-sonorant sequences as in /jl/
/I€jl/ lejl ‘night’.

Primarily, this paper seeks to investigate where coda clusters fit within syllable theory.
Moreover, this paper aims to provide a typological comparison of Maltese coda
clusters. The study seems to suggest that Maltese coda clusters exhibit both
cross-linguistically common patterns as well as rare ones. Furthermore, the description
of coda clusters in Maltese contributes to notions of markedness and sonority
sequencing.
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The puzzle of early H peaks in Maltese and Maltese English intonation

Aviad Albert’, Maria Lialiou®, Alexandra Vella?, Martine Grice®
'University of Cologne, *L-Universita ta’ Malta

High or rising tones serve prominence cueing functions in many intonation systems
[1]. They are typically associated with a metrically strong (stressed) syllable,
manifested as a FO rise culminating in a peak on this syllable. In contrast, Early H peaks
are FO peaks found initially in words and phrases regardless of the position of
metrically strong syllables. Such Early H peaks can be found in the repertoire of a
number of intonation systems. Whereas in some languages they are relatively rare
(e.g. English and German) they are prevalent in Maltese and Maltese English. In
Maltese, they occur in wh-questions as well as in imperatives, interjections,
exclamatives and vocatives [2]. However, the prosodic status of these Early H peaks is
still unclear. If they cue prominence, an interpretation involving stress shift may
indicate their status as pitch accents. If they merely mark demarcation, modality or
stylistic expression, however, they could be analyzed as edge tones. In [3] we
acoustically measured the relative prosodic weight of syllables with Early H peaks and
stress using the Mass metric [4] from the ProPer toolbox [5]. We found no evidence for
stress shift towards the Early H peak (Fig. 1). More recently, we have been using a
multimodal approach, analyzing alignment patterns of speech-accompanying beat
gestures (which tend to coincide with strong syllables [6]) in videos of Maltese English
TED talks. Preliminary results [7; Fig. 2] reveal that Early H peaks align differently with
gestures than regular pitch accent peaks, also failing to support stress shift and
confirming the status of these peaks as distinct from pitch accents. Further multimodal
analyses are currently underway and we will report our latest findings in this talk.

H*

Interrogatives (high tone on Declaratives (falling tone on
word-initial syllable) stressed syllable) o005
H on same word
K] 0.004- ‘5
8 H
£ conSiDering
g2 0003
£ & /
2
g 4 : &
=1 A - o Zg
H
0 0.001- of WOmen
word-initial syllable  stressed syllable word-initial syllable  stressed syllable
0.000-

0 500
Apex before tone < 0 < Apex after tone (ms)

Figure 1. Mass measurements on word-initial Figure 2. Alignment of manual beat gestures
and stressed syllables in wh-questions, in two  with typical pitch accents (H on the stressed
comparable conditions, with (left pair) or syllable; blue), and with Early H Peaks on weak
initial syllables in either the same content
word (pink) or a preceding function word

without (right pair) an Early H peak.

(green).
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Disfluency and Personality: Exploring speaker-specific variation in spoken Maltese

Amanda Muscat® and Alexandra Vella?
L2|nstitute of Linguistics and Language Technology, L-Universita ta’ Malta

The way an individual uses language can reveal a good deal of information, both about
a speaker’s identity and background [1] and about their personality [2]. Research
suggests that relatively stable traits — whether biological e.g. sex, cultural e.g. social
class, or personality-based e.g. the Big Five personality traits, specifically traits like
openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism [3] — are
subtly reflected in linguistic choices [4, 5]. However, the exact nature of the
relationships between linguistic choices and traits of different sorts remains complex
and under-explored across different languages like Maltese [6, 7].

This study addresses this gap by investigating speaker-specific variation in spoken
Maltese, focusing on how linguistic features, specifically disfluencies, correlate with
personality traits. The research question we attempt to address is: To what extent can
individual speakers be identified based on the type and frequency of disfluencies in
their speech?

The data analysed is part of a corpus involving 40 Maltese-dominant participants,
balanced for gender and age, elicited via two tasks reflecting different communicative
settings: (1) an adaptation of the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) which uses as a
picture prompt to elicit data, and (2) personal experience narrations (ESP). Personality
was assessed using the 44-item Big Five Inventory (BFI-44), translated into Maltese.
This paper presents a preliminary analysis of disfluency frequency and type and the
correlation with personality traits.

Findings suggest that certain disfluency patterns, such as filled pauses and repetitions,
show significant associations with specific personality traits, particularly neuroticism
and conscientiousness, and that these patterns vary across communicative contexts.
These insights provide a foundation for future work in speaker profiling and
computational sociolinguistics for Maltese.
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