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Abstract: This study seeks to examine crosslinguistic influence in the L2 English of different child participant
groups (L1 Spanish, L1 Bosnian and L1 Danish) when compared to L1 English controls. The focus is placed on the
L2 English sentential subjects orally produced by these children in a semi-guided individual interview. The subjects
were classified following three criteria: type (overt/null), grammaticality (grammatical/ungrammatical) and
adequacy (adequate/non-adequate). Two formal proposals are put to the test taking into account the difference
between [+/-null subject] languages: typological similarity between the L1 and the L2 (in the case of the L1 Danish
group) and lexical transparency where the properties of the superset L1 influences those of the subset L2 and thus,
facilitates L2 acquisition (in the case of the L1 Spanish and L1 Bosnian groups). Our results show that typological
similarity can to a certain point explain the differences between the [+null subject] and the [-null subject] language
groups, but it does not justify the high production of both grammatical and adequate subjects. These high rates
can be interpreted in terms of lexical specialization in that there is facilitative crosslinguistic influence effects from
the superset language (i.e., Spanish and Bosnian) to the subset language (i.e., English).
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Influencia interlinguistica y similitud linguistica: la produccién oral de sujetos
oracionales de nifios bilingues de inglés como L2

Resumen: Este estudio examina la influencia interlingtiistica en el inglés como L2 de diferentes grupos de nifios
participantes (espafiol L1, bosnio L1y danés L1) en comparacién con el grupo de control de inglés L1. La atencién se
centra en los sujetos oracionales en el inglés L2 producidos oralmente por estos nifios en una entrevista individual
semi-guiada. Los sujetos se clasificaron siguiendo tres criterios: tipo (explicito/nulo), gramaticalidad (gramatical/
agramatical) y adecuacién (adecuado/no-adecuado). Se ponen a prueba dos propuestas formales teniendo en
cuenta la diferencia entre las lenguas [+/sujeto nulo]: la similitud tipolégica entre la L1y la L2 (para el grupo danés
L1)y la especializacion léxica en la que las propiedades de la L1 superset influyen en las de la L2 subset y, por tanto,
facilitan la adquisicién de la L2 (para los grupos espafiol L1y bosnio L1). Los resultados muestran que la similitud
tipoldégica puede explicar hasta cierto punto las diferencias entre los grupos linguisticos [+sujeto nulo] y [-sujeto
nulo], pero no justifica la elevada produccién de sujetos gramaticales y adecuados, algo que puede interpretarse
en términos de especializacién léxica: existe influencia interlinguistica facilitadora desde la lengua superset (el
espafiol y el bosnio) hacia la lengua subset (el inglés).
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How to cite: Mujcinovic, S., & Fernandez Fuertes, R. (2026). Crosslinguistic influence and language similarity: the
oral production of sentential subjects in child L2 English. Revista Espafiola de Lingtiistica Aplicada, 39(2), 68-94.
https://doi.org/10.58859/resla.1544

*Corresponding author: sonja.mujcinovic@uva.es

& AESLA

Available under the
Asociacién Espariola de Lingdistica Aplicada CC BY 4.0license. ©


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0194-1155
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3889-6194
https://doi.org/10.58859/resla
https://matrix.aesla.org.es/RESLA
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Crosslinguistic influence and language similarity: the oral
production of sentential subjects in child L2 English Mujcinovic & Fernandez Fuertes

1. Introduction

Within the framework of generative grammar, sentential subjects have been extensively
discussed from the point of view of formal linguistics as well as in acquisition studies.
In the case of the former, the null subject parameter was proposed and used to address
the differences that emerge across languages in terms of the availability of null subjects
(e.g., Perlmutter, 1971; Chomsky & Lasnik, 1977; Chomsky, 1981; Rizzi, 1982; Phinney, 1987;
Platzack, 1987; Liceras, 1988, 1989; Jaeggli & Safir, 1989; Belletti, 2001, 2004; Sheehan, 2006;
Camacho, 2006, 2013, 2016; Holmberg, 2010).

In the case of the latter; analyses have been conducted on monolingual acquisition (e.g.,
Bloom, 1990; Hyams & Wexler, 1993; Hyams, 2011; Hoff, 2017; Orfitelli & Hyams, 2008, 2012),
and on bilingual acquisition, including both simultaneous bilinguals (e.g., Montrul, 2004;
Liceras et al., 2008; Cuza, 2013; Cuza & Camacho, 2017; Liceras & Fernandez Fuertes, 2019)
and sequential bilinguals (e.g., Lozano, 2002; Park, 2004; Montrul & Rodriguez-Louro, 2006;
Rothman, 2008, 2009; Montrul et al., 2009; Pladevall-Ballester, 2012, 2016; Cuza et al., 2013;
Quesada, 2014; Mitkovska & BuZarovska, 2018; Pladevall-Ballester et al., 2022). When
considering bilinguals, most of these studies mainly compare bilinguals whose two
languages exhibit a different configuration with respect to the null subject parameter.
Much less frequently have previous studies dealt with the analysis of bilinguals whose
two languages share the same value of the null subject parameter. Few studies have been
conducted on the contact between two [+null subject] languages (e.g., Bini, 1993; Margaza
& Bel, 2006; Sorace & Filiaci, 2006; Bel et al., 2016; Lozano, 2018) and even fewer on that
of two [-null subject] languages (e.g., White, 1985; Liceras, 1989; Liceras & Alba de la
Fuente, 2015; Mujcinovic, 2015, 2020). In all cases the focus of attention has been placed
in analyzing potential crosslinguistic influence effects between the two languages of the
bilingual.

The present study takes as a point of departure previous formal and empirical
works on the null subject parameter to offer a characterization of the English as a second
language (L2) of three groups of child participants that differ in their first language (L.1):
Spanish, Bosnian and Danish. While previous works on L2 acquisition have mainly
addressed adult grammars, we focus on the oral semi-spontaneous production of L2
English children which we analyze in terms of grammaticality and pragmatic adequacy in
the case of three subject forms (i.e., full DPs, overt personal pronominal subjects, and null
subjects; see examples 1-3 and discussion below). Furthermore, the language combination
that we include allows us to offer a comparison between languages that have been more
studied (i.e., Spanish) and others that have been less so (i.e., Bosnian and Danish) and
to address the role played by language similarity. Given that L1 crosslinguistic influence
characterizes and shapes (at least) the initial stages of L2 acquisition (e.g., Hawkins 2001,
Herschensohn, 2000; Montrul, 2016), attention has been placed on how and in which respect
the L1 and the L2 differ. Being crosslinguistic influence an overt manifestation of the L1
(Gass, 1996, p. 385), the similarities between the languages in contact have some bearing on
the type of crosslinguistic influence that might appear. In the case of typological similarity,
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the focus of this investigation, it has often been put together with typological proximity.
However, these are two different concepts and, while typological proximity has centered
the attention of L2 acquisition research, typological similarity has received much less
attention (e.g., Rothman, 2010, 2011; Rothman & Cabrelli Amaro, 2010; Montrul et al., 2011;
Liceras & Alba de la Fuente, 2015; Westergaard et al., 2017; Cuza et al., 2018). Typological
proximity applies to languages that belong to the same family and share the same origin;
an example is Spanish and French, both derived from Latin and considered Romance
languages. However, typological similarity refers to languages that share the same option
at a micro-parametric level so that “a typological or formal universal is equally realized
in these two typologically close languages” (Liceras & Alba de la Fuente, 2015, p. 333). In
other words, Spanish and Bosnian are not typologically proximate as they do not belong to
the same family since Spanish is a Romance language while Bosnian is a Slavic language.
However, they are typologically similar languages with respect to subject realization as
both are [+null subject] languages. Danish and English are both typologically proximate
(i.e., Germanic languages) and typologically similar (i.e., [-null subject] languages). In
the same vein, Spanish and Bosnian are neither typologically similar nor typologically
proximate to English.

Therefore, the analysis of the contact between English, on the one hand, and Danish,
Spanish, or Bosnian, on the other, allows us to explore more in depth how language
typological similarity works in child L2 acquisition.

This paper is organized as follows. In section 2, we offer a formal description of
sentential subjects with a focus on the four languages under consideration in this study
(i.e., English as the target language and as the L2 of our participants and Danish, Spanish
and Bosnian as their L1s). In section 3, we provide an overview of different acquisition
works that have analyzed sentential subjects and the crosslinguistic influence effects that
have been reported in this case. In section 4, we present the research questions that we
have formulated. Section 5 provides information about the participants that took part
in this study, the task used to elicit the data and the data collection and classification
procedures. We present the data analyses and the discussion in section 6 and finish with
the conclusions that we have obtained and that appear in section 7.

2. On the nature of sentential subjects: typological similarities and
differences

The availability of null subjects across languages divides languages into two groups:
[+null subject] languages and [-null subject] languages (e.g., Perlmutter, 1971; Chomsky &
Lasnik, 1977; Chomsky, 1981; Rizzi, 1982; Phinney, 1987; Platzack, 1987; Liceras, 1988, 1989;
Jaeggli & Safir, 1989; Belletti, 2001, 2004; Sheehan, 2006; Camacho, 2006, 2013, 2016;
Holmberg, 2010). The examples below illustrate these two groups by referring to three
possible subject forms: full Determiner Phrases (full DPs) in 1, overt personal pronouns in
2 and null subject pronouns in 3.
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(1) full DP subject

the man

b. manden

“man-the

c. el hombre

“the man

d. covjek

“man

(2) overt personal pronominal subject

he

b. han
“he

c. él
“he

d. on
“he

(3) null subject

a. *pro
“(he)
b. *pro
“(he)
C. pro
“(he)
d. pro
“(he)

ate
spiste

ate
comiod
ate

je! pojeo

was ate

ate
spiste

ate
comid
ate

je pojeo

was ate

ate

ate

spiste
ate
comio
ate
pojeo je

ate was

two bananas

to bananer

two bananas”

dos bananas

two bananas

dvije banana

two bananas”

two bananas

to bananer

two bananas”

dos bananas

two bananas”

dvije banane

two bananas”

two bananas

two bananas”

to bananer

two bananas”

dos bananas

two bananas”

dvije banane

two bananas”

[English]
[Danish]

[Spanish]

[Bosnian]

[English]
[Danish]

[Spanish]

[Bosnian]

[English]

[Danish]

[Spanish]

[Bosnian]

All four languages allow for full DPs (1) and overt pronouns (2) to occupy subject position.
They differ; however, in the possibility of having null subjects (3). In this respect, the fact
that both Spanish and Bosnian allow their subjects to be null (3¢ and 3d) makes them

' jeisthe 3rd person singular auxiliary of the verb “to be.”
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[+null subject] languages. On the contrary, since English and Danish only permit overt
subjects (1a and b and 2a and 2b) and do not generally allow their subjects to be null (3a
and 3b), they are classified as [-null subject] languages.

Different theories have been put forward to explain the availability of null subjects
in a language. Derived from the Principles and Parameters Theory within Universal
Grammar, the Extended Projection Principle (EPP) dictates that all sentences must have a
syntactic subject (Chomsky, 1981). In the case of [+null subject] languages (i.e., Spanish and
Bosnian), since these languages have a rich verbal agreement morphology that licenses
and identifies null subjects, the EPP is satisfied (Rizzi, 1986). In the case of [-null subject]
languages (i.e., English and Danish), the EPP is satisfied via overt pronouns, because these
languages have a poor verbal agreement morphology that lacks pronominal features and,
therefore, cannot satisfy the EPP (Camacho, 2013).

Inthelastdecades,reformulationsofthenullsubjectparameterintermsofphonological
overtness have been proposed (e.g., Holmberg, 2005, 2010; Sheehan, 2006; Martinez-Sanz,
2011 and Liceras & Fernandez Fuertes, 2019). Overt pronouns in both [+null subject]
languages and [-null subject] languages are said to occupy the same position (i.e., SpecIP)
and are, therefore, equally interpreted and have the same value. Since overt pronouns
are spelled out, they have a phonological form. Null pronouns, on the contrary, are not
spelled out (i.e., they have no phonological form). That is, [-null subject] languages have
one subject type available (i.e., overt), whereas [+null subject] languages have two subject
types (i.e., overt and null). This makes the [+null subject] the superset option and the [-null
subject] the subset one (e.g., White, 1989; Ayoun, 2003; Holmberg, 2005; Sheehan, 2006;
and Liceras & Fernandez Fuertes, 2019). A [+null subject] language is considered the
superset language when compared to a [-null subject] language, because [+null subject]
languages have two possible realizations of the subject (i.e., the phonologically realized
option and the phonologically null option) whereas [-null subject] languages have one
(i.e., the phonologically realized option) (Holmberg, 2005; Sheehan, 2006).

3. On the acquisition of sentential subjects

In the case of L1 acquisition, different studies have shown that all children go through
a stage where they omit subjects regardless of whether the child’s L1 is a [+null subject]
or a [-null subject] language. In the case of the acquisition of [+null subject] languages,
children start producing both overt and null subjects at a very early stage, both subject
types generally conforming to adult grammars (e.g., Bloom, 1990; Grinstead, 1998; Hyams
& Wexler, 1993; Juan-Garau & Pérez-Vidal, 2000; Liceras et al., 2006, 2008; Montrul, 2004;
Serratrice, 2002, 2005; Paradis & Navarro, 2003; Valian, 1991; Valian & Eisenberg, 1996).
Whereas, for children acquiring [-null subject] languages, these initial null subjects do not
conform to adult grammar requirements and gradually disappear.

In the case of bilingual grammars in general and of L2 bilingual grammars in
particular, the main issue is whether differences across the two languages of the
bilingual (i.e., the L1 and the L2) may lead to crosslinguistic influence effects (Cook, 2016).
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Crosslinguistic influence appears when L2 bilinguals seek to find an equivalence between
the patterns in their L1 and those in their L2. Depending on the degree of similarity
between the languages in contact, two types of crosslinguistic influence can be identified:
facilitative (or positive) and interfering (or non-facilitative or negative). Facilitative
crosslinguistic influence is said to occur when equivalent structures are available and
have the same distribution in both languages resulting in a successful acquisition of L2
properties. Interfering crosslinguistic influence is the result of overlapping structures
when these are wrongly perceived as formally and functionally similar in the L1 and
the L2, resulting in ungrammatical or inadequate structures. Crosslinguistic influence has
been said to be shaped by two main issues: the degree of L2 proficiency that the speakers
have and the amount of similarity the L2 bilinguals can identify between their two
languages (Cenoz, 2001, 2003 and Gass & Selinker, 2008). Thus, the more proficient the L2
speakers are the less interference appears (Gathercole, 2016:123). Therefore, it is plausible
to believe that crosslinguistic influence is more likely to occur in the beginning and in
the intermediate stages of L2 acquisition and is expected to diminish but not necessarily
disappear in more advanced stages. This is said to be true for the syntactic or morphological
domain, but previous studies have shown that the syntax-pragmatics interface continues
to be vulnerable even in very proficient stages (e.g., Park, 2004; Tsimpli & Sorace, 2006;
Rothman, 2009; Slabakova & Ivanov, 2011; Pladevall-Ballester, 2012, 2016; Lozano, 2018;
Mitkovska & BuZarovska, 2018).

In the case of L2 acquisition, numerous studies have analyzed how differences
between the L1 and the L2 shape the participants’ L2 production (for example, subject
omission and overproduction of overt subjects), based on typological proximity and
similarity and crosslinguistic influence.

Under the Facilitation Hypothesis (Gundel & Tarone, 1992), when languages are
typologically similar, the L1 can facilitate the acquisition of the L2. In the same line, if
linguisticdifferencesare found betweenthe L1 and the L2, a potential effect of crosslinguistic
influence would be a lower L2 learnability given the interference effect of the L1 in the
learning of the L2 (Schepens et al.,, 2016). Therefore, relatedness between the L1 and the L2
seems to play a crucial role so that, if languages in contact are similar, acquisition would be
facilitated, while if languages in contact are different or distant, this difference or distance
will interfere with acquisition. For instance, in the case of subjects, when the speakers’
L1 is a [-null subject] language and the L2 a [+null subject] language, different studies
have reported an overproduction of overt subjects in the data of speakers with different
proficiency levels (e.g., Rothman, 2008, 2009; Lozano, 2002; Montrul & Rodriguez-Louro,
2006; Montrul et al., 2009; Quesada, 2014). However, studies conducted on speakers of a
[+null subject] L1 learning a [-null subject] L2 have reported that a non-native-like rate of
subject omission is not that frequent in the L2 (e.g., Park, 2004; Pladevall-Ballester, 2012,
2016; Mitkovska & Buzarovska, 2018). These different patterns may suggest that, overall,
learning the superset language is more costly than learning the subset.
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In the case of two [-null subject] languages in contact, the scarce amount of research
conducted to date shows that there is a facilitation effect in that results obtained are native-
like (White, 1985; Liceras, 1989; Liceras & Albadela Fuente, 2015 and Mujcinovic, 2015,2020).
It seems felicitous to assume that typological similarity seems to play a crucial role.

In the case of two [+null subject] languages in contact, the amount of research is also
scarce and most of the studies deal with adult speakers (e.g., Bini, 1993; Margaza & Bel, 2006;
Sorace & Filiaci, 2006; Bel et al., 2016; Lozano, 2018). The results from these studies show an
overproduction of overt subjects which is interpreted as related to interface vulnerability
and not to typological proximity or typological similarity.

In the case of 211 acquisition research (i.e., simultaneous bilingualism), a proposal has
been put forward to account for the presence as well as for the directionality and effect of
crosslinguistic influence that we would like to adapt to L2 contexts: the lexical specialization
approach (Liceras & Fernandez Fuertes, 2019). In language contact situations between a
superset and a subset language, these authors argue that crosslinguistic influence will go
from the superset language to the subset language (and not the other way around) and it
will have a facilitation effect. Liceras & Fernandez Fuertes (2019) analyzed the sentential
subjects that appear in the spontaneous production of English-Spanish simultaneous
bilingual children. In this case and given that Spanish is the superset language, no
interference from English into Spanish would occur and, in fact, no overproduction of
overt pronouns appears in the Spanish data. Rather, the superset language is the one
causing crosslinguistic influence (i.e., interference from Spanish into English) and with
a specific effect: acceleration in the development of the overt subject requirement in
211 bilingual English when compared to L1 monolingual English. These authors explain
these results in terms of lexical specialization as follows: the availability of two subject
types in Spanish (i.e., null and overt pronouns) makes this language lexically specialized
when it comes to person features. These are always reflected in the verbal agreement
markers but can also appear realized as overt pronouns (e.g., (yo) com-o, ‘I eat’). This type
of lexical specialization does not appear in the case of English as overt pronouns are the
only available option and do not alternate with null subject pronouns. As a result, Spanish
is the superset language because it incorporates both subject types, whereas English is the
subset language because it requires its subjects to be overt.

4. Research questions

The aim of our study is to account for possible crosslinguistic effects in the oral production
of sentential subjects by child L2 bilinguals. To do so and to analyze the data produced,
two different approaches are considered: typological similarity and lexical specialization.
Thus, to provide a more fine-grained approach to crosslinguistic influence, the following
two research questions were formulated:

1. What role, if any, does typological similarity play in the oral production of
sentential subjects by L2 English bilingual children?
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2. What role, if any, does lexical specialization play in the oral production of
sentential subjects by L2 English bilingual children?

Previous studies point towards the saliency of language typology. For instance, Liceras &
Alba de la Fuente (2015) claim that the closer the languages in contact are typologically
speaking, the lower rates of ungrammaticality (i.e., interfering crosslinguistic influence)
are expected. If typological similarity plays a role, then the results from our study should
show that the L1 Danish group outperforms the L1 Spanish and L1 Bosnian groups, because
of the facilitative crosslinguistic influence effects that derive from both English (L2) and
Danish (L1) being typologically similar. If languages in contact are not typologically
similar and differences are found between the L1 (Spanish and Bosnian, in this case) and
the L2 (English), lower L2 learnability can arise (i.e., more crosslinguistic influence which
can delay the learning of the L2) (Schepens et al., 2016). If this is so, we expect to find
interfering crosslinguistic influence in both the L1 Spanish and the L1 Bosnian groups.
In other words, the less typologically similar the languages are, the more crosslinguistic
influence is expected. This would be reflected in a higher rate of ungrammatical subjects.

On a different note, if Liceras & Ferndndez Fuertes’s (2019) proposal on lexical
specialization is adapted to the L2 acquisition of sentential subjects, the following
prediction could be made in the case of L2 English in contact with L1 Spanish, L1 Bosnian
and L1 Danish: crosslinguistic influence is expected from the L1 if the L1 is a superset
language (i.e., Spanish and Bosnian) into the L2 (i.e., English) and the effect should not be
interfering, because the L2 bilinguals are expected to rely on one of the options available in
Spanish or Bosnian (i.e., the overt subject) as a reinforcement for the only available option
in their L2 English. Thus, these bilinguals’ output is expected to be mostly grammatical and
no crosslinguistic influence from the [+null subject] L1 into L2 English would take place
(e.g., Park, 2004; Pladevall-Ballester, 2012, 2016 and Pladevall-Ballester et al., 2022). In the
case of the L.1 Danish group and given that both Danish and English are subset languages,
no such learnability rule could be established, although a low error rate is to be expected
if language similarity has an effect.

5. Methodology

The data that we analyze were extracted from the soraUVALAL corpus (Mujcinovic
& Fernandez Fuertes 2021) available in the SLABank of the TalkBank system
(MacWhinney, 2019). General information about the participants and tasks is described
below.

5.1 The participants

A total of 91 L2 bilingual children participated in the study: 26 L1 Spanish children from
Spain, 26 L1 Bosnian children from Bosnia & Hercegovina, 26 L1 Danish children from
Denmark and 13 L1 English children from Canada as controls (mean age=11; SD age = 0.71).
All the L2 participants learned English in an institutional context where on average they
received L2 English input for two sessions per week over a period of 3 years.
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The parents’ of the participants completed a Language Background Questionnaires
(LBQ) in their L1 where the children’s language history (e.g., how and when they have
acquired their L1, whether languages other than the L1 are or were part of their language
background), self-reported language proficiency (i.e.,, how good they believe their
command of each of the languages is), and language attitudes (e.g., whether they like
learning English) were detailed. The LBQ functions as a subjective measure of linguistic
behavior that assesses linguistic experience and status.

In order to take part in the study, the participants had to meet the following inclusion
criteria: (i) both the parents and the child had to share the same L1 (i.e.,, Spanish,
Bosnian or Danish); (ii) English had to be the participants’ only L2 and, in this respect,
the participants that were learning an L3 were excluded; (iv) instruction could only take
place in institutional settings in the school that they were attending so that participants
who received extracurricular lessons in English were excluded; (v) participants who had
spent longer periods of time abroad were also excluded; and (vi) only the participants that
had been exposed to L2 English for a period of 2 to 4 years at their primary school were
included in this study. These criteria ensure that all the children in the three experimental
groups have a rather similar linguistic profile.

The L2 English participants’ age ranged from 9 to 12. The difference in age is due to the
time when the participants were first exposed to L2 English. In the case of the L1 Spanish
participants, who were the youngest, they were first exposed to English at the age of 7,
whereas for the L1 Danish and the L1 Bosnian participants the first exposure to English
took place two years later (age 9). To compensate for the age gap, the time of exposure was
controlled for (2 to 4 years; mean: 3 years). The Spanish participants attended grades 3 to
5 and the Bosnian and Danish participants attended grades 5 to 7.2

Regarding the amount of L2 English input received in the institutional setting, all
the participants have received on average 2 lessons per week. In the case of the Spanish
participants, since they were taking part in a CLIL (Content and Language Integrated
Learning) program, they were exposed to more input because two other subjects (Natural
and Social Sciences and Arts) were taught in English. More exposure can lead to better
results. Nonetheless, even though these participants have received more L2 English input,
their overall production is similar to that of the other L2 English groups, as table 1 below
shows.

Implementing the above-mentioned criteria resulted in rather homogenous
participant groups across the three countries.

In the case of the control group, just the participants who have only been exposed
to English at home were included in this study. These participants also belonged to a
monolingual English education system and their age ranged from 10 to 11 years to match
the age of the L2 participants (9-12).

2 Theinformation relative to the children’s academic profile comes from the information sheet we gathered from
each school regarding the general grade system as well as the L2 English instruction curricula that is followed in
each school.
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Proficiency could not be measured via proficiency tests due to restrictions imposed
by schools. We have used the mean length of utterance value measured in words (MLUw)
as a production measure.® The different MLUw values per participant group appear in

Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for English MLUw values per participant group.

Group Spanish Bosnian Danish English
words 10,539 10,676 18,086 5,691
utterances4 2,504 3,515 2,836 1,010
MEAN 4.189 3.468 5.109 5.689
SD 1.079 0.905 1.658 0.950

The MLUw values were calculated in terms of the number of words over utterances. The
information in Table 1 shows that there is a difference in terms of word production when
comparing across the experimental groups with the L1 Danish participants producing more
words. However, this is balanced out when we take into account the number of utterances
produced by each L2 English group. When we consider the control group, the amount
of production is the lowest. This is not surprising given that it is the group that contains
less participants (n=13) when compared to the experimental groups (n=26). The mean of
words over utterances (i.e., the MLUw) shows that participants produce utterances that,
on average, contain between 3 and 5 words. We use these MLUw values as a production
measure and have performed the statistical analyses that are reported next.

To determine whether there are any significant differences between the groups,
a one-way ANOVA was conducted after confirming homogeneity of variance of the
data. A significant effect of language group was confirmed with a large effect size
(F34,=13.05, p<.001, n*=0.31). The results show that there is significant difference between
the L1 Bosnian (p<.001) and L1 Spanish (p<.001) groups when compared to the L1 English
group. The same difference is found between L1 Bosnian (p<.001) and L1 Spanish (p=.038)
when compared to the L1 Danish group. But no such significant difference is found between
the L1 Danish and L1 English group (p=.501) nor between the L1 Spanish and L1 Bosnian
(p=.151). These results show that the [+null subject] language groups group alike and that
the [-null subject] language groups group alike; and that, in turn, there is a difference
between participants with a [+null subject] L1 and participants with a [-null subject] L1.

3 The MLU has been used as an indicator of L1 children’s language complexity and language development
(Brown, 1973). L2 studies have also resorted to the MLU as an indicator of relative proficiency (e.g., Hakansson, 2001;
Unsworth, 2008; Unsworth & Blom, 2010; Hawkins & Filipovic, 2012; Lundell & Lindqvist, 2012, 2014; Faitaki &
Murphy, 2023).

4 In the transcription system that is used in CHILDES, CHAT (Codes for the Human Analysis of Transcripts), an
utterance is a speech turn which does not necessarily contain a clause. Thus, an utterance could be an interjection,
a DP, or a clause (MacWhinney, 2000).
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5.2 The oral experimental task

The oral data obtained for this study were elicited via a semi-guided oral interview.
Following a protocol designed to ensure uniformity in data collection and naturalistic
speech, the participants were interviewed individually, and the interviews were audio-
recorded. The topics treated in the interview related to family, hobbies, school, music,
friends, etc. The participants were always allowed to ask for vocabulary which was
provided to them in a non-inflected form. The interviews were conducted in a small room
at the schools which the participants attended.

Prior to data collection, warming-up sessions were conducted (e.g., Hedge, 2000;
Ellis & Yuan, 2004; Kuiken & Vedder, 2011; Ellis, 2014). The purpose of these sessions was
to familiarize the participants with the interviewer and to make sure that they understood
and were comfortable with the task. These sessions were presented as a class activity, so
that the participants would not feel like they were being examined and would perform the
task in a more natural and relaxed environment. They were reminded that they were not
going to be graded for part-taking and that the activity was not part of the evaluations that
their own school followed.

5.3 Coding procedure

To analyze the data obtained, sentential subjects were extracted both from matrix and
embedded clauses. These subjects were then classified in terms of form, grammaticality
(i.e., syntax) and adequacy (i.e., syntax-pragmatics).

In terms of form, five categories were distinguished: full DPs and proper names
(as in 4), overt personal pronouns (as in 5), grammatical null pronouns (as in 6), and
ungrammatical null pronouns (as in 7).
(4) *CHI: my mother is a teacher [full DPs]
(L1 Spanish group)
(5) *CHI: I have a hamster [overt personal pronouns]

(L1 Bosnian group)

(6) *CHI: you play online and pro try to win  [grammatical null pronouns]

(L1 Danish group)

(7) *CHI: because pro is working [ungrammatical null pronouns]

(L1 Bosnian group)

All subjects were classified in terms of their being grammatical or ungrammatical. The
subjects were classified as ungrammatical if a null subject was used in any other than
coordinated structures. If the ungrammaticality was attributed to issues that were
not related to the subject and the subject was correct, the instance was considered
as grammatical (for example: incorrect case assignment, as in 8, or incorrect object
omission, as in 9).
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(8) *CHI: him have a job [incorrect case assignment]

(L1 Bosnian group)
(9) *CHI: yes, I love @ very much [incorrect object omission]

(L1 Bosnian group)

In terms of adequacy, each subject form was classified in relation to its referent. Full DPs are
adequate if used for referent introduction, referent reintroduction and disambiguation.
Pronouns are adequate if used for reference maintenance and null pronouns are adequate
if used for reference maintenance in coordinated structures. Any other uses than the ones
indicated were considered non-adequate (e.g., DPs used for reference maintenance (RM),
as in 10, pronouns used for reference introduction (RI), as in 11, or pronouns used for
reference reintroduction (RRI), as in 12).
(10) DPs used for reference maintenance
Previous context:

*CHI: and then after football my mum come
Example:

*CHI: and &eh my mum drive me to taeckwondo (L1 Danish group)

(11) pronoun used for reference introduction

Previous context: there is no previous context as this is the first sentence produced
by the participant
Example:

*CHI: and then after football he come (L1 Bosnian group)

(12) pronoun used for reference reintroduction
Previous context:
*CHI: the last we have done a bit of Guy Forks when he was a catholic terrorist.
*CHI: they tried to explode the whole the House of Parliament.
*CHI: while the king was inside.
*CHI: he meant that the Bibel@s:dan should be read in English and not only Latin.
Example:

*CHI: so he decided to try to kill him (L1 Danish group)

The following were excluded from the study as it was not possible to analyze the subject
present in the sentences or it was unclear how it could be classified for the purposes of our
study: incomplete sentences, codeswitching involving subjects, wh-pronouns in subject
position and fixed expressions. Expletive subjects and imperatives were also excluded as
they are non-referential, in the first case, and constitute an instance of overlap in the four
languages, in the second case.
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6. Results and discussion

The sentential subjects produced by the experimental groups (i.e., L1 Spanish, L.1 Danish
and L1 Bosnian) and by the control group (i.e., L1 English) are presented next. The overall
amount and distribution of subjects produced by all the participant groups appears in
Table 2 and will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs.

Table 2. Overall distribution of subjects produced.

grammatical
L1 adequate non-adequate total ungrammatical Total
Spanish 83.79% 1.96% 85.76% 14.24% 100%
[853] [20] [873] [145] [1018]
Bosnian 91.18% 3.80% 94.98% 5.02% 100%
[982] [41] [1023] [54] [1077]
Danish 96.23% 1.05% 97.28% 2.72% 100%
[1838] [20] [1858] [52] [1910]
English 99.01% 0% 99.01% 0.09% 100%
[663] [0] [663] [6] [669]
total 92.77% 1.73% 94.50% 5.50% 100%
[4336] [81] [4417] [257] [4674]

To run the statistical analyses, two General Linear Mixed Models (GLMMs) were fitted:
one that focuses on the grammaticality of the subjects produced (i.e., grammatical vs.
ungrammatical subjects) and one that is concerned with the adequacy of the grammatical
subjects (i.e., adequate vs. non-adequate subjects). A negative binomial distribution model
was created to fit the data, due to overdispersion in the data (dispersion ratio=1.306, p<.005).
With DHARMa package overdispersion, residuals distribution and outlier tests were
checked. The optimal model included language (Spanish, Danish, Bosnian and English),
type of subject (grammatical vs ungrammatical and adequate vs. non-adequate) and the
interaction as fixed effects parameters. The random effect structure includes random
intercept by participant (R?= 0.677). The model includes the log of total number of subjects
produced by each participant as offset term which allows to use negative binomial
distribution to model the rate of occurrences based on the total number of subjects. A
model including the MLUw as a variable was also run but no main effect was found
(F(1,3)=.054, p=.941). The AIC score is lower in the model run with the MLUw (R?= 0.425)
when compared to the model run without the MLUw (R2?= 0.633). Therefore, we report
below the analysis corresponding to the latter model.

As for the grammaticality of the sentential subjects produced, the results in terms of
subject type (full DPs, overt pronouns, grammatical null subjects and ungrammatical null
subjects) are summarized in Table 3.
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Table 3. Distribution of subjects per language group: subject type.

full overt gram ungram
L1 DPs pronouns null null total
[+null Spanish 17.88% 66.50% 1.38% 14.24% 100%
subject] [182] [677] [14] [145] [1018]
languages | g nian 12.81% 80.78% 1.39% 5.01% 100%
[138] [870] [15] [54] [1077]
-null Danish 11.57% 81.26% 4.45% 2.72% 100%
subject] [221] [1552] 85] [52] [1910]
languages | g lish 14.50% 75.64% 8.97% 0.90% 100%
[control] [97] [506] [60] 6] [669]

To conduct the statistical analysis in terms of grammaticality, Table 4 shows the sets of
pairwise comparisons with Tukey adjustments using the emmeans package that were
conducted. The model includes the data set of grammatical and ungrammatical subjects
produced with two predictors: participants’ L1 and grammaticality (i.e., grammatical vs.
ungrammatical subject). The results in Table 4 show the comparisons obtained, which are

discussed below.

Table 4. Summary of the GLMM fixed effects for grammaticality.

fixed effect estimate lower CI higher CI zvalue p value
(intercept) 0.995 0.908 1.090 -0.102 0.918
L1 Spanish 0.864 0.766 0.975 -2.366 0.017
L1 Bosnian 0.958 0.853 1.077 -0.705 0.480
L1 Danish 0.980 0.881 1.089 -0.369 0.712
ungram subjects: total 0.008 0.003 0.022 -9.776 <0.001
ungram subjects: L1 Spanish 18.258 6.843 48.711 5.801 <0.001
ungram subjects: L1 Bosnian 5.757 2.089 15.864 3.385 <0.001
ungram subjects: L1 Danish 3.164 1.150 8.705 2.232 0.025

These results show that independently of the L1, the preferred subject type for all the
participants is the overt pronoun. This preference is significant both for the L2 English
groups as well as for the L1 English group (p<.001). All the language groups follow the
same pattern: overt pronouns > full DPs > null subjects.

An across group comparison shows that the L1 Danish and the L1 English groups
produce more grammatical null subjects in contrast to the L1 Spanish and L1 Bosnian
groups who produce more ungrammatical null subjects.
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In Table 5 the overall distribution of grammatical subjects appears as one variable
(grouping full DPs, overt pronouns and grammatical null subjects) and ungrammatical
subjects as the other.

Table 5. Distribution of subjects per language group: grammaticality.

grammatical ungrammatical
% % total %
L1 [# of cases] SD [# of cases] SD [# of cases]
[+null subject] Spanish 85.76 14.99 14.24 14.99 100
languages [873] [145] [1018]
Bosnian 94.99 10.17 5.01 10.17 100
[1023] [54] [1077]
[-null subject] Danish 97.28 443 2.72 443 100
languages [1858] [52] [1910]
English 99.10 2.15 0.90 2.15 100
[control] [663] [6] [669]

Most of the sentential subjects produced by the three L2 groups, as shown in Table 5, are
grammatical and this is significantly so both for the L2 groups as well as for the control
group (all p<.001). When focusing on ungrammaticality rates, a hetween group comparison
shows that the L1 Spanish group (p<.001) and the L1 Bosnian group (p=.001) significantly
differ from the L1 English group. However, no significant difference is found between the
L1 Danish and the L1 English groups (p>.05). Hence, the [-null subject] language groups
behave similarly, and they differ from the [+null subject] language groups. In the case
of the production of grammatical subjects, the analysis shows no statistically significant
difference between neither of the language groups (all p>.05).

To further explore the production of subjects, Table 6 shows the distribution of
adequate subjects.

Table 6. Distribution of subjects per language group: adequacy.

adequate non-adequate
% % total %
L1 [# of cases] SD [# of cases] SD [# of cases]

[+null subject] Spanish 97.71 3.63 2.29 3.45 100
languages [853] [20] [873]
Bosnian 95.97 11.28 4.03 10.51 100

[982] [41] [1023]
[-null subject] Danish 98.92 4.53 1.07 4.47 100

languages [1836] [20] [1856]
English 100 0.00 0 0.00 100
[control] [663] [0] [663]
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To conduct the statistical analysis in terms of adequacy, zero-inflation condition was
checked before fitting the model. The results in Table 7 show the comparisons obtained,
which are discussed below.

Table 7. Summary of the GLMM fixed effects for adequacy (zero-inflation model coefficients).

fixed effect estimate zvalue p value
(intercept) 18.004 0.010 0.992
L1 Spanish -20.870 -0.012 0.991
L1 Bosnian -19.063 -0.011 0.991
L1 Danish -19.516 -0.011 0.991
non-adequate subjects: pronoun_RI -0.056 0.000 1.000
non-adequate subjects: pronoun_RI -4.075 -0.003 0.998
non-adequate subjects: L1 Spanish (pronoun_RI) 19.256 0.010 0.992
non-adequate subjects: L1 Spanish (pronoun_RRI) 19.259 0.012 0.990
non-adequate subjects: L1 Bosnian (pronoun_RI) 3.178 0.002 0.999
non-adequate subjects: L1 Bosnian (pronoun_RRI) 5.154 0.003 0.997
non-adequate subjects: L1 Danish (pronoun_RI) 0.183 0.000 1.000
non-adequate subjects: L1Danish (pronoun_RRI) -4.765 -0.003 0.998

RI = reference introduction and RRI = reference re-introduction

In this case, since all the subjects produced by the control group are adequate and
thus, there is no variability, they have been excluded from the statistical analysis and
only the comparison within the experimental groups is carried out. Also, within these
experimental groups, adequate subjects significantly outnumber non-adequate ones
(all p<.005).

In the case of non-adequate subjects, the L1 Bosnian group produces the highest
rate (4.03%) followed by the L1 Spanish group (2.29%) and finally the L1 Danish group
(1.07%). Thus, the three L2 groups pattern alike in this respect.

To further explore the non-adequate subjects and bearing in mind the very low
rates seen in Table 6, Table 8 shows that the majority of these are produced when the
participants have used a full DP for reference maintenance where a pronoun is expected.
This is especially relevant in the case of the L1 Spanish and L1 Bosnian groups. It seems
that these [+null subject] language groups prefer to repeat the full DP.
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Table 8. Distribution of subjects per language group and adequacy type: non-adequate subjects.

L1 DP_RM PRON_RI PRON_RRI total

Spanish 100% 0% 0% 100%
[20] [O] [0] [20]

Bosnian 80.49% 12.19% 7.31% 100%
[33] [5] [3] [41]

Danish 55% 35% 10% 100%
[11] [7] [2] [20]

English [control] 0% 0% 0% 100%
[0] [0] [0] [0]

RM = reference maintenance; RI = reference introduction and RRI = reference re-introduction

In spite of the very low rate of non-adequate subjects, the results in Table 8 point to so-
called over-explicitation effects (Hendriks, 2003). In particular, overt DPs are used in
contexts of reference maintenance where a pronoun is more pragmatically adequate.
This phenomenon has been found to be true independently of the participants’ L1 or
the L2 being learnt (e.g., Ahrenholz, 1998; Chini, 1998; Mufioz, 2000; Hendriks, 2003). In
the case of L2 studies, over-explicitation has been attributed to the learner’s concern for
communicative success and to a search for hyper clarity linked to the leaners’ awareness
of their deficiencies in the L2 (e.g., Véronique et al., 2000; Hendriks, 2003).5

To further explore the results presented above, we focus first on typological similarity
and then on lexical specialization approach with the aim of providing an answer to both
research questions.

Previous studies on crosslinguistic influence and language typology have argued that
crosslinguistic influence is affected by typological similarity so that when typologically
similar languages are in contact, the L1 can facilitate the acquisition of the L2, as per the
Facilitation Hypothesis (Gundel & Tarone, 1992). If typological similarity plays a role, then
the L1 Spanish and L1 the Bosnian groups (i.e., both with [+null subject] L1s), on the one
hand, and the L1 Danish and the L1 English groups (i.e., both with [-null subject] L1s), on
the other, should pattern alike. What regards the production of ungrammatical subjects,
our results show that the L1 Danish and the L1 English groups pattern alike. Therefore,
it can be argued that in the case of [-null subject] languages (i.e., L1 Danish), the L1
functions as a facilitator. Our results also show that in the case of [+null subject] languages
(i.e., L1 Spanish and L1 Bosnian), they also pattern alike since they both produce more
ungrammatical subjects. Thus, in the case of [+null subject] languages, the L1 may be
responsible for these participants’ higher rate of ungrammatical subjects when compared
to the L1 Danish and the L1 English groups. However, despite this difference between

> Similar results are also found in the case of L1 speakers’ interpretation data. Lapidus Shin & Smith Cairns
(2012) analyzing L1 Spanish children (and adults) found that there was a tendency to accept DPs in contexts
where pronouns are more adequate. They claim that children’s tolerance for redundancy (overacceptance of DPs)
and ambiguous structures (overacceptance of pronouns) is related to difficulties with perspective and referent
accessibility.
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the two typological groups, data show a very high rate of grammaticality for the three
experimental groups, scores ranging from 85% to 99% and the difference between the
groups not being statistically significant. In other words, the production of grammatical
subjects is similar across the three experimental groups. Therefore, it can be argued that,
when it comes to the production of grammatical subjects, typological similarity does not
seem to be a very salient factor as it does not predict (nor account for) differences that
could be attributed to the typological similarity or difference between participants’ L1 and
the L2.

The production of adequate subjects is not only contingent on the acquisition of the
syntactic properties that characterize sentential subjects in each language. It also involves
the combination and mastery of other linguistic domains which, therefore, places the
production of adequate subjects at the interface level. Different L2 studies have suggested
that the interfaces are one of the salient problems L2 bilinguals have when mastering
sentential subjects (e.g., Sorace, 2005; Tsimpli & Sorace, 2006; Sorace & Filiaci, 2006).
Thus, an analysis of both grammaticality and adequacy allows for a more comprehensive
interpretation of the production of sentential subjects by L2 bilinguals. By separating
between syntactic requirements issues and the interface conditions, we can see whether
the interface at stake (i.e., syntax-pragmatics) is a conditioning factor in the production
of speakers with [+null subject] L1s as well as in that of speakers with [-null subject] L1s.
Or rather, whether only the purely syntactic constraints without the influence of the
pragmatic factors can account for the L2 bilinguals’ production.

The analysis of sentential subjects attending to adequacy yields even more
homogeneous results across the four participant groups (experimental and control). So,
once more, typological similarity does not seem to explain the results we have obtained as
both participants with [+null subject] L1s and those with a [-null subject] L1 behave very
similarly showing very high correctness rates. Analyzing the non-adequate subjects, only
the L1 Bosnian group seems to perform differently from the rest of the groups. Being the
L1 Bosnian group the one that has the lowest MLUw values (Table 1), it could be argued
that their production rate may be an indicator of their being less engaged in the task and,
possibly so, of their having a different proficiency level. However, these differences across
the three L2 English groups never reach statistical significance. In fact, the production for
the three experimental groups show similar patterns in their use of over-explicitation,
which suggests that L2 English learners, regardless of their L1s, resort to similar strategies.
Thus, typological similarity does not seem to be the influencing factor as it does not allow
us to predict a different behavior between the L1 Spanish and the L1 Bosnian groups on
the one hand, and the L1 Danish group on the other. Quite the opposite: the participants’
performance does not seem to change as a function of whether their L1 is typologically
similar or typologically different from the L2.

Hence, what our results show is that, for all the languages under study, production
of both grammatical and adequate subjects is at ceiling and, consequently, the production
of ungrammatical and non-adequate subjects is low. These results seem to suggest that all
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the groups adhere to the overt subject rule in English (i.e., as a one-subject-type language),
making the production of null ungrammatical subjects rather marginal. The availability of
two subject types (i.e., null and overt) in the superset language (i.e., Spanish and Bosnian in
this case) seems to have a facilitative effect in the acquisition of a subset language (English
in this case, which only has the overt subject type available).

These results are in line with the lexical specialization approach regarding how the
existence and directionality of crosslinguistic influence is shaped when superset and
subset languages are in contact, as Liceras & Fernandez Fuertes (2019) propose for the L1.
That is, crosslinguistic influence takes place from the L1 superset language (i.e., Spanish
and Bosnian) into the L2 (i.e., English) and it facilitates the acquisition of sentential
subjects, as the results show.

The lexical specialization proposal lies on the availability of two subject
types (i.e., overt and null) and it predicts that the language that is lexically specialized (i.e.,
Spanish and Bosnian in this case as they allow both subject types) would help reinforce the
only available option in the language that is not lexically specialized (i.e., English in this
case). That is, the prediction is that crosslinguistic influence from the lexically specialized
language into the non-lexically specialized language would not have a negative effect
making the learner produce (more) illicit null subjects in English. Rather, crosslinguistic
influence would have a positive effect by reinforcing the only available option in the non-
lexically specialized language (i.e., the overt subject).

In the case of the L1 Danish participants, crosslinguistic influence from their L1
would also yield to a high production of overt subjects given that both the .1 and L2 share
the same value of the parameter (i.e., they are both non-lexically specialized languages).
That is, the fact that the overtness rates of these two groups of participants is at ceiling
is expected. To learn a property that is already available in your L1, as is the overtness
of the subject, has been systematically proven to be easier than to learn a property that
differs from that in your L1. So, in the case of the L1 Danish group, either facilitative
crosslinguistic influence or fast learning of this obligatoriness yields the same results.

Going back to our two research questions, we believe our data lend support to
lexical specialization over typological similarity in accounting for the subject production
of these three L2 English child groups. It can be argued that signs of crosslinguistic
influence interfering effects can be seen in the L.1 Bosnian and L1 Spanish groups when
compared to the L1 Danish group, because the first two groups pattern alike while the
L1 Danish group does so with the L1 English control group. However, while this is true,
these differences cannot hide the fact that (i) grammaticality rates are very high for all
three groups and that (ii) accurate rates are at ceiling for all three groups. Therefore,
as argued above, the availability of two subject types in Spanish and Bosnian (i.e., null
and overt pronouns) makes Spanish and Bosnian lexically specialized languages when
it comes to grammatical person information because, even if person features are always
realized via verbal agreement markers, two subject types are indeed possible. This lexical
specialization is what is behind the superset/subset language difference. And it is not only
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a matter of having more options, but crucially so that, out of the two options that are
available in Bosnian and Spanish (i.e., null and overt), only one of these is available in
Danish and English (i.e., overt). This superset relation is what, we believe, is behind the
high grammaticality and adequacy rates that these L2 bilingual children have in their L2
English production. And it is also what explains their lack of high null subject rates as a
sign of negative crosslinguistic influence from their L1s.

7. Conclusion

Taking formal proposals on sentential subjects as a point of departure, this study has offered
an analysis of crosslinguistic influence effects in the case of two L2 contact situations:
typologically similar languages (L2 English-L1 Danish) and typologically different
languages (L2 English-L1 Spanish and L2 English-L1 Bosnian). Assuming L2 English
children rely on their L1 when producing sentential subjects, the focus has been placed on
characterizing what has more weight: typological similarity between the L1 and the L2 or
lexical specialization whereby the properties of the L1 may be seen as a superset of those
of the L2 and this facilitates L2 acquisition. While typological similarity can explain how
the L1 Bosnian and the L1 Spanish children pattern similarly and somehow differently
from the L1 Danish and the L1 English, it fails to account for the high grammaticality
and accuracy rates that all three experimental groups show. These, however, can be
accounted for if we claim that lexical specialization in the L2 child bilinguals’ L1s has a
facilitating effect. That is, as in the case of 211 acquisition studies, that there is facilitative
crosslinguistic influence effects from the superset language (i.e., Spanish and Bosnian) to
the subset language (i.e., English).

The conclusions we reach in the present investigation can be further explored by
considering other issues that can help explore the interaction between typological
similarity and lexical specialization. These include the analysis of the written production
of sentential subjects to see if modality plays a role and of other variables such as time of
exposure and proficiency in the L2 bilingual acquisition. This will offer further insight into
the representational nature of subjects in child L2 bilinguals.

As previous L2 studies have shown (e.g., Ferrero, 2020; Gomez Garzaran, 2023),
empirical research on different grammatical properties can contribute to more
felicitous teaching policies and practices. Although this is not the objective of the present
investigation, the conclusions obtained in this study could be used as a point of departure
to conduct pedagogical research where the design of the curricula and the materials for
L2 instruction targets in a more accurate way potential crosslinguistic influence effects.

Together with these pedagogical implications this study leaves the door open to
explore more in-depth issues that are fundamental in L2 instruction contexts such as
age and language modality. The combination of data elicited via different methodologies
(e.g., judgment data, processing data) could also allow us to gain further insight into the
representational nature of sentential subjects and put into perspective the results obtained
in the present investigation.
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