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1. Introduction.  
 

 There is an ongoing debate in the literature on Romance Null Subject languages 
concerning the status of preverbal subjects. Some recent analyses (Barbosa 1995, 
Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou 1998) challenge the classical view that preverbal 
subjects are in Spec,IP, as illustrated in (1a), contending that they are best analyzed 
as instances of left-dislocation, as illustrated in (1b). 

 
(1) a. [IP Subj [I’ …[VP t 

b. [IP Subj [IP [I’ …[VP pro 
 

According to the left-dislocation analysis, the A-position for subjects is the VP-
internal position, found in inversion contexts. Likewise, preverbal subjects are 
expected to occur in contexts in which the information structure of the sentence 
marks them as topics. 
 For adult grammar, it has been argued that this analysis makes wrong 
predictions, since preverbal subjects are felicitous in contexts in which left-
dislocation is unfelicitous (Costa 1998, Costa and Duarte 2002). This is the case in 
sentence-focus contexts in European Portuguese, found in answers to what 
happened?. In this context, all sentence constituents are focused, since they all 
convey new information. In transitive and intransitive structures, SV(O) word order 
is obligatory and left-dislocation is impossible, as shown in the examples below: 
 
(2) O que é que aconteceu? 
 what happened? 
 a. O Pedro partiu o braço. 
  the Pedro broke the arm 
 b. #Partiu o Pedro o braço. 
  broke the Pedro the arm 
 c. #O braço, o Pedro partiu-o. 
  the arm, the Pedro broke it 
 
(3) O que é que aconteceu? 
 what happened? 
 a. O João espirrou. 
  the João sneezed 
 b. #Espirrou o João. 
  sneezed the João 
 
 If preverbal subjects were left-dislocated, we would expect that they would be 
impossible in this context, just like clitic-left-dislocated objects in (2c), and that they 



would be able to surface in their base-generated position (Spec,VP), contrary to fact, 
as (2b) and (3b) attest. 
 These two analyses make different predictions as far as the behaviour of 
children is concerned. If preverbal subjects are left-dislocated, we expect preverbal 
subjects to emerge when left-dislocation is available. Likewise, since, under this 
analysis, the inverted subject position corresponds to the only available A-position 
for the subject, it is predicted that inversion will emerge before SV orders in the 
same way objects first emerge in their base-position, before they significantly occur 
in left-peripheral positions. 
 On the contrary, if Spec,IP is an available A-position for the subject, it is 
expected that SV orders do not necessarily correlate with the emergence of other 
fronting strategies. 
 The primary goal of this paper is to compare these two hypotheses, showing that 
data from language acquisition favour the Spec,IP analysis. 
 The paper is organized as follows: In section 2, we present evidence from a 
case-study in production, carried out in Adragão (2001), showing that subject-verb 
inversion is not productive in spontaneous productions. In section 3, we present the 
results of an experiment on comprehension of word order variation, which enables 
discarding a hypothesis according to which children would produce SV orders, 
because they would be overusing left-dislocation. In particular, the results of the 
experiment show that children do comprehend word order alternations related to the 
information status of the clause’s constituents. The data to be considered will also 
favour De Cat's (2002) and De Cat & Unsworth's (2003) conclusion that there is no 
evidence for a pragmatic deficit in children’s early productions. In section 4, we 
discuss how the results obtained from production and comprehension favour the 
Spec,IP analysis, when compared to the left-dislocation analysis.  

 
2.  Production of inversion.  
 
 As mentioned above, the claim that preverbal subjects are left-dislocated makes 
the prediction that the production of preverbal subjects by children correlates with 
the production of left-dislocated items. It further predicts that children will master 
subject-verb inversion, since Spec,VP is the only A-position for the subject. 
Obviously, we are assuming that in early productions children exhibit V-to-I 
movement. Otherwise, both positions for the subject would be preverbal, since a 
subject in Spec,VP with an in-situ verb would correspond to an SV order. For 
positional evidence from spontaneous production for the claim that the verb has 
moved to I in Portuguese children’s early productions, see Gonçalves (2001). 
 
2.1. Methodology. 

 
In Adragão (2001), the production of subjects by a Portuguese child aged 

between 31 and 43 months was studied.1 The main purpose of this study was to find 
whether subjects were produced in preverbal or postverbal position.  

The following methodology was used: 
 

                                                           
1 Data collected and kindly provided by Maria João Freitas. See Freitas (1997) for 
methodology of  data collection.  



a) Study of all sentences with subject and verb. 
 
Since the main goal of this study was the study of subject placement, only sentences 
containing subject and verb were considered. In other words, instances of null 
subject were not taken into account. 
 
b) Transcription of eliciting context, in order to control for information status of 

the subject. 
 
As shown by several authors (Ambar 1992, Costa 1998, Duarte 1997, Martins 
1994), subject-verb inversion in European Portuguese is not optional. For inversion 
to occur with transitive and intransitive verbs, the subject must be focused. This is 
illustrated in the following examples: 
 
(4) A: Quem leu o livro? 
  Who read the book? 
 B: a. #O João leu. 
   João read 
  b. Leu o João. 
   Read João 
   “João did.” 
 
(5) A: Quem espirrou? 
  Who sneezed? 
 B: a. #O João espirrou. 
   João sneezed 
  b. Espirrou o João. 
   Sneezed João 
 
Whenever the subject is not the focus of the sentence, it cannot be inverted 
(independently of its position with respect to the complement of the verb), as 
illustrated in the question-answer pairs in (6) and (7), in which the subject is given in 
the answer, and the part of the sentence that is focused corresponds to the VP: 
 
(6) A: O que é que o João fez? What did João do? 
 B: a. O João leu o livro. 
   João read the book 
  b. #Leu o João o livro. 
   Read João the book 
  c. #Leu o livro o João. 
   Read the book João 
   “João read the book” 
 
(7) A: O que é que o João fez?  

What did João do? 
 B: a. O João espirrou. 
   João sneezed 
  b. #Espirrou o João. 
   Sneezed João 



The only context in which the SV-VS alternation does not obviously correspond to a 
different discourse status of the subject is when the verb is unaccusative, in 
sentence-focus context, as illustrated in (8):2 
 
(8) A: O que é que aconteceu?  

What happened? 
 B: a. O governo caiu. 
   The gouvernment fell. 
  b. Caiu o governo. 
   Fell the gouvernment. 
 
Since we find this correlation between subject position and discourse function, it is 
important to qualify the discourse function of the subject in each occurrence. 
Otherwise, the conclusion might be misleading, in the sense that lack of inversion 
might just reflect the absence of the relevant context for inversion to occur. Since the 
discourse function of a constituent may be tracked taking into account the verbal 
interaction, in particular in question-answer pairs, it was necessary to transcribe the 
context in which VS and SV orders were found. 
 
2.2. Results. 
 

The main finding of this corpus search is very revealing. It is reported in 
Adragão (2001) that there is very little subject-verb inversion. As indicated in fig.1, 
out of 1060 sentences containing subject and verb, the rate of inversion amounts 
only to 7%: 
 
(9) % of SV/VS utterances in the child's productions: 

  SV - 93 
  VS - 7   (out of 1060 sentences) 
 
 Utterances with overt subject

sv
93%

vs
7%

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 1. % of utterances with overt subject (SV vs. VS) 
 
It is important to note that these are raw data, in which the discourse function of the 
subject is not taken into account.  
 Let us now consider what happens in cases in which the subject is focused. For 
that, it is important to show that there are answers containing both the subject and 

                                                           
2 For an analysis of this fact, see Costa (2001) and Costa and Figueiredo Silva (2003). 



the object, although they are not the most used strategy. In fact, the child uses the 
following strategies for answering wh-questions:  
 
a) answers with null subjects; 
b) answers containing just the focused constituent; 
c) answers containing the copula BE followed by the focused constituent; 
d) SV order; 
e) VS order. 
 
In the following examples, we provide an example of each of the strategies just 
listed: 
 
(10)  A: Olha, o que é que ele tem na cabeça? Mostra lá! 

  Look, what does he have on his head? Show it. 
B: Tem o chapéu. (2;08,19) 

Has the hat 
(11)  A: Que cor é isto? 

  What colour is this 
B:    Amarelo. (2;07.00) 

Yellow 
(12)  A: Gosto muito dessa lua! Quem foi que ta recortou? 

 I like that moon! Who cut it for you? 
B: Foi o João. (3; 02, 25) 

Was João 
(13)  A: Quem sujou? 

 Who made it dirty? 
B: O Pedro sujou. (3;01,01) 

Pedro made_dirty 
(14)  A: O que é que aconteceu? 
   What happened 

 B: Começou a chuva (3;07, 24) 
   Started the rain 
 
In the following graphic, we show the rate of each type of answer: 
 
 

Answers

BE 
+focus 
39%

Focus. 
XP

17%
sv 

12%

vs
3%

ov
1%

Null 
Subj
28%

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2. Types of answers 
 



What is relevant for our purposes is to show that there are answers in which 
both subject and verb occur, which makes it possible to qualify the discourse 
function of the subject according to the position it occupies. 

With this knowledge on the availability of sentences containing subject and 
verb in the context of answer to wh-questions, it is now legitimate to present the data 
concerning subject placement when the subject is focused. Recall that this is the 
context in which the subject is felicitoulsy inverted in adult grammar, as illustrated 
in the examples (4) and (5). 

As shown in fig. 3, even in the context in which the subject is focused, the rate 
of inversion is low when compared to SV orders. Inversion is found only in 21% of 
the cases: 

 
 Answers w ith overt subject

vs
21%

sv
79%

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3. Answers with overt subjects 
 
Interestingly, a closer look at the cases in which the subject and the verb occur 

inverted reveal that 79% of these are instances of unaccusative constructions (either 
containing an unaccusative verb or a predicative verb). As mentioned above, these 
correspond to contexts in which inversion is unmarked in the adult grammar, as 
well. Since, as it is well known, the subject of unaccusative verbs are underlying 
objects, these data may be discarded, and the rate of SV orders substantially 
increases.  
 
2.3. Discussion. 
 
 We contend that the results of the case-study carried out in Adragão (2001) 
reported in the preceding section challenge the view that preverbal subjects in 
European Portuguese are left-dislocated.  

Before we discuss the results in further detail, let us consider two related facts. 
Carrilho (1994) studied the acquisition of topicalization, and revealed that, although 
there are instances of object fronting in children’s early productions, the rate of 
fronted objects is low when compared to VO structures in which the objects are in 
their base A-position. Another relevant fact for our discussion is the conclusion that 
the acquisition of clitics is late (Duarte, Matos and Faria 1995). These facts are 
crucial for the present discussion in the following ways: Carrilho’s findings provide 
us with data concerning the availability of fronting of non-subjects, which is 
important for a comparison with the behavior of subjects, since, as mentioned 
before, it is expected that fronting of subjects and non-subjects correlate, if the left-
dislcation analysis is on the right track. The conclusion that the acquisition of clitics 
is late is important, since in Barbosa (1995) and Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou 



(1998), it is claimed that fronting of subjects is an instance of (clitic-)left dislocation. 
Since, as shown in Duarte (1987), there is no topicalization of subjects in European 
Portuguese, the only alternative is to postulate that subjects are clitic-left-dislocated. 
In that case, the fact that children do not master clitics casts doubt on the idea that 
the clitic-left-dislocation construction is acquired, since the presence of the clitic is 
crucial for distinguishing it from topicalization. 

With these ingredients, it is now possible to discuss the results presented in the 
previous section. As mentioned above, the left-dislocation analysis of preverbal 
subjects makes the prediction that the rate of preverbal subjects correlates with the 
rate of other left-dislocation constructions. When the data from the previous section 
are considered together with Carrilho’s (1994) findings concerning the low rate of 
object-fronting when compared to VO sentences, we are led to the conclusion that 
the left-dislocation analysis makes wrong predictions. In fact, we found that children 
produce much more preverbal subjects than inverted subjects. If the preverbal 
position were an instance of left-dislocation, this would mean that children would 
master left-dislocation for subjects, but not for objects. Also, when the high rate of 
SV answers in which the subject is focused is considered, one would have to assume 
that the child overuses left-dislocation of subjects, using it in a context in which it 
produces a non-felicitous answer. 

We also mentioned above that, if preverbal subjects are left-dislocated, it is 
predicted that VS orders are unmarked, since this is the word order in which the 
subject occupies the only available A-position. In that case, this analysis predicts 
that children will use this word order in the same way they utter VO sequences in 
which the object is found in its base A-position. In other words, it is predicted that 
VS sequences emerge frequently. Considering the comparison between OV and VO 
established in Carrilho (1994), we would expect to find more occurrences of VS 
than occurrences of SV. As shown in the previous section, this prediction is not 
borne out. Again, one would have to explain why children would prefer to use the 
A-position for the object, but opt for not using this position for the subject. At this 
stage, it is interesting to consider the data involving unaccusative structures. As it is 
well-known, the distinguishing property of unaccusative verbs is that their argument 
has two A-positions, the underlying one, in which it is assigned theta-role, and the 
surface one, in which it is assigned Case. Interestingly, this is the context in which 
the child uses SV and VS, revealing that the two A-positions can be used. In other 
words, the special case of unaccusative verbs shows that the child does have a 
preference for using A-positions for arguments. Since arguments of unaccusative 
verbs have two available A-positions, both are used. In the other contexts, only one 
A-position is available, and there is no variation. 

Let us now turn to the Spec,IP hypothesis. The most crucial aspect to be noted is 
that the claim that preverbal subjects are in Spec,IP predicts no correlation with 
other left-dislocation strategies, and makes no clear predictions regarding inversion. 
More specifically, if it is argued that children use unmarked A-positions for the 
arguments, as the data with unaccusative verbs indicate, it is predicted that they will 
use the preverbal position for subjects. Thus, it is not expected that the presence of 
the subject in this position correlates with any other A-bar strategy for fronting 
arguments. As for inversion, this hypothesis makes no clear predictions. Assuming 
that the subject is in Spec,VP only when the subject is in focus, which corresponds 
to a marked strategy (Costa 1998), it is expected that children only use Spec,VP if 
they are aware of the fact that this is an available option. In other words, due to its 



marked status, inversion is not expected to occur as frequently as SV orders. Both 
predictions are confirmed by the data. Nevertheless, it must be noted that the 
prediction that inversion is less frequent than SV orders can only be made if the 
notion of markedness plays a role. Otherwise, both Spec,IP and Spec,VP are A-
positions and should be used, just like it was described above for unaccusative 
contexts. However, the postulation of markedness may be necessary for other 
domains of acquisition (cf. Pinker 1989). We will return to this issue on section 4. 

Summing up, the production data presented seem to disfavor the left-dislocation 
analysis for preverbal subjects, since there is no correlation with other types of left-
dislocation, and because subject-verb inversion is not frequent in the child’s 
utterances. On the contrary, the Spec,IP analysis predicts that SV orders should be 
frequent, while subject-verb inversion should be more restrict, since this corresponds 
to a marked word order. Both predictions were confirmed by the data. 

At this point, it is important to note that there is an alternative interpretation of 
the data presented above rescuing the left-dislocation analysis. The criticism of this 
analysis was strongly based on the context in which each word order is produced, 
and on the comparison between fronting of different types of constituents. 
Implicitly, it is assumed in the previous discussion that children know when to use 
left-dislocation. Suppose children lack the knowledge allowing them to master the 
'pragmatic' effects associated with the encoding of given and new information. Such 
a hypothesis would support the view that children have some kind of pragmatic 
deficit, as sugested by Wexler (1998), among others. In that case, the prevalence of 
SV over VS might derive not from the syntactic constraints associated with each 
construction, but rather from an overuse of left-dislocation, even in contexts in 
which the subject is not a topic. 

In the next section, we present the results of an experiment allowing to refute 
such a hypothesis.  

 
3.  Comprehension of word order alternations.  
 

In the previous section, we entertained the hypothesis that the SV orders 
produced by the child may be instances of subject left-dislocation, if the child 
overuses left-dislocation, that is, if the child does not know the context in which this 
construction is felicitous, and applies it across-the-board. This would follow from a 
late mastery of pragmatics. If there is a delay in the mastery of the codification of 
given and new information, it is expected that children fail to comprehend word 
order alternations related to fronted topics and to inverted focused constituents. In 
order to evaluate this hypothesis, we carried out an experimental study of 
comprehension in order to find out whether children have problems related to 
fronting and inversion (Adragão, in preparation). 
 
3.1. The experiment. 

 
The experiment consisted of a truth-value judgement task conducted on 22 

children aged between 39 and 73 months (mean age: 4 years and 6 months). The 
task consisted of a story, acted out by props, involving two characters. A list of 
semantic reversible transitive verbs was selected, and in each story one of the 
characters was the subject of the verb, and the other was the object. An example 
story is given in (15): 



(15) A Jane vai a uma festa com o Tarzan e quer ser a mais bonita. Então, ela pede 
ao Tarzan para a pentear. O Tarzan penteou a Jane e ela ficou linda. 

 Jane is going to a party with Tarzan, and she wants to be the prettiest one. 
Therefore, she asks Tarzan to comb her hair. Tarzan combed Jane, and she got 
really beautiful. 

 
A puppet was paying attention the story, and either the child or one of the 
experimenters had to ask the puppet what happened to one of the characters. This 
made sure that the presence of a fronted topic in the puppet’s answer was legitimate. 
For instance, for the story in (15), the question might be what happened to Tarzan? 
or what happened to Jane?. The puppet would give an answer, and the child’s task 
was to judge the truth of the answer. For each stimulus, an answer of different type 
was presented: 

 
(16) Puppet’s answers:  

X= S XVO; OVX; OXV; O V-cl X; OSV-cl; VO; Passive; Fillers 
X=O SVX; XVS; XSV; XV-cl S; XSV-cl; VS; Passive; Fillers 

 
The answers listed in (16) enabled testing whether the child could comprehend topic 
fronting with topicalization (OVS and OSV), with clitic-left dislocation (O V-cl S 
and O S V-cl), subject-verb inversion (OVS, O V-cl S, and VS), and whether 
children distinguished A-strategies from A-bar strategies for fronting a topic 
(passive vs. topicalization and left-dislocation). 
 
3.2. Results. 
 
 In the following graphic, we present the total results of the experiment, 
ommitting the results for each age group, since we found no significant differences 
(cf. Adragão (in prep.)). For each of the stories, the child was expected to behave, 
either rewarding the puppet (R) or punishing it (P), following the general behavior 
exhibited by controls, as indicated below: 
 
Story 1: OSV -  R 
Story 2: OVS -  R 
Story 3: OV-cl S - P 
Story 4: SVO - P 
Story 5: OV-cl S - R 
Story 6: Passive - P 
Story 7: Passive - R 
Story 8: OSV-cl - R 
Story 9: OV-cl S - R 
Story 10: OV-cl S - P 
Story 11: OSV-cl - R 
Story 12: OV-cl S- R 
Story 13: OV-cl S- P 
Story 14: SV  - R 
Story 15: VS  - R 
Story 16: V-cl S - R 

 
 
Note: the repetition of structures 
invoving clitics has to do with the 
fact that we wanted to control for the 
presence of masculine and feminine 
clitics, in order to avoid vowel 
clashes that would make the presence 
of the clitic difficult to perceive. 
 
 
 
 
 



The results given obtained indicate that children generally do not have problems 
understanding word order 
alternations. In fact, they behave 
target-like when there is object-
fronting across a preverbal subject, 
independently of the type of 
fronting strategy involved 
(topicalization or clitic-left 
dislocation). Likewise, they 
correctly interpret SVO sentences. 
This is an important result, since it 
makes it hard to argue that 
children fail to understand fronting 
and inversion. If that were the 
case, SVO might be misanalyzed 
as OVS. Interestingly, in all age 
groups, there are problems 
interpreting passives, which makes 
it possible to claim that children 
distinguish A-movement strategies 
for topic promotion from A-bar 
movement strategies, namely clitic 
left dislocation and topicalization. 
The only structure in which 
children do not homogeneously 
behave target-like is in OVS 
contexts. Children fail to 
comprehend OVS. When 
confronted to the good results on 
OSV, this might be interpreted as 
a failure on the comprehension of 
inversion. However, such an 
interpretation may be discarded, 
since, whenever the object is 
absent, in simple VS orders, 
children do not fail to comprehend 
VS. Summing up, the overall 
emerging picture is that children 

do not exhibit serious problems in comprehending fronting and inversion for the 
encoding of topic and focus.  
 
3.3. Discussion. 

 
The result of this experiment leads to the conclusion that children’s 

comprehension of fronting and inversion is quite good. This is a relevant result for 
the discussion carried out at the end of section 2, since it permits drawing the 
following conclusions:  (i) the lack of postverbal subjects in production may not be 
linked to a late mastery of the codification of given and new information, otherwise 
children would be less consistent in their analysis of topicalized and focalized items 



in the comprehension task; the absence of a delay in pragmatics confirms results 
obtained for French dislocation (De Cat 2002) and for object scrambling in Dutch 
(De Cat and Unsworth 2003); (ii) the prevalence of SV in production cannot be 
attributed to a late acquisition of pragmatics. Again, if there was a delay in the 
understanding of the meaning of left-dislocation, children should perform bad in the 
interpretation of topicalized and left-dislocated items, contrary to fact; (iii) the 
target-deviant responses obtained in the experiment above are not to be explained in 
terms of a necessary association of the postverbal position with the object position, 
since the asymmetry in the responses to OVS and to VS would be unexplained. 
Summarizing, the results of the experiment are useful for discarding the hypothesis 
that the SV utterances of the child studied in Adragão (2001) are instances of 
overused left-dislocation, and that the absence of inversion would stem from a 
failure in understanding the discourse function of inverted subjects. 

The fact that children tend to interpret OVS sentences as SVO, while they do 
not interpret VS sentences as VO, and the fact that they do not produce VS 
sequences until late call for an explanation. For the first fact, we do not have a full 
answer, but we would like to hypothesize that this result reflects a general problem 
of parsing, an issue to be further explored. The reason for assuming this type of 
alternative explanation is that adult controls also revealed problems with OVS, 
interpreting it as SVO.3 If this hypothesis is on the right track, the asymmetry 
between OVS and VS follows straightforwardly. As for the second problem, we 
would like to hypothesize, following De Cat & Unsworth (2003), that the lack of VS 
orders in spontaneous speech derives from difficulties in making the relevant links 
between syntax, prosody and information structure. Costa (1998) argues that in VS 
orders in Portuguese, the subject remains in Spec,VP in order to receive the nuclear 
stress of the sentence and be interpreted as information focus. Crucially, if 
postverbal subjects occupied an unmarked position, and the mapping with prosody 
would not be relevant for their licensing, one would expect them to appear from the 
onset. If, on the contrary, the unmarked syntactic position for preverbal subjects is 
Spec,IP, and no special mapping with prosody and information structure is required 
for subjects to appear in this position, their prevalence is correctly predicted. 
 
4. Conclusions.  

 
The results presented in this paper provide evidence against the analysis of 

preverbal subjects in European Portuguese as left-dislocated for the following 
reasons: a) Children produce preverbal subjects in a much higher rate than they 
produce left-dislocation; b) Children comprehend the difference between topic and 
focus from early on, which challenges an analysis of the production data according 
to which children would be overusing left-dislocation. This result on European 
Portuguese data challenges the view that preverbal subjects are left-dislocated in all 
null subject languages. The behaviour of children described in this paper thus 
constitutes a case in which acquisition data may be used as a testing ground for 
comparing and evaluating competing analyses for adult grammar. 
 

                                                           
3 See Costa (2003) for similar results on parsing tests, showing that informants interpret VSO 
sentences as VOS, opting for assigning object interpretation to the constituent right-adjacent 
to the verb. 
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