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ABSTRACT. The purpose of this article is two-fold. First, via a critical review of
available studies on the adult L2 resetting of the Null-Subject Parameter (NSP) and in light
of a typologically wide sampling of languages, we conclude that the NSP cluster is much
narrower in scope than is reflected in the design and discussion of most L2 studies.
Secondly, we present original research on the L2 resetting of the NSP by two groups of
adult English intermediate learners of L2 Spanish: a study-abroad group and a class-room
only group. We seek to quantify the extent to which study-abroad experience, that is,
increased exposure to native input, is beneficial specifically as it relates to the acquisition
of new functional features needed for parameter re-setting (cf. Isabelli 2004). Despite the
observable and clandestine linguistic benefits to study-abroad, our data suggest that for
the resetting of the NSP, at least, such exposure to native input is not particularly gainful.

KEYWORDS. Null-Subject Parameter, Overt Pronoun Constraint, second language acquisition, naturalistic input,
Universal Grammar.

RESUMEN. Este artículo trata de dos temas interrelacionados. Primero, hace un
recuento crítico de los estudios disponibles que han investigado la posibilidad de recon-
figurar el Parámetro de Sujeto-Nulo (NSP) por parte de los adultos. Al considerar infor-
mación tipológica de una variedad de lenguas, concluimos que el grupo de propiedades
sintácticas del NSP consiste de menos propiedades que se reflejan en el diseño y discu-
sión de la mayoría de estudios de L2. En segundo lugar, presentamos datos originales de
la reconfiguración L2 de dos grupos de estudiantes angloparlantes de español como
segunda lengua: uno que ha estudiado en el extranjero y otro que solo ha recibido ins-
trucción en los EEUU. Pretendemos cuantificar el grado hasta el cual la experiencia de
estudiar fuera de los Estados Unidos, es decir, estar más expuestos al input nativo, es
específicamente beneficioso para adquirir rasgos funcionales necesarios para reconfigu-
rar parámetros (cf. Isabelli 2004). A pesar de las ventajas lingüísticas tanto observables
como ocultas relacionadas con el estudio en el extranjero, los datos sugieren que para la
reconfiguración de NSP, por lo menos, tal exposición al input nativo no es particular-
mente beneficiosa.

PALABRAS CLAVE. Parámetro de Sujeto-Nulo, Restricción de Pronombre Overto, la adquisición de segunda
lengua, input nativo, la Gramática Universal.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This article has two primary goals. First, we couple a review of previous L2 studies
on the adult resetting of the Null-Subject Parameter (NSP) with a discussion of
properties from a typologically wide range of languages in an effort to see what this tells
us about the NSP cluster of properties. With others, we take the position that the NSP
cluster is more limited than originally proposed (see also Rothman and Iverson 2007a,
2007b). It almost goes without saying that determining which properties comprise the
NSP is of no small consequence to language acquisition studies that investigate the
acquisition of this parameter. After all, the extent to which the theoretical proposals of
any empirical methodology are flawed questions the reliability of the results themselves
and by extension the validity of any claim made based on them. In the present case, if it
is reasonable to argue, as we will, that the licensing of null subjects, correlating to the
so-called positive setting of the Null-Subject Parameter (NSP), clusters only with null
expletives and restrictions on semantic interpretations in line with the Overt Pronoun
Constraint (OPC) then we need not deal directly with L1/L2 Spanish differences in the
domains of subject/verb inversion and that-trace violations, as others do. This is not,
however, an uncontroversial position to take and thus must be justified on theoretical and
empirical grounds, which we do throughout the article.

Secondly, this study is motivated by the intuitive notion that study-abroad is
particularly beneficial for parameter resetting in light of increased exposure to native
input. Since exposure to input is needed for grammatical restructuring insofar as input is
the primary data from which the target functional lexicon is acquired, it is logical to
assume that increased exposure to naturalistic input for adults conveys beneficial returns
at the level of grammatical system competence (i.e., at the level of underlying syntax;
see Isabelli 2002, 2004). However reasonable the previous claim seems, such a notion
must not be taken for granted for several reasons, not least of which is the fact that it has
wide implications for language acquisition theorizing and adult language learning as
well as the fact that it makes predictions that can, and should, be straightforwardly
tested. One of these predictions is that L2 learners at similar levels of proficiency and
with similar linguistic backgrounds, save for the fact that one group has lived abroad
while the other has not, should yield differences at the level of syntactic and related
semantic knowledge. We assume that if increased exposure to naturalistic input via
studying abroad were to provide gainful benefits at the level of grammatical competence,
such gains would confer quantifiable results under experimental investigation when
comparing L2 learners who have and have not spent a significant time studying abroad
in a target language environment. Building on our previous work (Rothman and Iverson
2007a, 2007b), this is precisely what we test in the present study.

It is important to keep in mind that the theory of Universal Grammar (UG) is one
of linguistic triggering as opposed to learning alone. Although it is not clear how much
triggering data (or what type, i.e., naturalistic vs. classroom input) is needed to re-set
parameters for adults (if at all possible; see Tsimpli and Roussou 1991; Miesel 1997;
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Hawkins and Chan 1997; Beck 1998; Hawkins 2005), it is practical to speculate that, for
certain properties, large amounts of triggering data from naturalistic input are not
required, a point upon which we elaborate in following sections (see Rothman and
Iverson 2007b). Nevertheless, it is reasonable to think that study-abroad programs
benefit L2 learners linguistically in a broad sense. However, it is not immediately clear,
beyond observable effects on conversational competence and gains in socio-cultural
pragmatic knowledge, the degree to which this type of exposure is necessary or
particularly profitable with respect to the acquisition of new L2 features and thus if it
positively affects underlying syntactic competence.

We provide data from two experimental groups whose L1 is English and whose L2
is Spanish. The groups’ overall linguistic profiles are similar expect that one group was
tested in Spain after 5 months of living there and the second group was tested after an
equally long semester of university major-level Spanish courses in the United States.
The data suggest that parameter resetting is possible in adult L2 acquisition; however,
our data do not indicate any specific advantage for study-abroad exposure in terms of
morphosyntactic parameter resetting, at least for the Null-Subject Parameter (NSP). As
such, our data come to bear on two issues in current SLA theorizing: (1) the role of UG
and the ability to reset parameters after the critical period and (2) the extent to which
input type matters in the acquisition of particular syntactic properties.

This article is set up in the following manner. The next section presents background
literature, inclusive of the NSP and its so-called cluster of properties. The section that
follows this examines the status of the NSP properties via their instantiation in a wide
sampling of languages as well as a discussion of the findings of previous NSP L2 studies.
Finally, the empirical study, which tests for the effects, if any, of study-abroad on the
resetting of NSP, is presented.

2. BACKGROUND LITERATURE

2.1. Theory: The Logical Problem of Language Acquisition

Over the past 50 years or so, generative linguistics has called attention to the gap
between primary linguistic input and the ultimate grammars children predictably attain.
Chomsky (1965, 1986, 1995) and others have referred to this as the logical problem of
language acquisition. Determining how children come to acquire their native grammar
so completely and effortlessly in spite of exposure to incomplete and inconsistent input
is the principal question of modern linguistics. Grammatical knowledge that obtains
despite the fact that evidence for it is largely unavailable from the input (and is not
transferable from the L1 or explicitly taught to L2 learners in the case of adults) is known
as poverty-of-the-stimulus (POS). Standard generative linguistic assumptions consider
POS knowledge to be incontrovertible evidence in support of linguistic nativism. Under
a biological theory of grammar, POS effects are reasonably explained by assuming
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children do not learn all aspects of their language, but that they are born with much of
the underlying structure of language. Accordingly, humans are presumed to be
genetically endowed with a highly differentiated mental sub-system specific to language.
This system provides the structure of natural language, constraining in a maximal and
minimal manner the forms natural languages can take. In this sense, the biological
linguistic system economizes the process of language learning by a priori delimiting,
streamlining and guaranteeing the acquisition of however many languages one has
sufficient exposure to as a child (see Hyams 1986; Guasti 2002; Lust 2006). Universal
Grammar (UG) is this biological linguistic endowment that genetically provides
principles and parameters of grammar, the former being universal constraints and the
latter being principles of grammar that allow limited options in terms of how they can
manifest in particular grammars. In a modern sense, language-to-language differences or
different parameter values obtain from how particular grammars differ at the level of
functional categories and their related features (Chomsky 1995). Consequently, language
acquisition is considered to be a coupling of innate knowledge that is in part triggered
by the acquisition of features and their values encoded in the functional lexicon of the
ambient language.

As evidenced by a comparison of normal first language (L1) and typical adult second
language (L2) acquisition, the outcomes and process of the latter are unmistakably
different. Whereas L1 acquisition is characterized by uniform success across individuals,
L2 acquisition is typified by variation/optionality. It is not clear, however, what underlies
these important differences. On the one hand, it has been argued that L2 variability obtains
as a result of inevitable differences in L2 narrow syntax, as claimed by theories of adult L2
global and local impairment alike (Bley-Vroman 1990; Clahsen and Hong 1995; Hawkins
and Chan 1997; Meisel 1997; Beck 1998; Tsimpli 2003; Hawkins 2005; Hawkins and
Hattori 2006; Tsimpli and Dimitrakopoulou 2007). On the other hand, hypotheses that
assume full access to UG maintain that L2 variability represents problems at the level of
processing in a broad sense. In any case, the argument is that L2 variability obtains outside
the narrow syntax. Strong support for this latter position is the fact that the logical problem
of language acquisition is extensible to adult L2 acquisition as well (see Gregg 1996;
White 2003). For example, contemporary research has demonstrated knowledge of POS
semantic entailments at various levels of adult L2 proficiency (e.g. Pérez-Leroux and Glass
1999; Dekydtspotter and Sprouse 2001; Montrul and Slabakova 2003; Dekydtsotter et al.
2004). Standard assumptions within generative acquisition maintain that knowledge of
new POS properties entails that the L2 learner has restructured his/her underlying
grammatical system, re-setting the parameter to which the POS property is related.
Following the ascribed logic, POS effects in L2 acquisition provide strong evidence for
UG involvement in adult L2 acquisition (cf. Schwartz and Sprouse 2000; Schwartz 2003).
Accordingly, much contemporary research has shifted its attention to L2 variability in an
effort to isolate the variables involved that result in inconsistent levels of success in adult
L2 acquisition despite full accessibility to UG. Much of this research is concerned with
examining the hypothesis that interfaces (e.g. syntax/morphology, syntax/semantics and
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syntax/pragmatics), which are simply more complex given the necessary integration of
information from distinct linguistic modules, are vulnerable in adult acquisition and
account for much of the characterizing adult L2 variability (e.g. Lardiere 1998, 2006;
Prévost and White 1999, 2000; Papp 2000; Sorace 2000, 2003, 2005; Unsworth 2004,
2005; Goad and White 2006; Sorace and Filiaci 2006; Rothman 2007).

Assuming that adults continue to access UG in its entirety, it is reasonable to
presume that L2 acquisition has at least three components, two of which are internal and
the third external. The internal components include access to UG and the transferred L1
grammar (but see Epstein et al. 1996, 1998). The external component is the available
target L2 input, which includes explicit positive and negative evidence in the case of a
tutored learner. The Full Access/Full Transfer model proposes that the transferred L1
grammar provides all initial hypotheses for the developing L2 grammar (Schwartz and
Sprouse 1994, 1996; White 1989). Through the course of inter-language development
the L2 target input is parsed against the transferred L1 system. When a parsing failure
occurs –when the L1 system cannot account for particular data provided by the L2
input– grammatical restructuring is motivated via an accessible UG inventory.
Therefore, access to the target language input, which provides the learner exposure to the
L2 functional lexicon, is crucial insofar as it provides the features necessary for
grammatical restructuring. Seen this way, the only reasonable explanation of the logical
problem of L2 acquisition is simultaneously the strongest evidence in favor of full adult-
UG continuity. That is, knowledge of L2 POS properties, which, like in L1 acquisition,
cannot be explained as a surface phenomenon nor can they be accounted for by
frequency or statistical learning, provides unambiguous evidence that parameter
resetting is possible after the critical period, which in turn must mean that L2 functional
features remain accessible past the Critical Period.

2.2. The Null-Subject Parameter

The notion of parameterization has been influential since its genesis (Chomsky
1981) for several reasons. Most significantly, in accounting for the association of
seemingly unrelated structures it explains how children acquire languages with such
relative ease and rapidity, overcome the poverty-of-the-stimulus (POS) as well as the
existence of cross-linguistic similarities with respect to clusters of properties of
otherwise typologically unrelated languages.

The Null Subject Parameter (NSP) (Chomsky 1981; Jaeggli 1982; Rizzi 1982,
1986) and its so-called cluster of properties have been studied extensively over the past
three decades. Essentially, the NSP divides languages into two types: pro-drop languages
([+ null-subject]) are those like Spanish which allow for subject pronouns to either be
pronounced or not in discourse whereas non-pro-drop languages, such as English,
require subject pronouns to always be phonetically articulated. It has been argued that
the Spanish-type value of the NSP comprises a well-known cluster of derived properties,
as in (1) with corresponding examples in (2).
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(1) a. the co-occurrence of null and overt subject pronouns in tensed clauses
b. obligatory null expletive subjects
c. free subject-verb inversion
d. no that-trace effects
e. the instantiation of the Overt Pronoun Constraint (Montalbetti 1984)

(2) a. Yo hablo francés. pro hablo francés.
b. pro hace mucho viento. *Ello hace mucho viento.
c. Ellas se fueron. Se fueron ellas.
d. ¿Quién crees que no sabe bailar? *¿Quién crees ___ no sabe bailar?
e. ¿Quiéni dice que él*i/j tiene mucho dinero? vs. ¿Quiéni dice que proi/j tiene 

mucho dinero?

Properties (1a) – (1d) are exemplified to a greater or lesser degree directly in the
input. However, property (1e), the Overt Pronoun Constraint (Montalbetti 1984), is not
readily inducted from the input. The OPC is a universal principle of grammar instantiated
in null-subject grammars only and thus is clearly an NSP clustered property. In [+ null-
subject] grammars, the OPC blocks sentence internal co-reference interpretations (a bound
variable interpretation) between overt embedded subjects and matrix clausal subjects that
are variable expressions, that is, quantified determiner phrases (QDPs) or wh-phrases (as
opposed to non-quantified DPs and NPs). However, if the embedded subject is overt but
the matrix subject is a simple DP, there is no restriction on co-reference. Moreover, if the
matrix subject is a QDP or wh-element, but the embedded subject is null there is no
blocking of the BV interpretation. In other words, embedded null subject pronouns can be
co-referential with any c-commanding subject in a higher clause while embedded overt
subjects can only be co-referential with a c-commanding DP/NP subjects that have a fixed
referent. The OPC restriction can clearly be seen in (3).

(3) a. Every studenti knows that hei/j must study hard to pass the exam.
b. Johni knows that hei/j must study hard to pass the exam.
c. Cada estudiantei sabe que él*i/j debe estudiar mucho para pasar el examen.
d. Cada estudiantei sabe que proi/j debe estudiar mucho para pasar el examen.
e. Juani sabe que éli/j debe estudiar mucho para pasar el examen.
f. Juani sabe que proi/j debe estudiar mucho para pasar el examen.

As per the OPC, (3c) is the only sentence in which co-reference between the matrix
clause subject and the embedded subject is grammatically blocked. Since English is a [-
null-subject] language there is no such semantic restriction as can be appreciated by the
equal ambiguity of embedded subject co-reference for sentences (3a and b). Children
and adults alike receive no negative evidence in regards to [*QDP/whi….[ overt
pronouni]] sentences from natural Spanish input nor do adult learners receive relevant
explicit teaching in regards to this highly specific restriction (cf. Kanno 1998; Pérez-
Leroux and Glass 1997, 1999). As a result, the instantiation of the OPC in Spanish

JASON ROTHMAN - MICHAEL IVERSON

190



grammars, whether native or non-native, embodies clear POS knowledge as its
instantiation is dependent on its relationship to the positive value of the NSP.

If the version of the NSP represented in (1) is correct, pro-drop languages by
definition should allow for both overt and null referential subjects in all clauses
(although their distributions are regulated pragmatically), null expletives obligatorily,
free subject-verb inversion, no that-trace restrictions and be subject to appropriate
semantic restrictions in OPC environments. Conversely, the opposite should be true for
non pro-drop languages. As we will see in the next section, while this is true for most
Romance languages, such is not the case universally, which has resulted in the long-
standing debate with respect to the status of the so-called derived properties of the [+
null-subject] value.

Assuming, only for the moment, that (1) accurately represents the NSP cluster, the
general idea is as follows. Children only need to realize that their languages syntactically
licenses null-subjects to converge on all other properties. How does this occur? Most
proposals have called attention to the rich inflectional affixes of Spanish verbal
morphology as being directly related to the licensing of null subjects. In contemporary
linguistic terms, this means that Spanish verbal inflectional morphology has the same
nominal features ([+ interpretable set of φ-features]) as English pronouns, which means
that the Extended Projection Principle (EPP), a universal principle of grammar that
requires all verbs have an interpretable associated subject is satisfied via verb raising
alone (V-to-T) without the presence of an overt nominal subject (e.g. Alexiadou and
Agnostopoulou 1998).1

In the next section, we join others in arguing that the NSP as represented in (1) is not
accurate. We support this argumentation via a survey of several conflicting particular
grammar properties as well as a review of previous L2 research on the resetting of the NSP.

3. THE NSP REVISITED

In this section, we provide evidence from particular grammars and L2 acquisition
studies to support the notion that the NSP consists only of two (minimally) or three
(maximally) properties: i) the licensing of null-subjects, ii) instantiation of the OPC, and
iii) obligatorily null expletive subjects.2 As we will discuss, there is good evidence
suggesting that properties (i) and (ii) are related and despite some cross-linguistic
evidence to the contrary, we will remain somewhat neutral on whether or not property
(iii) is related to null referential subject licensing.

3.1. Cross-linguistic Evidence

The original conception of the so-called NSP cluster of properties, as in (1), was
conceived of primarily with languages such as Italian and Spanish in mind (Rizzi 1982;
Jaeggli 1982). Thus, it is not surprising that in most null-subject Romance languages the
co-occurrence of all the NSP properties described in (1) holds. However, it is not terribly
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difficult to find counter-evidence to the universality of the original NSP cluster once a
typologically broader cross-section of null-subject languages is examined. As is
cursorily exemplified in this section via evidence from several languages, there is strong
cross-linguistic evidence suggesting many, if not most, of the properties in (1) that
observably co-occur in Spanish do not all derive from the setting of one parameter, the
NSP. Keeping in mind the theoretically explanatory value of parameters and their
clusters of properties in that they help explain how children overcome the task of
linguistic learning in light of impoverished and ambiguous input, the cross-linguistic
evidence presented herein is of no small consequence. That is, a parametric cluster is
only a proper cluster if, within reason, all languages that share the same value of any
given parameter exemplify the cluster of properties argued to derive from that parameter
setting. If properties can be bundled together under one parameter setting and this is a
priori determined by UG, then failure of a particular grammar to instantiate one or some
of the so-called clustered properties can only mean one of two things: (a) that the
grammar is not a natural UG-sanctioned grammar or (b) the cluster of properties needs
to be redefined. In the case of L2 grammars, it is easy to conceive of (a) as a possibility
and argue based on lack of clustering that L2 grammars are not UG-governed. But such
a position is only theoretically tenable insofar as the cluster of properties is
uncontrovertibly defined. Conversely, a similar argument could not be made of an entire
language, and so if natural grammars present reliable counter-evidence to claims with
respect to properties of clusters than the cluster in question needs to be re-worked.

Such is the case for the NSP cluster in (1). For example, it is not true to claim that
all pro-drop languages disallow overt expletive subjects. European Portuguese, Galician
and Old French allow(ed) for the possibility of overt expletive subjects (Arteaga 1994;
Raposo and Uriagereka 1990). In fact, even some dialects of Spanish, like Dominican
Spanish, allow for the overt pronoun ello as the subject of verbs that take expletive
subjects like llover (Toribio 2000), as in (4).

(4) Ayer, ello llovió mucho en el campo.

Additionally, the converse is also not accurate, which is to say, there are non-pro-
drop languages which employ null expletive subjects such as German and Swedish in
first position (Safir 1985), but do not allow for null referential subjects, at least when
they are not in specific environments (i.e., topic-drop position).

Furthermore, earlier work by Auwera (1984) on subject and non-subject
asymmetries in the relativization of embedded NPs indicated that the relation between
extraction of subjects and phonetically empty subjects has to be re-defined. In the same
vein, it has been demonstrated that there are languages with empty subjects in finite
clauses which do not allow subject placement at the right edge of the clause (Grewendorf
1986; Adams 1987), while, conversely, there are languages that allow subjects at the
right edge of the clause, but disallow null subjects (Müller and Rohrbacher 1989). While
it may be the case that the absence of that-trace effects pertains to null-subject languages
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in general, its connection to null-subject licensing has been questioned as well (Safir
1985; Jaeggli and Hyams 1988; Jaeggli and Safir 1989) under the observation that pro-
drop languages are not the only languages from which that-trace effects are absent. As
can be seen in (5), some non pro-drop languages, such as Dutch, allow for subject
extraction over the complementizer that/dat whereas others, like English, do not.

(5) a.*Who did you think [CP t’ [C’ that [IP t would win]]]
b. Wie denk je [CP t’ [C’ dat [IP t gewonnen heeft]]]

However, we do know that the OPC restriction in (3) does not obtain in any non-
null subject languages and that all null-subject languages, that is, not just Romance ones,
have the semantic restriction detailed in (3). As a result, it is reasonable to claim that the
OPC is directly associated to null-subject licensing and that true null-subject grammars
must conform to OPC restrictions on BV interpretations in relevant contexts.

3.2. Previous L2 Research

Sustained in large part by its purported cluster of derived properties, the surfacing
of which was thought to be able to provide clear evidence in favor or in contra adult
parameter resetting, there has been no shortage of studies on the L2 acquisition of NSP
properties (e.g. White 1985, 1986; Hilles 1986, 1991; Phinney 1987; Liceras 1989;
Miesel 1991; Tsimpli and Roussou 1991; Clahsen and Hong 1995; Davies 1996;
Vainikka and Young-Scholten 1996; Al-Kasey and Pérez-Leroux 1998; Liceras and Díaz
1999; Isabelli 2004; Montrul and Rodríguez-Louro 2006). Despite the fact that they
adopt different versions of the NSP and/or investigate different properties, they report
relatively similar findings from which generalizations can be made. For example, some
studies pay particular attention to the emergence/use of Rizzi’s (1982) cluster of
properties (White 1985, 1986; Phinney 1987; Liceras 1989, Tsimpli and Roussou 1991;
Isabelli 2004) as compared to others that investigate the tenability of the Morphological
Uniformity Principle (Hilles 1991; Davies 1996). Still others focus in on the
acquisition/use of null versus overt subject pronouns (Liceras and Díaz 1999; Montrul
and Rodríguez-Louro 2004; Rothman 2007) while others, under the assumption that
morphology drives syntax, explore the developmental relationship of null-subjects to the
acquisition of subject-verb agreement morphology (Meisel 1991; Clahsen and Hong
1995). As a whole, previous research does not provide unequivocal evidence in favor of
clustered transfer—initial transfer of all the so-called NSP clustered properties of the L1
applied to the L2—nor does it provide clear evidence of clustered acquisition—the
surfacing of all the clustered properties at the same time.

Since proof of the mere existence of the NSP as well as the possibility of its
resetting is crucially conditioned on the emergence of its clustered properties, the latter
observation has spawned debate as it relates to the interpretation of the significance of
available data. The fact that the so-called clustered properties do not all seem to emerge
at the same time, if at all, in L2 acquisition might suggest that UG is inaccessible to adult
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learners; however, learners do acquire null-subjects and use them in environments that
are ungrammatical in their L1. This provides evidence that they acquire the syntactic
features that enable the licensing of pro, which should be impossible if UG in its entirety
or simply its features not selected by the L1 are inaccessible (but see Tsimpli and
Roussou 1991; Liceras and Díaz 1999). Some have argued that the clustering of
properties does not hold in L2 acquisition despite UG-continuity whereby the NSP
properties must be learned on a one-to-one basis (e.g. Ayoon 1999; Isabelli 2004).
Another possibility to consider is that some, maybe most of the purported properties do
not actually derive from the setting of the NSP to the Spanish value, but are merely co-
occurring properties in Spanish. With others, it is our contention that this is the most
explanatory option.

Assuming full transfer of the L1 system, the observation that there is not always
clear evidence for clustered transfer supports the notion that the NSP cluster of
properties is narrower in scope than some contend. Furthermore, arguing that clustering
does not take place in L2 acquisition is an ad hoc response to data, obliged by the
assumption that the cluster includes all of the properties in (1). That is, if reasonable
evidence exists to suggest that while all these properties co-exist in Spanish, they do not
all derive from the licensing of pro, the fact that some emerge later than null-subjects in
L2 Spanish grammars tells us nothing about the status of the NSP itself.

In the above section, we presented evidence from a sampling of languages that
question the macro-version of the NSP cluster, as in (1). In what follows we present the
generalizations from the above cited studies on the L2 acquisition of Spanish by adult
learners whose L1 is not a pro-drop language (e.g. English, French and German):

I) Adult learners of L2 pro-drop languages whose L1s are non pro-drop
languages produce and interpret null subjects (both referential and expletive
subjects) from very early stages. Since null referential subjects and null
expletive subjects emerge early in L2 grammars it is possible that they are
associated with one another, which is to say the acquisition data is essentially
neutral. However, one must keep in mind the fact that tutored learners are
taught lexically which verbs take null expletive subjects. Furthermore, early
learners, at least tutored ones, have no lexical Spanish equivalent for the
English ‘it’. Once they learn clitics, however, there are attempts to use clitics
as expletive subjects (see Al-Kasey and Pérez-Leroux 1998).

II) In spite of generalization (I), mastering the L2 discursive distribution of null
and overt subject pronouns is much more difficult, and distributional
differences seem to linger even through advanced levels of proficiency
(Montrul and Rodríguez-Louro 2004; Rothman 2007). This, however, can be
explained as a syntax/pragmatics interface problem and does not necessarily
result from differences at the level of narrow syntax (see e.g. Rothman 2007;
Sorace and Filiaci 2006).
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III) It has been demonstrated that learners use null-subjects before they accurately
produce verb inflectional paradigms (e.g. Meisel 1991). At first glance, this could
be taken as evidence that there is no L2 null subject/ agreement morphology
relationship, meaning that L2 null-subject are represented mentally in a different
manner than they are for native speakers. Such a conclusion, however, is only
necessary if one assumes that morphology drives syntax. Conversely, following
Lardiere (1998, 2006), Hazdenar and Schwartz (1997), Prévost and White (2000)
and many others it is possible that the necessary features have been acquired
without their proper mapping onto their overt morphological forms, a problem at
the syntax-morpho-phonology interface. Since the acquisition of the syntactic
features is what licenses null-subjects, it is not clear what the lack of accurate
overt morphological production use tells us in this case.

IV) It has been consistently demonstrated in empirical data that L2 learners of
Spanish whose L1 does have that-trace restrictions on wh-subject extraction
accept that-trace sequences at chance levels in Spanish at beginning levels—
providing neutral evidence as it relates to L1 transfer—and improve slowly
through advanced stages (e.g. White 1985, 1986; Liceras 1989; Isabelli 2004)
well past the time that they demonstrate knowledge of null-subjects, null
expletives and clear knowledge of the OPC (Rothman and Iverson 2007a,
2007b). In fact, they do not seem to improve at any significant rate in this
regard even after study abroad experiences of 9 months (Isabelli 2004). This
strongly suggests that that-trace sequences do not cluster with null-subject pro.

V) L2 learners of Spanish whose L1 does not have subject-verb inversion in
declaratives reject such sentences at the beginning stages, accept them slightly
above chance by the intermediate stage and continue to improve gradually
throughout development. Isabelli (2004) demonstrated that increased exposure
to native input at the intermediate level in study-abroad contexts does result in
increased acquisition of this property, however, much later than the acquisition
of null-subject pronouns. Like knowledge of that-trace sequences, the gradual
acquisition of subject-verb inversion in declaratives past the time that other
properties are acquired provides evidence against the idea that this property
clusters with the licensing of null subjects.

VI) Crucially, L2 learners of Spanish show native-like knowledge of OPC
restrictions on interpretation by the intermediate stages of interlanguage
development, both in production and interpretation (Pérez-Leroux and Glass
1999; Rothman 2007; Rothman and Iverson 2007a, 2007b). Importantly, they
show knowledge of this poverty-of-the-stimulus (POS) property before
demonstrating determinate knowledge of the lack of that-trace effects and
subject verb inversion despite the fact that these other properties are exemplified
in the input.
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Taken together, the above mentioned generalizations coupled with evidence from
a wide sampling of particular grammars suggest that the NSP cluster does not include
lack of that-trace effects and subject-verb inversion in declaratives. Crucially, cross-
linguistic and acquisition evidence demonstrates that the OPC is unquestionably a
property that clusters with null-subject licensing. Despite its POS status, knowledge of
the OPC emerges relatively early (Pérez-Leroux and Glass 1999; Rothman and Iverson
2007a, 2007b) in L2 interlanguage confirming that clustered properties do not need to
be acquired on a one-to-one basis after the Critical Period (as it is not clear how the OPC
could thus ever be learned). As a result, L2 OPC knowledge provides evidence
supporting the position that subject-verb inversion and the lack of that-trace effects are
not NSP clustered properties since native-like knowledge of OPC restrictions, the only
so-called clustered property that is completely unavailable from the input, surfaces
before the other two. This has obvious implications for the L2 acquisition studies
discussed. Immediately, one is able to dispense of the notion of gradual parameter
resetting in L2 acquisition since the majority of available data demonstrate that the
remaining properties are acquired at roughly the same time.

In the remainder of this article, we present the empirical study, which tests the
hypothesis that study-abroad experiences are advantageous specifically in terms of
accessing universal linguistic properties (Isabelli 2004).

4. SIGNIFICANCE OF PRESENT STUDY

Like Isabelli (2004) and Rothman and Iverson (2007a, 2007b), the present study
investigates the role of increased positive input provided by study-abroad experience
in regards to its beneficial effects on triggering universals via the acquisition of NSP
properties. Isabelli tested this hypothesis by examining the acquisition of null-subjects
(referential and expletive), subject-verb inversion in declaratives, and lack of that-
trace effects by intermediate English learners of L2 Spanish through the course of a
nine-month study-abroad program in Barcelona, Spain. Her data indicate that the L2
learners had already acquired null-subjects (referential and expletive) prior to their
arrival in Spain and that they improved in terms of their knowledge of subject-verb
inversion only, although they never achieved native-like accuracy. In line with our
view of the NSP, we believe her data is consistent with the cluster of NSP properties
we assume. Although she contends that her data provide evidence in support of the
notion that increased exposure to native input of study-abroad experiences is
beneficial, if not required, for the accessing of NSP properties, we do not interpret her
data as demonstrating that such native exposure is particularly gainful nor necessary
to reset the NSP specifically. In theory, we agree with many of her assumptions. Most
importantly, we agree that UG constrains L2 acquisition in general, that parameter
resetting is possible, that access to high-quality triggering data is crucial and that
naturalistic learning contexts provide increased amounts of native input and are thus
extremely beneficial. However, as previously alluded to, it is not clear that this input
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serves to trigger UG any more than limited target input received in the classroom or
other non-study abroad contexts. Although the learning of the target lexicon and
morphology is crucial for the acquisition of new L2 features, we join Rothman and
Iverson’s (2007a, 2007b) contention that copious amounts of relevant input are not
needed to reset particular parameters. As it applies to adult L2 learners in a tutored
context, this implies that parameter resetting should occur as long as the ambient input
contains the proper data, whether or not the input is native or overly abundant and
irrespective of where it occurs.

Rothman and Iverson (2007a, 2007b) replicated Isabelli (2002, 2004) study
employing a modified methodology, which included various tests for OPC restrictions.
They demonstrated that NSP parameter could be reset, inclusive of poverty-of-the-
stimulus OPC knowledge, by the intermediate level of proficiency, although there was
variation in this regard at the individual level. Nevertheless, their data revealed that
NSP resetting occurred in most cases prior to the study-abroad experience and that the
increase in native input did not prove gainful by the end of 5 months in Spain for those
who had not previously reset the NSP. Interestingly, Rothman and Iverson’s
conclusions were different from Isabelli’s despite the fact that both data sets were
similar on the measures that were comparable. The difference in conclusions between
the two studies has to do with theoretical differences in what properties they contend
constitute the NSP cluster of properties. Notwithstanding, both make claims with
respect to advantages (or not) of added naturalistic input provided by study-abroad by
comparing them to native controls only. We contend that another comparison is needed
to support either Isabelli’s or Rothman and Iverson’s conclusions. In this study, we do
just that by comparing the Rothman and Iverson groups (native control and study-
abroad learners) to a group of intermediate L2 learners using the same battery of tests
who differentiate from the study-abroad group by the fact that they have not had the
study abroad experience. If there are significant differences between these groups then
Isabelli’s conclusion that study-abroad is particularly gainful for NSP resetting are
confirmed and Rothman and Iverson’s challenge of her conclusions are disconfirmed.
If, however, the groups perform more or less the same, then the opposite will be
confirmed.

5. METHODOLOGY

5.1. Participants

There are three groups of participants: the native control (n=8) and the study-
abroad intermediate L2 learners (SAL2, n=30) are the same populations from Iverson
and Rothman (2007a, 2007b). The third group is comprised of 24 L2 learners who did
not study abroad, which we will call the classroom only intermediate L2 learner group
(CLL2). The CLL2 group tested at the same levels of proficiency as the SAL2 learners
(e.g. prior to their 5 months in Spain). Importantly, the CLL2 learners were enrolled in
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Spanish major level courses during the semester after taking the proficiency test, that is,
at the same time period and for the same length of time that the SAL2 learners were in
Spain. Accordingly, the study abroad experience (i.e., access to naturalistic input) is the
main variable that differentiates these two learner groups. The CLL2 learners were
selected for participation if: (1) their L1 was English, (2) they were not bilinguals of [+
null subject] languages nor was a [+ null subject] language spoken in their home, (3)
they completed two sets of tests: the first at the time of proficiency testing and another
after their first semester of major level courses.

As reported in Rothman and Iverson (2007a, 2007b), the SAL2 learners were
selected using the same criteria as the CLL2 learners except for the fact that criterion 3
took place in Madrid, Spain. These participants were enrolled in an intensive language
program provided by the Centro de California at the Universidad de Madrid, la
Complutense during the first month of residency. The intensive language program
consisted of three daily courses corresponding to grammar, conversation and culture.
During the academic year, the participants were obliged to enroll in mainstream courses
taught for Spaniards at la Complutense.

The control group consisted of eight monolingual native Spanish speakers from
Madrid. Spanish control participants were eliminated from the original pool if their first
language was not Castilian or if they were proficient in English.

5.2. Procedure

Employing some of Rothman and Iverson’s tests, we report data on two types of
empirical tasks in an effort to best gauge the status of the NSP for the L2 subjects. The
first task, a grammaticality judgment/correction (GJCT) was designed specifically to test
for the same properties Isabelli examined, as seen in (1a-d). Although we have taken the
position that the NSP cluster of properties consists maximially of null referential
subjects, null expletive subjects and the OPC, we test for knowledge of subject-verb
inversion in declaratives and Spanish that-trace sequences in an effort to be comparable
to other studies as well as provide further evidence for our assertion that the NSP cluster
does not contain these properties. The GJCT, examples which can be seen in (6) 3, tested
for all the properties (and counterbalances) associated with the NSP, as in (1a-d), except
for the OPC (as in (1e) and (3)), which was tested separately in the second test. The
GJCT required correction of sentences deemed ungrammatical. Additionally, if the L2
learner could not correct the sentence but believed it to be ungrammatical, there was an
option to indicate this.

(6) a. Null expletive subject
*I think that pro is cold outside today. pro Creo que pro hace frío hoy.
b. Null referential subject
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Robert is very friendly. *We often say that pro is too nice for his own good.
Robert es muy simpático. A menudo pro decimos que pro es demasiado
simpático.
c. Inverted subject
*Nobody knows that said it I. Nadie sabe que lo dije yo.
d. Wh-extraction (subject)
*Whoi did you say that ti left early?/¿Quiéni dijiste que ti había salido temprano?

The second test was designed to independently test for knowledge of the Overt
Pronoun Constraint (OPC), as seen in (3). This test was a co-reference judgment-
matching test modified from Kanno’s (1998) OPC test for L2 Japanese. After reading
sentences with QDP/or wh-matrix clause subjects with overt and null embedded
subjects, the participants were asked to indicate immediately whether they derived a
bound variable or disjoint referential interpretation for the embedded subject
pronoun. Irrespective of the context, the OPC precludes co-reference interpretations
in these sentence types only if the embedded subject is overt. Examples are provided
in (7)4.

(7) Overt embedded pronoun (OPC forces (b) as the only answer)
¿Quién ha dicho que él nunca se enfada?
Who do you suppose never gets angry?
a) the same persona as Quién b) otra persona
Null embedded pronoun with quantified/wh matrix subject (No OPC
restriction; a and b are possible)
¿Quién no sabe que pro tiene derecho a votar a los 18 años?
Who do you suppose does not know that he has the right to vote at 18?
a) the same as Quién b) someone else

5.3. Assessment

Native-like performance on these tasks entailed the ability to judge correctly the
(un)grammaticality of null subject pronouns (expletives obligatorily and referential
pronouns as regulated pragmatically), subject-verb inversion in declaratives, violating
English that-trace effects, and adherence to the OPC in judging co-reference in relevant
sentences. However, as it relates to the resetting of the NSP, it is not clear that the L2
learner would need to demonstrate target-like knowledge of all these properties or target-
like knowledge of the distribution of null and overt pronoun use for one to claim that the
parameter has been reset. This is true for two reasons. First, as we have discussed in
detail, it is possible that the NSP does not include all of these properties. Moreover, since
overt vs. null subject distribution is regulated by language specific pragmatic knowledge
(i.e., not syntactically) language-specific discursive constraints must be learned
separately. Second, it has been argued that parameter clustering does not hold in adult
L2 acquisition (e.g. Ayoun 1999; Isabelli 2004). In either case, demonstrating native-like
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knowledge of even some of these properties provides evidence in favor of the possibility
of parameter resetting. A coupling of the data of both tests should bring much to bear on
all of these possibilities, as we will discuss. Moreover, comparing and contrasting both
L2 learner groups performance on these two tests enables us to comment more precisely
on any possible effects that naturalistic learning environments has on syntactic
competence specifically.

6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this section, the empirical results are presented. Here we report results from the
second interval, which is to say, the tasks completed by the L2 groups after taking 5
months of major level classes in Spain or the US immediately after the initial proficiency
testing. The results are divided into two parts, each one corresponding to one of the two
tasks. Each section is further divided into three subsections, one giving a descriptive
analysis of the data, another provides a statistical analysis and finally the third provides
a discussion of the significance of the results of each test. For the statistical analyses,
ANOVAs were used as initial measures, comparing the native speaker (NS), L2 study
abroad (SAL2) and L2 classroom (CLL2) groups simultaneously. Follow-up tests were
performed as needed. Two-sample t-tests were used for any intergroup comparisons,
while paired t-tests were used for intragroup comparisons. For all statistical analyses, the
alpha was set at 0.05 for a 95% confidence level. Any case where there was no variation
in the two groups compared (and subsequently no statistical comparison was possible)
is noted; however, the reader should keep in mind that in these cases, the two groups in
question may have exhibited identical behavior and should consult the figure for the
respective task to see the group averages.

6.1. Task 1 Results: The GJCT task

6.1.1. Descriptive Analysis

Task 1 tested for knowledge of particular properties traditionally associated/
clustered with the so-called pro-drop value of NSP. Figure 1 below presents the group
averages of number of correct responses (out of 8, where 8 equals 100%) for a given
category. A response was deemed correct if it was in line with the Spanish grammar,
which permits both null (NSb) and overt (OS) referential subject pronouns, obligatory
null expletive (NE) subjects (i.e., rejecting overt expletive (OE) subjects), canonical
verb-subject (CSP) and subject-verb (SVI) word order in declaratives and lack of that-
trace effects for wh-subject (Wh-sub) and wh-object (Wh-obj) extraction.
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Figure 1. Experiment 1: Grammaticality Judgment Correction Task

NSb = Null Subject; OS = Overt Subject; NE = Null Expletive; OE = Overt Expletive; Wh-sub =
Wh-Subject Extraction over a filled Comp; Wh-obj = Wh-Object Extraction over a filled Comp;
CSP = Canonical Subject Position; SVI = Subject-Verb Inversion.

As can be seen from Figure 1, all three groups performed identically with respect
to null referential subjects, null expletive subjects and subjects in canonical subject
position. Additionally, the CLL2 group performs identically to native group in judging
overt subjects, while the SAL2 group performs slightly below the native level. In the
remaining categories, the CLL2 group approximates somewhat more closely the native
control (compared to the SAL2 group) with overt expletives and wh-subject extraction;
the SAL2 group approximates slightly greater target performance with wh-object
extraction and subject-verb inversion. However, as can be seen in Figure 1, both L2
groups diverge from the control in the same three categories: OE, Wh-sub and SVI.

6.1.2. Statistical Analysis

Analyzing these results allow us to infer if either of the non-native groups actually
performs in a native-like manner. In three of the categories (NSb, NE and CSP) all
groups performed identically; so, while no statistical analysis is possible, one can
confidently say that both the CLL2 and SAL2 groups exhibited native-like
performances. Furthermore, the same situation arose between the CLL2 group and the
NS group with respect to overt subjects, while despite slight variation by the SAL2
group, the difference did not yield any statistical distinction from either the NS group or
the CLL2 group. ANOVAs indicated significant differences in all the remaining
categories. The SAL2 group showed statistical deviation from the NS group when
judging overt expletives, wh-subject extraction and subject-verb inversion. The CLL2
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and the SAL2 performed statistically different from natives with respect to overt
expletives, wh-subject extraction and subject-verb inversion. Additionally, the SAL2 and
CLL2 groups statistically differed from each other only in the case of wh-object
extraction, which was also true of the CLL2 and the natives. It is worth pointing out
however, that this significant difference is more a reflection of the lack of any variability
with wh-object extraction in the SAL2 and native groups. That is, the CLL2 performed
quite well, which is not surprising since this is a property that is possible in L1 English.
These statistical results are summarized in Tables 1a and 1b below.

Table 1a. Single-category intergroup comparisons from Task 1

* = incomparable (due to lack of variation on both groups’ part); NSb = Null Subject; OS = Overt
Subject; NE = Null Expletive; OE = Overt Expletive.

Table 1b. Single-category intergroup comparisons from Task 1

* = incomparable (due to lack of variation on both groups’ part); Wh-sub = Wh-Subject Extraction
over a filled Comp; Wh-obj = Wh-Object Extraction over a filled Comp; CSP = Canonical Subject
Position; SVI = Subject-Verb Inversion

6.1.3. Discussion

The performances of both L2 groups are strikingly similar, which is confirmed by
the statistical analysis we applied. Crucially, there are no significant differences across
any categories between the two L2 groups. That is, both L2 groups performed either
target-like or untarget-like in the same domains. Interestingly, both groups performed in
an untarget-like manner on wh-subject extraction and subject-verb inversion in
declaratives. Although we do not focus on differences across time here, it is interesting
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to point out that for all categories there was no significant change in performance from
interval 1 (pre-study) and interval 2 (after 5 months) for the SAL2 learners (see Rothman
and Iverson 2007a, 2007b). This means that for both L2 groups, they already had
determinate knowledge of null-subjects prior to the onset of this study and that the
increase in naturalistic input exposure for the SAL2 did not prove gainful for the
acquisition of these other properties. Since there is no quantifiable improved
performance on the part of the SAL2 learners as compared to the CLL2, this supports
the claims of Rothman and Iverson (2007a, 2007b), which question Isabelli’s conclusion
that increases in naturalistic input are particularly beneficial for NSP resetting.

So why do both groups perform in an untarget-like manner in the domains they do
and what does this tell us about both the status of the NSP in their Spanish interlanguage
and the cluster of properties? Importantly, most of the untarget-like performance is not
unanticipated by our assumption of what the NSP cluster comprises. That is, the fact that
both L2 groups have indeterminate knowledge of verb-subject word order in declaratives
and lack of that-trace effects can follow from the fact that they are merely co-occurring
properties in Spanish and are not related to null-subject licensing, which they seemingly
have acquired straightforwardly. These are intermediate learners and so there is no
reason a priori to believe that they will not come to acquire these properties throughout
interlanguage development. The fact that they have not acquired these properties thus far
merely indicates that the parameters with which these properties are associated have yet
to be revalued at this point in the interlanguage continuum. We cannot, however, rule out
the possibility that these are NSP properties, but they simply fail to cluster together after
the critical period. Details aside, arguing that clustering does not hold in adult
acquisition is problematic and theoretically undesirable for several reasons, least of
which is not the fact that it essentially renders parametric learning indistinguishable from
item learning (see Rothman and Iverson 2007b for detailed discussion). Data from Test
2, the OPC test, will enable us to rule this possibility out completely. For now, we can
confidently say that the data from Test 1 is consistent with the minimal version of the
NSP cluster of properties we have argued throughout and supports the claim that
naturalistic exposure is not needed nor particularly helpful for NSP resetting.

There is, however, a lingering concern in the data. That is, what do the data suggest
with respect to obligatory null expletive subjects as being part of the NSP? At first
glance, the data are a bit contradictory in this regard. On the one hand, both L2 groups
overwhelmingly accept null expletive subjects, which is impossible in their L1.
However, they do not always reject overt expletive subjects, which is not acceptable in
the Spanish dialects to which they are exposed. In section 3.1, we saw that not all null-
subject grammars disallow completely overt expletives. We also saw that some non null-
subject languages allow null expletives in certain position. It is not possible, however,
that these L2 learners allow null expletives with a mental representation of topic-drop (in
the sense of German or Swedish) since the expletives in the test sentences were not
always in such environments, which would still indicate parameter resetting, albeit a
wrong resetting. Since both groups of L2 learners crucially accept all instances of null
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expletives and simply allow for some overt ones, we adopt Rothman and Iverson’s
(2007b) analysis for this phenomenon, explaining this behavior as an extension of the
well-known L1/L2 differences in discourse pragmatic knowledge with respect to
constraints on the distribution of overt vs. null subject pronouns (see Montrul and
Rodríguez-Louro 2004; Sorace and Filiaci 2006; Rothman 2007).

6.2. Task 2 Results: The OPC Experiment

6.2.1. Descriptive Analysis

Task 2 tested for knowledge of OPC restrictions on coreference/bound variable
(BV) interpretations with a quantified determiner phrase or wh-matrix subject and an
overt embedded pronominal subject. Figure 2 below presents the group averages of BV
interpretations for three sentence types (n=10): 1) a QDP/wh-matrix subject with an
overt embedded subject, 2) a QDP/wh-matrix subject with a null embedded subject and
3) a DP/NP matrix subject with an overt embedded subject.

Figure 2. Results for the OPC Context Matching Task

QDP/overt = Quantified Determiner Phrase or wh-element (variable expression) matrix subject
with an overt embedded-clause subject; QDP/null = Quantified Determiner Phrase or wh-element
matrix subject with a null embedded-clause subject; NP/overt = Noun Phrase matrix subject with
an overt embedded-clause subject

As seen from Figure 2, the NS group generally does not get a BV interpretation with
a QDP/wh-matrix subject when the embedded subject is overt. Conversely, this reading
becomes available, and even preferred, when the embedded subject is null or the matrix
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subject is an NP. Both the SAL2 and CLL2 groups show this tendency, with the QDP/
wh-matrix subject/overt embedded subject combination yielding the fewest co-reference
interpretations. These interpretations become much more frequent when the embedded
subject is null or the matrix subject is a DP/NP. These results are in line with previous
research on the OPC at the intermediate level (e.g. Kanno 1998, Pérez-Leroux and Glass
1999; Rothman 2007).

6.2.2. Statistical Analysis

A series of statistical analyses were done to analyze the results from Task 2. First,
a single-category intergroup comparison was performed, then an intragroup comparison
and finally a differential intergroup comparison.

The first statistical analysis performed compared each group’s performance to the
other’s in only a single category. That is to say, each group’s rate of BV interpretations
for the QDP/overt combination was compared to the other two groups; this same
comparison was also done for the other two categories. An initial ANOVA showed
differences in both sentences that had a QDP matrix subject with an overt embedded
subject and those that had an NP matrix subject with an overt embedded pronoun.
Follow-up tests were performed to see where these significant differences were found.
In each case, both the SAL2 group and CLL2 group performance was statistically
different from that of the natives. However, when the SAL2 group and CLL2 group were
compared to each other, there were no statistical differences, indicating that they
performed similarly. This information is summarized in Table 2 below.

Table 2. Single-category intergroup comparisons from Task 2

QDP/overt = Quantified Determiner Phrase or wh-element (variable expression) matrix subject
with an overt embedded-clause subject; QDP/null = Quantified Determiner Phrase or wh-element
matrix subject with a null embedded-clause subject; NP/overt = Noun Phrase matrix subject with
an overt embedded-clause subject.

The second comparison performed was an intragroup comparison, comparing
each group against itself. These comparisons tested for each group’s distinction
between categories, crucially examining if they made differentiations between cases
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when co-reference interpretations were available and those when it was grammatically
restricted by the OPC. Looking first at sentences with QDP/wh-matrix subjects, we
analyzed whether distinctions in co-reference interpretations were made when the
embedded subject was overt and when it was null. In this case, all groups made highly
polarized statistically significant distinctions, indicating that they did indeed yield the
expected contrast between overt and null subjects when the matrix subject was a
QDP/wh-element. Next, looking at sentences in which the embedded subject was overt,
we found that each group statistically differentiated between the possibility of a
co-reference interpretation depending on whether the matrix subject was a QDP/
wh-element or a DP/NP. Coupling these results together signifies that all groups do
distinguish between contexts in which BV readings are blocked by OPC restrictions
and those in which they are not. These results are presented in Table 3 below.

Table 3. Intragroup comparisons from Task 2

QDP/overt = Quantified Determiner Phrase or wh-element (variable expression) matrix subject
with an overt embedded-clause subject; QDP/null = Quantified Determiner Phrase or wh-element
matrix subject with a null embedded-clause subject; NP/overt = Noun Phrase matrix subject with
an overt embedded-clause subject.

The last statistical comparison done was an intergroup differential comparison.
This examined the distinctions seen in Table 3 to see if they were comparable across
groups. To do this, the average numerical difference between the two categories
compared in Table 3 of one group was compared to that of another group. For example,
the average numerical difference in co-reference interpretations yielded by the NS group
between sentences with QDP matrix subjects and overt embedded subjects and sentences
with QDP matrix subjects and null embedded subjects was compared against that same
difference yielded by the SAL2 group. These comparisons were done for both pairs seen
in the previous statistical analysis, namely between sentences with QDP matrix subjects
when the embedded subject was either overt or null and between sentences with overt
embedded subjects when the matrix subject was a either QDP or NP. An initial ANOVA
indicated statistical differences in both instances, so follow-up tests were done. Results
of these t-tests showed that there were significant differences between both the SAL2
and CLL2 groups and the NS group in distinguishing between sentences with QDP
matrix subjects when the embedded subject was overt or null. However, the SAL2 group
and CLL2 group were not significantly different from each other in this respect. Looking
at distinctions between sentences with overt embedded subjects when the matrix subject
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was either a QDP/wh- or NP revealed no significant differences between any groups.
This signifies that all groups made this distinction similarly. These results are given in
Table 4 below.

Table 4. Differential intergroup comparisons from Task 2

QDP/overt = Quantified Determiner Phrase or wh-element (variable expression) matrix subject
with an overt embedded-clause subject; QDP/null = Quantified Determiner Phrase or wh-element
matrix subject with a null embedded-clause subject; NP/overt = Noun Phrase matrix subject with
an overt embedded-clause subject.

6.2.3. Discussion

As groups, the SAL2 and CLL2 perform differently than the native controls, which
really amount to the fact that their distinctions were less polarized. Importantly,
however, the groups clearly make the proper distinction in line with the OPC. Space
limitations here do not allow us to explore what the individual data reveal in this regard
in any great detail. However, it has already been reported by Rothman and Iverson
(2007a, 2007b) that the tendency for the SAL2 group is not really a tendency, but a
reflection of two subgroups: the majority of L2 learners which demonstrated native-like
knowledge of the OPC and the minority which had tendency in line with English, that is
a clear preference for BV interpretations where they are blocked by the OPC. We note
in passing that this is also true of the CLL2 group we report on here and in a very similar
breakdown (17 CLL2 learners make native-like OPC distinction while 7 do not at all).

Thus, we are able to confidently claim that L2 learners do acquire the OPC
relatively early in interlanguage development despite its POS status. This is true of
learners whether or not they have experienced significant time in a naturalistic target
language environment. We conclude that L2 knowledge of the OPC confirms that the
NSP has truly been reset and that clustering must take place in adult acquisition. The fact
that many SAL2 and CLL2 learners have native-like knowledge of the OPC while they
have indeterminate knowledge of subject-verb inversion in declaratives and lack of that-
trace effects provides robust evidence that these properties do not cluster with null-
subject licensing. Moreover, the fact that both groups perform indistinguishably at the
group and individual levels supports the claim that study-abroad exposure, at least only
one semester of it, does not confer an advantage at the level of grammatical competence,
at least for the NSP.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

In this article, we set out to accomplish two goals. First, we coupled a review of
L2 NSP literature with evidence from a wide sampling of pro-drop and non-pro-drop
languages to argue, in accord with other researchers, that the NSP consists of a
maximum of three clustering properties, which exclude subject-verb inversion and
restrictions relating to that-trace sequences. Moreover, the data we presented in the
empirical portion of this article are consistent with both previous research on NSP
resetting and the assertion that the NSP cluster is more limited than originally proposed.
Second, we coupled together the L2 learners in a study-abroad context from Rothman
and Iverson (2007a, 2007b) and compared them to a proficiency level-matched L2
learners who took a similar amount of courses during comparable time period in an effort
to determine if increased exposure to native input is needed or particularly gainful with
respect to the acquisition of new L2 features needed to reset parameters.

Overall, the findings of our research demonstrate that NSP resetting is possible;
however, it demonstrated that NSP resetting can take place without increased exposure
to naturalistic input. That is, NSP resetting is possible based solely on classroom type
input. Although the SAL2 participants were tested before and after 5 months of
residency in Spain, the data do not demonstrate any significant improvement in any of
the properties tested during that time further indicating that increase in exposure is
neither a sufficient nor necessary variable in the accessing of linguistic universal
properties. In earnest, we believe that increased exposure to native input must be
beneficial to L2 learners for many linguistic and cultural reasons; however, we are
unconvinced that such exposure must result in increased accessibility to universal
properties, at least in terms of the NSP. Since classroom input provides ample positive
evidence to learn null-subject and expletive subjects either via some type of frequency
learning (e.g. null-subjects, null expletive sentences) or via a naturalistic way (via the
acquisition of verbal morphology that encodes particular functional features), we
thought it crucial to demonstrate L2 knowledge of the OPC. While domain-general
learning procedures could arrive at an L2 grammar that has null referential and expletive
subjects, this seems very unlikely for either group. If these properties were to be learned
in such a way, it is not clear how or why domain-general learning mechanisms would
discriminate between structures available from the input since subject-verb inversion
and that-trace sequences are exemplified in the input as well. In any case, only domain-
specific (UG) mechanisms can arrive at a grammar that respects the OPC. Thus, the
whole of the data discussed is only consistent with UG-constrained L2 acquisition in
which UG is readily available, scanning the input, even when it is not native or
particularly bountiful, for the features needed to restructure the target grammar. The data
are also consistent with a NSP cluster that contains null referential and expletive subjects
and OPC restrictions only.

We should keep in mind that if current analyses with respect to how the positive
value for the NSP is reset in Spanish are on the right track (that is, via the rich overt
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verbal morphology), then it is clear that this parameter value has a very salient and
frequent trigger from the input. It is perhaps for this reason that this parameter is
seemingly reset so straightforwardly. Future research pursuing the logical idea that
study-abroad experience do come to bear positively of syntactic competence would
likely benefit from investigating other parameters, whose triggering data are extremely
less frequent in classroom input.

NOTES

* We wish to thank the participants of this study, especially those who took the tests while studying abroad.
Additionally, we are grateful for the support of people at the University of California study-abroad program
at the Complutense in Madrid for logistical support. We are also very grateful to many colleagues who have
made helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper and especially to the anonymous reviewers for
their suggestions. Any and all errors or oversights are entirely our own. The writing of this article was done
under support of an Old Gold Fellowship from the University of Iowa to the principal author and an
Undergraduate Student Achievement grant to the co-author.

1. Alexiadou and Agnostopoulou maintain that “EPP-checking is D-feature checking in a non-substantive
category by a [nominal] lexical category (1998: 157).” In Spanish, head-to head movement of the verb to
T in and of itself is able to check the EPP-feature since the agreement morpheme of the inflected verb
checks the EPP requirement of T. Conversely, languages such as English, with ‘weak’ verbal morphology,
have [- person, - interpretable φ-features]. Within more recent minimalist terminology, the EPP requirement
is taken to involve an uninterpretable feature [- person] on T (Chomsky, 2000, 2001, 2005). In Spanish, the
[- person] feature of T is checked via v to T movement, via [+ person] verbal agreement morphology
(Ordóñez and Treviño 1999; Kato, 2000). That is to say, the [- person] feature of T is checked by head-
movement, similar to Alexiadou and Agnostopoulou’s (1998) X0-movement criteria, and therefore does not
require (XP) merge to Spec, TP as in English. In order for English speakers of L2 Spanish to reset the NSP
they must acquire interpretable features as detailed above.

2. This correlates to the position taken in previous related work (Rothman and Iverson 2007a, 2007b), but is
much more developed and supported here.

3. We have not provided examples of the counter balance properties (canonical subjects, overt subjects, overt
expletives, null and overt object pronouns, wh-object extraction).

4. Examples of the counter balance sentences (null embedded pronoun sentences with simple DP matrix
subject and overt embedded pronoun sentences with a simple DP matrix subject) are not provided in the

text, but were tested for.

REFERENCES

Adams, M. 1987. “From Old French to the theory of pro-drop”. Natural Language and
Linguistic Theory 5: 1-32.

Alexiadou, A. and E. Agnostopulou. 1998. “Parametrizing AGR: Word order, V-movement
and EPP-checking”. Natural Language and Linguistic Science 16: 491-539.

Al-Kasey, T. and A.T. Pérez-Leroux. 1998. “Second language acquisition of Spanish
null-subjects”. The Generative Study of Second Language Acquisition. Eds. S.
Flynn, G. Martohardjono, and W. O’Neil. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates. 161-185.

THE SYNTAX OF NULL SUBJECTS IN L2 SPANISH: COMPARING TWO L2 POPULATIONS...

209



Arteaga, D. 1994. “Impersonal constructions in Old French”. Issues and Theory in
Romance Linguistics. Selected Papers from the Linguistic Symposium on Romance
Languages XIII. Ed. M.L. Mazzola. Washington: Georgetown University Press.
141-157.

Auwera, van der, J. 1984. “Subject and non-subject asymmetries in the relativization of
embedded NPs”. Sentential Complementation. Eds. W. de Geest and Y. Putseys.
Dordrecht: Foris. 257-269.

Ayoun, D. 1999. “Verb movement in French L2 acquisition”. Bilingualism: Language
and Cognition 2: 103-125.

Beck, M.L. 1998. “L2 acquisition and obligatory head movement: English-speaking
learners of German and the local impairment hypothesis”. Studies in Second
Language Acquisition 20: 311-348.

Bley-Vroman, R. 1990. “The logical problem of foreign language learning”. Linguistic
Analysis 20: 3-49.

Chomsky, N. 1965. Aspects of the Theory of Syntax. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.
Chomsky, N. 1981. Lectures on Government and Binding. Dordrecht: Foris.
Chomsky, N. 1986. Knowledge of Language: Its Nature, Origin, and Use. New York:

Praeger.
Chomsky, N. 1995. The Minimalist Program. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Chomsky, N. 2000. New Horizons in the Study of Language and Mind. New York:

Cambridge University Press.
Chomsky, N. 2001. “Derivation by Phase”. Ken Hale: A Life in Language. Ed. M.

Kenstowicz.
Cambridge: MIT Press. 1-52.
Chomsky, N. 2005. On Phases. Unpublished manuscript. MIT.
Clahsen, H. and U. Hong. 1995. “Agreement and null-subjects in German L2

development: New evidence from reaction time experiments”. Second Language
Research 11: 57-87.

Davies, W. 1996. “Morphological Uniformity and the Null Subject Parameter in Adult
SLA”. Studies in Second Language Acquisition 18: 475-493.

Dekydtspotter, L. and R.A. Sprouse. 2001. “Mental design and (second) language
epistemology: Adjectival restrictions on wh-quantifiers and tense in English-
French interlanguage”. Second Language Research 17: 1-35.

Dekydtspotter, L., Sprouse, R.A. and T.G. Meyers. 2004. “Quantifier scope resolution in
English-German was für N interrogatives”. Paper presented at the Second Language
Research Forum (SLRF). The Pennsylvania State University (University Park).

Epstein, S., Flynn, S. and G. Martohardjono. 1996. “Second language acquisition:
Theoretical and experimental issues in contemporary research”. Brain and
Behavioral Sciences 19: 677-714.

Epstein, S., Flynn, S. and G. Martohardjono. 1998. “The strong continuity hypothesis in
adult L2 acquisition”. The Generative Study of Second Language Acquisition. Eds.

JASON ROTHMAN - MICHAEL IVERSON

210



S. Flynn, G. Martohardjono and W. O’Neil. Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates. 61-79.

Goad, H. and L. White. 2006. “Ultimate attainment in interlanguage grammars: a
prosodic approach”. Second Language Research 22 (3): 243-268.

Gregg, K. 1996. “The logical and developmental problem of second language
acquisition”. Handbook of Second Language Acquisition. Eds. W. Richie and T.
Bhatia. San Diego: Academic Press. 49-81.

Grewendorf, G. 1986. Ergativity in German. Dordrecht: Foris.
Guasti, M. 2002. Language Acquisition: The Growth of Grammar. Cambridge, MA:

MIT Press.
Hawkins, R. 2005. “Revisiting wh-movement: The availability of an uninterpretable

[wh] feature in interlanguage grammars”. Proceedings of the 7th Generative
Approaches to Second Language Acquisition Conference (GASLA 2004). Eds. L.
Dekdyspotter et al. Somerville, MA: Cascadilla. 124-137.

Hawkins, R. and C. Chan. 1997. “The partial accessibility of Universal Grammar in
second language acquisition: The failed functional features hypothesis”. Second
Language Research 13: 187-226.

Hawkins, R. and H. Hattori. 2006. “Interpretation of English multiple wh-questions by
Japanese speakers: A missing uninterpretable feature account”. Second Language
Research 22 (3): 269-301.

Haznedar, B. and B.D. Schwartz. 1997. “Are there optional infinitives in child L2
acquisition?” Proceedings of the 21st Annual BUCLD. Eds. E. Hughes, M. Hughes
and A. Greenhill. Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Press. 257–268.

Hilles, S. 1986. “Interlanguage and the pro-drop parameter”. Second Language Research
2: 33-52.

Hilles, S. 1991. “Access to Universal Grammar in second language acquisition”. Point
Counterpoint: Universal Grammar in the Second Language. Ed. L. Eubank.
Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 305-338

Hyams, N. 1986. Language Acquisition and the Theory of Parameters. Dordrecht: Reidel.
Isabelli, C. 2002. “The impact of a study-abroad experience on the acquisition of L2

Spanish Syntax: The Null Subject Parameter”. Unpublished doctoral dissertation,
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.

Isabelli, C. 2004. “The acquisition of the null subject parameter properties in SLA: Some
effects of positive evidence in a naturalistic learning context.” Hispania 87: 150-162.

Jaeggli, O. 1982. Topics in Romance Syntax. Dordrecht: Foris.
Jaeggli, O. and N. Hyams. 1988. “Morphological uniformity and the setting of the null-

subject parameter”. Proceedings of NELS 18 GLSA. University of Massachusetts,
Amherst. 238-253.

Jaeggli, O. and. K. Safir. 1989. “The null-subject parameter and parametric theory”. The
Null-Subject Parameter. Eds. O. Jaeggli and K. Safir. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic
Publishers. 1-44.

THE SYNTAX OF NULL SUBJECTS IN L2 SPANISH: COMPARING TWO L2 POPULATIONS...

211



Kanno, K. 1998. “Consistency and variation in second language acquisition”. Second
Language Research 14: 376-388.

Kato, M.A. 2000. “The partial pro-drop nature and the restricted VS order in Brazilian
Portuguese”. Brazilian Portuguese and the null subject parameter. Eds. M.
Aizawa and E. Vailati Negrão. Vervuert: Frankfurt.

Lardiere, D. 1998. “Dissociating syntax from morphology in a divergent L2 end-state
grammar”. Second Language Research 14: 359-375.

Lardiere, D. 2006. Ultimate Attainment in Second Language Acquisition: A Case Study.
Mahwah: LEA.

Liceras, J. 1989. “On some properties of the ‘pro-drop’ parameter: Looking for missing
subjects in non-native Spanish”. Linguistic Perspectives on Second language
Acquisition. Eds. S. Gass and J. Schachter. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. 109-133.

Liceras, J. and L. Díaz. 1999. “Topic-drop versus pro-drop: Null subjects and
pronominal subjects in the Spanish of Chinese, English, French, German and
Japanese speakers”. Second Language Research 15: 1-40.

Lust, B. 2006. Child Language: Acquisition and Growth. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Meisel, J.M. 1991. “Principles of universal grammar and strategies of language learning:
some similarities and differences between first and second language acquisition”.
Point Counterpoint. Universal Grammar in the Second Language. Ed. L. Eubank.
Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 231-276.

Meisel, J. 1997. “The acquisition of the syntax of negation in French and German:
contrasting first and second language development”. Second Language Research
13: 227–263.

Montalbetti, M. 1984. After Binding: On the Interpretation of Pronouns. Unpublished
doctoral dissertation. MIT.

Montrul, S. and C. Rodríguez-Louro. 2006. “Beyond the syntax of the null subject
parameter: A look at the discourse-pragmatic distribution of null and overt subjects
by L2 learners of Spanish”. The Acquisition of Syntax in Romance Languages. Eds.
V. Torrens and L. Escobar. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 401-418.

Montrul, S. and R. Slabakova. 2003. “Competence similarities between natives and near-
native speakers: An investigation of the preterit/imperfect contrast in Spanish”.
Studies in Second Language Acquisition 25: 351-398.

Müller, G. and B. Rohrbacher. 1989. “Eine Geschichte ohne Subjekt. Zur Entwicklung
der pro-Theorie”. Linguistische Berichte 119: 3-52.

Ordóñez, F. and E. Treviño. 1999. “Left dislocated subjects and the pro-drop parameter:
A case study of Spanish”. Lingua 107: 39-68.

Papp, S. 2000. “Stable and developmental optionality in native and non-native
Hungarian Grammars”. Second Language Research 16: 173–200.

Pérez-Leroux, A.T. and W. Glass. 1997. “OPC effects on the L2 acquisition of Spanish”.
Contemporary Perspectives on the Acquisition of Spanish, Volume 1: Developing

JASON ROTHMAN - MICHAEL IVERSON

212



Grammars. Eds. T. Pérez-Leroux and W. Glass. Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Press.
149-165.

Pérez-Leroux, A.T. and W. Glass. 1999. “Null anaphora in Spanish second language
acquisition: probabilistic versus generative approaches”. Second Language
Research 15: 220-249.

Phinney, M. 1987. “The pro-drop parameter in second language acquisition”. Parameter
Setting. Eds. T. Roeper, and E. Williams. Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company.
221-246.

Prévost, P. and L. White. 1999. “Finiteness and variability in SLA: More evidence for
missing surface inflection”. Proceedings of the Annual Boston University
Conference on Language Development. 575-586.

Prévost, P. and L. White. 2000. “Missing surface inflection or impairment in second
language acquisition?” Second Language Research 16: 103-133.

Raposo, E. and J. Uriagereka. 1990. “Long distance case assignment”. Linguistic Inquiry
21: 505-537.

Rizzi, L. 1982. Issues in Italian Syntax. Dordrecht: Foris.
Rizzi, L. 1986. “Null objects in Italian and the theory of pro”. Linguistic Inquiry 17:

501-557.
Rothman, J. 2007. “Pragmatic solutions for syntactic problems: Understanding some L2

Syntactic errors in terms of pragmatic deficits”. Romance Languages and
Linguistic Theory 2005. Eds. S. Baauw, F. Dirjkoningen and M. Pinto. Amsterdam:
John Benjamins. 297-318.

Rothman, J. and M. Iverson. 2007a. “On L2 clustering and resetting the null subject
parameter in L2 Spanish: Implications and observations”. Hispania 90 (2): 329-342.

Rothman, J. and M. Iverson. 2007b. “Input type and parameter resetting: Is naturalistic
input necessary?” International Review of Applied Linguistics IRAL 45 (4): 285-319.

Safir, K. 1985. Syntactic Chains. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Schwartz, B. 2003. “Child L2 acquisition: Paving the way”. BUCLD 27 Proceedings.

Eds. B. Beachley et al. Somerville: MA: Cascadilla Press. 25-50.
Schwartz, B. and R. Sprouse. 1994. “Word order and nominative case in nonnative

language acquisition: A longitudinal study of L1 Turkish German interlanguage”.
Language Acquisition Studies in Generative Grammar. Eds. T. Hoekstra and B.
Schwartz. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 317-368.

Schwartz, B. and R. Sprouse. 1996. “L2 cognitive states and the full transfer/full access
model”. Second Language Research 12: 40-72.

Schwartz, B. and R. Sprouse. 2000. “When syntactic theories evolve: consequences for
L2 acquisition research”. Second Language Acquisition and Linguistic Theory. Ed.
J. Archibald. Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Sorace, A. 2000. “Differential effects of attrition in the L1 syntax of near-native L2
speakers”. Proceedings of the 24th Boston University Conference on Language
Development. Eds. S.C. Howell, S.A. Fish and T. Keith-Lucas. Somerville, MA:
Cascadilla Press. 719-725.

THE SYNTAX OF NULL SUBJECTS IN L2 SPANISH: COMPARING TWO L2 POPULATIONS...

213



Sorace, A. 2003. “Near-Nativeness”. The Handbook of Second Language Acquisition.
Eds. C. Doughty and M. Long. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 130-151.

Sorace, A. 2005. “Syntactic optionality at interfaces”. Syntax and Variation: Reconciling
the Biological and the Social. Eds. L. Cornips and K. Corrigan. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins. 46-111.

Sorace, A. and F. Filiaci. 2006. “Anaphora resolution in near-native speakers of Italian”.
Second Language Research 22(3): 339-368.

Toribio, A. J. 2000. “Setting parametric limits on dialectal variation in Spanish”. Lingua
110: 315-341.

Tsmipli, I.M. 2003. “Interrogatives in the Greek/English interlanguage: a minimalist
account”. Selected Papers on Theoretical and Applied Linguistics. Ed. E. Mela-
Athanasopoulou. Thessaloniki: Aristotle University. 214-225.

Tsimpli, I.M. and M. Dimitrakopoulou. 2007. “The Interpretability Hypothesis:
Evidence from wh-interrogatives in second language acquisition”. Second
Language Research 23(2): 215-242.

Tsimpli, I.M. and A. Roussou. 1991. “Parameter resetting in L2”. UCL Working Papers
in Linguistics 3: 149-169.

Unsworth, S. 2004. “On the syntax-semantics interface in Dutch: Adult and child L2
acquisition compared”. IRAL 42(2): 173-187.

Unsworth, S. 2005. “Child L2, adult L2, child L1: Differences and similarities. A study
on the acquisition of direct object scrambling in Dutch”. PhD thesis, Utrecht
University.

Vainikka, A. and M. Young–Scholten. 1996. “Gradual development of L2 phrase
structure”. Second Language Research 12: 7–39

White, L 1985. “The pro-drop parameter in adult second language acquisition”.
Language Learning 35: 47-62.

White, L. 1986. “Implications of parametric variation for adult second language
acquisition: An investigation of the ‘pro-drop’ parameter”. Experimental
Approaches to Second Language Acquisition. Ed. V. Cook. Oxford, UK: Pergamon.
55-72.

White, L. 1989. Universal Grammar and Second Language Acquisition. Philadelphia:
John Benjamins.

White, L. 2003. Second Language Acquisition and Universal Grammar. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

JASON ROTHMAN - MICHAEL IVERSON

214




