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Abstract 

This paper provides an overview and analysis of changing perspectives on null 

subjects in L2 research. Three phases of research are identified, focusing on: (i) the issue 

of parameter resetting, conceived in terms of the null subject parameter as originally 

formulated; (ii) the relationship of null subjects to properties of functional features and 

associated morphology; (iii) discourse constraints on the realization of null and overt 

subjects. Conflicting data and theories are discussed, touching on the extent of transfer of 

null subjects from the L1, whether a parameter is involved, and what other properties 

might explain the distribution of null subjects in L2 grammars. Despite the lack of 

consensus, investigation of null subjects has provided fruitful insights into the nature of 

interlanguage grammars. 
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Introduction 

Research conducted from within the generative second language (L2) acquisition 

perspective is based on the assumption that linguistic theory provides an appropriate 

framework to address issues relating to the linguistic competence of L2 learners and 

speakers (henceforth L2ers). Some of the earliest research in this tradition (e.g. Liceras, 

1988; White, 1985a) investigated null subjects in L2 acquisition, following proposals in 

the linguistic literature at that time for a prodrop or null subject parameter. In this paper, I 

give an overview of perspectives on null subjects in L2 research, past and present. In this 

context, it is important to consider the original ‘access to UG’ debate, with opposing 

claims about the availability or non-availability of UG in L2 acquisition (see White, 

1989). On the whole, a consensus was reached that principles of UG in fact remain 

operative, the debate instead being formulated in terms of the possibility or impossibility 

of parameter resetting.  

I will address three phases in L2 research on null subjects: (i) research which 

assumes the null subject parameter as originally conceived and which focuses on the 

question of whether this parameter can be reset in L2 acquisition; (ii) research which 

links properties of null subjects to properties of features of functional categories and 

associated morphology, investigating similarities and differences between first language 

(L1) acquisition and L2 acquisition in this domain; (iii) research which considers the 

syntax-discourse interface and related properties of null and overt subjects and 

investigates whether L2ers observe discourse constraints on realization of subjects. 

Phase I: The parameter 

The null subject parameter 

The null subject or pro-drop parameter was probably the first parameter to be 

proposed in linguistic theory (Chomsky, 1981; Rizzi, 1982; Jaeggli, 1980). It was also 
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one of the earliest parameters to be investigated in the context of L1 acquisition (e.g. 

Hyams, 1986) and L2 acquisition (Hilles, 1986; Liceras, 1988, 1989; Phinney, 1987; 

White, 1985a, 1986). This parameter constituted what is now referred to as a 

macroparameter (see Baker, 2008, and Camacho, 2013, for discussion), the idea being to 

account for the crosslinguistic distribution of null versus overt subjects, and associated 

syntactic properties. A major attraction of parameter theory for researchers working on 

L2 acquisition at that time was that it offered a potential way to account both for 

language transfer and for eventual L2 ‘success’, on the assumption that: (i) L2ers initially 

adopt L1 parameter settings and (ii) parameters can be reset to appropriate L2 values (e.g. 

White, 1985a, 1986), which was subsequently formulated as the Full Transfer Full 

Access (FTFA) Hypothesis (Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996). Even where evidence for 

parameter resetting was not robust, insight was gained into the nature of the interlanguage 

grammar  and alternative linguistic analyses adopted by L2ers.  

One of the original aims of early parameter theory was to account for 

crosslinguistic variation by attributing clusters of superficially unrelated syntactic 

phenomena to particular parameter settings, and to show that that there was some 

underlying unifying reason for these properties to cluster together. In the case of the null 

subject parameter, languages were divided into two types, [+null subject] and [–null 

subject]; in addition to the possibility or impossibility of null subjects, other syntactic 

properties were linked to this phenomenon. For example, Rizzi (1982) proposed the 

cluster in Table 1.1 Other properties were subsequently added to the list. 
 

Table 1. Properties of null subject languages 
 

[+null subject] [–null subject] 

Null subjects in tensed clauses: Lexical subjects required: 

 
1  Examples are from Rizzi (1982). e stands for empty category (or null subject). 
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e verrà 

‘He/she will come’ 

*e will come 

Free subject inversion: 

e verrà Gianni 

‘Gianni will come’ 

No subject inversion: 

*e will come Gianni 

that-trace sequences permitted: 

Chii credi che ei verrà? 

‘Who do you think (that) will come?’ 

that-trace effects: 

*Whoi do you think that ei will come? 

 

From early on, it was assumed that richness of inflection in null subject languages 

allows the null subject to be identified or recovered, this idea being formalized in a 

variety of different ways (see Biberauer, Holmberg, Roberts & Sheehan, 2010, and 

Camacho, 2013, for recent overviews). In other words, the presence or absence of rich 

inflection was, at that time, an integral part of the explanation. Languages which 

permitted null subjects but lacked rich inflection (e.g. East Asian languages) could not be 

accommodated within the parameter as originally formulated. 

A distinction between licensing and identification of null subjects was proposed 

(Rizzi, 1986). Licensing permits null subjects in principle; it is a necessary but not a 

sufficient condition for null subjects. In addition to being licensed, a null subject must be 

identified. In order to interpret a missing argument, one must be able to establish what it 

refers to; there must be some way of recovering the content of the null subject from other 

properties of the sentence. Various types of identification have been proposed in the 

literature. Rich verbal agreement allows null subjects to be identified in Romance 

languages such as Italian and Spanish, while in languages lacking agreement, such as 

Chinese, Japanese and Korean, a preceding NP or a topic in the discourse provides the 

means to identify a null element (Huang, 1984). 
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Research on the null subject parameter in L2 

Most L2 research on the null subject parameter in the 1980s concentrated on its 

syntactic effects and the question of whether L2 learners can acquire new parameter 

values when the L1 and L2 differ in their settings (e.g. Liceras, 1988; Phinney, 1987; 

White, 1985a, 1986). Much of this research was limited to the L2 acquisition of English 

by speakers of Romance null subject languages, typically Spanish (e.g. Hilles, 1986; 

White, 1985a, 1986). A notable exception was the work of Liceras (1988) which looked 

at the opposite situation, namely the acquisition of a null subject language (Spanish) by 

speakers whose L1s were not null subject languages, such as English or French. See 

Phinney (1987) for an early example of a bidirectional approach involving a comparison 

of L2 English (L1 Spanish) and L2 Spanish (L1 English) and Montrul (2004) for an 

overview of research on null subjects in L1 and L2 Spanish. 

Investigating whether or not parameters of UG can be reset in L2 acquisition, 

research focused on situations where the L1 and L2 exemplified different parameter 

settings, looking for evidence of initial transfer of the L1 setting, followed by resetting to 

the appropriate L2 value, and trying to determine whether all the syntactic effects 

attributable to a particular setting would cluster together in the interlanguage grammar (in 

other words, all of them initially transferring and subsequently being reset at the same 

time). As we shall see, evidence for clustering was not compelling as far as the null 

subject parameter was concerned. 

White (1985a) was probably the first to look for evidence of transfer of L1 

parameter settings in L2, as well as the question of whether parameters could 

appropriately be reset, in other words advancing a precursor to FTFA (Schwartz & 

Sprouse, 1996). White reports on an experiment (replicated in White, 1986) comparing 

L2 learners of English with Spanish and French as L1s (the former being a null subject 

language and the latter not), with respect to the three properties identified by Rizzi as part 
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of the cluster, namely null subjects, subject inversion and that-trace effects. Results from 

a grammaticality judgment task show that Spanish and French speakers at several 

different proficiency levels behave differently from each other in their assessment of the 

grammaticality of null subjects in L2 English. Spanish speakers, in contrast to French 

speakers, accept null subjects, suggesting transfer of the L1 setting. However, there was 

an absence of clustering effects: inversion was rejected by both groups and both groups 

had considerable difficulties with that-trace sequences. White concluded that the L1 

setting of the parameter transfers (hence the difference between Spanish and French 

speakers), and that, with increasing L2 proficiency, there was some evidence for 

parameter resetting, in that null subjects are no longer accepted by learners at higher 

levels of proficiency; however, absence of clustering effects remained problematic for the 

theory. 

Liceras (1989) reports one of the original investigations of the L2 acquisition of a 

null subject language, namely Spanish, by native speakers of French and English (both [–

null subject] languages), at different levels of proficiency. Liceras investigated the same 

three properties as White (1985a, 1986), also using a grammaticality judgment task, and 

also found an absence of clustering in L2 Spanish. Null subjects were accepted by 

speakers of both L1s and overt pronouns largely rejected, inversion was increasingly 

accepted but never to the level of native speakers, while subjects generally performed 

poorly on sentences testing for (absence of) that-trace effects. Poorer performance on 

these two aspects is explained by her in terms of their dependence on other properties of 

Spanish. In contrast to White, Liceras concludes that L1 transfer is not implicated in the 

L2 acquisition of this parameter, given the success of both groups in recognizing that null 

subjects are required in the L2 despite their absence in the L1.  

One debate at that time centred on the issue of the default value of the parameter 

and what effect this might have in L2 acquisition. White (1985b, 1989) argued, on 

learnability grounds, that [-null subject] must be the default setting, since this could be 
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disconfirmed on the basis of positive evidence for the child learning an L1 with null 

subjects, whereas if the child started out with [+null subject] as the default, there would 

be no evidence to disconfirm this, given that null subject languages allow both null and 

overt subjects. (For recent similar claims, see Judy & Rothman, 2010.) White’s 

assumption for L2 was that initially learners would adopt the L1 parameter setting, 

regardless of its markedness status: in consequence, Spanish-speaking learners of English 

would transfer the [+null subject] setting into the interlanguage grammar. English-

speaking learners of Spanish would transfer the [–null subject] setting but would get 

ample positive evidence for null subjects. Liceras (1989), in contrast, assumed that [+null 

subject] is the default, based on proposals by Hyams (1986) for L1 acquisition, and that 

L2ers revert to the default setting regardless of the L1 setting (see Phinney, 1987, for 

similar assumptions). According to Liceras, this explains the success of the French and 

English speakers in her study with respect to null subjects. In other words, at this time, 

Liceras assumed parameter resetting to be possible in principle, based on markedness 

considerations, without an initial stage of L1 transfer, a position she later came to 

abandon in favour of the no parameter resetting approach. As discussed by White (1985b, 

1989), testing the claims of transfer and markedness against each other requires a 

situation where the L1 exemplifies the marked setting and the L2 requires the unmarked. 

This, of course, is what Liceras assumed with respect to null subjects in L2 Spanish. But 

it is not, in fact, possible to determine the effects of markedness versus transfer when 

there is disagreement about which is the unmarked value of a parameter, as is the case 

here.2 

Arguing against the possibility of parameter resetting in adult L2, Clahsen and 

Hong (1995) adopt a later version of the null subject parameter, whereby null subjects are 

identified by AGR with pronominal properties. Clahsen and Hong look at adult L2 

 
2 In subsequent work on null subjects in L2, Liceras and colleagues argue that L2ers do not resort to default 
options (e.g. Liceras & Diáz, 1999).  
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acquisition of German, a [– null subject], by speakers of Korean, a [+ null subject] 

language. Korean speakers have to reset the parameter that determines how null subjects 

are identified, establishing that, while German has agreement, AGR is nonpronominal, so 

null subjects are not permitted. Clahsen and Hong expect these properties (presence of 

agreement, nonpronominal AGR) to cluster together on the basis of data from child L1 

acquirers of German; they claim, based on a sentence-matching task, that there is no such 

clustering in L2, hence that their subjects were not able to reset the parameter. White 

(2003) suggests that at least some of these learners had reset the parameter, but to the 

Italian value rather than the German value.  

Recently, Ortifelli and Grüter (2013) have claimed that adult L2 learners of 

English with Spanish L1 in fact show no evidence of transfer of the [+null subject] 

setting, despite accepting null subjects in a grammaticality judgment task (based on the 

task in White,1986). In two other tasks, one a production task and the other a modified 

truth-value judgment task, null subjects were never produced and sentences were not 

interpreted as if a null subject had been present. Rather sentences without subjects were 

interpreted as imperatives. Ortifelli and Grüter note that other researchers have found 

discrepancies between production data (suggesting little or no inappropriate production of 

null subjects in L2 English) and grammaticality judgment data, suggesting considerable 

acceptance of null subjects. They argue that acceptance of null subjects in judgment tasks 

does not reflect underlying linguistic competence but rather reflects processing problems 

which are task specific. If they are right, this means that many of the conclusions drawn 

by researchers in the past as to whether or not parameter settings transfer are now in 

doubt. However, as they note, if their account is correct, it predicts that L2ers will make 

incorrect judgments regardless of whether the L1 is a null subject language. But White 

(1985a, 1986) found that French-speaking learners of English did not accept null subjects 

in the same GJ task, in contrast to Spanish speakers. 
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In summary, investigation of the null subject parameter in L2 has yielded mixed 

results, with disagreement as to whether transfer of the L1 setting takes place and 

whether the parameter can be set to the L2 value. In part, the differences in interpretation 

of results reflect problems relating to the original formulation of the parameter. We turn 

now to subsequent developments in accounts of null subjects.  

Phase II: Morphological licencing of null subjects 

As we have seen, the earliest phase of investigation of null subjects, from both a 

theoretical and an acquisition perspective, focused on languages with rich agreement, 

such as Spanish and Italian. Indeed, the presence of rich agreement was implicated in the 

explanations of the parameter itself. However, early on, Huang (1984, 1989) pointed out 

that languages like Chinese also permit null arguments; consequently, a different account 

was necessary. Huang proposed that null subjects in languages with no agreement are 

identified by an NP occurring in a higher clause or by a discourse topic. 

Morphological Uniformity 

One approach that took account of the fact that very different types of languages 

allow null subjects was the Morphological Uniformity Principle (MUP) proposed by 

Jaeggli and Hyams (1988) and Jaeggli and Safir (1989) (see Speas, 2006, for a more 

recent development of this proposal). On this account, emphasis is shifted from rich 

agreement as such to uniformity in realization of agreement (either fully present or fully 

absent). Null subjects are licensed in languages with uniform morphological paradigms 

(which may involve rich inflection for agreement, number and gender, as in Spanish and 

Italian, or no such inflection, as in Chinese or Japanese). Identification of null subjects is 

achieved via properties of AGR or via discourse topics.3 
 

3 Some languages with uniform rich agreement (e.g. German) do not permit (referential) null subjects – this 
is due to lack of certain properties of AGR. In other words, German licenses null subjects in principle but 
these are not found (with certain very limited exceptions) because they cannot be identified. 
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Lakshmanan (1991, 1994) investigated whether the MUP holds for child L2 

acquisition. She argued that, according to the MUP, one should expect to see the 

following linguistic properties clustering together in child L2 acquisition of English: 

assumption of morphological uniformity, with consequent absence of inflection and 

presence of null subjects; null subjects will be given up once learners work out that 

English is not morphologically uniform. In fact, given those criteria, she found little 

support for operation of MUP in child L2 English. Rather, in data from four children 

learning English naturalistically, production from only one child showed evidence of a 

correlation between development of verbal inflection and loss of null subjects. This could 

be taken as evidence against parameters in L2 or it could mean that there is something 

wrong about the MUP proposal or with Lakshmanan’s assumptions about how MUP 

operates (see Hyams and Safir, 1991, who suggest that children may have knowledge of 

morphology which is not yet realized in their production).  

Another L2 study that assumes the MUP and investigates whether this is operative 

in L2 is Hilles (1991). She examined spontaneous production data from 6 native speakers 

of Spanish learning L2 English, two children, two adolescents and two adults. Somewhat 

differently from Lakshmanan, data from two child subjects and one adolescent showed a 

correlation between the emergence of (non-uniform) inflection and presence of overt 

pronominal subjects. For the other adolescent and the two adults, there was no such 

relationship, suggesting the possibility of resetting the MUP only in the case of younger 

learners. 

Finally, Davies (1996) studied a much larger group of learners of English (n=48), 

who were adults from a variety of null subject L1s, with rich inflection (Spanish, Italian) 

or not (Chinese, Japanese, Korean). Results from a grammaticality judgment task suggest 

that just over half the subjects have grammars that are consistent with the MUP 

(recognizing that English has non-uniform agreement and does not permit null subjects or 

treating English as if it had no agreement and allowing null subjects). Problematic for the 
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MUP were almost half the subjects whose scores on agreement and subjects did not fit 

the expected pattern (agreement was much more accurate than recognition of the 

impossibility of null subjects or vice versa). Davies suggests that the MUP as a construct 

should be abandoned and that further revisions to the null subject parameter are required. 

This argument, of course, depends on the assumption that interlanguage grammars are 

natural language grammars, subject to UG constraints, and hence providing evidence in 

support of or against prevailing linguistic theories. An alternative interpretation might be 

that the MUP holds and that the results suggest that interlanguage grammars are not UG-

constrained. 

Features 

The MUP was a broad parameter (in the spirit of macroparameters). Another way 

of dealing with the problems that arose with the original conception of the null subject 

parameter (as well as other parameters) involved a move towards expressing parametric 

differences in terms of more localized features on lexical items, particularly heads of 

functional categories (e.g. Borer, 1984). Such parameters came, in due course, to be 

known as microparameters. Investigation of L2 grammars turned to a consideration of 

the role and status of functional categories and their associated features in interlanguage 

grammars. Parameter setting and resetting were reconceived in terms of the possibility or 

impossibility for L2ers to acquire features not represented in the L1. The possibility of 

parameter resetting was understood as claim that the full UG inventory of features 

remains accessible in L2, while the no-parameter resetting approach maintained that 

(adult) L2 learners are restricted to certain categories and features represented in the L1 

(e.g. Hawkins, 2001).  

Initiating this kind of approach, Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) argued that there is a 

functional module of UG which is subject to a critical period, becoming inaccessible in 

adult L2 acquisition. In consequence, parameters associated with features of functional 



 12 

categories cannot be reset and transfer of L1 parameter settings is expected, not just 

initially but permanently. In the case of null subjects, the relevant category is AGR, 

which licenses pro. Tsimpli and Roussou look at intermediate proficiency Greek-

speaking learners of English, Greek being a null subject language. In a grammaticality 

judgment and correction task, these learners in fact recognized that null subjects are 

impossible, with the exception of expletive contexts, and they corrected the sentences by 

inserting lexical pronouns. On the face of it, then, at least for referential pronouns, it 

looks as if the parameter had been reset. However, Tsimpli and Roussou argue these 

superficial English-like properties are misleading. According to them, the L2ers were 

unable to lose the licensing properties of AGR, thus permitting null subjects in principle, 

explaining the acceptance of null expletives (as well as the acceptances of null subjects 

reported by White, 1985a, 1986). Why, then, do the L2ers produce so many overt 

subjects in their corrections? Tsimpli and Roussou argue that the L2ers come up with a 

different – UG-constrained – analysis, whereby they treat English subject pronouns as 

agreement markers, appearing in AGR. Effectively, they are subject clitics, as argued for 

French by Roberge (1990). Problematic for this account is the fact that it makes a number 

of predictions for L2 English, such as for clitic doubling, which do not appear to be borne 

out. 

Null subjects and root infinitives  

Other accounts of null subjects did not specifically address the parameter but 

nevertheless had implications for the realization of null subjects in L1 and L2 acquisition. 

These include proposals for an optional infinitive (OI) (Wexler, 1994) or root infinitive 

(RI) (Rizzi, 1994) stage in L1 acquisition, a period during which the child’s main (or 

root) clauses may contain a main verb which is nonfinite in form rather than finite.  

According to such accounts, abstract morphosyntactic features are represented in 

the child's grammar from the beginning. To account for non-adult performance on 
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morphology, abstract features such as Tense (Wexler, 1994) or Number (Hoekstra, 

Hyams & Becker, 1999) can be underspecified in child grammars, such that they are not 

always realized, with morphological and syntactic consequences. According to Rizzi 

(1994), the child does not yet know that a root clause must be a CP, instead truncating the 

structure, such that root VPs are sometimes projected. A consequence of underspecified 

Tense or Number or of a structure consisting only of a VP is that verbs will necessarily 

be non-finite in the absence of AGR or T and that subjects will be accusative (given the 

absence of nominative case assignment, a property of T). Regardless of whether the OI or 

RI account is adopted, there is general agreement that variation between finite and 

nonfinite main clauses in young children’s speech is structurally determined: inflected 

forms show properties and positions typical of finite verbs, while uninflected forms show 

characteristics associated with nonfinite verbs. Both the underspecification account and 

the truncation account allow for null subjects at this stage (Hoekstra, Hyams & Becker, 

1997, 1999; Rizzi, 1994). 

Considerable L2 research has addressed the question of whether or not L2ers, 

child or adult, go through an OI or RI stage. While such proposals are not related directly 

to the null subject parameter and have focused more on the issue of morphological 

variability, null subjects are nevertheless relevant, given that these are observed in the OI 

or RI stage in L1 acquisition.  

Haznedar and Schwartz (1997) examined spontaneous production from Erdem, a 

Turkish child learning English, over an 18 month period, beginning at age of 4. 

Assuming Wexler’s (1994) criteria for an OI stage, they found no evidence for such a 

stage in Erdem’s early English. While he did frequently omit inflection, he consistently 

produced overt subjects and nominative pronoun subjects, regardless of the form of the 

verb (inflected or uninflected), in contrast to child L1 acquirers of English. Suppliance of 

overt subjects was high from the beginning, even though the L1, Turkish, was a null 

subject language, whereas suppliance of agreement and tense inflection on lexical verbs 
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remained variable. Other researchers who have found accurate production of overt 

subjects in L2 English at the same time as variable performance on inflectional 

morphology include Ionin and Wexler (2002) who report on production data from 20 

child L2 learners of English, with L1 Russian. 

Prévost and White (2000) examine production data from child and adult L2 

learners of French and German. In contrast to Haznedar and Schwartz, they report 

evidence for an RI stage (based on the criteria advanced by Rizzi, 1994), but only in the 

child data. Child learners show behaviour consistent with truncation: the children’s null 

subject stage coincided with their root infinitive stage and they rarely produced null 

subjects in CPs, consistent with the claim that null subjects are null constants for these 

children, which disappear when the child establishes that root clauses must be CPs. In 

contrast, the adults showed no contingency between presence of null subjects and verb 

form (finite versus nonfinite) or clause type.  

Lardiere (1998) provides a detailed case-study of an adult Chinese-speaker’s L2 

English (L1s: Mandarin and Hokkien) and shows that the dissociation between verb form 

and subject type continues into the endstate. The subject, Patty, is a fluent user of English 

with a number of non-native characteristics in her spoken language. Incidence of tense 

and agreement morphology is low. At the same time, Patty has full command of a variety 

of syntactic phenomena implicating Tense and Agreement, including correct nominative 

case assignment, and a negligible number of null subjects. 

To summarize, there is considerable data on the L2 acquisition of [–null subject] 

languages (such as English, French and German) showing accuracy in the production of 

overt subjects along with problems with inflectional morphology, suggesting that what is 

going on in L2 differs from what is found in L1 acquisition. Such variability has been 

interpreted as reflecting difficulties in identifying the appropriate morphological 

realization of functional categories or features (Haznedar & Schwartz, 1997; Lardiere, 

1998, 2000; Prévost & White, 2000) rather than an OI or RI stage. In other words, L2ers 
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have problems in mapping from abstract categories to their particular surface 

morphological manifestations; features of L2ers’ functional categories are fully specified. 

The problem, rather, is determining which lexical items realize what. 

Turning now to L2 Spanish, Liceras, Díaz and Maxwell (1999) investigate 

whether there is an RI stage in L2 Spanish, with null subjects being null constants, in the 

sense of Rizzi (1994), or whether other things might be going on (such as topic drop 

instead of pro-drop). Indeed, it would seem that null constants should not be anticipated: 

(i) given the claim that RIs do not occur in the L1 acquisition of languages like Spanish 

(e.g. Hoekstra, Hyams & Becker, 1999, p. 258), one would not expect them even on the 

assumption that L1 and L2 acquisition are alike, with similar stages;4 (ii) transfer of RIs 

would not be a possibility given that this is a stage reported for L1 acquisition rather than 

for adult grammars (though with some adult effects, such as so-called diary drop). A 

prediction of the null constant account is that null subjects will only be found in root 

clauses when these are not CPs; embedded clauses are necessarily CPs and hence do not 

permit null constants. Liceras et al. report that, regardless of L1 (French, English, 

German, Chinese, Japanese, Korean), their subjects used null subjects in main and 

embedded clauses, suggesting that null constants were not implicated. 

Liceras and Díaz (1998) pursue the implications of a number of the accounts 

described above, including the underspecification account of Hoekstra, Hyams and 

Becker (1999). They compare L2 learners of Spanish who are speakers of null argument 

languages like Chinese with speakers of [-null subject] languages like English. Following 

Hoekstra, Hyams and Becker, they divide languages into 3 types in terms of which 

functional heads determine how finiteness is realized morphologically: Type A languages 

(Spanish, Italian, etc.) use Person; Type B (English, Dutch, etc.) use Number; Type C 

 
4 While the OI/RI phenomenon is claimed not to occur in the L1 acquisition of null subject languages, 
Liceras, Valenzuela and Díaz (1998) do find evidence for some root infinitives in their data from L1 
acquirers of Spanish. 
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(Japanese, etc.) use Tense. According to Hoekstra, Hyams and Becker, Number is the 

only functional head that can be left unspecified in the child grammar. Consequently, 

only Type B languages show an OI phenomenon. When the main verb is an infinitive, 

only subjects unspecified for Number may occur; these include null subjects, as well as 

bare Ns (unspecified for definiteness or Number); finite verbs occur with full DP subjects 

as well as null subjects.  

Liceras and Díaz suggest that L2 learners whose L1 is Type B (e.g. English) or 

Type C (e.g. Japanese) will have to acquire the fact that Spanish is Type A, in other 

words that Person rather than Number or Tense is the crucial functional head. Looking at 

spontaneous production data from a small group of adult learners of Spanish from Type B 

and Type C L1s, they predict that the Type B learners should not have null subjects 

initially, contrary to fact, since these learners (n=3) produced null subjects, mostly 3rd 

person. They also found some instances of RIs, a result that is somewhat puzzling if these 

are indeed RIs, rather than cases of missing surface inflection as argued by Prévost and 

White (2000) for L2 French and German. Liceras and Díaz report that there were 

agreement mismatches, particularly with null subjects, which suggests to them that the 

crucial status of Person had not been acquired. Beginners with Type C as their L1 

produced null subjects with all verbal forms and the authors claim that there is evidence 

for identification via null topics (although it is not clear what the evidence is for this, 

since these learners used null subjects not only to refer to a topic in the previous 

discourse but also when there had been a change of topic). For the beginners of Type B 

and Type C L1s, then, there is evidence of partial transfer from the L1, at least initially.5  

 
5 However, L2 research on the acquisition of English by speakers of null argument languages without rich 
agreement (such as Chinese, Japanese and Korean) has, in general, found much less evidence of transfer of 
the possibility of null subjects than is the case for speakers of languages like Spanish (Park, 2004; Yuan, 
1997; Wakabayashi, 2002; Zobl, 1990). 
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Spontaneous production data from a small group of advanced Spanish L2ers was 

also examined. Learners with Type B L1s continue to produce null subjects, while 

agreement mismatches disappeared. This looks like successful acquisition of Person as 

the crucial feature (i.e. parameter resetting), although the authors do not make this 

assumption, in part, presumably, because of the behaviour of the Type C group, who, 

they claim, continue to identify null subjects via topic chains (although we are not told 

what the evidence is for this claim). The advanced Japanese speakers, like the English 

speakers, do not produce agreement mismatches, again suggesting (to me) that they may 

in fact have acquired the relevant feature, though this is not the interpretation given by 

the authors. 

As with earlier proposals for the null subject parameter, the alternative 

formulations described here have led to differences of opinion as to which theory 

provides the best account of the L2 data and how the L2 data should in fact be 

interpreted. 

Liceras and colleagues adopt the no parameter resetting claim of Tsimpli and Roussou 

(1991), with modifications. However, the data reported in their studies (and others) 

exhibits a ‘fuzziness’ (their term) which makes it hard to determine whether or not 

parameter resetting has in fact taken place.  

Phase III: Null subjects and discourse 

More recent approaches address the issue of null subjects by looking beyond the 

grammar itself. In earlier generative L2 research, there was relatively little consideration 

of how syntactic knowledge might interact with other components of the grammar. In the 

past decade or so, however, a considerable body of L2 research has addressed this 

question, focusing on how different modules of the grammar (phonology, syntax, 

semantics, morphology, lexicon) interface with each other, as well as how the grammar 

interfaces with other cognitive domains (see White, 2009, 2011, for an overview). 
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Explanations of L2ers’ difficulties have focused on problems they have with integrating 

material at the interfaces, especially where the L1 and L2 differ in how interface 

phenomena play out.  

One such interface is the syntax/discourse interface, particularly relevant as far as 

the realization of subjects is concerned. Sorace and Filiaci (2006) advance the Interface 

Hypothesis (IH), according to which L2ers, even near native speakers, are never fully 

native-like as far as phenomena relating to the syntax discourse interface are concerned, 

particularly with respect to overt pronoun use. In other words, according to these authors, 

there is a dissociation between syntactic knowledge (native-like, at least in principle) and 

discourse phenomena in the near native grammar.  

 In this context, there has been extensive investigation of how the discourse notion 

of topic interacts with the syntax of subjects, particularly the choice of overt versus null 

pronouns. In null subject languages, while null subjects are licensed and identified 

syntactically, discourse constraints are also implicated in determining whether or nor not 

a pronoun has to be realised overtly in any particular context. What turns out to be crucial 

is whether or not there is a change in the discourse topic, overt pronouns being required 

when there is a change to a new topic, whereas null subjects are preferred when there is 

no change in topic (what Sorace and colleagues refer to by a feature [± topic shift]). In 

languages like English, given the impossibility of null subjects, overt subject pronouns 

convey either old or new information (i.e., same topic or different topic). 

As White (2011) reminds us, Liceras (1988) was probably the first to consider the 

relationship between discourse and the syntax of null subjects. She pointed out that the 

distribution of null and overt subjects in languages like Spanish is governed by stylistic 

constraints and that the latter are not necessarily mastered by L2 Spanish speakers. Her 

data at that time revealed exactly the same problem that has since been investigated in 

more detail by Sorace and colleagues, namely overuse of overt subjects in discourse 

contexts where a null pronoun would be appropriate. 
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Along these lines, Sorace and colleagues have demonstrated that even near-native 

speakers of Italian fail to fully master discourse constraints on realization of topics. For 

example, Belletti, Bennati and Sorace (2007), using a variety of production tasks, show 

that near-native speakers of L2 Italian who have acquired the [+null subject] setting of 

the parameter nevertheless produce overt subjects in contexts where null subjects would 

be preferred by native speakers. Similar findings have been reported by Sorace and 

Filiaci (2006) and by Tsimpli and Sorace (2006) for Russian-speaking learners of Greek.6 

Other researchers have reported overuse of overt pronouns at lower levels of proficiency 

for L2 Italian (Belletti & Leonini, 2004).   

While originally assuming that problems with overuse of overt subjects reflected 

properties of the L1 (Sorace, 2003) since English uses overt pronouns both in contexts 

where there has been a topic change as well as in contexts where there has not, more 

recently it has been reported that, even if both the L1 and the L2 are null subject 

languages, overuse of overt pronouns nevertheless occurs (e.g. Margaza & Bel, 2006), 

suggesting that some more general processing problems must be implicated (Sorace, 

2011). 

Other relevant work that predates work by Sorace and colleagues is that of Pérez-

Leroux and Glass (1999), who also find problems related to the discourse requirements 

on pronouns; however, their findings are the opposite of Sorace and colleagues. Pérez-

Leroux and Glass (1999) examine the extent to which L2 learners of Spanish understand 

that null subjects encode continuity of discourse topic whereas overt pronouns encode 

new information (or focus).7 Elementary, intermediate and advanced subjects were tested 

via an elicited production task, set up with contexts where either a null subject or an overt 

subject would be expected, depending on the discourse provided. They found that all 

 
6 Overuse of overt subjects is also reported in cases of L1 attrition where the L2 is a not a null subject 
language while the L1 is (e.g. Tsimpli et al., 2004) and in cases of bilingual acquisition where one of the 
languages is a null subject language and the other is not (Serratrice, Sorace & Paoli, 2004). 
7 They also look at the Overt Pronoun Constraint (Montalbetti, 1984), which will not be discussed here. 
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groups appropriately used more null subjects than overt in contexts where there was no 

change in discourse topic. On the other hand, where there was a change in topic, such that 

the native speakers showed a strong preference for overt subjects (while not using them 

exclusively), only the advanced L2 group did the same. The elementary and intermediate 

groups used null and overt pronouns equally often, suggesting overuse of null subjects in 

discourse contexts where overt is expected. Other studies have also reported overuse of 

null pronouns in L2 Spanish in contexts where overt pronouns would be expected 

(Montrul & Louro, 2006; Rothman, 2009). Overuse of null subjects when there has been 

a topic change nevertheless indicates a problem at the syntax/discourse interface, namely 

failure to realize constraints on focus, since a focused subject must be overt. 

To summarize, it does appear to be the case that accounting for L2 knowledge and 

use of null (and overt) subjects requires a consideration not just of properties of the 

grammar (or narrow syntax) but also of discourse contexts. Determination of the 

appropriate form of the subject requires appreciation of the relationship between syntax 

and discourse, as well as a consideration of the extent to which processing problems 

might be implicated in subject use. 

Conclusion 

While there has been a move away from a macroparameter accounting for the 

crosslinguistic distribution of null subjects, the null subject phenomenon continues to 

attract considerable interest both in theoretical terms as well as in acquisition research. 

Different analyses have been proposed over time, some involving other parametric 

accounts. As far as L2 research is concerned, there has been disagreement as to the 

findings (to what extent is there evidence that null or overt subjects transfer), as well as 

the analyses (whether a parameter is involved, what other kinds of properties might 

explain the distribution of null subjects in L2 grammars). Investigation of null subjects 

remains a fruitful line of research which can help us to understand the nature of 
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interlanguage grammars. In particular, the current interest in the relationship between 

processing and grammatical knowledge may provide new insights in this domain. 
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