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What happens when topic-drop meets pro-drop?

L1 Mandarin Chinese – L2 English – L3 Italian

Null arguments available in both L1 and L3

Why over-use of overt pronouns → L2 transfer?? 

Learners at initial stage of L3 level with different L2 

proficiency levels tested via AJT
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Introduction 
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Distribution and reference of null arguments → 2 parameters (Huang, 1984)

1. pro-drop

2. Topic-drop

1. pro-drop languages: Null subjects - but NOT null objects - allowed

– pro governed by INFL and identified through the rich agreement 

specification, i.e. ϕ-features;

2. Topic-drop languages:  Null subjects & objects licensed by discourse

– Null subjects and objects as dropped topics
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pro-drop VS. Topic-drop
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Null Arguments in Italian

Italian is a pro-drop language → null subjects (pro) are the default, 

i.e. required in unmarked utterances.

(1) Ultimamente   pro leggo         molto. 

Lately (I)    read.1.SG much

‘I’ve been reading a lot lately.’

(2) Marco   ha   detto  che   pro arriva           domani. 

Marco  has said that (he)  arrive.3.SG tomorrow. 

‘Marco said he’ll be back tomorrow.’

(3) pro  Nevica.

(It)   snow.3.SG

‘It’s snowing.’
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Null Arguments in Italian

Overt and null subjects not in free distribution!

- Marked utterance (e.g. contrastive focus (4), cleft, topicalization)

(4) Oggi io ho              lavorato sodo, tu invece non  hai fatto niente

Today  I   have.1.SG worked   hard   you  instead  not  have.2.SG done  nothing          

‘Today I’ve worked hard, whereas you have done nothing.’

- Switch references

(5) Marcok dice          che   luij/*k farà        tardi        . 

Marco    say.3.SG that   he do.3.SG late 

‘Marcok says hej/*k’ll be late.’

- Impoverished verb morphology (e.g. subjunctive);

- Subject followed by a determiner (e.g. numeral, relative clause, etc.)

**********

!!! NB: OBJECTS must be always overt
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Chinese is a Topic-drop language → both subjects and objects 

can be dropped if inferable or recoverable from the context. 

(6) Zuotian zai waimian Ø   chi   le     fan.

Yesterday   at     outside    (I)   eat  PFV rice

‘Yesterday I ate out.’

(7) A: Ni     renshi Zhangsan ma? 

You   know    Zhangsan PRT

‘Do you know Zhangsan?’   

B: Ø   Renshi Ø

(I)   know     (him)  

‘Yes, I do’      

(8) Ø   Hao    leng a!

(It)  good  cold   PRT

‘It’s so cold!’                                   
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Null Arguments in Chinese

NO EXPLETIVES!!
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Identical subject pronouns in close proximity are omitted, however…

Pronominal subjects can be overtly realized even in unmarked 
sentences (≠ Italian)

(9) a. Zuotian Ø   kan le liang ben  shu.
Yesterday  (I)  read   PFV two     CL book

b. Zuotian wo   kan le      liang ben  shu.
Yesterday   I     read   PFV two     CL book
‘Yesterday I read two books.’

Different pragmatical use → different frequency of production

Proportion of null to overt subjects (Valian, 1991, Wang et al., 1992): 
• ~50:50 in Chinese

• ~70:30 in Italian
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Null Arguments in Chinese
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Introduction

Phenomenon: omission of sentential subjects observed in child-English 

Parametric approaches 

– Pro-drop account (Hyams, 1986)

– Topic-drop account (Hyams, 1991)

Non-parametric approaches

– Variational Model (Yang, 2002, 2018)

▪ NO abrupt switch

▪ Reliance on the less complex (i.e. UNMARKED) 

system available in UG
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L1 Acquisition of Null Arguments
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Null arguments acquired relatively swiftly…
(Phinney, 1987, Kanno, 1998, Pérez-Leroux & Glass, 1999, Rothman & Iverson, 2007, 

Rothman & Cabrelli-Amaro, 2010, Judy, 2011)

• English NSs: early near-native command of L2(s) null arguments 

• pro-drop NSs: obligatory subjects still omitted at higher proficiency levels

… but NOT problem-free 

• Beginners overproduce overt subjects 
(Polio, 1995, Montrul & Rodriguez-Louro, 2006)

• Advanced learners overproduce/overaccept null subjects
(Pérez-Leroux & Glass, 1999, Montrul & Rodriguez-Louro, 2006)
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Non-native acquisition of null arguments 

→ More complex pragmatics
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Polio (1995): L1Japanese/English--L2Chinese. 
• NO significant between-group differences

• Learners’ use of null arguments increases with proficiency

• Overt arguments used for clarity and to “take time”, classroom input

Liceras & Díaz (1999): L1En/Fr/Ge/Ch/Jp--L2Spanish 
• NO significant between-group differences 

• Japanese NSs produced the highest number of overt subjects 

• CAUTION: spontaneous production + 3 participants per group

Kong (2015): L1Chinese--L2English--L3Spanish/French
• Spanish L3ers allowed null subjects in both matrix and embedded clauses; 

accepted null objects across the board

• French L3ers rejected null subject in matrix but not in embedded clauses; 

accepted null objects across the board
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Non-native acquisition of null arguments 
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Introduction

Typological Primacy Model (Rothman, 2011, 2013)

– Wholesale transfer of language PERCEIVED as typologically closer to TL

– The decision/choice is made early on, once and for all

Scalpel Model and Linguistic Proximity Model
(Slabakova, 2015)        (Westergaard et al., 2016) 

– Property-by-property transfer; no definite and immutable decision

– Order of acquisition and general typological grouping not relevant

– Importance of experiential and input factors (esp. Scalpel Model)
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Models of L3 Acquisition
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RQ1. Will learners at initial stages of L3 Italian acquisition show knowledge of 

null subjects? 

RQ2. Will L2 English proficiency influence acceptance of overt subjects in L3 

Italian? 

H1. Yes. The availability of null arguments (i.e. dropped topics) in Chinese will 

likely exert a facilitative influence in the acquisition of Italian null subjects, 

despite the different licensing strategies of the two types of empty categories

H2. Yes. If the level of English proficiency is high enough, transfer triggered by 

the perceived typological proximity between L2 and L3 might occur and it will 

show in the overacceptance of overt subjects.

12

Research Questions and Hypotheses
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• TPM → wholesale transfer from the typologically more similar language 

- if English: high acceptance of overt subjects

low acceptance or total rejection of null subjects

high acceptance of overt expletives 

- if Chinese: high acceptance of null subjects

relatively high acceptance of overt subjects

total rejection of overt expletives

• Scalpel model/LPM → property-by-property transfer based on similarity 

of abstract linguistic properties

- from Chinese: high acceptance of null subjects

relatively high acceptance of overt subjects

total rejection of overt expletives
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Predictions made by models of L3 acquisition
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Experimental Group: 45 learners (L1Chinese–L2English–L3Italian)

• Recruited from an intensive language program in Italy

• Comparable L3 Proficiency: A1 CEFR (i.e. lowest level of the program) 

• Tested during the 8th week of class (170-180 hrs of contact instruction)

• Comparable Intensity of Interaction (Bardovi-Harlig & Bastos, 2011) 

Controls: 15 Monolingual Italian NSs

15

Participants
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• Adapted portion of the Oxford Placement Test (Allan, 1992)

• Used by Kong (2005, 2015)

• 35 blanks that had to be populated with subject pronouns

• Participants’ scores: 0 – 33 (out of possible 35)

• 4 proficiency levels identified: 

• advanced group (L2ADV, score range: 26-33, n=9) 

• intermediate group (L2INT, scores range: 20-23, n=10) 

• elementary group (L2ELE, score range: 12-18, n=12) 

• pre-elementary group (L2PRE, score range: 0-9, n=14)
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L2 English proficiency assessment: C-test
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• 32 test items

• 4 types: Matrix subjects, Embedded subjects, Expletives, wh-sentences

• 8 tokens each

• 4 acceptable/natural; 4 unacceptable/unnatural

• 1 – 4 likert scale: 

• 1 = absolutely unnatural/unacceptable; 

• 4 = absolutely natural/acceptable

• Signal the problematic portion/item in the flawed utterances

• 14 Distractors
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Acceptability Judgment Task
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Stimuli

Matrix Subjects

Simone  è  pigro  e      di solito  pro/?*lui dorme         tutto  il     giorno. 

Simone  is  lazy   and  usually   pro /   he  sleep.3.SG all    the  day

‘Simone is lazy and he usually sleeps all day long.’

Embedded Subjects

Lui  sa              che  pro/?*lui   deve          fare  i      compiti       tutti  i      giorni.

He  know.3.SG that  pro /  he   must.3.SG do   the  homework  all    the  days

‘He knows he has to do his homework every day.’
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wh-questions

Che cosa pro / *voi        mangiate  stasera? 

What        pro /  you.PL eat.2.PL tonight

‘What are you guys gonna eat tonight?’

Expletives

pro / *si tira            molto  vento  oggi.

pro /   SI blow.3.SG much  wind   today

‘It’s very windy today.’

19SLS Colloquium (11/15/2019)

Stimuli
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• 9 of the 54 participants discarded 

• Binary coding:

• Ratings of 1 and 2 collapsed and considered as rejections (0)

• Ratings of 3 and 4 collapsed and considered as acceptances (1)

• Acceptances with correction and rejections without correction 

or with an inappropriate correction not considered

• Separate analyses run for different conditions/types

20

Data Analysis
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• Logistic mixed model in SPSS

• Independent variables: 

• Matrix and Embedded subjects (biclausal declaratives): Group, Null, and Matrix

• Wh-questions: Group, Null 

• Expletives: Group, Null 

• Dependent variable: Acceptance

• Random intercepts included for Participants and Item

• Satterthwaite approximation used to calculate F statistics. 

• Pairwise comparisons: p values adjusted using Sequential Sidak correction

• Model backwards-fit: non-significant fixed effects and interactions removed

• Model estimates of probability of acceptance

22

Statistical model
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Biclausal Declaratives 
(Matrix and Embedded Subjects)

Figure 1. Model estimates of probability of acceptance of null and overt subjects in biclausal 

declaratives and 95% confidence intervals.
CTRL=Controls L2ELE=Chinese NSs w/elementary L2 proficiency

L2ADV=Chinese NSs w/advanced L2 proficiency    L2PRE=Chinese NSs w/pre-elementary L2 proficiency

L2INT=Chinese NSs w/intermediate L2 proficiency

*
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wh-questions

Figure 1. Model estimates of probability of acceptance of null and overt subjects in wh-questions

and 95% confidence intervals.
CTRL=Controls L2ELE=Chinese NSs w/elementary L2 proficiency

L2ADV=Chinese NSs w/advanced L2 proficiency    L2PRE=Chinese NSs w/pre-elementary L2 proficiency

L2INT=Chinese NSs w/intermediate L2 proficiency

*
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Condition#1: Biclausal declaratives &

Condition #2: Wh-questions

• L2PRE accepted overt sbj at the lowest rate 

• Only for L2PRE, null and overt sbj acceptance rates differed significantly

• “Two-by-two” trend:

• L2ADV and L2INT accepted overt sbj at a higher rate than null sbj

• L2ELE and L2PRE accepted null sbj at a higher rate than overt sbj

• L2ADV and L2INT’s overt sbj acceptance rates differed significantly 

from L2PRE

25
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Monoclausal declaratives featuring Expletives

Figure 1. Model estimates of probability of acceptance of null and overt expletives in monoclausal 

declaratives and 95% confidence intervals.
CTRL=Controls L2ELE=Chinese NSs w/elementary L2 proficiency

L2ADV=Chinese NSs w/advanced L2 proficiency    L2PRE=Chinese NSs w/pre-elementary L2 proficiency

L2INT=Chinese NSs w/intermediate L2 proficiency

*
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Condition #3: Monoclausal declaratives w/ 

Expletives

• Overall diminished accuracy

• ALL GROUPS: null sbj acceptance rate lower than overt sbj

• No between-group differences

• Only for L2PRE, null and overt sbj acceptance rates differed 

significantly, but… Non-target-like trend!!
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• Learners’ null subject acceptance rate always above 

chance 

• Learners’ overt subject acceptance rate always 

significantly higher rate than the controls

• Two-by-two trend

29

→L1 transfer?

→Classroom input?

→Textbook input?

→L1 transfer?

→UG (i.e. unmarked system acquired more “swiftly”)?

→Naturalistic Input?

→L2 transfer?
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possible obligatory-sbj

ILG developed while 

learning English which 

takes time to inhibit

Back to the L3 models’ predictions:

• No wholesale transfer:

• If English

• If Chinese  

• At least for groups with a higher L2 proficiency, both L1 and 

L2 involved in L3 acquisition of null subject:

• L1 Chinese: high null sbj acceptance although more 

tolerant towards overt sbj use

• L2 English: high overt sbj acceptance 

30

how to explain high acceptance rate of null sbj?

how to explain high acceptance rate of overt expl?
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• NO property-by-property transfer based on linguistic 

similarity (Scalpel Model/LPM)

• If Scalpel Model/LPM hold → all learners, irrespective of 

their L2 proficiency, should have “carved out” the 

relevant property, i.e. availability of null arguments, from 

Chinese 

• If this happened, how to explain high acceptance of overt 

expletives?  

To do’s:

• Look at null object acceptance rates

• Test production

31
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Conclusion

RQ#1: Will learners at initial stages of L3 Italian acquisition show 

knowledge of null subjects? 

RQ#2: Will L2 English proficiency influence acceptance of overt 

subjects in L3 Italian?

32

>>  IT LOOKS LIKE it did, because of the

“two-by-two” trend on two conditions

>> knowledge of availability of null sbj

but not of their distribution
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