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Chapter 1 

Generative approaches to syntactic transfer in second 
language acquisition  

 

1.1 Introduction 
 
If an Italian learner of English spontaneously produces an utterance like ‘after 
come back the fire brigade’ it is immediately apparent that this is not a normal 
English sentence.1 Since native speakers of English do not produce such 
sentences, it is unlikely that this learner is simply reproducing an English 
sentence he has heard. More likely, the learner’s anomalous string of English 
words reflects his idiosyncratic mental representation, or grammar, of English. 
The main issue of this study is how much of the non-native grammar is 
determined by the learner’s native language. This issue involves consideration of 
several interrelated questions about native language influence. Do differences 
and similarities between the native language and the second language affect the 
role of the native language? Is the role of the native language limited to surface 
constructions, or do the abstract knowledge representations of the native 
grammar carry over into the non-native grammar? Do learners adopt the native 
language as their initial theory of the second language or does transfer take 
place at later stages? Is native language influence selective in that some parts 
transfer, while others do not? How long do transfer effects last? The role of the 
native language is one of the most extensively discussed theoretical issues of 
second language acquisition research.2 Even though there is consensus that the 
native language influences the non-native language in ways that extend beyond 
borrowing or falling back on the native language, there is little agreement about 
what and how much of the native language transfers into the non-native 
language. The aim of this study is to continue this research tradition by 
contributing to the debate about the nature and extent of transfer of the native 
language into the syntax of adult learners of a non-native (or second) language.  

Chapter 1 broadly reviews different proposals on transfer by second 
language researchers working in a generative framework and is generally 
restricted to the question of transfer within the morphosyntactic domain. Before 
discussing more recent generative perspectives on syntactic transfer, a few 
                                                 
1 This particular utterance comes from the European Science Foundation (ESF) 
corpus (as do the other IL data used in the study that is described in chapter 4); the 
utterances was produced by an adult Italian learner of English known as Andrea. 
2 Transfer is a somewhat controversial term (Ellis 1994, 301; Sharwoord Smith and 
Kellerman 1986), which I will nevertheless use throughout this text. 
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earlier (non-generative) conceptions of transfer deserve to be mentioned to show 
how research on this topic has developed over time (section 1.2). Generative 
second language acquisition research is by no means limited to the issue of 
transfer, since transfer alone cannot provide a complete explanation for the 
developmental routes taken by non-native language learners. It is the very 
nature of generative second language acquisition research to centre upon the 
role of Universal Grammar in second language learning. Generative second 
language researchers always relate transfer to the extent to which Universal 
Grammar constrains second language acquisition. Section 1.3 discusses six 
partially overlapping positions on the relation between transfer and Universal 
Grammar in second language acquisition. Section 1.4 tentatively evaluates the 
different positions and eliminates positions that claim transfer plays no role in 
second language acquisition (No Transfer). Then, the four research questions 
that aim to arbitrate between the remaining positions (Partial or Full Transfer and 
No or Full Access) are presented. Section 1.4. concludes with a brief introduction 
to the linguistic area that serves as the testing ground for the research questions: 
the cluster of properties associated with the Null Subject Parameter.  

 

1.2 A historical perspective on the notion of transfer 
 
The behaviourist Contrastive Analysis approach to second language acquisition 
in Lado (1957), particularly popular in the 1960s before generative approaches 
to second language acquisition gathered momentum, attributed an almost 
exclusive role to transfer. Linguists embracing behaviourist views considered 
language learning as the training of habits. Being grounded in behaviourism, 
Contrastive Analysis was dedicated to a detailed comparison of the similarities 
and differences between the first language and the target language, assuming 
that second language acquisition is easy where the target language is similar to 
the first language, but difficult where the two are dissimilar. In the case of similar 
patterns, so-called ‘positive transfer’ was thought to facilitate second language 
acquisition, whereas different patterns were predicted to cause ‘negative 
transfer’ errors, as a result of interference of wrong habits from the first 
language. In this way, Contrastive Analysis researchers attempted to predict 
which errors could be expected from second language learners of different 
language backgrounds. However, the simplistic and restricted Contrastive 
Analysis Hypothesis was refuted by empirical findings. The findings showed, on 
the one hand, that many of the predicted errors did not occur and, on the other 
hand, that many of the occurring errors could not be explained on the basis of L1 
transfer (Hatch, 1978). Clearly, the learner’s native language is not the exclusive 
factor in second language acquisition.  

The notion of transfer as a crucial theoretical construct of second 
language acquisition theories temporarily lost ground altogether as a result of the 

  
 

 



 GENERATIVE APPROACHES TO SYNTACTIC TRANSFER IN SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 3 

demise of the behaviourist view of language acquisition: transfer was intimately 
associated with Contrastive Analysis and hence with Behaviourism. Habit-
formation theories of language acquisition had become untenable after 
Chomsky’s (1959) acquisition arguments in his critical review of Skinner’s (1957) 
Verbal Behaviour. Consequently, the behaviourist perspective on language 
acquisition was supplanted by a mentalist perspective on language acquisition. 
The central role of transfer in L2A theories was replaced by the view that L2 
learners followed similar developmental paths, regardless of their L1. 
  The best-known studies that played down the role of the L1 by 
emphasizing similar acquisition orders for L2ers with different L1s were based on 
morpheme-order. The highly influential study by Dulay and Burt (1974) found 
similar accuracy orders of English grammatical morphemes for both Spanish and 
Chinese child L2ers of English. These results were confirmed by the results of 
replication studies investigating adult L2ers of English from a wider variety of 
language-backgrounds (Bailey, Madden and Krashen 1974). In the interpretation 
of the results, it was stressed that these L2A studies resembled L1A studies that 
had found similar acquisition orders of grammatical morphemes in children 
acquiring English as their native language (Brown 1973, De Villiers and De 
Villiers 1973). This was taken as compelling evidence for the position that L2 
development is similar to L1 development. Not surprisingly, this unitary theory of 
L1A and L2A left no room for L1 transfer effects in L2A.  

The morpheme-order studies have been much criticised on both conceptual 
and methodological grounds (for overview of this criticism cf. Ellis (1994); Gass 
and Selinker (1994)). For example, the description of developmental sequences 
in itself offered no explanation for what were thought of as universal orders. As it 
turned out, the pivotal role of learner-internal “universal cognitive mechanisms” 
(Dulay and Burt, 1974: 52) was challenged by the role of external factors like 
input: accuracy orders were found to be largely determined by frequency effects 
of morphemes in the input (Larsen-Freeman 1976; Snow et al. 1980). Moreover, 
cross-sectional morpheme-order studies like the one by Dulay and Burt (1974) 
have also been criticised for seriously underestimating the role of L1 transfer. 
Their morpheme orders did not match those of several longitudinal studies that 
followed the individual development of L2 learners (Hakuta 1974; Rosansky 
1976; Schmidt 1983; Wode et al 1978). The latter studies found that L2ers with 
similar language backgrounds followed similar developmental orders, suggesting 
that the L1 does affect L2A. 

The behaviourist Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis and the universalist 
position advocated by Dulay and Burt represent opposite extremes in terms of 
the issue of L1 transfer. Obviously their respective positions that the L1 
exclusively affects L2A and that the L1 has no effect on L2A are both too strong. 
Since the late 1970's the notions of L1 transfer and linguistic universals have 
been reconciled  (e.g. Andersen 1983; Gass 1979, 1984; Gass and Selinker 
1983a; Schumann 1979; Sharwood Smith 1979; Zobl 1980). As generative 
grammar developed, proposals for universal principles became more 
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sophisticated. Especially the introduction of Chomsky’s (1981a) Principles and 
Parameters approach to Universal Grammar (UG) inspired many L2 researchers 
to investigate how UG works together with L1 transfer. As a matter of fact, it has 
become difficult to distinguish between the question of transfer and the question 
of UG in current generative L2A research. 

Universal Grammar is thought of as an innate language system of abstract 
constraints that makes first language acquisition possible by restricting the class 
of possible natural human grammars. UG consists of principles and parameters: 
the principles of UG are invariant constraints on all human languages, whereas 
the parameters permit a limited degree of variation between languages. The 
principles and parameters of UG are assumed to provide the child with 
(subconscious) innate knowledge of what is impossible in human language in 
general. This built-in knowledge greatly reduces the range of logically possible 
hypotheses a child is to consider, when constructing a grammar on the basis of 
input. UG is motivated by the 'poverty of the stimulus’ or the ‘logical problem of 
language acquisition’: the input to which children are exposed is a necessary, 
but inadequate source of information for language acquisition, as it 
underdetermines the complex and abstract knowledge of the final grammar 
which children uniformly achieve with ease and success, despite their cognitive 
immaturity. One way in which the input underdetermines the final grammar is 
that it does not provide information about ungrammaticality. Nevertheless, adults 
know which sentences are ungrammatical in their native language. Generative 
linguists assume that, without the constraints imposed by UG, L1A would be 
ridden with false generalizations and hypotheses about the target language from 
which the child would not be able to retract (so-called ‘wild grammars’, cf. 
Goodluck 1986) and, in many respects, L1A would be simply impossible.  

Universal Grammar thus serves as a (partial) model for L1 acquisition. 
However, it is neutral about  L2 acquisition. Since the early 1980s, it has been 
the subject of extensive debate and research whether UG helps L2ers overcome 
input deficiencies by constraining their hypothesis space. Do L2ers produce 
grammars that violate well-established universal principles? Do L2ers have 
knowledge of abstract and complex grammatical properties beyond the input, or 
beyond what they already know from their L1? Are L2ers capable of converging 
on the target language grammar? Some of the -often contradictory- empirical 
findings will be discussed in section (1.3) below. There are some obvious 
differences between L1A and L2A, such as the cognitive maturity of adult L2ers, 
their knowledge of the first language, the fact that they often receive formal 
instruction and corrections on the target language, and their variable success at 
acquiring the target language.3 Some theorists have concluded that L2A is 

                                                 
3 This study is concerned with adult second language acquisition, rather than child 
second language acquisition.  
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qualitatively different from L1A and therefore that L2A is not UG-constrained.4 
Others, however, claim that L2A is only quantitatively different and that UG 
continues to function in L2A as it does in L1A.  

Some of the early generativist L2 studies that were concerned with the 
relation between L1 transfer and UG, tried to predict when transfer would or 
would not occur. For instance, Liceras (1986) tested the hypothesis that L1 
transfer is affected by UG-defined markedness.5 She investigated whether 
transfer of English into non-native Spanish was limited to ‘unmarked’ properties 
(e.g. pied piping) of the L1, as she expected, or also involved transfer of ‘marked’ 
properties (e.g. preposition stranding). Contrary to her predictions, she found 
that both unmarked and marked properties of the L1 transferred. White (1989b) 
was interested in the role of the L1 transfer in relation with the Subset Principle.6  
She investigated a binary UG parameter that accounts for cross-linguistic 
differences in adverb placement.7 With respect to this parameter, English 
constitutes the subset grammar, while French is the superset grammar. White 
argued that if native French learners of English observe the Subset Principle, 
they should begin with the English subset value, whereas transfer of the French 
superset value implies a failure of the Subset Principle. Unlike the native English 
controls, the French learners of White’s study accepted ungrammatical English 
adverb placement, the French equivalents of which would have been 
grammatical. White concluded that the L1 grammar transfers in violation of the 
Subset Principle, and therefore that this learnability principle does not operate in 
L2A (see Zobl 1988 for similar conclusions). 
                                                 
4 Bley-Vroman (1989) lists nine differences between L1A and adult language learning 
leading to the formulation of the Fundamental Difference Hypothesis.  
5 Many researchers have argued that markedness is an important theoretical 
construct for explaining L2A, but there are many different definitions of markedness 
(cf. Kellerman 1979; Gass 1979; Hyltenstam 1984). Markedness as  defined in 
generative grammar assumes a distinction between unmarked and marked ‘core’ 
rules which are equivalent to the innate principles and parameters of UG, and 
‘peripheral rules’, which are not UG-defined and are marked by definition. See 
chapter 2 for a brief discussion of additional L2A studies concerned with markedness 
and transfer (Liceras 1989; Phinney 1987). 
6 The Subset Principle (Berwick 1985; Manzini and Wexler 1987; Wexler and Manzini 
1987) was formulated to explain why children are succesful in acquiring their L1 on 
the basis of positive evidence only. Assuming that a binary parameter has one 
parameter value that is responsible for a certain set of sentences, and another value 
that generates the same set of sentences, but is also responsible for an additional 
set of sentences, the latter value represents the superset value, and the former the 
subset. The Subset Principle requires the learner to begin with the subset value 
generating the most restricted grammar. This default value can later be adapted 
easily to the superset value if this is warranted by positive input. Therefore, the 
Subset Principle guarantees that learners do not wrongly assume a marked or 
superset grammar from which they cannot retract on the basis of positive evidence.  
7 The parameter White (1989b) investigated is related to the Adjacency Condition on 
Case Assignment (Chomsky 1981b). 
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1.3 The role of the first language and Universal Grammar in second 
language acquisition 

 
Since the mid-1990s, UG-based L2 research has paid increasing attention to the 
L2 initial state. One of the main questions is whether L2ers adopt all or parts of 
the L1 grammar as their initial theory of the target language. The focus on 
transfer at the starting point of L2A distinguishes theorising from earlier work on 
transfer. While earlier proposals differed on the question of when transfer occurs 
(e.g. Flynn 1984), there now seems to be consensus that transfer relates in 
particular to the L2 initial state, although its effects may last for a while (if it 
occurs at all).8 Despite reasonable agreement about the timing of transfer, 
current positions are divided about the extent to which transfer defines the L2 
initial state.9  

The recent interest in the make-up of the L2 initial state is caused to some 
extent by the division in proposals about the initial state in first language 
acquisition. Although all generative acquisition researchers share the 
fundamental assumption that L1A is UG-constrained, they propose different 
explanations of the developmental route child L1ers take, crucially depending on 
what they attribute to the L1 initial state. To understand the ways in which 
proposals about the L1 initial state affect the accounts of L2A, we need to 
consider the basic tenets of these proposals briefly.  
 For a generative language acquisition researcher, the most interesting 
properties of grammar are the parameterised principles of UG, since children must 
find out what the parameter values are of the language they are learning. There-
fore, a statement about what parameters comprise has far-reaching implications for 
acquisition research. In current linguistic theory, parameters are crucially related to 
functional categories, that is, categories associated with morpho-syntactic features 
like tense, agreement, case, etc. (cf. Borer 1984; Fukui and Speas 1986; Baker 
1988; Chomsky 1989; Ouhalla 1988; Pollock 1989).10 Consequently, the debate 

                                                 
8 Mazurkewich (1984) and White (1985, 1986) were among the first generativist L2A 
researchers to assume that L2ers start out with their L1 grammar.  
9 Generative L2 research is by no means limited to the issue of transfer, since 
transfer alone cannot provide a complete explanation for the developmental routes 
L2 learners take after the L2 initial state. The very nature of UG-based L2 research is 
to centre upon the role of UG in L2 development. Therefore, to explain what happens 
during the L2 initial state and beyond, generative L2 researchers always use the 
notion of transfer in conjunction with theorising about the extent to which UG 
constrains L2 development. 
10 Chomsky, 1989, 44: “If substantive elements (verbs, nouns, etc.) are drawn from 
an invariant universal vocabulary, then only functional elements will be 
parameterized”.  
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revolves around the question whether L1 initial state grammars contain the full 
repertoire of functional categories. 
 According to researchers who subscribe to the Strong Continuity 
Hypothesis, early child grammars and mature native grammars are minimally 
different (e.g. Hyams 1983; Pinker 1984; Weissenborn 1990; Boser et al 1992; 
Hyams 1992; Poeppel and Wexler 1993). Under this hypothesis children begin with 
complete phrase structures, including all functional categories. Children acquire the 
lexical elements and the related language-specific properties that are subject to 
variation. At the other extreme of the continuum of proposals about the L1 initial 
state is the Weak Continuity Hypothesis. It claims that early child grammars contain 
just thematic-lexical categories, and the functional projections are initially absent. 
(Radford 1986, 1990; Platzack 1990; Guilfoyle and Noonan 1992). Functional 
projections are assumed either to mature gradually following a genetically prede-
termined programme (‘maturation’, e.g. Borer and Wexler 1987; Cinque 1988) or to 
emerge step by step on the basis of input (e.g., Clahsen et al. 1994). However, 
some (e.g., Radford 1992) argue that all functional projections come on line simulta-
neously, once the child reaches the "functional stage". One of the intermediate 
positions on the L1 initial state entails the early presence of functional projections 
which are incompletely, or differently specified in early child grammars as opposed 
to mature grammars (e.g. Clahsen and Penke 1992; Meisel and Müller 1992; de 
Haan and Frijn 1992).11  
 These different proposals about the L1 initial state are relevant for L2A 
in two ways. Firstly, as White (2000, 132) points out, the implications of these 
proposals for L2A relate indirectly to how much of UG they assume to be given 
at the early stages of L2A. They may hint at what happens to functional 
categories and associated features that have not been activated at any point 
during the acquisition of a particular L1. For instance, under some versions of 
Weak Continuity, functional categories are absent until they are triggered by 
language-specific input or emerge maturationally. So some parts of UG never 
emerge if the particular L1 does not need them. By the time unused properties 
are required for learning a non-primary language in adulthood, they may be 
beyond activating. Even assuming a Strong Continuity approach, the full range 
of UG options thought to be available at the onset of L1A may shrivel to the 
small subset of the L1 instantiations (leaving only those that are needed to 
account for the L1 grammar). It is also possible that the unused properties of UG 
do not wither over the course of time, but remain candidates for triggering in 
L2A. Solving this problem of UG ‘accessibility’ in adult L2A features high on the 
research agenda. Secondly, as Schwartz (1999, 226) puts it, “L2 researchers 
need to hypothesize about the starting point of non-native grammatical 
knowledge, because it is crucial for figuring out the structure of subsequent 
stages and hence it is crucial for finding explanations for development” 

                                                 
11 This tripartite presentation of the different proposals is a gross oversimplification, since 
there are many different versions of these positions. 
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(emphasis in the original).12 L2 theorists have adopted the gist of a particular 
account for the L1 initial state, and attempt to make parallel cases for the L2 
initial state.  
 Six partially overlapping positions on the L2 initial state differ from each 
other with respect to the roles they attribute to L1 transfer and UG.13 I will review 
each of these positions, adapting White’s (2000) extensions of the terms used by 
Schwartz and Sprouse (1996) to refer to them: each position is named according 
to its particular combination of the extent of transfer (No Transfer, Partial 
Transfer, Full Transfer) and the extent to which L2A is constrained by UG (No 
Access, Full Access). Combining these two factors results in the following six 
positions: No Transfer/No Access, No Transfer/Full Access, Partial Transfer/No 
Access, Partial Transfer/Full Access, Full Transfer/No Access, Full Transfer/Full 
Access.14  

 
 

No Transfer/No Access 
The No Transfer/No Access discards UG as a factor in L2A altogether. Its 
proponents assume that UG is not involved at any stage of L2A, either directly or 
indirectly via the L1 instantiations. This is not to say that they assume that UG 
does not constrain L1A. Instead, they claim that L1A is fundamentally different 
from L2A, in that L1A is guided by UG, whereas L2A proceeds on the basis of 
general problem-solving skills. Bley-Vroman (1989, 1990) is mistaken to be 
advocating this position by some (e.g. by Epstein et al. 1996) because of his 
Fundamental Difference Hypothesis. However, Bley-Vroman takes a somewhat 

                                                 
12 The current focus on the L2 initial state is related to the idea that L2 grammars 
should be considered in their own right, instead of focussing on whether they match 
or mismatch the TL grammar (cf. Bley-Vroman’s comparative fallacy (1983)). Given 
that we don’t know what the L2 final state looks like and must avoid the comparative 
fallacy of imposing target structures on the learner data, defining the L2 initial state 
can serve as a starting point for tracing subsequent IL development. 
13  Unlike White (2000), I do not use the label Partial Access for any of the different 
positions. In White’s overview, Partial Access means that some or all UG principles 
and parameters as instantiated in the L1 constrain L2A, while the unused properties 
of UG cannot be activated (so, no parameter resetting, for instance). In this sense, 
Partial Access can be identified with Partial Transfer or Full Transfer, which confuses 
the notion of transfer and the notion of UG Access. In order to distinguish direct UG 
influence from L1 influence, I use the labels No Access and Full Access: No Access 
means no direct access to previously unused properties of UG, while Full Access 
means Access to both used and unused properties of UG. 
14 This terminology is used to make clear the differences and similarities between the 
diferent positions, but much of the work relating to these positions is actually known 
under a different name: for instance, Vainikka and Young- Scholten term their (1994, 
1996) work ‘Minimal Trees’, instead of Partial Transfer/Full Access, and Eubank’s 
(1994a, 1994b, 1996) work which takes a slightly different Partial Access/Full Access 
approach is better known as ‘Valueless Features’. 
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different view, in assuming that UG does have a weak effect on L2A via 
knowledge of the L1. True advocates of No Transfer/No Access are Clahsen and 
Muysken (1986) and, more recently, Meisel (1997).  

On the basis of a comparison between the word orders of child learners 
of German as an L1 and adult Romance learners of German as an L2, Clahsen 
and Muysken (1986) argue that UG does not constrain L2A, but that L2ers 
construct unnatural grammars using general learning strategies instead. Unlike 
child L1 learners of German, who manifest early (unconscious) knowledge of the 
fact that German is an SOV language, “adult L2 learners of German make use of 
SVO orders, irrespective of their language background, even in those cases in 
which SOV is suggested by the target and the source language”, according to 
Clahsen and Muysken (110).15 They interpret the differences in developmental 
sequences between L1A and L2A as evidence against transfer and against the 
operation of UG.  

Both conclusions have been challenged by other L2 studies. Several 
studies on L2A of the OV languages Dutch (e.g. Jansen, Lalleman and Muysken 
1981; Van der Craats 1994) and German (e.g. Meisel, Clahsen and Pienemann 
1981; Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1994, 1996) have found that native 
speakers of OV languages, such as Turkish and Korean, do start out with OV 
orders in L2 Dutch and L2 German; by contrast, native speakers of VO 
languages like Moroccan Arabic, Italian and Spanish) start out with VO orders 
when learning Dutch or German. These results demonstrate that L2ers from 
language backgrounds that are different with respect verb-complement orders 
accordingly use different word orders during the early stages of L2A, 
disconfirming Clahsen and Muysken’s (1986) claims that transfer does not occur. 
Moreover, duPlessis, Solin, Travis and White (1987), and later Schwartz and 
Tomaselli (1990), and Tomasselli and Schwartz (1990) reanalysed the word 
orders of the Romance L2 learners of German on which Clahsen and Muysken 
had based their conclusions. duPlessis et al. and Schwartz and Tomaselli came 
up with analyses of the data that followed logically from transfer of the Romance 
grammar and were perfectly compatible with (independently motivated) UG 
constraints. Tomasselli and Schwartz (1990) remark that L2 learner language 
and even the language of native speakers can be analysed in terms of unnatural, 
ad hoc rules, but this does not prove the superiority of such an analysis above 
UG-based analyses.16  
                                                 
15 (S)OV refers to the head-final order subject-object-verb; SVO refers to the head-
initial order subject-verb-object. 
16 Schwartz and Sprouse (2000) use the debate that resulted from Clahsen and 
Muysken’s (1986) publication as a case to illustrate how changes in linguistic theory 
may affect the interpretations of the same data regarding the roles of transfer and UG 
in L2A. Ignoring the technical details of  the various proposals, Schwartz and 
Sprouse argue that the differences between the analysis of Clahsen and Muysken 
(1986) on the one hand, and those of duPlessis et al. (1987) and Schwartz and 
Tomaselli (1990) reduce to whether the existence of functional category IP is 
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No Transfer/Full Access  
The No Transfer/Full Access position makes predictions about L2A that are the 
exact opposite of those made by the No Transfer/No Access approach, despite 
the fact that both positions are committed to the absence of L1 properties in the 
L2. Contrary to No Transfer/No Access, No Transfer/Full Access assumes that 
the processes of L2A and L1A are similar. Therefore, this position is also known 
as the L2A = L1A position. Under this approach, the L2 initial state mirrors the L1 
initial state, in that all (both used and unused) properties of UG are still available 
to the L2 learner (hence, Full Access). Importantly, proponents of No 
Transfer/Full Access assume that the L1 parameter settings do not constitute the 
L2 learner’s initial theory about the L2. This is radically different from what other 
Full Access positions claim for the L2 initial state, as will become clear below. 
With regard to grammatical development after the L2 initial state, No 
Transfer/Full Access claims that L2A is fully constrained by UG and that the final 
state L2 grammar is similar to the final state grammar of native speakers of the 
target language. 
 Platzack (1996), for instance, advocates a No Transfer/Full Access 
position, by proposing that both L1 learners and L2 learners alike assume only 
weak functional features as their initial hypothesis about the target language 
grammar. According to Platzack, the reason why L2 learners assume weak 
features by default, regardless of the strength of the features in their L1, is a UG-
based sensitivity to the ‘cost’ of strong features: strong features induce 
movement and movement is costly (e.g. Chomsky 1995). Platzack further 
predicts that only after learners have encountered sufficient evidence for 
movement in the target language will they set the parameterised features to their 
strong values, in accordance with the target language grammar.17  
 As we have seen, the findings on early L2 Dutch and L2 German verb-
complement orders show that No Transfer positions are incorrect (Jansen, 
Lalleman and Muysken 1981; Van der Craats 1994; Meisel, Clahsen and 
Pienemann 1981; Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1994, 1996): the L1 linear order 
of the verb and its complement initially carries over into the L2 grammar. 
However, these data do not settle the question whether L1 functional projections 
and their feature specifications transfer. According to some (e.g. Vainikka and 
Young-Scholten 1994; 1996), transfer of the L1 verb-complement order involves 
no functional projections, but only the lexical projection VP and its linear 
orientation. According to other proposals, differences in word order do involve 
functional projections.  

                                                                                                                   
assumed. The two latter accounts do assume the presence of the functional category 
IP, whereas Clahsen and Muysken (1986) base their analysis on a syntactic theory of 
German which does not assume IP. 
17 For another example of a No Transfer/Full Access account see Epstein, Flynn, and 
Martohardjono (1996), and the commentaries on their publication.   
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To disconfirm Platzack’s predictions, we need less controversial 
evidence for the transfer of functional categories and their associated feature 
strength. Such evidence exists. For example, as White (2000, 136) points out, 
her (1991a, 1991b, 1992) studies on adverb placement by native French 
learners of English show evidence of verb movement to a functional category 
(Agr).18 In these studies, French learners of English produced French-like adverb 
orders in English: Subject Verb Adverb Object (SVAO). The correct English 
order is Subject Adverb Verb Object (SAVO). Given that English is commonly 
assumed to have no verb movement as a result of a weak feature in Agr, the 
learners’ SVAO orders strongly suggest that the strong feature triggering verb 
movement in French transfers into their English grammar.  
 
 
Partial Transfer/No Access 
Advocates of the third position assume that the L2 initial state consists of some, 
but not all of the L1 properties, and that subsequent development is only UG-
constrained by the L1 properties that have carried over into the L2 grammar. As 
a consequence, L2ers do not converge on the target language grammar. 
Moreover, L2ers with different L1 backgrounds end up with different L2 
grammars.  
 Eubank, Bischof, Huffstutler and West (1997) exemplify a Partial 
Transfer/No Access approach. They assume that the lexical and functional 

                                                 
18 White’s adverb studies are based on Pollock’s (1989) proposal that differences 
between English and French in adverb placement follow from different values of the 
verb-raising parameter (See also Emonds, 1978, Chomsky 1989, and Belletti, 1990). 
Assuming that the verb is base-generated in the VP, the raises out of the VP in some 
languages (like French), but stays in the VP in others (like English). Under Pollock’s 
(1989) proposal, adverbs are adjoined to the left of the VP and hence function as 
indicators of verb raising. If the finite verb does not raise, the verb remains to the 
right of the adverb yielding the surface word order Subject Adverb Verb Object 
(SAVO) as in the English example (i-a). However, obligatory verb raising of the finite 
verb in French yields the order Subject Verb Adverb Object (SVAO) in (i-d).  
(i) a. Mary often  takes the train 

b. *Mary takes often the train 
c. *Marie souvent  prend le train 

          Mary often takes the train 
d. Marie prendsouvent  le train 

       Mary takes often the train 
According to Pollock (1989), differences in verb raising are caused by parameterised 
differences in the strength of Agr: strong (or transparent) Agr in French permits the 
moved verb to assign theta roles to its complement in the VP; weak (or opaque) Agr 
in English blocks theta role assignment. The minimalist program attributes 
differences in verb movement (in fact, all movement) to the strength of features: 
strong features cause the verb to move overtly, to check off features; weak features 
permit the verb to remain in the VP (until after Spell-Out).  
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categories of the L1 final state grammar transfer into the L2 initial state grammar, 
but without (some of) the L1 feature specifications (hence Partial Transfer). 
Moreover, assuming that unused parametric values are no longer available in 
L2A (hence No Access), they predict that the strength of particular functional 
features remains indeterminate, that is, neither strong nor weak. This results in 
divergence from the target language grammar as is evident from persistent 
syntactic optionality in verb movement, for instance. 

As argued above against No Transfer/Full Access, White’s adverb 
placement studies (1991a, 1991b, 1992) seem to provide evidence of verb 
raising to a functional category (Agr). If the verb consistently raises, the claim by 
Eubank et al. (1997) that feature strength does not transfer seems to be 
incorrect. Additional counterevidence comes from an experimental study by Hulk 
(1991), investigating the word order of Dutch learners of French. Dutch is an OV 
language, which is obscured in main clauses by the operation of V2, whereas 
French has VO order in main and subordinate clauses. Hulk found that her 
beginning learners accepted ungrammatical OV orders in French, suggesting 
transfer of Dutch OV. Moreover, the same learners rejected grammatical French 
sentences with non-V2 order, this time suggesting transfer of the Dutch V2 
constraint. Taken together, these results provide evidence of transfer of both 
lexical and functional categories, including their feature specifications: a strong 
feature in C, which motivates verb movement to this position, explains the 
striking preference for V2. Apparently, these transfer effects do not last, since 
the intermediate Dutch learners of French consistently reject OV orders and 
accept non-V2 orders, as French requires. Therefore, the prediction of Eubank et 
al. that optionality of verb movement persists in L2A does not seem to be borne 
out either by this set of L2 data. 

Eubank et al. (1997), as well as Eubank in earlier work (Eubank 1994a, 
1994b) see under Partial Transfer/Full Access, below) and Meisel (1997), among 
others, relate the lack of functional features or feature strength to the well-known 
variable use of inflectional morphology in L2A: they equate the overt tense and 
agreement markings with the syntactic feature values they encode ([+/- strong T] 
and [+/- strong Agr]). Advocates of this perspective conclude from the widely 
accepted fact that overt inflectional forms do not transfer that the associated 
feature values of these forms do not transfer either. This interpretation of 
optional inflections is now known as the Impaired Representation Hypothesis 
(Prévost and White 200). An alternative explanation is the Missing Surface 
Inflection Hypothesis, which regards variable use of inflections as a surface 
phenomenon, not resulting from impaired representations of abstract features, 
but rather from (mapping) problems L2 learners have with the realisation of the 
surface forms in the target language (see Haznedar and Schwartz 1997; 
Lardiere 1998, 2000; Prévost and White 2000; Sprouse 1998). For instance, 
Lardiere (2000) concludes that the data of a fossilised Chinese L2er of English, 
who has lived in the USA for 18 years, exhibit syntactic reflexes of the category 
Tense (e.g. in the correct case marking of pronouns) despite the scarcity of 
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tense inflections on the verb. This suggests at least a partial dissociation 
between L2 syntax and morphology. 

Optionality is by no means limited to the area of inflectional morphology. 
It is a well-known characteristic of L2A, found even in very advanced L2 learners 
(Sorace 1993; Robertson and Sorace 1999).19 The indeterminate grammaticality 
judgments of many advanced L2 learners distinguishes these non-native 
speakers from native speakers because adult native speakers have very clear 
intuitions of what is grammatical and ungrammatical in their mother tongue 
(Bley-Vroman 1989). Well-known examples of syntactic optionality in L2A relate 
to alternating positions of the verb relative to negation ( Eubank 1994a,b) or 
adverbials (e.g. White 1991a, 1991b, 1992; Schwartz and Gubala-Ryzak 1992; 
Eubank 1996). It is still a matter of debate whether variable verb raising is 
related to variable use of verbal inflections. 

Although the debate on optionality may be unresolved, persistent 
optionality in advanced L2 grammars clearly shows that the acquisition of target-
like constructions does not force out non-target constructions. Sorace (2000: 98) 
puts it as follows: “L2 grammars clearly have a much greater degree of tolerance 
for synonymy than native grammars”. 

 
 

Partial Transfer/Full Access  
As far as the L2 initial state is concerned, the Partial Transfer/Full Access 
approach is similar to the previously discussed Partial Transfer/No Access 
position, in that both assume that parts rather than all of the L1 grammar transfer 
and define the L2 initial state grammar. The two approaches differ in the extent 
to which they claim subsequent L2A to be UG-constrained and their predictions 
regarding the L2 final state grammar. According to Partial Transfer/Full Access, 
L2ers can reset parameters on the basis of target language input interacting with 
unused UG properties, eventually leading to convergence upon the target 
values. 
 Eubank (1993/1994, 1996) takes a Partial Transfer/Full Access 
approach, which he himself calls ‘Valueless Features’. His central claim is that 
the L2 initial state comprises all the L1 lexical and functional categories, and that 
the functional features encoding tense and agreement are neither strong nor 
weak, but valueless (or ‘inert’). The underspecification of features is thought to 
be responsible for optional verb raising in early L2 grammars. So, with respect to 
the L2 initial state, this proposal is identical to the later Partial Transfer/Partial 
Access proposal by Eubank et al. (1997), discussed above. However, Partial 

                                                 
19 Sorace (2000) says about optionality that “[p]re-theoretically, it can be defined as 
the coexistence within an individual grammar of two or more variants of a given 
construction, which 1) make use of the same lexical resources, and 2) express the 
same meaning”.  
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Transfer/Full Access predicts that acquisition of the L2’s inflectional paradigms 
leads to target-like specification of the features and stops optional verb raising. 
 Eubank and Grace (1996) present evidence against these predictions in 
experimental data from Cantonese and Mandarin learners of English. The L1s of 
these learners, as well as the target language English are assumed to be non-
raising languages. However, Eubank and Grace found protracted optional verb 
raising after the learners had acquired English verbal inflection, contrary to their 
expectations. 
 Another, more restrictive approach exemplifying Partial Transfer/Full 
Access is Vainikka and Young-Scholten’s (1994, 1996a, 1996b) ‘Minimal Trees’ 
account. From this perspective, Partial Transfer means exclusive transfer of 
lexical categories. Functional categories are assumed to be completely absent 
during the L2 initial state, resulting in a minimal syntactic tree structure that 
consists of a VP only. L2 development involves the gradual creation of functional 
projections above VP via the interaction of L2 input (especially lexical items 
associated with functional projections, such as auxiliaries and complementisers 
for IP and CP, respectively) and UG-constrained structure building. In the sense 
that functional categories are initially lacking and develop gradually on the basis 
of input and UG, the ‘Minimal Trees’ account for L2A parallels a ‘Weak 
Continuity’ account for L1A. L2A differs from L1A in that transfer of the L1 linear 
orientation of the VP head determines the headedness of the L2 initial state VP. 
Apart from possible transfer effects in VP headedness during early stages, 
Minimal Trees predicts that L2 grammars develop in much the same way as in 
native language acquisition and equally converge on the target language 
grammar. 
 Minimal Trees has thus no trouble accommodating evidence for transfer 
in the constituent order of lexical projections, such as the OV orders in the early 
grammars of Korean and Turkish learners of German, and the initial VO orders 
produced by Italian and Spanish learners of German (e.g. Vainikka and Young-
Scholten 1996a). However, evidence for transfer of functional projections and 
feature specifications, as provided by White’s (1991a, 1991b, 1992) adverb 
placement studies discussed above does undermine the narrow Minimal Trees 
conception of transfer. For additional evidence and arguments against Minimal 
Trees, see Schwartz and Sprouse (1996). 
 
 
Full Transfer/No Access 
Proponents of a Full Transfer/No Access position share the assumption that the 
L1 grammar constitutes the L2 initial grammar, which amounts to a ‘L1 final state 
= L2 initial state’ position (Clahsen and Hong, 1995; Schachter 1989, 1990; 
Tsimpli and Roussou 1991). Moreover, they propose that UG constrains L2 
development only via the L1 instantiations. Therefore, resetting parameters to 
unused values is deemed impossible. Instead, where the L2 input cannot be 
accommodated into the transferred grammar, L2 learners resort to general 
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problem solving strategies to construct IL structures. As a result, L2 end state 
grammars are predicted to diverge qualitatively from native grammars.  
 Some advocates of Full Transfer/No Access focus on L2 learners’ 
failure to observe principles of UG that are not instantiated in their L1 grammars. 
For instance, Schachter (1989, 1990) compared Korean and Dutch learners of 
English with respect to their grammaticality judgments on Subjacency, to test the 
hypothesis that L2 grammars may be in conflict with UG principles if the L1 lacks 
this particular UG principle. Korean does not exhibit wh-movement and therefore 
lacks the Subjacency Principle, whereas Dutch is similar to English with respect 
to Subjacency. She found that the Korean learners accepted Subjacency 
violations, while the Dutch correctly rejected them, in support of her claim that 
UG constraints do not extend beyond the transferred L1 realisations.20  
 Others have tried to advance Full Transfer/No Access by showing that 
UG parameters cannot be reset in L2A (see chapter 2 for a discussion of L2 
studies on the Null Subject Parameter, e.g. Clahsen and Hong, 1995; Tsimpli 
and Roussou 1991). Evidence for resetting depends crucially on evidence for the 
clustered acquisition of properties associated with the target language value. 
Therefore, absence of developmental clustering provides evidence against 
resetting, in support of Full Transfer/No Access. Neeleman and Weerman (1997) 
argue against parameter resetting in L2A on the basis of the results of a 
grammaticality judgment task testing the acquisition of a cluster of five properties 
assumed to fall out from the OV/VO parameter (OV/VO order, distribution of 
particles, scrambling, ECM, and extraction from objects of complex predicates). 
Their subjects, English adolescent learners of Dutch and Dutch adolescent 
learners of English, generally exhibit knowledge of basic word order in the target 
language, but not of (all of) the related properties. Moreover, there is a lot of 
variation between learners and within individual learners in the extent to which 
they master the different constructions. Neeleman and Weerman take these 
results as evidence that the parameter-related constructions are learnt 
independently, suggesting that, instead of parameter resetting, L2A involves the 
positing of construction-specific rules. As Neeleman and Weerman (1997, 159) 
point out, such rules must be structure-dependent rather than linear, since at 
least some L2 learners pass for near-native speakers.     
 There is independent evidence that adult L2 learners are capable of 
constructing complex and structure-dependent rules that fall outside the 
limitations of UG. Smith, Tsimpli and Ouhalla (1993) demonstrate that adults 
                                                 
20 Schachter’s findings are corroborated by Johnson and Newport (1991), who found 
that advanced adult Chinese learners of English incorrectly accepted subjacency 
violations. Furthermore, they found age effects in that Chinese participants who had 
learnt English as adolescents performed significantly worse on the Subjacency tests 
than those who had acquired English as children. However, White and Genesee 
(1996) and White and Juffs (1998) did not find such age effects for advanced 
Chinese learners of English, none of which differed significantly from native English 
speakers with respect to Subjacency. 
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learning an artificial language (Epun) are quite successful at learning structure-
dependent constructions not attested in any natural language, which are 
assumed to violate UG principles.21 Nevertheless, the fact that adult L2 learners 
resort to using non-linguistic structure-dependent rules, when confronted with 
unnatural language input, does not necessarily imply that they will also resort to 
using construction-specific rules that do not relate to UG to accommodate 
natural target language input. Likewise, it is not necessarily the case that the 
unused properties of UG are automatically activated, if the existing IL grammar 
fails to accommodate the input, given that cognitive mature L2 learners have the 
alternative possibility of constructing structures through general learning 
strategies.  
 
 
Full Transfer/Full Access 
The last approach to be discussed here is known as Full Transfer/Full Access, 
which is similar to the previous approach in assuming that the L1 final state 
grammar makes up the L2 initial state grammar. In other words, the learner’s 
default hypotheses about the L2 input derive directly from the UG principles and 
parameter values of the L1. Recent versions of Full Transfer/Full Access 
propose that L2 development is failure-driven: only when the L2 initial state 
grammar fails to assign a structure to the target language input is the full UG 
inventory called upon. Full Transfer/Full Access thus differs from Full 
Transfer/No Access in the assumption that unused properties of UG are 
reactivated if the existing grammar cannot accommodate the input. This situation 
may arise when the input exhibits constructions that go against the parameter 
value as realised in the L1, or when the input motivates positing a functional 
category or UG principle lacking in the L1-based IL grammar. 
 White (1985b, 1989) was one of the first L2A theorists who adopted an 
approach that was later refined and called Full Transfer/Full Access by Schwartz 
and Sprouse (1994, 1996). On the basis of experimental studies investigating 
the pro-drop parameter, White (1985; 1986) concluded that L2 learners start out 
with the L1 parameter value and then reset it to the target language value. 
Schwartz and Sprouse (1994, 1996, 2000), however, propose that even though 
UG fully constrains L2A, L2 grammars may -but need not - converge on the 
target grammar. Whether or not UG-constrained resetting of a particular 
parameter takes place, depends both on the L1-based value and the L2 surface 
input. They explain this lack of determinacy in L2A by claiming that UG-
constrained restructuring is motivated by a failure of the existing grammar to 

                                                 
21 An example of such a structure-dependent but linguistically impossible 
construction in Epun involved the formation of negative sentences by placing the 
verb before the subject in sentence-initial position, but without using a negative 
morpheme (see Smith et al. 1993 for a justification of the unnaturalness of this 
structure)     
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accommodate the target language input. Some structures in the input cause 
early restructuring, being in conflict with the L2 initial state grammar; other 
constructions in the input can be reconciled with the L1-based grammar and thus 
do not call upon previously unused parts of UG. The latter situation is predicted 
to lead to protracted L1 influence in L2 grammars. The former situation, in which 
there is evidence for restructuring, however, does not necessarily lead to 
convergence upon the target values either. Because the L2 initial state grammar 
starts from L1-based assumptions, it may sometimes misanalyse the input and 
adopt an unused UG constraint that is not the TL constraint. Schwartz and 
Sprouse (1994:356) sum up the implications of their proposal as follows: “[…] in 
the process of creating the L2 knowledge system, (UG) mechanisms that are 
adopted in attempts to incrementally and locally accommodate PLD (primary 
linguistic data, i.e. target language input –KS) may be such that no further PLD 
will be able to engender retraction”. 
 Schwartz and Sprouse (1994, 1996) illustrate their proposal by means 
of the longitudinal case study of a Turkish learner of German. Their focus is on 
the learner’s verb placement, and particularly on the temporary asymmetry 
between pronominal and non-pronominal subjects he exhibits in inversion 
constructions. Schwartz and Sprouse argue that the learner’s strong preference 
for inversion with pronominal subjects cannot be attributed directly to L1 
grammar nor to TL input effects, since neither Turkish, nor German displays this 
asymmetry. The learner’s grammar is nevertheless UG-constrained, because a 
similar asymmetry between pronominal and non-pronominal subjects in inversion 
constructions exists in a natural language grammar, namely French. Because 
the IL asymmetry derives neither directly from the L1 grammar nor from the L2 
input and yet represents a property of natural language, they claim that its only 
logical cause is the application of a novel UG-constraint. Although the fact that 
French has a similar asymmetry is interesting, it does not warrant their 
conclusion that UG is the only possible source for the asymmetry: the 
asymmetry might derive from non-UG sources such as processing strategies or 
general learning strategies.   
  

1.4 Research questions on the role of the L1 and UG 
 
The six positions on the role of transfer and UG outlined above show some 
overlap in their assumptions and hence in their predictions. This overlap allows 
refutation of several positions at once. Indeed, many of the empirical data 
discussed prove No Transfer positions to be wrong. Undeniably, the L2 initial 
state has an intimate relation to the L1 grammar, as exemplified by early IL 
properties that can be retraced directly to the L1 grammar. Moreover, proposals 
that predict the developmental route and outcome of L2A to be similar to those of 
L1A, such as No Transfer/Full Access, are at odds with the non-trivial differences 
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between L2A and L1A: such as variation between learners as well as variation or 
optionality within individual learners with respect to IL development and ultimate 
attainment. Unlike L1A, L2A is clearly a non-deterministic process. In some 
cases the overlap in predictions makes it difficult to find empirical evidence that 
arbitrates between positions. This problem is particularly evident in the 
evaluation of proposals assuming Partial Transfer or Full Transfer, and No 
Access or Full Access. 

Partial Transfer and Full Transfer share the following assumptions about 
transfer, which are compatible with previous L2A research: 

1. Transfer takes place regardless of the similarities or differences 
between the L1 and the TL; 

2. Transfer occurs during the earliest stages of L2A, but its effects may last 
for a while; 

3. Transfer causes different developmental paths for learners from 
different language backgrounds, (at least initially); 

4. Transfer involves abstract, formal properties of the L1 grammar, not 
surface properties, as these are epiphenomena (at least in L1 
grammars).22  

Partial Transfer and Full Transfer crucially differ in which formal properties they 
assume to carry over into the L2 initial state. As we have seen, empirical 
evidence on verb placement relative to adverbials suggests that transfer is not 
constrained to lexical projections, but involves at least some functional 
projections too. Such evidence unequivocally rules out restrictive versions of 
Partial Transfer, exemplified by Minimal Trees. However, it fails to make the 
more subtle distinction between Partial Transfer positions that claim transfer of 
the L1 functional categories, but not of the related L1 feature values, and Full 
Transfer positions claiming transfer of functional categories and their L1 feature 
values alike. The question of feature strength is important, since current 
syntactic theory considers feature strength to be the locus of parametric 
variation. So, what is at stake here is whether L1 parameter values transfer. So 
far, evidence on the issue of parametric transfer has been quite conflicting. For 
example, we do not know whether optional verb raising is caused by unspecified 
feature strength, or by a combination of transfer of L1 feature values and 
contradictory L2 input, or by some other factor.  

Surprisingly, one type of potential counterevidence against Partial 
Transfer has not received much attention in recent L2 initial state studies, 
namely clustered transfer. If learners transfer the L1 parameter value (i.e. the L1 
strength of feature-value), they should show evidence of transfer of the whole 
cluster of L1 properties associated with this value. Although a fair number of 

                                                 
22 “Constructions do not exist as discrete mental entities or objects“ but relate to 
abstract formal structures (Chomsky and Lasnik 1993). Therefore, abstract formal 
properties transfer instead of surface constructions. 
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earlier L2 studies have investigated parametric clustering, the focus has always 
been more on clustered acquisition of the target language value as evidence for 
parameter resetting and UG access. What evidence there is on clustered 
transfer does not unequivocally rule out Partial Transfer (see the overview of 
pro-drop studies in chapter 3). Since the L2 initial state grammar is currently at 
the centre of attention, more convincing evidence of clustered transfer is 
required to see if there is indeed evidence for Full Transfer. 

 Answering the question of Partial Transfer versus Full Transfer logically 
precedes the question to what extent the L1 grammar constrains subsequent 
development. This second question indirectly bears on the issue of UG Access, 
as it can be rephrased in terms of whether UG is constrained only by previously 
realised properties of UG (No Access), or also by previously unused properties 
of UG (Full Access). The most convincing type of evidence against Full Access 
would be evidence that L2ers construct IL grammars that conflict with UG 
constraints. However, for IL data to confirm Full Access, it is not enough to show 
that these data conform to UG principles. We cannot automatically attribute data 
that generally accord with constraints on natural languages to full access to the 
pool of UG options. The reason being that such data may be constrained by UG 
principles via the L1 only. As I take it, the only type of evidence to support Full 
Access convincingly comes from clustered acquisition of syntactic properties 
related to a single parameter which is different from the L1 value.  
 
The idea of clustering is thus central to the four research questions of this study : 

 
• Research question 1 

Is the L2 initial state defined by clustered transfer of properties that relate 
to L1 parameter values? 

 
• Research question 2 

What are the implications of the empirical results of the present research  
for theories of Partial Transfer and Full Transfer? 

 
• Research question 3 

Is L2 development characterised by clustered acquisition of properties that  
relate to TL (or non-L1) parameter values? 

 
• Research question 4 

What are the implications of the empirical results of the present research  
for theories of No Access and Full Access? 

 
These research questions are investigated by looking in the L2A context at what 
is known as the Null Subject Parameter (Chomsky 1981a; Jaeggli 1982; Rizzi 
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1982).23 This parameter captures the phenomenon that some languages may 
omit subject pronouns, while other languages require subject pronouns to be 
expressed. For instance, the Italian sentences in (1) allow the subject pronoun to 
be dropped in main (1a) and subordinate clauses (1b), whereas their English 
counterparts require an overt subject pronoun.24  
 
(1) 
a. Ha parlato 

He /she/it has spoken 
b. Gianni canto quando è contento 

Gianni sings when he is happy 
 

The Null Subject Parameter is a suitable testing ground for UG-based accounts 
of L2A for a number of reasons. First, the Null Subject Parameter or Pro-drop 
Parameter was one of the first parameters to be proposed in generative linguistic 
theory. (Chomsky 1981a; Jaeggli 1982; Rizzi 1982). Since its introduction, 
linguists have scrutinised missing subjects and related properties, resulting in a 
rich body of observations about their nature. Furthermore, from a generative 
perspective the notion of an empty element -as well as the formal syntactic 
constraints which bear on the phenomenon of empty elements- is taken to be too 
abstract to be learned consciously. If this assumption is correct, knowledge 
related to null subjects must be part of UG.  

Another reason for choosing the Null Subject Parameter, is its cluster of 
empirical domains. Crosslinguistic variation strongly suggests that subject 
omission is not an isolated property, but forms part of a cluster of properties. For 
languages like Italian and Spanish, it is commonly assumed that missing subject 
pronouns are related to missing expletive subjects (2) and rich agreement 
inflection (3). Moreover, many versions of the Null Subject Parameter also take 
subject-verb inversion (4) to be part of the cluster of properties related to the [+ 
null subject] value.  
 
(2)  Piove       Italian 

It rains 

                                                 
23 The Null Subject Parameter is also known as the Pro-drop Parameter, because the 
empty element in the subject position is often referred to as pro. 
24 In [+ null subject] languages like Spanish and Italian, the subject is not always 
missing. Subject omission is governed by grammatical and pragmatic constraints. For 
instance, a subject pronoun may only remain unexpressed if it refers to an 
established discourse topic. This means that first and second person subject 
pronouns can always be omitted without previous introduction, but third person 
subjects must have been mentioned before in the previous discourse context.   
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(3)  

Present tense indicative 
 Italian (parlare) English (talk) 
1st person singular parl  o talk  
2nd person singular parl i talk  
3rd person singular parla - talk s 
1st person plural parlia  mo talk  
2nd person plural parla  te talk  
3rd person plural parla  no talk  

 
 
(4) Verb  Subject 
 Ha telefonato Beatrice.    Italian 
  
 has called Beatrice 
 Beatrice has called. 
 
 
Clustering of properties allows evaluation of the various proposals about the 
roles of L1 transfer and UG constraints in L2 acquisition. For instance, clustered 
transfer is only predicted if the parameter value of the L1 carries over into the L2. 
Likewise, clustered development of the properties associated with the TL 
parameter value can be taken as evidence for parameter resetting, and hence as 
evidence for the activation of unused UG properties. However, if there is 
evidence for transfer and/or acquisition of some properties, but not of all 
properties related to a particular parameter value, this suggests that transfer 
and/or UG access is selective, partial or construction-specific.  

The Null Subject Parameter has received considerable attention from 
L2A researchers working in a Principles and Parameters framework. Therefore, 
the resulting data and theorizing can serve as a point of departure to pursue 
some matters in more depth. The next chapter reviews the research on the Null 
Subject Parameter in L2 acquisition. Most of the studies in chapter 2 involved L2 
contexts where native speakers of null subject languages like Italian or Spanish 
were learning non-null subject languages like English and German. This means 
that the L1 and the TL had different values of the Null Subject Parameter, to 
account for different clusters of properties. For reasons of comparison, the 
present study too, investigates Romance L2 learners of Germanic languages: 
Spanish and Italian learners of English, German and Swedish. The more 
practical reason was that longitudinal data of these particular L2A situations 
were readily available via the internet.25 The data described in chapter 4 come 
from the European Science Foundation corpora, which were collected in various 
                                                 
25 The internet site is www.mpi.nl 

 21  



22 CHAPTER 1 
 

European countries during the 1980s (Klein and Perdue 1988). In addition to 
being accessible, the ESF corpora are very useful because they consist of 
naturalistic spoken production data, covering the early stages of L2A up to about 
two years of subsequent development at intervals of approximately six weeks. 
Moreover, the ESF corpora consist of longitudinal data which allow one to follow 
and compare the L2 development of individual learners and assess whether the 
relevant properties pattern together at all stages. Furthermore, longitudinal data 
complement the results of cross-sectional studies. By the same token, 
spontaneous production data complement the grammaticality judgments elicited 
in experiments.  
 
 

1.5 A lexicalist notion of grammar 
 
So far, this text has been inexplicit about what transfer entails. To describe L1 
transfer, it is necessary to define what constitutes the existing adult native L1 
first. I adopt a lexicalist notion of grammar which accounts for all parametric 
variation in terms of variation in the lexicon. The generative procedure with which 
the adult native L1er constructs sentences consists of two components: a 
language-specific  lexicon, and a language-invariant computational system of 
human language.26 The lexicon, on the one hand, comprises lexical items of a 
particular language, and encodes phonological, semantic, and grammatical 
information such as parameterised properties. So, UG defined variation is stored 
as lexical information. The computational system, on the other hand, is the 
structure building component. It draws its structural information, the building 
blocks for syntactic trees, from the lexicon. 
 Given this perspective on the native L1 grammar, how can we picture 
L1 transfer into the IL grammar? I suppose that the invariant computational 
system remains available to L2ers. This computational system operates when 
people generate and parse L1 sentences, but it is not language-specific. It just 
draws its grammatical knowledge from a language-specific lexicon, which 
happens to be the L1 in native monolingual speakers. Native bilingual or 
multilingual speakers, who have more than one L1, are assumed to have two or 
more language-specific lexicons, but only a single, shared computational 
system. Therefore, it is likely that this invariant computational system functions in 
non-native L2ers just as it does in native speakers. What we are interested in 
then is not the computational system, but the IL lexicon which serves as input for 
the computational system, and, in particular, how much of the IL lexicon derives 

                                                 
26 I generally adopt Chomsky’s (1992, 1994) proposals, with some adaptations that 
are necessary to accommodate Speas’ (1995) notion of  the [+ strong] Agr parameter 
which is responsible for typical null subject properties, such as missing and post-
verbal subjects. 
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from the L1 lexicon. The questions of Transfer and UG Access are thus cast in 
terms of which parametric properties derive from the L1 instantiations of the 
lexicon and which parametric properties derive directly from previously unused, 
but UG-constrained instantiations.      

  

1.6 Structure of the dissertation 
 
The present dissertation is organised as follows. Chapter 2 reviews previous 
studies concerned with null subjects in L2A. It summarizes the empirical results 
of these studies and points out a number of unresolved issues which the multiple 
case studies in chapter 4 address. Chapter 3 introduces the version of the Null 
Subject Parameter adopted in this study (3.2), reviews the relevant properties of 
the languages involved in the empirical studies of chapter 4, and presents the 
research hypotheses (3.3).  
Chapter 4 describes the longitudinal data of nine adult Romance learners of 
Germanic languages: Spanish learners of Swedish and Italian learners of 
German and English. Chapter 5, discusses the empirical results (5.2) and the 
implications of these results for the hypothesis of Full Transfer (5.3). The results 
are then related to the Null Subject Parameter adopted throughout this study 
(5.4). Finally, the implications for the hypothesis of Full Access (5.5) are given, 
as well as general directions for future research (5.6).   
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Chapter 2  

The Null Subject Parameter in second language acquisition 
research 
 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 
Chapter 1 introduced the four research questions. I will try to find the answers to 
the questions by looking at properties related to the Null Subject Parameter. This 
chapter reviews previous second language acquisition research on the Null 
Subject Parameter. Where possible, each study is placed into one of the six 
positions on transfer and UG Access introduced in section 1.3. Section 2.3 
summarises the results of previous studies: there seems to be some evidence 
for transfer of the L1 parameter value. Section 2.4 identifies issues which remain 
unresolved and merit further investigation. For instance, previous studies yield 
no clear evidence for clustered transfer or clustered acquisition of properties 
related to the Null Subject Parameter. This means that the four research 
questions on transfer and UG Access are yet to be answered. 
 

2.2 Review of L2A studies concerned with null subjects 
 
Most of the research discussed here shares the assumption that cross-linguistic 
differences in the possibility of null subjects follow from a UG-sanctioned Null 
Subject Parameter.27 This is not surprising, as it is precisely the idea of a 
                                                 
27 Most studies discussed here also share the assumption that there are two UG 
conditions on the null subject pro: licensing and identification (Rizzi 1986). Licensing 
involves an appropriate licensing head, which governs the subject position via 
specifier-head agreement. Whether a language has a licensing head for pro, is a 
parameterised property: Agr is assumed to be a licensing head in [+ null subject] 
languages like Italian, but not in [- null subject] languages like English. In other 
words, null subjects may occur in Italian, because I licenses pro in SpecAgrP. In 
English, there is no licensing head so null subjects are not permitted. The condition 
of identification refers to the recoverability of the content of pro. The content of pro is 
recovered through the grammatical specification of the features on the head 
coindexed with pro. In languages like Italian, the rich agreement features shared by 
SpecAgrP and Agr fulfill the identification requirement. Despite this common ground, 
the L2A studies reviewed in this chapter reflect the different versions of the Null 
Subject Parameter that were in vogue at a particular time: the details underlying their 
syntactic accounts differ from oneanother and have been replaced by other accounts. 
For instance, the Null Subject Parameter adopted in this dissertation (Speas 1995), 
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parameter with a cluster of associated properties that has motivated researchers 
to investigate null subjects in a L2A context.  
 Evidence for the existence of such a parameter depends crucially on the 
emergence of clusters of properties defined as the consequence of a particular 
parameter value. There is disagreement as to what properties cluster with the 
parameter, and this is reflected in the different linguistic features that are 
investigated along with null subjects.  
 White (1985, 1986), Phinney (1987), and Liceras (1989) adopt a version of 
the Null Subject Parameter which assumes that the null subject value clusters with 
null subjects, the absence of expletive pronouns, subject-verb inversion in 
declaratives, that-traces and rich agreement (Chomsky 1981; Jaeggli 1982; Rizzi 
1982).28 Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) look at a subset of these properties, namely 
null subjects, subject-verb inversion and that-trace effects. Hilles (1986) investigates 
a version of the Null Subject Parameter that assumes that null subjects are incom-
patible with a distinct class of auxiliary verbs (Hyams 1986). Hilles (1991) and 
Lakshmanan (1991) explore an account for null subjects based on the Morphologi-
cal Uniformity Principle (Jaeggli and Safir 1987) and both touch upon the role of 
(biological) age in resetting parameters. Similarly, Meisel (1991), Vainikka and 
Young-Scholten (1994), as well as Clahsen and Hong (1995) investigate whether 
the acquisition of TL subject pronouns and the TL subject-verb agreement 
paradigm coincide developmentally in L2A. Prévost (1999) assumes that null 
subjects and subject-verb inversion are part of the [+ null subject] value, while 
Liceras, Díaz and Maxwell (1999) just focus on the acquisition of null subjects.  
 The majority of these studies concentrate on the L2A acquisition of [- null 
subject] English by native speakers of [+ null subject] languages like Spanish, 
Italian and Greek; however, the reverse learning situation is also investigated: 
acquisition of [+ null subject] language Spanish by native speakers of English and 
various other [- null subject] languages. There are also some reports on the 
acquisition of German by learners with different L1s. 
 
White (1985, 1986) 
In her 1985 and 1986 studies, White assumes that L1 transfer plays a role, but she 
is indecisive about  partial transfer or full transfer. Her position on UG Access is 
unclear. In two related experimental studies White (1985, 1986) investigated 
whether adult native speakers of [+ null subject] languages Spanish and Italian 
                                                                                                                   
dispenses with the need for a special licensing condition (see section 3.2.2). 
Therefore, this chapter focusses on the empirical predictions and results these L2A 
null subject studies have yielded. Readers who are interested in the different 
versions of the Null Subject Parameter, are referred to the original texts. 
28 Expletives fill up the subject position of a sentence. Expletive subjects do not 
contribute to the meaning of a sentence. Examples of expletives in English are 
existential there (there is a bank down the road) and pleonastic it  (it surpised him 
that I turned up) (but see Vikner 1995, 167 for the view that it is not an expletive). 
Expletive subjects are generally missing in null subject languages. 
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transfer the cluster of properties of their L1 [+ null subject] parameter value to the [- 
null subject] L2 English. In addition to the Spanish/Italian learners, she included a 
group of adult native speakers of the [- null subject] language French as a control 
group. Both groups were assessed as intermediate learners according to McGill 
University placement tests. White used a grammaticality judgment task to 
determine whether the Spanish and Italian L2ers would reject ungrammatical 
English sentences with what she considered to be null subject properties, such as 
missing subjects, subject-verb inversion in declarative sentences or that-trace 
sequences (cf. Chomsky’s 1981 and Rizzi’s 1982 Null Subject Parameter).  
 She found evidence for retention of only one L1 property: with collective 
accuracy scores of 61% on ungrammatical subjectless sentences and 90% on 
grammatical sentences with subjects, Spanish and Italian L2ers were more likely 
than French L2ers (who had accuracy scores of 89% and 97%, respectively) to 
accept ungrammatical subjectless sentences in English. However, the predicted 
contrast between the Spanish/Italian group and the French control group failed to 
appear with respect to the two other properties. Both groups correctly rejected 
ungrammatical English sentences with subject-verb inversion, and incorrectly 
accepted ungrammatical sentences with that-trace sequences. In addition to the 
grammaticality judgment task, White used a written question formation task to test 
whether L2ers form that-trace sequences in questioning the subject of an 
embedded clause. On this task too, both groups showed evidence of 
ungrammatical that-trace sequences, although the Spanish/Italian group made 
more that-trace errors than the French control group. 
 White tentatively concludes that these results suggest transfer of the L1 
Null Subject Parameter. She  further concludes that loss of the transferred L1 
properties may not be related, as most subjects rejected subject-verb inversion, but 
accepted missing subjects and that-trace sequences. However, White suggests two 
alternative explanations of the anomalous results on subject verb-inversion. First 
she acknowledges that her test sentences exemplifying subject-verb inversion may 
have been unfortunate. Second, she suggests that subject-verb inversion is 
perhaps not related to the Null Subject Parameter at all, which would explain the 
absence of clustering of this property with null subjects and that-trace sequences. 
Furthermore, White takes the results of the French control group as an indication 
that L2ers do not reset to a default, or unmarked, parameter-setting before 
acquiring the TL value, as the French L2ers of English did not accept subjectless 
sentences.   
 White’s (1985; 1986) studies have been criticised on the ground of 
methodological problems. For instance, Liceras (1988) observes that White 
failed to include ergative verbs in her judgment task on subject verb inversion, 
whereas verb type affects the acceptability of subject-verb inversion orders in 
Spanish and Italian. Discourse considerations also determine the interpretation 
of subject-verb inversion, but White’s choice to test subject-verb inversion 
sentences in isolation did not allow the learners to take discourse factors into 
consideration. Moreover, some of the sentences exemplifying missing subjects 
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were also flawed. For instance, in her 1985 study, two out of five subjectless 
sentences (repeated in (1)) which White marked as ungrammatical in English are 
in fact acceptable in TL English too.  
(1) a. Seems that Fred is unhappy. 
 b. John is Greedy. Eats like a pig. 
Therefore, we cannot automatically attribute White’s results to partial transfer of 
the Spanish/Italian [+ null subject] value. 
 
 
Phinney (1987) 
Phinney seems to advocate a No Transfer/ Full Access position in her 1987 study. 
She investigated the intuition that learning some languages is easier than others by 
looking at the use of missing and overt subject pronouns and subject-verb 
agreement in two directions: adult native speakers of Spanish learning English and 
the reverse situation of adult native speakers of English learning Spanish. Both the 
English learners of Spanish and the Spanish learners of English groups were 
university students that were assessed as high beginners or low intermediate.  
 Phinney’s hypotheses about directional differences in the relative  ease or 
difficulty of L2A are theoretically grounded in the notion of markedness. She follows 
Hyams (1983) in assuming that the [+ null subject] parameter value, as instantiated 
by Spanish and Italian, is the unmarked setting, or default setting, because this is 
assumed to be the value which all children initially assume in acquiring their L1 (an 
assumption which since then has lost its credibility (de Haan and Tuynman 1988)). 
In terms of markedness, English is the marked setting as it has the [- null subject] 
value. Phinney adopts a version of the Null Subject Parameter involving missing 
subjects, subject-verb inversion and verbal agreement (Chomsky 1981, 1982; Rizzi 
1982). 
 To test her hypothesis that acquiring English is more difficult for Spanish 
L2ers than the reverse learning situation, Phinney compared the written production 
data of the Spanish learners of English and the English learners of Spanish. She 
found that both groups were quite accurate in terms of TL-like use of verbal 
agreement, which she attributes to the fact that most compositions were written in 
1st person, “which may not be susceptible to error” (234). With respect to subject 
pronoun usage she found, on the one hand, that the Spanish learners of English 
continue to omit subjects , and that pleonastic subjects (or impersonals, as Phinney 
calls constructions like it seems) were omitted more frequently (with average 
omissions ranging between 56% and 76%) than referential subject pronouns (with 
average omissions ranging between 6% and13%). Moreover, in the data of the 
Spanish learners of English, referential subjects were missing from both conjoined 
and embedded clauses, but not from sentence-initial position. This distribution she 
attributes to the application of Spanish discourse rules in IL English, which require 
the  subject to be omitted if their reference is clear from the context. The English 
learners of Spanish, on the other hand, showed very high percentages of subject 
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omissions for referential subjects (65% - 83%) and 100% missing impersonals, in 
accordance with the TL Spanish and unlike the L1 English.   
 Phinney interprets these directionality differences as evidence for the 
operation of markedness in L2A and as support for the hypothesis that Spanish is 
indeed the unmarked value. She concludes that the data of the English learners of 
Spanish show that resetting the parameter from the marked value to the unmarked 
value is easy and fast, whereas the data of the Spanish learners of English prove 
that resetting the value from unmarked to marked is difficult and may take a long 
time. Interestingly, Phinney goes as far as saying that “[s]ome L2ers may never 
acquire the system fully” (236). This suggests that L2A is a deterministic process in 
some learning situations, but not in others, depending which language is the L1 and 
which the L2.  
 Phinney’s (1987) study has often been cited as evidence for directionality 
differences. Below, I will address this issue, as well as the notion of markedness. 
Although Phinney raises these interesting issues, there are some problems with her 
study. White (1991: 90) points out two methodological problems. First, Phinney’s 
learner groups are not really comparable, because her Spanish learners of English 
had received 12 years of English instruction, meaning that they had started learning 
English as adolescents or even as children, whereas the English learners of 
Spanish were adult learners. Second, White notes that the conditions on the 
composition tasks were not comparable either, as the composition was part of an 
exam for one group and a class assignment for the other group. Furthermore, there 
may be a problem with Phinney’s interpretation of her result that Spanish learners 
of English restricted their subject omissions to conjoined and embedded clauses. 
She suggests that in doing so the L2ers obeyed Spanish discourse rules. Although 
her explanation is plausible for missing subjects in these two non-initial contexts, it 
does not account for the finding that subjects were never omitted from sentence-
initial position. After all, Spanish subjects can also be omitted from sentence-initial 
position, unless their reference is unclear from the context. Phinney herself reported 
that the first person was generally used in the compositions. Given then that these 
subjects refer to the writer, their reference would have been clear through deixis 
regardless of the position of the subject in the sentence. A more serious 
shortcoming of Phinney’s study is that it does not reveal whether the L2ers transfer 
or reset the entire cluster of properties associated with the Null Subject Parameter. 
Her discussion of the results focuses only on the use of subject pronouns. 
Unfortunately, she only mentions in passing that both the Spanish learners of 
English and English learners of Spanish generally used verbal agreement correctly. 
She is altogether silent about the use of subject-verb inversion, even though she 
considers both properties to be directly related to the Null Subject Parameter. 
Therefore, both her conclusions that the L1 parameter value transfers and is reset 
to the TL value remain speculative, until we have data proving that transfer and 
resetting affect the parameter’s entire cluster of properties.  
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Liceras (1989) 
Like Phinney, Liceras assumes a No Transfer/Full Access position in her 1989 
study. She studied the acquisition of [+ null subject] language Spanish by adult 
native speakers of [- null subject] languages (French and English) in search of L1 
transfer effects and evidence for parameter resetting. She adopted the same 
version of the Null Subject Parameter as Phinney (1987) and White (1985, 1986), in 
which missing (non)-referential subjects, subject-verb inversion and that-trace 
sequences are integral to the [+ null subject] value. Moreover, like Phinney (1987), 
Liceras assumed that Spanish has the unmarked value. She assigned the adult 
French and English learners of Spanish to four different groups (beginners, 
intermediate, advanced, and high-advanced), according to their scores on the 
University of Ottawa placement test for Spanish. All learners had acquired Spanish 
in a classroom setting. Using a grammaticality judgment and correction task, she 
determined whether the learners accepted grammatical Spanish constructions 
related to the Spanish [+ null subject] value and rejected constructions which are 
ungrammatical in Spanish, but compatible with the French or English [–null subject] 
value. 
 Her results showed high acceptance rates of grammatical missing 
referential and pleonastic subjects for all learner groups, in accordance with the TL. 
However, between 6% and 25% of the beginning, intermediate and advanced 
learners also accepted ungrammatical sentences with overt pleonastic subjects. 
Liceras plays down this result by saying that her study “shows a very low 
acceptance of overt pleonastic pro, and then only in the early stages of acquisition” 
(119), contrary to fact. Learners also accepted grammatical inversion constructions, 
but the beginning and intermediate learner groups tended to reject grammatical 
inversion constructions with non-ergative verbs. Finally, the results obtained from 
the sentences testing that-trace sequences are not clear, which Liceras attributes to 
a misinterpretation of the sentences on the learners’ part. 
 Liceras concludes that most French and English learners of Spanish do 
not transfer their L1 parameter value, because they adopt the unmarked value 
Spanish [+  null subject] from the start. To explain the lack of clustering in her 
results, she further assumes that subject-verb inversion and that-trace effects are 
related to null subjects in an implicational hierarchy, which requires acquisition of 
null subjects before the other two properties.   

 However, the evidence that the L1 value does not transfer is not as 
compelling as Liceras would have us believe. The fact that post-verbal subjects 
were often rejected by beginning learners, as well as the rejections of that-trace 
sequences is actually perfectly compatible with L1 transfer of the [- null subject] 
value. Moreover, Liceras’ results show acceptance of overt pleonastics in 
Spanish. This contradicts her conclusion that the L1 property which requires 
overt pleonastic subjects does not transfer. Such constructions are 
ungrammatical in Spanish and should have been rejected, if these learners had 
indeed reset their parameter to the Spanish value. Liceras’ explanation of these 
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deviant data that learners simply may not know what to do with overt pleonastic 
subjects in Spanish is hardly convincing.  
 
 
Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) 
In their 1991 study, Tsimpli and Roussou take a stand that is best described in 
terms of Full Transfer/No Access: they assume that invariant UG principles 
remain accessible, but that parameter resetting is impossible. Using 13 adult 
Greek learners of English, Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) tested the predictions 
that L2ers initially transfer the L1 value when the L2 differs from the L1, and that 
parameter resetting does not take place. Greek, like Spanish and Italian, is a [+ 
null subject] language. Six of the Greek subjects were intermediate learners who 
had received one year of intensive training in English, while the other seven 
were ‘post-intermediate’ learners’ with two years of English training. Tsimpli and 
Roussou assumed that the Greek value of the Null Subject Parameter involves 
null subjects, and perhaps subject-verb inversion and that-trace sequences. 
They investigated the learners’ acceptance rates of these constructions in 
English, via a combined grammaticality judgment and correction task consisting 
of 30 sentences and a Greek-English translation task with 10 sentences.  
 All learners rejected subjectless test sentences in English and corrected 
them by using subject pronouns. They also translated subjectless Greek 
sentences into grammatical English sentences with overt subjects. However, 
about 80% of the learners accepted sentences like (2a) where the expletive 
subject it was lacking. Those who did not, changed the sentence into (2b), 
resulting in a construction which is still ungrammatical in English, but 
grammatical in Greek. 
 
(2) 

a. Seems that Mary is happy 
b. Mary seems that is happy 

 
Tsimpli and Roussou suggest that constructions like (2a and 2b) show that all 
learners continue to accept null subjects, as (2a) involves a missing expletive 
and (2b) has a null subject in the subordinate clause. Moreover, 95% of the 
learners accepted ungrammatical English sentences with that-trace violations, 
and all learners incorrectly failed to delete that in their English translations of 
Greek sentences with that-constructions. Nevertheless, 95% also accepted 
grammatical English sentences where that had been deleted, suggesting that 
they assumed that to be optional in English, unlike in Greek, where it is 
obligatory. However, all learners rejected ungrammatical English sentences with 
subject verb inversion and corrected them by placing the subject in preverbal 
position. Furthermore, English translations of Greek constructions with post-
verbal subjects always had the subject before the verb, as English requires. 
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 Before moving on to the analyses of the results which Tsimpli and 
Roussou propose, a word on their methodology is in order here. A first 
shortcoming of the study is that the test sentences were presented without 
context. This affects the generalisability of the learners’ grammaticality 
judgments, as contextual information is important for the interpretation and 
hence the acceptability of missing subjects and post-verbal subjects. Second, in 
their discussion of the results, Tsimpli and Roussou do not address the issue of 
subject-verb inversion at all. As far as the IL that-trace effects are concerned, 
they assume that these result from transfer of a Greek parameter value, which 
turns out to be unrelated to the null subject parameter. Discarding these two 
properties from the discussion of [+ null subject] related results considerably 
weakens the empirical basis for Tsimpli and Roussou’s claims in both a 
qualitative and quantitative way. The advantage of investigating a parameter 
value with a cluster of related properties is lost if two out of three of these 
properties are not taken into consideration. Moreover, it reduces the number of 
relevant test sentences of this study to an even smaller number.  
 Nevertheless, Tsimpli and Roussou focus on the property of null 
subjects only. They conclude that the Greek [+ null subject] value is transferred 
and is not reset to the English value, and that parametric values not instantiated 
in the L1 are inaccessible to adult learners. Their conclusion that the L1 value 
transfers is seemingly contradicted by the widespread acceptance and use of 
overt subject pronouns among the learners. However, they claim that in 
restructuring their IL grammar learners are guided by non-parameterised UG 
principles, which remain accessible. Assuming that null subjects must be 
licensed and identified (Rizzi 1986), they propose that licensing options are 
parameterised, whereas identification procedures are not. This affords the 
following account, which accommodates both the presence of overt subject 
pronouns and the absence of expletive subjects. The transferred Greek [+ null 
subject] value continues to license null subjects as in the L1, but in order to meet 
the UG requirement that referential null subjects must be identified, the IL 
grammar reanalyses English subject pronouns as agreement elements in the 
head of Agr.29  

                                                 

proi Agr  VP 
 hei   

V’ 
  V  PP 

   lives P  NP 
    with  his mother 

29 According to Tsimpli and Roussou Agr continues to be the licensing head, as it 
governs the null subject in SpecAgrP  via Spec-Head agreement. The pronoun in Agr 
is reanalysed as an agreement element which fulfills the identification requirement on 
the null subject. They propose the following tree structure (p.160): 
 AGRP 
Spec  Agr’ 
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Since expletive subjects do not have to be identified due to their non-referential 
meaning, these elements do not have to be overtly realised as agreement 
elements, which according to Tsimpli and Roussou accounts for missing 
expletives in IL data. Apart from their own data, they also try to account for 
previous IL results exemplified in (3) in which not only expletive subjects but 
referential subjects are also missing.  
 
(3) John is greedy. Eats like a pig.30  

   
 
Sentences like (3) which lack subject pronouns raise the question how these null 
subjects are identified under the proposed account. These subjectless sentences 
obviously require a different account, as agreement in terms of subject pronouns 
is lacking. Tsimpli and Roussou suggest that referential null subjects are cases 
of PRO instead of pro and are identified by a discourse antecedent instead of 
agreement.31 In other words, UG principles make available two alternative 
solutions to the problem of identifying referential null subjects in the absence of 
verbal agreement inflections. One is through independent agreement elements 
which look like subject pronouns, the other is via discourse identification.  
 A serious conceptual problem with this proposal is that it fails to provide 
a unified analysis. Instead, it gives two completely different and rather ad hoc 
solutions to the problem that subject pronouns are sometimes overt and 
sometimes are missing in the IL data. For instance, Tsimpli and Roussou do not 
explain why learners would not always use overt subject pronouns, once they 
have reanalysed them as agreement markers. Nor do they explain why learners 
would produce subjectless sentences with PRO, given that this option is not 
related to the Greek [+ null subject] value, and does not follow logically from the 
English input either. What is interesting about Tsimpli and Roussou’s 
perspective, however, is that they separate having access to UG principles and 
constraints from having access to parameterised options.  
 

                                                                                                                   
 
30 The original example comes from White’s (1985)  null subject study, and is used as 
an example of a sentence without a subject pronoun by Tsimpli and Roussou (1991, 
161). 
31 According to Tsimpli and Roussou, the absence of subject pronouns in sentences 
like (3), means that agreement is lacking: consequently AGRP does not project and 
there is no Agr-head to govern and so license pro. Unlike pro, PRO must be 
ungoverned. Since T does not belong to the class of licensing heads, PRO can 
occupy the ungoverned position SpecTP as in the tree structure below (Tsimpli and 
Roussou, 1991, 161):   
  TP 
 Spec  T’ 
 PRO T  VP 
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Hilles (1986) 
Hilles (1986) advocates a Full Transfer/Full Access position: she tested the 
hypotheses that speakers of a [+ null subject] language learning a [- null subject] 
language first transfer their L1 value, but later reset it to the TL value. However, 
her study differs from the cross-sectional studies by White (1985, 1986), Phinney 
(1987) and Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) in that she conducted a longitudinal 
study of a twelve-year-old Spanish (Columbian) learner of English, whose IL 
development she probed for 10 months. She used three methods of data 
collection: spontaneous conversation, experimental tasks (eliciting the 
production of  negative, passive and interrogative sentences, and imitation) and 
free speech production in pre-planned contexts. Moreover, unlike White and 
Phinney, and Tsimpli and Roussou, Hilles adopted Hyams’ (1986) version of the 
Null Subject Parameter, which assumes a mutually exclusive relationship 
between null subjects and auxiliary verbs. She investigated the interaction 
between the learner’s use of missing subjects and his development of auxiliary 
verbs as a distinct category. In accordance Hyams’ (1986) results for L1A of 
English and her prediction that these properties cluster, Hilles found a 
developmental correlation between the decline of missing subjects and the TL-
like use of auxiliaries (e.g. auxiliaries before the negation). Therefore, Hilles 
concludes that the L1 cluster initially transfers and is later reset to the TL value. 
She also found a sharp decrease in null subjects, just after her learner had first 
used an expletive subject. This, she takes as tentative evidence that expletive 
subjects act as triggers for resetting the parameter to the [- null subject] value of 
English. She follows Hyams (1986) in assuming that, when learners realise that 
expletive subjects lack referential meaning, and hence are there for purely 
grammatical reasons, they conclude that missing subjects are ungrammatical 
and consequently reset the parameter to [- null subject]. 
 Although Hilles’ results have the initial transfer of null subjects in 
common with White’s and Phinney’s results, her other observations are not 
strictly comparable with the two other studies. This is partly due to the different 
choice of properties that is assumed to cluster with the Null Subject Parameter: 
the important difference between them is that Hilles assumes the category of 
auxiliaries to be part of the cluster, whereas White and Phinney assume it is not. 
Hilles’ study is different is also different in that the use of non-referential subjects 
immediately precedes the decrease in missing referential subjects. As White 
(1991: 92) observes, this seems to be at odds with Phinney’s results of the 
Spanish learners of English whose use of non-referential subjects lags behind 
their use of  referential subjects and hence cannot have been the cause of 
resetting the parameter to the [- null subject] value. 
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Hilles (1991) 
In a later longitudinal study (1991), Hilles assumes No Transfer/Full Access for 
child second language learners, but she is inconclusive about adult learners. 
Hilles examined the developmental relationship between verbal inflection and the 
use of pronominal subjects in the IL data of six Spanish learners of English, to 
test the predictions of the Morphological Uniformity Principle (MUP) version of 
the Null Subject Parameter (Jaeggli and Safir 1988). According to the MUP, null 
subjects are possible only in ‘uniform’ languages, that is, either in languages with 
rich verbal agreement (e.g. Spanish, Italian) or no agreement at all (e.g. 
Japanese). In the former type of language, identification of the referent of the null 
subject is through rich agreement, whereas in the latter type, a (null) topic 
constituent identifies the null subject. Languages with a ‘non-uniform’ agreement 
paradigm, like English, do not permit null subjects. Assuming that the MUP was 
a principle of UG, Hilles wanted to determine whether her learners still had 
access to UG and, if so, whether this was related to their age. 
 Hilles’ learner data came from a previous study by Cazden, Cancino, 
Rosansky, and Schumann (1975) and consisted of transcribed production data 
that were recorded during the course of approximately nine months. The six 
learners were divided into three age-groups: 2 children (Marta, aged 4 and 
Cheo, aged 5), 2 adolescent brothers (Jorge, aged 10 and Juan, aged 12), and 2 
adults (Dolores, aged 25 and Alberto, aged 33). Hilles found significant 
developmental correlations between use of tense and agreement morphology 
and the increase of overt pronominal subjects, but only for the two children and 
the younger of the adolescents. The other adolescent and the two adults did not 
give evidence for statistically significant correlations between the two pheno-
mena, as none of the three older learners developed with respect to pronominal 
subjects or verbal inflection during the course of the study.  
 Because pronominal subjects and inflection did not coincide 
developmentally for the older L2 learners, Hilles felt that no decisive conclusions 
could be drawn as to whether or not these learners had access to UG. However, 
she did take the results for the two children and one adolescent as evidence for 
the operation of UG. Moreover, she tentatively concluded that during the early 
stages in which both pronominal subjects and agreement inflection are missing 
these learners adopted a default value of UG (à la Japanese, without agreement, 
and identification of the null subjects via a topic constituent) rather than their L1 
value (à la Spanish, with  identification via rich agreement), since agreement 
cannot serve as the identifier in the absence of agreement inflections .    
 Interestingly, Lakshmanan (1989) also studied one of the Spanish children 
(Marta) in Hilles’ study, and analysed these data in terms of the MUP, but her 
conclusions run against the grain of Hilles’ conclusions (see the discussion of 
Lakshmanan 1991, 1994 below). Lakshmanan (1994) disagreed with Hilles’ 
interpretation that the developmental correlation between inflection and subject 
pronouns is caused by the MUP. According to Lakshmanan, the correlation may 
have been be coincidental, since even unrelated properties of the TL can emerge at 

 35  



36                                                               CHAPTER 2 

the same time in ILs which are developing across the board. Moreover, 
Lakshmanan objected against Hilles taking Spanish discourse factors into account 
in calculating the percentage of null subjects. In her formula, Hilles included only 
those null subjects that would be felicitous in Spanish. The reason of Lakshmanan’s 
criticism is that learners may not transfer their L1 discourse rules, and four and five-
year-old child learners may not even have mastered the discourse rules of their 
native language yet. Unfortunately, Lakshmanan does not provide any independent 
evidence that supports her suggestion that discourse factors are not relevant for IL 
null subjects. In fact, I agree with Hyams and Safir (1991) in assuming that L1 
discourse factors should indeed be taken into consideration in calculating the 
percentage of null subjects, and hence that Hilles was right in doing so. This issue 
will be addressed in more detail in the following discussion of  Lakshmanan’s 
related studies.   
 
Lakshmanan (1991, 1994) 
It is unclear whether Lakshmanan (1991, 1994) prefers Partial Transfer to Full 
Transfer, but she  clearly takes a No Access position. In her 1991 and 1994 
publications, Lakshmanan reported on her 1989 PhD research in which she studied 
null subjects and tense and agreement inflection in three child L2ers of English from 
different language backgrounds (French, Spanish and Japanese). The data came 
from three previous studies of child L2A, and the Spanish child Marta was included 
in Hilles (1991) study too.32 Like Hilles, Lakshmanan adopted the MUP version of 
the Null Subject Parameter (Jaeggli and Safir 1988).  
 Lakshmanan found that the French child Muriel used null subjects throu-
ghout the recording period of eleven months, but only in specific constructions with 
the suppletive form "is" (and never over 10%). Since French does not permit null 
subjects, this cannot have been an effect of the L1. Lakshmanan argues that the 
omission of subjects is a direct consequence of morpho-phonological misanalysis of 
it's into is and ist due to phonological interference from French.33 Although Muriel 
correctly inflected 3rd person singular verbs sometimes, she did not consistently do 
so. For the Spanish child Marta, Lakshmanan initially found high percentages of 
missing subjects (around 60%), but like Muriel’s null subjects, most of Marta’s null 
subjects occurred with copula or auxiliary “is”. After the first recording, Marta’s use 
of null subjects sharply declined, fluctuated for a while, and then stabilised around a 
percentage of about 3% after the 11th recording. However, Martha’s use of 3rd 
person singular –s inflection continued to fluctuate throughout the study. Finally, the 
                                                 
32 The data of the Spanish child L2er of English Martha were collected during about 7 
months by Cazden, Cancino, Rosansky and Schumann (1975); Those of the French 
child L2er of English Muriel were collected by her mother Gerbault (1978) over the 
course of about 11 months; Hakuta (1975) collected the English data of the 
Japanese child Uguishu during a period which lasted about 15 months.  
33 This may be a valid explanation, which is supported by Dulay, Burt and Krashen 
(1982) who also claim that null subjects with "is" may be phonological errors. 
However, the possibility of null subjects with a particular form cannot be excluded.  
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Japanese child Uguishu did not use any null subjects at any stage, while her use of 
agreement inflection remains very low.34  
 On the basis of these results, Lakshmanan concludes that null subjects 
disappear from the IL of the three child L2ers before verbal inflection is acquired. 
Consequently, she argues that the use of null subjects is unrelated to the absence 
of inflection in child L2A, which falsifies the predictions of the MUP for child L2A.. 
  
 Hyams and Safir (1991) have challenged Lakshmanan’s study on two 
grounds. First, they claim that Lakshmanan’s conclusions that the MUP and UG are 
inaccessible to child L2ers is conceptually flawed, as the data do not warrant her 
interpretation. They suggest that the children may have figured out that English is 
not uniform and hence disallows null subjects even though they do not productively 
master the English agreement paradigm. This alternative account would explain 
why Marta hardly uses null subjects after recording 11, even though her use of 
agreement inflection is still far removed from 100% accuracy at that stage.  
 Second, Hyams and Safir point out that Lakshmanan’s results are skewed 
by a methodological problem with the way in which she calculated the percentage 
of null subjects. The formula and criteria for calculating null subject percentages 
deserves to be discussed in some detail here, as they have an important effect on 
the resulting percentages of null subjects. Lakshmanan used the formula X/X+Y, 
where X is the actual number of null subjects and Y the number of cases where null 
subjects could have occurred but did not. This is the same formula as Hilles used. 
The problem is with the criterion Lakshmanan used for Y. As was observed by 
Hyams and Safir, her definition of Y cases is prone to underestimating the 
percentage of null subjects. She characterised the Y cases as all English sentences 
in which null subjects are ungrammatical. However, not all cases in which a null 
subject is impossible in English would be possible contexts for null subjects in null 
subject languages. This is due to discourse rules constraining the use of null 
subjects in null subject languages, which require the referent of the null subject to 
be clear from the context. So, in some cases where null subjects are impossible in 
English, they are impossible in null subject languages too. Therefore, 
Lakshmanan’s criterion for Y allows too many Y cases, and the resulting 
percentage of null subjects is correspondingly too low. Instead, taking discourse 
factors into consideration, Y should be defined as the number of cases where null 
subjects could have occurred in the L1, but did not occur. In fact, this is the criterion 
Hilles (1991) used.  

                                                 
34 However, Lakshmanan reported that Uguishu had gone through a silent period of 
three months during which she may have had a null subject grammar. 
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Meisel (1991) 
Meisel (1991) takes a No Access stand. He reports on the longitudinal production 
data of six adult L2 learners of German from the ZISA corpus. These data covered 
a period of about two years. The native languages of these learners were Italian, 
Portuguese and Spanish, all of which are null subject languages. He compared the 
development of overt subjects in the ILs of these learners with the emergence of 
agreement inflection on the verb.  
 Meisel observed that the use of overt subjects and agreement inflections 
varied greatly both across learners and within learners and that the two phenomena 
were not developmentally related. He concluded that adult L2A is fundamentally 
different from child L1A in that L2A is not constrained by UG anymore. 
 
 
Vainikka and Young-Scholten (1994, 1996) 
Vainikka and Young-Scholten are without a doubt advocates of Partial 
Transfer/Full Access. In their 1994 and 1996 studies, they tested the hypothesis 
that adult L2ers, like children acquiring L1 German, set the Null Subject 
Parameter to its TL-value in connection with the acquisition of the agreement 
paradigm of the TL. Using a method of implicational scaling (cf. Meisel, Clahsen 
and Pienemann 1981), they divided a cross-sectional sample of spontaneous 
speech production data from 11 Turkish and 6 Korean adult learners of German 
into three developmental stages of acquisition. These learners had all learned 
German after the age of 20 and their length of residence in Germany varied from 
1.5 to 24 years.   
 Those learners who omitted both pronominal subjects (50%) and 
agreement inflections, belonged to stage one, according to Vainikka and Young-
Scholten. They assume that during this stage, the syntactic tree of the learners 
consists of a VP only and the specVP is optionally filled. Learners who where 
seen as belonging to the second stage, still omitted subjects, but less often than 
those in stage (30%) one and also used some agreement inflection. For this 
stage, Vainikka and Young-Scholten posit an underspecified functional 
projection FP, which is often filled by an overt subject. However, they concede 
that the first two stages are also compatible with analyses in which functional 
projections like IP and CP are present, in contrast with their claim that initially 
these projections are absent. Learners in stage three omitted the subject in less 
than 80% of the cases and seemed to have acquired the agreement paradigm of 
German. During the third stage, according to Vainikka and Young-Scholten, the 
parameter is set to the German value. 
 Both Korean and Turkish learners of German were represented in all 
three stages, even though the fact that these language differ with respect to 
subject-verb agreement. Turkish has a rich agreement paradigm in marking 
person and number, while Korean does have subject-verb agreement. Vainikka 
and Young-Scholten took these similar IL results as evidence against transfer of 
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the L1 parameter value. However, they acknowledge that transfer effects cannot 
be precluded as both Korean and Turkish permit null subjects. Nevertheless, 
they concluded that in accordance with their hypothesis the Null Subject 
Parameter is set to the German value through acquisition of the agreement 
paradigm, as in child L1A of German.  
 Clahsen and Hong’s (1995) give some critical comments on the 
methodology used by Vainikka and Young-Scholten. They point out that the 
cross-sectional data do show that acquisition of the German agreement 
paradigm and loss of null subject co-varies developmentally. The two properties 
may have been acquired separately from each other. For instance, these 
learners may have reached high levels of accuracy with respect to TL agreement 
inflection, before they learned to use overt subject pronouns consistently, during 
a stage perhaps not represented by the data. So, there is no evidence that 
acquisition of one property triggers acquisition of the other property, or that the 
two cluster in resetting. Moreover, Clahsen and Hong observe that the data of 
two learners contradict  Vainikka and Young-Scholten’s claim that native-like use 
of subject pronouns patterns with native-like use of agreement inflections: the 
learners Changsu and Dosik actually have very high percentages of overt 
subject pronouns (90% and 92%), but they have not acquired the German 
agreement paradigm.  
 
 
Clahsen and Hong (1995) 
Clahsen and Hong advocate Full Transfer/No Access. In their 1995 study, their 
central interest was also in the relationship between the emergence of 
agreement inflections on the verb and the decline of null subjects. They tried to 
replicate the results of Vainikka and Young-Scholten by conducting a reaction 
time experiment, based on cross-sectional data from 33 Korean learners of 
German. They also included a control group of 20 native speakers of German to 
establish validity of the test.  
 They found that a minority of the learners (n5) acquired agreement 
inflection before they acquired the L2 property regarding null subjects, while 
another subset of the learners (n13) acquired a TL-like behaviour regarding null 
subjects without acquiring the L2 subject-verb agreement paradigm. So, for 
these 18 learners, the use of overt subjects did not pattern with the use of 
agreement inflections. Hence the clustering effect that was observed in child L1A 
of German did not hold for these adult L2ers of German. The results of the 
remaining L2ers are inconclusive as they had either acquired both or neither of 
the properties at the time of the experiment and the relevant developmental 
information is thus missing.  

Clahsen and Hong conclude that acquisition of the German agreement 
paradigm and acquisition of the German use of overt subjects are different task 
which do not involve parameter setting. They anticipate potential criticism by 
pointing out that their results are compatible with results of previous L2 studies.  
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Prévost (1999) 
Prévost (1999) assumes Full Access, but his position on transfer is unclear. 
Although his central interest was not in determining whether adult Spanish 
learners of German reset the Null Subject Parameter, he made a few claims 
concerning this issue which warrant a discussion of his study. Leaving aside 
what he has to say about the finiteness operator parameter, which is the real 
focus of his study, I will address here only those parts that are relevant to the 
Null Subject Parameter. 35 Prévost does not specify which theoretical account he 
adopted for the Null Subject Parameter, but he assumed the Spanish value to be 
associated with missing referential and pleonastic subject pronouns, as well as 
subject-verb inversion.  

A  grammaticality judgment task was administered to 15 adult Spanish 
L2ers of German, who had all learnt German in instructional settings in Spain 
after the age of 13. A control group of 15 adult native speakers was also 
included. The grammaticality judgment task contained 36 sentences which 
aimed at testing the learners’ judgments with respect to subject-verb inversion 
and null subject constructions in German. The Spanish learners showed very 
high accuracy scores on grammatical sentences which did not have subject verb 
inversion (99%) and grammatical sentences with an overt (NP) subject in 
subordinate clauses (98%). Their accuracy scores on rejecting the 
ungrammatical counterparts of these sentences with subject verb inversion and 
missing subjects were only slightly less high (96%) and (90%), respectively. 
These accuracy scores mirrored those of the German control group. Prévost 
took these results as evidence that the Spanish L2ers of German had reset the 
Null Subject Parameter to the German setting. 

A number of problems with this study compromise its value. First, the 
learners had to judge isolated test sentences without any contextual information, 
whereas contextual information is crucial for the interpretation of both subjectless 
sentences and sentences with subject-verb inversion. Moreover, Prévost’s 
examples of test sentences which are repeated in (4) and (5) are unfortunate 
choices in different ways. Learners were asked to judge both the grammatical 
sentences (4a) and (5a) and their ungrammatical counterparts 4b) and (5b). 

                                                 
35 Similar surface structures in Spanish and German make it difficult to establish 
whether IL word orders of Spanish learners of German are due to transfer of the L1 
Spanish value, or to resetting of the finiteness operator parameter to the German 
value. Therefore, Prévost tries to address this issue  indirectly by looking at evidence 
for transfer and resetting of other properties, like the Null Subject Parameter, IP 
headedness and scrambling. For more information, the reader is referred to Prévost 
(1999). 
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(4) 
a. Micheal studiert Mathematik    German 

’Micheal studies math’  
b. * Studiert Michael Mathematik 
 
(5) 
a. Hans sagt, daβ Monika zwei Kinder hat   German 
 Hans says that Monika two children has 
 ‘Hans says that Monika has two children’ 
b. *Hans sagt, daβ _ zwei Kinder hat  

 
The sentences in (4b) and (5b) were designed to test whether learners would 
reject subject-verb inversion and subjectless embedded clauses in German 
where these constructions could occur in Spanish. According to Prévost, almost 
all learners rejected these sentences in English. However, it is not unlikely that 
these learners would have rejected sentences (4b) and (5b) in Spanish too. For 
instance, the verb to study in (4b) is not an inversion verb, and without 
contextual information which forces a special interpretation of this sentence, the 
inverted order is infelicitous in Spanish too. Instead, the sentences testing the 
acceptability of inversion in German should have contained ergative verbs like 
come and arrive, which are typical inversion verbs in Spanish and hence favour 
the subject-verb inversion order. Another example of a sub-optimal test sentence 
is (5b). In this sentence, the referent of the missing subject in the embedded 
clause is unclear. In Spanish, the only possible referent of the missing subject 
would be the subject of the matrix clause (Hans) as this is the only available 
referent in the context, that is, the isolated test sentence.36 Confusingly, 
however, learners were also given the counterpart in (5a) which has the NP 
Monika as its subject. As a result, Monika would be the preferred referent of the 
embedded missing subject of (5b). Therefore, test sentence (5b) is ambiguous, 
in which case Spanish speakers would have used an overt subject pronoun to 
disambiguate the embedded subject. I cannot judge whether all sentences of the 
grammaticality judgment task were equally unfortunate because Prévost does 
not provide further examples of the  sentences he used. Nevertheless, the lack 
of context is a serious problem for any grammaticality judgment test that tries to 
tap the acceptability of constructions with subject-verb inversion and missing 
subjects. 
 Furthermore, since all Spanish learners had had at least two years of 
German instruction in Spain, one of the first things they will have been explicitly 
told by their teachers is that null subjects are ungrammatical in German. Prévost 

                                                 
36 According to Grimshaw and Rosen (1990, 200-1), intrasentential antecedents are 
preferred in the absence of a discourse context (provided they do not violate subject 
verb agreement, for instance). 
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anticipates this criticism by suggesting that such instruction would just constitute 
TL input. However, this ignores the important difference between conscious 
knowledge of superficial rules, something a grammaticality judgment task is 
likely to tap, and unconscious ‘knowledge’ that follows from abstract 
parameterised features. Therefore, the results on the grammaticality judgment 
task do not justify Prévost’s conclusion that resetting of these parameterised 
features has taken place. 
 
 
Liceras, Díaz and Maxwell (1999) 
Liceras, Díaz and Maxwell (1999) seem to assume Partial Transfer/ No Access. 
Like Liceras (1989), Liceras et al (1999) looked at adult L2A of Spanish, but this 
time the learners came from a variety of language backgrounds. Their study 
involved, on the one hand, native speakers of Chinese, Japanese and Korean, 
languages which freely permit null subjects and lack agreement, and, on the other 
hand, native speakers of English, French and German, three languages which do 
not generally allow null subjects and possess various degrees of agreement 
inflection.37 Liceras et al cast the Null Subject Parameter in terms of the Minimalist 
Program (Chomsky 1992, 1995), which attributes parametric variation to the 
strength of functional features. However, they follow Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) in 
distinguishing parameterised licensing procedures from non-parameterised 
identification properties.  
 All 18 learners had studied Spanish in instructional settings and were 
assessed as advanced intermediate learners of Spanish. Their natural production 
data were elicited once, by means of a narrative task. The results show that 
Chinese, English, French, German, Japanese and Korean learners all used null 
subjects in matrix, embedded and conjoined clauses. Only the Japanese learners 
and one French learner used slightly more overt subject pronouns than native 
Spanish speakers would.  
 Liceras et al. propose that underlying these similar IL data are different IL 
grammars. They suggest that all learners license their IL null subjects via the 
default option of pro in SpecVP as the abstract features that determine the value of 
the parameter are no longer accessible. The identification procedures, however, are 
not related to inaccessible abstract features. Instead, learners can choose from a 
number of identifiers of null subjects, made available by UG: verbal agreement, 
subject pronouns or discourse procedures. Liceras et al. suggest that the different 
options for identification may account for individual differences among the learners.     
 The merit of this study by Liceras et al. is their conceptually interesting idea 
that L2ers approximate the TL without actually changing their abstract 

                                                 
7 Liceras et al (1999) assume that French is a [+ null subject] language, but that this 
is obscured as French identifes null subjects via pronominal subject clitics. For more 
detailed analyses of French as a [+ null subject] language, see Roberge (1990) and 
Rohrbacher (1993), who analyse French subject clitics as agreement markers.   
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parameterised properties. Unfortunately, however, they offer no empirical evidence 
to back up their proposal that learners resort to different identification mechanisms, 
since all learners produce similar subjectless sentences. 
 
 

2.3 Summary of results on null subjects in L2A research 
 
The above review of studies investigating null subjects in second language 
acquisition leads to a number of empirical generalisations. First, a summary will be 
given of the results based on learning situations in which the L1 is a null subject 
language ([+ null subject]  like Spanish, Italian, Greek or Turkish,  or a generalised 
topic drop language like Korean or Japanese) and the TL a language which 
generally does not permit null subjects, like English and German. Then, the results 
will be listed for the learning situations which share the null subject language 
Spanish as the TL. Section 2.4 addresses the issues that remain unresolved. 
 
L1: Spanish, Italian, Greek, Turkish, Korean, Japanese, Chinese- L2: English, German 

1. During early interlanguage stages, and often beyond, native speakers of 
null subject languages learning languages like English and German omit 
both referential and non-referential subjects. This can be taken as an 
indication of transfer of the L1 possibility of null subjects. 

2. Missing subject rates vary greatly across individual L2 learners of English 
and German.  

3. Despite individual variation, all these L2 learners produce subjectless 
sentences at lower rates in the IL than in their native languages, from an 
early stage. This suggests that these L2 learners are, to some extent, 
sensitive to TL input containing overt subject pronouns, and aware that null 
subjects are not used as freely in the TLs English and German as in their 
own L1s. 

4. Spanish, Italian and Greek learners show evidence of IL that-trace 
sequences. This suggests transfer of a L1 property, but whether this 
property is part of the cluster of properties associated with the null-subject 
parameter remains controversial. 

5. Spanish, Italian and Greek learners at best show very scant evidence of 
post-verbal subjects in declarative sentences. Therefore, it is unclear 
whether subject-verb inversion transfers, and whether it is related to the 
Null Subject Parameter. 

6. In adult L2A of English and German, there is no developmental 
correspondence between the decrease in missing subject rates and the 
emergence of verbal agreement inflections. Therefore, there is a lack of 
parallelism between child L1A and adult L2A. The interaction between 
missing subjects and agreement inflections in child L2A is unclear. 
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L1: English, French, German, Korean, Japanese, Chinese – L2: Spanish 

7. L2 learners of Spanish from both null subject and non-null subject L1s omit 
both referential and non-referential subjects from the early stages of L2A, 
but they sometimes use overt subject pronouns where the TL does not 
permit them. This suggests that there are directionality differences 
between L2 learning situations: it seems easier to learn to omit subjects if 
the TL requires this, than to unlearn to omit subjects if the L1 is a null 
subject language, but the TL does not generally have null subjects. 

8. Beginning L2 learners of Spanish whose L1 does not have that-trace 
sequences, accept that-traces at chance rates in Spanish. This finding is 
neutral with respect to the issue of transfer, but suggests that acquisition of 
that-trace does not cluster with acquisition of null subjects. As was pointed 
out above, that-trace sequences may not belong to the cluster of 
properties associated with the Null Subject Parameter.  

9. Beginning L2 learners of Spanish whose L1 does not have subject-verb 
inversion, do not accept post-verbal subjects in declarative sentences. This 
suggests transfer of the L1 and provides evidence against clustered 
resetting to the TL null subject value; however, subject-verb inversion may 
not belong to the cluster of properties associated with the Null Subject 
Parameter.  

10. In L2A of Spanish, learners start using null subjects before they accurately 
produce agreement morphology on the verb. Thus, there are no clear null 
subject/agreement morphology interactions.  

 

2.4 The Null Subject Parameter in L2A: unresolved empirical and 
conceptual issues  

 
As is apparent from the review of L2 studies concerned with IL null subjects, only 
a restricted set of TLs has been investigated, namely the [- null subject] 
languages English and German and the [+ null subject] language Spanish. 
Despite the concerted efforts on studying L2A of these three languages, a 
number of empirical and conceptual issues related to the origin, status and 
development of IL null subjects still remains unresolved.  
 For instance, there is hardly any information on the structural positions 
in the sentence from which speakers of a [+ null subject] language acquiring 
English or German omit subjects. This is a serious shortcoming, as it leaves 
unanswered questions about the status and origin of missing subjects in ILs. 
Although many researchers have concluded that missing subjects in IL English 
or German result from transfer of the L1 [+ null subject] value, nobody has 
convincingly demonstrated that these missing elements are actual instances of 
pro. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify missing subjects in IL data as 
Spanish-like pro-subjects or as German-like null-topics, for example, by looking 
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at differences in the distribution of subject omissions across clause types and 
sentence positions. Recall that subjects are omitted from both main and 
subordinate clauses in [+ null subject] languages like Spanish, whereas German 
only allows null subjects in topic position, that is, sentence-initially, but never in 
subordinate clauses. However, what scant reports there are on the positions of 
IL null subjects are inconclusive as they point in different directions. Phinney 
(1987) found null subjects in embedded and conjoined clauses, but not 
sentence-initially in her Spanish-English data. Unfortunately, she did not present 
the frequencies or percentages of null subjects in embedded contexts. Moreover, 
as she studied only one sample of writing per learner, her data do not reveal 
whether there were any developmental changes with respect to the positions of 
null subjects. Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) reported some instances of null 
subjects in main and embedded clauses in the IL of Greek learners of English, 
but they did not provide any frequencies or percentages either. Contrary to these 
results, Lakshmanan (1989;1994) found a root/embedded clause asymmetry for 
null subjects in the longitudinal data of four child L2ers of English, who at no time 
during the period of observation produced null subjects in tensed embedded 
clauses, while they did use null subjects in main clauses. Her finding could be 
due to the fact that these were child L2ers, and children don’t seem to use many 
embedded clauses. Perhaps the root/embedded clause asymmetry which she 
observed is even due to a root/non-root asymmetry which is often found in child 
L1A. On the basis of these inconclusive and even contradictory results we 
cannot decide whether missing subjects in non-native English and German 
should be analysed as pro-subjects, null topics, or reflections of incomplete 
syntactic trees à la proposals for null subjects in child L1A. As long as we cannot 
rule out alternative analyses, we can only guess at whether they result from L1 
transfer or some different source. 
 Likewise, it is unclear whether non-referential subjects pattern with 
referential subjects. Again, the results of different studies seem to contradict 
each other. For instance, Hilles (1986) observed that the emergence of non-
referential subjects coincided with the decline of referential subject omissions in 
one learner and assumed that non-referential subjects acted as triggers for 
resetting the parameter value to [- null subject]. However, the results by Phinney 
(1987) and Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) suggest that omission of non-referential 
subjects is more persistent than the omission of referential subjects. If non-
referential subjects emerge only after referential subjects have become 
obligatory, this would count as evidence against non-referential subjects 
triggering resetting. Moreover, even if the use of referential subjects does 
become TL-like at some point, the notion of parameter resetting is defeated as 
long as learners continue to omit non-referential subjects. Therefore, the IL use 
of both referential and non-referential subjects needs to be investigated further. 
 Another question that has not been answered conclusively by previous 
L2A studies is whether subject-verb inversion in declarative sentences does or 
does not transfer into the IL of native Spanish, Italian or Greek learners of 
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English and German. Despite the fact that these studies often sought to 
investigate L1 transfer effects, the IL data from these studies do not support the 
claim of clustered transfer of null subjects and post-verbal subjects, nor do they 
unequivocally refute this claim. This is partly due to methodological decisions. 
The majority of these L2 studies is cross-sectional whereas there are only a few 
longitudinal studies (i.e. Hilles 1986, 1991; Lakshmanan 1991, 1994) which trace 
the development of individual learners over a period of several months. 
Unfortunately, the longitudinal studies by Hilles and Lakshmanan investigated 
child L2ers and null subject/agreement inflection interactions. Their results are 
thus not comparable to those of the cross-sectional studies which focussed on 
adult L2A and different clusters of [+ null subject] properties, involving that-trace 
and subject-verb inversion. Therefore, there seems to be a lack of longitudinal 
data investigating developmental correlations between null subjects and post-
verbal subjects. The learners involved in cross-sectional studies were often 
intermediate or even higher-level learners, who had already received a 
considerable amount of instruction in the TL at high-schools or universities. 
However, lack of evidence of transfer of the L1 property of subject-verb inversion 
in these learner groups does not exclude the possibility that post-verbal subjects 
occur during earlier stages of L2A. To rule out transfer of post-verbal subjects or 
any other L1 property confidently, additional research should also investigate the 
early L2A of true beginners. 
 Another methodological choice which reduces the usefulness of most of 
the cross-sectional studies described above is that the results are always 
presented as group averages. By collapsing the results in this way, individual 
differences between learners are obscured. Furthermore, many of the above-
mentioned studies made use of grammaticality judgments and writing and 
translation tasks focussing on grammatical accuracy. Such tasks have several 
weaknesses. For instance, there is the problem that these tasks are prone to 
tapping conscious, meta-linguistic knowledge rather than unconscious, abstract 
knowledge generally thought to be the seat of UG-based constraints and 
parameter values. This problem is particularly likely to arise with learners who 
have acquired the TL in an instructional setting, as was the case for most of the 
learners described above. Moreover, the grammaticality judgments that were 
used in these studies are target-language oriented and thus evaluate L2ers 
answers only in terms of matches or mismatches with the target-language norm. 
Such tasks do not probe the IL system for the causes of the matches or –
perhaps even more interesting- the mismatches. In other words, these 
experimental tasks do not investigate the properties of the IL grammars in their 
own right. Yet another problem with the grammaticality judgment tasks described 
above is that learners had to judge the acceptability of sentences presented in 
isolation. As was pointed out earlier, the acceptability of sentences without 
subjects or with post-verbal subject largely depends on how these sentences are 
interpreted. The usefulness of the results is limited, because contextual 
information, crucial for the interpretation of such sentences, was lacking.  

  
 

 



THE NULL SUBJECT PARAMETER IN SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION RESEARCH 47 

 For these reasons, the results of previous studies need to be 
complemented by longitudinal IL data from production tasks that are geared to 
communication rather than grammatical accuracy. Moreover, data collection 
should start as soon as possible after the learners have started to acquire a 
second language and continue for as long as possible.  
 
Apart from broadening the empirical base, we also need to improve our 
understanding of some of the conceptual issues that cannot be decided on the 
basis of previous research. There is, for instance, the unresolved issue of what 
seem to be directionality differences in transfer effects. A superficial comparison 
of the IL data from different learning situations suggests that L1 transfer effects 
are attested in the data from Spanish learners of English, but not as clearly in the 
reverse situation where native speakers of English are learning Spanish. Such 
directionality differences are not predicted by a parameterised account with 
equipotent parameter values. For this reason L2A researchers explored the 
theoretically interesting possibility that some values of the null-subject parameter 
are marked and others unmarked. Confusingly, however, there is no agreement 
in the literature as to which value is the marked one and which the unmarked 
one.  
 Following Hyams’ (1986) proposal for L1A, Phinney (1987) and Liceras 
(1989) claimed that [+ null subject] is the unmarked value and [- null subject] the 
marked value, and that it is easier to switch from a marked setting to an unmarked 
setting than vice versa in L2A. In other words, they predicted directionality 
differences on the basis of the assumption that it is easier for English learners of 
Spanish to reset their L1 marked value to the unmarked Spanish value than it is for 
the Spanish learners to learn the marked setting of English. Tsimpli and Roussou 
(1991) criticise this perspective on markedness : 

[T]he notion of markedness is an “ad-hoc assumption given that 
the criteria for determining the “marked” or “unmarked” status of 
a parametric value are not clearly defined. With respect to the 
Null Subject Parameter in particular, there is no a priori reason 
to classify the positive value as the “default” one given that both 
parametric options have been accounted for in terms of 
different abstract properties of the AGR head in a given 
language (cf. Rizzi 1986). Moreover the assumption that the [+ 
null subject] value is the “unmarked” one seems to contradict 
the predictions made by the “Subset Principle’ (cf. Wexler and 
Manzini, 1987) as has been convincingly argued by Smith 
(1988). (151) 
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 White’s (1985, 1988) notion of markedness, however, is compatible with 
the Subset Principle.38 She makes the opposite claim that [+ null subject] is the 
marked value and [- null subject] the unmarked value on learnability grounds. If [- 
null subject] is the initial, unmarked value of the parameter, it can be reset on the 
basis of positive evidence that null subjects are permitted. She predicts the relative 
difficulty Spanish learners of English have with abandoning their [+ null subject] L1 
value in favour of  the English [- null subject] value because there is no positive 
evidence that informs the learners that null subjects are not possible. The overtness 
of subject pronouns in the English input is not sufficient to trigger resetting as 
Spanish also allows overt subject pronouns, although the pragmatic conditions 
which govern their use is different. 
 Although the IL data are neutral with respect to these two radically different 
hypotheses, White’s proposal is preferable on conceptual grounds as it relates the 
learnability issue of markedness to the availability of input. However, contrary to 
what has been suggested in the literature, there is no compelling evidence that 
directionality differences actually exist with respect to L2A of the Null Subject 
Parameter. As a consequence, the notion of markedness loses much of its 
relevance for L2A. As was pointed out above, Liceras’ (1989) results of English 
learners of Spanish do not convincingly support early resetting to the target 
language value, because the learners reject two properties associated with the 
Spanish value, namely subject-verb inversion and that-trace sequences. Instead, 
these results, as well as learners’ acceptance of overt pleonastic subjects in 
Spanish, are suggestive of transfer of English in which post-verbal subjects and 
that-trace violations are ungrammatical, but pleonastic subjects are not.39 Given that 
parametric resetting implies clusters of properties by definition, and that the above-
mentioned data conspire against a resetting account for these English learners of 
Spanish, the possibility that their early use of missing subjects does involve 

                                                 
38 The discussion about markedness can be rephrased in terms of the Subset 
Principle (cf. chapter 1). For instance, with respect to the Null Subject Parameter, the 
[- null subject] value of English is responsible for a subset of phenomena: overt 
subject pronouns and declarative sentences with preverbal subjects; the [+ null 
subject] value of Spanish generates a superset with both overt pronouns and missing 
pronouns and sentences with preverbal as well as post-verbal subjects. The Subset 
Principle requires the learner to begin with the unmarked value, which is the subset 
generating the most restricted grammar. This default value can later be adapted 
easily to the marked or superset value if this is warranted by positive input. 
Therefore, the Subset Principle guarantees that learners do not wrongly assume a 
marked or superset grammar from which they cannot retract on the basis of positive 
evidence. However, experimental evidence concerned with other parameters 
suggests that the Subset Principle does not operate in L2A (for a discussion of these 
studies see White 1991). 
39 See Al-Kasey, T. and A. Pérez-Leroux (1991) for additional evidence that English 
L2ers of Spanish transfer their L1 grammar: overuse of subject pronouns and 
“ungrammatical attempts at producing overt expletives” (6): * Es son las tres (is are 
three o’clock); *hay son tres personas acqui (there-are three persons here). 
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resetting is also excluded. Therefore, in early English-Spanish IL “null subjects 
cannot be plausibly taken to be structurally realised as pro, unless we make the ad 
hoc assumption that there is some other unspecified, non-parametric means of 
inducing the existence of pro”, as Tsimpli and Smith (1991: 180) point out. 
Determining what is the structural representation of learners of Spanish with a [- null 
subject] L1 lies beyond the scope of the present study. In the remaining chapters I 
will focus on the reverse learning situation of adult Spanish and Italian learners of [- 
null subject] TLs and investigate whether it is possible for these learners to unlearn 
the relevant L1 properties and those of the TL given the combination of their L1 and 
the TL. 
 A related issue that has not been solved is whether parameter resetting 
is possible in L2A. We have just seen that the IL Spanish data hard to reconcile 
with resetting, and results on IL English and German also fail to support 
resetting, at least in adult L2ers. As was said, the methodology of studies 
concerned with this issue can be much improved by investigating longitudinal 
data of individual L2 learners, for instance. Tracing individual IL development on 
different properties for a considerable period of time and from the earliest stages 
will shed more light on the question of how the TL input interacts with the IL 
grammar. Does the target language in question enhance or impede the loss of 
the IL possibility of null subjects and related properties? In previous L2 research, 
no difference was made between English as a L2 and German as a L2 since 
both were simply regarded as non-null subject languages. While the properties 
of initial state IL grammars may take shape regardless of the TL, subsequent 
stages and changes may crucially depend on the TL properties as evidenced in 
the input. In order to address the issue of input, it is vital to determine how 
different TL vary across the relevant properties related to null subjects.  
 However, a question which logically precedes investigation into the 
possibility of resetting parameters is whether parameters actually transfer. 
Assuming on the basis of previous results that resetting to the [- null subject] 
value is not instantaneous, if at all possible, it makes sense to look at what 
constitutes the L2 initial state first and whether it involves transfer. Despite the 
general consensus that transfer of the L1 Null Subject Parameter into the [- null 
subject] TLs takes place, this conclusion is not warranted by the IL data we have 
considered so far. At best, previous IL results suggest partial transfer of the 
properties linked to the L1 [+ null subject] value.  
  
 

2.5 Conclusion 
 
Several issues have emerged from the review of L2 studies concerned with null 
subjects in IL English and German. In adult L2A of these languages, there is a 
lack of correspondence between the development of verbal inflection and the 
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setting to the TL value of null subjects. Also, there is no clear clustering of other 
properties traditionally associated with the Null Subject Parameter. There is 
some evidence for L1 transfer of the possibility of subject omission, but the 
nature of this transfer is unclear. Therefore, our understanding of IL null subjects 
in English and German can be improved in various ways, as was pointed out in 
section 2.4.  
 Much depends on the linguistic formulation of the Null Subject 
Parameter. If we accept the possibility that the [+ null subject] value consists 
only of the missing subject property, we frustrate evaluation of the role of 
parametric values in L2A. After all, the effects of such a parameter value cannot 
be distinguished from the consequences of a construction-specific rule. Only 
when the cluster of relevant properties has been established is it possible to 
control for the effects of variable instantiations of these properties in the target 
languages. Therefore, proposals for any parameter must involve a cluster of 
properties. In the next chapter, a version of the Null Subject Parameter is 
presented that is not construction-specific, but relates various properties, 
including missing referential and expletive subjects and post-verbal subjects in 
declarative sentences, as well as word orders resulting from V-to-Agr raising. 
This version of the parameter will serve as the theoretical background for the 
multiple longitudinal studies into the IL data of Spanish and Italian learners of 
Swedish, German and English which are described in chapter 4.   
 

  
 

 



 

Chapter 3  

Theoretical assumptions and empirical predictions 

 

3.1 Overview of the chapter 
 
The previous chapter reviewed a number of unresolved issues related to the Null 
Subject Parameter in the L2 context which the present study addresses. The aim 
of this chapter is to provide the conceptual background against which the 
empirical research in chapter 4 can be placed. Section 3.2 describes the 
theoretical account of the Null Subject Parameter (Speas 1995) that is assumed 
in this study. Section 3.2 also presents an extension of this proposal, which 
includes subject-verb inversion in the cluster of properties associated with the 
null subject value. Section 3.3 focuses on the relevant syntactic properties of the 
languages investigated in chapter 4: missing subjects, subject-verb inversion 
and adverb placement relative to the verb in the null subject languages Italian 
and Spanish and the non-null subject languages English, German and Swedish. 
Section 3.3 also presents the research hypotheses, which are based on Full 
Transfer and Full Access. A Full Access perspective, combined with the version 
of the Null Subject Parameter described in section 3.2. predicts clustered 
transfer of null subject properties. A Full Access perspective predicts clustered 
loss or absence of these properties. 
 

3.2 The relation between rich inflection, missing subjects, subject-verb 
inversion and verb placement: proposals for a Null Subject 
Parameter 

 

3.2.1 Morphological correlates to feature strength 
 
The L2A studies reviewed in the previous chapter assumed different versions of 
the Null Subject Parameter, following the changing tides of generative syntax. 
The different Null Subject Parameters have often been tied to the complexity of 
morphological subject-verb agreement paradigms (e.g. Chomsky 1981; Rizzi 
1982; Jaeggli and Hyams 1988; Jaegli and Safir 1989). One of the most 
influential attempts to formulate a morphological correlate to the possibility of null 
subjects is known as the Morphological Uniformity Principle (MUP) (Jaeggli and 
Safir 1989). The predictions of the MUP have been tested both in L1 acquisition 
(e.g. Jaeggli and Hyams 1988) and in L2 acquisition studies (e.g. Hilles 1991; 
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Lakshmanan 1991, see chapter 2). The MUP tried to capture the crosslinguistic 
generalization that null subjects are permitted in all and only languages with 
morphological uniform inflectional paradigms. Morphologically uniform languages 
have verbal paradigms in which either each form includes a stem and an affix 
(e.g. Italian) or all verbal forms lack agreement morphology (e.g. Japanese). 
Languages with so-called mixed inflectional paradigms (including forms 
homophonous with the stem) like English, do not allow null subjects.  

A clear counterexample against the MUP is Swedish. Since Swedish is 
morphologically uniform in that it does not have agreement morphology, the 
MUP would predict that Swedish allows null subjects, contrary to fact.40 Thus the 
central idea of the MUP that all languages with morphologically uniform para-
digms should have null subjects is clearly too strong. Another counterexample 
comes from a comparison between European and Brazilian Portuguese (1). 

 
 

(1) 
 European Portuguese Brazilian Portuguese 
 indicative present comprar (to buy) indicative present falar (to speak) 
 singular  plural singular  plural 
1st person  compr -o compra-mos fal -o  fala-ø 
2nd person compra-s compra-m fala-ø fala-m 
3rd person compra-ø compra-m fala-ø fala-m 
(Rohrbacher 1994, 225) 
 
Neither of these languages is morphologically uniform.41 Therefore, the MUP 
predicts that neither of the languages permits referential null subjects. However, 
this prediction is incorrect in the case of European Portuguese, which does allow 

                                                 
40 Speas (1995:33) argues that Swedish does in fact have a residue of agreement, 
but that a description in terms of morphological uniformity fails to capture this. Note 
that if Swedish could be argued to lack agreement altogether, Speas' theory would 
also wrongly predict Swedish to behave similar to Japanese in permitting null 
subjects. Evidence for agreement in Swedish comes from gender and number 
agreement between nouns, determiners and adjectives, as well as agreement on 
past participles. Thus, according to Speas Swedish is unlike Japanese in that it must 
project AGRP. Since there are no agreement morphemes to provide AGR with con-
tent, SpecAGRP must be filled with overt subjects and null subjects are correctly 
ruled out.  
41 The root of the verb falar is fal. The vowel that follows the root in all forms (except 
1st person singular falo) is traditionally called the theme vowel. Here the theme vowel 
is a. The root plus the theme vowel is often referred to as the "stem". Thus the forms 
in (1) consist of the root, followed by the theme vowel, followed by one of the person-
number endings o, s, ø, m. What remains to be accounted for is the fact that the 
theme vowel does not appear phonetically in 1sg falo. I follow Harris (1980:67) in 
regularizing the paradigm by postulating for 1sg falo the systematic phonemic repre-
sentation /fal+a+o/. Thematic a is then deleted. 

  
 

 



 THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS AND EMPIRICAL PREDICTIONS  53 
 

referential null subjects. Therefore, the MUP also fails to capture languages like 
European Portuguese which do not meet the conditions of the MUP, yet permit 
null subjects. 
In current generative linguistics, abstract functional categories and their features 
are presumed to be responsible for parametric variation between languages (cf. 
chapter 1). For instance, cross-linguistic variation in the possibility of null 
subjects and/or verb raising are now often linked with the feature strength of Agr. 
Some linguists adopt an approach which separates abstract morpho-syntactic 
features and their morpho-phonological reflexes, assuming that verbal inflection 
is abstractly featural, instead of phonetically spelled-out (e.g. Chomsky 1995: 
381). Such separationist proposals thus altogether abandon the idea of a direct 
relationship between cross-linguistic variation and overt inflectional morphology. 
In this way, they side-step the problem of finding morphological correlates to 
feature strength.  

However, the separationist view has implications for language 
acquisition, as it raises the question how children discover whether the abstract 
features are strong or weak in their native language. If the only way of setting the 
parameter (i.e. feature strength) to the TL value is by learning the syntactic 
properties typically associated with feature strength, the notion of parameters 
reducing the number of learning tasks for the child is lost. Assuming such a 
scenario for parameter setting clearly is not a theoretical improvement over 
assuming that children acquire construction-specific rules one by one. In order to 
set parameters, then, there must be an independent way for the child to 
determine feature strength via the primary linguistic data to which it is exposed.  

Non-separationist proposals may offer a solution to this learnability 
problem, as they relate the abstract feature specifications of Agr with the verbal 
agreement paradigm: the presumed relationship between inflectional strength 
and overtly realised morphological form allows the child to set parameters on the 
basis of verbal affixal paradigms. This is not to say that there is consensus about 
the morphological distinctions that determine the strength of Agr (for examples of 
different proposals, see Rohrbacher 1994; Vikner 1995; Pollock 1997). 
Moreover, L1 acquisition studies suggest that the relationship between 
paradigmatic distinctions and Agr feature strength may not be as direct as 
claimed by the non-separationist proposals. Children exhibit knowledge of the 
extensive paradigmatic distinctions only after they have acquired knowledge of 
verb raising, for instance. Yet,   
there is also ample evidence that, although the production of agreement 
morphology is variable, it is structurally constrained: the presence and absence 
of agreement morphology correlates with the presence and absence of syntactic 
properties, such as verb raising and missing subjects (e.g. Poeppel and Wexler 
1993). Therefore, it is still a matter of debate whether children set parameters on 
the basis of overt morphology, and if so, how the relationship between feature 
strength and morphological form must be defined (see e.g. Deprez and Pierce 
1993; Phillips 1995; Poeppel and Wexler 1993; Roeper and Rohrbacher 1994). 
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3.2.2 Speas’ (1995) Economy of Projection account of null subjects 
 
There may not be an absolute cross-linguistic morphological correlate to abstract 
Agr features. This is what Speas (1995) assumes in her account of null subjects. 
Nevertheless, she preserves the appealing intuition that null subjects are related 
to the complexity of agreement morphology. The way in which Speas defines 
this relationship does not suffer from the empirical problems faced by proposals 
like the MUP, for instance. As Speas herself points out, her account has two 
other advantages over most versions of the Null Subject Parameter. First, it 
dispenses with the need for special licensing conditions on null subjects (propo-
sed by Rizzi 1986, among others). A problem with the licensing condition 
approach is that the class of designated heads which license pro is completely 
arbitrary, as any head could be a licensing head, in principle. Without 
independent criteria for what constitutes a licensing head, there are no 
independent triggers for setting the Null Subject Parameter, which is undesirable 
in terms of learnability considerations, as mentioned above. Second, the 
Extended Projection Principle (EPP) (cf. Safir 1985; Borer 1986), which states 
that all clauses must have subjects, does not have to be stipulated as a 
substantive principle in Speas’ account as its effects follow naturally from Speas’ 
general Economy of Projection Principle. This is advantageous because it is 
unclear whether the EPP holds in languages which allow null subjects. For these 
reasons, I adopt Speas’ (1995) work as a framework for the parametric variation 
related to missing subjects throughout the rest of this study.  

Speas' (1995) theory captures the crosslinguistic generalization (also 
known as Jaeggli and Safir's Generalization, based on Jaeggli and Safir’s 1989 
MUP) that subjects are found to be omitted in languages with rich agreement 
such as Italian and Spanish, and languages which completely lack agreement 
morphology such as Japanese, whereas subjects must be overt in languages 
with weak agreement morphology such as English. Speas proposes that this 
state of affairs is related to the intuition that a phrase is only projected when it is 
needed. She states this in a principle of Economy, reproduced in (2): 
 
(2) Economy of Projection Principle: 
 Project XP only when XP has content 
 
In other words, this principle requires that a maximal projection always contains 
more than its (independently motivated) complement.42 Therefore, the principle 
prohibits structures as in (3) in which both the specifier of XP and the head of XP 
                                                 
42 The complement of XP is the maximal projection YP, which in turn is independently 
motivated if its own head and/or specifier has content. 
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lack content, as in this case XP would dominate only the content (lexical or 
semantic material) of its complement YP.  
 
(3)    XP 
    
   Spec  X' 
   ø   
    X  YP 
    ø 
 
In order for a maximal projection to have content, minimally its specifier or its 
head must be lexically (phonetically) or semantically filled. Naturally, both the 
specifier and the head may also have content at the same time. The idea central 
to the issue of null subjects is that a specifier position of a maximal projection 
may remain empty, provided the head of the same maximal projection contains 
phonetic or semantic material.43 Since subjects are related to specifier positions, 
this has consequences for the possibility of null subjects.44 Syntactically 
speaking, null subjects can occur wherever general principles of economy permit 
them to occur.45  

So, null subjects are possible in the specifier of any maximal projection 
whose head has independent content. At the VP level the verb provides the 
head of VP with content, hence no overt subject in SpecVP is needed to license 
VP. The maximal projection TP is also licensed by its head since TNS has 
independent semantic content, even when it does not contain phonetic material. 
Thus SpecTP may also remain empty. However, things are less straightforward 
in the case of AgrP. Since AGR is assumed to be a purely relational head it has 
no independent semantic content to license the projection of AgrP.46 Therefore, 
AGR requires lexical content in order to license AgrP. If the head of AgrP 
remains empty, the specAgrP must be filled, either by moving an NP to 
SpecAgrP or by inserting a pleonastic in that position. In other words, a surface 
subject in SpecAgrP is required to license the AgrP projection if Agr head does 
not contain lexical material. Whether or not the head of AgrP contains lexical 

                                                 
43 Traces count as contentful, as they mark a place which has been filled with a 
contentful item at some point in the derivation (Speas 1995:8). 
44 As I will argue in section (3.2.4), the possibility of empty SpecAgrP also has 
consequences for the possibility of post-verbal subjects. Another property which 
seems to be related to the properties of null subjects and post-verbal subjects is V-to-
Agr movement.   
45 Even though the possibility of null subjects seems to be syntactically 
unconstrained, there are pragmatic constraints that regulate the use of overt 
subjects. These constraints require the subject pronoun to be overt for reasons of 
emphasis, contrast and disambiguation of the reference of the subject.  
46 Various people (Fukui 1993 and Kayne 1994, among others) assume that 
Agreement, unlike  Tense or Aspect, lacks independent interpretation. 
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material is assumed to vary crosslinguistically. The head of AgrP may be 
provided with lexical content by means of agreement morphology. 
Speas adopts a view on agreement morphology proposed by Rohrbacher 
(1992;1994) who claims that there are two ways in which agreement morphology 
may be generated. Rohrbacher suggests that languages with rich agreement, 
like Italian and Spanish, are languages in which each inflectional affix has its 
own listing in the lexicon. The rationale behind this idea is that the lexicon lists all 
and only the referential elements of a language. Since distinctively marked 
person and number affixes determine the referent of the subject, they are 
“referential” and thus listed individually in the lexicon as are substantive lexical 
elements like nouns and verbs. Because these agreement affixes have their own 
individual lexical entries, they are available to the computational component. 
Therefore, distinctively marked person and number affixes may head their own 
(AgrP) projections.47 Such referential agreement morphemes are thus assumed 
to be base-generated in Agr. In languages like English with poor agreement, 
however, agreement morphemes are not assumed to have independent lexical 
entries; instead, these “non-referential” morphemes are listed in the lexicon in 
verbal paradigms. In other words, Rohrbacher assumes that poor agreement 
affixes are generated directly on the verb.48  

                                                 
47 Following Speas (1990:9), I assume that  every lexical entry contains four types of 
information about the lexical item, namely, phonological representation (phonological 
form), morphological information (whether the lexical item is an affix, a stem or a 
word) semantic information (about the referential properties, or thematic relations) 
and syntactic information (about the type of category the lexical item belongs to in 
terms of a binary feature system as well as information on argument structure). In (i) 
there is an example of the information contained in a lexical entry of a Spanish 2nd 
person singular present tense agreement affix -s:  
 
(i) -S: phohological form :   /s/ 
  morphological information:  affix 
  semantic information:  2sg 
  syntactic information:  [-N, +V] 
 
48 Although Rohrbacher's claim for languages with poor agreement is comparable to 
Chomsky's (1992) proposal to inflect the verb already in the lexicon, there are crucial 
differences between the two proposals. Note that Chomsky proposes that all  agree-
ment morphology is added to the verb in the lexicon, not just poor morphology. 
Moreover, the functional nodes of AGR are not associated with phonologically overt 
agreement affixes, but serve only to carry abstract agreement features with no 
phonological content whatsoever. Differences between languages are suggested to 
follow from differences in the strength values of these unpronounced features. 
Whether the strength value is determined as "strong" or "weak" bears no relation to 
the concrete morphological properties of a language, but must be stipulated. This 
view contrasts with Rohrbacher's attempt to define morphological correlates to weak 
and strong agreement. 
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According to Speas, the proposed two-fold distinction in the manner in 
which agreement morphology is base-generated, i.e. either separately from the 
verb in Agr or directly on the verb in the lexicon, crucially determines whether or 
not AgrP has lexical content. She suggests that individually listed agreement 
morphemes, being base-generated in Agr, give lexical content to Agr. This 
means that SpecAgrP may remain empty, resulting in the possibility of null 
subjects, like in Italian and Spanish. She calls this type of agreement "strong" 
agreement. If the agreement morpheme is base-generated on the verb, null sub-
jects are impossible because SpecAgrP must be filled to give content to AgrP. 
This type of agreement is called "weak" agreement and is assumed for 
languages like English. Speas furthermore assumes that the AgrP projection is 
necessary if and only if a language has some sort of agreement, no matter how 
residual. So, both English and Italian must project AgrP, respecting the Economy 
of Projection Principle. As was said, this means that in English overt subjects in 
Spec-AgrP are obligatory, while in Italian null subjects are permitted because 
SpecAgrP may stay empty.  

Now that the pertinent differences between languages with strong and 
weak agreement have been clarified, the question remains how languages 
without agreement allow for null subjects. The idea for languages like Japanese 
is that AgrP is not projected at all, since agreement is missing altogether. Given 
that AgrP does not have to be licensed if it is not projected, and the other 
maximal projections are licensed by their heads, the subject is not required to be 
overt in such languages.49 Speas suggests that in Japanese, SpecTP is the 
place for overt and null subjects. Recall that TP is independently licensed via its 
head and therefore does not require SpecTP to be filled. 
 The descriptive generalization in (4) summarizes the crosslinguistic 
differences, illustrated in (5).  

a. A language has null subjects if Agr is base-generated with a 
morpheme in it (e.g. Italian and Spanish). 

b. A language cannot have null subjects if Agr is base-generated 
on the verb (e.g. English, German and Swedish) 

c. A language has null subjects if it has no Agr (e.g. Japanese).  
 
 

                                                 
49 There is no principle of Economy which requires subjects to be null. Principles of 
Economy permit the specifier and the head position of a particular maximal projection 
to be filled at the same time. In so-called null subject languages the occurrence of 
overt subject pronouns is constrained by discourse rules, not syntactic rules. 
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(5) a.      (Italian, Spanish)    
   AGRP         
  
Spec  AGR'   
pro/     
NP     
 AGR  VP     
 affix        
   
  SpecVP  V’ 
 
     
      V 
      verb  
 
     b.      (English, German, Swedish) 
   AGRP         
  
Spec  AGR'   
*pro/     
NP     
 AGR  VP      
 ø 
          
  SpecVP  V’ 
 
     
      V 
      verb+affix   

 
    c.      (Japanese) 
   TP         
  
Spec  T’   
pro/     
NP     
 VP  T      
  
          
SpecVP  V’ 
 
     
      V 

    verb   
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Summarising, the constraints on null subjects follow from the independently 
needed Economy principle of Projection, combined with a parameter regulating 
the way in which agreement morphology is listed in the lexicon (if at all).  
  

3.2.3 Rohrbacher’s (1994) Full Paradigm Condition 
 
Speas’ assumptions about the different lexemic status of agreement affixes 
derive from Rohrbacher’s (1994) attempt to formalise the relationship between 
rich agreement and null subjects, also known as The Full Paradigm Condition. 
Because such an essential part of Speas’ account is based on Rohrbacher’s 
work, I will outline the relevant aspects of his proposal here, assessing and 
relating it to Speas’ account. 

Unlike the MUP, the Full Paradigm system does not require every cell in 
a full paradigm to have an overt agreement affix. Instead, a Full Paradigm 
minimally distinctively marks the first and second person features in at least one 
number of one tense. In this way, the difference in the possibility of null subjects 
between European Portuguese and Brazilian Portuguese can be 
accommodated, for instance. Rohrbacher argues that Brazilian Portuguese lost 
the possibility of pro after a change which eradicated the distinctive marking of 
direct second person.  

Rohrbacher assumes that only first and second person are referential 
features because the subject of the discourse context can be identified as either 
the speaker(s), the hearer(s), or other(s) on the basis of these features, provided 
they are overtly distinguished. Number and gender features are assumed to be 
of less importance with respect to identifying the subject. The crux of  
Rohrbacher's proposal is that in languages which meet the Full Paradigm 
Condition, the agreement affixes are referential and therefore may be listed 
individually in the lexicon. This property permits these affixes to project their own 
Agr phrase, thus providing the Agr head with content. Recall that according to 
Speas this allows the SpecAgrP to remain empty, leading to the possibility of null 
subjects. 

 Rohrbacher adopts Speas' (1993) theory which licenses null subjects if 
AgrP is headed by an agreement affix. However, Rohrbacher is not primarily 
concerned with the licensing of null subjects via overt agreement morphology. 
His aim is to capture the intuition that rich subject-verb agreement is responsible 
for V-to-Agr raising. He observes that languages with V-to-Agr movement always 
have minimal distinctive marking of the first and second person features, which 
is consistent with his requirement on Full Paradigms licensing null subjects. 
Therefore, he assumes that if a paradigm is sufficiently rich its referential 
agreement affixes are inserted under Agr, which gives content to AgrP, (leading 
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to referential pro subjects) and also triggers movement of the verbal stem to Agr 
in order to bind the stranded affix that is base-generated in Agr.  

By thus coupling Speas' economy principles with his own Full Paradigm 
Condition, Rohrbacher arrives at an agreement-based parameter which unifies 
V-to-Agr movement and null subjects. This parameter predicts the following 
crosslinguistic difference. If on the one hand a language meets the Full 
Paradigm Condition, its agreement affixes are lexically listed, resulting in pro-
drop and verb raising. If on the other hand a language does not meet the Full 
Paradigm Condition, its affixes are base-generated on the verb and neither null 
subjects are licensed, nor is V-to Agr raising triggered. 

The proposed parameter assumes a bi-conditional relation between the 
presence of null subjects and V-to-Agr. In other words, if there are null subjects, 
by logical implication there must be verb movement and vice versa. 50 I adopt the 
idea that V-to-Agr raising is a necessary condition for null subjects that are 
licensed via rich verbal morphology, but I reject Rohrbacher’s claim that V-to-Agr 
raising necessarily entails the option for null subjects. 
Although Rohrbacher's Full Paradigm Condition overcomes some of the fatal 
empirical flaws of the Morphological Uniformity Principle, there are a few 
problems with his approach as pointed out by Speas (1995). First, Rohrbacher's 
claim that all languages with a full paradigm necessarily have individually listed 
agreement affixes clearly does not hold crosslinguistically. For instance, German 
is distinctively marked for person features, hence meets Rohrbacher's criterion 
for a full paradigm, yet it does not permit referential pro subjects.51 For this 
reason, Speas argues that German agreement affixes are base generated on 
the verb and not in AGR. If a language has a full paradigm, it may list each 
agreement affix as an individual lexical item, but it need not. Sufficiently rich 
morphology is a sine qua non for individual listing of the agreement affixes in the 
lexicon, but it does not implicate such listing. In other words, rich morphology 
may lead to null subjects, but it need not. Whether or not agreement morphemes 
from a full paradigm are base-generated in AGR or on the verb instead, is 
argued by Speas to involve a language-specific lexical idiosyncrasy. She 
suggests that this idiosyncratic property of languages with full agreement 
paradigms must be learnt by the child acquiring its native language. Once the 
learner has found out how agreement is listed in the lexicon, the (im)possibility of 
null subjects follows automatically. Nevertheless, Speas does accept 
                                                 
 50 Rohrbacher adopts Speas' account for null subjects in languages such as 
Japanese, which are permitted because AgrP is not projected at all. Since 
Rohrbacher's parameter is only concerned with languages which must project AgrP, 
the possibility of verb movement of absence thereof in AgrP-less languages does not 
pertain to Rohrbacher's generalization. 
51 Rohrbacher's explanation for the German facts entails that German inflectional 
morphology is rich enough to license null subjects, but these null subjects cannot be 
identified. Speas argues against invoking an identification condition on pro subjects. 
For these arguments, see Speas (1995:42-51).  
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Rohrbacher's claim that languages which do not meet the Full Paradigm 
condition, always base-generate agreement morphology on the verb, ruling out 
the possibility of null subjects.  

Furthermore, Speas contests that there is a logical equivalence 
between verb-raising and null subjects. She objects to Rohrbacher's prediction 
that languages with V-to-Agr movement necessarily permit null subjects. She 
notes that, although the generalization that languages which permit null subjects 
also have V-to-I movement seems to be correct, the reverse is not true.52 Yiddish 
and Kronoby Swedish are examples of languages which have verb movement 
but do not permit referential null subjects.53 Since neither of these languages is 
minimally distinctively marked for person in the way required by Rohrbacher's 
criterion, verb movement must be triggered by something else than rich 
agreement morphology. Even though Speas adopts Rohrbacher's morphological 
condition on the licensing of null subjects, she claims that the trigger for verb-
movement must be kept separate from this condition.54  

This means that Speas maintains the position that referential pro 
subjects are possible if and only if the agreement morphology is sufficiently rich 
to be listed individually in the lexicon, whereby Agr is provided with content and 
AgrP is licensed. However, she dissociates verb movement from a rich 
agreement paradigm and the presence of lexical entries for each affix. More 
importantly, she dissociates verb movement from the licensing of null subjects. If 
verb movement to Agr were sufficient to provide the head of Agr with content, 

                                                 
52 Speas (1995:n4) remarks that there are null subject languages with agreement 
morphology but without verb movement, exemplified by Warlpiri. In this case agree-
ment morphology does not consist of verbal affixes, but instead of free morphemes. 
Speas suggests that such free morphemes can be base-generated in AGR, but do 
not trigger verb movement because they do not have to be supported by the verb. 
However, Speas seems to agree with Rohrbacher that in languages such as 
Spanish, the verb must move up to join with the stranded agreement affix in AGR in 
order to be morphologically wellformed. 
53 Rohrbacher (1994:355) himself notes that Kronoby Swedish is an exception to his 
generalization, and simply suggests that it should be dealt with differently. Speas 
(1995: 39) discusses French as a counterexample to Rohrbacher's account, but there 
is in fact some support for an analysis of French as a null subject language. 
Rohrbacher assumes that in French SpecAGRP may remain empty and referential 
null subjects do in fact occur. Since the French verbal paradigm is not distinctively 
marked for first and second person, an alternative manner of licensing these null 
subjects is required. To this effect, Rohrbacher analyzes French subject clitics as 
AGR morphemes heading the AGRP projection. The verb is assumed to cliticize to 
these AGR morphemes, which triggers verb movement. Roberge (1990) makes a 
similar suggestion for colloquial and Canadian French, as far as the reanalysis of 
subject clitics as agreement elements is concerned. 
54 As a consequence of Speas’ claim that verb movement does not provide content to 
Agr, Speas’ Economy of Projection Principle must apply to derivations rather than 
representations at Spell out, because it must apply prior to verb movement. 
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null subjects in SpecAgrP would be predicted to occur in cases where they are 
disallowed in actual fact. One of the examples given by Speas is English 
auxiliaries, which move to AgrP, but which do not license referential pro in AgrP. 
For this reason the economy principles must be satisfied prior to verb movement, 
according to Speas. Because Speas' concern is primarily with constructing a 
theory for null subjects, she does not address the question of what the trigger for 
verb movement might be.  

There is another objection to Rohrbacher's generalizations that verb 
movement is contingent on null subjects and that null subjects follow if the 
agreement paradigm is sufficiently rich. This objection is motivated by the 
existence of languages which have partial pro-drop. Although Speas discusses 
the possibility of partial pro-drop, she does not make explicit that such languages 
pose a problem for Rohrbacher's ideas. In partial pro-drop languages, null 
subjects are possible with some members of the agreement paradigm, but not 
with others. Frisian exemplifies such a language, with second person singular 
null subjects only. The paradigm in (6) illustrates the indicative present of the 
Frisian verb stappe (to step). 
(6) 

 Indicative present of the Frisian verb stappe (to step) 
 singular plural 
1st person stap-ø stapp-e 
2nd person stap-st stapp-e 
3rd person stap-t stapp-e 

 
 
Frisian meets Rohrbacher's condition since the 1st and 2nd person are 
distinctively marked. If this is taken to imply a positive setting of Rohrbacher's 
proposed parameter, various false predictions for Frisian follow. First, under 
Rohrbacher’s account the richness of the verbal paradigm would cause the 
affixes to be base-generated in Agr, leading to null subjects across the board. 
However, referential pro subjects are only found in the second person singular.  

 
(7) a. Miskien moatst pro  Pyt helpe 
     ’Maybe you must help Pyt.’  

  
b. *Miskien moat pro    Pyt helpe 

      ’Maybe he must help Pyt.’ 
      
 
Second, Rohrbacher assumes that verb raising is triggered by the presence of 
agreement affixes in Agr. Therefore, if the verb raises, this implies that 
agreement affixes are base-generated in Agr, providing Agr with content and 
licensing null subjects, according to Rohrbacher. However, the finite verb raises 
in Frisian main clauses, regardless of the person/number combination of the 
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agreeing subject, yet all but 2nd person singular null subjects are disallowed. To 
account for this problematic fact, Rohrbacher would probably assume -since this 
is the approach he takes to similar problems- that referential pro  is licensed, but 
cannot be identified. He follows Jaeggli and Hyams' (1988) idea that: 
 
(8) AGR can identify an empty category as thematic pro iff the category 

containing AGR case-governs the empty category. 
 
Moreover, Rohrbacher assumes that in V2 languages, such as Frisian, the 
subject is case-governed by C instead of Agr. Since the complementiser does 
not generally agree with the subject, pro cannot be identified (9a). There is only 
complementiser agreement with 2nd person singular subjects, which therefore 
constitutes the only case in which pro is both licensed and identified, illustrated 
in (9b).  
  
(9) a. Hy tinkt  dat *(er) jûn     komt 
     He thinks that he   tonight come-3sg 
 
 b. Hy tinkt  datst   (do) jûn     komst 
    He thinks that-2sg you tonight come-2sg 
 
 c. Miskien moat    *(er)      Pyt helpe 
     Maybe   must-3sg he-clitic Pyt help 
  
 d. Miskien moatst  (-sto/-ste) Pyt helpe 
    Maybe   must-2sg you-clitic Pyt help  
     (examples from De Haan 1994) 
   
However, the contrast between the Frisian utterances in (9c) and (9d) causes an 
empirical problem for such an account. Since there is no inflected 
complementiser involved here, there must be another reason for the contrast 
between 2sg subjects and subjects with other persons/number features. Both 
finite verbs are distinctively marked for person and number, as De Haan (1994) 
argues convincingly that the -st ending on the finite verb is not a contraction of 
the verb with a 2nd person singular subject clitic, but that it is genuine 
inflection.55 For this reason, I assume that a phonologically zero, but syntactically 
present null subject can occur in (9d). The asterisk in (9c) shows that in 3rd 
person singular, a null subject is not possible and the subject clitic is obligatory. 

                                                 
55Another account for referential pro-drop in Frisian is related to cliticisation (Van 
der Meer 1991). For critiques of this account see De Haan (1994) and Zwart 
(1993:166). 
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So, Frisian appears to be a true example of a partial pro-drop language. 
Its paradigm meets Rohrbacher's criterion, but for some reason referential pro-
drop is only permitted with one member of the paradigm, namely second person 
singular. Following Speas' analysis for partial pro-drop languages, I assume that 
Frisian base-generates its agreement affixes on the verb, with the exception of 
the 2sg affix, which has its own lexical entry, heads Agr, and permits SpecAgr to 
remain empty. A representation in which an affix is both base-generated in Agr 
and at the same time base generated on the verb would be redundant, and thus 
not in keeping with general economy principles.  

Assuming that the principles relevant to the licensing of null subjects 
must apply before verb movement has taken place, the Frisian facts can be 
accommodated easily in Speas’ framework, as illustrated in (10a) and (10b). 

 
(10) a.    Miskien moatst (do) Pyt helpe 
        CP 
  
SpecCP   C' 
miskien  
  C  AgrP 
 moatst 
   SpecAgrP Agr' 
   pro 
   do/2sg-clitic  

Agr  VP   
 affix-st 

     SpecVP  V' 
 
      V 
b. Miskien moat *(er) Pyt helpe   moat 

CP 
  
SpecCP   C' 
miskien  
  C  AgrP 
 moatst 
   SpecAgrP Agr' 
   *pro 
   er-clitic  

Agr  VP   
 ø 

     SpecVP  V' 
 
      V 
      moat  
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What is clear is that the finite verb moves regardless of the place in which agree-
ment affixes are generated. 
 So there are reasons to assume that verb raising can be triggered by 
properties other than verbal morphology.56 However, the claim that there may be 
several other triggers for verb movement, does not exclude the possibility that in 
some cases the trigger for verb movement is indeed the presence of a stray affix 
in a functional head which must be supported by a verb in order to become 
morphologically well-formed. Belletti (1990) makes such a claim for Italian. In 
languages where the agreement affixes are base-generated in Agr, verb 
movement seems to be a straightforward way in which to join the verb with its 
agreement affix. As such, it provides an explanation for the crosslinguistic 
observation that null subject languages with rich verbal agreement have verb 
raising to Agr.  
 What I want to preserve of Speas' and Rohrbacher’s proposals is the 
Economy of Projection Principle (3.2.2.) and how it affects the possibility of null 
subjects as well as the idiosyncratic property of languages regarding the way in 
which affixes are listed in the lexicon. To summarise the claims made in the 
previous section with regard to null subjects, agreement morphology and verb 
raising, I assume that: 
 

1. SpecAgrP may remain empty if and only if an individual lexical entry 
(containing agreement features that are base-generated in Agr) 
heads AgrP. 

2. Agreement features are listed individually in the lexicon if and only if 
minimally 1st and 2nd person are distinctively marked. 

3. If minimally 1st and 2nd person are distinctively marked, all or some 
members of the agreement paradigm may be base-generated in 
Agr, or on the verb in the head of VP, but never simultaneously in 
both positions. 

4. If 1st and 2nd person are not distinctively marked, all agreement 
morphemes must be base-generated in the head of VP. 

5. If an agreement affix is base-generated in Agr, the verb must at 
least move to this position to support the affix (but it may move to a 
higher position –C- after having picked up the agreement 
morphology). 

6. If an agreement affix is base-generated on the verb, the verb need 
not raise to pick up a stray agreement affix as it is already on the 
verb, but the verb may still raise for various reasons.  

 

                                                 
56 Afrikaans, for instance, appears to have verb movement in the absence of verb 
morphology. 
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3.2.4 My extension of Speas’ Null Subject Parameter: subject-verb inversion 
 
As we have seen, Speas’ version of the Null Subject Parameter’, or rather, [Agr 
strength] parameter, thus accounts for missing referential and expletive subjects. 
In a less direct manner, it also accounts for V-to-Agr raising in null subject 
languages. Although Speas remarks that subject omission “[…] implies other 
properties in the language, such as the possibility of postposing the subject, the 
lack of overt pleonastics and the lack of that-t effects”, she fails to make explicit 
in what way subject postposing and that-trace effects are syntactically related to 
missing subjects. In the remainder of this section I will argue that the property of 
postposed subjects, also known as subject-verb inversion, can be 
accommodated into the cluster of properties that follow from Speas’ [+ strong] 
Agr value.57 

The VP-internal subject hypothesis (cf. Zagona 1982, Kitagawa 1986; 
Koopman and Sportiche 1986; Contreras 1987; Sportiche 1988), according to 
which subjects are base-generated in SpecVP, permits an account for subject-
verb inversion in which the subject remains in its VP-internal base position, while 
the verb moves to a higher inflectional projection. This is what Pinto (1997:134) 
proposes, following Kayne (1994) and Chomsky (1995) in assuming that the VS 
order in Italian indeed results from leftward movement of VP-internal material to 
the left of the subject which remains in the VP.58 This means that the subject 
does not overtly move to SpecAgr to check case. Instead, case checking is 
postponed until LF.59  
 An account of Italian and Spanish inverted subjects involving a VP-
internal subject at PF can easily be brought in line with Speas’ economy of 
projection hypothesis that in such languages the subject is not forced to move to 
SpecAgrP at PF because independently listed agreement affixes suffice to 
license the AgrP projection. I propose to extend Speas’ assumption that the zero 
subject pronoun (pro) remains in its base-position in SpecVP at PF, (and only at 

                                                 
57 An attempt to accommodate that-trace effects  into Speas’ version of the Null 
Subject Parameter lies beyond the scope of this text. Given that the empirical data 
described in chapter 4 are spontaneous production data, there is little chance that the 
relevant structures related to that-trace effects occur at all. Experimental elicitation 
tasks are better geared to investigating that-trace in IL grammars.     
58 Pinto (1997) deals with inverted subjects in Italian, which has the order V(O)S but 
not VSO, unlike Spanish, which allows both (cf. (i) Hizo un gesto resignado Miguel, 
and (ii) Hizo Miguel un gesto resignado). However, Suñer (1994:339) points out that 
VOS in Spanish is less frequent in Spanish than VSO, and causes contrastive or 
exhaustive interpretation of the inverted subject. I assume that to derive the VOS 
order, the object must move out of the VP, whereas it remains there in the Spanish 
VSO sequence.  
59 Pinto claims that the Italian Case feature on INFL (read Agr) is not strong enough 
to trigger raising of the subject in overt syntax. This is in line with Chomsky’s (1995, 
Ch 4) hypothesis that only categorial features are strong. 
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LF moves to SpecAgrP to check case and phi-features), to the overt NP subject 
in Italian and Spanish subject inversion contexts. It works as follows. At PF, the 
overt subject can remain in SpecVP, while the finite verb moves past the subject 
to Agr to support the agreement affixes that are base-generated there. At LF, the 
overt (or pro) subject moves to SpecAgrP to check case and phi-features in a 
specifier-head relation.60 The tree structures in (11a) and (11b) show the 
positions of the pro subject and the overt subject at PF and LF.   
 
 
(11) a. PF      
 
  AgrP       
 
 
 SpecAgrP Agr’       
 (NP subject)      
 
  Agr  VP     
  verbj + agr-affix      
    

SpecVP  V’    
 pro/NP subject     
   

 V     
  tj 

                                                 
60 It must be noted here, that Pinto does not assume a radically empty SpecAgrP, but 
the presence of a covert extra internal argument LOC that satisfies the EPP (Pinto 
1997:9). However, the EPP is not relevant in Speas’ theory. Because I don’t need the 
EPP to license empty SpecAgrP, I do not need to stipulate the presence of Pinto’s 
loco-temporal covert argument LOC that satisfies the EPP either (A problem with 
LOC, as Pinto (1997:16) points out, is that it does not seem natural to suppose that 
all inversion verbs subcategorize for LOC, like mangiare/studiare). 
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(11) b. LF      
 
  AgrP       
 
 
 SpecAgrP Agr’       
 pro/NP subjecti      
 
  Agr  VP     
  verbj + agr-affix      
    

SpecVP  V’    
 tj      
  

 V     
  ti 

 
 
 So, the assumption that in Italian and Spanish agreement affixes are 
base-generated in Agr not only allows for an empty SpecAgrP at PF, but at the 
same time triggers movement of the finite verb to Agr. In this way, a correlation 
between properties that have often been related in terms of a Null Subject 
Parameter can be captured. Italian and Spanish pro subjects and overt post-
verbal NP subjects alike are thus the syntactic consequences of a [+ strong] Agr 
parameter value which entails individually listed agreement affixes in the lexicon. 
To put it less abstractly, under this adapted version of the Null Subject 
Parameter the [+ strong] Agr value accounts for the following surface properties: 

1. rich agreement inflection 
2. missing (referential and expletive) subjects in main and 

subordinate clauses 
3. subject-verb inversion (V(O)S and VS(O) orders) 
4. word order suggesting V-to-Agr movement (SVAO orders) 

 
In chapters 4 and 5, I will use this cluster of properties to answer the research 
questions about clustered L1 transfer and clustered acquisition. Before turning to 
the actual data of Romance learners of Germanic languages, however, let us 
take a look at the hypotheses that will be tested in this study. 
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3.3 Research hypotheses: Full Transfer and Full Access 

3.3.1 Introduction 
The remainder of this chapter presents 6 predictions about the L2 initial state 
grammar and subsequent grammatical development in the interlanguages of 
native Spanish L2ers of Swedish, and native Italian L2ers of German and 
English. These hypotheses are the predicted answers to the research questions 
asked in section 1.5 (repeated here for ease of reference). 
  
• Research question 1 

Is the L2 initial state defined by clustered transfer of properties that relate 
to L1 parameter values? 

 
• Research question 2 

What are the implications of the empirical results of the present research  
for theories of Partial Transfer and Full Transfer? 

 
• Research question 3 

Is L2 development characterised by clustered acquisition of properties that  
relate to TL (or non-L1) parameter values? 

 
• Research question 4 

What are the implications of the empirical results of the present research  
for theories of No Access and Full Access? 

 
 
The hypothetical answers to these questions are based on a Full Transfer 
position and a Full Access position, as these positions afford the clearest and 
hence best testable predictions with regard to the role of the L1 grammar and the 
role of UG, respectively (section 1.4). As far as L1 influence is concerned, the No 
Transfer position is defeated by findings of previous L2A research, as we have 
seen in chapters 1 and 2; Partial Transfer refers to any of various intermediate 
positions on the extent of transfer, leading to a variety of possible empirical 
predictions. However, clustered transfer of properties related to a functional 
parameter like the [Agr strength] parameter outlined above is only expected 
under Full Transfer. Similarly, the only position that predicts the possibility of 
clustered acquisition (parameter resetting) is a Full Access position. For clarity’s 
sake, then, Full Transfer and Full Access are the departure points for analysis of 
the IL data presented in chapter 4.  
 The order in which the hypotheses are presented follows the order of 
the research questions. The first two research questions pertain to what extent 
transfer of the L1 parameter value defines the L2 initial state. Therefore, section 
3.3.2 describes the relevant syntactic properties of the Romance source 
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languages Spanish and Italian that are hypothesised to make up the L2 initial 
state grammar.  
The description of each syntactic property concludes with a hypothesis on the L2 
initial state of this particular property. Spanish and Italian are only minimally 
different in the relevant areas, and therefore the effects of  mother tongue 
influence are predicted to be quite similar. 
  The characteristics of the target languages enter the picture when the 
interlanguage development subsequent to the L2 initial state is described. 
Although it is important to provide analyses of the syntactic properties from 
which the surface structures of the target language derive, in order to understand 
how they differ or resemble those of the L1, it is essential to keep in mind that 
L2ers are exposed to surface structures which are amenable to different 
analyses, and not to the underlying syntactic properties of the target language 
(cf. also chapter 1, Bley-Vroman’s Comparative Fallacy). Nevertheless, section 
3.3.3 of this chapter touches upon both the relevant surface structures and the 
underlying syntactic properties of the Germanic target languages Swedish, 
German and English. Several Full Access hypotheses are formulated as to 
which cluster of target language surface properties may evidence a change to 
the target language [- strong] Agr parameter value.  
 

3.3.2 Relevant properties of the source languages: Italian and Spanish 
 
3.3.2.1 Rich agreement inflection in Spanish and Italian 
  
Both Italian and Spanish have rich systems of subject-verb agreement. The 
Italian verb ‘parlare’ (‘to talk’) and the Spanish verb ‘hablar’ (also ‘to talk’) inflect 
for the present tense indicative as is shown in the paradigms in (12) 
 
(12) 

Present tense indicative 
 Italian (parlare) Spanish (hablar) 
1st person singular parl  o habl  o 
2nd person singular parl i habla s 
3rd person singular parla - habla - 
1st person plural parlia  mo habla mos 
2nd person plural parla  te habla  is 
3rd person plural parla  no habla  n 

 
 
Both languages meet Rohrbacher’s (1994) criterion of a Full Paradigm, since the 
first and second person singular features are different from one another, from the 
third person singular and from the infinitive. Under Rohrbacher’s analysis of the 
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abstract properties related to rich agreement inflection,  the lexicon of native 
speakers of languages like Italian and Spanish contains separate entries for the 
members of the agreement paradigm (see section 3.1). The assumption that 
these languages thus exhibit a [+ strong] Agr parameter value, captures the fact 
that Spanish and Italian have null subjects, inverted subjects and word orders 
that suggest V-to-Agr raising. 
 Combining the [+ strong] Agr value of Spanish and Italian with the Full 
Transfer assumption that such properties transfer, I hypothesise that the L2 
initial state lexicon of native Italian and Spanish L2ers contains individual entries 
for each of the members of the agreement paradigm, although the agreement 
morphology itself does not transfer. In other words, each of these L2 initial state 
lexical entries contains all the (morphological, semantic and syntactic) 
information of its L1 counterpart, apart from the phonological form itself, which 
does not transfer. The phonological representation of each individual agreement 
affix is ‘ø’ in the L2 initial state lexicon. An illustration of this hypothetical L2 initial 
state lexicon of a native Italian L2 learner is given in (13). I suggest that the 
inflectional paradigm of the present tense indicative as it is listed in the L1 final 
state lexicon of a native Italian speaker could be represented as (13a), while the 
inflectional paradigm of the present tense in the L2 initial state lexicon of the 
same native adult Italian L2 learner would look more like (13b). 
 
(13) 

a. Inflectional paradigm for the present tense indicative in the L1 final state 
lexicon of an adult native Italian  

 speaker 
    
 1st person 2nd person 3rd person 
Singular -o -i - ø 
Plural -mo -te -no 

 
 

b. Inflectional paradigm for the present tense indicative in the L2 initial 
state lexicon of an adult native Italian speaker (who has just begun 
learning a second language X) 

 
 1st person 2nd person 3rd person 
singular - ø - ø - ø 
plural - ø - ø - ø 
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Hypothesis 1 (Full Transfer) 
The complete L1 syntax constitutes the L2 initial state. 
Therefore, the [+ strong] Agr value of the Agr strength 
parameter transfers into the L2 initial state grammar of native 
Italian and Spanish L2ers, but without the related overt L1 
agreement morphology; consequently, their L2 initial state 
lexicons individually list phonologically empty agreement 
affixes, which are base-generated under Agr. 

 
 
What follows from hypothesis 1 is that the cluster of syntactic properties that fall 
out from the [+ strong] Agr value transfers into the L2 initial state. This leads to 
the empirical prediction that the following surface features will be found in the 
early utterances of native Italian and Spanish L2ers: 
1. missing subject pronouns and missing expletives in both root and embedded 

clauses (see section 3.3.2.2); 
2. “free” subject inversion in declarative sentences (see section 3.3.2.3); 
3. word orders that are compatible with V-to-Agr movement (see section 

3.3.2.4)  
 

Below, I will discuss each of these [+strong] Agr-related properties within the 
native language context. 
  
 
 
3.3.2.2 Missing subject pronouns and expletives in Italian and Spanish 
 
A well-known property of both Spanish and Italian is that pronominal subjects 
may remain unexpressed. The subject pronoun is only overtly expressed when it 
is emphasised for reasons of contrast or disambiguation, while non-arguments 
and quasi arguments are not overtly expressed (see e.g. Rizzi 1994; Haegeman 
1991). However, in the area of expletive subjects Spanish and Italian are different. 
Spanish does not have any overt expletive subjects, while Italian does in certain 
constructions. On the one hand, Italian does not have an overt expletive pronoun in 
atmospheric and temporal predicates (14a), constructions with an extraposed 
clausal subject and with certain verbs (14c). On the other hand, Italian existential 
constructions with a form of copula ‘be’ require the presence of the expletive ci, 
which can be seen as the counterpart of English existential there (14d).  
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(14) 
 a. Piove      Italian 
        (it) rains 
 
 b. Llueve     Spanish 
     (it) rains  
  
 c. Sembra che Gianni sia ammalato.  Italian 
     (it) seems that Gianni is ill 
 
 d. Ci sono molti clienti nel negozio   Italian 
     There are many clients in the store  
     (Burzio :1986 126).  
 
 
Italian and Spanish subject pronoun omission is possible in main and embedded 
clauses. In embedded clauses subject omission is even the favoured option if 
the zero pronoun is co-referential with the subject of the main clause, as in (15c).  
 
(15) 
 a. ha parlato     Italian 
       (he/she/it) has spoken 
  (Haegeman 1991: 413) 
  
 b. So che cosa hai detto    Italian 
     (I) know what you said 
 
 c. Gianni canta quando è contento  Italian 
     Gianni sings when (he) is happy 
   (Rizzi 1994: 154, 170, n4) 
 
 
It deserves to be noted again that apart from grammatical constraints subject 
omission is also governed by pragmatic constraints in Spanish and Italian: A 
subject pronoun may only remain unexpressed if it refers to an established 
discourse topic. This means that first and second person subject pronouns can 
always be omitted without previous introduction, but third person subjects must 
have been mentioned before in the previous discourse context.   
 I assume that missing subjects in the L2 initial state result from the 
transfer of the possibility of missing subjects in the L1 grammar. This means that 
missing subjects in the L2 initial state are only expected if the L1 allows subject 
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omission. If the L1 does not permit missing subjects, subjects are predicted not 
to be omitted in the L2 initial state.61  
 

Hypothesis 2 (Full Transfer) 
In the L2 initial state of Italian and Spanish L2ers, the 
SpecAgrP may remain empty at PF, as a syntactic 
consequence of the transfer of the [+ strong] Agr value, which 
licenses the AgrP projection.   

 
The empirical consequence of hypothesis 2 is that the L2ers will permit 
subjectless main and subordinate clauses during the initial stages of L2A, in 
accordance with the facts reported in previous studies on missing subjects in the 
IL of native Romance L2ers (cf. chapter 2). 
 
 
3.3.2.3 V-to-Agr movement in Italian and Spanish 
 
Two well-known linguistic diagnostics which provide evidence for V-to-Agr 
raising in Italian and Spanish are the Mirror Principle, and finite verb placement 
relative to adverbs and quantifiers.  
 Baker’s (1985) Mirror Principle holds that inflectional morphology must 
have a “mirror”, a functional categorial correlate in the syntax: the respective 
order of tense and agreement morphology on the verb reflects the respective 
order of the inflectional projections TP and AgrP in the tree structure (cf. also 
Belletti 1990:28). The closest affix to the root of the verb reflects that the verb 
has passed through the related inflectional head first, which implies that this 
inflectional head is closest to the VP in the hierarchical tree structure. In 
Spanish, like in Italian, the tense affix is closer to the root of the verb than the 
agreement affix, as is shown in (16a).This means that in languages like Spanish 
and Italian, T must be lower in the hierarchical tree structure than Agr, as the 
simplified structure in (16b) depicts. 
 
(16)  
 a. caminá-ba             -mos    Spanish 
  walk     -imperfect -1pl 
  we walked 
 
 b. [AgrP[Agr-mos]][TP[T-ba]...[Vmax... 
     (based on Suñer 1994:341) 

                                                 
61 This claim goes against approaches which assume that all L2ers go through an 
early developmental stage during which they omit subjects, regardless of their 
mother tongues (cf. e.g. Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1994, 1996, and Eubank 
1996). 
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This way of reasoning suggests that in Spanish and Italian the finite verb raises 
as high as Agr to pick up its agreement affixes (see also Suñer 1994:341). This 
is in accordance with the assumption I have adopted that Spanish and Italian 
agreement affixes are base-generated in Agr, and that the finite verb moves to 
this position to support the affixes which would otherwise be left stranded in 
violation of a universal principle (Lasnik’s Filter) that requires bound morphemes 
to appear on a host. 
 Additional evidence for movement of the finite verb to Agr in Italian and 
Spanish comes from the relative positioning of the verb vis-à-vis other elements 
in a sentence. The cursory discussion below heavily relies on Belletti’s (1990) 
analysis of verb movement in Italian. Because the Spanish data parallel the 
Italian data, this analysis carries over to Spanish. 
 Belletti assumes that in Italian the finite verb raises to Agr, the highest 
inflectional head. Her account is based on the position of the finite verb relative 
to negative polarity adverbs, different types of adverbs, and floated quantifiers. 
Determining the occurrence of verb movement by fixing the positions of  adverbs 
is a common diagnostic used by linguists since the seminal work of Emonds 
(1978) and Pollock (1989). 
 Belletti distinguishes different types of adverbs with different 
distributions in the sentence. I will limit myself to a cursory discussion of the 
relevant distributional facts, which are rather complex, and refer the interested 
reader to Belletti (1990) for a more detailed (and first-hand) account. Belletti 
captures the distribution of ‘lower’, or VP, adverbs by assuming that these 
adverbs can be both left-adjoined (17a) and right-adjoined to the VP (17b).  
 
(17) 
 a. Quel medico risolverà completamente i tuoi problemi. Italian 
     That doctor will solve completely your problems. 
 b. Quel medico risolverà i tuoi problemi completamente. 
     That doctor will solve your problems completely. 
 c. *Quel medico completamente risolverà i tuoi problemi. 
     That doctor completely will solve your problems. 
 
The clause-final adverb in (17b) is neutral with respect to verb movement. 
However, the clause-medial adverb in (17a) immediately follows the finite verb 
and precedes the object, suggesting that the finite verb has moved out of the VP. 
The ungrammaticality of the preverbal adverb in (17c) provides additional 
support for the assumption that the finite verb cannot stay in-situ. 
The order of the finite verb relative to adverbs is often used as a diagnostic for 
verb movement. The present study also uses adverbs as an indicator of verb 
raising to Agr (section 3.4). 
 Yet another diagnostic used by Belletti to demonstrate that the finite 
verb moves to Agr in Italian is based on Sportiche’s (1988) analysis of the 
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distribution of floating quantifiers. When a quantified subject moves to SpecAgrP, 
the quantifier may move to a higher specifier through which the subject has 
moved, like SpecTP. Belletti points out that if the finite verb would move no 
higher than T, a floated quantifier in SpecTP would precede the finite verb. 
However, preverbal floated quantifiers are not attested in Italian. The fact that 
the quantifier always follows the finite verb in Italian (cf. (18a) and (18b)) 
suggests that the finite verb moves as high as Agr. 
 
(18) 
 a. Gli invitati salutarono tutti Maria.   Italian 
     the guests greeted    all Maria   
 b. *Gli invitati tutti salutarono Maria. 
     the guests all greeted Maria   
 
 
These facts endorse the independently made assumption that the finite verb 
moves to Agr in Italian tensed clauses.  
 

Hypothesis 3 (Full Transfer) 
In the L2 initial state of native Italian and Spanish L2ers, the 
verb continues to move to Agr at PF to amalgamate with the 
zero-affix that is base-generated there due to transfer of the [+ 
strong] Agr value (cf. hypothesis 1). 

 
 
The description of the Italian data given above aimed at providing support for the 
assumption that the finite verb moves to Agr in Italian (and Spanish). It should be 
stressed here that the data are more complex and that distributions of adverbs in 
Spanish and Italian do not always present a clear picture of verb movement. This 
is due to the fact that adverbs may be generated both to the right and the left of 
the VP. In addition to this, we have seen that some surface orders are derived 
via left or right-dislocation of elements.62 As a result, the distribution of these 

                                                 
62 Belletti (1990) proposes that ‘higher’ adverbs, or sentential adverbs, which typically 
appear clause-initially (cf.   i-a), are left-adjoined to AgrP. This analysis accounts for 
the ungrammaticality of the order in (i-b), in which the higher adverb ‘probabilmente’ 
(‘probably’) immediately follows the finite verb; as the finite verb raises to Agr, it 
cannot precede the adverb which is generated under a position to the left of the AgrP 
projection. Due to their being left-adjoined to AgrP, sentential adverbs are not very 
revealing with respect to verb movement. Sentences like (i-c) in which a sentential 
adverb follows the subject involve a topicalised or left-dislocated subject, while 
sentences with a clause-final sentential adverb like (i -d) involve a right-dislocated 
adverb, according to Belletti.  
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elements relative to the finite verb is often neutral with respect to verb 
movement. Along with the application of V-to-Agr, Spanish and Italian L2ers are 
assumed to transfer these mechanisms into the L2 initial state. Consequently, 
the L2ers are predicted to accommodate the TL input containing adverbs in a 
way that follows most logically from the L1 grammar;  this means that adverb 
placement in the TL may not signal to the L2ers what the verb movement 
properties of the TL are.  

 
  

3.3.2.4 Inverted subjects in Italian and Spanish  
 
Another property that belongs to the cluster of properties associated with a 
[+strong] Agr parameter value is the possibility of postposing the subject. Indeed, 
Spanish and Italian permit inverted subjects in declaratives, as is shown in 
(19).63 
 
(19) 
 a. Ha telefonato Beatrice.     Italian 
     has called Beatrice 
     Beatrice has called. 
 
 b. Hizo   Miguel un gesto resignado   Spanish 
     made Miguel a   gesture resigned 
     Miguel made a resigned gesture 
    (cf. Miguel hizo un gesto resignado) 
 
  
Moreover, inverted orders are found in main and subordinate clauses alike, as 
the following examples in (20) reflect. 
 
                                                                                                                   
(i) 
 a. Probabilmente Gianni telefonerà alle 5.   Italian 
     Probably Gianni will call at 5. 
 b. *Gianni telefonerà probabilmente alle 5. 
     Gianni will probably call at 5. 
 c. Gianni probabilmente telefonerà alle 5. 
     Gianni probably will call at 5. 
 d. Gianni telefonerà alle 5, probabilmente. 
     Gianni will call at 5, probably. 
    (Belletti 1990:41-42, examples (30), (32)) 
63 Apart from subject-verb inversion in declaratives, Italian and Spanish also have 
post-verbal subjects in yes/no questions and (most) wh-questions. However, 
interrogative inversion is not discussed here as it is less revealing in terms of 
transfer, given that it is also found in the target languages English, Swedish and 
German. 
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(20)  
 a. Diez cafecitos toma Drea todas las mañanas  Spanish 
     ten little coffees drinks Drea every morning 
 b. *Diez cafecitos Drea toma todas las mañanas 
 
 c. Mario dijo que diez cafecitos toma Drea todas las mañanas 
     Mario said that ten little coffees drinks Drea every morning 
 d.*Mario dijo que diez cafecitos Drea toma todas las mañanas 
     (Suñer 1994: 335-7: (1), (2), (5) (6)) 
 
The sentences (20b, and 20d) are ungrammatical because fronted objects 
require subject verb inversion in Spanish. Torrego (1984), and Suñer (1994) 
observe that SV inversion is only obligatory with fronted arguments in Spanish. 64 
This means that in argumental (non-subject) wh-questions the subject must 
occur post-verbally, but with adjuncts and embedded indirect questions 
beginning with si (whether) the subject may occur before or after the verb (21). 
 
(21)         Spanish 

a. Me pregunto por qué no firma el gobernador ese proyecto en ley. 
b. Me pregunto por qué el gobernador no firma ese proyecto en ley. 

 I wonder why the governor does not sign that project into law 
c. Me preguntaron sí habían comprado los Pérez la casa de la esquina 
d. Me preguntaron sí los Pérez habían comprado la casa de la esquina 

 They asked me whether the Pérezes had bought the corner house 
      (Suñer 1994:338,(8),(9)) 
 
Furthermore, when an object is left-dislocated (instead of topicalised), the 
subject may occur in preverbal position, both in main (22a) and embedded (22b) 
clauses. 
 
(22) 
 a. Las acelgas, María las detesta    Spanish 
     Spinach, Maria detests 
   (Hernanz and Brucart 1987, qtd in Suñer 1994:350) 
  
 b. Briana me dijo que los libros de texto, Drea ya los había vendido 
     Briana told me that the textbooks, Drea had already sold. 
      (Suñer 1994:350) 
 

                                                 
64 See Suñer (1994) for an explanation of the argument/adjunct asymmetry in 
Spanish, which involves an adjacency requirement of the preposed object and the 
finite verb. 

  
 

 



 THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS AND EMPIRICAL PREDICTIONS  79 
 

 In section 3.2.4 above, I proposed an account for inverted subjects in 
Spanish and Italian, under which the property of post-verbal subjects in 
declarative sentences is part of the cluster of properties of the [+ strong] Agr 
value of the Agr strength parameter.65 The option of leaving the subject in the 
SpecVP at PF while the SpecAgrP is empty will be part of the L2 initial state of 
native Italian and Spanish L2ers, who are therefore predicted to display inverted 
subject orders in both main and embedded clauses during the early stages of 
L2A. 
 

Hypothesis 4 (Full Transfer) 
As a syntactic consequence of the transfer of the [+ strong] Agr 
value into the L2 initial state of Italian and Spanish L2ers, 
SpecAgrP may remain empty, and thus the overt subject may 
remain VP-internal at PF. Inverted subjects derive from this 
situation since the finite verb raises to Agr, past the subject in 
SpecVP. 

                                                 
65 If the assumption that pro-subjects and inverted subjects correlate due to the way 
in which agreement affixes are base-generated is correct, one might expect that 
languages in which agreement affixes are not base-generated in Agr would lack both 
pro-drop and SV inversion. This generalisation does not completely hold because 
some non-pro-drop languages, like English and French, show a (albeit limited) kind 
of subject inversion. The English and French examples in (i) have a post-verbal NP 
subject. However, the ungrammaticality of the English sentence (i-b) shows that the 
expletive cannot be omitted, unlike what is found in pro-drop and “free inversion” 
languages like Italian and Spanish. 
 
(i) a. There came a student into the room  English 
 b. *Came a student into the room. 
 c. Il est arrivé un étudiant.    French 
     it is arrived a student  
     A student has arrived. 
     *est arrivé un étudiant. 
 d. E’ arrivato uno studente.   Italian 
     is arrived a student  
     A student has arrived. 
 e. *Demain partira Pierre. 
     *Tommorow will leave Pierre 
 
These facts can be accommodated into the account presented above. The expletives 
‘there’ and ‘il’ fill SpecAgrP to license the projection of AgrP, while the post-verbal NP 
subject remains in its VP-internal position at PF. At LF, according to Speas 
(1995:10), the NP subject adjoins to its associate expletive in SpecAgrP, and thus 
the phi-features of the NP subject percolate to the dominating node, and the phi-
features and Case can be checked in a spec-head agreement relation. In English, 
sentences like (i-b) from which the expletive is missing are ruled out by economy 
constraints, because if SpecAgrP is not filled, neither the specifier position nor the 
head has content to license the AgrP projection. 
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3.3.2.5 Summary of hypotheses about the L2 initial state 
 
Summing up the hypotheses on the L2 initial state of adult native Italians and 
Spanish L2ers that have been made so far: if the [+ strong] Agr parameter value 
transfers from the L1, its syntactic reflexes (missing subjects, inverted subjects 
and V-to-Agr) are expected to cluster during the early stages of native Italian and 
Spanish L2ers. If, however, the parameter does not transfer, no clustering is 
expected and the theory of Full Transfer is refuted.  
   

 

3.3.3 Relevant properties of the target languages: English, German and 
Swedish  

 
3.3.3.1 Introduction 
 
Now that the hypotheses concerning the L2 initial state have been discussed, 
the issue of subsequent L2 development needs to be addressed. My hypotheses 
on what happens after the L2 initial state are grounded in Full Access. It is 
important to note here that I do not expect Full Access to be the most likely 
outcome of the present study. As we have seen in chapter 2, none of the 
previous L2A results on the Null Subject Parameter provides convincing 
evidence for Full Access. My reason for testing Full Access hypotheses is 
methodological: Full Access makes the strongest and hence most easily 
falsifiable predictions. It predicts parameter resetting of a limited cluster of 
properties. If the surface reflections of the relevant properties are found in the 
data, Full Access is confirmed; by contrast, if these do not occur, Full Access 
loses its case by default. The alternative position No Access has the 
methodological disadvantage of predicting a host possible outcomes. Therefore, 
No Access is perhaps best narrowly defined in terms of what it does not predict: 
parameter resetting. In other words, if parameter resetting occurs, No Access is 
refuted; if parameter resetting does not occur, No Access holds. 
 Clearly then, the focus of attention is on parameter resetting. What does 
this entail? For the [Agr strength] parameter under investigation, parameter 
resetting involves the following abstract properties. 
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Hypothesis 5 (Full Access) 
L2ers reset the “Agr strength” parameter to the [- strong] Agr 
value. This means that agreement  affixes are listed in 
paradigms in the lexicon and are base-generated directly on 
the verb in V. Consequently, SpecAgr must be filled by a 
subject to license AgrP. The verb does not have to raise to Agr 
to support agreement affixes.66 

 
We cannot observe the abstract properties of hypothesis 5 directly in the IL data. 
Instead, such underlying properties must be inferred from their surface 
reflections. There are two factors which complicate finding the pertinent evidence 
for parameter resetting in the surface data. Firstly, resetting the parameter to [- 
strong] Agr involves complete absence of the cluster of surface properties 
associated with the [+ strong] Agr value. The reason for defining parameter 
resetting in terms of lacking properties is that [- strong] Agr is the ‘subset value’; 
[+ strong] Agr has the superset of properties overlapping [- strong] Agr properties 
(see chapter 2). For instance, [- strong] Agr requires subjects in subordinate 
clauses to be overt, while [+ strong] Agr allows both overt and missing subjects 
in subordinate clauses. The [- strong] Agr value is thus the narrower option. 
Therefore, we can only assume that the parameter has been reset to the [-
strong] Agr value if the typical properties of [+strong] Agr are completely absent. 
Simplifying matters for just now, my interim (Full Access) predictions for 
parameter resetting to [-strong] Agr value involve: 

1. absence of missing subjects 
2. absence of subject-verb inversion in declaratives 
3. absence of word orders suggesting V-to-Agr movement 

This list of predicted [- strong] Agr surface properties must be refined. This is due 
to a second impediment to finding clear-cut evidence for parameter resetting to [- 
strong] Agr: the TLs of the present study (English, German and Swedish) have 
surface properties which are not related to the parameter itself, yet seemingly 
overlap with some of the properties under investigation. For instance, all three 
TLs permit missing subjects under limited conditions (cf. 3.3.3.3). Moreover, 
German and Swedish have a so-called V2-requirement of placing the finite verb 
in second position in main clauses, which often results in subject-verb inversion 
(cf. 3.3.3.4). Even though such VS surface orders are unrelated to the [Agr 
strength] parameter in the TLs, it is dificult to tell them apart from VS orders 
resulting from the parameter, as Schwartz (1991) points out. The German and 
Italian sentences in (23) exemplify VS surface orders. 
 

                                                 
66 There may be other reasons for V to raise to Agr or C that extend beyond the 
properties of the [Agr strength] parameter. For instance, Swedish and German are  
[- strong] Agr languages in which the verb raises to C. 
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(23)  
 a. Gestern kam Hans    German 
     Yesterday came Hans 
 b. Ieri arrivo Gianni     Italian 

    Yesterday arrived Gianni 
    (examples based on Schwartz 1991) 
  
Despite the similar surface orders, the syntactic analysis linguists commonly 
attach to the German sentence in (23a) differs from the analysis of the Italian 
sentence in (23b). This is natural since  the analysis of a particular structure 
forms a logical part of the rest of the grammar of that  language. As German is a 
V2 language, with movement of the finite verb to C in main clauses, a post-
verbal subject in German is commonly analysed as occupying SpecAgr with the 
finite verb in C, illustrated in the tree structure of (24a). This analysis does not 
generally hold for Italian inverted subjects, as the Italian finite verb does not 
generally raise to C. Instead, the Italian sentence in (23ba) derives from V-to-Agr 
movement and the subject in a VP-internal position, represented structurally in 
(24b). 
 
 
(24) 
 a. German          
 
 CP           
 
SpecCP  C’      
Gestern 
 
 C  AgrP      
 kamj       
 
  SpecAgrP Agr’      
  Hansi       
 
   VP  Agr      
     tj    
   
  SpecVP  V’       
  ti        
   NP  V  
     tj 
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b. Italian      
 
 AgrP      
 
 
Ieri  AgrP 
 
 Spec  Agr’ 
        
  Agr  VP 
  arrivoj  
   Spec  V’ 
   Gianni 
    V  NP 
    tj  
   
 
In this context it is also important to stress again that L2ers perceive only surface 
structures in the TL input: sound strings that do not have a unique analysis 
attached to them. As examples (23a, 24a, 23b and 24b) illustrate, some surface 
structures are amenable to different analyses. Given the underlying structure of 
Italian, it seems plausible that a transferred Italian grammar could easily 
accommodate German input like (23a) into a tree structure like (24b). 
 In the remainder of this chapter, the relevant properties of the TLs 
English, German and Swedish are discussed. This discussion results in more 
refined hypotheses about parameter resetting to the [-strong] Agr value. It is 
imperative to bear in mind that the hypotheses focus exclusively on the 
properties related to the [-strong] Agr value. This means that the hypotheses say 
nothing about acquisition of TL properties that are not related to this value. 
 
 
3.3.3.2 Agreement morphology in the target languages English, German and 
Swedish 
 
The three Germanic languages under investigation differ considerably with 
respect to the richness of agreement inflection on the finite verb. As the present 
tense of (the equivalents of) the verb “to buy” in (25) illustrate, Swedish lacks 
overt subject verb agreement morphology, and English only marks the third 
person singular in the present tense (apart from the suppletive forms of ‘to be’), 
while German has much richer agreement morphology on the finite verb. 
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(25)  
 
Present indicative tense of main verb ‘to buy’ 
 Swedish English German 
1st person singular köp-er buy kauf-e 
2nd person singular köp-er buy kauf-st 
3rd person singular köp-er buy-s kauf-t 
1st person plural köp-er buy kauf-en 
2nd person plural köp-er buy kauf-t 
3rd person plural köp-er buy kauf-en 
 
 I assume that each of these languages is required to project AgrP, given 
that they all have some sort of agreement inflection (and do not permit null 
subjects a la Japanese).67 At the same time, the agreement inflection of English 
and Swedish is clearly not rich enough to meet Rohrbacher’s Full Paradigm. 
Therefore, I also assume that these languages do not have separate lexical 
entries for each member (or indeed for any of  the members) of the agreement 
paradigm, and that agreement is base-generated on the verb, instead of in Agr. 
Although German agreement inflection is fairly rich, and even meets 
Rohrbacher’s Full Paradigm (in that the first and second person differ from each 
other and the third person form, as well as from the infinitive) a similar analysis 
of German as a [- strong] Agr language seems justified because it does not 

                                                 
67 The lack of agreement morphology has led some linguists to the conclusion that 
Swedish does not have an Agr head with its own projection (cf. Holmberg and 
Platzack 1995:18-20). If this were the case, Swedish would provide a 
counterexample against Speas’ (1995) economy generalization that languages that 
lack Agr have null subjects, since Swedish does not generally permit null subjects. 
Speas (1995:33) argues that although Swedish does not have rich verbal agreement 
inflection, there is evidence for number and gender agreement between nouns, 
determiners and adjectives (i-a,i-b,i-c), as well as agreement on past participles (i-d) 
and (i-e). 
(i) a. en fin lagenhet   b. ett fint museum 

    a fine flat (common gender)     a fine museum (neuter gender) 
c. två fina museer   d. brevet var skrivet 
    two museums       letter-the was written (‘the letter was 

written’) 
e. breven var skrivna 

       letters was written-plural 
     ‘the letters were written’  
   (examples based on Speas 1995:33 (17-18)) 
 
She claims that these data motivate the projection of AgrP in Swedish. I follow Speas 
in assuming that Swedish has an Agr head with its own projection. 
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permit referential null subjects. So the three TLs are classified as languages with 
a [-strong] Agr parameter value. 
 In chapter 2  I reviewed L2 studies, from which I concluded that 
inflectional morphology does not seem to correlate developmentally with other 
syntactic properties that are related (cross-linguistically and developmentally in 
L1A) to verbal inflection. In this respect, adult L2 acquisition seems to differ from 
child L1 acquisition in which clear correlations are found.68 Therefore, I do not 
expect Spanish and Italian L2ers of Germanic languages to reset the parameter 
to [-strong] Agr on the basis of inflectional morphology of these languages. In 
other words, I do not anticipate a correlation between the acquisition of the TL 
inflectional paradigm and the absence of [+strong] Agr properties. Of course, this 
is not to say that these L2ers may not reset the parameter by means of a 
different trigger. Whether resetting takes place at all, is a matter of empirical 
research which logically precedes the question of triggers for resetting. 
 
 
3.3.3.3 Subjects in the target languages Swedish, English, and German 
 
The assumption that the TLs English, German and Swedish have [- strong] Agr 
and therefore require overt subjects to license the AgrP projection is compatible 
with the observational fact that these languages do not generally permit null 
subjects. The Germanic TLs differ crucially from Italian and Spanish in the sense 
that the former do not permit missing subjects in subordinate clauses while this 
is common in the null subject languages Italian and Spanish.  
 German permits subject omission under restricted conditions. In spoken 
German, either a subject or an object may be dropped.69 Sentence (26a) has an 
overt subject and an overt object. In sentence (26b) the subject has been 
dropped, while in sentence (26c) the object has been dropped. 
 
(26) a. Ich trage die  schon. 
  I   wear  them already 
  ‘I am wearing them already.’ 

                                                 
68 Vainikka and Young-Scholten (1996) propose that bound morphology does not 
function as a trigger of syntactic properties for adult learners, unlike what seems to 
hold for child L1 learners. 
69 There is an asymmetry between empty subject topics and empty object topics, as 
noted by Cardinaletti (1990). Subjects in all persons can be topic-dropped, but zero 
objects are restricted to third person singular. 
(i) a. Question: Siehst du   mich? Answer: *Nein, ec seh    ich nicht 
                      see     you me?    No, (2sg) see I     not 
 b. Question: Siehst du Anna? Answer:   Nein, ec seh ich nicht 
                      see    you Anna?    No, (3sg) see I     not 
      (Hamann 1994:70) 
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 b. e Trage die  schon. 
  wear  them already 
  ‘I am wearing them already’ 
 c.  e Trage ich schon. 
  wear I   already 
  ‘I am wearing them already.’ 
    (Huang 1984:546) 
 
In (26b) and (26c) the verb seems to be in sentence-initial position. Under the 
usual assumption that finite the verb is underlyingly V2, the missing NPs must 
have been dropped from the first position. Compare the sentences in (26) to the 
ungrammatical sentences in (27).  
 
 
(27) a. *Die trage e schon. 
 b. *Ich trage e schon. 
    (Huang 1984: 547) 
 
 
In these sentences, the verb is in V2 (C0), but the first position (SpecCP) is 
already lexically filled and neither subject (27a), nor object (27b) may be dropped 
from any other than sentence initial position. The content of such empty 
elements is recovered from the discourse context. The observation that subjects 
and objects are dropped only from sentence-initial position has led to the 
conclusion that German zero pronouns are really zero topics (Huang 1984; 
Cardinaletti 1989). They must first be topicalised (moved to Spec-CP) before 
they can be deleted. This is especially apparent for object topics, since every 
fronted object must be a topic. Not every subject in initial position is a topic, 
however. Some are simple subjects.70 

                                                 
70 Not all sentence-initial subjects are topics in German as expletives occur in this 
position, but cannot be topics.  

  
 

 



 THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS AND EMPIRICAL PREDICTIONS  87 
 

  An analysis of German topic-drop could be that there is some sort of 
null topic operator that occupies the specifier of CP. Although such an empty 
operator lacks phonological content, it can be argued to have semantic content, 
due to its scope-bearing features (Speas 1995:20). In this respect, null operators 
are different from pro which does not have any phonological or semantic content. 
Under the common assumption that German has only one topic position (the 
verb being in C), it follows that only one element can be deleted per sentence, 
hence the ungrammaticality of (28b).71 
 
(28) a. Ich hab’  ihn  schon   gekannt. 
  ‘I    have him already known.’ 
  b. *e hab’ e schon gekannt. 
 
Another consequence of the restriction that deletion may only take place from a 
topic position is that topic drop is not found in subordinate clauses or in wh-
questions. Thus, in the distribution of null elements, there appears to be a sharp 
root/non-root asymmetry.72  
                                                 
71 The discussion of missing elements in German is limited the possibility of topic-
drop here. However, the issue of missing elements is more complex, though. 
German also has null pleonastics in certain contexts (unlike Swedish and English) as 
the following examples show:  
(i) a....daß getanzt wurde.   b. *...daß es getanzt wurde. German 
            that danced was                         that it   danced was   
        ‘...that there was dancing.’                  (Speas 1995:46; Hamann 1994:69) 
 
For possible explanations of these German facts see Speas 1995 or Tomaselli 1990. 
72 In some varieties of spoken German this root/non-root contrast does not seem to 
obtain, exemplified in (ii). 
 
(ii) a. Gestern   hast das   gekauft.   German 
  yesterday have-2sg    that bought 
  `yesterday you bought that' 
 b. Was  hast gekauft? 
  what have-2sg       bought? 
  ‘What have you bought?’ 
 c. Hast         das  gekauft? 
  have-2sg  that bought? 
  `Have you bought that?'  
 d. ?Ich weiss dass das gekauft hast. 
  I know     that    that bought have-2sg  
  I know that you bought that' 
     (Hamann 1994:70) 
 
However, the seeming absence of the 2sg pronoun is thus nothing but a phonetic 
illusion: the second person singular pronoun "du" is "te". This "te" in combination with 
the verb-ending -st seems to be schwa and often disappears completely. Therefore, 
these are cases of contracted forms, rather than of null subjects. L2ers of German 
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Swedish allows referential null subjects in imperatives (29a), in co-ordinated 
clauses (29b), and “contextually determined referential null subjects (topic drop) 
of the type found in dialogues” (29c) and (29d) (Holmberg and Platzack 1995; 
99, fn3).73 Topics may only be dropped from clause-initial position (cf. 29e). 
 
(29) a. Spring!      Swedish 
  run 
 b. Kalle for   till Västerås och (han) kom   sen  inte tillbaka. 
  Kalle went to Västerås  and (he)   came then not  back 
 c. Vad   gör Peter   i kväll?_(Han) tittar  på fotboll. 
  What does Peter tonight?_(he)   looks at  football 
 d. (Jag) sänder här ett foto som jag tog i somras. 
  (I) send        here a photo that I   took last summer 
 e. *Jag sänder här ett foto som tog i somras.      
   I     send    here a photo that took last summer 
   (examples from Hammarberg and Viberg (1977)) 
 
For Swedish topic-drop, I assume an analysis similar to the analysis for German 
topic-drop given above.74  
 Although English normally does not permit subject omission, it does 
occur under restricted circumstances, such as in diary contexts (e.g. 30a), some 
questions (e.g. 30b) and with non-thematic subjects (e.g. 29c). 
 
(30) a. Had a wonderful day today.  
 b. Wanna leave? 
 c.  Seems like it’s gonna rain. 
 
Haegeman (1990) adopts a topic-drop analysis for these understood subjects on 
the basis of the descriptive generalization that they can only be left out from 
sentence-initial position and their referents must be found in the discourse 
context. The phenomenon which has come to be known as “diary-drop”, appears 
to be a heavily constrained version of topic-drop as it does not allow object-
topics to be dropped and only occurs in particular registers of English. 

                                                                                                                   
may mistake such contractions in the input for evidence that subject pronouns may 
be omitted in German. 
73 Imperatives usually do not have overt subjects in most languages. 
74 Unlike German, Swedish does not permit omission of pleonastics with the 
exception of sentences beginning with an adverbial of place (cf. Stowell 1981; Falk 
1987, 1993; Hoekstra and Mulder 1990): 
(i) I gräset kan finnas ormar     Swedish 
 in the-grass may be snakes 
   (Holmberg and Platzack 1995;100,fn5) 
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Haegeman concludes that this language internal variation is due to a parametric 
difference between the core grammar of English which does not allow null 
elements and the peripheral grammar, found in, for instance, the diary register. 
 Summarizing the facts concerning subjects in the three target 
languages, subjects may never be omitted from positions that are not sentence-
initial. This means subjects are never omitted from wh-questions and 
subordinate clauses, contrary to what is found in the pro-drop languages 
Spanish and Italian.  
  

Hypothesis 6 (Full Access) 
If L2ers reset the parameter to [- strong] Agr, SpecAgr must be 
filled by a subject to license AgrP. As a consequence, L2ers’ 
subjects must always be overt in subordinate clauses, once the 
parameter has been reset. 

 
 
3.3.3.4 Verb movement in the target languages: no VS in English declarative, 
subordinate clauses 
 
The three target languages Swedish, German and English are assumed to have 
a [-strong] Agr value, which means that agreement affixes are not base-
generated in Agr. Because of the absence of unbound agreement affixes in Agr, 
there are no stray affixes to force the verb to move to Agr at PF (by Lasnik’s 
filter) in any of the three languages. As mentioned before, however, this does not 
imply that none of these languages has any verb movement. There seems to be 
general consensus on the assumption that the main verb stays in-situ (VP-
internally) in English. A similar lack of overt verb movement is assumed to hold 
for (most) Swedish subordinate clauses. However, both Swedish and German 
main clauses show clear V2 effects, which is commonly taken as evidence for 
verb movement to C. Furthermore, German subordinate clauses are often 
assumed to have V-to-Agr, (although operation of this movement is obscured by 
the fact that German subordinate word order is SOV). Let us take a closer look 
at the verb movement properties of the three TLs, before the last hypothesis is 
presented. 
 Like most other Germanic languages, Swedish is a verb second (V2) 
language. This means that the finite verb is required to surface in second 
position in declarative main clauses and direct complement questions. At a 
descriptive level, the second position is the position immediately to the right of a 
clause-initial constituent, such as the  subject in (31a), or any other topicalised 
phrasal unit, such as the wh-element in (31b) or the adverb in (31c). The V2 
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constraint excludes matrix clause word orders with the finite verb in first or third 
position, as is illustrated by the ungrammaticality of 31d) and (31e).75 
 
(31) a. Lena köpte en ny bok    Swedish 
  Lena bought a new book 
 b. Vad köpte Lena? 
  What bought Lena? 
 c.  Igår köpte Lena en ny bok 
   Yesterday bought Lena a new book 
 d. *Köpte  igår Lena en ny bok 
   Bought yesterday Lena a new book 
 e. *Igår Lena köpte en ny bok 
   Yesterday Lena bought a new book 
 
I follow the standard analysis of the V2 phenomenon that the finite verb raises to 
C in root clauses (den Besten 1977; Thiersch 1978, but see Travis 1984, 1986, 
1991; Zwart 1990, 1993 for alternative analyses). The V2 constraint requires the 
finite verb to move to C, the position immediately to the left of the subject in 
SpecAgrP. The subject may move on to SpecCP, leading to an SV order as in 
(31a). If, however, another constituent occupies SpecCP, the subject remains in 
SpecAgrP as only one constituent at a time may occupy SpecCP. In the latter 
case the finite verb moves across the subject, resulting in subject/verb inversion, 
that is, VS order, exemplified in (31b) and (31c). 
 Swedish also has cases of embedded V2. Especially in spoken 
Swedish, embedded clauses introduced by the complementisers att ‘that’, and 
för, för att, därför, and därför att ‘because’, often have main clause word order, 
with post-verbal positioning of sentence medial adverbs and negation (Teleman 
1967; Andersson 1975:18; Platzack 1987; Roberts 1993:58).76   
 
(32) a.  ...att igår köpte Lena en ny bok   Swedish 
      ...that yesterday bought Lena a new book 
 b.  *Att igår köpte Lena en ny bok, vet jag. 
      That yesterday bought Lena a new book know I. 

                                                 
75 The term V2 as it is used here means that the finite verb occurs in C. It includes 
constructions such as  Swedish yes/no questions in which the finite verb appears in 
clause initial position (V1) instead of in second position (Köpte Lena en ny bok?). By 
the same token , there are many non-V2 languages in which the finite verb often 
appears in second position, although it is not in C (e.g. English, French etc.) 
76 Roberts (1993:58) suggests that such cases of embedded V2 are closely related to 
the phenomenon of embedded V2 that only occurs when the embedded clause is the 
complement of a certain kind of matrix verb. This class of verbs is sometimes 
referred to as ‘bridge’ verbs (e.g., know, say, believe, think, see). However, it is very 
difficult to define the exact properties of the matrix verbs that permit embedded V2. 
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It must be noted here that subordinate clauses introduced by these 
complementisers also permit non-V2 orders. In fact, embedded V2 is never 
possible when the subordinate clause precedes the main clause as in (31b). 
Vikner (1995:72) observes that the possibility of embedded V2 is subject to 
individual variation. What is clear, however, is that embedded V2 never occurs in 
embedded questions. Only subordinate clauses that express an assertion may 
have main clause word order (Andersson 1975). 
 The examples in (33) show that in German the finite verb follows the 
first constituent, just like in other Germanic V2 language like Swedish.  As was 
said with respect to Swedish V2, movement of the finite verb to C obscures 
whether V-to-Agr movement takes place in V2 contexts. 
 
(33) a.  Hans ließt ein Buch.    German 
 b. Welches Buch hat Hans gelesen? 
 c. Dieses Buch hat Hans gelesen. 
 d.  Vielleicht hat Hans dieses Buch gelesen. 
 
In German subordinate clauses, the finite verb does not move to C. However, 
unlike in Swedish, it is difficult to determine whether the German finite verb 
moves to Agr or remains in situ in such non-V2 contexts. This is due to the basic 
order of the verb and its complements, which is SOV (subject-object-verb) in 
German (see e.g. Koster 1978; Thiersch 1978; Den Besten 1983; Koopman 
1984).  
 Unlike other Germanic languages, English is not a V2 language. The 
ungrammaticality of  the sentences in (34), indicates that neither finite main 
verbs, nor auxiliaries or modals move to C. 
 
(34) a. *In actual fact reads John often this newspaper  
 b. *In actual fact has John often read this newspaper 
       (Vikner 1995:141) 
 
However, English does exhibit V2 with fronted wh-elements (35a) and 
topicalisation of affective elements (35c), for which it is sometimes referred to as 
a “residual V2 language” (cf. Rizzi 1990, 1991).  
 
(35) a. Which movies did Mary want to see? 
 b. *Which movies wanted Mary to see? 
 c. Under no circumstances would Mary watch artsy movies. 
 d. *Under no circumstances watches Mary artsy movies. 
 
 
Questions and negative topicalisations just cause auxiliaries and modals (and 
dummy ‘do’) to move to C. As the ungrammaticality of (35b) and (35d) shows, it 
is never the main verb that moves up in “residual V2” contexts. The movement 
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behaviour of English main verbs differs also from that of auxiliaries and modals, 
in that only the latter show independent V-to-Agr movement (cf. (36a) and 
(36b).77 While auxiliaries may precede medial adverbs, lexical verbs must follow 
these elements (cf. the ungrammaticality of (36c) and (36d)). This descriptive 
observation motivates many linguists to postulate that English lexical verbs stay 
in-situ, whether they are finite or not, and in main and subordinate clauses alike. 
78 
 
(36) a. John has often read this newspaper.  
 b. It was a complete surprise that John had often read this newspaper. 
 c. *John read often this newspaper. 
 d. *It was a complete surprise that John read often this newspaper.  
 
What are the implications of these verb movement properties for my last 
hypothesis? As was mentioned above, Swedish and German V2 obstructs 
detection of evidence that the parameter has been reset to [- strong] Agr: if VS 
surface orders are found in the IL data of Romance L2ers of Swedish and 
German, we cannot be certain whether these VS orders result from TL-like V2 
effects, or from a failure to reset the parameter. If learners of Swedish or 
German produce TL-like word orders in subordinate clauses this not yield 
evidence for parameter resetting either, but for different reasons. German has 
SOV orders in declarative subordinate clauses and Swedish permits subject-
verb inversion in declarative subordinate clauses. This leaves English as the 
only language to test my last hypothesis. 
 
 

Hypothesis 7 (Full Access) 
If L2ers reset the “Agr strength” parameter to the [- strong] Agr 
value, SpecAgrP must be filled by a subject to license AgrP and 
V can stay in situ since agreement affixes are generated 
directly on the verb in V. As a consequence, VS orders with the 
main verb preceding never occur in declarative sentences if the 
TL is English.  

 
 
                                                 
77 Vikner (1995:141) notes that “dare” and “need” sometimes behave like main verbs 
(cf. (vi-a) with finite inflection, accompanied by the infinitve marker ‘to”, and staying 
in-situ), and sometimes like modals (cf. (vi-b). without inflection, without “to”, but 
raising to Agr). 
(v) a. He never needs to raise his voice at all 
 b. He need never raise his voice at all   
78 Adverbs in French and English can occur both to the left and to the right periphery 
of the sentence, but for the moment we are just concerned with the position of 
sentence-internal adverbs. 
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3.4 Summary of theoretical assumptions and empirical predictions 
 
The version of the Null Subject Parameter adopted in this study is based on 
Speas (1995). The theoretical assumptions and empirical predictions that were 
made in this chapter are briefly reviewed here for ease of reference. Spanish 
and Italian are the native languages of the learners whose data are described in 
chapter 4. in Spanish and Italian, rich agreement affixes are base-generated in 
Agr instead of on the verb in V. This state of affairs represents the [+ strong] Agr 
value of the Null Subject Parameter. Speas’ economy condition that minimally 
the head or the specifier of each maximal projection must have lexical or 
semantic content is thus fulfilled: VP gets content via the verb that is base-
generated in V, while AgrP gets content via the base-generation of agreement 
affixes in Agr. The specifier positions of the maximal projections VP and AgrP 
may thus remain empty, although they may also be filled. The cluster of surface 
properties related to the [+ strong] Agr value of the parameter thus falls out from 
the interaction of the following underlying mechanisms. 
 

1. Rich agreement inflection on the finite verb is the necessary condition 
for the [+ strong] Agr parameter setting under which agreement affixes 
are base-generated in Agr. 

 
2. Given [+ strong] Agr,  SpecVP and SpecAgrP remain empty unless the 

reference of the element that can occupy these structural positions (the 
subject) must be made explicit.  
a. Overt (pronominal) subjects are thus only used when the subject is 

first introduced, or disambiguated or emphasised (and with certain 
non-finite constructions). 

b. Overt expletive subjects are not used because expletives do not 
have referential content and are not needed to fill the structural 
position SpecAgrP and SpecVP either.  

c. ‘Missing subjects’ occur in main and subordinate clauses alike as 
there is no difference between the conditions on main or 
subordinate AgrPs and VPs. 

 
3. Given [+ strong] Agr, the finite verb must move to Agr to support the 

agreement affixes that are base-generated there in accordance with the 
universal principle that requires bound morphemes to appear on a host. 

 
4. The assumptions that SpecVP and SpecAgrP may remain empty at PF, 

and that V-to-Agr movement applies in finite clauses also account for 
Italian subject-verb inversion in declarative sentences. In VS 
constructions, the overt subject remains in its VP-internal base-position 
(in SpecVP with transitive and unergative verbs, and in the complement 
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of VP with unaccusative verbs). The overt subject does not move to 
SpecAgrP at PF since SpecAgrP may remain empty. The VS order 
derives from the assumption that the finite verb must move to Agr to 
support the agreement affixes that are base-generated there, thus 
structurally preceding the subject in SpecVP at PF. 

 
Empirical evidence for Full Transfer of the L1 value of the Null Subject 
Parameter of native Spanish and Italian L2ers would involve the clustering of the 
following surface features during their early stages of acquiring Swedish, 
German or English. To illustrate which properties are hypothesised to co-occur in 
the learner data of chapter 4, relevant examples from chapter 3 are repeated 
below. 

 
1. Subject omissions (see section 3.3.2.2, examples 14 a and b): 

a. Expletive subjects are generally missing: 
 Rains 

‘It rains’ 
 Seems that Gianni is ill 

‘It seems that Gianni is ill’ 
 
b. Subject omissions are found in both main clauses and subordinate 

clauses introduced by a complementiser (see section 3.3.2.2, examples 
15b-c): 

 Know what you said  
‘I know what you said’ 

 Gianni sings when is happy  
‘Gianni sings when he is happy’ 

 
2. VS constructions in declarative clauses (see section 3.3.2.4, examples 19a-

b): 
 Has telephoned Beatrice 

‘Beatrice has telephoned’ 
 
a. Only VOS (not VSO) orders may occur in declarative clauses of native 

Italian L2ers; 
b. Both VOS and VSO orders may occur in declarative clauses of native 

Spanish L2ers: 
 Made Miguel a resigned gesture 

‘Miguel made a resigned gesture’ 
 

3. Verb placement relative to adverbs (see section 3.3.2.3, example 17):  
a. SVAO: the adverb intervenes between the finite transitive verb and its 

complement; 
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b. SVVAO: the adverb follows the auxiliary and transitive verb, but 
precedes its complement: 

 That doctor will solve completely your problems 
 (That doctor will solve your problems completely). 

 
In short, If Full Transfer holds, all features that are typical of the Spanish and 
Italian Null Subject Parameter value [+ strong] Agr are expected to occur in the 
IL data, with the important exception of rich verb inflections. This prediction is 
based on the well-attested fact that the L1 inflectional morphology does not carry 
over into the L2. Importantly, however, the absence of the morpho-phonological 
realizations of the underlying grammatical property [+ strong] Agr, is predicted 
not to affect the other surface properties (see chapter 5 for an explanation). 
 Evidence for Full Access (resetting of the parameter to the non-null 
subject, or [- strong] Agr value) involves the clustered unlearning of the null 
subject properties. In other words, the null subject properties listed above must 
be absent. 
 

1. There are no cases of subject omission in subordinate clauses 
2. There are no verb-subject orders in declarative English utterances 
3. There are no SVAO orders in English 

 
Unambiguous evidence for remnants of the null subject property of subject-verb 
inversion can only be found in the English learner data, given that both German 
and Swedish are verb second (V2) languages with VS orders in main clauses 
(and in some subordinate clauses in Swedish). A similar restriction holds for 
evidence of unlearning of Spanish-like and Italian-like SVAO orders: due to German 
and Swedish V2, we cannot be certain whether SVAO orders are cases of TL-like 
V2, or remnants of L1 orders. Of course, if learners of German and Swedish stop 
using SVAO orders altogether, this may mean that they have reset the Null Subject 
Parameter, but have not mastered the V2 property of the target languages. 
However, we are looking for clustered unlearning of the null subject properties. 
Since English does not permit SVAO orders at all, English learner data may afford 
more precise timing of the concerted loss of SVAO orders together with other null 
subject properties: if SVAO orders are found in the English data, while subject-verb 
inversion and subject omissions no longer occur, this can be taken as evidence 
against Full Access.  
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Chapter 4 

Multiple case studies on the ILs of adult Romance L2ers of 
Germanic languages 
 

4.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter tests the empirical predictions that follow from the theoretical 
assumptions outlined in the previous chapter. The production data of nine adult 
native speakers of Spanish and Italian learning Swedish, German or English as a 
second language (L2) are investigated to determine to what extent the first 
language (L1) carries over into the L2. Moreover, the data are also searched for 
evidence of acquisition of the TL. The two hypotheses that are tested are Full 
Transfer and Full Access. The key word in my quest is clustering (cf. sections 1.4, 
2.4 and 3.3). Only clustered transfer of properties related to the L1 value of the Null 
Subject Parameter counts as evidence for Full Transfer of the L1 parameter value. 
Likewise, only clustered acquisition of the properties related to the TL value of the 
Null Subject Parameter (parameter resetting) counts as evidence for Full Access. 
 Chapter 3 argued that the three relevant properties commonly associated 
with the Null Subject Parameter value of Spanish and Italian are the omission of 
subjects from main and subordinate clauses, subject-verb inversion and placement 
of the finite verb before the adverb. Therefore, this chapter focuses on the 
occurrence of these interrelated properties.  
 The chapter is organised as follows. Section 4.2 describes the 
methodology of the multiple case studies into the IL grammars of adult Spanish and 
Italian learners of Swedish, German and English. Section 4.3 (Spanish-Swedish), 
4.4 (Italian-German) and 4.5 (Italian-English) present the results of these 
longitudinal studies per property of the Null Subject Parameter: patterns in subject 
omissions; VS constructions; and word orders involving adverbs and other 
constituents. Section 4, finally, summarises the results. 
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4.2 Method 
 

4.2.1 Data 
 
The longitudinal production data used in the analyses were obtained from nine 
adult Romance (Spanish and Italian) learners of Germanic languages (Swedish, 
German and English) involved in the ESF (European Science Foundation) 
project "Second Language Acquisition by Adult Immigrants" (Perdue 1984, 
Perdue 1993).79 These data were collected over a period of approximately two 
years. Recordings were made of each encounter with the learner, at intervals of 
four to six weeks. The length and number of usable utterances varies greatly 
over the transcripts of recordings. For more details on the biodata of the 
individual learners see appendix 1.1. 
 

4.2.2 The coding system 
 
The coding system used for the data in this study primarily encodes syntactic 
features; however, it also takes into account discourse information to establish 
discourse topics and the reference of (missing) subjects. The system includes 
separate coding lines for clause type (main or subordinate clause),  sentence 
pattern (declarative, interrogative, imperative), verb type (copula “be”, other 
lexical verbs, (modal) auxiliary verbs), finiteness (infinitive and present forms, 
present –s, irregular past forms or regular past –ed, progressive –ing, and 
perfect forms), word order (SVOA, VOS, etc), and subjects (pronominal subject 
or full lexical NP subject, person/number reference, discourse topic or first 
mentioning). Codes were entered in a database programme (MS Access). 
 The utterances that were used in this study consisted of declaratives and 
questions with a verb and at least one nonverbal constituent.80 Partially or fully 
Spanish and Italian utterances were eliminated, as well as unintelligible utterances, 
imperatives, and imitations.81 Imperatives were not counted because the omission 

                                                 
79 Background information and the data themselves can be found at www.mpi.nl 
80 The common and necessary choice not to consider one-word utterances as usable 
data excludes subjectless utterances like “understand?” from the countings. This affects 
the percentage of missing subjects in a negative way, given that utterances consisting of 
a overt subject pronoun and a verb, like “you understand?” were included in the rates of 
overt subjects. 
81 Partially Italian utterances were excluded if the verb or other core constituents 
(subject, object) were Italian; however, if an otherwise English utterance contained 
only an Italian determiner, adjective or adverbial, it was included.  
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of the second person subject pronoun from imperative constructions is the preferred 
option in both the L1 and in the TL (Pick up the bag). An utterance was treated as 
an instance of imitation if it immediately followed an interlocutor’s utterance and was 
a partial or full repetition of that utterance, to which no new material was added or 
morphemic alterations were made. Seemingly unanalysed routine utterances that  
were used repeatedly by a particular learner, such as You know, Don’t know, 
Depends, were only counted the first time they appeared in the transcript of each 
recording session. 
 All usable utterances were hand searched for overt subject noun phrases 
(NP), overt subject pronouns, overt expletive subjects, or missing subjects. Subject 
pronouns included personal pronouns (I, you, he, she, it, and they, but also me, 
him, her, them when they functioned as subjects) and demonstrative pronouns 
(this, that, etc). The person and number of each subject were also noted to see 
whether or not missing subjects were spread out equally across all person/number 
specifications. The identity of missing subjects was recovered from the discourse 
context, where this was possible. A special code was entered for missing subjects 
in coordinated clauses that were co-referential with the overt subject of the first 
clause (“black boy hear this trouble and go down stairs for to see”). Such cases of 
subject omission are permitted in English and were therefore excluded from 
analysis. 
 The formula for calculating the percentage of missing referential subject 
pronouns is adopted from Hilles (1991) and is shown in (1) 
 
(1)  X / X+Y * 100= percentage missing subjects 
 
In (1), X is the actual number of referential subjects that were found missing from 
usable utterances in the IL data. This number is divided by the total number of 
usable utterances (X + Y), where Y is the number of instances where subject 
pronouns would have been omitted from similar constructions in Spanish and 
Italian, but were in fact overt in the IL data. 
  In order to establish Y cases, discourse factors were taken into account. 
In Spanish and Italian, like in other ‘null subject’ languages, the omission of subjects 
is constrained both by grammatical and discourse factors. Discourse constraints 
require that the missing subject refers to a discourse topic. For this reason, the 
criterion for Y is met if the identity of the overt subject has been established in the 
previous discourse. Most overt IL pronominal subjects meet this condition, given 
that pronouns can be omitted in Spanish and Italian once their reference is clear 
from the context. In this sense, pronominal subjects differ from NP subjects, which 
are used to introduce a 3rd person subject for the first time or serve the purpose of 
disambiguating the reference of the subject. In other words, full lexical NP subjects 
are used when the identity of the subject cannot be deduced from the discourse 
context; therefore, unlike Spanish and  Italian subject pronouns, NP subjects are 
overt by definition. 
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 Defining the context for Y is crucial for calculating the proportion of missing 
IL subjects (see Hyams 1992:415). The less restrictive the context for Y, the lower 
the proportion of subject omissions. For instance, including NP subjects in the 
number of Y cases would mean more Y cases, resulting in a correspondingly lower 
proportion of missing subjects. This procedure would thus be prone to 
underestimating the percentage of missing subjects. For this reason, utterances 
with full lexical NP subjects were subtracted from the set of usable utterances in 
calculating the percentage of missing referential subjects.  
 Due to their non-referential nature, expletive subjects were counted 
separately from referential subject pronouns. In the area of expletive subjects 
Spanish and Italian are different. Spanish does not have any overt expletive 
subjects, while Italian does in certain constructions. On the one hand, Italian does 
not have an overt expletive pronoun in constructions for which it is compulsory in 
the TLs Swedish, German and English: atmospheric and temporal predicates (e.g. 
It snowed all day, It is early), constructions with an extraposed clausal subject (e.g. 
It is unbecoming for a cardinal to ski badly) and certain verbs (seem, depend). On 
the other hand, Italian existential constructions with a form of copula ‘be’ require the 
presence of the expletive ci, which can be seen as the counterpart of English 
existential there (cf. Ci sono molti clienti nel negozio: There are many clients in the 
store (Burzio :1986, 126). Therefore, the frequencies for expletive it and there were 
not collapsed but treated separately instead.  
 To determine whether referential subject omissions follow a Spanish-like or 
Italian-like distribution, a distinction was made between subject omissions from 
main clauses and subject omissions from subordinate clauses introduced by an 
overt complementiser. To establish the latter, all usable utterances were coded for 
subordinating conjunctions normally introducing a tensed clause (that, what, 
because, who, where, when, why, how, if, so, before, etc.). Sentence initial and 
sentence medial subordinators were treated as one group. 
 In both first and second language acquisition research, the use of null 
subjects is often intimately associated with the acquisition of verbal inflection. In this 
study, verb morphology, modals, and finite embedded clauses are taken into 
consideration. One reason for doing this is to control for possible finiteness/missing 
subject interactions; another reason is to see whether the four L2 learners of this 
study are in any significant way similar to or different from other (L1 or L2) learners 
regarding the development of verbal inflections and the loss of  null subjects. 
 In English, tense and agreement are visible on the copula be, the 
auxiliaries be, do, and  have, the third person singular (3SG-s), and the past tense 
of irregular or regular verbs (PAST-ed). Occurrences of such inflections were 
counted irrespective of whether they were used appropriately in terms of the target 
language form or context; however, if the 3SG-s morpheme was used with other 
than third person singular subjects this was noted. Uninflected third person singular 
verbs were coded separately from the appropriately used base forms. Instances of 
the progressive  (V+ing), with or without the auxiliary, were also coded separately, 
even if in the given context the progressive aspect was not appropriate. A problem 
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with the past tense -ed morpheme is that it is not always clear whether the learners 
use it as a perfective marker or as a past tense marker. Modals, which are 
assumed to be inherently finite, were also counted.  
 The data were also searched for instances of adverbs. A distinction was 
made between ‘adverbs proper’ and other adverbs. The category of  proper 
adverbs is often used as a diagnostic for the application of verb movement and 
comprises the following frequency and manner adverbs: again, allegedly, almost, 
already, always, carefully, completely, early, evidently, fast, frankly, immediately, 
just, luckily, necessarily, no longer, obligatorily, often, perhaps, probably, quickly, 
quietly, rarely, slowly, seldom, sometimes, soon, still, then, usually, well, 
willingly, wisely.82 
   

4.2.3 Statistical analyses 
 
All variables involved in this study (subject, clause type, verb type, word order 
etc.) represent nominal scales. For this reason, the IL data are analysed 
exclusively in terms of frequencies, which are presented both in absolute 
numbers and percentages. The statistics used to calculate significance of 
relationship between the variables “missing subjects” and “verb type” was a Chi-
square analysis. The degrees of freedom for the χ2 analysis was 1 (df = 1); the 
alpha decision level was set at α < .01; therefore, the critical value was 6.64. 

 

4.3 The Spanish-Swedish IL findings 
 

4.3.1 Missing subjects 
 
Figures 1 and 2 display the percentages of missing referential subjects across all 
usable utterances per learner. Both learners omit subjects throughout the data 
collection, even though Fernando’s proportion of subject omissions is much higher 
than Nora’s: Fernando’s percentages continue to range between 20-40%, whereas 
Nora’s never get higher than 10% after recording viii, but neither of them stops 
omitting subjects altogether.  
 
 
 

                                                 
82 This list of ‘proper adverbs’ is based on the adverbs listed in linguistic literature 
dealing with adverb placement vis-à-vis verbs (Belletti 1990; Cinque 1999; Emonds 
1976; Pollock 1989; White 1991).   
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Figure 1. 
 

Nora: missing referential subjects

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27

recording sessions

%
 m

ss
in

g 
su

bj
ec

ts

 
Figure 2. 
 
Tables 1 and 2 compare the distribution of subject omissions across main clauses 
and subordinate clauses introduced by a complemetiser. As expected, the 
percentages of missing subjects do not differ much with respect to clause type.  
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Table 1. 
Fernando:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses  
 Main clauses Subordinate clauses with 

complementiser 
 missing Total % missing missing total % missing 
i. 1 7 14 0 0 n.a. 
ii. 1 4 25 0 1 0 
iii. 2 16 13 0 0 n.a. 
iv. 31 70 44 2 2 100 
v. 56 135 41 2 3 67 
vi. 0 6 0 0 1 0 
vii. 5 23 22 0 2 0 
viii. 15 42 36 0 0 n.a. 
ix. 1 3 33 1 1 100 
x. 5 12 42 0 1 0 
xi. 16 44 36 0 4 0 
xii 37 108 34 4 10 40 
xiii 32 154 21 1 5 20 
xiv 36 110 33 2 11 18 
xv 34 130 26 3 23 13 
xvi 42 199 21 1 21 5 
xvii 4 13 31 0 0 n.a. 
xviii 44 130 34 3 18 17 
ixx 32 152 21 4 24 17 
xx 55 115 48 4 12 33 
xxi 14 31 45 0 3 0 
xxii 31 112 28 1 9 11 
xxiii 9 105 9 2 19 11 
xxiv 43 137 31 4 29 14 
xxv 23 59 39 1 5 20 
xxvi 22 99 22 3 19 16 
xxvii 27 103 26 3 20 15 
xxviii 13 26 50 0 1 0 
xxix 21 65 32 3 7 43 
xxx 29 123 24 3 13 23 
xxxi 22 123 18 1 8 13 
Sum 703 2456 29% 48 272 18% 
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Table 2. 
Nora:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses  
 Main clauses subordinate clauses with 

complementiser 
 missing Total % missing missing total % missing 
i. 2 11 18 0 0 n.a. 
ii. 0 12 0 0 0 n.a. 
iii. 16 76 21 0 0 n.a. 
iv. 3 35 9 0 0 n.a. 
v. 8 42 19 0 1 0 
vi. 11 127 9 1 6 17 
vii. 10 64 16 0 0 n.a. 
viii. 4 29 14 0 2 0 
ix. 0 68 0 0 2 0 
x. 2 51 4 1 7 14 
xi. 5 126 4 0 11 0 
xii 1 66 2 0 2 0 
xiii 7 243 3 2 18 11 
xiv 15 171 9 0 4 0 
xv 2 82 2 2 17 12 
xvi 2 235 1 1 26 4 
xvii 0 15 0 0 1 0 
xviii 18 466 4 9 66 14 
ixx 14 134 10 0 9 0 
xx 6 214 3 0 14 0 
xxi 18 454 4 4 35 11 
xxii 3 154 2 0 28 0 
xxiii 0 83 0 0 4 0 
xxiv 6 70 9 0 2 0 
xxv 11 166 7 3 20 15 
xxvi 5 140 4 0 20 0 
xxvii 26 372 7 0 13 0 
Sum 195 3706 5% 23 308 7% 
 
Examples of subject omissions from main and subordinate clauses are given in 
(2).  
 
(2) 
a. tjänar lite pengar  (Fernando; xxiv; 1st person singular context) 

earn little money 
’I earn little money’ 
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b. därför att måste betala mycke pengar (Fernando; xxiv; 3rd person  

therefore must pay much money  singular context) 
’Therefore, he must pay a lot of money’ 

c. tittar sina kompisar   (Nora; xiv; 3rd person  
see his friends    singular context) 
’He sees his friends’ 

d. när måste vägar paket   (Nora: xviii, 1st person 
when must weigh parcel    singular context) 
‘When I must weigh the parcel’ 

   
 
Table 3 records the absolute numbers and percentages of referential subjects 
missing from different person/number contexts. Subject omissions range across all 
person/number combinations, and are fairly evenly distributed in the IL data of 
both Fernando and Nora from the start until the end. 
 
Table 3. 
Missing subjects per person/number combination83 
 1st 

singular 
2nd 
singular 

3rd 
singular 

1st 
plural 

2nd 
plural 

3rd  
plural 

Fernando 194/1208 
16% 

75/204  
37% 

380/1074 
35% 

31/77 
40% 

4/7 
57% 

67/158 
42% 

Nora 63/1821 
3% 

16/219 
7% 

108/1507 
7% 

4/127 
3% 

1/25 
4% 

26/315 
8% 

 

                                                 
83 Although  utterances with 2nd person plural reference are rare in the Spanish-
Swedish data, there are a few instances of such utterances, unlike the Italian-
German data and the Italian-English data. 
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For completeness’ sake, table 4 focuses on 3rd person singular contexts to test 
for a possible interaction between 3rd person singular subject omissions and 
copula är.84 However, Swedish är differs from its English and German suppletive 
counterparts is and is(t) in that the same form är is used for all persons, and only 
occurs as copula. The impossibility to use är as an auxiliary slightly depresses 
the number of contexts in which the L2ers use är, while the fact that one form is 
used for all persons makes an effect of verb form är on 3rd person singular 
subject omissions improbable.  
 Not surprisingly, neither of the learners shows any interaction between 
3rd person singular subject omissions and verb form är. In fact, both learners 
show the opposite tendency to omit 3rd person singular subjects from utterances 
with verbs other than copula är.  

                                                 
84 The chi-square test (χ2) calculates whether the frequencies of the nominal 
variables (subject omission and copula är) are related or independent.  
 
Calculating χ2 for Fernando’s results in Table 4 (based on Brown, 1988): 
      
Cell 

(1) fo: 
observed 
frequency  

              
appropriate 
marginals 

(2) fe: 
expected 
frequency 

(3)      
(fo – 
fe) 

(4)        
(fo – 
fe) 2 

(5)                 
(fo – fe)/fe 

(6) 
χ2 = Ε (fo – 
fe) = 
             fe 

a 60              (751 x 341)/ 
2728 

= 94 -34 1156 1156/94 = 12.29 

b 281            (1977 x 341)/ 
2728 

= 247  34 1156 1156/247 =   4.68 

c 691            (751 x 2387)/ 
2728 

= 657  34 1156 1156/657 =   1.75 

d 1696          (1977 x 2387)/ 
2728 

= 1730 -34 1156 1156/1730 =   0.66 

       χ2
 obs is 19.38 

 
(1) Observed frequencies are the frequencies in each cell of the contigency 

table (labeled a, b, c, or d in table 4) 
(2) Expected frequencies are calculated by multiplying the appropriate column 

and row marginals for each cell and dividing the result by the grand total. 
(3) The expected frequency for each cell is substracted from the observed 

frequency 
(4) The result is squared 
(5) The squared value is for each cell is divided by the expected frequency for 

that cell 
(6) The sum of these χ2

 obs is 19.38 
This numerical value expresses the degree to which the observed sample 
frequencies differ from expected population frequencies. The appropriate value 
of χ2 crit  for a study with df= 1 and p< 0.01 would be 6.64. Since χ2 obs = 19.38 
is higher than the critical value χ2 crit = 6.64, there is a relation between the 
omission of the subject and the verb used: learners tend to omit 3rd person 
singular subjects from utterances with verbs other than copula är. 
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Table 4 
Relation between subject omission and copula är  
 Missing 

subject Overt subject  
 df= 1 ; p< 

0.01 ; 
χ2

 crit  = 6.64 
Fernando   (marginals)  
Copula är  60                    

(a) 
 281                 
(b) 

(a + b = 341)  

Other verbs 691                   
(c) 

1696                
(d) 

(c + d = 2387)  

(marginals) (a + c = 751) (b + d = 
1977) 

(a + b+ c+ d = 
2728)  χ2

 obs = 19.38 

     
Nora     
Copula är 5 794   
Other verbs 213 3002   
    χ2

 obs = 44.25 
p< 0.01 is 99% probability that the observed relationship is due to factors other 
than chance.   
 
Table 5 separately lists the omission of temporal/atmospheric expletive det (it) 
subjects and existential det (there) subjects. Utterances with extraposed clausal 
subjects requiring dummy det (it) are not listed in table 5 as they were not found 
in the Spanish-Swedish data. From the earliest recordings onwards both 
learners use overt expletive subjects fairly consistently. Fernando produces only 
one temporal construction (3a). His six utterances concerning atmospheric 
conditions are all phrased with the verb finns (det finns: there is/ there are, 
illustrated in (3b)), which native speakers of Swedish use exclusively for 
existential sentences. Therefore, these utterances were counted as existential 
rather than atmospheric constructions. After recording xxi, Fernando sometimes 
places the expletive subject post-verbally (finns det: is/are there) in declarative 
clauses. Nora places expletives before the verb only. 
 
Table 5 
Missing expletive subjects 

 Expletive det (it) Existential det 
(there) 

 Atmospheric/ 
temporal 

Extraposed 
clausal subject Existential 

Fernando 0/1 
0% n.a. 38/213 

18% 

Nora 3/15 
20% n.a. 1/112 

1% 
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(3) 
 
a. det är klockan sex    (Fernando, v) 

it is six o’clock 
b. det finns förtride grader  varm   (Fernando, v)  

It/there is is forty degrees hot 
c. finns inge jobb här    (Fernando, vii) 

are no jobs here 
‘There are no jobs here’ 

d. Därför att kanske finns olika terminologi  (Fernando, xxxi) 
Because perhaps is different terminology 
‘Because the terminology is different, perhaps’ 

e. va regnade     (Nora,  xviii) 
where rained  
’Where it rained’ 

f. Det regnade mycke     (Nora, xxv) 
 it rained much 
g. finns ati tusen     (Nora, xii) 
 are eight thousand 
 ‘There are eight thousand…” 
h. och i uruguay det finns manga   (Nora, xiv) 
 and in Uruguay there are many 
  
In addition to the expletive utterances tabulated in table 5, both learners produce 
a number of utterances with the ergative verb komma (come) followed by an NP 
subject, which would require a preverbal expletive det (there) subject in Swedish. 
Unlike what was found for the existential finns constructions, expletive det is 
used less in komma constructions: Fernando never uses det in any of his 21 
komma constructions, while Nora has four komma utterances without expletive 
det, and four with expletive det. Examples of komma utterances are given in (4). 
 
(4) 
 
a. kommer möbler i hall    (Fernando, iv) 

come furniture in the hall 
’There will be furniture in the hall’ 

b. kommer en kvinna också    (Fernando, xxx) 
come a woman also 
’There comes a woman too” 

c. kommer en anna kvinna    (Nora, xviii) 
come another woman 
’There comes another  woman’ 
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d. det kommer kvinna me paraply   (Nora, xxv) 
there come woman with umbrella 
‘There comes a woman with an umbrella’ 
 

4.3.2 Subject-verb inversion 
Table 6 compares subject placement relative to the verb in contexts which 
require VS orders in Swedish, that is, in declarative main clauses with one 
constituent preceding the subject and first verb. 
Although many of the utterances are TL-like XVS constructions with the verb in 
second position (5a-b), in even more cases the subject comes in second and the 
verb in third position (5c-d). In other words, the learners do not apply Swedish 
subject-verb inversion consistently in obligatory contexts. 
  
Table 6 
VS and SV orders in obligatory Swedish VS contexts: 
declarative main clauses with one constituent preceding the subject and first 
verb 
 Fernando Nora 
X V S 44 78 
X S V 96 193 
Percentage TL-like VS 
orders 31% 29 % 

 
Moreover, both learners produce VS orders in which the verb occurs in 
sentence-initial position (Fernando, n=53; Nora, n=59) or third position 
(Fernando, n=1; Nora, n=1), exemplified in (e-h).85 Furthermore, VS orders were 
also found in subordinate clauses, something which is permitted in Swedish only 
if the complementiser is (därför) att (because/that); however, neither of the 
learners limited subordinate VS orders to därför att clauses, as is illustrated in 
(5i-j): Fernando produces 20 subordinate clauses with VS order, 12 of which are 
non-TL-like, while Nora uses 25 out of 27 subordinate VS orders in a non-TL-like 
manner.86  

                                                 
85 VS orders with the first verb in clause-initial position are also possible in Swedish. 
These cases are commonly taken to involve a topicalised constituent such as an 
object or adverbial that has been ‘dropped’ because its meaning was clear from the 
discourse context. Such contexts cannot be reliably defined in the IL data, because 
adverbials are optional elements and even establishing the transitivity of IL verbs is 
not as straightforward as it may seem, which makes it difficult to say whether an 
object has been dropped. 
86 Note that VS constructions with the verb komma (come), which were discussed in 
relation with expletive usage above, have also been included in the inversion rates as 
they are typical inversion constructions in Spanish.  
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(5) 
 
a. där arbetade + min pappa   (Fernando, xxiv) 
 there worked my daddy 
 ‘My daddy worked there’ 
b. den gjorde min flicka    (Nora, vi) 
 that/it did my girl 
 ‘My girl did that’ 
c. den kurse man kan inte lära   (Fernando, xxvii) 
 the course one can not learn 

‘One can not learn the course’ 
d. i torsda + förra torsdag vi  gå till:: keramik  (Nora, vi) 
 on thursday last Thursday we go to ceramics?  
 On Thursday last Thursday we went to ceramics?’ 
e. i latinamerika också brukar man äter kalkon  (Fernando, xvii) 

in latin america also used one to eat turkey 
‘In Latin America too people eat turkey’  

f. kanske de tankte han    (Nora, xiv) 
perhaps that thought he  
‘Pehaps he thought that’ 

g. Behover man inte prata sa mycke svenska  (Fernando, xxvi) 
need one not talk so much swedish 
‘One does not have to talk so much Swedish’ 

h. prata pappa me flickar    (Nora, iii) 
talk daddy with girl  
‘Daddy talks with the girl’ 

i. när kommer pojke    (Fernando, xxvii) 
when come boy  
’When the boy comes’ 

j. när ska jag ha test    (Nora, xxv) 
when shall I have test 
‘When I shall take the test’ 

 

4.3.3 SVAO orders 
The third property of the Null Subject Parameter concerns the placement of 
proper adverbs relative to the first verb and the complement of the verb phrase. 
As with the Italian-English and Italian-German data, the Spanish-Swedish data 
contain few instances of proper adverbs. The usable adverbs that occurred 
were: aldrig (never), alltid (always),  ibland (sometimes), and kanske (perhaps). 
Their number is even more restricted in utterances with transitive verbs, which is 
the only context in which the position of the adverb relative to the verb and its 

  
 

 



  MULTIPLE CASE STUDIES ON ADULT ROMANCE LEARNERS OF GERMANIC LANGUAGES 111 
 

complement can be determined. Table 7 lists the frequencies of the usable 
orders that were found. 
 
Table 7 
Adverbs vis-à-vis transitive verbs 
 SVAO SVOA ASV(O) SAV(O) 
Fernando 4 5 18 3 
Nora 7 3 32 3 
     
 
The adverb orders SVAO and SVOA are compatible with both Spanish and 
Swedish, whereas both ASV(O) and SAV(O) in main clauses violate the Swedish 
requirement that the finite verb must occur in second position. The only 
exception to the V2 rule is ASVO order with the adverb kanske (perhaps), which 
allows the finite verb to occur in third, rather than second position. Nora uses the 
ASVO order mostly, but not exclusively, in a TL-like way with kanske, while 
Fernando uses ASVO mostly with aldrig (never), which is not permitted in 
Swedish. 
 
(6) 
 

A S V O 
a.  Alltid ja skicka pengar + de ä samma (Nora, xviii) 

Always I send money that is the same 
 
     S A V O 
b.  Kvinna kanske har lite ont   (Fernando, xiv) 

woman perhaps have little ? is angry? 
‘Perhaps the woman is a little angry.’ 

      
S V A O 

c.  Ja glömde snabb (om prata)  (Fernando, xv) 
   I forgot quickly to speak    

d.  Och laser ibland lite svenska  (Fernando, xii) 
And read never little swedish 

e.  Du äter aldrig me den?  (Fernando, xxv) 
you eat never with that? 

 ‘You never eat with that?’   
f. Och han har atit alltid mat  (Nora, xxvii) 

He have eaten always food 
‘He has always eaten food.’ 

g.  Han vill ha kanske sin ballong  (Nora, xxvii) 
  He want have perhaps his ballon 
  ‘Perhaps he wants to have his balloon.’  
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Summarizing, the Spanish-Swedish data tentatively support the central 
hypothesis that the cluster of properties related to the L1 setting of the Null 
Subject Parameter carries over into the IL. The supporting evidence for this 
assumption most clearly derives from the attested distribution of missing 
subjects. The evidence for Spanish VS orders and adverb placement is 
suggestive of  L1 transfer, and nowhere are the IL data inconsistent with the L1 
grammar.  
 The following two studies investigate the same cluster of properties, but 
with different Romance-Germanic language pairs: section (4.4) deals with Italian-
German data; section (4.5) looks at Italian-English data. In addition to finding 
more evidence for L1 transfer corroborating the findings for Spanish-Swedish, 
sections (4.4) and (4.4) further explore the unresolved issues of VS orders and 
adverb placement.     
 
 

4.4 Italian-German IL findings 
 

4.4.1 Missing subjects 
The bar diagrams in figures 1 to 3 represent the percentages of missing 
referential subjects across all usable utterances per learner. A feature shared by 
the three learners is that they all omit subjects throughout the data collection, 
while the proportions of their subject omissions do not decrease significantly 
over time. The individual proportions of subject omissions, however, vary 
strikingly among the learners: Angelina maintains a high percentage of missing 
subjects, whereas Tino’s subject omissions stabilise around 10% from the fifth 
recording onwards.  
 Tino’s first four recordings contain rather limited numbers of usable 
utterances, which renders a distorted picture of missing subject proportions 
(either 0% or 100%). Angelina’s first recording session contained no usable 
utterances, hence it is excluded from all tables. Marcello’s first recording session 
contained only one usable utterance, which explains the zero percentage of 
missing subjects for that recording.  
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Figure 1. 

Angelina: missing referential subjects
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Figure 2. 

Marcello: missing referential subjects
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Figure 3. 

Tino: missing referential subjects
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Tables 1 to 3 report the distribution of subject omissions in main clauses and 
subordinate clauses introduced by an overt complementiser. Generally speaking, 
subjects are omitted from both clause types by all learners. Furthermore, there 
are no developmental changes in the proportions of missing subjects in either 
main clauses or subordinate clauses.  
 In the IL data, main clauses outnumber subordinate clauses. With very 
low frequencies, percentages tend more towards the extremes of 0% or 100%, 
distorting the overall picture. For this reason, absolute numbers should always 
be taken into account besides percentages. Especially Marcello has remarkably 
few subordinate clauses, which may explain his low overall proportion of missing 
subjects in these contexts. 
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Table 1. 
 
Angelina:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses 
 Main clauses subordinate clauses with 

complementiser 
 missing Total % missing missing total % missing 
i. 3 17 18 2 3 67 
ii. 3 8 38 1 1 100 
iii. 10 17 59 1 2 50 
iv. 5 8 63 1 1 100 
v. 1 5 20 1 2 50 
vi. 7 16 44 1 1 100 
vii. 1 5 20 0 0 n.a. 
viii. 6 35 17 3 5 60 
ix. 5 6 83 0 1 0 
x. 1 7 14 0 0 n.a. 
xi. 6 8 75 0 0 n.a. 
xii 6 6 100 0 0 n.a. 
xiii 33 71 46 10 23 43 
xiv 6 21 29 3 6 50 
xv 2 2 100 1 2 50 
sum 95 232 41% 24 47 51% 
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Table 2. 
Marcello:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses 

 Main clauses subordinate clauses with 
complementiser 

 missing Total missing total % missing 
i. 0 1 0 0 0 n.a. 
ii. 3 17 18 0 0 n.a. 
iii. 3 32 9 0 0 n.a. 
iv. 12 29 41 0 0 n.a. 
v. 6 15 40 0 1 0 
vi. 5 22 23 0 0 n.a. 
vii. 6 23 26 0 0 n.a. 
viii. 5 43 12 0 5 0 
ix. 2 12 17 1 1 100 
x. 0 13 0 0 2 0 
xi. 12 57 21 0 1 0 
xii 10 58 17 0 5 0 
xiii 12 64 19 1 1 100 
sum 76 385 20% 2 16 13% 

% missing 
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Table 3. 
Tino:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses 

 Main clauses subordinate clauses with 
complementiser 

 missing Total % missing missing total % missing 
i. 0 5 0 0 0 n.a. 
ii. 1 1 100 0 0 n.a. 
iii. 0 24 0 0 0 n.a. 
iv. 0 9 0 0 0 n.a. 
v. 8 54 15 0 0 n.a. 
vi. 6 65 9 2 7 29 
vii. 6 58 10 0 1 0 
viii. 1 46 2 0 6 0 
ix. 1 37 3 0 4 0 
x. 4 34 12 0 5 0 
xi. 8 94 9 2 15 13 
xii. 4 46 9 1 9 11 
xiii. 3 89 3 0 12 0 
xiv. 2 34 6 3 8 38 
xv. 1 16 6 0 2 0 
xvi. 6 85 7 1 14 7 
xvii. 25 195 13 6 42 14 
xviii. 11 189 6 2 28 7 
xix. 6 69 9 0 17 0 
xx. 8 43 19 0 8 0 
sum 101 1193 8% 17 178 10% 
 
Examples of subject omissions from main and subordinate clauses are given in 
(7). The accompanying information in parentheses indicates the name of the 
learner, the number of the recording session in which the utterances were found, 
and the person/number contexts from which the subject was omitted.  
 
(7) 
a. in krankenhaus sprechen mit ein Frau (Angelina; iii, 1st  person  

in hospital speak with a woman   singular context) 
‘In hospital I speak with a woman’ 

b. wenn gucke eine garten   (Angelina; v, 3rd  
when see a garden    person plural context) 
‘When he sees a garden’ 

c. die erste nacht zusammen schlafen (Marcello: v, 3rd  
the first night together sleep   person plural context)

 'The first night they sleep together“ 
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d. wenn ist möglich   (Marcello: ix, 3rd person  

when is possible   singular context) 
‘When it is possible’ 

e. weil fersteh nicht gut  (Tino: vi, first person singular context) 
because understand not well 
‘Because I do not understand very well’ 

f. wenn gefählt dir nicht so  (Tino: xvii, third person singular 
when pleases you not so  context) 
‘When it does not please you so’ 

 
Table 4 summarises the frequencies and percentages of referential subjects 
missing from different person/number contexts. Examples of subject omissions 
are found across all person/number combinations, except for Marcello’s data, 
which contained no unambiguous subject less utterances in second person 
singular contexts. 
 Missing subjects are most equally spread out across different contexts 
in Angelina’s data, something that does not change over time. Both Marcello and 
Tino have very few subjectless utterances with 1st person reference, but the few 
instances that do occur are scattered across the whole period of data collection. 
From the start, Marcello and Tino tend to omit subjects from third person singular 
and plural contexts. 
 
Table 4 
Missing subjects per person/number combination87 
 1st person 

singular 
2nd  person 
singular88 

3rd  person 
singular 

1st  person 
plural 

3rd  person 
plural 

Angelina 45/149 (30%) 8/17 (47%) 44/90 (49%) 5/6 (83%) 17/17 (100% ) 
Marcello 7/163 (4%) 0/15 (0%) 56/168 (33%) 2/30 (7%) 13/25 (52%) 
Tino 11/568 (2% ) 1/67 (1% ) 91/397 (23%) 2/55 (4% ) 13/123 (11% ) 
 
  
 Table 5 focuses exclusively on 3rd person singular contexts to test for a 
possible interaction between subject omissions and one particular verb form: 
is(t).89 Utterances with copula or auxiliary is(t) are distinguished from utterances 
with verbs other than copula or auxiliary is(t). The rightmost column of Table 5 
gives the values of chi-square analyses that were used to determine whether the 

                                                 
87 Second person plural contexts were not found in the IL data.  
88 Where the polite form “sie” was used instead of the more informal “du” in 2nd 
person singular contexts, it was categorised as 2nd person singular.  
89 Most cases of is(t) were used as copula verbs instead of auxiliary verbs (Angelina 
45/46; Marcello 24/41; Tino 96/108). Also note that the forms is without –t and ist with 
-t are collapsed because they are used interchangeably by the learners. 
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observed relationships between subject omissions and copula/auxiliary is(t) are 
statistically significant at p< 0.01.   
 Only Tino shows a preference for subject omissions with 
copula/auxiliary is(t): Angelina shows rather an opposite tendency, while there is 
no significant relationship between subject omission and this verb form to be 
found in Marcello’s data.  
 
Table 5 
Relation between subject omission and copula/auxiliary is(t)  
in 3rd person singular contexts 
 Missing subject Overt subject 

pronoun 
df= 1 ; p< 0.01 ; 
χ2

 crit  = 6.64 
Angelina    
Cop/Aux is(t) 9 37  
Other verbs 35 9 χ2

 obs = 30.72 
Marcello    
Cop/Aux is(t) 18 23  
Other verbs 38 89 χ2

 obs = 2,26 
Tino    
Cop/Aux is(t) 44 64  
Other verbs 47 242 χ2

 obs = 25,85 
p< 0.01 is 99% probability that the observed relationship is due to factors other than 
chance.   
 
 Table 6 reports the frequencies and percentages of subject omissions 
with the suppletive forms of copula and auxiliary sein (to be); inflected verb forms 
(present tense –s(t) and -t, and irregular or regular past tense forms); and modal 
auxiliaries (which are considered to be inherently finite, though not inflected). As 
in Table 5, copula and auxiliary forms of sein (bin, bist, ist, sind) have been 
collapsed into one category (1st four rows).90  

                                                 
90 Note that a particular instance of a missing subject may occur in more than one 
category: for instance, past participle forms are counted separately from inflected 
auxiliaries, although past participle forms always cooccur with an auxiliary.  
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Table 6 
Missing subjects with inflected or inherently finite verbs91 
 Angelina Marcello Tino 
1sg bin 4/21 19% 0/15 0% 0/39 0% 
2sg bist n.a. n.a. 0/1 0% 0/4 0% 
3sg is(t) 9/46 19% 18/41 44% 44/108 41% 
plural sind n.a. n.a. 7/13 54% 10/26 38% 
2sg –st n.a. n.a. 0/3 0% 0/34 0% 
3sg –t 1/1 100% 21/60 35% 13/77 17% 
Past forms n.a. n.a. 1/9 11% 3/15 20% 
Past participle 
form 0/3 0% 26/134 19% 12/246 49% 

Modals 4/9 4% 0/31 0% 2/2 100% 
 
Table 6 is not informative about the effect of finiteness on the rates of missing 
subject, as it only tabulates instances of inflected forms, but does not set them 
off against uninflected forms. This is caused by the impossibility to determine 
obligatory contexts for modals, past participles and past tense forms in 
naturalistic production data like the data investigated in this study.   

It is possible, however, to investigate the interaction between missing 
subjects and inflection in 2nd and 3rd person singular contexts. Strictly speaking, 
only the 2nd person singular ending –st is distinctive in German. Nevertheless,  
3rd person singular –t also qualifies as distinct from other occurring inflectional 
endings in this study since it is only shared with 2nd person plural contexts, and 
the latter are altogether absent from the IL data. Unfortunately, table 6 shows 
that 2nd person inflections are rare in the IL data under discussion and are not 
found with missing subjects. This only leaves 3rd person singular contexts to 
scrutinise: table 7 compares frequencies of missing and overt subjects and 
inflected and uninflected main verbs in 3rd person singular contexts.92  

The distributions of inflected verbs and subjects in table 7 show a lack 
of interaction between the two variables. Each individual learner omits subjects 
equally often with inflected and uninflected verbs as is clear from the fact that all 
observed chi-square values are under the critical chi-square value of 6.64 (χ2

 obs 
< χ2

 crit ).  
 
                                                 
91 Instances of non-TL –like inflections, such as verbs ending in –t with other than 3rd 
person singular or 2nd person plural subjects were excluded from table 6. 
Inflected/finite verbs that occurred with 3rd person singular or plural NP subjects were 
also excluded as NP subjects cannot be omitted for reasons unrelated to finiteness 
and inflection. 
92 The suppletive form is(t) is treated separately in table 5 and is excluded altogether 
from table 7 because its idiosyncratic form is essentially different from the regular 3rd 
person singular verb form consisting of the inflectional pattern: stem + t. 
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Table 7 
Relation between subject omission and inflectional ending -t in 3rd person 
singular contexts 

 Missing subject Overt subject 
pronoun 

df = 1 ; p< 0.01 ; 
χ2

 crit  = 6.64 
Angelina    
inflected 1 0  
uninflected 39 4 χ2

 obs = 0 

Marcello    

inflected 21 39  
uninflected 17 50 χ2

 obs = 1,35 

Tino    

inflected 13 64  
uninflected 34 178 χ2

 obs = 0,04 
p< 0.01 is 99% probability that the observed relationship is due to factors other 
than chance.   
 
In addition to referential subjects, the distributions of IL expletive subjects 
deserve to be discussed. Table 8 compares the use of overt expletive es (it) and 
overt existential es (there).  
 While Angelina produces only one relevant utterance,  Tino and 
Marcello’s patterns of IL expletive usage reflect a distinction between existential 
expletives and other expletives, such as temporal/atmospheric es and es with an 
extraposed clausal subject: almost all of the latter are missing, whereas almost 
all of the existential utterances have overt expletive subject es.93 It is not until the 
two last recordings that Tino uses two instances of overt expletive es in a 
temporal and an atmospheric expression alongside similar expressions with 
missing expletive subjects, exemplified in (8). The observed existential 
constructions consist of the verb form gibt  and - in all but one case - the overt 
expletive subject es. 

                                                 
93 Angelina produces no existential utterances with the verb form gibt; instead, she 
uses constructions with copula sein (be), like “bin auch persone” (am also persons), 
and “dann is immer musik” (then is always music). Such utterances (n=2) were 
excluded from table 8 because it is unclear whether they should be interpreted as 
existential constructions with a missing expletive pronoun or not. 
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Table 8 
Missing expletive subjects 

 Expletive es (it) Existential es 
(there) 

 Atmospheric/ 
temporal 

Extraposed 
clausal subject Existential 

Angelina 1/1 n.a. n.a. 
Marcello 4/4 1/1 0/8 
Tino 16/18 5/5 1/12 
 
 
(8) 
a. wann is Samstag    (Angelina, xiv) 
 when is Saturday 

‘When it is Saturday’ 
(Marcello, vi) 

b. in ein bahnhof gibts ein schwiegervater und ein schwiegermutter  
 in a station are there a father-in-law and a mother-in-law 

‘There a father-in-law and a mother-in-law at a station’ 
c. es gibt ein bahnhof    (Marcello, xi) 
 there is a station 
d.  es gibt zwei miljon persone ohne arbeiten  (Tino, xi) 
 there are two million people without work 
e.  weil gibts mehr arbeit    (Tino, xvii) 
 because are there more work 

Because there is more work 
f. für jetzt gibt wenig arbeit    (Tino, xvii) 

for now is little work 
‘At the moment there is little work’  

g. und dan es is schon ein uhr   (Tino, xix) 
and then it is already one o’clock 

h.  und dan is schon später    (Tino, xix) 
and then is already later 
‘And then it is already later’ 

i. es hat auch geregnet     (Tino, xx) 
it has also rained 

j. wenn hat geregnet    (Tino, xx) 
when has rained 
‘When it has rained’ 
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4.4.2 Subject-verb inversion 
 
Another relevant property of the IL data is the occurrence of VS orders in 
declarative utterances. German requires VS orders in main declarative clauses 
in which a clause-initial constituent precedes the subject and the first verb (XVS 
orders).  

Table 9 shows that none of the learners consistently applies VS 
inversion in these obligatory contexts. Although all learners use a number of VS 
orders according to the German requirement, the majority of their relevant 
utterances have XSV orders, which are incompatible with the TL norm 
(exemplified in (9 a and 9b)). It is remarkable that Angelina, who is the least 
advanced learner in other respects, is the learner who seems to be closest to the 
TL-norm in table 9, whereas the generally most advanced learner Tino is further 
removed from the TL-norm than the others in this respect. 
 
 
Table 9 

VS and SV orders in obligatory German VS contexts: 
declarative main clauses with one constituent preceding the subject 
and first verb 
 Angelina Marcello Tino 
X V S 18 19 29 
X S V 40 60 181 
Percentage VS 31 % 24% 16% 

 
(9) 
a. und dann ich will bezahlen alles   (Angelina; xvi) 

and then i want pay everything 
‘And then I want to pay everything’ 

b. in deutschland wir haben nächste jahr gekauft ein video (Marcello: xii) 
in Germany we have next year bought a video 
‘We bought a video last year in Germany” 

c. und dann komm die Zug    (Tino: iii) 
and then come the train 
‘And then the train comes’ 

 
Although Italian VS orders are possible in the XVS context presented in table 9, 
they are neither compulsory in -nor limited to- this context. For instance, Italian 
also permits VS orders in subordinate clauses with overt complementisers, 
something which is ungrammatical in German. As (10) shows, examples of VS 
orders in declarative subordinate clauses are attested in the data of all three 
learners: Angelina (n=19); Marcello (n=6); Tino (n=17).   
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(10) 
a. wann komm die andere frau mit ein kind  (Angelina; ii)  

when come the other woman with a child 
‘When the other woman comes with a child’  

b. wenn bin ich mit er    (Marcello; x) 
when am I with he 
‘When I am with him’ 

c. wenn begin die neu jahre    (Tino: xiii) 
when begin the new year 

 ‘When the new year begins’ 
 
Table 10 records the frequencies of all VS orders that were found in the IL data, 
including German-like XVS constructions, but also VS in declarative subordinate 
clauses with complementisers and declarative clauses with VS orders that are 
not preceded by a clause-initial constituent.94  
It is worth noting that the proportions of VS orders remain rather stable during 
the data collection. None of the learners develops with regard to the use of VS 
orders in obligatory German contexts, nor do they unlearn un-German-like VS 
orders in subordinate clauses. 
 
 
Table 10 
VS orders in declarative main clauses and declarative subordinate clauses with 
complementisers 
 Angelina Marcello Tino 
1. ‘be’ + SA + S 13 8 1 
2. V(lexical) + S 51 20 54 
Total 64 28 55 
1. ‘be’ + SA + SU/ ‘be’+ SU + SA is a form of copula ‘be’ followed by a subject 
attribute (SA) and the subject (S) or vice versa. 
2. lexical verb or auxiliary + lexical verb precede the subject 
 

                                                 
94 VS orders with the fist verb in clause-initial position, like “machen wir” ((dropped 
object) do we) and “gehen wir” ((dropped time adverbial) go we) are also possible in 
German. These cases are commonly taken to involve a topicalised constituent such 
as an object or adverbial that has been ‘dropped’ because its meaning was clear 
from the discourse context. Such contexts cannot be reliably defined in the IL data, 
because adverbials are optional elements and even establishing the transitivity of IL 
verbs is not as straightforward as it may seem (e.g. the L2ers use the verb “gucken” 
(watch) both with and without complements: er guck (he watches); er guck die auto 
(he watches the car).  
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4.4.3 SVAO orders 
The last IL property to be discussed concerns the placement of proper adverbs 
relative to the first verb and the complement of the verb phrase. As with the 
Italian-English data, the Italian-German data contain few instances of proper 
adverbs. Their number is even more restricted in utterances with transitive verbs, 
which is the only context in which the position of the adverb relative to the verb 
and its complement can be determined. Table 11 lists the frequencies of the 
usable orders that were found. 
 
Table 11 
Adverbs vis-à-vis transitive verbs 
 SVAO SVOA ASV(O) SAV(O) 
Angelina 3 0 5 1 
Marcello 8 0 9 0 
Tino 27 2 19 1 
Total 38 2 30 2 
 
The SVAO order occurs in both German and Italian. Unlike Italian, however, 
German does not allow the SVAO order to be preceded by another constituent, 
such as a time adverbial or a complementiser (* XSVAO). Narrowing down the 
already small pool of relevant data leaves us with even fewer, but unambiguous 
XSVAO utterances, which are incompatible with German. These utterances are 
listed exhaustively in (11). 
 
(11) 
a. und jetzt er macht noch ein fehler   (Marcello, xi) 

and now he make again a mistake 
b. in italie ich habe immer sport gemacht  (Marcello, xii) 

in Italy i have always sports done 
c. ...das ich suche sofort ein andere   (Tino, xiii) 

that I search immediately an other one 
d. in diese moment grüs nochmal seine familie (Tino, xv) 

in this moment greet again his family 
e. und dann ich mus immer mein teller lassen für arbeit (Tino. xvii) 

and then I must always my plate leave for work 
f. wie jetzt ich habe immer etwas zu mache  (Tino, xvii) 

like now i have always something to do 
       (Tino, xvii) 
g. (die sohn von der chef) das schpiele immer dieselbs kasette  

(the son of the boss) who play always the same cassette 
h. jede tag ich habe immer so 200 persone  (Tino, xviii) 

every day i have always 200 people 
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i. morgen ich mus nochmal früh aufstehen  (Tino, xix) 
tomorrow i must again early get up 

j. manchmal ich habe immer punizione gehabt (Tino, xx) 
often i have always (It: punishment) had 

 
  

4.5 Italian-English IL findings 

 

4.5.1 Missing subjects 
 
The percentages of missing referential subjects across all usable utterances per 
learner are represented graphically in Figures 1 to 4. Although the individual 
proportions vary, these bar diagrams show that all learners omit subjects 
throughout the data collection; moreover, subject omissions do not decrease 
significantly  over time.  
 
Figure 1. 

Vito: missing referential subjects
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Figure 2. 
 

Santo: missing referential subjects
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Figure 3. 

Andrea: missing referential subjects
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Figure 4. 

Lavinia: missing pronominal subjects
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In Tables 1 to 4, main clauses and subordinate clauses introduced by an overt 
complementiser have been teased apart to investigate the distribution of subject 
omissions. A general feature of all four tables is that subjects are omitted from both 
clause types throughout the data collection. Neither main clauses nor embedded 
clauses show a developmental decrease or increase in the proportion of  missing 
subjects.  
 Besides the boldface percentages, the absolute numbers should be 
taken into account when comparing the differences between main and 
subordinate clauses, given the lower frequencies of subordinate clauses in the IL 
data. With very low frequencies, percentages may distort the picture: a single 
subject omission can mean a difference between 0% and 100% missing 
subjects. For instance, the non-occurrence of subjectless subordinate clauses in 
a recording session with a single subordinate clause means 0% missing subjects 
(cf. Table 1, recording i.), whereas the occurrence of two subjectless subordinate 
clauses during the next recording session with only two subordinate clause 
makes the proportion of missing subjects in that session 100% (cf. Table 1, 
recording ii.).  
 

  
 

 



  MULTIPLE CASE STUDIES ON ADULT ROMANCE LEARNERS OF GERMANIC LANGUAGES 129 
 

Table 1. 
Vito:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses  
 Main clauses subordinate clauses with 

complementiser 
 missing Total % missing missing total % missing 
i. 4 9 44 0 1 0 
ii. 4 15 27 2 2 100 
iii. 3 11 27 0 0 n.a 
iv. 25 53 47 0 0 n.a. 
v. 9 19 47 0 0 n.a. 
vi. 1 2 50 0 0 n.a. 
vii. 6 10 60 0 0 n.a 
viii. 2 9 22 0 0 n.a. 
ix. 11 20 55 0 0 n.a. 
x. 0 2 0 0 0 n.a. 
xi. 6 12 50 0 0 n.a. 
xii 5 16 31 0 0 n.a. 
xiii 2 2 100 0 2 0 
xiv 25 80 31 0 0 n.a. 
xv 3 22 14 0 0 n.a. 
xvi 33 61 54 17 20 85 
sum 139 343 41% 19 25 76% 
 
Table 2. 
Santo:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses  
 

Main clauses subordinate clauses with  
complementiser 

 missing Total % missing missing total % missing 
i. 9 35 26 1 1 100 
ii. 15 40 38 3 5 60 
iii. 15 54 28 3 6 50 
iv. 16 40 40 1 11 9 
v. 39 93 42 3 23 13 
vi. 7 53 13 1 11 9 
vii. 58 146 40 8 20 40 
viii. 44 134 33 5 20 25 
ix. 31 85 36 2 8 25 
x. 68 177 38 10 22 45 
xi. 65 160 41 8 13 62 
sum 345 1022 34 % 45 140 32% 
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Table 3. 
Andrea:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses 
 Main clauses Subordinate clauses with 

complementisers 

 missing Total % missing missing total % missing 
i. 23 54 43 0 2 0 
ii. 2 3 67 0 0 n.a. 
iii. 7 22 32 0 0 n.a. 
iv. 11 24 46 0 1 0 
v. 0 12 0 0 0 n.a. 
vi. 0 6 0 0 1 0 
vii. 19 29 66 3 11 27 
viii. 6 35 17 0 4 0 
ix. 2 5 40 0 4 0 
x. 8 41 20 1 5 20 
xi. 2 22 9 0 6 0 
xii 6 68 9 1 21 5 
xiii 5 77 6 1 13 8 
xiv 2 13 15 0 4 0 
xv 2 22 9 1 5 20 
xvi 3 44 7 0 12 0 
xvii 9 68 13 1 13 8 
xiii 4 32 13 0 6 0 
xix 7 24 29 0 2 0 
sum 118 601 20% 8 110 7% 
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Table 4. 
Lavinia:  missing referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses  
 Main clauses subordinate clauses with  

complementisers 
 missing Total % missing missing total % missing 
i. 14 57 25 0 5 0 
ii. 13 49 27 0 1 0 
iii. 34 144 24 2 18 11 
iv. 21 85 25 0 9 0 
v. 22 113 19 6 39 15 
vi. 13 88 15 1 24 4 
vii. 3 66 5 0 12 0 
viii. 7 88 8 1 19 5 
ix. 18 253 7 1 49 2 
x. 10 145 7 0 25 0 
xi. 15 172 9 0 35 0 
xii 13 79 16 1 12 8 
xiii 10 82 12 0 11 0 
xiv 3 26 12 0 2 0 
xv 8 128 6 1 22 5 
xvi 1 12 8 0 3 0 
sum 205 1587 13% 13 286 5% 
 
 
Examples of subject omissions from main and subordinate clauses are given in 
(12). The accompanying information in parentheses indicates the name of the L2 
learner, the number of the recording session in which the utterances were found, 
and the person/number contexts from which the subject was omitted.  
 
(12) 
a. (I don’t remember) how much cost  (Vito, ii, 3rd person singular) 

‘I don’t know how much it costs’ 
b. yeah wash it in water    (Vito, iii, 1st person singular) 

‘I wash it in water’ 
c. (I think you remember) what time play  (Santo, vii, 3rd person plural) 

‘I think you remember what time he plays’ 
d. in august return in naples   (Santo, xi, 3rd person 

‘In ‘August he returns to Naples’  singular) 
e. (he don’t want this) because is too large  (Andrea x, 3rd  

‘He doesn’t want this because it is too large’  person singular) 
f. speak together    (Andrea, iii, 3rd person plural) 

‘They talk to each other’ 
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g. because were talking to each other (Lavinia, viii, 3rd person 

‘Because they were talking to each other’   plural) 
h. maybe in the future can be a problem (Lavinia, xi, 3rd person 

‘Maybe it can be a problem in the future’  singular) 
 
 
Table 5 records the absolute numbers and percentages of referential subjects 
missing from different person/number contexts. Subject omissions range across all 
person/number combinations, and are most evenly distributed in the IL data of 
Vito and Santo; Andrea and Lavinia show a tendency to omit subjects from 3rd 
person singular contexts. 95 
 
Table 5 
Missing subjects per person/number combination96 
 1st person 

singular 
2nd  person 
singular 

3rd  person 
singular 

1st  
person 
plural 

3rd  person 
plural 

Vito 59/180 (33%) 9/35 (26%) 66/124 (53%) 3/4 (75%) 21/25 (84%) 
Santo 119/612 

(19%) 
39/202 (19%) 204/315 

(65%) 
5/6 (83%) 23/29 (79%) 

Andrea 24/347 (7%) 0/99 (0%) 94/199 (47%) 0/37 (0%) 8/29 (28%) 
Lavinia 17/615 (3%) 3/260 (1%) 188/706 

(27%) 
1/86 (1%) 9/206 (4%) 

 
 Table 6 focuses on utterances with 3rd person singular referents to test 
for a possible effect of verb form. The frequencies of missing and overt 
referential subjects are set out against the verb with which they occurred. 
Utterances with a copula or auxiliary “is” are distinguished from utterances with 
verbs other than copula or auxiliary “is”. 97 The rightmost column of Table 6 
indicates the values of chi-square analyses that were used to determine whether 
the observed differences for subject omissions and copula/auxiliary “is” are 
statistically significant at p< 0.01.  Only Vito’s data show no significant relation 
between the verb used and subject omission (χ2 obs = 4.74 < χ2 crit = 6.64), as the 
frequencies of missing subjects with “is” more or less equal those with other 
verbs. Santo’s subject omissions tend to occur with verbs other than copula or 
                                                 
95 Note that utterances with second person reference were excluded from the counts 
if it was unclear whether they were subjectless declaratives à la the L1 or subjectless 
imperatives, which are acceptable in both the L1 and the TL. Due to this decision, 
subject omissions from 2nd person contexts may be under-reported. Only Andrea is 
never found to omit subjects from (unambiguous) second person contexts. 
96 Second person plural contexts were not found in the IL data.  
97 Most cases of “is” were used as copula verbs instead of auxiliary verbs (Vito 35/54; 
Santo 230/231; Andrea 125/132; Lavinia 397/433). 
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auxiliary “is” (χ2
 obs = 44.27), while both Andrea and Lavinia show an opposite 

tendency for subject omission with copula or auxiliary “is” (χ2
 obs = 65.76 and χ2 

obs = 64.61 respectively). 
 
Table 6 
Relation between subject omission and copula “is” in 3rd person singular 
contexts 
 Missing subject Overt subject 

pronoun 
df= 1 ; p< 0.01 ; 
χ2

 crit  = 6.64 
Vito    
Cop/Aux “is” 23 31  
Other verbs 43 27 χ2

 obs = 4.74 

Santo 
   

Cop/Aux “is” 125 106  
Other verbs 79 5 χ2

 obs = 44.27 

Andrea 
   

Cop/Aux “is” 89 43  
Other verbs 5 62 χ2

 obs = 65.76 

Lavinia 
   

Cop/Aux “is” 161 272  
Other verbs 27 246 χ2

 obs = 64.61 
p< 0.01 is 99% probability that the observed relationship is due to factors other 
than chance.   
 
 Table 7 tests for the effect of finiteness on missing subject rates: it 
displays the raw numbers and percentages of subject omissions with inflected 
verb forms (present tense –s, irregular or regular –ed past tense forms), 
uninflected verb forms in 3rd person singular contexts, and modal auxiliaries 
(which are considered to be inherently finite, though not inflected).  
 As in Table 6, copula and auxiliary forms of “be” are collapsed into one 
category (1st three columns on the left). Unlike some of the findings for the highly 
frequent form “is”, none of the learners has a propensity for subject omission 
with (the much less frequent) suppletive forms “am/are”.  
 The three middle columns involve 3rd person singular contexts 
exclusively, as this is the only context which requires English main verbs to be 
marked with a distinct affix (–s) in the indicative present. A property shared by 
Vito, Santo and Andrea is that the number of correctly inflected main verbs in 3rd 
person singular contexts is too low to test the effect of inflection on the overtness 
of subjects. For Lavinia, however, the rate of missing subjects is just the same 
with inflected and uninflected verbs across the same time span. 
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 Across all person/number combinations, some instances of subject 
omissions with inflected past tense forms and modal auxiliaries are also found 
(where the number of tallies for these categories is more than five). 
 Although the absolute number of instances in each category varies 
greatly among the learners, it is fair to say that there is no effect of finiteness on 
the omission of subjects. Therefore, the data do not warrant an explanation in 
terms of finitess for the observed tendency of Andrea and Santo to omit the 
subject with copula/auxiliary “is”.  
 
Table 7 
Missing subjects with inflected verb forms and modals 
 am are is 3rd person 

singular 
uninflected 

3rd person 
singular -s 98 

past 
forms 

modals 

Vito 0/1 
0% 

0/0 
n.a. 

23/54 
43% 

21/34 
62% 

1/1 
100% 

0/2  
0% 

0/5 
0% 

Santo 0/14 
0% 

2/6 
33% 

125/231 
54% 

34/37 
92% 

1/1 
100% 

5/38 
13% 

0/2 
0% 

Andrea 0/15 
0% 

1/23 
4% 

89/132 
67% 

2/16 
12% 

1/3 
33% 

1/13 
8% 

1/37 
3% 

Lavinia 0/24 
0% 

0/18 
0% 

161/433 
33% 

6/61 
10% 

7/70 
10% 

13/301 
4% 

6/172 
3% 

 
So far, only the IL findings concerning referential subjects have been discussed. 
Table 8 focuses on expletive subjects and reflects a difference between the use 
of overt expletive “it” and overt expletive “there”. Expletive pronoun “it” is mostly 
absent; expletive “there”, however, is consistently overt in existential utterances, 
with perhaps the exception of a single case where existential “there” seems to be 
missing.99 Note that the data of Vito and Santo seem to lack existential 
utterances altogether (hence n.a. = not appropriate).  
 

                                                 
98 In addition to appropriately inflected verbs, all learners used verbs ending in –s in 
contexts other than 3rd person singular: Vito n=5; Santo n=2; Andrea n=2; Lavinia 
n=7.These incorrect cases were not included in Table 7. 
99 In Andrea’s 4th recording session, the following utterance occurs: “now is two 
reason I smoke very much”. This is taken to be an instance of missing expletive 
“there”  and accounts for the single tally in this category. 
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Table 8 
Expletive subjects 
 
 Missing  

expletive it 
 

Overt 
expletive  it 

Missing 
existential 
there 

Overt  
existential there 

Vito 6 1 n.a. n.a. 
Santo 9 0 n.a. n.a. 
Andrea 16 0 1 59 
Lavinia 20 11 0 65 

 
Total 51 12 1 124 
 
While Table 8 contrasts the patterns for expletives “it”and “there”, Table 9 deals 
only with the use of expletive “it”, separately listing the three different 
constructions which normally require an overt expletive pronoun in English: 
atmospheric or temporal predicates (see examples 13 a-c), verbs like seem and 
depend (13d-e), and extraposed sentential subjects (13g-h).100 There is just one 
case of an overt temporal expletive pronoun, but there are a couple of “it 
depends” utterances. Lavinia is the most advanced learner in terms of using 
overt expletives, and the only learner who sometimes uses overt expletive “it” in 
utterances with an extraposed clausal subject (n=6). Nevertheless, she does not 
use overt expletive “it” consistently; therefore, she does not converge on the TL 
norm. Santo and Andrea never use overt expletive “it” in any of the contexts.  
 
Table 9 
Expletive subjects 
 
 Missing expletive it 

 
Overt expletive it 

 atmospheric 
temporal 

seem 
depend 

extraposed 
clausal 
subject 

atmospheric 
temporal 

seem 
depend 

extraposed 
clausal 
subject 

Vito 3 3 0 0 1 0 
Santo 2 1 6 0 0 0 
Andrea 0 4 12 0 0 0 
Lavinia 3 3 14 1 4 6 
 
 
 
                                                 
100 Note that certain English registers permit subjectless utterances with “seems”and 
“depends”, which are regarded as instances of “diary-drop” (Seems it’s going to rain 
again; Depends on you) 
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(13) 
a. I think was one o’clock   (Vito, 37a) 

‘I think it was one o’clock’ 
b.  when was time to pay the bill  (Lavinia 25l) 

‘When it was time to pay the bill’ 
c. its two o’clock in the afternoon 

‘It’s two o’clock in the afternoon’ 
d.  seems my friend Maria   (Vito, 16) 
 ‘It seems to be? my friend Maria’ 
e. depend jobs in italy   (Santo, 21a) 

‘It depend (on?) jobs in Italy’ 
f.  it depends    (Vito, 34q) 

‘It depends’ 
g.      (Andrea, 33i) 

(I think the movie to mean) that is possible to be happy with nothing 
‘…that it is possible to be happy with nothing’  

h.  it was the girl who done it   (Lavinia, ses. 25l) 
 ‘It was the girl who did it’ 
 

4.5.2 Subject-verb inversion 
 
Besides patterns in subject omission, the occurrence of ‘free’ subject-verb 
inversion has also been investigated. Table 10. represents the raw numbers of 
word orders in which the overt subject follows the lexical verb instead of 
preceding it in declarative utterances. Post-verbal subjects are found both in the 
early and subsequent IL data of all learners.  As with the other IL properties 
discussed here, the individual rates vary.  
 
Table 10.  

 ‘VS constructions’ with copula ‘be’ and other lexical verbs in declarative 
Italian-English utterances 
 Vito Santo Andrea Lavina 
1. ‘be’ + SA + S 4 15 2 9 
2. V(lexical) + S 22 41 5 5 
Total 26 56 7 14 

1. ‘be’ + SA + SU/ ‘be’+ SU + SA is a form of copula ‘be’ followed by a subject 
attribute (SA) and the subject (S) or vice versa. 
2. lexical verb or auxiliary + lexical verb precede the subject 

 
The utterances in (14) exemplify some of these VS constructions. Examples 14a, 
14b and 14f involve transitive verbs and have VOS orders as the subject follows 
both the lexical verb and the direct object: 
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(14) 
a Pick it the policeman    (Vito, xiv) 
 ‘The policeman picks it up’ 
b. look mio car the big woman   (Vito, xvi) 
 ‘The big woman looks at my car’ 
c. sleep on the beach me and my wife  (Vito, xii) 
 ‘Me and my wife sleep on the beach’ 
d. just walk the cat     (Vito, xv) 
 ‘The cat just walks’ 
e. is gone windscreen    (Vito, xvi) 
 ‘The windscreen is gone’ 
f. have beautiful car one ferrari you   (Santo, viii) 
 ‘You have a beautiful ferrari car’ 
g. before work the joseph in the my kitchen  (Santo, xi) 
 ‘Joseph worked in my kitchen before’ 
h. is two years old this story    (Santo, xi) 
 ‘This story is two years old’ 
i. after come back the fire brigades   (Andrea, iii) 
 ‘After the fire brigades come back’ 
j. for me is important this piece of paper  (Andrea, xiii) 
 ‘This piece of paper is important for me’ 
k. every day went a man to cut the electricity  (Lavinia, ix) 
 ‘A man went to cut the electricity every day’ 
l. sometimes happened to me the same  (Lavinia, xi) 
 ‘Sometimes the same happened to me’ 
m. is very wet the weather in this country  (Lavinia, vi) 
 ‘The weather in this country is very wet’ 

 

4.5.3 SVAO orders 
 
Finally, Table 11 summarises the positioning of adverbs relative to main and 
auxiliary verbs. ‘Adverbs proper’ (always, often, etc.) are listed separately from 
other adverbs that do not belong to the list of proper adverbs commonly used as 
a diagnostic for verb movement (see footnote x). Among the ‘other adverbs’ 
tabulated here are: after, just, never, now, only, preferably, regularly, too.101 The 
word orders in Table 11 are all possible word orders in Italian, and all but the two 
boldface word orders SVAO and SVVAO are possible in English. 

                                                 
101 Note that just can be used as ‘adverb proper’, meaning hardly (appena in Italian), 
and as an adverb belong to the category ‘other’adverb when it means only.  

 137  



138                                                                  CHAPTER 4  

 There is only a single utterance in which a proper adverb is placed 
between the transitive verb and  its complement. An exhaustive list of utterances 
with ‘improper’ adverbs positioned between the verb and its complement 
((S)(V)VAO) is given in (15).  
 
Table 11 
Adverb placement vis-à-vis transitive verbs 
 SVAO SVOA ASV(O) SAV(O) SVVAO SVVOA 

Vito 
      

proper  1 0 0 0 0 0 
other  0 1 2 5 0 1 

Santo 
      

proper  0 0 0 3 0 0 
other  5 4 2 5 0 0 

Andrea 
      

proper  0 0 0 1 0 0 
other  4 0 0 0 0 0 

Lavinia 
      

proper  0 5 20 1 0 1 
other  7 4 15 3 3 1 

 
Total 18 9 39 18 3 3 
 
 
(15) 
a. because I like too much my country  (Santo, ii) 
 ‘Because I like my country too much’  
b. because I like too much my friends (Santo, iv) 
 ‘Because I like my friends too much’  
c. because I like much spaghetti tomato  (Santo, x) 
 ‘Because I like tomato spaghetti too much’  
d. I no possible sing well this song  (Santo, x) 
 ‘I can not sing this song well’ 
e. I see before in Naples this  (Santo, x) 
 ‘I saw this before in Naples’ 
f. I want only the money   (Andrea, xii) 
 ‘I only want the money’ 
g. I need absolutely this piece of paper (Andrea, xiv) 
 ‘I absolutely need this piece of paper’ 
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h. I watch only the movie films   (Andrea, xvi) 
 ‘I only watch the movie films’ 
i. I like very much that movie   (Andrea, xvi) 
 ‘I like that movie very much’ 
j. my son likes very much  book   (Lavinia, iii)  
 ‘My son likes the book very much’ 
k. I don’t like very much music   (Lavinia, iii) 
 ‘I don’t like music very much’ 
l. my son loves very much English food (Lavinia, iii) 
 ‘My son loves English food very much’ 
m. I would like only an information   (Lavinia, vi) 
 ‘I would only like information’ 
n. I know too the woman    (Lavinia, vi) 
 ‘I know the woman too’ 
o. They send yesterday another   (Lavinia, x) 
 ‘They sent another one yesterday’ 
p. She move a little bit the toy car   (Lavinia, xv) 
 ‘She moves the toy car a little bit’ 
q. I hope really we are agoing to play (Lavinia, ix) 
 ‘I really hope we are going to play’ 
r. here I can see only saucepan   (Lavinia, x) 
 ‘Here, I can only see a saucepan’ 
 

4.6 Summary of results 
 
The results presented above indicate the transfer of two properties commonly 
associated with the ‘Null Subject Parameter’ value of Spanish and Italian into the 
TL: missing subjects from main and subordinate clauses and subject-verb 
inversion. The results for a third related property, namely verb placement relative 
to adverbs, are suggestive of transfer rather than conclusive. Generally, the 
findings support the proposal that L2 learners initially maintain the parameter 
settings instantiated in their L1. There is no evidence for resetting of the 
parameter to the TL value as none of the L2ers stops omitting subjects or 
inverting the subject and the verb altogether. Chapter 5 analyses and discusses 
the results in depth and translates them into answers to the research questions 
of this study. 
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Chapter 5  

Conclusion: Full Transfer, No Access 
 

5.1 Overview of the chapter 
 
This chapter concludes the research report on the transfer of the L1 Null Subject 
Parameter value into the IL grammars of Romance learners of Germanic 
languages. The hypotheses and research questions investigated in this study 
are addressed and answered, but not in their original order for reasons of 
exposition. Section 5.2 summarises the observed IL structures, and analyses 
them in terms of the Null Subject Parameter outlined in chapter 3, section 3.2. 
The empirical evidence confirms Full Transfer hypotheses 1, 2, 3 and 4, but fails 
to confirm Full Access hypotheses 5, 6 and 7. Section 5.3 discusses the 
implications of the results for the theories of Partial Transfer and Full Transfer. 
Section 5.4 addresses the implications of the results for the version of the Null 
Subject Parameter used throughout this study. Section 5.5 touches upon the 
theories of No Access and Full Access. Section 5.6, finally, makes some 
suggestions for future research.  
 
  

5.2 Summary and analyses of the results 
 

5.2.1 Introduction 
 
This study was designed to find empirical evidence for L1 transfer of the Null 
Subject Parameter value into the ILs of Spanish and Italian L2ers of Swedish, 
German and English. The IL data conform closely to hypotheses 1, 2, 3 and 4 
that the L1 parameter value carries over into their IL grammars: regardless of the 
TL, all L2ers produce IL utterances with missing subjects, post-verbal subjects 
and (X)SVAO adverb placement orders. Throughout this study, I have adopted a 
version of  null subject theory which accounts for this cluster of  typical null 
subject phenomena in terms of two syntactic properties: empty SpecAgrP and V-
to-Agr raising. This section collapses the IL findings of all L2ers and shows that 
they are consistent with this notion of the Spanish/Italian Null Subject Parameter 
value.  

A secondary aim of this study was to look into the issue of parameter 
resetting. The IL data fail to provide evidence for resetting of the Null Subject 
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Parameter. Despite the fact that the data cover approximately two years, there 
are no innovations in the relevant IL properties of any individual learner which 
characterise a new stage in his or her IL development. In fact, the term 
development may not be appropriate for the IL data that were studied: the 
absence of new phenomena suggests a lack of development in the properties 
under investigation. Therefore, hypotheses 5, 6 and 7 are not confirmed. 
 
 

5.2.2 Evidence for V-to-Agr raising (hypothesis 3): adverb placement  
 
Full Transfer hypothesis 3 assumes that in the L2 initial state of native Italian and 
Spanish L2ers, the verb continues to move to Agr at PF to amalgamate with the 
zero-affix base-generated there due to transfer of the [+ strong] Agr value (cf. 
3.3). To determine whether the Romance L2ers do raise the finite verb to Agr, as 
in their L1s, I examined adverb placement relative to the transitive verb and its 
complements. Diagnostic adverbs occurred very rarely in the longitudinal data 
studied, but at least among the Italian L2ers of German the SVAO orders provide 
scant evidence of verb raising to Agr (cf. 4.3.3). 

IL evidence for V-to-Agr consists of evidence that the verb does not stay 
in V nor moves to C, but moves to an intermediate position between V and C . 
The cooccurrence of two kinds of IL word orders offers such indirect support for 
V-to-Agr.102 On the one hand, IL utterances with SVAO orders provide 
unambiguous evidence against V-in situ, as the verb precedes the adverb to the 
left of the VP. However, such orders do not reveal exactly whether the verb ends 
up in Agr, or raises as high as C. On the other hand, IL utterances with ASVO or 
SAVO orders count as evidence against V-to-C, because the verb comes in third 
position whereas C is normally associated with the second position. A drawback 
of these ASVO and SAVO orders in terms of evidence for verb movement is that 
they are consistent with both V-to-Agr and V-in situ.   

More direct evidence for verb raising to an intermediate position 
between V and C comes from XSVAO orders in which a complementiser or a 
time or place adverbial occurs clause-initially, as in (1) (example 11c from 
section 4.3.3).  

 
(1). ...das ich suche sofort ein andere  (Tino, xiii) 
 that I search immediately another one 

‘That I immediately search for another one’  
 

Such orders argue against V-in situ and V-to-C at the same time. Not only must 
the verb have raised out of its base position V, as it occurs to the left of the 
                                                 
102 With ‘cooccurence’ I mean that the relevant orders cooccur at the same time in 
the IL data of one L2er. 

  
 

 



 CONCLUSION: FULL TRANSFER, NO ACCESS 143 
 

adverb proper, it also must have raised to a position lower than C, as it occurs in 
third position. If a complementiser precedes the subject and the verb, it is the 
complementiser instead of the verb that occupies C. If an adverbial occurs 
before the preverbal subject, V-to-C is also an unlikely analysis, but for a 
different reason. In languages with V-to-C, like German, the V2 requirement that 
is responsible for V-to-C rules out adjunction to CP. However, an analysis of the 
IL order XSVAO in terms of V-to-C, implies that the sentence-initial adverbial is 
left-adjoined to CP. 

Taken together, the IL adverb placement data challenge alternative 
analyses in which the verb either consistently stays in-situ or consistently raises 
to C at any stage. Nevertheless, it might be argued that the data discussed here 
indicate optional verb raising: sometimes the verb stays in situ, whereas at other 
times it raises to Agr or even C. At the same time, however, the adverb 
placement findings also cleave closely to my prediction that verb raising 
transfers from the L1. Compared to optional verb raising, consistent verb raising 
to Agr as in the L1 provides a more unified analysis of the observed word orders: 
all word orders at any stage of any of the L2ers can be captured in terms of a 
single analysis, namely V-to-Agr. Optional verb movement implies different 
representations. Moreover, there is an obvious explanation for the source of V-
to-Agr in the IL, namely L1 transfer, whereas optional verb movement requires 
explanations that are perhaps less straightforward. Therefore, the adverb 
placement data tentatively confirm Full Transfer hypothesis 3. 

Even though the adverb placement data are all compatible with and 
suggestive of verb raising to Agr, the matter cannot be decided on the basis of 
these data alone. The evidence for subject verb inversion presented in 5.2.3 
provides additional support.  

 
 

5.2.3 Evidence for V-to-Agr and empty SpecAgrP (hypotheses 4 and 7): VS 
orders  
 
Full Transfer hypothesis 4 assumes that, due to transfer in the L2 initial state of 
native Italian and Spanish L2ers, SpecAgrP may remain empty, and thus the 
overt subject may remain VP-internal at PF. Inverted subjects derive from this 
situation since the finite verb raises to Agr, past the subject in SpecVP. Full 
Access hypothesis 7 assumes that, if L2ers reset the “Agr strength” parameter to 
the [- strong] Agr value, SpecAgrP must be filled by a subject to license AgrP and 
V can stay in situ since agreement affixes are generated directly on the verb in V. 
Once the parameter has been reset to the TL value, VS orders with the main 
verb preceding the subject do not occur in declarative sentences if the TL is 
English.  
 The occurrence of post-verbal subjects in declarative sentences was 
studied for two purposes. First, declarative VS orders may provide additional 
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evidence for V-to-Agr raising. If a transitive or unergative verb occurs before the 
subject, this strongly suggests that the verb has raised out of the VP. Second, 
post-verbal subjects may be taken as evidence for an empty structural subject 
position, namely specAgrP. If a subject occurs after the verb, it is assumed to 
occur in SpecVP or a complement of V, leaving SpecAgrP empty. Like V-to-Agr, 
empty SpecAgrP follows directly from the [+ strong] Agr value of the Null Subject 
Parameter: the phi-features in Agr which trigger V-to-Agr, at the same time 
license the projection of AgrP, and thus permit SpecAgrP to remain empty.  

The data on post-verbal subjects adds to the evidence that both V-to-
Agr and SpecAgrP still hold in the IL grammars of the L2ers, who all produced 
declarative utterances with post-verbal subjects, irrespective of their TL. The 
majority of these post-verbal subjects occurred with the equivalents of the verb 
come, which is a typical inversion verb in both Spanish and Italian. With 
unaccusative verbs like come, the VS order is generally assumed to be the 
base-order in which the subject and the verb are generated. The verb itself is 
base-generated in V, whereas the subject of the unaccusative verb is base-
generated in a complement position of the verb (see chapter 3). Therefore, 
surface VS orders with unaccusatives show that SpecAgrP is empty, but they do 
not reveal whether the underlying position of the verb is its base position V, or a 
higher position to which it has moved. However, the IL data contain some 
evidence in support of verb raising out of V, which comes from instances of post-
verbal declaratives with transitive or unergative verbs. The common assumption 
for such verbs is that their subjects are base-generated in pre-verbal position 
(SpecVP). Given then that their surface position in VS constructions is post-
verbal, this must have been caused by movement of the finite verb to a position 
left of the VP. There is no reason to assume that V-to-Agr applies to transitives 
and unergatives in the IL grammar, but not to unaccusatives. In other words, all 
declarative VS constructions that were found, including those with equivalents of 
the unaccusative verb come, are compatible with a verb raising analysis. 
Moreover, the VS constructions that occurred with transitive and unergative 
verbs disconfirm alternative analyses in which the verb remains in situ. 
 An obvious and pertinent question presents itself at this point: do the IL 
data warrant an analysis in which the verb raises as high as C? This is an 
obvious question given that two of the TLs, namely Swedish and German, have 
VS constructions in which the verb raises to C instead of Agr, and the post-
verbal subject occupies SpecAgrP instead of SpecVP.103 It is also a pertinent 
question because an analysis in terms of V-to-C challenges my hypothesis that 
transfer of V-to-Agr and empty SpecAgrP are responsible for the declarative VS 
constructions in the IL data. A negative answer to this question seems justified: 
the results fail to confirm an analysis of VS constructions in terms of V-to-C and 
a filled SpecAgrP in two ways.  

                                                 
103 Or a complement position of the verb in the case of unaccusatives. 

  
 

 



 CONCLUSION: FULL TRANSFER, NO ACCESS 145 
 

First, none of the L2ers of Swedish and German uses VS orders 
consistently where the TL would require them. For example, more often than not 
they fail to invert the subject and the verb if another constituent occurs sentence-
initially, thus violating the V2 constraint. V2 violations as illustrated by (2) 
(example 9a from section 4.4.2) are incompatible with the TL rules, which are not 
acquired by any of the learners. 
 
(2) und dann ich will bezahlen alles  (Angelina; xvi) 

and then i want pay everything 
‘And then I want to pay everything’ 
 
Second, and more revealing, the L2ers used VS orders where the TL 

disallows inversion. For example, post-verbal subjects occurred in subordinate 
clauses with a complementiser, as (3) (example 5i from section 4.3.2) shows. 
This means that the verb cannot have raised as high as C, as this position is 
already occupied by the complementiser. Thus, the verb does not raise as high 
as C. Consequently, the post-verbal subject must be lower than SpecAgrP, 
leaving SpecAgrP empty, in accordance with Full Transfer hypothesis 4. 
 
(3) när kommer pojke   (Fernando, xxvii) 
 when come boy  
 ‘When the boy comes’ 

 
 
The conclusion that all observed declarative VS orders result from V-to-

Agr and empty SpecAgrP is further strengthened by the similarity between the 
Swedish and German IL data on the one hand, and the English IL data on the 
other hand. Like the Spanish-Swedish data and Italian-German data, the Italian-
English too contain VS orders, as exemplified by (4) (example 14i from section 
4.5.2).  
 
(4) after come back the fire brigades  (Andrea, iii) 

‘After the fire brigades come back’ 
 

Similar facts ask for similar explanations. TL English crucially differs from TL 
German in that English does not allow VS orders in declaratives. Therefore, if 
the TL-input cannot have been the main source of declarative VS constructions 
in the Italian-English data, it is implausible that it could have been the source of 
declarative VS constructions in the Italian-German data. Moreover, the shared 
preference for VS constructions with the equivalents of the verb come would 
remain unexplained if different TL input were the source rather than similar L1s.  

Naturally, in the case of the Spanish-German and Italian-German 
learners, TL input containing declarative VS orders in main clauses may have 
reinforced the transferred L1 grammar because such surface orders are 
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compatible with the L1 grammar and can thus easily be incorporated in it without 
forcing real changes. However, since the L2 Swedish and L2 German inversion 
data do not contrast in any qualitative or quantitative way with the Italian-English 
inversion data, the issue of TL input reinforcing the L1 grammar cannot be 
settled on the basis of the present findings. 

In short, the combination of IL findings makes most sense under the 
view that the declarative inversion constructions that were found in all learner 
groups stem from the L1. Therefore, Full Transfer hypothesis 4 seems to hold, 
while Full Access hypothesis 7 fails to be confirmed. 

 
 

5.2.4 Evidence for empty SpecAgrP (hypotheses 2 and 6): subject omissions  
 
Full Transfer hypothesis 2 assumes that in the L2 initial state of Italian and 
Spanish L2ers, the SpecAgrP may remain empty at PF, as a syntactic 
consequence of the transfer of the [+ strong] Agr value, which licenses the AgrP 
projection. Full Access Hypothesis 6 assumes that if L2ers reset the parameter 
to [- strong] Agr, SpecAgr must be filled by a subject to license AgrP. As a 
consequence, L2ers’ subjects must always be overt in subordinate clauses, once 
the parameter has been reset. 
 Additional evidence in favour of empty SpecAgrP comes from expletive 
subject omissions. Generally, expletive IL subjects seem to pattern in line with 
the L1. As was shown in chapter 3, Spanish differs from Italian in the use of 
expletives. Because of the crucial role of the L1 grammar, the expletive data of 
the L2ers with Spanish backgrounds must not be collapsed with those of the 
L2ers with Italian backgrounds. Therefore, the Spanish-Swedish expletive data 
are analysed separately from the Italian-German and Italian-English data.  

Compared to their use of overt referential subjects, the Spanish L2ers of 
Swedish are remarkably more consistent in their use of overt non-referential 
subjects, that is, in existential det finns (there is/are) constructions. At first 
examination, this difference is surprising. Spanish may have overt referential 
(pronominal) subjects under limited conditions, but it does not have overt 
expletive subjects at all. Given this lack in Spanish of an overt counterpart of 
Swedish expletive subject pronoun det (it), one would rather expect the use of 
overt expletive subjects to lag behind the use of overt pronominal subjects in 
Spanish-Swedish IL, contrary to fact.  

Nevertheless, there is a pertinent resemblance between Spanish and 
Swedish in that both languages have a special construction for existential 
utterances: the Spanish verb form hay (is/are) is uniquely used for existential 
copula constructions, as is the Swedish verb form finns (is/are). The fact that the 
same form is used for singular and plural subjects makes the resemblance even 
more striking as verbs in Spanish are normally inflected for number. Therefore, it 
may well be the case that the Spanish L2 learners of English initially use det 
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finns as an ‘unanalysed chunk’, equivalent to Spanish expletiveless hay 
constructions.  

A closer inspection of the early IL data seems to support this 
suggestion. Nora has only a single existential finns construction without expletive 
det, and Fernando too uses det finns consistently in his early recordings. It is 
only after recording xi that he begins to omit the expletive from finns 
constructions, which could be the point at which he realises that det finns 
consists of a verb ánd an expletive. An early, but incomplete example of a det 
finns utterance that actually occurs alongside the Spanish equivalent hay  is 
given in (5).  
 
(5) Sverige no det finns (Swedish) hay (Spanish)...              (Fernando: i) 

Sweden no there is  is  
 

Existential constructions constitute the majority of expletive contexts in 
the Spanish-Swedish IL data by far. There are very few atmospheric or temporal 
expletive contexts, and no contexts with an extraposed clausal subject. The 
scarcity of other expletive contexts makes it difficult to decide whether the L2ers’ 
fairly consistent use of overt expletives is construction-specific, in holding only 
for existential det finns constructions, or rather means that the L2ers know that 
the TL requires overt expletive subjects in general. 

However, there is one context which suggests that the L2ers do not 
generally use overt expletive subjects: IL constructions with the inversion verb 
komma (come). Swedish requires a preverbal expletive det (there) subject in 
komma constructions, followed by a NP subject if a sentence-initial place 
adverbial is missing (see 6a). Spanish, on the other hand, lacks expletive 
subjects across the board. Moreover, the Spanish equivalent of komma (venir = 
come) is a typical ‘inversion verb’, which often precedes the NP subject. Unlike 
what was found in expletive det finns constructions, both L2ers are initially found 
to omit expletive det from komma constructions (cf. example 6b). In fact, 
Fernando never uses an overt expletive in komma constructions. The most 
obvious source for this behaviour is the L1.  
 
(6) 
 
a. det kommer möbler i hallen (grammatical Swedish example with    

there come furniture in hall-the overt det) 
b. *komma möbler i hall  (ungrammatical expletiveless  

come furniture in hall utterance  by Fernando, iv)  
       

The IL expletive data of the native Italian L2ers show a similar 
propensity to use overt expletive subjects in existential contexts, but not in other 
expletive contexts. This time, the observed IL pattern mirrors the L1, that is, the 
Italian situation, where overt expletive Ci  (there) is required in existential 
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utterances, but expletives are missing from other contexts, like temporal or 
atmospheric expressions, and VS constructions.104 The Italian L2ers of English 
consistently use overt expletive there in existential utterances with a form of 
copula “be”, but rarely use overt expletive it subjects in the other contexts 
requiring an overt expletive subject in English. Like the Italian-English learners 
and like native Italian speakers, the Italian-German learners consistently use the 
overt expletive es in existential contexts, but generally omit expletive es in other 
expletive contexts. In German, expletive subjects even have the same form es in 
all contexts, which strengthens the conclusion that the difference in overt 
expletives is due to a difference between existential contexts and other expletive 
contexts, rather than a difference between expletive forms. 

Why then would L2ers consistently use expletive subjects in one 
context, but omit them in other contexts, while all expletive contexts share the 
property of requiring a subject that lacks referential meaning? The most obvious 
answer for the native Italian L2ers is that the observed distinction is caused by 
the L1, which shows the same pattern. However, the native Spanish L2ers too 
seem to distinguish between existential constructions and other expletive 
constructions, even though their L1 does not require an overt expletive in 
existential sentences. If my (admittedly rather ad hoc) analysis of the Spanish-
Swedish expletive data in terms of unanalysed chunk det finns is along the right 
lines, the notion of L1 transfer can be maintained for the IL expletive data. 
However, until we are convinced that the distinction is due to L1 transfer and not 
to the nature of the existential context itself, such speculation seems 
premature.105 Leaving overt expletives in existential sentences aside, the IL data 
on all other expletive contexts are compatible with L1 transfer, confirming Full 
Transfer hypothesis 2. 
 It is the omission of referential subjects that most obviously warrants an 
explanation in terms of L1 transfer. However, one seemingly anomalous feature 
of the missing subject findings must be discussed before looking at the 
similarities between the IL data and the L1: throughout the data collection the 
rates of missing subjects are much lower in the IL data than in native languages 
Spanish and Italian. This quantitative difference is a widely attested property of 
IL data produced by L2ers from a ‘null subject’ background, but it must be noted 
that proportions of missing subjects vary greatly among individual L2ers. This is 

                                                 
104 The German equivalent of Italian existential utterance “Ci è…” (there is/are) is “es 
gibt” or “gibt es” or “gibts”. Perhaps, in the Italian-German data the contracted VS 
construction “gibts” can be seen as an unanalysed expression. This would match the 
analysis that was proposed for the Spanish-Swedish expletive data. However, the 
occurrence of “es gibt” in the IL data, as well as the parallelism with the expletive 
patterns found in the Italian-English data suggest that the observed distinction in the 
use of non-referential “es” is due to the influence of the L1.    
105 Vikner (1994) makes a distinction between existential expletive subjects and other 
expletive subjects. A discussion and interpretation of the IL data in terms of this 
distinction lie beyond the scope of this book. 
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also true for the learners in this study: missing subject rates are as high as 50% 
for some and as low as 10% for others.106 This variation in rates between 
individual L2ers in similar learning situations is found across all three language 
pairs. Despite this difference, all L2ers are alike in that they use more overt 
subject pronouns in their IL production than they would in their native languages 
Spanish and Italian. The learners’ increased use of overt subject pronouns may 
be attributed to the saliency of overt subject pronouns in the TL input. Native 
Spanish and Italian L2 learners will not have much difficulty in recognising overt 
subject pronouns in the TLs for what they are, because Spanish and Italian also 
have overt subject pronouns, even though different (discourse or pragmatic) 
constraints govern their usage. At an early stage of L2A, these L2ers learn the 
TL equivalents that match their L1 pronouns.107 Moreover, they soon observe 
that the TL pronouns are used differently, as the TL pronouns clearly violate the 
L1 constraint that subject pronouns are only overt when they are needed to 
emphasise, contrast or disambiguate the reference of the subject. It may be 
tentatively concluded that the comparatively higher use of overt subject 
pronouns in the IL data is due to an early relaxation of this L1 constraint.  

But, one might ask, wouldn’t a relaxation of this L1 constraint rule trigger 
resetting of the parameter value and consequently rule out missing subjects 
altogether? It seems quite plausible to me that loosening or even giving up this 
pragmatic constraint does not affect the parameter value itself. As was 
suggested in chapter 2, the pragmatic constraint on the use of overt pronouns in 
Spanish and Italian is not parameterised because it is not related to the strength 
of features in a functional category. The [+ strong] Agr parameter value depends 
on the strength of Agr features, and is responsible for the syntactic option of 
empty SpecAgrP, hence for surface strings without subjects. This parameter 
value allows but does not require empty SpecAgrP. In other words, this 
parameter value accommodates both missing and overt subject pronouns alike. 
In Spanish and Italian, it is a non-parameterised pragmatic constraint which 
restricts the actual use of overt subject pronouns to utterances in which the 
reference of the subject is not unambiguously clear from the context or cases 
where the subject is emphasised or contrasted. Thus, the information that 
determines the overtness of subject pronouns in null subject languages like 
Italian and Spanish is contextual, or discourse information. I assume that the 
L2ers relax this pragmatic constraint to the point of allowing overt subject 
pronouns everywhere, regardless of the need for disambiguation. If L2ers apply 

                                                 
106 Commonly, 90% correct usage of a form is taken as evidence for acquisition of 
that form (but Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1994 take 60% as evidence for 
acquisition). However, usage of overt pronouns does not reflect unlearning of the 
pro-drop option, even if the percentage of missing subjects is as low as 10%. These 
missing subjects must still be accounted for. 
107 L2ers often use a third person singular masculine personal pronoun ‘he’, for male 
and female referents alike.   
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this pragmatic rule consistently, they will use overt subjects everywhere.108  
However, the parameter value itself remains unchanged and still allows missing 
subjects.  

So, on the one hand, L2ers may be aware that subject omissions are 
not correct in the TL, resulting in the use of more overt subject pronouns. On the 
other hand, they may be unable to stop the L1 parameter value from intruding. 
Some individuals may be better at resisting the force of habit than others, which 
would explain the variability in missing subject rates between individual L2ers. 
An early, but partial, adaptation to the TL does not totally exclude the possibility 
of subject omission from the learners’ IL grammar. This is clear from the 
observation that the initial proportions of missing subjects do not decrease 
significantly over time, but are more or less sustained during the two-year period 
that the recordings were made.  

Except for this quantitative difference, the observed distributions of 
subject omission are congruent with Spanish and Italian patterns of subject 
omission. As was predicted, referential subject omissions are generally spread 
out equally across all person/number contexts, verb types and forms, and main 
and subordinate clauses, which means they pattern exactly like missing subjects 
in Spanish and Italian.  

Two of the Italian-English learners (Andrea and Lavinia), and one 
Italian-German learner (Tino) show a propensity to omit the subject in 3rd person 
singular contexts with copula or auxiliary verb form “is”. At no point in the data is 
their subject omission restricted exclusively to this context, however. In her study 
of the IL data of a native Spanish child learning English as a L2, Lakshmanan 
(1994) observed a somewhat similar tendency for subject omission from “is” 
contexts. She claims that a “phonological matching between the English it’s and 
is and the Spanish es triggers the transfer of null subjects [in other contexts] to 
English”. Her account depends on two conditions that clearly do not hold for the 
Italian-English data under discussion. For ‘phonological matching’ with 
copula/auxiliary “is” to occur, the subject pronoun that is (apparently) missing 
must be neuter pronoun “it”. However, in the IL data I studied, many of the L2ers’ 
subjects that were missing from “is” contexts referred to masculine “he” or 
feminine “she” (or German er and sie respectively, for Tino), which cannot be 
phonologically assimilated with “is”. Furthermore, for subjectless “is” to act as a 
trigger for subject omissions in other contexts, one would expect the former to 
precede the latter in time. Again, this prediction is not borne out by my IL data, 
as subjects are omitted from all different contexts from the start. Rather the 
reverse situation holds for Andrea, whose subject omissions from contexts other 

                                                 
108 Even if L2ers let go of the L1 constraint that subject pronouns are only used for 
emphasis, contrast or disambiguation, they still hold on to another constraint that 
restricts the use of subject pronouns to contexts in which  the referent is deictic (for 
1st and 2nd persons) or has been introduced by a NP subject (for 3rd person subjects). 
The latter constraint holds in the L1s and TLs alike. 
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than copula/auxiliary “is” contexts drop off a bit after recording session viii. Since 
the three L2ers continue to omit subjects from different contexts, there is no 
evidence for a qualitative change in their underlying grammars, nor do the data 
warrant an alternative explanation for missing subjects with “is”.   

Assuming, then, that the missing subject of this study are generally 
supportive of Full Transfer hypothesis 2, what do they say about alternative 
accounts for missing subjects in learner language? One alternative analysis of 
the IL missing subjects claims that it is the initial lack (or optionality, or 
underspecification) of functional projections that causes subjects to be omitted in 
early L2 acquisition (see chapter 1 for a review of such proposals, especially 
Minimal Trees and Valueless Features). In the absence of  functional projections 
such as TP, AgrP and CP, subjects are only optionally overt in the specifier 
position of VP. The end of this ‘optional subject’ stage is thought to be triggered 
and marked by the acquisition of properties commonly associated with these 
functional projections, such as overt verbal inflection, (modal) auxiliaries and 
overt complementisers introducing subordinate clauses. Such accounts usually 
run into trouble with IL data, as there is ample empirical evidence that the 
predicted finiteness/null subject interactions do not hold in the adult L2 
acquisition of Germanic languages (cf. chapter 2). This evidence is corroborated 
by the results of the present study, which also show a dissociation between 
verbal inflections and missing subjects, and– what is more - subject omissions 
from tensed subordinate clauses with a complementiser. Example (7) (12g from 
section 4.5.1) illustrates a tensed subordinate clause without an overt subject 
pronoun.    

 
(7) because were talking to each other  (Lavinia, viii, 3rd  

‘Because they were talking to each other’  person plural) 
 
 
Another alternative explanation for the subject omissions in the IL data 

which does not hinge on the presence or absence of verb inflections is an 
analysis in terms of ‘topic drop’. Topic drop is the account commonly used for 
missing subjects in the target languages Swedish and German. It is a potentially 
plausible alternative account for the L2ers of Swedish and German, as these 
learners may have encountered input with examples topic drop. Under a topic 
drop account, subjects may be omitted, provided their reference can be 
recovered from the discourse context and they are associated with the topic 
position, that is, sentence initial position. In other words, topic drop is 
constrained to initial positions and can thus only account for subject omissions 
from main clauses. Therefore, the IL finding that subjects are also omitted from 
tensed subordinate clauses with a complementiser is incompatible with the 
notion of topic drop.  
 The same and other IL findings are problematic to a heavily constrained 
version of topic drop, known as “diary drop”. This account merits to be 
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mentioned because it is used to describe the phenomenon of acceptable subject 
omission in certain registers of English (see chapter 2), and may have been 
present in the TL input of the Italian L2ers of English. Diary drop is restricted to 
clause-initial position and utterances with lexical verbs, and preferably occurs 
with 1st person subjects. Under the assumption that the observed IL subject 
omissions reflect diary drop in the English input, one would expect results that 
are rather different from the actual IL findings: one would expect a tendency for 
missing subjects in 1st person singular contexts and no cases of subjectless 
predicates with (modal) auxiliaries or subjectless tensed subordinate clauses. 
Thus, the IL findings that missing subjects are found in subordinate clauses, with 
different person/number combinations, and lexical verbs as well as auxiliary and 
modal verbs offer evidence against a diary drop analysis of these data. 
 Summarising, the results on subject omission confirm Full Transfer 
hypothesis 2 that SpecAgr can remain empty in the IL grammars of the learners. 
Moreover, the fact that all learners continue to omit subjects from main and 
subordinate clauses throughout the study means that Full Access hypothesis 6 
does not hold: as long as subjects are omitted from both clause types, the 
parameter clearly has not been reset.  
 

5.2.5 Conclusion: answers to research questions 1 and 3 
 
In conclusion, none of the alternative explanations extends to the cluster of 
observed L2 facts: there is no more obvious common source of the IL findings 
other than L1 transfer. In this sense, then, research question 1 can be answered 
affirmatively. Is the L2 initial state defined by clustered transfer of properties that 
relate to the L1 parameter value? If so, which properties are found to cluster? 
Yes, the L2 initial state is defined by clustered transfer of properties that relate to 
the L1 Null Subject Parameter value. The properties that are found to cluster are 
missing expletive and referential subjects in main and subordinate clauses 
(5.2.4), subject-verb inversion (5.2.3) and (X)SVAO word orders (5.2.2). The Null 
Subject Parameter adopted throughout this study (chapter 3) attributes all of 
these properties to the learners’ Spanish/Italian L1 parameter value.    
 The answer to research question 3 is negative. Is L2 development 
characterised by clustered acquisition of properties that relate to parameter 
values of the target language (or non-L1 parameter values)? If so, which 
properties are found to cluster? There is no evidence for clustered acquisition of 
properties that relate to the TL value. What is more, there is not even evidence 
suggesting that the L1 Null Subject Parameter is unlearnt by any of the learners 
involved in this study. Although we cannot verify whether these L2ers reset this 
parameter at a point later in time, there is no reason to assume that they will.109 
                                                 
109 This study has analysed all available recordings of each learner: there are no data 
beyond the period I reported on  here. 
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What we are dealing with, then, seems to be a rather stable IL state. Of course, 
the L2ers may get better at using overt subject pronouns and overt expletives, 
and avoiding post-verbal subjects. Nevertheless, the available IL data of the 
most successful L2ers suggest that such superficial approximation of TL-like 
sentences does not eradicate the syntactic option of leaving SpecAgrP empty or 
V-to-Agr raising. 
 Section 5.3 looks into the implications of the results for the theories of 
Partial Transfer and Full Transfer and answers research question 2; section 5.5 
discusses the implications for the theories of No Access and Full Access, 
answering research question 4. 
 
 

5.3 Implications of the results for Partial Transfer and Full Transfer  
 
The major contribution of this study is that it adds to the evidence that the L1 
parameter setting carries over into the L2 initial state grammar of adult L2 
learners. Disconfirming both No Transfer and Partial Transfer, my results are 
best accounted for by the Full Transfer hypothesis. 

In chapter 1, I introduced a lexicalist notion of grammar, which accounts 
for parametric variation in terms of variation in the lexicon (cf. section 1.6). In this 
section, I argue  why parts of the L2ers’ existing L1 lexicon might transfer into 
the IL, and illustrate this notion of transfer with examples from the IL data. The 
lexicalist notion of grammar fits in with the view I that crosslinguistic variation 
captured by the Null Subject Parameter, or rather the Agr strength parameter, is 
attributable to [+/-] strong Agr features (section 3.2). Recapitulating, the strength 
of the Agr features depends on how agreement affixes are listed in the lexicon. 
For instance, null subject languages like Spanish and Italian have the [+ strong] 
Agr parameter value, in that each inflectional affix has its own individual lexical 
entry which is available to the computational component and may head its own 
Agr projection. The resulting AgrP thus gets content from the agreement affix in 
Agr, satisfying the Economy of Projection Principle. As a result, SpecAgrP may 
remain empty, which accounts for sentences with missing or post-verbal subjects 
in Spanish and Italian.  

I assume that initially there is no more obvious lexical knowledge than 
the knowledge encoded in the L1 lexicon that can serve as input for the structure 
building component. As we have seen, the IL data reported in chapter 4 are all 
compatible with and suggestive of residual L1 structures. Apart from this 
empirical reason, there are conceptual reasons for assuming that the L1 lexicon 
is the basis for IL syntactic structures. These reasons are founded on learnability 
considerations. The common assumption in computational perspectives on 
learnability is that learning is error or failure driven (Fodor 1999). A failure driven 
learning procedure adopts the current grammar until it fails. So, if the current 
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grammar succeeds in assigning a structure to the input there is no need to try 
another grammar. I assume that this is the way L2A works, too. Therefore, the 
question of what makes up the IL lexicon can be rephrased as: what serves as 
the ‘current’ grammar at the L2 initial state?  

Obviously, at the onset of L2 acquisition there is no separate IL 
grammar which can assign structures to TL sentences. It is uncontroversial that 
simply acquiring TL words does not mean the complete set of TL lexical 
properties follows automatically, since the TL words do not come with the TL 
analysis attached to them. Yet, as Fodor (1999) suggests, to the computational 
system of the learner, the TL input is more than unanalysed sound strings: the 
TL input is the sound strings as the computational system analyses them. 
Initially, the only analyses available to the computational system must come from 
the L1, as there is no other ‘current’ grammar than the L1 grammar. 

One reason for assuming that alternative sources of grammatical 
knowledge (such as UG or construction-specific rules) are less likely candidates, 
is their inefficiency at the L2 initial state. This inefficiency is caused by the fact 
that these alternatives offer a vast pool of options which need to be tested before 
they can be adopted or rejected. For instance, even if the pool of UG-defined 
parametric options were still accessible to the computational component (which I 
believe it is not), multiple test parses must be made before the parser hits upon a 
possible, but not necessarily correct TL parse. During the earliest stage of L2A, 
the same disadvantage holds for construction-specific rules that are construed 
through general problem solving strategies (an option which may become 
important after the L2 initial state when the IL is restructured; see below). In 
short, why would the L2er prefer a random choice from the pool of possibilities 
above the fully fledged and ready-to-use L1 grammar, even before the 
usefulness of this current grammar has been tested with the TL input? 

Another reason why an UG scenario is unlikely at the L2 initial state is 
that during the process of child L1A many of the UG-defined options were 
rejected in favour of the L1 parameter values; the L1 values, however, have 
been fixed and reinforced by evidence. Moreover, alternative, non-instantiated 
parameter values have not been activated, if ever at all, since the L1 parameters 
were set to their appropriate TL values in childhood; again, the L1 values are still 
used every time the adult L2ers generate or parse a sentence in their final-state 
native language. So, when L2ers begin to learn a L2, the “activation level” of 
their L1 grammars is very high. Even though L2ers are aware from the start that 
the TL is a separate language, which is possibly or even clearly different from 
the L1, they have no more active alternative grammar than the L1 grammar with 
which to tackle the TL input. In fact, there is no reason why the L1 grammar 
would not serve as input for the parser at the L2 initial state. 

It is important to stress that, initially, the computational component 
draws its structural knowledge from the L1 grammar, regardless of the 
similarities and differences between the L1 and the TL. There is ample empirical 
evidence in the L2A literature that this is indeed the case. To give one well-

  
 

 



 CONCLUSION: FULL TRANSFER, NO ACCESS 155 
 

known example (see also chapter 1), L2ers with a SOV L1 (e.g. Punjabi, 
Turkish)  but a SVO TL (e.g. English) initially use L1-like SOV orders, while 
L2ers with a SVO-L1 (e.g. Spanish, Italian) but a SOV-TL (e.g. German, 
Swedish) initially use L1-like SVO orders, both in line with their L1, and in 
disregard of the obvious difference between the L1 and the TL. So, the degree of 
resemblance between the L1 and the TL only becomes relevant after the 
computational system has attempted to assign L1 structures to TL sentences. 

Let us now return to where we left off at the beginning of this section: 
defining the L2 initial state IL lexicon. Above, I concluded that the task of L2A 
boils down to building an IL lexicon. The L2er brings to this task the complete L1 
lexicon, including the lexical items, with their phonological, semantic and 
parameterised properties.110 On the basis of this L1 knowledge, which can 
perhaps be conceived of as a copy of the L1 lexicon, the L2er tries to identify L1 
lexical items with TL phonological matrices. Simplifying the matter, this might go 
as follows: first, the L2er takes a TL phonological matrix for the equivalent of a 
L1 lexical item; then, a copy of this L1 item is listed in the IL lexicon under the 
matching TL phonological matrix. This procedure results in IL lexical items that 
have inherited all the properties of L1 lexical items, except for their phonological 
matrices. To construct IL ‘sentences’ the computational system can draw its 
knowledge from this IL lexicon. Consequently, the IL output has a syntactic 
structure that is identical to the L1 structure, but is made up of words that sound 
more or less TL-like. 

Let me briefly illustrate how the parameterised properties of the L1 
lexicon affect the IL structures by considering the IL lexicons of the nine 
Romance L2ers of Germanic languages described in this study. According to my 
earlier assumptions, these IL lexicons contain separate lexical entries with all the 
properties associated with the strong agreement affixes of the L1, except for the 
L1 phonological matrices. The IL entries function as they do in the L1: they head 
their own AgrP projection. Because they are inserted in the Agr head, they can 
license empty SpecAgrP like in the L1, resulting in the possibility of IL sentences 
with missing or post-verbal subjects. Moreover, the transferred lexical properties 
continue to motivate verb raising to Agr.111 In some of the L2ers’ lexicons the 

                                                 
110 Phonological information is usually not included in listings of L1 properties that 
may transfer (cf. Schwartz and Sprouse 1994, 1996; Van de Craats et al, 
forthcoming). Although I do not assume that the L1 phonological matrices transfer, as 
the L2er is aware that the words of the L2 sound different, they may affect the L2 
initial state: they may play a role in matching L1 sounds with TL sounds and if a L2er 
does not know a TL word, he or she sometimes uses a L1 phonological matrix. 
111  I acknowledge the seeming inelegance of my proposal in which IL lexical entries 
are associated with rich agreement morphology, but lack the actual phonological 
matrices of the verbal inflections. This is a consequence of my attempt to reconcile 
Speas’ (1994) account for null subjects and the idea of L1 transfer of lexical 
information. It should be noted here that the adoption of Speas’ proposal is a matter 
of execution. All my assumptions concerning the preservation of L1 properties can be 
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lexical entries lack overt phonological matrices, either because the TL has no 
overt verbal inflections that can serve as replacements for the L1 inflections (as 
with TL Swedish, and TL English except for 3rd person singular –s), or because 
candidate replacement inflections have not been learnt yet (as with TL German). 
But there are also some L2ers who have acquired the TL-like phonological 
matrices of the agreement inflections. These L2 learners have mapped the L1 
entries to target-language morpho-phonological material. What all these IL 
lexicons have in common, regardless of whether their phonological matrices are 
empty or filled, is that their lexical entries are otherwise identical to those of the 
L1. Consequently, the IL generates and parses sentences as in the L1, which 
explains the empirical  evidence for missing and post-verbal subjects and word 
orders that are suggestive of V-to-Agr movement.  
 
 

5.4 Implications of the results for the Null Subject Parameter  
 
The transfer of a L1 parameter-value that is associated with rich agreement 
morphology, but without the actual morpho-phonological realisations, raises the 
important question whether the proposed L2 initial state can be reconciled with 
Speas’ Null Subject Parameter theory that has been adopted as syntactic 
framework throughout this text. Or more specifically: does the proposed L2-initial 
state satisfy the general Economy of Projection Principle (3.2.2), which is central 
to Speas’ proposal? Recall from chapter 3 that this economy principle rules out 
projections which lack content. The principle is repeated in (8) for ease of 
reference. 
 
(8) Economy of Projection Principle 
 Project XP only when XP has content 
 

                                                                                                                   
translated into alternative theoretical accounts for null subjects, such as a minimalist 
account. For instance, in the minimalist program, lexical items are inserted from the 
lexicon with their inflections already in place, and crosslinguistic variation is captured 
in terms of variation in abstract features. These abstract features can be assumed to 
transfer and function as in the L1. An account that is based on abstract features only, 
solves the conceptual problem that [+ strong] Agr features have morphological 
correlates, yet are allowed to lack these morpho-phonological reflexes without their 
strength being affected in L2A. However, such accounts run into other problems. 
What is attractive about morphological correlate of strength of features à la Speas, 
for instance, is that feature-strength is overtly detectable - at least to child L1ers - via 
morphological form in the input; moreover, proposals like Speas’ attempt a principled 
explanation of crosslinguistic relations between the possibility of missing subjects 
and overt morphology.  
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Either the head or the specifier must have content to license a maximal projec-
tion. Because the L1 (Italian or Spanish) must project AgrP since it has 
agreement, AgrP is also projected in the L2 initial state grammar as a result of 
transfer. The question arises how this transferred AgrP can be given content, 
since the specifier of AgrP is assumed to be empty, or only optionally filled by an 
overt subject, as in the L1. This means that the Agr head would have to license 
the AgrP projection. However, assuming phonologically empty lexical entries, 
there is no overt morpheme in this L2 initial state Agr head (illustrated in (9)). If 
this implies that the Agr head has no content to license the projection of AgrP, t-
he proposed L2 initial state seems to cause a violation of the Economy of pro-
jection principles.112  In this section, I argue that the seemingly impossible 
representation of the L2 initial state AgrP projection in (9) does not violate any 
economy of projection principles because Agr does in fact have ‘content’.  
   
(9) L2 initial state AgrP projection of native Italian or Spanish learner. 
 
  AgrP 
   
SpecAgr  Agr' 
  
  Agr  XP 
  ø-affix 
  
 
 In chapter 3, I adopted Speas’ (1995:8) definition of the notion of 
content that “[a] node X has content if and only if X dominates a distinct 
phonological matrix or a distinct semantic matrix”. This definition makes clear 
that the representation in (9) lacks phonological content. Consequently, (9) is 
only legitimate if the zero-affix can be argued to have semantic content. Speas’ 
economy account of null subjects revolves around the assumption that Agr itself 

                                                 
112  This apparent problem does not arise if the learning situation involves a L1 which 
does not allow pro subjects. Such languages (i.e. English) are taken to base 
generate their agreement morphology in a paradigm directly on the verb. Since in 
such languages there are no individual lexical entries for agreement affixes, the 
presence or absence of overt agreement morphology is irrelevant. The head of AgrP 
is empty anyway and the AgrP projection is licensed via lexical material in SpecAgrP. 
This situation is transferred into the L2 initial state and economy principles can be 
satisfied in the absence of overt morphology.  
 Another learning situation which is not troubled by absence of morphology 
involves an L1 which allows null subjects by virtue of the absence of agreement 
morphology, such as Japanese. In such a case there is no AgrP to be licensed in the 
L2 initial state, because the L1 does not project AgrP at all, hence it cannot transfer. 
Following Speas, I assume that in languages as Japanese pro subjects are licensed 
in SpecTP. This option is then transferred into the L2 initial state. 
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lacks independent semantic content as it is only a relational head (cf. Kiniyalolo 
1991; Carstens 1991; Bouchard 1992; Fukui 1993; Kayne 1994). However, 
Speas also assumes (1995:16) that “... phi features are semantic features 
associated with particular morphemes, either pronouns/NPs or affixes”. I take 
this idea one step further in assuming that even the zero-affix under Agr in (9) is 
associated with phi features which have semantic content (i.e. person and 
number information), because semantic information transfers under my transfer 
account. Therefore, the Agr head in (9) meets Speas’ requirement of dominating 
a distinct semantic matrix, and it can thus license the AgrP projection despite the 
absence of phonologically overt material. 
 The pertinent question to ask at this point is whether there is indepen-
dent evidence that natural languages permit individual lexical entries for agree-
ment features that are phonetically null. This question may be answered by 
looking at Rohrbacher's (1994) Full Paradigm Condition. This condition requires 
that agreement morphology minimally distinctively marks the person features 
[1st] and [2nd] in order to have lexically listed affixes. So, according to  
Rohrbacher's generalisation not every cell in the agreement paradigm is required 
to have an overt affix in order to have an individual lexical entry. This is 
illustrated in (10) with the indicative present of the Spanish verb ‘amar’ (to love). 
 
10  
Indicative present of the Spanish verb ‘amar ’ (to love) 
 
 Singular Plural 
 Root Theme 

vowel 
 

Inflectional 
affix 

Root Theme 
vowel 

Inflectional 
affix 

1st person am (a) -o am a -mos 
2nd person am a -s am á -is 
3rd person  am a -ø am a -n 
 
The root of the verb amar is ‘am’. The vowel that follows the root in all forms 
(except first person singular amo) is traditionally called the theme vowel.113 In the 
verb amar the theme vowel is ‘a’.  Theme vowels belong neither to the root, nor, 
strictly speaking, do they belong to the inflectional affix. Their function is to 
define the conjugation class of the verb. The root plus the theme vowel is often 
referred to as the "stem". Thus, the forms in () consist of the stem, followed by 
one of the person-number endings (-o, -s, -ø, -mos, -is, -n).  

                                                 
113     According  to Harris (1980:67) “[t]he theme vowel does not appear phonetically 
in 1sg amo. This may be accounted for and the paradigm regularised by postulating 
for amo the systematic phonemic representation /am+a+o/. Thematic a is then 
deleted.” 
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 Note that the third person singular consists of just the stem ‘ama’, and 
hence lacks an overt agreement affix. Yet, third person singular null subjects are 
possible (e.g. ‘ama Juan’ = ‘(she/he/it) loves Juan’). The possibility of a third 
person singular pro-subject implies that there is an individual lexical entry for the 
third person singular features in the Spanish lexicon even though there is no 
morpho-phonological reflex of these agreement features. Apparently, principles 
of economy do not rule out structures in which the Agr head does not contain a 
(audible) phonological matrix and the SpecAgrP is also empty, provided the 
relevant slot in the agreement paradigm has a separate lexical entry. This 
justifies an affirmative answer to the question whether individual lexical entries 
without overt phonological reflexes are legitimate in principle. 
 Recall that I adopted Rohrbacher’s (1994) proposal that being listed 
individually in the lexicon means being available to the computational compo-
nent, and consequently being permitted to head a projection. This accounts for 
the possibility of a missing subject combined with a phonologically ‘empty’ or 
‘zero’ (ø) agreement morpheme in languages with an overall rich agreement 
paradigm, such as Spanish or Italian. Such languages qualify for the Full 
Paradigm condition on the basis of their overt agreement affixes. There is an 
individual lexical entry for each cell in the paradigm, although some of these cells 
(like Spanish 3rd person singular indicative present) may contain nothing but a 
phonologically zero (ø) affix. 
 I propose to extend this possibility to the L2 initial state of native 
Spanish and Italian L2ers where all agreement affixes are assumed to be 
phonetically null, given the lack of overt inflectional morphology during this stage. 
Because the property of individual lexical entries is transferred from the L1, 
along with the distinct abstract referential features for each entry, the AgrP 
projection can be headed and licensed by Agr. This means that an empty 
SpecAgrP is permitted. In this way, L2 initial state pro-subjects do not violate the 
economy of projection principle, even though overt agreement morphology is 
missing.  
 Although the L2 initial state grammar just described does not violate any 
principles constraining natural language grammars, and hence is a possible 
natural language grammar, it is not an existing language, as far as I know.114 115 
Nevertheless, my scenario may create a conceptual learnability problem for child 
first language acquisition which I will briefly address here. If principles of 
economy permit AgrP projections without phonological material in either 

                                                 
114  Recall that languages without agreement morphology which allow null subjects 
(like Japanese) are assumed here not to project AgrP at all, following Speas (1995). 
Such languages are thus dissimilar to the L2 initial state grammar  proposed for  
L2ers coming from a null subject language with rich agreement (like Spanish and 
Italian).  
115 Cf. Chomksy (1987: 10) about UG defining the class of natural languages, but not 
attainable languages. 
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SpecAgrP or Agr, as I have just suggested for the L2 initial state of Italian L2ers 
of English, one wonders what prevents children from ending up with similar 
native final state grammars. Young children learning a variety of L1s are known 
to permit null subjects in the absence of overt agreement morphology (cf. 
chapter 3).116 However, this stage does not last, and eventually all children 
converge on the TL grammar, which indicates that children do not remain 
trapped in false hypotheses. Obviously, the knowledge that children are 
successful in practice, must be the basis of any theoretical account of language 
learning. A proposal under which children are unlikely to emerge from potential 
pitfalls is a conceptually weak proposal in terms of learnability considerations. 
My account does not seem to suffer from such weakness. 
 I follow Rohrbacher (1994) in suggesting that children acquiring their 
L1s are sensitive to the TL morphology. On the basis of morphology they may 
discover whether or not the TL has a Full Paradigm. If the TL does not minimally 
mark 1st and 2nd person, and singular, the possibility of treating agreement 
affixes as individual lexical items does not arise at all. By implication, this also 
means that the possibility of an empty SpecAgrP does not present itself to the 
child. If, however, the TL has a Full Paradigm, (and here I diverge from 
Rohrbacher’s assumptions and agree with Speas 1995) the child must still learn 
whether agreement affixes are individually listed in the lexicon or not.117 As 
Speas (1995:65) remarks, this is a reasonable assumption, given that “properties 
of the mapping from the Lexicon to Syntax...must be learned in any case”.  
 It is possible that children may initially be mislead by a Full Paradigm. 
This seems to happen with German children at a particular stage in their native 
language development. German meets Rohrbacher's Full Paradigm Condition, 
but does not allow referential null subjects in SpecAgrP, just in topic position. 
Indeed, German children display rather clear topic-drop profiles; that is, missing 
arguments are restricted to sentence initial (topic) positions for most of the time 
(De Haan and Tuynman 1988). Post-verbal subjects and embedded subjects are 
practically never omitted up to a certain age, when suddenly they are left out 
from these positions for a while, and later this phenomenon disappears again 

                                                 
116 For the early null subject stage found in L1A there are many different accounts. 
Hyams' (1986) once popular idea that children start out with a wrong, but possible, 
parameter value has lost ground. Rather than a missetting of a pro-drop parameter, 
underspecification or incompleteness of the L1 grammar are now commonly held 
responsible for these early missing subjects (cf. Chapter 4).  
117 So, I assume with Speas (1995) that rich morphology is a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for setting the Agr strength parameter to the [+ strong] value. This 
differs from Rohrbacher who assumes that rich morphology automatically triggers the 
TL value. Even if the condition of a sufficiently rich agreement paradigm is met to 
justify lexical entries, the child is still left with two options made available by UG: 
agreement morphemes are either individually listed in the lexicon or in verbal 
paradigms. At that point the child may need other information, for instance the 
presence of overt expletives, to decide which of these two is the correct TL option.  
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(Duffield 1993; Hamann 1994). The temporary omission of post-verbal and 
embedded subjects (which cannot be analysed as German-like topic-drop) 
coincides with the acquisition of agreement morphology.  
 It may well be that when German children discover that German has a 
Full Paradigm, this leads them into temporarily entertaining the false hypothesis 
that German lexically lists the agreement affixes, thus licensing an empty Spe-
cAgrP. The early German L1 acquisition phenomenon of post-verbal missing 
subjects has been observed to vanish with the acquisition of expletive "es" in 
SpecCP. Even if no conclusions can be drawn as to what exactly eradicates the 
option of post-verbal and embedded pro-subjects, it is clear that in L1A in  this 
option is lost eventually. Thus, at some point the child arrives at the correct 
German way of listing the agreement affixes in the lexicon, base-generating 
affixes directly on the verb in V instead of  in Agr, separate from the verb. 
 What is important to note about the observation that German children 
briefly use post-verbal and embedded null subjects is the following. Post-verbal 
missing subjects are not used before the acquisition of agreement morphology 
(especially, firm acquisition of the second person ending -st, as would follow 
from Rohrbacher (1994)).118 This confirms the suggestion that child L1 learners, 
unlike adult L2 learners, do not come up with individual lexical entries for agree-
ment affixes unless this is warranted by the morphology. In other words, overt 
morphological conditions determine whether or not individual entries for 
agreement morphemes are at all possible in the child’s developing lexicon. 
Therefore, children are not likely to end up with the grammar proposed for the L2 
initial state of native Spanish and Italian speakers above, that is, separate lexical 
entries for agreement inflections without overt phonological matrices. 
 Summarising, I assume for the L2 initial state of native Spanish and 
Italian speakers that once the lexical status of the agreement paradigm has been 
determined as involving an individual entry for each cell in the paradigm, none of 
these entries has to contain an overt morpheme. Under the assumption that the 
mere property of individual lexical listing is sufficient to provide Agr with content, 
empty SpecAgrP may thus be licensed even though overt agreement 
morphology is completely lacking. Although this option of null subjects in 
SpecAgrP without any overt morphology may not come up in native natural 
language grammars, it does not violate any economy principles per se. In the 
sense that the L2 initial state grammar does not violate this general constraint on 
natural language grammars, the hypothesised L2 initial state grammar is not an 
unnatural grammar. 

                                                 
118 Adult L2ers of German from null subject languages like Spanish and Italian display 
distributions of missing subjects that differ from missing subjects in child L1 German. 
These L2ers are found to omit subjects from all the positions permitted in Spanish 
and Italian, such as from embedded clauses, even though they have not mastered 
the German inflectional paradigm. This shows that adult L2ers are less guided by 
overt morphology in the TL input than children learning their mother tongue.  
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 Importantly, my claim is that such a situation may occur in L2 initial state 
grammars of native Italian and Spanish L2ers whose L1s license null subjects 
via independently listed agreement affixes. Adult L2ers have established the 
lexical status of their L1 agreement paradigm during the process of L1A. The 
abstract properties of the L1 are transferred into the L2 initial state, but without 
their morpho-phonological reflexes. If, in the L1, there are separate entries for 
each cell in the paradigm, and each entry has distinct referential features, a 
blueprint of this situation constitutes the L2 initial state. However, none of these 
entries is initially filled with a phonologically overt morpheme.  
 Finally, I claim that this situation is unlikely to occur in child L1A, 
precisely because children, unlike adult L2ers, do not start out with a fully 
developed grammar that has been fixed deeply by constant use over a long time. 
If the TL input to the child contains overt agreement morphology, this 
morphology and its lexical/grammatical implications will soon be acquired and 
used in a TL manner by the child.  
 This takes me back to where I started this section. The Null Subject 
Parameter adopted in this study as the syntactic framework accounts for both 
child L1A and the cluster of properties found in adult L2A.  
 

5.5 Implications of the results for No Access and UG Access 
      

In the previous section, I argued that the IL data do not violate the general 
Economy of Projection Principle that constrains the free projection of entire 
phrases. This general constraint impinges on the computational component of 
the generative procedure, hence it is not part of the lexicon where I assume the 
parameters of UG to be located. It is important to note here, then, that even if the 
IL grammar as I proposed it happens not to violate a general economy principle, 
the findings fail to confirm Full Access, the proposal that UG in its entirety - used 
and unused principles and parameters - constrains the process of adult L2A.  

To which extent is the absence of restructuring, which characterised my 
IL data, meaningful beyond this particular study? It goes without saying that I 
should be cautious about what to conclude with respect to the possibility of 
accessing previously unused parameter values in general. For instance, one 
limitation to the generalisability of the results is that I have investigated only one 
parameter: the Null Subject Parameter or Agr Strength Parameter; another 
limitation is my focus on only one learning direction: from Romance null subject 
L1 to Germanic non-null subject L2.  
 In the light of these caveats, I conclude with what I feel this study 
suggests with respect to Full Access. During the two years covered by my IL 
data, the L2ers have presumably received all kinds of natural input that could 
logically serve as triggers for setting the TL value if L2A were as deterministic as 
L1A. Clearly, adult L2A is not deterministic in that these L2ers remain trapped in 
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false analyses of the TL instead of converging on the TL grammar. For the L2 
learners of my study, at least, the failure to attain the TL grammar appears to be 
due to their L1 grammars still being appropriate for their perception of the L2 
surface data. This conclusion follows logically from the view presented in section 
5.3 that changes in developing grammars are driven by a failure to 
accommodate the TL input. As long as there is nothing in the input data to force 
a change, the current grammar continues to serve as the hypothesis about the 
data.  
 But a lack of determinacy is by no means restricted to L2A cases which 
seem to lack grammatical development. The determinacy-problem is a well-
known feature of adult L2A, even of the most advanced stages of L2A. It is 
interesting to note here that even L2ers that could pass as native speaker of the 
TL in spontaneous production have been found to fall short of ultimate 
attainment on closer inspection. For instance, Sorace (1993) observed that the 
grammaticality judgments of very advanced adult L2 learners were different from 
those of native speakers. Moreover, she found that the judgments of advanced 
adult L2 learners from the same L1 background differed consistently from those 
of equally advanced learners from another L1 background: the ways in which 
their grammaticality judgments varied reflected differences in their L1 grammars.  
 Do such findings falsify Full Access approaches? According to some, 
they do not: not all versions of Full Access are committed to convergence upon 
the target language grammar. For instance, Full Transfer/Full Access as 
advocated by Schwartz and Sprouse (1994, 1996, 2000) actually predicts 
divergent outcomes of L2A, in that L2ers may be successful in some, but not all 
cases, depending on the combination of L1 properties and TL input. In addition 
to full UG access, Schwartz and Sprouse (1994) attribute to the process of L2 
development a property of conservatism and minimal change in which the 
“grammatical properties of the immediately antecedent system” (340) play a 
crucial role.119 They suggest that “the lack of success may arise exactly because 
the sole hypotheses that an L2er can employ in the construction of an L2 
grammar are those that UG makes available, but as they apply in conjunction 
with the L1 grammar, these hypotheses will in certain circumstances miss the 
mark and without (the necessary) negative data, the L2er will be unable to 
retract” (1994, 356).120 Nevertheless, Schwartz and Sprouse assume that 
complete success in L2A is possible in principle: even though they acknowledge 

                                                 
119 What could be a reason for minimal changes under a UG account? White (1982, 
48) points out that “the theory of grammar does not impose specific restrictions on 
possible changes beyond restrictions on grammars in general (Lightfoot, 1979).” So 
minimal changes cannot be a formal constraint on natural language development. 
Moreover, Schwartz and Sprouse do not offer a definition of ‘minimal change’. 
120 They add the following endnote: “This is not to suggest that negative data are 
actually usable in L2 ‘grammar construction’. (See Schwartz 1993, Schwartz and 
Gubula Ryzak 1992; for a different position, see White 1987, 1991, 1992.)”  
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that L1A and L2A often differ in ultimate attainment, they maintain that the 
process of L2A closely resembles the process of L1A. 
 However, if grammar change in L2ers proceeds along the lines 
Schwartz and Sprouse propose, it differs crucially from the process of grammar 
change in L1A, contrary to their claim. The assumption that the successive 
stages of L2A each relate directly to the previous grammar is at odds with the 
common perception of grammar construction in L1A. As White (1982) 
convincingly argues for L1A, the grammar of each intermediate stage does not 
depend on the previous grammar, but on the learner’s perception of the surface 
data. The rationale behind this model of grammar change derives from 
Chomsky’s (1975) observation that the end result of primary language 
acquisition is shared by all native speakers of the same language, despite 
differences in the order in which children encounter particular data.121 As White 
(1982, 44) puts it, “grammar change involves starting afresh in grammar 
construction for any particular structure under consideration without reference to 
the way this structure has been dealt with before”. Complete success in L1A thus 
includes a system of grammar change in which the previous grammar is 
discarded if it ceases to fit the child’s current perception of the data. Indeed, a 
different process seems to apply in adult L2A. Unlike the end-state L1 grammar, 
which is quite similar across native speakers of the same language, the 
grammars with which L2ers end up are notoriously dissimilar across nonnative 
speakers of that language. Such differences are to be expected if L2 grammars 
crucially depend on the history of their previous grammars. Clearly, then, the 
etiology of L1A and L2A are different: while discrete changes between 
subsequent grammars characterise L1A, the L2 grammar continues to be 
directed by the properties of the previous (i.e. L1) grammar - from the earliest to 
the most advanced stages. 
 Where does this leave us in the debate about UG access? Up to the 
present time, evidence from L2A research consistently suggests that adult L2ers 
do not converge on the TL grammar. Such evidence does not make sense under 
a Full Access account: it simply is not plausible to claim Full Access, while at the 
same time claiming that – whatever the reason – full access to previously 
unused UG parameters is compromised. To point out L1 transfer effects as the 
obstacle to complete success in L2A is rather arbitrary. What is the relevance of 
the pool of UG options to L2A if the L2 learner cannot access these options? As 
long as UG fails to take charge when a change of grammar is required, Full 
Access is out of the question. I take the tack that a given L1 may be a more or 
less advantageous point of departure for learning the constructions of a 
particular L2. I tentatively assume that - for want of unused UG parameters- 
adult L2 learners locally accommodate TL input, for instance by relaxing 
constraints on their transferred grammars or by positing construction-specific 

                                                 
121 Given that adult native speakers have the same intuitions about 
(un)grammaticality, their grammars must be the same.   
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rules. These speculations extend beyond what the findings of the present study 
warrant. The unresolved issue as to how exactly adult learners build their L2 
grammars from the L1 grammar warrants further empirical investigation.  
 

5.6 Suggestions for further research 
 
I close with some suggestions for ways in which this study can be extended. The 
present study investigates the transfer of three properties assumed to be related 
to the Null Subject Parameter value of Spanish and Italian: missing subjects, 
inverted subjects and adverb placement suggesting verb movement to Agr. Due 
to the low incidence of typical Romance inversion verbs and diagnostic adverbs 
in the spontaneous longitudinal data reported here, some of my conclusions are 
rather tentative. Therefore, it would be worthwhile to complement these data with 
data from experiments that are designed to prompt the use of inversion verbs 
and diagnostic adverbs in meaningful contexts, to determine whether they 
confirm the results of this study. 

Additional UG-oriented L2A research should try to differentiate between 
invariant UG constraints and parameter resetting. There are two well-known 
lines of inquiry. On the one hand, there is research looking for ‘wild grammars’ 
that cannot be captured in terms of UG constraints; on the other hand, there are 
those who are trying to find evidence for ‘poverty-of the stimulus phenomena’. 
These phenomena  are IL data that extend beyond the L1 grammar and cannot 
have been derived solely from the TL input, yet fall within the boundaries of UG 
constraints. However, both types of evidence have proved very hard - if not 
impossible - to find. Over twenty years of UG-based L2A research has not 
yielded conclusive empirical results concerning the UG Access debate, despite 
the variety of the languages (e.g. Romance, Germanic, Asian) and syntactic 
domains (e.g. adjacency, binding, null subjects, Subjacency, verb movement and 
word order) that have been the object of investigation. Possibly, the arbitrating 
types of evidence, that is ‘wild grammars’ or ‘poverty-of the stimulus phenomena’ 
do not exist. This explanation is not entirely implausible if a compromise position 
can be proven to be along the right lines: while parameter resetting is an 
impossibility in L2A (No Access), the complete L1 grammar constrains L2 
development and allows the application of invariant UG principles to 
construction-specific rules not found in the L1.  
 Finally, the current work has presented a rather crude picture of the role 
of the L1 in L2 grammars. Especially in near-native L2 grammars, the effects of 
the L1 may be more subtle. Yet, prolonged L1 influence in seemingly successful 
L2A is a largely unexplored topic. The aim of trying to show in what ways the L1 
affects near-native grammars is one worth pursuing, because such research 
should advance our understanding of the adult L2A process. 
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Appendix  1  

Biodata of the individual learners 
 
Spanish learners of Swedish 
 
Fernando 
Fernando is an Argentinian man, aged 34 when he comes to Sweden as a 
political refugee. In Argentina he had attended elementary school and worked as 
an electrician. Fernando speaks Spanish with his Chilean spouse and their two 
young children. He has contact with speakers of Swedish on a daily basis at the 
two schools for immigrants he attends. He follows Swedish language courses for 
7 months and then attends a  technical course to become a  welder in Swedish 
during 4 months. Fernando does not succeed in finding a job and remains 
unemployed throughout the study. 
 The data collection begins five months after Fernando’s arrival in 
Sweden. His initial knowledge of Swedish is described as very limited, but he is 
reported to be a fairly fast learner (Dietrich et al. 1995: 228).   
 
Nora 
Nora is an Uruguayan woman. In Uruguay, she attended elementary school and 
worked as a  textile factory worker. She comes to Sweden at the age of  39 for 
political reasons and to join her Uruguayan husband. Nora speaks Spanish with 
her spouse and three daughters (aged 8, 5, and 3 on arrival in Sweden). She 
attends several Swedish courses during the first two years in Sweden. At first 
she is unemployed, but after two years she gets a temporary job as a cleaner. 
She also delivers newspapers to homes regularly. Nora divorces her husband 
after 30 months of stay in Sweden and she continues to live in Gothenburg with 
her daughters.  
 The data collection begins 10 months after arrival in Sweden and ends 
after 43 months of stay. Nora’s level in Swedish at the first encounter with the 
researchers is described as very limited. Dietrich et al (1995) describe her as a 
slow learner, although they observe that progress is made after Nora starts 
working. 
 
 
Italian learners of German 
 
Angelina 
Angelina was twenty years old when she moved to Germany with her Italian 
husband. The first recording session was fifteen months after her arrival in 
Germany and the last session was nineteen months later, when she had lived 
there for almost three years. As a housewife in a small village near Heidelberg, 
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she had very little contact with native speakers of German. The monthly 
recording sessions for the ESF project provided the main opportunity for 
speaking German. She had little to no knowledge of German at the outset of the 
observation period, and is described as very self-conscious about her limited 
knowledge of the language and she frequently resorts to Italian. Her knowledge 
of English is very limited. 
 
Marcello 
Marcello was twenty-two years old when he arrived in Germany to live with his 
Italian partner who grew up and lived in Germany. Eleven months after his 
arrival, the first recording was made and the observation period lasted twenty-
three months in all. About a year after his arrival in Germany he got a job in an 
ice-cream parlor behind the bar. He had frequent contact with Italians, and very 
little with native speakers of German. He received no target language schooling 
and he has very little knowledge of German at the start of the project. He has 
basic knowledge of French and English.   
 
Tino 
Tino was twenty years old when he first came to Germany in 1982. He worked in 
a pizzeria for six months. Then he returned to Italy, but came back to Heidelberg 
in February 1983. The first recording was made two months after his first arrival 
to Germany, and a second one four weeks later. Then the recordings stopped, 
and recommenced in February when he came back to Germany for the second 
time. The last recording was made exactly two years after the first.  
 At the beginning of the observation he worked as a kitchen hand and, at 
the end as a waiter in an Italian restaurant. He had regular and frequent contacts 
with native speakers of German, including a German partner, with whom he lived 
for a while. At the beginning of the recordings his German is very elementary, 
but he makes rapid progress. He has some basic knowledge of French and 
English. 
 
 
Italian learners of English 
 
Vito 
When Vito arrives in England he is twenty-five years old. He has received no 
previous tuition in English and both his speaking and his knowledge of the language 
is rated as “poor” at the first recording session. At that time he has been in England 
for about a year. Around the beginning of the second cycle Vito starts taking an 
elementary  English course of three hours per week. 
 
Santo 
Santo is aged 25 when he comes to England. Like Vito, he was a beginner at the 
start of the data collection. He attended no language classes in England, but had 
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received an elementary course in English during his secondary level education 
(scuola media) in Italy. He is described as a “risk-taker” at the initial encounter and 
as a rather fluent speaker of simplified English at the end of the study (Perdue and 
Klein 1992:261). 
 
Andrea 
Andrea was thirty-six when he arrived in England. He had been in England for 
five months when the study started, and was still a beginner despite some 
language classes which he had attended on a irregular basis during his first four 
months in England. He is described as a reserved and cautious learner, who 
makes considerable progress during the course of the project, but is still “far 
removed from native speaker competence” at the end of it (Perdue and Klein 
1992:260). 
 
Lavinia 
Lavinia is a twenty-year-old woman, who has been in England for five months when 
the study starts. Her productive level of English is then described as “low”, although 
she received about six hundred hours of English while still in Italy.  
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Appendix 2:  

VS constructions 
 
 
VS constructions with lexical verbs in declarative Italian-English utterances 
 Andrea Lavinia Santo Vito 
change   1  
come 4 1 22 12 
cost   1  
finish 1  4 1 
find   1  
go  2 2 1 
happen  1   
have   2  
keep    1 
live   4  
look    1 
pick    1 
relax   1  
sit    1 
sleep    1 
speak   1 1 
touch   2  
walk    1 
work   1 1 
Total: 5 5 41 22 
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Summary 
 
 
This dissertation focuses on the roles of first language transfer and Universal 
Grammar in adult second (or foreign) language acquisition. It contributes to the 
ongoing debate whether second language acquisition is constrained by 
Universal Grammar. According to generative linguists, Universal Grammar (UG) 
is innately given knowledge which constrains first language acquisition. 
Assuming the correctness of this approach, generative second language 
researchers are interested in the question whether UG continues to constrain 
non-primary language acquisition by adult learners. Positions on the accessibility 
of UG in second language acquisition range from those who assume that UG 
operates in second language acquisition as it does in first language acquisition, 
to those who assume that UG plays no part at all in second language acquisition, 
either directly or indirectly via the first language grammar. There are six partially 
overlapping positions, which differ from each other with respect to the roles they 
attribute to first language transfer and (direct) access to UG.  

1. No Transfer/No Access: UG is not involved at any stage of second 
language acquisition, either indirectly via the instantiations of the first 
language or directly. 

2. No Transfer/Full Access: the instantiations of the first language do not 
constitute the learner’s initial theory about the second language (no 
transfer). Both used and unused properties of UG fully constrain second 
language acquisition (full access). 

3. Partial Transfer/No Access: some, but not all properties of the first 
language transfer, and second language is only constrained by those 
UG properties that do transfer. 

4. Partial Transfer/Full Access: parts rather than all of the first language 
transfer, and UG fully constrains second language development. 

5. Full Transfer/No Access: all instantiations of the first language make up 
the initial theory about the second language; UG constrains subsequent 
development only via the first language instantiations. 

6. Full Transfer/Full Access: all instantiations of the first language make up 
the initial theory about the second language and UG fully constrains 
subsequent second language development. 

 
The aim of this dissertation is to arbitrate between these positions. For clarity’s 
sake, the questions of transfer and UG access are teased apart.  
On the one hand the study tries to define to what extent the native grammar 
determines the non-native grammar of adult learners of a second language. 
Which position best captures the role of the first language: No Transfer, Partial 
Transfer or Full Transfer?  
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On the other hand, this study investigates whether adult second language 
learners acquire previously unactivated options of Universal Grammar. In other 
words, which is the correct hypothesis: No Access or Full Access? 
 
 
Research questions: do learners transfer and acquire parameters of UG?  
 
Throughout this study, the focus is on parameterised properties of UG. 
Generative linguists account for some differences between languages by 
incorporating a limited number of options into UG, called parameters. A 
parameter links a range of seemingly unrelated properties. This greatly reduces 
the learning task, since parameterised properties do not have to be learnt one by 
one; instead, UG parameters provide the child with innate, advance knowledge 
of a limited range of options. The input data helps to decide between the 
parameter values and triggers setting of the appropriate parameter value. The 
cluster of properties related to the chosen parameter value then follows 
automatically.  

Parameters provide a suitable testing ground for the questions of 
transfer and UG access that this study addresses. Firstly, parameters indicate 
the operation of UG. Parameters are assumed to involve formal properties too 
subtle and abstract to be learnt on the basis of input alone. Evidence of 
parameter setting is thus evidence for UG. Secondly, the idea of various 
parameter values can capture variation between languages. By focusing on a 
learning situation with contradictory parameter values, it is possible to determine 
whether second language learners start off with one parameter value and switch 
to another value later. Thirdly, the assumption that parameters involve clusters of 
superficially unrelated properties allows for strong, falsifiable research 
hypotheses. If a complete cluster of properties associated with the L1 parameter 
value carries over into the L2, this suggests that the L1 parameter value 
transfers; in other words, clustered transfer is evidence for the position of Full 
Transfer. Likewise, clustered acquisition of the properties associated with the 
target language (or non-first language) parameter value is evidence for the 
position of Full Access. However, if there is evidence for transfer and/or 
acquisition of some properties, but not of the complete cluster of properties, the 
hypotheses of Full Transfer and Full Access are refuted. The idea of clustering is 
thus central to the four research questions of this study : 

1. Is the L2 initial state defined by clustered transfer of properties that 
relate to L1 parameter values? 

2. What are the implications of the empirical results of the present 
research for theories of Partial Transfer and Full Transfer? 

3. Is L2 development characterised by clustered acquisition of properties 
that relate to TL (or non-L1 parameter values)? 

4. What are the implications of the empirical results of the present 
research for theories of No Access and Full Access? 
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The Null Subject Parameter 
 
The parameter investigated in this study is known as the Null Subject Parameter 
(or the Pro-drop Parameter). This parameter captures the phenomenon that 
some languages may omit subject pronouns, while other languages require 
subject pronouns to be expressed. For instance, Italian allows the subject 
pronoun to be dropped in main and subordinate clauses, whereas their English 
counterparts require an overt subject pronoun. Moreover, Italian may leave the 
expletive subject unexpressed, while English must use overt expletives. 

The Null Subject Parameter is amenable to investigation because the 
constraints on empty elements such as null subjects are taken to be too abstract 
to be learnt consciously and are therefore related to UG. Moreover, there is a 
rich body of second language acquisition research on this parameter which can 
serve as a point of departure for this study. Finally, and crucially, the Null Subject 
Parameter relates a cluster of properties. Chapter two presents an overview of 
other second language acquisition studies on the Null Subject Parameter.  

Chapter 3 introduces the version of the Null Subject Parameter adopted 
in this study. Although there are different versions of the Null Subject Parameter, 
all accounts agree on the following: languages like Italian and Spanish, which 
allow null subjects, represent the [+ null subject] value of the parameter, 
whereas languages like English, which require lexical subject pronouns, 
represent the [- null subject] value of the parameter. Most versions of the 
parameter also share the assumption that its [+ null subject]  value clusters with 
the property of rich verbal agreement. This study further includes subject-verb 
inversion and (SVAO) word orders that indicate verb raising in the cluster of [+ 
null subject] properties. Throughout this study, I adopt a version of  Speas’ 
(1995) null subject theory which accounts for this cluster of  typical null subject 
phenomena in terms of two syntactic properties: empty SpecAgrP and V-to-Agr 
raising.  
 
 
Multiple case studies: Romance learners of Germanic languages  
 
Chapter 4 describes the longitudinal data of nine adult Romance learners of 
Germanic languages: Spanish learners of Swedish and Italian learners of 
German and English.122 The Romance languages Spanish and Italian have 

                                                 
122 The data were obtained from nine adult Romance (Spanish and Italian) learners 
of Germanic languages (Swedish, German and English) involved in the ESF 
(European Science Foundation) project "Second Language Acquisition by Adult 
Immigrants" (Perdue 1984, Perdue 1993). These data were collected over a period of 
approximately two years. Recordings were made of each encounter with the learner, 
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[+null subject] properties: missing subjects, subject-verb inversion and word 
orders with the finite verb preceding the adverb (SVAO); the Germanic 
languages Swedish, German and English generally lack these properties 
and are considered to exhibit the [- null subject] parameter value. The 
multiple case studies investigate to what extent the properties of the first 
language [+ null subject] parameter value carry over into the [- null subject] 
second language. Moreover, the data are also searched for evidence of 
acquisition of the cluster of properties related to the [- null subject] parameter 
value of the second language. The key word in this quest is clustering. Only 
clustered transfer of the omission of subjects from main and subordinate 
clauses, subject-verb inversion and placement of the finite verb before the 
adverb counts as evidence for Full Transfer. Likewise, only clustered loss of 
these interrelated properties counts as evidence for Full Access. 
 
  
Conclusion: Full Transfer, No Access 
 
Chapter 5, discusses the empirical results and the implications of these results 
for the hypothesis of Full Transfer. The results show that the frequency of 
occurrence of the parameterised properties varies among the learners, but 
regardless of the language pairs (Italian-English, Italian-German, Spanish-
Swedish). Despite this quantitative variation, all nine learners produce utterances 
with missing subjects in main and subordinate clauses, post-verbal subjects and 
(X)SVAO adverb placement orders. Moreover, these properties are found 
throughout the two-year-period during which the data were collected. This 
strongly suggests that the properties of the learners’ Spanish/Italian [+ null 
subject] parameter value transfer as a cluster. Disconfirming No Transfer and 
Partial Transfer, the results support the notion of Full Transfer. 

A secondary aim of this study was to look into the question of UG 
access. There is no evidence suggesting that the [+ null subject] parameter 
value is unlearnt by any of the learners involved in this study. Despite the fact 
that the data cover approximately two years, there are no innovations in the 
relevant properties of any individual learner which characterise a new stage in 
his or her development. In fact, the term development may not be appropriate for 
the data that were studied: the absence of new phenomena suggests a lack of 
development in the properties under investigation. Since the results fail to 
provide evidence for Full Access, they are best accounted for by the notion of No 
Access. 

 

                                                                                                                   
at intervals of four to six weeks. The length and number of usable utterances varies 
greatly over the transcripts of recordings.The data are available from www.mpi.nl 

  
 

 



 

Samenvatting 

 

Transfer en toegang tot Universele Grammatica in 
tweedetaalverwerving door volwassenen 

Negen casestudies naar de verwerving van het Engels, Duits en Zweeds door 
volwassen moedertaalsprekers van het Spaans en Italiaans.  
 
 

Moedertaaltransfer en toegang tot Universele Grammatica 
 
Dit proefschrift gaat in op de invloed van moedertaaltransfer en Universele 
Grammatica (UG) in volwassen tweedetaalverwerving (of vreemdetaal-
verwerving). Het proefschrift draagt bij aan de actuele discussie over de rol van 
Universele Grammatica in tweedetaalverwerving. Volgens de generatieve 
taalkunde is UG aangeboren kennis die verwerving van de moedertaal in 
belangrijke mate bepaalt. Tweedetaalverwervingsonderzoekers zijn dan ook 
geïnteresseerd in de vraag of UG ook tweedetaalverwerving door volwassenen 
blijft beïnvloeden. 
De meningen over de toegankelijkheid van UG in tweedetaalverwerving variëren 
van helemaal niet toegankelijk tot net zo toegankelijk als bij 
moedertaalverwerving. In hoofdstuk 1 van dit proefschrift bespreek ik zes 
standpunten, die elkaar deels overlappen. De standpunten verschillen vooral in 
de invloed die zij toedichten aan moedertaaltransfer en directe toegankelijkheid 
tot UG bij het verwerven van een tweede taal. Om invloed van de moedertaal 
(moedertaaltransfer) en invloed van UG uit elkaar te houden, onderscheid ik 
alleen directe toegang tot UG en geen toegang tot UG. Indirecte toegang tot UG 
(alleen via de moedertaal, dus) bestempel ik als ‘geen toegang tot UG’. 
Hieronder som ik de zes standpunten op: 

 Geen moedertaaltransfer, geen toegang tot UG  
(No Transfer/No Access)  
UG speelt geen enkele rol in tweedetaalverwerving, noch op een directe  
manier, noch indirect via de moedertaal. 

 Geen moedertaaltransfer, directe toegang tot UG 
(No Transfer/Full Access) 
De eigenschappen van de moedertaal vormen niet de ingangssituatie 
voor de tweede taal. Wel wordt tweedetaalverwerving direct gestuurd 
door UG; hierbij gaat het zowel om onderdelen van UG die (toevallig) 
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ook in de moedertaal aanwezig zijn, als om niet eerder gebruikte 
onderdelen van UG.  

 Gedeeltelijke moedertaaltransfer, geen toegang tot UG 
(Partial Transfer/No Access) 
Sommige, maar niet alle eigenschappen van de moedertaal transfereren 
naar de tweede taal. UG speelt geen directe rol; alleen die 
eigenschappen van UG die uit de moedertaal komen, beïnvloeden 
tweedetaalverwerving. 

 Gedeeltelijke moedertaaltransfer, directe toegang tot UG 
(Partial Transfer/Full Access) 
Sommige, maar niet alle eigenschappen van de moedertaal transfereren 
naar de tweede taal. UG beïnvloedt tweedetaalverwerving ook direct. 

 Volledige moedertaaltransfer, geen toegang tot UG 
(Full Transfer/No Access) 
Alle eigenschappen van de moedertaal transfereren naar de tweede 
taal; UG beïnvloedt tweedetaalverwerving alleen op een indirecte 
manier, namelijk via de moedertaal. 

 Volledige moedertaaltransfer, directe toegang tot UG 
(Full Transfer/Full Access) 
Alle eigenschappen van de moedertaal transfereren naar de tweede 
taal. Ook wordt tweedetaalverwerving direct gestuurd door UG. Hierbij 
gaat het zowel om onderdelen van UG die (toevallig) ook in de 
moedertaal aanwezig zijn, als om niet eerder gebruikte onderdelen van 
UG. 

 
Het doel van dit proefschrift is, uit te maken welke van deze hypothesen de juiste 
is. Voor de duidelijkheid behandel ik de kwesties van moedertaaltransfer en 
toegankelijkheid van UG zo veel mogelijk los van elkaar. Enerzijds probeer ik in 
dit proefschrift te bepalen in hoeverre de moedertaal van invloed is op de 
verwerving van de tweede taal. Anders gezegd, welk standpunt geeft de rol van 
de moedertaal het beste weer: geen moedertaaltransfer, gedeeltelijke 
moedertaaltransfer of volledige moedertaaltransfer? Anderzijds onderzoek ik of 
volwassen tweedetaalleerders eigenschappen van UG verwerven die niet in de 
moedertaal aanwezig zijn. Met andere woorden, welk standpunt is het meest 
plausibel: geen toegang tot UG of wel directe toegang tot UG? Ik splits deze 
vragen op in vier onderzoeksvragen. Voordat ik de onderzoeksvragen 
presenteer, beschrijf ik eerst het belang van parameters voor dit onderzoek. 
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Onderzoeksvragen: transfereren en verwerven leerders parameters van 
UG? 
 
Dit proefschrift draait steeds om de geparameteriseerde eigenschappen van UG. 
De generatieve taalkunde gaat ervan uit dat variatie tussen talen terug te 
brengen is tot een beperkt aantal keuzemogelijkheden, de parameters van UG. 
Een parameter verbindt een aantal ogenschijnlijk ongerelateerde 
taalverschijnselen. Deze clustering van verschijnselen maakt 
moedertaalverwerving een stuk eenvoudiger, aangezien een kind de 
geparameteriseerde verschijnselen niet een voor een hoeft te leren. De 
parameters van UG zorgen er namelijk voor dat het taallerend kind een 
aangeboren voorkennis heeft van de keuzemogelijkheden. Het kind leidt de 
juiste stand van de parameter af uit het taalaanbod (de taal of talen waar het 
kind mee opgroeit). Als de parameter eenmaal in een bepaalde stand staat, dan 
volgt het cluster van eigenschappen dat bij die stand hoort vanzelf. 
 Parameters lenen zich goed voor het beantwoorden van 
onderzoeksvragen over moedertaaltransfer en toegankelijkheid van UG. Ten 
eerste zijn parameters een indicatie voor de werking van UG: parameters 
hebben namelijk betrekking op formele eigenschappen van taal die veel te 
subtiel en abstract zijn om te leren op basis van het taalaanbod alleen. Bewijzen 
voor de aanwezigheid van parameters vormen dan ook bewijzen voor toegang 
tot UG. Ten tweede kan de variatie tussen talen worden vervat in termen van 
verschillende parameterstanden. Door een taalleersituatie te onderzoeken met 
elkaar uitsluitende parameterstanden, is het mogelijk om te bepalen of 
tweedetaalleerders beginnen met de moedertaalstand (transfer) en die 
vervolgens wijzigen in een andere mogelijke stand, bijvoorbeeld die van de 
doeltaal (directe toegang tot UG). Ten derde, de aanname dat parameters 
clusters van schijnbaar ongerelateerde verschijnselen verenigen, maakt het 
mogelijk om sterke, falsifieerbare onderzoekshypothesen te formuleren. Als de 
tweedetaalleerder een compleet cluster van parameterverschijnselen uit de 
moedertaal gebruikt in de tweede taal, dan betekent dit namelijk dat de 
parameterstand uit de moedertaal transfereert. Anders gezegd, geclusterde 
transfer bevestigt de hypothese van volledige moedertaaltransfer (Full Transfer). 
Op een vergelijkbare manier bevestigt geclusterde verwerving van de 
geparameteriseerde eigenschappen van de doeltaal (tweede taal) de hypothese 
van directe toegang tot UG (Full Access). Als echter slechts enkele, maar niet 
het volledige cluster van geparameteriseerde verschijnselen transfereren of 
verworven worden, dan weerlegt dat respectievelijk de hypothesen van volledige 
moedertaaltransfer (Full Transfer) en van directe toegang tot UG (Full Access). 
Clustering is dan ook het sleutelwoord in de vier vragen waarop ik in dit 
proefschrift een antwoord wil geven. 
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1. Wordt de beginsituatie van tweedetaalverwerving gekenmerkt door 
geclusterde transfer van verschijnselen die alle samenhangen met 
de parameterstand van de moedertaal?  

2. Wat zijn de gevolgen van de resultaten van het empirische 
onderzoek voor de hypothesen van geen moedertaaltransfer (No 
Transfer), gedeeltelijke moedertaaltransfer (Partial Transfer) en 
volledige moedertaatransfer (Full Transfer)? 

3. Wordt tweedetaalverwerving gekenmerkt door geclusterde 
verwerving van verschijnselen die alle samenhangen met de 
parameterstand van de doeltaal (of andere natuurlijke taal dan de 
moedertaal)?  

4. Wat zijn de gevolgen van de resultaten van het empirische 
onderzoek voor de hypothesen van geen toegang tot UG (No 
Access) en directe toegang tot UG (Full Access)? 

 
 
De onderzochte parameter: de nulsubjectparameter 
 
De parameter die centraal staat in dit proefschrift is de nulsubjectparameter (ook 
wel de Pro-drop parameter genoemd). Deze parameter beschrijft het fenomeen 
dat het subject pronomen in sommige talen weggelaten kan worden, maar in 
andere talen wel aanwezig moet zijn. Bijvoorbeeld, in Italiaanse en Spaanse 
zinnen wordt het subject pronomen weggelaten in hoofdzinnen en bijzinnen; in 
de Engelse equivalenten van deze hoofd- en bijzinnen is aanwezigheid van het 
subject pronomen verplicht. Bovendien kunnen expletieve subjecten in het 
Italiaans en Spaans ook weggelaten worden, terwijl expletieven in het Engels 
aanwezig moeten zijn. 

De nulsubjectparameter leent zich goed voor onderzoek omdat de 
generatieve taalkunde ervan uitgaat dat de regels die gelden voor ontbrekende 
elementen zoals nulsubjecten te abstract zijn om bewust te leren, en dus wel 
onderdeel van UG moeten zijn. Bovendien verenigt de nulsubjectparameter een 
cluster aan verschijnselen. Zoals gezegd is het juist die clustering die het 
mogelijk maakt om de hypothesen te toetsen.  De grote hoeveelheid bestaand 
tweedetaalverwervingsonderzoek naar de nulsubjectparameter kan dienen als 
uitgangspunt voor dit onderzoek. In hoofdstuk 2 bespreek ik de belangrijkste 
studies naar de verwerving van de nulsubjectparameter door 
tweedetaalleerders.  Voor zover dit mogelijk is, verbind ik elke studie in dit 
literatuuroverzicht aan een van de zes standpunten over moedertaaltransfer en 
toegang tot UG. Uit de meeste studies komt dat sommige verschijnselen van de 
nulsubjectparameter vanuit de moedertaal transfereren. Er is echter geen 
overtuigend bewijs voor moedertaaltransfer of verwerving van het complete 
cluster aan verschijnselen. Hoewel er verschillende versies van de 
nulsubjectparameter bestaan, gaan alle varianten uit van de volgende 
veronderstellingen: talen als het Italiaans en het Spaans staan nulsubjecten toe 
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en vertegenwoordigen de [+ nulsubject]stand van de parameter; talen als het 
Engels verlangen lexicale subjecten en vertegenwoordigen dus de [- 
nulsubject]stand van de parameter. De meeste versies van de parameter gaan 
ervan uit dat naast nulsubjecten, ook rijke werkwoordsinflectie bij de [+ 
nulsubject]stand hoort. In dit proefschrift reken ik verder subject-
werkwoordinversie en subject – verbum – object - adverbium (SVOA-)  
woordvolgordes die werkwoordsverplaatsing aangeven tot de cluster van [+ 
nulsubject]verschijnselen.  

In dit proefschrift neem ik een versie van Speas’ (1995) 
nulsubjectparameter aan. Deze versie herleidt bovenstaande cluster van 
verschijnselen tot twee abstracte, syntactische kenmerken van de  
[+ nulsubject]stand, te weten een lege specificeerder van AgrP en V-naar-
Agrverplaatsing.  
 
 
Empirisch onderzoek: meervoudige casussen van Romaanse leerders van 
Germaans talen  
 
Om de vier onderzoeksvragen te beantwoorden, onderzoek ik in dit proefschrift 
de longitudinale productiedata van negen volwassen moedertaalsprekers van 
het Spaans of Italiaans die bezig zijn Zweeds, Duits of Engels als tweede taal te 
verwerven.123 Zoals gezegd hebben de Romaanse talen Spaans en Italiaans de 
volgende [+nulsubject]verschijnselen: ontbrekende onderwerpen , omdraaiing 
van het onderwerp en het werkwoord  en woordvolgordes waarin het werkwoord 
voor het bijwoord staat ; de Germaanse talen Zweeds, Duits en Engels hebben 
deze verschijnselen in principe niet en vertegenwoordigen dan ook de [- 
nulsubject] parameterstand. In de meervoudige casestudies staat deze vraag 
centraal: in hoeverre transfereren de verschillende [+ nulsubject]verschijnselen 
uit de moedertaal naar de tweede taal? Verder zijn de data onderzocht om te 
bepalen of de cluster van verschijnselen die samenhangen met de [- nulsubject] 
parameterstand van de doeltaal verworven worden. Het sleutelwoord bij het 
beantwoorden van deze vragen is steeds clustering. Slechts de geclusterde 
transfer van de relevante verschijnselen bevestigt de hypothese van volledige 
moedertaaltransfer (Full Transfer). Alleen geclusterd verlies van de verbonden 
verschijnselen bevestigt de hypothese van directe toegang tot UG (Full Access). 
 

                                                 
123 De data zijn afkomstig van negen volwassen Romaanse (Spaanse en Italiaanse) 
leerders van Germaanse talen (Zweeds, Duits en Engels) uit het European Science 
Foundation (ESF-)project "Second Language Acquisition by Adult Immigrants" 
(Perdue 1984, Perdue 1993). Deze data zijn gedurende ongeveer twee jaar lang 
verzameld: eens in de vier tot zes weken werden de taaluitingen van elke leerder op 
band opgenomen en vervolgens getranscribeerd.  Het aantal bruikbare uitingen per 
opnamesessie varieert sterk. De data zijn te vinden op http//: www.mpi.nl 
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Conclusies: volledige moedertaaltransfer, geen toegang tot UG (Full 
Transfer, No Access) 
 
De empirische resultaten laten zien dat de frequentie waarin de 
geparameteriseerde verschijnselen zich voordoen varieert van leerder tot 
leerder. Deze variatie hangt overigens niet samen met de bestudeerde taalparen 
(Italiaans-Engels, Italiaans-Duits en Spaans-Zweeds). Ondanks deze 
kwantitatieve variatie produceren alle negen leerders uitingen met de relevante 
moedertaalverschijnselen: ontbrekende subjecten in hoofd- en bijzinnen, 
subjectplaatsing na het werkwoord en (X)SVAO woordvolgordes met het 
adverbium tussen het werkwoord en het object. Deze verschijnselen doen zich 
voor van het begin tot het einde van de twee jaar durende periode die de data 
bestrijken. De resultaten wekken sterk de indruk dat de verschijnselen van de 
Spaanse en Italiaanse [+ nulsubject]parameterstand als cluster transfereren 
naar de tweede taal. Dit betekent een bevestigend antwoord op de eerste 
onderzoeksvraag (‘Wordt de beginsituatie van tweedetaalverwerving gekenmerkt 
door geclusterde transfer van verschijnselen die alle samenhangen met de 
parameterstand van de moedertaal?’). De data weerleggen dus de hypothesen 
van geen moedertaaltransfer (No Transfer) en gedeeltelijke moedertaaltransfer 
(Partial Transfer). Het antwoord op de tweede onderzoeksvraag (‘Wat zijn de 
gevolgen van de resultaten van het empirische onderzoek voor de hypothesen 
van geen moedertaaltransfer (No Transfer), gedeeltelijke moedertaaltransfer 
(Partial Transfer) en volledige moedertaatransfer (Full Transfer)?’) is dan ook dat 
de data de hypothese van volledige moedertaaltransfer (Full Transfer) 
bevestigen.  

Er is geen enkel bewijs dat de leerders de moedertaalstand van de 
parameter afleren. Gedurende de hele opnameperiode van twee jaar 
vertoont namelijk geen enkele leerder veranderingen in de relavante 
verschijnselen die duiden op een nieuwe fase in de taalontwikkeling. 
Waarschijnlijk is de term ontwikkeling niet van toepassing op de 
bestudeerde data; het statische karakter van (of de afwezigheid van 
veranderingen in) de relevante verschijnselen geeft aan dat er geen sprake 
is van ontwikkeling. Dit betekent een ontkennend antwoord op de derde 
onderzoeksvraag (‘Wordt tweedetaalverwerving gekenmerkt door 
geclusterde verwerving van verschijnselen die alle samenhangen met de 
parameterstand van de doeltaal (of andere natuurlijke taal dan de 
moedertaal)?’). Het antwoord op de vierde onderzoeksvraag (‘Wat zijn de 
gevolgen van de resultaten van het empirische onderzoek voor de 
hypothesen van geen toegang tot UG (No Access) en directe toegang tot 
UG (Full Access)?’) luidt dan ook als volgt: De data bevestigen de 
hypothese van directe toegang tot UG (Full Access) niet; voorlopig houdt de 
hypothese van geen toegang tot UG (No Access) dus stand. 
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