
 181

Null and Overt Subjects at the Syntax-Discourse Interface 
Evidence from monolingual and bilingual acquisition 

 

Ludovica Serratrice 

The University of Manchester 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

 Referential expressions such as definite descriptions and pronouns are crucial to 

the processes of language comprehension and production. Understanding which 

definite description a pronoun refers to, and knowing when to use a pronoun instead 

of a definite description, are integral to a speaker’s linguistic competence, and a 

fundamental aspect of language development. Choosing the most appropriate 

referring expressions poses a special challenge inasmuch as there is no one-to-one 

correspondence with entities in the real world. For example, the same individual 

(e.g. William Shakespeare) can be identified as ‘Shakespeare’, ‘the bard’, ‘he’, etc. 

Which expression will be used in a given context will depend on a range of 

discourse factors including the accessibility of the referent, its uniqueness, and its 

topicality, to name but a few. Moreover, in null-subject languages, there is the 

additional option to have a null subject pronoun whose distribution is similarly 

regulated by discourse factors.  

 In this paper I will investigate the extent to which children understand and 

produce lexical noun phrases (NPs) and null and overt pronouns in appropriate 

discourse contexts in two languages like English and Italian which behave similarly 

in the distribution of lexical NPs, but differ in terms of the availability of null and 

overt pronominal forms. I will present evidence from comprehension and 

production, and I will draw upon both corpus and experimental data to illustrate the 

role played by different discourse cues. I will also use data from English-Italian and 

Spanish-Italian bilingual children to explore the robustness of discourse-pragmatic 

competence in situations of language contact. Before reviewing the results of these 

studies (section 4 and section 5), I will first outline the cross-linguistic differences 

between the distribution of null and overt pronominal subjects in English and Italian 

(section 2), and I will present a brief overview of studies on subject argument 

realization in the acquisition literature (section 3). In section 6 I will draw a number 

of conclusions from the evidence reviewed, and I will present some issues for future 

research.  

 

2. Cross-linguistic differences in the distribution of pronominal subjects  

 

With a few notable exceptions, usually regarded as instances of topic drop in root 

contexts illustrated in (1b) (Haegeman 1997), English is a language where third 

person pronominal subjects need to be expressed overtly as shown by the 

grammaticality contrasts in (1): 
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(1) a. Laurai said good bye to her friend and shei got out of the car. 

 b. Laura said good bye to her friend and got out of the car. 

 c. Laurai said good bye to her friend while shei got out of the car. 

 d. *Laura said good bye to her friend while got out of the car. 

 

In Italian, by contrast, null subjects (pro) are not only allowed in both root (e.g. 

(2b)) and non-root contexts (e.g. (2d)), but they are also the only pragmatically 

felicitous option in certain discourse conditions, as exemplified in (2a) and (2c): 

 

(2) a. ??Laurai ha  salutato   la sua amica   e      leii   è   uscita   dalla macchina. 

  Laura has  said bye   to her friend  and    she  is   gone out  from the car 

  “Laura said good bye to her friend and she got out of the car” 

 b. Laurai ha  salutato   la sua amica   e     proi  è   uscita    dalla macchina. 

  Laura has  said bye   to her friend  and   proi   is  gone out  from the car 

  “Laura said good bye to her friend and (she) got out of the car” 

 c. ??Laurai ha  salutato   la sua amica   mentre  leii  è   uscita dalla macchina. 

  Laura has  said bye   to her friend  while    she  is   gone out  from the car 

  “Laura said good bye to her friend while she got out of the car” 

 d. Laurai ha  salutato   la sua amica   mentre  proi  è  uscita dalla macchina. 

  Laura has  said bye   to her friend  while   proi   is gone  out  from the car 

  “Laura said good bye to her friend while (she) got out of the car” 

 

Grimshaw and Samek-Lodovici (1998) originally captured the complementary 

distribution of pro and overt subject pronouns in Italian in terms of the status of the 

antecedent. Null subjects are the pragmatically optimal option when they are co-

referential with a topic antecedent. More recently, on the basis of off-line and on-

line psycholinguistic evidence, Carminati (2002) proposed that overt and null 

subject pronouns are distinguished by the bias towards different syntactic positions 

of their antecedent, a proposal formalized in the Position of Antecedent Strategy 

(PAS): 

 

“The null pronoun prefers an antecedent in the sentence which is in the Spec IP 

position, while the overt pronoun prefers an antecedent which is not in the Spec 

IP position.” (Carminati 2002: 41) 

 

Carminati (2002) showed that even in the absence of semantic or discourse 

pragmatic cues, adult Italian readers prefer a subject antecedent in sentences like 

(3a) 81% of the time, while they opt for an object antecedent in sentences like (3b) 

83% of the time: 

 

(3) a. Martai scriveva frequentemente a Piera  quando proi era    negli Stati Uniti. 

  Marta wrote     frequently  to Piera when pro  was  in the United States 

“Marta wrote frequently to Piera when (she) was in the United States” 
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 b. Marta scriveva frequentemente a Pierai  quando leii  era   negli Stati Uniti. 

  Marta wrote    frequently       to Piera  when    she was  in the United States. 

“Marta wrote frequently to Piera when she was in the United States” 

 

The PAS captures both the syntactic and the discourse pragmatic constraints 

that regulate the complementary distribution of overt and null pronominal subjects 

in Italian. From a syntactic point of view the position of the antecedent is identified 

in the canonical subject position, i.e. the spec of IP. From a discourse-pragmatic 

perspective the choice between an overt and null pronominal is justified in terms of 

the relative accessibility of their antecedent (Ariel 1994). More salient subject 

antecedents are later referred to by using a maximally reduced form such as pro; less 

salient non-subject antecedents require a form that will signal the shift of topic. 

Interestingly, Carminati (2002) suggests that the PAS does not only hold for Italian, 

but applies cross-linguistically. In non-null-subject languages like English the only 

difference is that unstressed pronouns cover the ground that in Italian is shared 

between pro and overt pronouns. At the same time there is evidence that unstressed 

subject pronouns in English are biased towards a subject antecedent (Gernsbacher 

and Hargreaves 1989; Hudson-D’Zmura and Tanenhaus 1998). In conclusion, in 

both languages the minimal referential expression available in the language, pro in 

Italian and unstressed personal pronouns in English, privileges a subject antecedent.  

 

3. Approaches to subject omission and realization in child language 

 

 Given the linguistic background outlined in the previous section, the obvious 

question from a developmental perspective is to ask whether children are sensitive to 

cross-linguistic differences in the syntactic and discourse-pragmatic constraints that 

regulate the distribution of null and overt subjects in the adult language. Researchers 

have known for a long time that, regardless of whether null subjects are grammatical 

or not in the adult target, children go through an initial phase in which they omit 

subject arguments. Over the past twenty years the research focus has mostly been on 

children learning non-null-subject languages like English, where, with rare 

exceptions, subject omission is ungrammatical. A number of explanations have been 

proposed to account for this pervasive phenomenon in child language, ranging from 

syntactic limitations, performance limitations, to phonological limitations (see 

Guasti 2002 for a recent review). At the same time, with a few exceptions (Grinstead 

2000; Bel 2003; Lorusso, Caprin and Guasti 2005), much less attention has been 

devoted to subject omission in null-subject languages in which argument ellipsis is 

syntactically licensed but not always pragmatically appropriate.   

In Hyams’s (1986) original proposal, English-speaking children’s failure to 

realize subjects overtly in obligatory contexts was ascribed to the mis-setting of the 

pro-drop parameter to the positive value. Hyams’s argument was that these children 

were essentially treating English as if it were Italian, and therefore considered null 

subjects to be a viable syntactic option. Subsequent work started to cast doubts on 

the mis-setting hypothesis as this approach was not consistent with the absence of 

null subjects in non-root contexts such as wh-questions and subordinate clauses 
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(Valian 1991). Working from a cross-linguistic perspective Valian (1991) and 

Valian and Eisenberg (1996) crucially showed significant differences in the rate of 

subject omission in children learning a non-null-subject language like English, and 

in children learning either Italian or Brazilian Portuguese, both null-subject 

languages. According to Valian and colleagues this discrepancy in subject omission 

was consistent with children’s sensitivity to the frequency of null subjects in the 

input coupled with limited processing capacity and working memory limitations.  

Another attempt to account for the nature of children’s early null subjects in 

non-null subject languages is Rizzi’s (1994) truncation hypothesis where he captures 

the co-occurrence of null subjects with non-finite forms in root contexts. In this 

proposal early grammars differ from adult grammars inasmuch as they allow for 

clausal truncation below the topmost Complementizer Projection and for an 

antecedentless Null Constant in the specifier of the Inflectional Phrase.  

Other accounts of early null subjects have focused more on children’s limited 

processing capacities as the underlying cause for the omissions (Bloom 1990). In 

this view children omit subjects because of their clause-initial position which is also 

the position with the highest processing demands.  

As mentioned earlier, a small number of studies have specifically investigated 

the omission of subjects in languages where subject omission is indeed grammatical 

in the adult language. Grinstead (2000) examined subject argument realization in 

children learning Catalan and Spanish and related children’s omissions to the 

inactivity of the topic-focus field in the Complementizer system. Grinstead’s data 

and interpretation was later questioned by Aguado-Orea and Pine (2002) and by Bel 

(2003) who did report an alternation between null and overt subjects from the 

earliest stages of verb production. Bel (2003) also presented data showing that the 

Spanish-speaking children and the Catalan-speaking children in her study produced 

subjects both in the preverbal and the postverbal position, the latter being favoured 

in the case of unaccusative verbs. Lorusso, Caprin and Guasti (2005) found similar 

results for subject realization in Italian with the SV order being more frequent in the 

case of transitive and unergative verbs, and the postverbal position being favoured in 

the case of unaccusative verbs.  

Although the studies reviewed so far on the distribution of null and overt 

subjects in Spanish, Catalan and Italian child language have focused on slightly 

different aspects of the grammar of the three languages, one common denominator is 

the lack of reference to the discourse-pragmatic contexts in which subject argument 

were overtly realized or phonologically null. Crucially, however, the choice of 

referential expressions is constrained both by the morpho-syntactic availability of a 

range of forms in the language (i.e. definite and indefinite NPs, demonstrative 

pronouns, overt personal pronouns, pro, etc.), and by the discourse-pragmatic status 

of the referent in question. Focusing exclusively on the syntactic aspect of argument 

realization and neglecting the role of discourse-pragmatics can provide but a partial 

picture of the phenomenon of referential choice. 

Over the last few years a number of researchers have started to investigate more 

carefully the role played by discourse pragmatics, and in particular by the 

informativeness status of a referent, in predicting whether an argument will be 
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realized overtly or not in child language (Clancy 1993; Allen 2000; Allen and 

Schröder 2003; Serratrice, Sorace and Paoli 2004; Serratrice 2005; Guerriero 2006; 

Hughes and Allen 2006; Skarabela 2006; Skarabela 2007). The concept of 

informativeness goes back to Greenfield and Smith’s (1976) formulation of the 

principle according to which informative arguments, i.e. arguments whose referents 

are not highly salient and/or accessible, are more likely to be realised overtly than 

uninformative arguments, i.e. arguments with highly salient and accessible referents. 

The notion of a referent’s salience and accessibility is in turn understood in terms of 

a number of binary features such as person, activation and disambiguation which 

can be systematically coded for informativeness. First and second person referents 

are always highly salient and accessible as they identify the speaker and the 

addressee. As a consequence these referents’ informativeness status will be low and 

they are more likely to be omitted by children. In contrast, the search space for third 

person referents is considerably wider, their salience and accessibility is inevitably 

lower than for first and second person referents, and their informativeness status is 

higher. Because of their high informativeness status, the likelihood that third person 

referents will be omitted is therefore lower.  

Activation is a notion deriving from Chafe’s work on the use of referring 

expressions (Chafe 1994, 1996). Chafe argues for the existence of three activation 

states in the hearer’s mental representation of discourse: active, semi-active and 

inactive. An active referent is one that is salient in the hearer’s consciousness at a 

particular moment in time. An active referent is highly accessible either through 

recent prior mention, or through being the focus of the speaker’ and hearer’s joint 

attention. A semi-active referent is one that is in the hearer’s peripheral 

consciousness, he or she has a background awareness of it, but it is not currently the 

focus of attention. Finally, inactive referents have neither been introduced 

linguistically, nor are they physically present. Semi-active and inactive referents 

have a high informativeness status because they are in greater need to be identified, 

and as such they are less likely to be omitted than active referents which can be 

easily recovered from the context.  

Finally, whenever the discourse includes two or more referents with the same 

activation state, subsequent reference to either of them needs to be disambiguated by 

a maximally informative overt referring expression, generally an NP.  

Clancy (1993) led the way in the systematic investigation of the impact of a 

number of aspects of informativeness, or discourse prominence in her own terms, on 

the realisation of argument referents in Korean child language. Besides person, 

Clancy included five other discourse-pragmatic features: newness, contrast, query, 

absence, and animacy to code the children’s arguments for discourse prominence. 

Each argument was coded as being either discourse-prominent or non-discourse-

prominent with respect to the above features. Her findings corroborated  Greenfield 

and Smith’s (1976) prediction and showed that arguments that were third person, 

new to the discourse, in contrast with other arguments, the focus or response to a 

question, absent from the immediate physical surroundings, and inanimate, i.e.  

informative arguments, were significantly more likely to be realised overtly than 

arguments that were non-discourse-prominent, or uninformative. 
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Work by Allen and her associates (Allen 2000; Allen and Schröder 2003; 

Skarabela and Allen 2002; Hughes and Allen 2006) has made a substantial 

contribution to the analysis of argument realization in Inuktitut and in English child 

language in terms of informativeness. Allen (2000) and Allen and Schröder (2003) 

showed that the six discourse pragmatic factors initially identified by Clancy, plus 

two additional ones introduced by Allen (2000) (differentiation in discourse and 

differentiation in context), were reliable predictors of argument form as shown by a 

series of binary logistic regression analyses where argument form (null = 0; overt = 

1) was the dependent variable, and the eight informativeness features were treated as 

the independent variables.  Specifically, Allen (2000) reported that third person 

arguments were sixteen times more likely to be realised overtly than either first or 

second person arguments. Along similar lines, Skarabela and Allen (2002) analyzed 

argument realization in connection with joint attention in the spontaneous 

production of four Inuktitut-speaking children and convincingly showed that 

children were more likely to omit arguments in the presence of joint attention.  

This section presented an overview of different approaches to subject argument 

realization in child language. My contention is that an account of the distribution of 

null and overt subjects cannot be satisfactory unless it considers the interface 

between syntax and discourse pragmatics. Only a proposal that works on both of 

these two levels can predict where children are more or less likely to resort to null 

forms.  

In the following section I will present data from my own work over the last five 

years showing that this kind of approach is crucial not only to understanding 

spontaneous production data in monolingual children, as in the studies reviewed so 

far, but that it is equally important to the interpretation of comprehension data in 

both monolingual and bilingual children.  

 

4. The role of discourse pragmatics in monolingual children’s argument 

realization 

  

With the exception of Paradis and Navarro (2003), who analysed the 

spontaneous production of a Spanish-English bilingual child and of three Spanish-

speaking monolingual children between the ages of two and three, there is a dearth 

of studies analysing subject realization and omission in Romance null-subject 

languages from a discourse pragmatic perspective (but see Orsolini, Rossi and 

Pontecorvo 1996, for argument realization in Italian children’s narratives). In view 

of this gap in the literature, in Serratrice (2005) I set out to investigate to what extent 

Italian-speaking children are sensitive to the discourse-pragmatic constraints on 

subject omission in a language where null subjects account for approximately 70% 

of all subject contexts in the adult input. The fact that the majority of subject 

arguments in adult Italian are phonologically null, coupled with children’s limited 

processing capacity might lead us to expect that, at least in the initial stages, children 

may omit subjects across the board. Should this be the case they would not be 

contravening the syntactic constraints of their language where null subjects are 

indeed always syntactically grammatical, but they might well violate the discourse 
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pragmatic constraints that regulate the complementary distribution of null and overt 

subjects. The aim of the study was therefore to explore whether Italian-speaking 

children do actually use null subjects indiscriminately, or whether they resort to the 

null option only in those cases in which it is a pragmatically felicitous option. 

The data used in the analyses were taken from the Calambrone corpus (Cipriani 

et al. 1989) available on CHILDES (MacWhinney 2000), a collection of 79 

recordings of spontaneous interaction between six children, aged 1;7-3;3, and adult 

caregivers. I coded the subject arguments of 3667 non-imperative verbs in fully 

intelligible utterances including a declarative sentence. I then divided the children’s 

output into three MLUw stages (Stage I: MLUw 1.5-2, Stage II: MLUw: 2.0-3.0; 

Stage III: MLUw 3.0-4.0; Stage IV: MLUw > 4.0), and I coded the subject 

arguments for overtness and for three informativeness features: person, activation 

state, and disambiguation. My hypothesis was that children are indeed sensitive to 

the discourse-pragmatic constraints that regulate the distribution of referential 

expressions from an early age. I therefore predicted that informative arguments 

would be significantly more likely to be realized overtly than uninformative 

arguments. The results confirmed this hypothesis and showed that from as early as 

MLUw 2.0, referents that were third person, highly active, and with more than one 

potential antecedent, were realized overtly significantly more often than first and 

second person, semi-active, inactive and unambiguous referents.  

Neither a syntactic approach (Grinstead 2000), nor a performance deficit 

account (Bloom 1990; Valian 1991; Valian and Eisenberg 1996), can offer a 

satisfactory explanation for the selective omission of subjects in contexts where the 

features person, activation and disambiguation are uninformative. From a syntactic 

point of view, null subjects in Italian are always grammatical, therefore an approach 

that is based solely on syntax cannot provide a principled explanation of why 

subjects are more likely to be realised overtly in third person contexts than in non-

third person contexts, or in contexts in which the referent is inactive or ambiguous.
1
    

The pattern of subject drop in the data is also problematic for a developmental 

account that relies exclusively on a generic performance limitation (Bloom 1990; 

                                                 
1 In an original syntactic approach to subject omission in child language, van Kampen (2004, 

2006) proposes a tripartite division of verbal predicates into bare predicates (type a), 

situation-bound predicates (type b), and discourse-bound predicates (type c). According to 

van Kampen’s analysis, only type c predicates allow for real instances of pro-drop in third 

person contexts. Type c predicates are finite verbs that show full Agreement and follow the 

acquisition of D-marking (articles, possessives, demonstratives). Earlier occurrences of null 

subjects are instead treated as instances of mood-implied subjects, with first person subjects 

implied by the optative mood, and second person by the imperative mood. In addition, unlike 

type c third person null subjects, type b ones are lexically restricted to a limited number of 

verbs. Although van Kampen’s approach is couched in morpho-syntactic terms, it also draws 

on the semantics of the predicates’ mood, on the discourse-pragmatic contexts in which the 

different type of predicates occur, and on the lexical specificity with which some predicates 

occur. It is therefore a more articulate proposal than the one proposed by Grinstead (2000) 

which relies exclusively on Case marking, and therefore a more viable account of the 

observed differences in the rate of subject omission.   
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Valian 1991; Valian and Eisenberg 1996). A performance limitation account would 

predict that heavier nominals such as demonstratives, definite NPs, and proper 

nouns should be more likely to be omitted than lighter monosyllabic first and second 

person subject pronouns like ‘io’ and ‘tu’. Although it is sensible to assume that 

children will be initially constrained by somewhat limited processing abilities, both 

in comprehension and in production, nevertheless the data clearly show that these 

limitations can be overridden in cases in which the discourse and pragmatic 

conditions require the expression of crucial information. In the case of argument 

realization in Italian this translates into the use of an overt rather than a null subject 

when the informativeness status of the referent is high.  

 The findings from the analysis of the spontaneous production of Italian pre-

schoolers in Serratrice (2005) provided a useful starting point for a better 

understanding of subject argument realization in null-subject languages. There are 

however obvious limitations in the kind of analyses one can conduct on data coming 

from unstructured conversations between young children and adult caregivers. 

Firstly, communication tends to revolve around the here and now. In this type of 

setting the vast majority of referents are typically accessible to both interlocutors. It 

is therefore difficult to know how children would behave in contexts in which they 

have to take into account their listener’s point of view in the identification of a 

referent that is accessible to them but not to their listener. Secondly, in this kind of 

naturalistic data with young children, topic continuity is often an issue. Frequent 

changes of topic make it difficult to track referents over time as the discourse 

unfolds. To overcome these two main limitations of naturalistic data I recently 

conducted two studies investigating argument realization in Italian and in English. 

The first is a narrative study of referent introduction, re-introduction and 

maintenance in the Frog Story in eight-year-olds (Serratrice 2007a), the second 

includes two experiments in which I manipulated variables such as the type of 

questions pre-schoolers were asked by an adult interlocutor, the accessibility of the 

referent to the listener, and the number of referents that the children were required to 

identify linguistically (Serratrice, in press).  

 In Serratrice (2007a) I elicited narratives from three groups of eight-year-old 

children using the Frog Story: Italian-speaking monolinguals, English-speaking 

monolinguals and English-Italian bilinguals. The main aim of the paper was to 

assess whether bilingual and monolingual children differ in the way in which they 

use global and local markings of the new-given distinction in each of their two 

languages in the context of referent introduction, re-introduction and maintenance. 

In terms of global marking I was interested in the clause-initial vs. clausal-final 

position of arguments. As far as local marking was concerned I looked at the type of 

referential expressions used to code both subject and object arguments. All referents 

in each fully intelligible clause were coded for argument status (argument, adjunct, 

post-copular predicate), syntactic function (subject, direct object), morpho-syntactic 

form (null subject pronoun, overt subject pronoun, strong object pronoun, clitic 

object pronoun, definite/indefinite NP), and discourse function (referent 

introduction, re-introduction and maintenance). Subject arguments were also coded 

for word order with respect to the verb (pre-verbal, post-verbal). The first mention 
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of a referent was coded as an introduction. Subsequent mentions of the same referent 

were divided into two categories: re-introduction and maintenance. A referring 

expression was coded for re-introduction if it expressed a subject or an object 

argument that was not mentioned in the immediately preceding clause, and/or if it 

expressed a subject argument whose immediate antecedent was in object position. In 

all other cases a subsequent mention of a referent was coded as maintenance. 

 The inclusion of two typologically different languages (English and Italian), and 

two populations of language learners (monolinguals and bilinguals) allowed for 

cross-linguistic comparisons between English and Italian, and for within-language 

comparisons between children learning one vs. two languages. In the following I 

will focus on the cross-linguistic differences and similarities in terms of children’s 

use of word order and morphosyntactic forms to mark the new-give distinction. I 

will comment on the similarities and differences between the bilinguals and the 

monolinguals later on in this paper. 

 At the level of global marking there were statistically significant cross-linguistic 

differences, especially for referent introduction. In Italian referents were largely 

introduced in post-verbal subject position while in English the preference was for 

the pre-verbal position, although there were a number of stylistically marked 

postverbal subjects even in English (e.g. “And out popped/came the owl”). This 

confirms the status of English as a rigid SVO language as opposed to Italian where 

word order is more flexible, and the post-verbal position is typically associated with 

narrow focus, the ideal position for the placement of new information. In both 

languages referents were typically re-introduced and maintained in the preverbal 

subject position although I did find significant differences at the level of the local 

marking in terms of the type of referential expressions used. Referents were 

generally re-introduced by lexical NPs in both languages; however in Italian a non-

negligible proportion of null subjects were also used to re-introduce referents. As 

suggested elsewhere by Orsolini et al. (1996), the use of null subjects for semi-

active referents might have been justified by the presence of other semantic or 

pragmatic cues that allowed for the identification of the referents in question, 

although I did not specifically code for this aspect of the data. The different null-

subject status of the two languages was especially clear in the frequency of overt 

pronominal subjects used for referent maintenance. In English, overt pronouns for 

this discourse function were employed around 60% of the time, while in Italian they 

were used in only 3% of contexts.    

 The use of elicited narratives in this study allowed me to overcome one of the 

aforementioned restrictions of spontaneous production with young children, i.e. the 

rather limited scope of topic continuity, and hence the difficulty to track the 

identification of referents over a substantial number of turns. The findings clearly 

show that both bilingual and monolingual children use language-specific discourse-

appropriate referential expressions in the realization of subject arguments in the 

course of a complex narrative.  

In a second study (Serratrice, in press) I addressed another limitation of 

naturalistic data: the lack of scope to assess children’s sensitivity to their 

interlocutor’s access to referents. In the typical situation in which recordings of 
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child-adult interaction are conducted, conversations with young children tend to 

revolve around referents that are generally physically present and accessible to both 

interlocutors. In this kind of setting the children’s perspective mostly coincides with 

the adults’, there is therefore little scope for exploring how children would behave in 

the identification of referents when their point of view is different from their 

interlocutors’. In two production experiments with English-speaking three- five- six-

year-olds, and adults, I addressed this issue and manipulated the accessibility of the 

referent (accessible to both child and experimenter/ accessible only to child) and two 

other variables: the number of referents (one/two) and the type of question the 

experimenter asked the child (general/specific) to investigate whether children of 

different ages can indeed use the most appropriate referential expressions in a range 

of different discourse contexts.  

During both tasks the participants were presented with a series of colour 

drawings of simple transitive events with a human subject acting upon an inanimate 

object (e.g. a man peeling a carrot, a girl eating an ice cream) and had to answer a 

question posed by the experimenter. The results of the first experiment confirmed 

that, like adults, children of all ages were sensitive to the type of question they were 

asked.  They produced significantly more lexical NPs than pronouns when they 

answered a general question like “What’s happening here?” as opposed to a specific 

question like “What’s that person doing?”. The assumption behind the general 

question was that both the predicate and the arguments constitute new information, 

as such they need to be realized by a maximally informative referential expression 

like a lexical NP. By contrast, the presupposition behind a question like “What’s that 

person doing?” is that only the predicate constitutes new information, the realization 

of the subject argument by the lexical NP “that person” allows for the use of a 

reduced referential expression like an overt pronoun in English, or even null 

reference. The effect of accessibility on subject argument realization was less clear-

cut. Whether the experimenter could see the referent or not did not make any 

difference for the three-year-olds, but it did for the older children. Even when the 

question was specific, and a pronoun would have been justified in terms of the type 

of information solicited, both the five- and the six-year-olds produced more lexical 

NPs when the experimenter could not see the picture. Their proportion of lexical 

NPs in this condition was still significantly lower than the adults’, but they were 

able to override the cue provided by the question when the referent was not 

accessible to their interlocutor. In the second experiment the question was always 

specific; alongside accessibility of the referent to the experimenter, I manipulated 

the number of human subjects in the pictures: either one or two people of different 

gender. The results showed that the three-year-olds did not produce more 

informative expressions in the two-referent contexts, while the adults and the older 

children did. I take this as evidence that, from at least five onwards, children are 

sensitive to properties of the referential scene when they choose referring 

expressions. The presence of two referents made it necessary to use a more 

informative referential expression for disambiguation purposes and they complied 

with this extra-linguistic constraint. One surprising finding was the fact that rather 

than producing gender-marked personal pronouns, both the adults and the children 
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tended to use maximally informative lexical NPs in the two-referent condition. This 

is possibly motivated more by the speaker’s internal processing needs rather than by 

the need to provide an unambiguous referent for the benefit of the listener, as 

suggested by Arnold and Griffin (2007). Overall the second experiment confirmed 

that, like the adults, the older children were sensitive to the accessibility of the 

referent to the listener and used more lexical NPs when the experimenter could not 

see the pictures.  

In sum, data from naturalistic and experimental studies, typologically different 

languages, different ages, and different learner populations repeatedly show that 

subject omission in child language can be reliably predicted by the informativeness 

status of the referent. In the following section I look more specifically at the use of 

null and overt subject pronouns in bilingual children in relation to the issue of cross-

linguistic influence. 

 

5.    Overt and null pronominal subjects in bilingual children  

 

 As illustrated in Section 2, English and Italian vary with respect to the 

distribution of null and overt pronominal subjects. In English, overt pronouns are 

appropriate both in referent maintenance and referent re-introduction contexts. By 

contrast, in Italian there is a division of labour between null pronouns for referent 

maintenance, and overt pronouns for referent re-introduction. Evidence from 

production data (Serratrice 2005, 2007a) shows that monolingual children 

consistently use language-specific pronominal forms for referent maintenance: null 

pronouns in Italian and overt pronouns in English. In the case of bilingual children 

who are simultaneously learning the two languages, the question is whether the 

division of labour between null and overt pronouns in Italian might be obliterated by 

the fact that such division does not exist in English. Although there is good evidence 

that bilingual children by and large treat their two languages as separate 

phonological, lexical and morpho-syntactic systems from early on (Meisel 1994; De 

Houwer 1990; Genesee, Nicoladis and Paradis 1995; Bosch and Sebastián-Gallés 

2001), nevertheless some researchers have advocated the possibility that a degree of 

permeability may exist between the two under certain conditions (Döpke 1998; Hulk 

and Müller 2000; Müller and Hulk 2001; Bernardini 2003; Nicoladis 2006). With 

specific reference to the production of subject pronouns a number of studies have 

recently shown that children who are learning a null-subject language together with 

a non-null subject language have a tendency to use overt pronominal subjects in 

contexts in which a null subject would be pragmatically appropriate (see Paradis and 

Navarro 2003 for English-Spanish; Serratrice, Sorace and Paoli 2004 for English-

Italian; Hacohen and Schaeffer, in press for English-Hebrew). This evidence has 

been taken to show that subject argument realization in the language with the less 

economical system (i.e. the language with both null and overt pronouns, where overt 

pronouns are associated with focus and topic shift) is vulnerable to cross-linguistic 

influence from the language with the more economical system (i.e. the language 

with only overt pronouns which are underspecified for focus and topic shift). In 

representational terms Serratrice et al. (2004) proposed that prolonged contact with 
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the underspecified setting of English might lead to the underspecification of the 

discourse pragmatic features associated with overt pronominal subjects in Italian. 

Because of the cross-linguistic influence from English, in the grammar of a bilingual 

child overt pronominal subjects are no longer specified for focus and topic shift in 

Italian. Due to their underspecified nature, overt subject pronouns in Italian would 

then be used in both focus or topic shift contexts and in no-focus and no-topic shift 

contexts, similarly to what has recently been observed for attrited L1 speakers of 

Italian and Greek (Tsimpli, Sorace, Heycock and Filiaci 2004). More recently, in 

Serratrice (2007b) I argued for an alternative processing account of cross-linguistic 

influence in the overuse of overt subject pronouns in English-Italian bilingual 

children. The claim is that the routine processing of English structures in which 

overt pronominal subjects as co-referential with a subject antecedent will increase 

the likelihood that overt pronouns will be processed in the same way in parallel 

Italian structures in what might be considered an instance of cross-linguistic 

priming. This proposal is in line with the notion of structural priming, i.e. the fact 

that both in comprehension and in production speakers have a tendency to produce 

sentences with previously heard or produced syntactic structures (see Ferreira and 

Bock 2006; Branigan 2006 for a recent overview). A number of recent studies have 

indeed shown that, provided that word order is the same cross-linguistically, this 

tendency to “re-use” syntactic structures persists across the two languages of a 

bilingual speaker (Loebell and Bock 2003; Hartsuiker, Pickering and Veltkamp 

2004). Cross-linguistic structural priming and the probability that a speaker will 

strive for convergence via congruent lexicalization (Muysken 2002) is likely to be 

significantly affected by the extent to which the speaker/comprehender is operating 

in a bilingual vs. monolingual mode. With specific reference to the overuse of 

subject pronouns in null-subject languages, in a case study of two adult bilingual 

English-Spanish speakers Toribio (2004) showed that her participants used more 

overt subject pronouns in Spanish when they were in “bilingual mode”, i.e. when 

they were code-switching freely between English and Spanish in a narrative task, 

than when they were retelling a narrative in Spanish “monolingual mode”. The high 

activation of structures containing an overt subject pronoun in English in the 

bilingual mode primed the use of an overt subject when the participant switched to 

Spanish.  

The different level of activation of the language driving convergence between 

the bilingual and the monolingual mode would also contribute to an explanation of a 

discrepancy between different sets of results in the production of English-Spanish 

and Italian-Spanish bilingual children. Contrary to what has been reported for three- 

and four-year-olds in naturalistic contexts I did not find any significant differences 

between the English-Italian and the monolingual Italian children in the proportion of 

overt subject pronouns in referent maintenance contexts in the Italian narrative task 

in Serratrice (2007a). The only significant difference was the less frequent use of 

clitic object pronouns for referent maintenance in Italian in the group of bilingual 

children. One of the reasons for the absence of a difference between the bilingual 

and the monolingual children in the narrative production task may well be the fact 

that the bilingual children in that study were specifically asked to tell the story in 
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either Italian or English to a silent experimenter, and as a consequence they were 

required to enter a “monolingual mode”. In contrast, the children in the other studies 

mentioned were in principle freer to switch back and forth between the two 

languages. Another possible explanation for these divergent findings is to be found 

in the fact that for ten of the twelve bilinguals in Serratrice (2007a) Italian was the 

language of the community, and therefore the language they heard and spoke more 

often, while in all the other cases the children were being raised in an environment 

in which English was the language of the community.  

If structural priming is not only to do with the activation of recently processed 

structures as argued by some (Pickering and Branigan 1998; Branigan, Pickering 

and Cleland 2000), but it also involves implicit learning, as argued by others (Bock 

and Griffin 2000; Chang, Dell, Bock and Griffin 2000), then it is reasonable to 

assume that the more frequently a structure is encountered together with a certain 

meaning, the more likely it is that that meaning will be encoded using that structure. 

In terms of the cross-linguistic priming of pronouns, if referent maintenance is 

structurally encoded by an overt pronoun virtually 100% of the time in English, the 

language in which the bilingual child receives quantitatively more input, it is likely 

that in Italian too overt pronouns will have an increased likelihood of being treated 

as pragmatically appropriate forms for referent maintenance. If, vice versa, Italian is 

the language where the bilingual child receives most of her input, it is sensible to 

assume that the English co-referential structure will have less of a longer term 

impact on the child’s processing of pronouns in Italian, and hence we would expect 

fewer pragmatically inappropriate choices than in the former case of a bilingual 

child growing up with English as the community language.   

To assess the role played by input in a more systematic way, in a recently 

completed grammaticality judgement study on null and overt subject pronouns in 

Italian (Sorace, Serratrice, Filiaci and Baldo, under review) we included two groups 

of English-Italian bilingual children: one in the UK and one in Italy. In line with 

Argyri and Sorace’s (2007) findings for UK-based and Greece-based Greek-English 

bilinguals, we expected that, because of the greater use of English both in 

comprehension and in production, the children living in the UK would be more 

likely than their counterparts in Italy to accept pragmatically infelicitous overt 

subject pronouns. This was indeed the case, but the effect of language of the 

community (English vs. Italian) also interacted significantly with age. The bilinguals 

in the UK accepted significantly more pragmatically inappropriate overt pronouns 

than both the Italian monolinguals and the bilinguals in Italy only at the age of 6-7; 

by the age of 8-10 the differences between the three groups were no longer 

significant. Besides language of the community and age, in this study we also 

manipulated language combination to try and tease apart the effect of cross-

linguistic influence from English from the more general effect of bilingualism per 

se.
2
 We therefore included another group of bilingual children who were learning 

                                                 
2 Pinto (2006) independently proposed that children learning language pairs where the 

distribution of subjects follows similar + topic shift constraints, such as Spanish-

Italian/Dutch-Italian, should make fewer errors in the distribution of overt pronouns than 
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two null-subject languages: Spanish and Italian. If even children learning two 

typologically similar languages accepted more pragmatically overt pronouns than 

monolingual Italian children, we would have to conclude that cross-linguistic 

influence cannot be the only reason for the English-Italian bilingual children’s over-

acceptance of redundant overt pronouns. The inclusion of the Spanish-Italian 

bilingual group showed that this was indeed the case. Even this group of children 

accepted more overt pronouns than their monolingual peers, although they did so 

only in the older age group (8-10-year-olds). Thus it seems that, regardless of the 

language combination, being bilingual increases the chances of choosing a 

pragmatically inappropriate option. Interestingly this was not only the case of overt 

pronouns in referent maintenance contexts, as we also found a significant difference 

between monolingual children and bilingual children – regardless of language of the 

community and of language combination – in the proportion of null subjects chosen 

in referent switch contexts; bilingual children chose more pragmatically infelicitous 

null subjects than their monolingual peers.  

 

6. Conclusions and directions for future research 

 

 From the evidence presented here there are a number of conclusions to draw 

and  possible directions to suggest for future research in the area of referential 

choice in monolingual and bilingual children. In terms of approaches to argument 

realization in child language, it should be clear that a principled account of how 

child speakers and comprehenders choose and interpret referential expressions, and 

especially third person pronouns, must take into consideration the discourse 

pragmatic constraints that regulate the distribution of these forms in the adult 

language. Syntactic accounts, such as Rizzi’s (1994) truncation hypothesis may be 

necessary to explain cross-linguistic differences in the rate of subject omissions in 

root and non-root contexts, for example. Performance limitations are also 

undoubtedly going to affect children’s output (e.g. Bloom 1990) and cannot be 

ignored. Ultimately however, an approach that assesses the referent’s 

informativeness status is going to provide a more adequate explanation of the 

empirical data together with the opportunity to make falsifiable predictions. For 

example, neither a syntactic deficit nor processing limitations can explain why three-

year-old English-speaking children are more likely to omit a subject when 

answering a question like ‘What’s this person doing?’ than when answering a 

question like ‘What’s happening here?’ (Serratrice, in press). If a syntactic layer is 

unavailable, the child should omit a subject regardless of the type of question she 

answers. By the same token, if a child is constrained by the higher processing load at 

the beginning of an utterance she should omit a clause-initial subject answering 

either of these questions. Moreover, a lexical NP including both a determiner and a 

noun should have a higher processing cost than a monosyllabic pronoun, and hence 

fewer chances of being realized overtly, but the exact opposite was found 

                                                                                                                   
children learning a language pair like English and Italian in which only one language (Italian) 

obeys  the + topic shift constraint. 
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(Serratrice, in press). Children were more likely to produce a full lexical NP when 

answering a sentence-focus question like ‘What’s happening here?’ than a 

monosyllabic pronoun answering a predicate-focus question like ‘What’s this person 

doing?’.  The information structure of the question clearly biased the children 

towards subject omission (younger children), the use of pronouns (younger children 

and adults) or of lexical NPs (older children and adults) in different discourse 

contexts. In terms of future research a way forward to tease apart the contribution of 

different aspects of children’s competence in the use of referential expressions could 

be to use binary logistic regression to investigate how much of the variance in 

subject argument realization is accounted for by syntax (e.g. root vs. non-root 

contexts), performance limitations (e.g. clause-initial vs. non-clause-initial contexts) 

and discourse pragmatics (informative vs. non-informative referents) (see Allen 

2000, and Skarabela 2006 for a similar approach with different types of 

informativeness features).  

 Alongside the issue of argument realization in English- and in Italian-speaking 

monolingual children, this paper focused on the production and comprehension of 

null and overt subject pronouns in Italian in English-Italian and Spanish-Italian 

bilingual children. A number of studies including bilingual children learning a null-

subject language and a non-null-subject language have shown that bilinguals tend to 

produce significantly more overt pronouns in the null-subject language in contexts 

in which their monolingual peers tend to use null pronouns. I initially presented an 

underspecification approach according to which prolonged and sustained contact 

with a language like English, where overt pronouns are not specified for either topic 

shift or focus, would lead to the underspecification of the topic shift and focus 

features associated with overt pronouns in Italian. Another possibility is that the 

grammatical representation of overt pronouns is not actually affected, but that the 

redundancy of overt pronouns in the production and comprehension of Italian is due 

to cross-linguistic structural priming. None of the studies in the bilingual literature 

have yet systematically addressed the possibility that redundant pronominal subjects 

may be the result of the activation of structures containing overt pronouns in the 

non-null-subject language, or even the outcome of implicit learning over time. At 

the same time there are no published studies in the priming literature that I am aware 

of testing whether the use of an overt pronoun in a referent maintenance context can 

be primed by the previous comprehension and/or production of an overt pronoun.
3
 A 

study exploring this possibility in bilingual speakers is the obvious next step. 

Preliminary findings from two studies investigating the priming of overt pronouns in 

monolingual Italian-speaking six- and eight-year-olds (Serratrice and Pinto, in 

preparation) indicate that children are indeed more likely to produce an overt 

                                                 
3 Clancy (in press) recently explored the possibility that priming might be involved in the 

production of morphologically marked arguments in Korean child language. In her analysis of 

the use of nominative, topic, and accusative markers in two Korean-speaking two-year-olds, 

Clancy reported that marked arguments were significantly more likely after the production of 

a morphologically marked argument in the preceding maternal utterance and she concluded 

that priming can decrease the child’s processing burden and hence facilitates production.  
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pronoun in a referent maintenance context when they have listened to and repeated, 

or even just listened to, a structure containing an overt pronoun. In one experiment 

the children listened to an adult’s description of a picture (e.g. ‘La bambina spruzza 

la mamma mentre lei prende il sole’ ‘The girl splashes her mother while she is 

sunbathing’) and repeated it before describing a similar picture of their own. When 

the children’s picture set up a referent maintenance context the six-year-olds used 

25% more pragmatically redundant overt pronouns when the adult prime contained 

an overt pronoun (referent switch context) than when it contained a null pronoun 

(referent maintenance context). The comparable advantage for the eight-year-olds 

was 38%. We found a similar priming advantage in a second experiment in which 

the children listened to eight adult primes without repeating them and then 

proceeded to describe eight pictures themselves. The effect of priming was 

particularly strong considering that there was no lexical overlap between the prime 

and the target sentences, that in half of the trials the gender of the pronoun in the 

prime was different from the gender of the pronoun in the target, and the effect of 

gender was not found to be significant. These results suggest that monolingual 

children can be primed to produce a pragmatically redundant overt pronoun, and the 

next question to ask is whether this effect can be replicated across languages in 

bilingual children. Future research should address this issue both in naturalistic (see 

Travis 2007 for an analysis of priming in different spoken genres), and in 

experimental settings.  

 Another important finding in the studies addressing the issue of cross-linguistic 

influence relates to the results from the Spanish-Italian bilinguals in Sorace et al. 

(under review). We found that even children who are learning two null-subject 

languages chose significantly more redundant overt pronouns in contexts of referent 

maintenance than their monolingual Italian peers. This result has important 

implications for our understanding of differences between monolingual and 

bilingual acquisition. Recently discrepancies between bilinguals and monolinguals 

have been ascribed to the effect of exposure to the other language. For example in 

the case of object omission in Dutch-French and German-Italian bilingual children 

Müller and Hulk (2001) argued that the increased rate of null arguments in French 

and in Italian is due to the high frequency of null objects in Dutch and German 

respectively. Similar arguments for cross-linguistic influence of language A on 

language B have been made in many other studies. What is novel in the Sorace et 

al.’s study is the idea that bilingual children might behave differently from 

monolingual peers with respect to a certain construction even when their two 

languages do not differ in any obvious way with respect to the target construction. 

Future studies should address this question by comparing different bilingual 

populations on the same target construction; only in this way can the effects of 

language-specific cross-linguistic difference be teased apart from the more general 

effects of growing up with two languages.  

Finally, another direction in which the study of referential expressions in 

bilingual first language acquisition should move is the use of on-line tasks that tap 

into children’s interpretative processes. All the studies reviewed so far have either 

included naturalistic data or off-line tasks which largely draw on post-interpretative 
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processes. Experiments using the visual world paradigm (Tanenhaus, Spivey-

Knowlton, Eberhard, and Sedivy 1995) would give us an insight into language 

processing as it happens in real time and would  thus allow us to determine whether 

bilingual children actually treat anaphoric expressions any differently from their 

monolingual counterparts.  
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