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Abstract 

 

Conditioning variables at interfaces for Spanish pronominal subject 

expression:  Heritage language learners across proficiency levels 

Jennifer Lauren Witte, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Dale Koike 

 

Contributing to a more detailed understanding of heritage language (HL) learner 

levels of Spanish competence, this study examines the first-person singular Spanish 

pronominal subject expression by 17 HL learners across three levels of proficiency in 

oral interviews – as rated by modified ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines: intermediate (n = 

3), intermediate-advanced (n = 4), and advanced (n = 10).  Using a variationist approach, 

I analyze five conditioning variables (including discourse function and verb class) that 

have been found to affect pronominal expression in native speaker Spanish (Bentivoglio, 

1980; Cameron, 1992, 1994; Cacoullos & Travis, 2010; Otheguy et al, 2007; Silva-

Corvalán, 1989, 2001; Travis, 2005, 2007), as well as two additional variables (correct 

verbal inflection and presence of hesitation phenomena) seen in second language 

acquisition studies.   

Following theories of interface vulnerability (cf. Montrul, 2011b; Sorace, 2004, 

2005; Sorace & Serratrice 1995), I hypothesized that the incremental development of 

sensitivity to conditioning variables would be reflective of the complexity of the interface 

at which the variable is conditioned.  Based on previous studies of HL leaners (Montrul, 

2004; Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006) and second language learners (Geeslin & 

Gudmestad, 2010a, Rothman, 2007a, 2007b, 2009), I predicted that the variables related 
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to the more vulnerable and complex interface of syntax-discourse/pragmatics would be 

acquired only by the advanced proficiency group.  My analysis indicated that HL 

pronominal expression is in free variation and unconstrained by any of the interface-

related variables at the intermediate-advanced proficiency level.  Neither the 

intermediate-advanced nor the advanced proficiency level HL leaners showed native-like 

sensitivity to variables conditioned at the syntax-discourse/pragmatic interface.  

Importantly, the only variable that was significant in first-person singular subject 

expression by HL leaners of all proficiency levels was the presence of hesitation 

phenomena.  These results support the claim (Evans, 1985; Fehringer & Fry, 2007; 

Kormos, 1999; Riazantseva, 2001; van Hest 1996a, 1996b; Verhoeven, 1989) of a 

relationship between hesitation phenomena in oral speech and anxiety and increased 

processing demands while speaking the heritage language.   

Comparing the results across three proficiency levels, I analyze when and to what 

degree HL learners show sensitivity to these variables.  The findings illustrate the 

benefits of extending the application of sociolinguistic methodology (specifically the 

comparative multivariable analysis and the stepwise logistic regression procedure) to HL 

and second language acquisition studies because it facilitates a fine-grained examination 

and comparison of leaners across proficiency levels.   

  

Keywords:  heritage language learners, Spanish, acquisition, proficiency, interfaces, 

pronominal subject expression, conditioning variables
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1.0 Introduction  

The cross-disciplinary nature of recent research in second language acquisition 

(SLA) has begun to recognize that an important part of language learning is the ability to 

use variants of a language in context-appropriate ways (Geeslin and Gudmestad, 2010a).  

In native speech, the patterning of variation is often influenced by the subtle language 

external domains, such as discourse and pragmatics, rather than the more concrete 

language-internal domains, such as syntax and morphology.  Examining potentially 

variable structures in a language allows researchers to formulate a more thorough 

understanding of the development of language systems.
1
  Furthermore, focusing on the 

linguistic contexts that affect the patterning of variation provides insight on when, and to 

what degree, a learner gains sensitivity to certain influential linguistic features.   

 The current study examines a potentially variable structure of Spanish:  null and 

overt pronominal subjects.  Focusing on a unique group of speakers - heritage language 

learners (HLLs) of Spanish - it is motivated by both previous investigations of second 

language acquisition as well as sociolinguistic studies of variation in subject expression.  

I investigate the first-person singular subject expression of 17 heritage language learners 

during oral interviews.  I examine their sensitivity to conditioning variables using factors 

that have been found to affect pronominal expression in Spanish.  By comparing 

pronominal expression across the three proficiency levels of learners, I seek to contribute 

to an understanding about the development of sensitivity to variables related to 

                                                 
1
  ‘Potentially variable structures’ is a term used to reflect the possibility that the forms that occur 

in these structures, or a subset of these forms, exhibit variation (Geeslin & Gudmestad, 2010a).    
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morphology, semantics, discourse-pragmatics, and even cognition in heritage language 

learning.   

 Variable pronominal subject expression has been the focus of studies in nearly all 

subfields of linguistic research, both theoretical and applied.  It is a useful linguistic 

feature to examine due to the crosslinguistic differences related to the licensing of a null 

subject, the high levels of variability between the use of null and overt subjects, and the 

types of linguistic variables that condition their alternation. Spanish is a pro-drop 

language that allows for null, or unexpressed subjects.  Due to the rich verbal 

morphology of the language, person and number information about the subject is 

recoverable.  Consequently, the use of overt subject pronouns is often pragmatically odd 

or redundant for Spanish native speakers in all but very specific environments.  Unlike a 

non-pro-drop language such as English, where an overt subject is nearly always 

obligatory, in Spanish, the alternation between null and overt pronouns is governed by 

morphosyntactic and discourse-pragmatic factors, as well as the lexical semantics of the 

verb (Montrul, 2004; Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006).  

 The current study is inspired by SLA research that incorporates L2 variation, and 

recognizes the variable nature of the target language.  Geeslin & Gudmestad (2010a) 

explain that learners vary their language use during the process of acquiring a specific 

grammatical structure.  Montrul (2011a) adds that children learning their first language 

(L1) as well as learners acquiring an L2, exhibit variability and make systematic errors 

that are part of the natural developmental process.   However, it is hypothesized that 

although acquired late, learners of an L2 may be able to gain the ability to identify 
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contexts where variation is permissible, and use variants in context-appropriate ways with 

appropriate frequency, matching native-like variation patterns (Geeslin & Gudmestad 

2010a, 2010b, 2011; Rothman, 2007a, 2007b, 2009).   On the other hand, some claim that 

the level of mastery and the acquisition of the conditioning properties for native-like 

pronoun distribution is often incomplete, even for advanced and near-native speakers 

(Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006; Sorace 2005).  Further motivation for this study are 

the contemporary acquisition theories relating to linguistic modules and their interfaces
2
 

(cf. section 3.2, 3.3), which have been recently used to provide explanations for the above 

mentioned difficulties and delays in acquisition.   

 In line with sociolinguistic studies of variation, the current study examines 

multiple conditioning variables that have been posited to affect pronominal subject 

expression in Spanish.  Some conditioning variables relate to discourse function, while 

others relate to the semantic properties of the verb. Thus the conditioning variables are 

mediated by features from different interfaces (e.g. syntax-semantics, syntax-pragmatics).  

By comparing the pronominal expression in the Spanish of heritage language learners 

across three levels of proficiency, I seek to contribute to a better understanding of the 

acquisition of sensitivity to these conditioning variables, and examine how that 

acquisition relates to linguistic interfaces. 

                                                 
2
 ‘Interfaces’ are the points at which different linguistic modules (e.g. syntax, semantics, 

pragmatics, etc.) interact (Rothman, 2009).  Explanations and predictions of developmental 

delays and difficulties in reaching native-like attainment of grammatical features has been linked 

to these interfaces (Montrul, 2011b).   
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2.0 Spanish Pronominal Subject Expression 

A language with rich verbal morphology such as Spanish allows the subject of 

finite verbs to be expressed through a variety of forms; among them, a null pronoun.  The 

use of subject pronouns in Spanish is considered optional in most contexts.  A null 

subject is obligatory with certain verbs, such as those that express atmospheric conditions 

(ø Llueve mucho en Seattle. ‘It rains a lot in Seattle’) and chronological periods (e.g. ø 

Hace cinco años ‘Five years ago’).  Normative grammar explains that subject pronouns 

may be used optionally to emphasize the subject of the verb in a sentence:  (1) when the 

pronoun stands alone, (2) in contrast, or (3) for clarity (Butt and Benjamin, 1988, p. 103-

104). 

(1)     ¿Quién ha venido?  Ellos. 

    Who’s come?       They [have]. 

(2)       Tú eres listo, pero ella es cómica 

     You are clever, but she is funny 

(3)   a.  Viene mañana. 

(she/he/usted) comes tomorrow 

   b.  Ella viene mañana 

 She comes tomorrow. 

 

As previously mentioned, the actual use of subject pronouns is not as simple as 

the normative grammar rules imply, and depends greatly on semantic and discourse-

pragmatic factors, among others.  For example, in a study on subject pronoun expression 

in spoken Peninsular Spanish, Posio (2011) analyzed 2800 clauses that appeared with an 

overt subject.  Of those, he found only 30 clauses where the subject pronoun was used 

according to the criteria outlined above.    
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 Because English speaking HLLs of Spanish are under examination, crucial to this 

study is a discussion of how English and Spanish compare with respect to subject 

realization.  Both English and Spanish have similar deictic meanings, both have distinct 

pronominal forms for first-, second- and third-person singular and first- and third-person 

plural, and both have a SVO word order preference.  However, Spanish and English 

differ syntactically because Spanish is a null-subject language while English is not.  

Thus, the variables that predict the appearance of an overt or null pronoun are quite 

different in Spanish than in English.  The former requires a mastery of both 

morphosyntactic and pragmatic properties, while the latter does not, with pronominal 

usage nearing obligatory status.  Therefore, native-like production of subject pronouns in 

Spanish requires an understanding of the discourse conditions that delimit overt subject 

pronoun use to specific pragmatic environments. 

  



 6 

3.0 Heritage and Second Language Acquisition Research 

Most SLA research has two major goals.  The first is to define and describe the 

linguistic knowledge of language learners (Bowles, 2011).  The second is to explain the 

development of this knowledge and to predict potential developmental delays. Grounds 

for many debates in the field are the ways in which that knowledge changes as 

proficiency increases.  Also controversial are the theories argued to account for the 

difficulties in reaching native-like attainment in specific areas of grammatical knowledge 

(Montrul, 2011b; Bowles, 2011).   

 To address the demographic changes in foreign language classrooms that now 

include Spanish heritage speakers, the relatively new field of heritage language 

acquisition has emerged from the field of second language acquisition (SLA) and has 

adapted many SLA theories and methods.  Similar to second language learners (L2 

learners), HLLs vary considerably in overall proficiency in the language.  Among other 

characteristics, what distinguishes HLLs from L2 learners are (1) their early exposure to 

the heritage language, and (2) the order in which the heritage language was acquired.  

Valdés (2001) provides the most commonly cited definition for a heritage language 

learner, as “a language student who is raised in a home where a non-English target 

language is spoken, and who speaks or at least understands the heritage language and is 

to some degree bilingual in the heritage language and in English” (p. 2).  

 The range of proficiency of the HLLs in the heritage language varies 

dramatically.  At the less proficient end of the spectrum, some learners have limited oral 

ability and produce errors similar to those of adult L2 learners and child L1 learners 
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(Montrul, 2004).  On the other end, some heritage learners are as proficient as native 

speakers in production and comprehension and in written and spoken speech even when 

performing in higher registers, such as academic and professional settings (Lipski, 1994; 

Valdés, 2001; as cited in Montrul, 2005).  Importantly, the linguistic background of 

HLLs is also distinct from both monolingual and L2 learners due to the status of the 

heritage language, the quality and quantity of its use and input, the age of onset of L2 

acquisition (or of bilingualism), and L1 education and literacy (Bolger & Zapata, 2011).  

Examining the linguistic similarities and differences between second language learners 

and heritage language learners has only just begun and, thus far, the results vary. 

 Lynch (2008) examined lower-proficiency HLLs and L2 learners during oral 

interviews, analyzing various grammatical features
3
 that have been cited as sources of 

difficulty for English-speaking second language learners of Spanish (cf. Koike & Klee, 

2003) and also present high degrees of variability among speakers of contact varieties of 

Spanish in the United States (cf. Montrul, 2004; Otheguy & Zentella, 2007; Silva-

Corvalán, 1994; Zentella, 1997; as cited in Lynch 2008).  Lynch reports that there were 

no substantial quantitative differences between the HLLs and L2 learners in his study, 

and contends that at the lower proficiency levels, the early exposure and onset of 

acquisition did not result in any obvious differences for the grammatical and lexical 

features in the oral repertoires of HLLs and SLLs.  

                                                 
3
 Lynch (2008) analyzed noun-adjective gender agreement, ser/estar distinction, aspectual 

distinction, mood distinction, usage of past subjunctive and conditional of verb forms in 

hypothetical discourse context, redundant pronominal subjects, subject-verb word order 

inversion, and syntactic structures involving negation.   
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 In the same vein, when comparing L2 learners with heritage speakers on their 

knowledge of the syntax and semantics of unaccusativity, Montrul (2005) argues that the 

intermediate and advanced level learners from both populations showed responses and 

patterns of discrimination in the experimental tasks that were the same as those of the 

monolingual native speaker controls.  Though there were overall quantitative differences 

between the two groups, Montrul asserts that heritage speakers and L2 learners do not 

differ qualitatively at these higher proficiency levels.  However, contrary to Lynch 

(2008), Montrul (2005) found that heritage speakers at the lower proficiency level 

discriminated syntactically between the two verb classes while the L2 learners did not (p. 

236).  She claims that these results suggest an important difference; that is, a deep-rooted 

linguistic superiority of the heritage speakers that reflects the advantage of the early 

exposure to the language as it relates to aspects of syntax and semantics.  Importantly, 

she notes that this dormant advantage may only be apparent when focusing on the lowest 

levels of proficiency.   

3.1 EARLY SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION RESEARCH ON SUBJECT EXPRESSION  

Because heritage language acquisition is a young field, studies on the subject 

expression of HLLs of Spanish are few.  However, SLA studies on subject expression are 

plentiful.  In line with the generative trends in linguistics at the time, early SLA research 

investigated pronominal subject expression within discussions of the Universal Grammar 

framework and the Pro-Drop Parameter.  The primary focus of such studies was the 

acquisition of the syntactic properties related to the licesning of a null subject (Liceras, 

1988, 1989; White 1989; Phinney, 1987).  With a variety of L1/L2 combinations, the 



 9 

studies examined two things:  (1) whether the null subject parameter could be reset, and 

(2) the effects that a L1 has on the acquisition of a L2.  The general conclusion from this 

first wave of research was L2 learners show evidence of early sensitivity to the syntactic 

conditions necessary for the null subject.  Some researchers also concluded that a 

learner’s weak verbal morphology triggers higher overall rates of overt pronouns 

(Saunders, 1999; Bini, 1993; Liceras, 1989; Soriano, 1993).  Still, despite their ability to 

produce and interpret null subjects, it was also noted that the L2 learners’ distribution of 

overt subject pronouns does not match the distribution patterning by native speakers.   

 White (1989), for example, argued that although L2 learners tend to overuse 

pronouns, such behavior does not necessarily signify a failure in resetting the parameter; 

rather, the learners “may not have worked out the precise discourse considerations that 

govern the use of null versus lexical pronouns” (p. 86-86).  Rothman (2007) asserts that 

when L2 learners overproduce overt subjects, it has been erroneously assumed by 

researchers that those learners are unable to reset the Null-Subject Parameter.  He states 

that instead “it is possible that L2 deficits in pragmatic/discourse knowledge can surface 

in performance as what appear to be particular syntactic errors” (p. 299). 

 As sociolinguistic research developed methods for a systematic and more fine-

grained analysis of the distribution of null and overt subjects, research in SLA and, 

subsequently, in heritage language acquisition, has been able to expand on what was 

previously only mentioned in passing; that is, the discourse-pragmatic properties of 

native-like subject expression in Spanish (Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006).  
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3.2 THEORIES OF LINGUISTIC INTERFACES 

As a better way to explain and identify delays or difficulties in acquisition, 

recently the inclusion of interfaces has entered the discussion.  Linguistic theory 

discussing the modular architecture of language suggests that linguistic knowledge is 

composed of modules or domains, either internal or external in nature.  Syntax, 

phonology, and morphology are examples of language-internal domains.  Discourse and 

pragmatics on the other hand, represent external domains since they deal with aspects of 

communication and knowledge outside of the specific language system (Montrul, 2011b).  

Connections between these domains are referred to as ‘interfaces’. Citing White (2009) 

and Tsimpli and Sorace (2006), Montrul (2011b) further explains that both internal and 

external interfaces are involved, since internal interfaces link two internal domains 

(syntax-phonology, syntax-morphology, etc.) and external interfaces link an internal 

domain with an external domain (syntax-pragmatics).  

 Sorace (2005) argues that variation in a speaker’s interlanguage is widespread, but 

for both adult second language learners and heritage language speakers, is systematic and 

constrained.  Once acquired, some domains seem to remain stable and are impervious to 

change, while others are considered more vulnerable.  Citing Müller (2003), Montrul and 

Rodríguez-Louro (2006) explain that the term “vulnerability” is frequently used to refer 

to the grammatical domains that present instability and variation.  Rothman (2009) states 

that because interfaces require an integration of syntactic knowledge with other cognitive 

systems, interfaces are inherently more complex and interface-conditioned properties are 



 11 

more difficult to acquire or maintain.
4
  Montrul and Rodríguez-Louro (2006) claim that 

such domains are “acquired late, are difficult to acquire, are never acquired completely, 

or are subject to change in attrition” (p. 401).   

 Analyzing non-target-like performance of specific grammatical items through the 

lens of interfaces can enlighten a more accurate description of the complexities inherent 

not only to second language acquisition, but I argue, to heritage language acquisition as 

well.  For example, many researchers have cited L2 “target-deviant performance” as 

conclusive evidence of unavoidable syntactic deficits and inescapable L2 fossilization 

(cf. Rothman, 2007a).   Approaching such research questions with the interface 

framework has allowed researchers to examine these issues more thoroughly, in an 

attempt to tease the non-target-like performance apart from deficiency in L2 syntactic 

mental representations.   Rothman (2007a, 2009) details that deficiencies in L2 syntactic 

representations may be better described as acquisition difficulties related to the 

complexity of the syntax-pragmatics interface (Rothman, 2007b, p. 319).     

3.3 INTERFACES AND PRONOMINAL SUBJECT EXPRESSION 

In attempts to confirm and further examine the linguistic domains that have been 

posited to be vulnerable and complex, the focus of many studies has been to compare 

different types of developing grammars, such as adult L2 acquisition, child and adult 

bilingualism, and language change (see Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006, p. 401, for 

further review of this literature).  To reiterate, most agree that syntax proper is the most 

                                                 
4
 The terms ‘vulnerable,’ ‘difficult,’ and ‘complex’ will be used for the remainder of this paper to 

describe the instability and variation related to grammatical domains/interfaces that are acquired 

late, never acquired, or subject to change in cases of attrition.   
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stable area of a linguistic system and impervious to loss or attrition, while “areas where 

syntax interfaces with other cognitive or extragrammatical areas, such as lexical-

semantics, syntax-semantics and discourse-pragmatics, are less resilient” (Montrul, 2004, 

p. 126).  Citing Sorace (2004, 2005) among others, Rothman (2009) explains that 

interfaces, such as syntax-pragmatics and syntax-semantics, are especially vulnerable and 

therefore subject to greater difficulty and delays.  These delays are experienced by 

children during L1 acquisition but are eventually overcome.  In the case of L2 learners 

however, Rothman argues that interface vulnerabilities are even more invasive and 

persistent.    

 Despite agreement on which domains are most vulnerable (Montrul, 2004, 2011b; 

Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006; Rothman 2007a, 2007b, 2009; Sorace, 2004, 2005), 

different hypotheses exist about the source of the difficulty in acquisition of grammatical 

features conditioned at certain interfaces.  Cross-linguistic influence is often argued to 

contribute to the vulnerability of specific interfaces.  In most situations, the patterns of 

incompleteness in a grammatical system, when compared to the standard variety spoken 

by monolingual native speakers “can be tracked back to influence from the L2 on the L1, 

particularly when the languages share some structures, but differ in grammatical 

property” (Montrul, 2004, p. 126).  Specific to English-Spanish or Spanish-English 

bilinguals, Sorace (2004) argues that due to the inherent complexities related to 

pronominal distribution in Spanish, compared to the less complex and nearly obligatory 

state of subjects in English, cross-linguistic influence will be unidirectional.  For 

example, the overuse of overt subject pronouns in Spanish as a consequence of English 
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contact is expected, but the overuse of null subjects is not.  Sorace (2005) claims that this 

tendency is related to choosing the most economic option, and Montrul (2004) confirms 

that the heritage speakers in her study showed a tendency to resort to the least 

semantically and pragmatically costly option offered by the two languages.    

 In contrast, when comparing data from English speaking learners of Spanish, 

Rothman (2009) found that intermediate learners showed a lack of sensitivity to both the 

overuse and underuse of overt subject pronouns.  Additionally, in an oral production task, 

he reports that the learners also over- and under-produced overt pronouns.  Rothman 

(2009) argues that the bidirectional target deviancy observed in the pronoun production 

of intermediate learners is related to the late acquisition of the relevant pragmatic features 

necessary for native-like distribution of subject pronouns in Spanish, rather than cross-

linguistic influence.  He explains that although a null subject could be identified and 

produced by these intermediate learners, native-like production is difficult to acquire 

because the target-like distribution of a null subject involves the integration of multiple 

layers of information at the syntax-pragmatics external interface.  For the lower 

proficiency L2 learners who are still focusing on forms and grammatical information, it is 

likely very challenging to acquire the pragmatic conditions that dictate the native-like 

alternation between overt and null subject pronouns.  It is probable that the related 

discursive patterns are less salient to learners as they struggle to interpret meaning and 

produce forms (Rothman, 2009, p. 968).  Rothman even states that the distribution of 

subject pronouns for intermediate learners is in a state of free variation, unconstrained by 

the information-structure/pragmatics interface.  Importantly, he found that corresponding 
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to an increase in overall proficiency, these pragmatic features are eventually acquired and 

the target-deviant use fades away at higher levels of proficiencies.  

 These claims are supported by Montrul and Rodríguez-Louro (2006), who also 

looked at the morphosyntactic and discourse-pragmatic properties of subject expression 

in the grammars of L2 learners of different proficiency levels.  They concluded the 

following:  

(1) intermediate learners were less accurate with morphosyntax and did not 

appear to be sensitive to the pragmatic distribution of null/overt subject; (2) 

advanced learners have the morphosyntactic aspects of the parameter in place, but 

show residual indeterminacy  with the pragmatic distribution of subjects (7.6% 

redundant overt subjects and 8.4% illicit null subjects); (3) near native speakers 

also have the morphosyntactic aspects of null subject expression in place, and the 

pragmatic aspect of the phenomenon is almost native-like (except for a residual 

5% of illicit null subjects). (p. 413) 

 

The authors also cite LaFond, Hayes and Bhatt (2001) and Pérez-Leroux and Glass 

(1999) to support their conclusions, as both studies similarly found a gradual and 

incremental development in the acquisition of the discourse properties of null-overt 

subject expression.  

 When linguistic properties necessitate the integration of analysis and knowledge 

of multiple domains at an interface, such properties are more “complex” (Montrul, 

2011b, p. 596).  The late development of sensitivity to discourse-pragmatic features as 

overall proficiency increases has been widely reported and is used to support the claim 

that there is a hierarchy of linguistic interfaces which is based on their level of 

vulnerability and complexity (Sorace & Serratrice, 2009; Rothman 2007a, 2007b, 2009; 

Montrul, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2011b).  According to Tsimpli and Sorace (2006), the 
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internal interface of syntax-semantics is eventually acquired at the near-native level, 

while the external interface syntax-discourse/pragmatics presents prolonged difficulty in 

both L2 acquisition and L1 attrition.  Sorace and Serratrice (2009) add that there may be 

processing differences within discrete linguistic domains versus between interfaces.  

Furthermore, they claim that linguistic properties that require the integration of 

knowledge from an internal domain with knowledge from an external domain, such as 

syntax-pragmatics, require more or possibly different processing resources than if the 

processing were at an interface between two internal domains (Sorace & Serratrice, 

2009).   

3.4 HERITAGE LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AND INTERFACES 

 In a study examining the pragmatic distribution of subject pronouns in L2 

learners, Rothamn (2007a) reported that for L2 acquisition, native-like distribution of 

pronouns improves over time as a function of overall proficiency.  However, he asserts 

that subject distribution for a heritage language learner “will likely never change” (p. 4).  

He explains that the pragmatic features related to native-like pronominal subject 

expression are complex and require more time to acquire for the L2 learner, but are not a 

source of inevitable fossilization.  However, he asserts a theoretical assumption, that the 

grammars of heritage language learners are different from L2 grammars, and that “only 

the former are permanently different from native grammars”  and have reached a steady-

state (p. 4). 

 These strong theoretical assumptions warrant further explanation.  Many 

researchers believe that the grammar of heritage language speakers represents language 
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loss, either incomplete acquisition or attrition.  Under the language loss perspective, 

incomplete acquisition is due to insufficient input to develop or maintain a full L1 

system.   Childhood attrition describes a situation where certain aspects of the once fully 

developed grammatical system are lost or eroded, typically as a result of extensive 

exposure to an L2 (Montrul, 2004).  Montrul (2009) explains that although both 

processes are not mutually exclusive, it is difficult to differentiate between the two.  Of 

more interest to researchers is to identify the potentially vulnerable areas of grammatical 

knowledge that would be acquired last, or lost first.  From the language loss perspective, 

if there are systematic patterns of erosion or incompleteness, the goal is to find reasons to 

explain the structure of the patterns and why they are the way they are.  The discussion of 

interfaces is often used to address these questions.   

 In order to examine these patterns of erosion or incompleteness, Montrul (2004) 

investigated the subject and object expression in Spanish heritage speakers.  Based on the 

hypothesis that the syntax-semantics and syntax-discourse/pragmatics interfaces are more 

vulnerable, she expected that the knowledge of null subjects, as well as object clitics, for 

heritage language speakers was stable, but their competence and performance related to 

null vs. overt subjects, differential object marking, and cases of semantically based dative 

clitic-doubling would be variable.  Montrul found that there was an interaction between 

the type of subject and speaker group.  The monolinguals and advanced speakers 

produced more null pronouns at 57.2% and 52.7%, respectively, and the intermediate HL 

speakers showed the opposite pattern, producing significantly more overt subjects than 

nulls at 68.8% and 31.4%, respectively. 
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 In terms of accuracy, the intermediate speakers were the least accurate, producing 

the highest percentage of errors: 4.7% errors in redundant overt subjects and 15.5% illicit 

null subjects.  The redundant overt subjects were divided into lexical NPs and pronominal 

subjects, with pronominal subjects representing most of redundant overt pronouns.  

While the advanced speakers produced 9% redundant pronominal subjects, strikingly, the 

intermediate speakers produced 50% redundant subjects.  This difference between groups 

was significant.  

 Montrul (2004) concluded that the intermediate heritages speakers were different 

from the monolinguals and even sometimes than the advanced heritage speakers on two 

levels: (1) they differed in the rate of overt and null pronouns produced in their speech, 

and (2) they also differed in the discourse-pragmatic distribution of null and overt 

subjects (p. 137).  Finally, she contends that the results of her study (for both subject and 

object expression) indicate a structural simplification and convergence with English that 

is permanent, rather than temporary, which she asserts is typical in the grammars of adult 

bilinguals and a results of the long-term exposure to English.   
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4.0 The current study 

Some studies of subject expression in Spanish have divided participants according 

to proficiency, however that division is often based on the number of language courses 

the participants have completed (Rothman, 2009), or simply by the scores from one of the 

experimental tasks specific to that study.  Montrul (2004) for example, divided her 

participants into two proficiency levels, intermediate and advanced, based on their scores 

on cloze passage and multiple choice vocabulary sections of the DELE (Diploma de 

Español como lengua extranjera) exam.  The participants in my study instead represent 

three levels of proficiency, and their proficiency in the target language was rated 

according to a modified version of the ACTFL guidelines.  Using three levels rather than 

two enables me to examine the acquisition pattern of the variables under study with a 

more sensitive measure of development.   

  Additionally, the type of assessment used to rate proficiency level is very 

important to consider.   The DELE exam that Montrul (2004) used for proficiency 

assessment is issued and recognized by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports of 

Spain, and is the official accreditation degree of fluency in the Spanish language.  

However, it is a written test.  Therefore, although the analyses were based on oral data, 

Montrul divided her participants into groups based on their written proficiency.  This is 

problematic particularly for heritage speakers because proficiency in oral versus written 

language can be quite different even for the same speaker.  A heritage speaker may have 

little to no literacy or metalinguistic knowledge of the language (and in turn would likely 

be placed in a lower proficiency group when assessed by a written test like DELE), but is 
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still very proficient in oral language production.  Because in my study I examine 

pronominal subject expression in the oral speech of the HLLs, the assessment of their 

proficiency is based on their overall language abilities during the same oral interview 

from where the data was extracted.  Additionally, instead of a score on a specific number 

of test items, the ACTFL proficiency guidelines evaluate the functional language ability 

and provide descriptions of what individuals can do with language in real-world 

situations in a spontaneous and non-rehearsed context (ACTFL, 2012).   

 Finally, the studies that may provide the most comparable results in terms of 

methodology come from the field of sociolinguistics.  Only in these studies are the 

multiple factors examined simultaneously using the variationist approach (cf. section 6.3) 

(Cameron, 1993, 1994; Cacoullos and Travis, 2010; Otheguy et. al, 2007; Travis 2007).  

Some focus on monolingual varieties, while others focus on various types of bilinguals; 

however, these studies do not divide their subjects by proficiency levels, and thus cannot 

posit a developmental path of acquisition.   Furthermore, though the majority of the 

sociolinguistic studies examine many or all of the potential conditioning variables 

simultaneously, none of these studies frame the analysis within a discussion of interface 

vulnerability, which would be interesting particularly for cases of language and dialectal 

contact.   

4.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The present study examines three proficiency levels (Intermediate - 3, 

Intermediate-advanced - 4, Advanced - 10) represented in the 17 heritage language 
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learners (HLLs) that participated.  From these data, I seek to answer the following 

questions:   

i.  What is the frequency of overt and null first-person singular subject pronouns 

in the speech from the 17 HLLs in this study?  What is the average rate by 

proficiency level?  

ii.  Which morphological, semantic, psycholinguistic and discourse-pragmatic 

conditioning factors typical of native speech contribute to the occurrence of 

overt first-person singular subjects for the HLLs?  How do these factors 

compare across proficiency levels?  How do these results relate to previous 

theories of acquisition of interface-conditioned grammatical properties? 

iii.  As suggested in SLA literature, does weak verbal morphology correlate with 

higher frequencies of overt first-person singular pronouns for the HLLs in this 

study and, more specifically, for each proficiency level of HLLs ?  

 

 In order to analyze the multiple factors that have been posited to condition 

pronominal subject expression in Spanish, I employ a variationist multivariable analysis 

to examine the speech of the heritage language learners participating in this study.  The 

variationist comparative approach allows me, like the many others who have studied this 

grammatical feature (Bentivoglio, 1980; Cameron, 1992, 1994; Cacoullos & Travis, 

2010; Otheguy et al, 2007; Silva-Corvalán, 1989; Travis, 2005, 2007), to examine more 

than just the mere presence of the feature between proficiency groups.   

 The multivariate analysis programs that are frequently used for such procedures 

(Varbrul, Goldvarb and GoldvarbX) not only provide the independent variables that have 

a significant effect on the dependent variable (in this case, the use of an overt pronoun), 

but also information about the direction and magnitude of effect of the constraints within 

each variable.  This method is beneficial for two reasons.  First, it facilitates a comparison 

of results across studies, where the data may have been analyzed or quantified differently.  

Additionally, it allows a comparison across varieties of Spanish, where differences in 
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overall frequency rates would otherwise make comparisons of conditioning variables and 

their influences difficult.
5
  Though most obviously beneficial for sociolinguistic studies 

that compare dialects, I hope to demonstrate that this methodology is also effective for 

language acquisition studies.   

 Rather than compare dialects that show surface level differences but behave the 

same in terms of conditioning variables, I compare proficiency groups that also show 

surface level differences, to examine the similarities and differences in their behavior as 

they relate to the conditioning variables.  I expect that these HLLs will show an 

incremental development of sensitivity to the variables, with more variables significant 

for the pronominal expression at the higher proficiency levels, and fewer variables 

significant for the lower proficiency levels  This hypothesis is supported by Bayley and 

Langman (2004), who claim that “learner varieties change rapidly as acquisition proceeds 

and the same constraints on variability may not be operative at all stages of acquisition” 

(p. 304). 

 It should be clarified that for the remainder of the paper, the terms ‘independent 

variable’, ‘conditioning variable’ and ‘factor group’ will be used interchangeably to 

describe variables such as ‘DISCOURSE FUNCTION’, ‘PREVIOUS REALIZATION’, 

                                                 
5
 Cameron (1993) explains for example, that a lower rate of overall pronominal expression in a 

certain dialect can mean that the differences in the rate of pronominal expression that correlate to 

certain variables may no reach statistical significance because the overall rate is low.  Instead, if a 

dialect has a higher overall rate of expression, then the differences that correlate with specific 

constraints may be significant simply because the overall rate is high.  He asserts, however, that 

in both cases the ranking and relationships that hold between the dialects may be the same and 

this type of analysis allows the researcher to see and compare the basic similarities of 

grammatical systems and constraints on variation that may be masked by differences in frequency 

(pp. 310-11).   
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etc.  The term ‘constraint’ is used to describe the subcategories within each of the 

independent variables or factor groups.  For example, the independent variable (or factor 

group) ‘DISCOURSE FUNCTION’ has multiple constraints such as background, 

foreground, filler, etc.   

4.2 HYPOTHESES 

This study seeks to examine if there is an incremental development of sensitivity 

by learners of different proficiency levels to the various factors that relate to different 

interfaces.  This study focuses on the syntactic feature of subject expression as it is 

affected by the influence of variables that relate to other domains of the language.  I 

hypothesize that there will be an incremental increase in sensitivity to the conditioning 

variables by the HLLs in this study according to proficiency.  Based on SLA and HLA 

research that incorporates linguistic interface theories, I predict that the HL learners of 

intermediate proficiency will show sensitivity to the factors conditioned at less complex 

and less vulnerable interfaces: syntax-morphology and syntax-semantics.  However, I 

hypothesize that the highest proficiency group will show sensitivity to all of the 

conditioning variables.  Recall that the syntax-discourse/pragmatic interface is the most 

complex, and that grammatical properties that are conditioned at that interface are the last 

to be acquired or first to be lost in attrition (Montrul, 2011b; Rothman, 2009).   

Therefore, I expect that only the advanced proficiency learners will be have acquired 

sensitivity to the discourse-pragmatic conditioning variables, because they are situated at 

the language external syntax-discourse/pragmatic interface.   
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 Also, I suggest that cross-linguistic influence from English will affect these 

bilinguals at all levels, and will be reflected in higher overall rates of overt pronouns used 

in their speech.  I expect that the frequency of overt pronoun use will decrease as Spanish 

proficiency increases.  Finally, I hypothesize that weak verbal morphology will be seen in 

the intermediate proficiency group, and will be a significant factor in the pronominal 

expression of the intermediate proficiency learners.   
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5.0 Variable Subject Expression and Conditioning Variables  

Pronominal subject expression in Spanish enjoys strong empirical findings from 

both monolingual and bilingual data.  Interestingly, despite overall divergent frequencies 

of null and overt pronouns across countries and regions (Lipski, 1994, p. 241, López-

Morales, 1992, p. 137), the patterning of subject expression, in terms of linguistic 

variables that influence the appearance of overt pronouns is strikingly similar across all 

native speaker (NS) varieties.   For example, using interview data, Cameron (1993, 1994) 

and Cameron & Flores-Ferrán (2003) found that even though pronominal expression by 

native speakers in San Juan, Puerto Rico and Madrid, Spain differ in overall rate of 

frequency (50% versus 26% overt singular pronominal subject respectively) the variation 

patterns in the data were considerably parallel.  Travis (2007) examined NS conversation 

data from Colombia and narrative data from bilingual New Mexico Spanish speakers.  

She reported that although there were significantly higher rates of the first-person 

singular subject pronoun in Colombian conversations (48%) than in the New Mexican 

personal narratives (33%), the variation patterns were identical.  When examining the 

variables that influence this variation, some studies have focused on only one or a few of 

the variables that impact pronominal expression, while others (Cameron, 1993, 1994; 

Cameron & Flores-Ferrán, 2003; Cacoullos & Travis, 2010; Otheguy et al., 2007; Travis, 

2007), include all potential factors in their analyses, seeking to posit a hierarchy of 

variables according to the strength of their influence on the use of an overt pronoun.   

5.1 PSYCHOLINGUISTIC VARIABLE: PREVIOUS REALIZATION / STRUCTURAL PRIMING 

The realization of an expressed or unexpressed pronoun as the proceeding subject 

has also been found to be significant in conditioning the use of an overt or null subject 

pronoun for the following subject.  This variable has been discussed in terms of structural 
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priming,
6
 which is when the use of a certain structure in one utterance functions as a 

prime on a subsequent utterance, often resulting in the repetition of that structure (Travis, 

2007, p. 101).
7
   Findings show that explicit subjects are used between 20% and 40% of 

the time when they are coreferential with the subject of the preceding clause (cited in 

Bentivoglio, 1987, p. 55; Cameron, 1995, p. 25; Cacoullos & Travis, 2010, p. 10; Flores-

Ferrán, 2004, p. 63; Silva-Corvalán, 1994, p. 158; Travis, 2007). 

An earlier study by Travis (2005) on first-person singular subjects in Colombian 

Spanish was one of the first studies to focus on the possible effects of structural priming 

on pronominal subject expression.  She found that speakers orient to the syntactic 

structures recently used in the discourse, and then adopt those structures as syntactic 

models for subsequent utterances.  Though the effect is only statistically significant at a 

distance of one and two clauses, Travis concludes that first-person singular subject 

expression in conversational Columbian Spanish undergoes a priming effect (Travis, 

2005, p. 345).         

As mentioned above, Travis (2007) used the Colombian Spanish narratives from 

her (2005) study, with narrative data from bilingual Spanish speakers in New Mexico to 

compare not only two different varieties, but also two different genres: conversation and 

narrative.  Travis (2007) concludes that variable subject expression for both groups is 

                                                 
6
 Structural priming is sometimes referred to as parallel structure or preservation (Cacoullos & 

Travis, 2010, p. 12) 
7
 For example, speakers who previously produced or heard a prepositional dative structure like 

The governess made [a pot of tea] [for the princess] are likely to describe a subsequent picture 

with another prepositional dative like The woman is showing [the dress] [to the man]. In contrast, 

speakers who previously heard or produced a double-object structure like The governess made 

[the princess] [a pot of tea] are likely to describe a subsequent picture with another double-object 

like The woman is showing [the man] [the dress] (Ferreira & Bock, 2006, p. 1101) 
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also conditioned by a priming effect, “whereby a pronominal mention favors a 

subsequent pronominal mention, and an unexpressed mention favors a subsequent 

unexpressed mention to a statistically significant degree” (Travis, 2007, p. 125).  

Furthermore, Travis notes that priming functions very similarly in the two corpora, 

meaning that is it favored and disfavored to comparable degrees in the same 

environments (Travis, 2007, p. 124).   

Most interesting are the results from Cacoullos and Travis (2010) in their 

investigation of the effects of priming in bilingual conversations of New Mexican 

speakers of Spanish and English.  They claim that even in contexts where code-switching 

is present in the preceding discourse, there is still a (cross-linguistic) priming effect (p. 

20).  In other words, even the use of a coreferential subject pronoun in English is likely to 

trigger the use of the coreferential subject pronoun in Spanish, regardless of the switch 

between languages.  Finally, when examining Madrid and Puerto Rican NS Spanish 

Cameron (1994) asserts the strength of structural priming, reporting that regardless of the 

coreferentiality of the preceding subject, “pronouns lead to pronouns and null subjects 

lead to null subjects” (p. 40). 

5.2 DISCOURSE-PRAGMATIC VARIABLE:  SUBJECT CONTINUITY / SWITCH REFERENCE 

In an earlier study by Cameron (1993) that also examined NS Spanish from 

Madrid and Puerto Rico, another constraint that is central to variation in subject 

expression is included.  ‘Switch reference’ is a reference relation held between two noun 

phrases (NPs) in any stretch of discourse.  Cameron (1993) explains that when two 

adjacent NPs are of different referents, they are a ‘switch’ in reference.  When there is a 
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switch in reference, it is the second NP that meets the criteria for being a potential 

context for variation, and consequently may trigger the use of an overt pronoun (p. 313-

4).  Cameron’s results regarding switch reference show that in both dialects a switch in 

reference significantly favors the use of an expressed pronoun in the subsequent clause.   

In contrast, if the subject of the preceding clause is the same referent, the appearance of 

an overt pronoun is significantly less likely. Furthermore, when comparing the 

probability weights of his first-person singular data to other results on the first-person 

singular pronominal expression in Spanish in Caracas (Bentivoglio,1980) and Mexican 

American Spanish in Los Angeles (Silva-Corvalán, 1989, p. 114), the probabilities 

between the latter two were identical, and only slightly different than his (p. 316).   

 The effects of this constraint are also confirmed by Cacoullos and Travis (2010), 

where in their data the previous realization of a pronoun had a greater magnitude of effect 

than switch reference.  Therefore, in an instance where the token is coreferential with the 

immediately preceding subject (which disfavors the use of an overt pronoun) and that 

preceding subject is overtly expressed, the effect of the previous realization (which favors 

an overt pronoun because of structural priming effects) may override the disfavoring 

related the coreferentiality (cf. Cacoullos and Travis, 2010, p. 12).
8
  

                                                 
8
 Cacoullos and Travis (2010) provide the example (no me dejaba salir mucho a jugar porque, yo 

era la mayor, y yo suponía de ayudarle con todo ‘(she) wouldn’t let me come out to play much 

because, I was the oldest and I was supposed to help her with everything’) to illuminate the 

greater magnitude of the previous realization effect, where the ‘yo’ in the second clause (yo 

suponía) is repeated despite coreferentiality with the preceding clause (yo era la mayor) (p. 12). 
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5.3 MORPHOLOGY-RELATED VARIABLE:  VERB FORM AMBIGUITY   

The relevance and role of the tense/aspect/mood (TAM) of a verb is a factor that 

has been widely debated.   Although the morphology of a conjugated verb in Spanish 

provides information on the person and number of the subject, depending on TAM, the 

verb form is sometimes ambiguous.  This is the case for conditional, imperfect and 

subjunctive mood forms, particularly for the first- and third-person singular (yo/él hacía; 

yo/él haría; yo/él haga) .  The use of an overt pronoun to clarify the potential ambiguity 

of a verb form has quantitative support from various studies (Bayley & Pease-Alvarez, 

1997; Cameron, 1994; Silva-Corvalán, 1994, Cacoullos & Travis, 2010).  However, some 

researchers argue that a correlation between verb form ambiguity and overt pronoun use 

does not exist (Bentivoglio, 1987; Enriquez, 1984).  Bentivoglio (1987) notes that true 

cases of ambiguity are often resolved by context, but are also fairly rare in natural 

discourse.  

5.4 DISCOURSE-PRAGMATIC VARIABLE:  DISCOURSE FUNCTION 

Rather than arguing that the potential ambiguity of the verb form is what triggers 

the use of an overt pronoun, some researchers argue instead that it is the discourse 

function of the different TAMs that motivates the use of either a null or an overt pronoun.  

Silva-Corvalán (1997, 2001) notes that TAM forms that are morphologically ambiguous 

(as in the conditional yo/él tendría, imperfect yo/él tenía, and subjunctive yo/él tenga) are 

also those that typically mark backgrounded, nonfactual, non-dynamic or nonassertive 

events.  By contrast, the TAM forms for which the first- and third-person singular are 

differentiated (present yo tengo / él tiene and preterit yo tuve / él tuvo) also have a factual 
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and assertive function in the discourse that foregrounds the action (cf. Silva-Corvalán, 

2001, p.161).
9
   

This theory is supported in Bayley and Pease-Alvarez’s (1997) study examining 

null pronoun variation in Mexican-descent children’s narrative discourse, as well as in 

Cacoullos and Travis’s (2010) study on first-person singular subject expression in New 

Mexican Spanish.  They find for example, that “preterit (perfective) forms, which have a 

foregrounding function, show a significantly lower yo rate (24%), than Imperfect, 

Conditional, and Subjunctive forms, which have a backgrounding function at (37%)” (p. 

13).  

5.5 LEXICO-SEMANTIC VARIABLE:  VERB CLASS 

Another factor that is argued to be relevant in variable subject expression relates 

to the semantics of the verb.  Multiple studies have found that verb type is a significant 

factor, and Cacoullos and Travis (2010) report that the semantic class of the verb has the 

second strongest magnitude of effect for overt pronoun use.  In the same vein, in her 

investigation on educated NS speech in Madrid, Enríquez (1984) finds that verbs that 

express the opinion or judgment of the speaker (e.g. creer ‘think, believe’, considerar 

‘consider’) have a subject pronoun frequency of 54.45%, while those that express mental 

activity (e.g. saber ‘know’, querer ‘want’, aprender ‘learn’) have a frequency of 28.17%.  

                                                 
9
 The following example from Silva-Corvalán (2001, p. 162) is provided below to illustrate 

foregrounding (factual, assertive, dynamic and focusing on the action) versus background (non-

dynamic, non-assertive):  “...habíamos terminado mi hermana y yo de la cena.  Y lavé los trastes 

y todo eso; entonces el, los botes de los desperdicios estaban afuera. Entonces, llevaba yo el, el 

traste de los desperdicios, iba en la tarde como, cosa de las seis de la tarde, y salí afuera allá a 

tirar los desperdicios al bote.  Y abrí la puerta y salí ” where underlined verbs represent 

backgrounded information and bolded verbs represent foregrounded information.   
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Stative verbs that do not express a dynamic process (e.g. ser ‘be’, estar ‘be’, tener ‘have’, 

vivir ‘live’) have a frequency of 22.94% and verbs that express external activity (e.g. 

hacer ‘do’, traer ‘bring’, decir ‘say’, hablar ‘speak’, ver ‘see’, ir ‘go’, venir ‘come’) 

have a frequency of 20% (p. 244-245).  From these results, Enríquez (1984) concludes 

that subject pronoun usage is most frequent with verbs that express interior or subjective 

activity as opposed to exterior or objective personal opinions.   

Hurtado (2005) reports similar results in her study on Colombian Spanish.  

Although her classification is slightly different using four categories: (1) cognitive verbs 

(saber ‘know’, recordar ‘remember’, imaginar ‘imagine’, soñar ‘dream’, pensar ‘think’, 

considerar ‘consider’), (2) volitional verbs (e.g. mandar ‘send’, permitir ‘permit’, querer 

‘want’, recomendar ‘recommend’, aburrir ‘bore’, preferir ‘to prefer’, sentir ‘to feel’), (3) 

stative verbs (e.g. ser ‘be’, estar ‘be’, vivir ‘live’)  and (4) verbs that express external or 

objective activity (e.g. escribir ‘write’, contar ‘tell/count’, explicar ‘explain’, decir ‘say’, 

ver ‘see’, mirar ‘watch’).  Hurtado asserts that cognitive verbs have the highest frequency 

of subject pronoun use.  Further support to this argument comes from  Bentivogolio’s 

(1987) study on Venezuelan speech.  After collapsing her five original verbal categories, 

Bentivogolio claims that only two categories are relevant:  (1) verbs of cognition, 

perception, diction and volition that favor the use of an overt pronoun, and (2) all other 

verbs.   

Finally, rather than classifying verbs into categories according to semantic 

similarities, Miyajima (2000) instead focuses on only the six most frequent verbs found 

in her corpus of NS Spanish from Puerto Rico, Mexico, and Colombia.  The author 
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reports that the frequency of subject pronouns is the highest with the verb creer at 40.9%, 

followed by querer at 35.8%, ver at 30.8%, saber at 29.6%, hacer at 25.8% and poner at 

17.6% (p. 76).   

5.6 DISCOURSE-PRAGMATIC VARIABLE:  GRAMMATICAL PERSON 

 Many studies have also included the person of the grammatical subject (e.g. first 

person, second person, third person, etc.) as a potential variable that conditions 

pronominal expression.  Enríquez (1984) asserts that overt pronoun frequency is the 

highest in the first-person singular and lowest in plural persons.  In his study on subject 

expression in Peninsular Spanish, Posio (2011) provides an explanation for the need to 

study subject expression by individual pronouns.   He explains that some verbs occur at 

much higher frequencies depending on the person of the subject, particularly with the 

very common verbs creer ‘think, believe’ and decir ‘say’.  According to Posio, with the 

verb creer for example, “the first-person singular form is used to express the speaker’s 

subjective or epistemic stance towards a proposition while the second-person singular 

form is not used to convey subjectivity” (p. 783-784).  That is, unlike other grammatical 

subjects, speakers are able to employ the first-person singular pronoun to strengthen or 

weaken their stance towards an utterance (cf. Bentivoglio, 1987, p. 52; Davidson, 1996; 

Enríquez, 1984, p. 236; Travis, 2006).  Posio argues that grammatical person needs to be 

taken into account not only when comparing results from different studies, but also in 

analyzing subject pronoun frequency related to verb type/meaning.  Specifically, he 

asserts that the first- and second-person singular should not be merged into one category 
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due to the different functions of some verbs (p. 784), which he cites as also being 

supported by Enríquez (1984).  

 Finally, because first person and second person are always present in the context, 

unlike third person subjects, they are not affected by issues related to information flow 

(cf. Chafe, 1994).  Furthermore, as pointed out by Travis (2007, p. 109), first-person 

singular has only two forms, either an overt pronoun or a null pronoun, while second-

person singular may potentially be expressed in three pronominal forms (tú, vos, usted).  

Also, Travis explains that third-person singular verbs have not only pronouns, but also 

full noun phrases available for subject expression. 

 To conclude, due to the different functions of the pronoun with different verbs, as 

well as the effects of interactional and discourse pressures whose influence is not uniform 

across all grammatical persons, this current study examines only the first-person singular 

subjects to control for those effects.  
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6.0 Methodology 

6.1 PARTICIPANTS/DATA 

The data used in this study were elicited via oral interviews of heritage speakers 

of various proficiency levels who were students at the University of Texas at Austin at 

the time of data collection.  Each speaker was asked a set of prompting questions that 

covered a variety of topics, including hometown, past, sports, politics, other countries, 

family, comparisons, major and living situations.  The data are derived from an online 

corpus (http://www.laits.utexas.edu/spt/) created by Dr. Dale Koike at the University of Texas 

at Austin.  In total, 17 heritage speakers are examined: 4 males and 13 females.  Their 

proficiency levels were rated by external raters according to a modified version of the 

American Council on Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) guidelines.  Represented 

in the data are 3 Intermediate, 4 intermediate-advanced, and 10 advanced speakers. 

6.2 CODING OF DATA 

Using the existing results on variation of pronominal subject expression as a 

guide, the data were coded for language-external and language-internal variables.  Each 

instance of a finite verb expressing a first-person singular subject was counted as one 

token.   

After coding for the dependent variable - the presence of an overt or null pronoun 

- each token was then coded for two language-external variables: SPEAKER, as well as 

the PROFICIENCY level of the speaker.  Additionally, each token was coded for seven 

language-internal variables:  HESITATION PHENOMENA, VERBAL INFLECTION, 

VERB FORM AMBIGUITY, DISCOURSE FUNCTION, SWITCH REFERENT, 

http://www.laits.utexas.edu/spt/
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PREVIOUS REALIZATION and VERB.  Below in Table 1 is a list of the language-

external factors and language-internal factors for which the data were coded.  When 

necessary, further explanation and examples are provided.    
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Language 

External 
Variables  Constraints Examples 

 1. SPEAKER  (17 total)  

 2. PROFICIENCY  Intermediate  

   Intermediate-advanced  

   Advanced  
Language 

Internal 
Variables Variable Type Constraints  

 3. HESITATION   
PHENOMENA 

Psycholinguistic Present yo yo tenía; um um (.) um he querido um um aprender 

   Not Present sí quiero estudiar el derecho 

 4. VERBAL            

INFLECTION 

Morphological Correct fui a Costa Rica por 2 semanas 

   Incorrect (.) um (.) cuando fue (.) y por primera vez / u::m no no lloró – lloré 

 5. VERB FORM     

AMBIGUITY 

Morphological Ambiguous (imperfect, conditional, subjunctive) yo/él - tenía / tendría / tenga / tuviera   yo/él - era / sería / sea / fuera 

   Not ambiguous (present, preterit, present 

perfect, present progressive, past perfect 

yo tengo, tuve, he tenido, estoy teniendo         él  tiene, tuvo, ha tendio, está teniendo 

 6. DISCOURSE  

FUNCTION 

Discourse- 

Pragmatics 

Backgrounding / non-dynamic / non-assertive um. cuando era joven; sí voy a los partidos de UT los sábado; estoy cambiando mi 

especialidad 

   Foregrounding / dynamic / assertive cuando me di cuenta; el año pasado yo viví; voy a vivir en una casa; sí, fui a Costa Rica 

   Filler no sé ; creo (.) um 

   Biographical statements / expressions of 
opinion or epistemic stance 

yo soy católic; yo tengo tres hermanos; yo puedo nadar muy bien; yo creo que dan 
demasiado dinero a los deportes en UT; entiendo que es difícil para ellos 

   Irrealis si um enseñara um; no tendría tanto tiempo libre 

 7. SWITCH   

REFERENT 

Discourse- 

Pragmatics 

Same referent as preceding subject Quiero hacer muchas cosas antes de graduarme.  Pienso viajar durante los veranos también 

   Switch in reference from preceding subject Ella es más creativa entonces estudia las artes.  Estudio las matematicas.   

   Other (see explanation below) 

 8. PREVIOUS  

REALIZATION 

Psycholinguistic Preceding subject: null Quiere vivir en una ciudad grande.  No entiendo /  Puedo nadar muy bien pero siempre voy 

al gimnasio porque solo me gusta nadar para divertirme con amigos 

   Preceding subject: overt Yo puedo hablar en español pero quiero mejorarme mucho 

   Other (see explanation below) 

 9. VERB Semantic (See Appendix for full verb list)  

Table 1: Factor groups and corresponding constraints
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Factor groups (3) and (4) seek to address second language acquisition theories 

related to subject expression.  Some studies have discussed the relationship between 

hesitation phenomena and high computational demands during oral speech.  For example, 

Fehringer and Fry (2007) studied highly proficient adult bilinguals and found that when 

the participants were speaking in their L2, there was a greater occurrence of hesitation 

phenomena.  This led them to conclude that “even at high levels of proficiency, the L2 

speaker faces extra computational demands, as shown by the increased necessity for 

reformulation in L2” ( p. 63).  To examine this in the current study, each token was coded 

for the presence or absence of one of the following HESITATION PHENOMENA:  

hesitation/pause/filler (e.g. yo yo tenía; um um (.) um he querido um um aprender; yo um 

uh está viviendo; ehm yo um yo um estoy un estudiante; pues-um, um hablé..) and/or 

amended repetition or reformulation (e.g. um cuando yo tuve- tenía; yo he (.) he 

estudiado he est ah estudiado).  The hesitation phenomena were counted as present if 

immediately preceding or following the pronoun, or immediately preceding or following 

the verb.   

Also, VERBAL INFLECTION was coded, because it has previously been 

hypothesized that L2 learners that demonstrate weak verbal morphology often show 

higher rates of overt pronouns (Saunders, 1999; Bini, 1993; Liceras, 1989; Soriano, 

1993).  The VERBAL INFLECTION was coded as either correct or incorrect.  In cases 

where the token appeared as part of a reformulation strain, the morphology was 

considered incorrect even if the speaker produced the correct verb form, but the correct 

form was preceded by incorrect form(s) (e.g. u::m no no lloró – lloré).  Originally, the 
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incorrect constraint was subdivided to differentiate the kinds of incorrect conjugation due 

to either (1) incorrect person (e.g. in response to cuál fue la experiencea más chocante 

para ti cuando eras joven? the response was (.) um (.) cuando fue (.) y por primera vez 

a:h a la escuale?; um um viajó, um viajé), (2) incorrect tense/aspect/mood (e.g. um 

cuando yo tuve-tenía ), or (3) simply incorrect in general (e.g. cuando estaba chica; yo 

um (.) ah yo buscar...yo er busco; llevam (.) llevem um llevé estudiantes).  Due to the 

small number of tokens in this data set, the original and more fine-grained division of the 

constraints was collapsed into a binary correct/incorrect division in order to facilitate the 

statistical analysis.  In the future, with more data, this division of incorrect conjugation 

will be interesting to examine the types of errors HLLs are making and compare across 

proficiency levels.   

 The remaining language-internal independent variables (5-9) were selected based 

on the previous literature on variable pronominal subject expression and have all been 

posited to be significant in governing the distribution of subject pronouns in Spanish.   

The VERB FORM AMBIGUITY was coded according to the TAM of the form.  Silva-

Corvalán (1982), the first to examine this variable, reported that ambiguous forms 

disfavored null subjects, while forms that she considered as contextually and consistently 

unambiguous favored a null subject (cf. section 5.3).  While Bayley and Pease-Alvarez 

(1997) used a similar division,  Bentivoglio (1987) distinguished between morphological 

and contextual ambiguity.  All reported that ambiguity was, at least to some degree, 

significant to subject pronoun expression.  Unfortunately, such a detailed division of the 

constraints was not possible due to the small total number of tokens under examination.  
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Thus, the current study uses only two constraints for the VERB FORM AMBIGUITIY 

factor group.  Verbs in the present, preterit, progressive and perfect tenses were coded as 

not ambiguous, while verbs in the conditional, imperfect and subjunctive forms were 

marked as ambiguous (cf. sections 5.3, 5.4).  

A debate that surrounds the TAM of the verb relates to the function the TAM 

plays in the discourse.  Recall that the TAM forms that are considered ambiguous are also 

those that background the event and have properties of ongoingness, contra-factuality or 

potential (i.e. backgrounding).  By contrast, the TAM forms that are not ambiguous are 

frequently used to foreground the information and focus on the action (cf. section 5.4).  In 

an attempt to examine the DISCOURSE FUNCTION related to the TAM rather than to  

the ambiguity in the surface form, the tokens were also coded according to their discourse 

function: to background the information, expressing non-dynamic actions (e.g. um. 

cuando era joven; sí voy a los partidos de UT los sábados; no hablaba con mis padres en 

español; estoy cambiando mi especialidad) or to foreground the information and focus on 

the action (e.g. cuando me di cuenta; el año pasado yo viví; voy a vivir en una casa el 

próximo año; sí, fui a Costa Rica).  The category filler (e.g. um no sé um (.); creo um (.) 

Es que no me gustan mis clases ahora; no sé (.) Mis padres viven en Dallas pero somos 

de Houston) was used to account for the multiple uses of verbs in the first-person singular 

form that were used more as a chunk (no sé) or as a filler for the speaker to buy 

themselves time (creo um (.)).  Tokens were only marked as filler when their use and 

semantic meaning was irrelevant to the following utterance.  For example, the use of 

saber in the utterance ‘no sé si los estudiantes entienden bien...’ was not coded as a filler, 
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but was in ‘no sé (.) fui a Costa Rica el año pasado con mis amigas ...,’.  In the second 

example where the token was coded as ‘filler’, the speaker was not using the verb saber 

to express the lack of knowledge necessary to respond to a question, but rather to buy 

time while she formulated her response.  A similar example would be ‘creo que los 

estudiantes son muy amables aquí’ versus ‘um (.) creo (.) cuando era joven’, where again 

only the second utterance was coded as filler because the verb is not referring to thinking 

or believing something, but rather used while the speaker works to produce a response.    

Finally, the last two constraints within the DISCOURSE FUNCTION factor group are 

biographical statements / expressions of opinion or epistemic stance, and irrealis.  

Biographical statements, expressions of opinion or epistemic stance reflect utterances 

where the speaker was making statements to describe themselves (e.g. yo soy católica; 

soy de Houston; yo tengo tres hermanos; yo puedo nadar muy bien, sé hablar portugués), 

or when they were stating opinions or their epistemic stance towards something (e.g. 

pienso que Austin es perfecta; yo creo que dan demasiado dinero a los deportes en UT; 

entiendo que es difícil para ellos).  Finally, irrealis was marked for instances such as ‘si 

um enseñara um’ or ‘no tendría tanto tiempo libre’. 

Factor groups PREVIOUS REALIZATION and SWITCH REFERENT are both 

coded according to the preceding subject (cf. sections 5.1, 5.2).  For PREVIOUS 

REALIZATION, the specific token under examination was coded to reflect whether the 

preceding subject was expressed with a null pronoun or an overt pronoun.  Similarly, for 

SWTICH REFERENT, the tokens were coded to reflect if they were coreferential with the 

preceding subject, or if there was a switch in reference.  Due to the interactive nature of 
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interview data, for both of these categories it was necessary to add the ‘other’ constraint.  

Tokens were coded as ‘other’ when the previous subject did not immediately precede the 

token because interlocutor used a question word with an interrogative intonation pattern, 

a filler, or a repetition for clarification purposes (e.g. haha ¿por qué?; ah claro; y... ¿en 

un apartamento?; qué bien, no?). The ‘other’ constraint was also used if prior to the 

token the speaker responded to a question with an answer word (e.g.  mmhmm; claro; sí) 

or if they used a gustar-like verb in the previous noun phrase (e.g. me gusta mucho ir a 

conciertos; les encanta ir a los restaurantes en Austin) since in those instances the person 

that is expressed is the indirect object, while the grammatical subject is the item being 

discussed.   

Finally, each VERB that appeared more than four times in the data was coded 

individually.  This procedure allowed me not only to examine each individual verb and 

its specific semantic properties, but also to see which verbal categories from previous 

studies are applicable for these data and compare my results accordingly.   

6.3 STATISTICAL ANALYSIS 

 The program GoldVarbX (Sankoff, Tagliomonte, & Smith, 2005) was used to 

perform the statistical analysis.  The step-up/step-down analysis performed by this 

program is a stepwise logistic regression procedure.  The stepping-up process involves 

the creation of incrementally complex models that describe the data.  By adding factor 

groups and comparing each new model with the previous one using the likelihood ration 

statistic, a ‘best-fit’ model is found, meaning it cannot be significantly improved by 

adding additional parameters (i.e. factor groups).  This process is then repeated in the 
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reverse during the step-down analysis, discarding factors when they do not have a 

significant effect on the likelihood of the model.  The step-up and step-down analyses are 

symmetrical, and the aim is to have the ‘best-fit’ models from both procedures agree on 

the simplest model whose factor groups are all significant (cf. Paolillo, 2002, p. 85, as 

cited in Abreu, 2009).        

 The coded data were entered into the program and the independent variables and 

their associated constraints were considered simultaneously.  The output of these analyses 

reflects which factor groups significantly affect the use of an overt pronoun.  For the 

independent variables found to be significant, the percentage of overt subjects with each 

variable constraint is then translated into probability weights.  Probabilities or weights 

provide the direction of the effect as it relates to the constraints within each group.   

 These probabilistic weights are a numerical value that indicates the degree to 

which the specific constraint favors the presence of the dependent variable (overt first- 

person singular subject pronoun).  A number greater than 0.5 indicates that the 

corresponding constraint favors the presence of the dependent variable, while numbers 

less than 0.5 reflect a disfavoring of the dependent variable.  The magnitude of effect of 

the factor group is captured in the range, which represents the difference between the 

probabilistic weight of the constraint that most favors the realization of the variant  and 

the constraint that least favors its realization within that factor group (cf. Cacoullos & 

Travis, 2010; Cameron, 1993; Travis, 2007).  The ranking of the weights within each 

independent variable provides a hierarchy of constraints within each group, while the 

ranking of the magnitudes of effect provides a hierarchy of factor groups that allows a 
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ranking of the factor groups according to the strength of their effect on the dependent 

variable (Otheguy et al. 2007).  
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7.0 Results and Discussion 

7.1 OCCURRENCE RATES OF OVERT PRONOUNS 

 The 17 heritage language learners that participated in this study produced a total 

of 722 tokens of a finite verb expressing a first-person singular subject.  The participants 

represented three proficiency levels: (1) the intermediate proficiency (IP) group consisted 

of 3 learners (2 female, 1 male) representing 116 total tokens (16% of the total tokens); 

(2) the intermediate-advanced proficiency (IAP) group consisted of 4 learners (2 female, 

2 male) representing 187 tokens (25.9% of the total tokens); and (3) the advanced 

proficiency (AP) group consisted of 10 learners (9 female, 1 male) representing 419 

tokens (58% of the total tokens).     

 The box plot in Figure 1 presents visualization the rates of overt pronouns for 

each proficiency level.  
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Figure 1: Rates of overt first-person singular pronoun expression 

 

The rate of first-person singular overt pronoun expression for the complete data 

set combining the learners from all proficiency levels was 24.1%.  As represented 

visually in Figure 1, the range for each group was:  IP (19% - 68%), IAP (0% - 33%), AP 

(4% - 45%).  The horizontal band within the boxes represents the average rate for overt 

pronoun expression for each group.  The IP group average was 40.5%, while the  IAP 

group average was 21.4% and the AP group average was 20.8%.   

 Worthy of mention are the data from John of the IAP group who produced no 

overt pronouns (n = 37).  Because John shows no variation in his first-person singular 

subject expression, his data have been excluded for the remainder of the descriptive and 

statistical analyses.  The variable-rule analysis is used to describe variation and factors 
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that affect the variation of the dependent variable.  Thus, due to the methodology used in 

the present study, John provides nothing to be analyzed.  

 Without tokens from John’s interviews, the average overt pronoun rate for the 

IAP group increases to 26.6% and the total token count for that group drops to 150 total 

tokens.    Consequently, the average rate of overt pronouns for the complete data set 

increases to 25.5% (n = 685).  These new rates and token counts are reflected in 

following tables.   

7.2 RESULTS:  SIGNIFICANT FACTOR GROUPS  

  

The analysis of the distribution of overt pronouns across the constraints of 

multiple variables allows the subtle differences between proficiency groups to be seen. 

The step-up/step-down logistic regression was performed on the data four separate times; 

first on the complete data set including all speakers (n = 685), then three more times, 

once for each proficiency level.  A separate analysis for each proficiency level was 

necessary in order to examine when the speakers began to show sensitivity to the 

conditioning variables.   Additionally, the results of the first analysis on the complete data 

set showed that PROFICIENCY was a significant variable that affected overt pronoun 

expression, thus providing further justification for the examination of each proficiency 

level separately.   Recall that one of the benefits of using this type of analysis is that the 

results facilitate comparison across groups that may behave differently, or may have 

different types or quantities of data (Cameron, 1993)         
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 Results of the four variable-rule analyses are presented in Table 2.  The four 

sections of columns represent the four different analytical procedures:  (1) complete data 

set (all HLLs), (2) advanced proficiency learners, (3) intermediate-advanced proficiency 

learners, and (4) intermediate proficiency learners.  The rows on the far right are the 

independent variable groups that were statistically significant in conditioning the use of 

an overt pronoun during any of the four analyses.  The order in which the factor groups 

are presented is not representative of any hierarchy based on the magnitude of effect; 

rather it was an attempt to keep the variables that were significant for more than one 

group towards the top, in order to better visualize the incremental nature of acquisition of 

the constraints and factor groups by these learners.  Within each column section are three 

columns with the probabilistic weights (and range), the rate of overt pronouns and a 

token count for each constraint that was significant.   Finally, the bottom two rows 

provide the logarithmic of the likelihood (log-likelihood) and significance (p-value) of 

the entire model.  This information is important because it confirms that the specific 

combination of the variables listed for that model is significant in predicting pronoun 

production. 
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Table 2: Significant factor groups for first person-subject expression 

Overall Data Advanced Proficiency Intermediate-Advanced Intermediate

Probabilisti

c Weight

% Overt 

Pronoun N

Probabilistic 

Weight

% Overt 

Pronoun N

Probabilistic 

Weight

% Overt 

Pronoun N

Probabilistic 

Weight

% Overt 

Pronoun N

Hesitation

yes 0.664 37.10% 69 0.626 26.20% 27 0.651 35.90% 14 0.728 63.60% 28

no 0.437 21.00% 105 0.458 19.00% 60 0.445 23.40% 26 0.354 26.40% 19

range 0.227 0.168 0.206 0.374

Verbal Ambiguity

ambiguous 0.77 34.30% 137 0.67 33.30% 24

not ambiguous 0.444 23.70% 37 0.463 18.20% 63

range 0.326 0.207

Speaker

Range 0.607

Previous Realization

null 0.47 18.70% 45

overt 0.735 35.00% 21

other 0.432 17.80% 21

range 0.265

Proficiency

intermediate 0.72 40.50% 47

intermediate-advanced 0.567 26.70% 40

advanced 0.411 20.80% 87

range 0.309

Verb

range 0.789

Discourse

background / non-dynamic 0.38 26.60% 65 0.379 17.30% 9

foreground / dynamic 0.433 21.50% 17 0.431 20.00% 4

discourse marker 0.277 38.00% 2 0.431 9.50% 2

biographical state / stance 0.681 29.80% 85 0.755 49.00% 25

irrealis 0.266 20.00% 5

range 0.415 0.376

Co-reference

same referent 0.442 21.40% 60

switch referent 0.601 31.10% 89

other 0.391 20.30% 24

range 0.21

Log Likelihood -317.237 -190.159 -75.753 -70.391

Significance 0.004 0.02 0.046 0
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The VERBAL INFLECTION factor group does not appear at all in Table 2, as it 

was not significant in any of the analyses.  Recall that based on early SLA theories 

(Saunders, 1999; Bini, 1993; Liceras, 1989; Soriano, 1993) that claim that weak verbal 

morphology in learners is associated with higher rates of overt pronouns, I hypothesized 

that VERBAL INFLECTION would be significant for the IP group.  Included in the 

Appendix are tables of the raw data and averages related to this factor group.  Table 9 

represents the data as they were originally coded, with the four constraints for VERBAL 

INFLECTION.   This table is informative because it illustrates the types of morphological 

errors that are committed by these learners irrespective of pronoun expression, along with 

overall rates of incorrect inflection for finite verbs expressing the first-person singular.  

Table 10 in the Appendix displays the data as they were coded and used for the analyses 

(with only two constraints: Correct and Incorrect).  

Though incorrect VERBAL INFLECTION may not trigger the use of an overt 

pronoun directly, there was an inverse relationship between the rate of overt pronouns 

and accurate verbal morphology.  The IP group showed a 20.6% rate of incorrect verbal 

inflection.  This rate dropped to 12.2% with the IAP group and was only 4.7% for the AP 

group.  Also notable are the different types of morphology-related errors produced for 

each group.  The errors produced by the IP and IAP groups reflected all three types of 

incorrect verbal inflection, while all but one error produced by the AP speakers were 

instances where the AP speakers used the wrong tense.  However, because proficiency 

levels reflect overall competence and accuracy in the language, it is not surprising that 

there are lower rates of incorrect verbal morphology as overall proficiency increases.   
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Aside from VERBAL INFLECTION, all other independent variables were found to 

be significant in at least one of the four analyses.  The analysis procedures were carried 

out as uniformly as possible; however, a few adjustments in regards to which factor 

groups were included in the analysis were necessary.  These adjustments were applied to 

avoid either possible interaction effects, or to avoid ‘over-fitting’ the model to the data, 

which occurs when too many variables and constraints are applied to too few data.  Thus, 

the adjustments were necessary because of the small number of tokens available for 

analysis once the groups were divided by proficiency.   

The first adjustment was applied only during the analysis of the complete data set.  

Due to the nesting of SPEAKER within the PROFICIENCY factor group, these two 

variables would potentially interact and skew the ‘best-fit’ model created during the 

statistical analysis.  Because PROFICIENCY is of primary interest, SPEAKER was 

excluded at this level of analysis.  All other factor groups were examined:  

PROFICIENCY, HESITATION, VERBAL INFLECTION, VERB FORM AMBIGUITY, 

PREVIOUS REALIZATION, VERB, DISCOURSE FUNCTION and SWITCH 

REFERENCE.    

The second adjustment was the removal of the VERB variable.  This adjustment 

was applied only during the proficiency level analyses, again, because of the small token 

count for the three individual proficiency groups.  Only the exclusion of VERB in the 

analysis was necessary because within the VERB factor group there were 33 verbs (i.e. 

constraints) that were coded for individually. However, during the proficiency level 

analyses the SPEAKER group was included, along with HESITATION, VERBAL 
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INFLECTION, VERB FORM AMBIGUITY, PREVIOUS REALIZATION, DISCOURSE 

FUNCTION, and SWITCH REFERENCE.   

In short, all of the four analyses considered eight factor groups simultaneously.  

SPEAKER was excluded from the analysis on the complete data set but included at the 

proficiency level analyses.  VERB was excluded during the proficiency level analyses, but 

was included for the complete data set.   

7.3 RESULTS:  VARIABLE-RULE STATISTICAL ANALYSES    

As seen in Table 2, the first variable-rule analysis on the complete data set (n = 

685) found six of the eight factors to be significant (p = 0.004) in the first-person singular 

pronominal subject expression for these 17 HLLs.  Recall that the magnitude of effect is 

the range of the weights of constraints within the independent variable group, and is 

obtained simply by subtracting the largest weight from the smallest.  Starting with the 

largest magnitude of effect, the significant factors are:  VERB (range = 0.789), 

DISCOURSE FUNCTION (range = 0.415), VERB FORM AMBIGUITY (range = 0.326), 

PROFICIENCY (range = 0.309), HESITATION PHENOMENA (range = 0.227), 

SWITCH REFERENT (range = 0.21).   

By contrast, four of the eight factors considered in the analysis of the AP group 

were found to be significant (p = 0.002):  SPEAKER (range = 0.607), PREVIOUS 

REALIZATION (range = 0.265), VERB FORM AMBIGUITY (range = 0.207) and 

HESITATION PHENOMENA (range = 0.168).  Only two factor groups were significant 

(p = 0.046) for the IAP group:  DISCOURSE FUNCTION (range = 0.376) and 

HESITATION PHENOMENA (range = 0.206).  Only one factor was significant (p = 
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0.00) for the IP learners:  HESITATION PHENOMENA (range = 0.374).  Setting aside 

momentarily the specific independent variables and the interfaces to which they relate, it 

is important to point out the increase in the number of variables significant for each 

group.  The IP group showed only one significant variable, while the IAP group followed 

with two significant variables in their subject expression.  The AP group showed the most 

with four significant variables that affected their pronominal subject expression.  Thus, 

first-person singular pronominal subject expression was the least constrained by variables 

in the lowest (IP) proficiency group, where it appears that there was very little systematic 

patterning.  Recall that in Rothman’s (2009) study, the distribution of subject pronouns 

for intermediate L2 learners was in a state of free variation, unconstrained by any 

variables.  This seems to be the case in these data as well.   

The VERB independent variable group, which is lexico-semantic in nature, 

showed the strongest magnitude of effect in the analysis of the complete data set.  There 

were 33 verbs that appeared four or more times in the data.  Ten verbs appeared more 

than 50 times in the data (creer, n = 92; tener, n = 89; saber, n = 81; ir, n = 59, estar, n = 

44, ser, n = 35, querer, n = 33, vivir, n = 30, pensar, n = 25, poder, n = 23).  Of these, 

four verbs appeared with an overt pronoun at a rate that was higher than the average:  

creer = 27.1%; pensar = 36%; ser = 37%; and poder = 38.1%.   

The classification of verb classes has not been uniform in previous studies, 

because each researcher created the classifications specific to their data.  Still, most 

studies have agreed that cognitive verbs show the highest rates of overt pronoun use 
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(Bentivogolio, 1987; Enríquez, 1984; Hurtado, 2005; Miyajima, 2000; Posio, 2011).  The 

high rates of pensar and creer in these data support these findings.   

In turn, the high rates for poder and ser are somewhat surprising because they are 

not cognitive verbs, nor do they express diction or volition of cognition (Bentivolglio, 

1987).  However, Enríquez (1984) reported that in her data stative verbs that do not 

express a dynamic process corresponded with overt pronoun frequency (22.94%).  

Though these data here are similar to Enríquez’s findings, there is one finding in the 

VERB group that is contrary to previous results: the verb saber had an overt pronoun 

frequency of only 4.9%.   

Saber represents 11.8% of the total tokens.  However, when examined by 

proficiency level, saber corresponds to 35% of the tokens of the IP group, 20.6% of the 

tokens for the IAP group, but only 2.1% of the tokens of the AP group.  Remember that 

the data were elicited via oral interviews with the same prompt questions for each speaker 

that covered a wide range of topics.   Though saber is a high frequency verb, it is difficult 

to believe that the IP speakers were stating their knowledge or lack of knowledge, about 

something 35% of the time.   

These speakers, particularly in the IP and IAP group, seem to be using the verb 

saber differently than the traditional use as a cognitive verb.  When the use of saber is 

examined more closely in the transcripts, it is seen that the speakers are using the verb in 

a negation chunk, no sé, as a filler during the interviews.  When used in this manner, it 

also often occurs with the presence of a HESITATION PHENOMENA, and is used by the 

speakers either as they take time to formulate their following utterance, or when they 
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struggle to conclude their thoughts and need to indicate the end of their turn speaking.  

Excerpts (1), (2), and (3) are portions of the transcripts that provide examples of speakers 

using the no sé chunk as a filler.  In these excerpts (and those to come), ‘L’ indicates the 

learner and ‘I’ indicates the interviewer.    

(1) Speaker:  “Abigail” (Advanced) 

I: Um pero tú dices que vas siempre a los partidos. 

L: Sí pero creo que hay cosas que um a veces hay mucho: uh: no sé. Mucho 

más dinero que debe:n gastar en cosas que no tienen que gastar 

 

(2) Speaker: “Amy” (Intermediate - Advanced) 

I: Bueno, y cómo se compara Austin y El Paso? 

L: Yo pienso que no se comparan. Porque es muy diferente El Paso es muy 

tradicional um, pienso que los bueno, donde yo crecí yo conocí todo- conocía 

a todos mis vecinos y los hijos de ellos y los conocía mucho a todos aunque 

no: um, no éramos familiares. Um, y: y hacíamos cosas con, como: durante: 

Navidad, pues teníamos posadas y todos eh, um, en el barrio, pues así los 

juntábamos y celebrábamos juntos y cosas así y aquí en Austin no sé, um 

como que no no yo conozco a mis vecinos y los veo y los saludo pero como 

que ellos no sé como que me saludan pero como que no quieren conocerme y 

se me hace extraño. Allí, a la tienda y no no ha co-, no se saluda a nadie allí, 

no sé. Cuando estaba chica, pues si vamos a la tienda y los saludaban a todos 

los empleados allí en la tienda y sí ya los conocían y aquí, sí los veo pero y los 

veo bueno casi do-dos semanas, y no sé todavía. Hay veces que los saludo 

como que los conozco diez años y ellos todavía no me, no más, como si fuera 

extranjera, no sé. Más extraño. 

 

(3) Speaker:  “Hannah” (Intermediate) 

I: Ah ha. Y tienes abuelos? 

L: Sí. Ah Tres ahora. Mi abuelo el padre de mi padre se murió se murió hace 

muchos años. No sé. Um Y (..) los padres de mi madre están (..) vivos? Sí? 

 

 Interestingly, DISCOURSE FUNCTION was the independent variable that 

showed the second highest magnitude of effect during the analysis of the complete data 

set.  Table 3 presents the rates of pronoun use for the constraints within DISCOURSE 

FUNCTION.  
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Table 3:  First-person singular pronoun expression by proficiency level for DISCOURSE FUNCTION 
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 Related to the previous discussion, as expected, the filler constraint highly 

disfavors (weight = 0.277) the use of an overt pronoun, with a pronoun occurrence rate of 

only 3.8%.  This is not surprising because although these fillers necessarily included a 

tensed verb in order to be analyzed, they do not actually function to express a first-person 

singular subject.  For the filler constraint, saber occupied 82.7% of the tokens and creer 

took 11.5%.  Similar to saber, it appears that these speakers are using creer in a non-

traditional sense: to maintain the floor during the conversation, rather than to express 

their belief about something.  Though not necessarily incorrect, the use of these two verbs 

in this way, as fillers, would likely be considered pragmatically odd by some native 

speakers. 

 The results from these two factor groups provide strong evidence to support the 

separation of different grammatical persons (i.e. first person, second person, etc.) during 

the analysis of subject expression.  Although this argument enjoys support from other 

researchers as well (Bentivoglio, 1987; Enríquez, 1984; Posio, 2011), their discussions 

predict opposite results to those found here.  For example, Posio (2011) uses creer and 

decir to argue for Person separation, but states that for the first-person singular, these 

verbs occur with pronouns at a much higher frequency because they function to express 

epistemic stance.  

 As predicted (Cacoullos & Travis, 2010; Silva-Corvalán, 2001), the verbs that 

functioned to ‘foreground’ a dynamic action disfavored the use of an overt pronoun with 

a weight of 0.433.  However, verbs that had a ‘backgrounding’ function, or expressed 

non-dynamic or non-assertive acts, also disfavored the use of an overt pronoun.  
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Furthermore, this disfavoring was seen to a greater degree (0.38) than the ‘foregrounding’ 

function.  The only constraint within DISCOURSE FUNCTION that favored the use of a 

pronoun was ‘biographical state / stance’ with the weight of (0.681).  It could be argued 

that these results are a product of the division of constraints within this factor group that 

was unique to this study, since biographical state / stance, as well as ‘irrealis’, do have 

backgrounding qualities (cf. Silva-Corvalán, 2001, p. 161).  However, the biographical 

state / stance constraint was included to capture a salient pattern seen in the initial review 

of data.  The biographical state / stance constraint contains only present tense verbs that 

were not used with a backgrounding function as it is defined in narrative structure (cf. 

Bardovi-Harlig, 2000).  Rather, the speakers were using the pronoun concurrently with 

either statements that describe characteristics about themselves and their past, or 

statements that express opinions.  Provided in (4), (5), and (6) below, are examples from 

the transcripts to better illustrate examples of the use of an overt pronoun in the 

background state / stance factor group. 

(4) Speaker: “Debra” (Advanced) 
L: [es que cuando: siempre cuando alguien muere en mi familia yo soy la 

fuerza de todos 

I: [Sí 
L: [Yo no puedo llorar porque yo necesito estar fuerte para todos. So: igual 

pa’ esa, mi fuerza, para ayudar a los demás 

I: Es un poco difícil, no? 

L: Es difícil. Sí pero a mi no me la molesta porque yo sé como soy. Yo soy 

fuerte. 

I: Sí 

 

(5) Speaker: “James” (Intermediate-advanced) 
I: cúal fue la experiencia más chocante cuando eres más joven? 

L: cho- cómo chocante? cómo? 

I: como sorprendente o emocionante 

L: no sé si hay un momento chocante en mi vida no sé para mí el-la-el 

momento más chocante probablemente fue cuando fui a Argentina para la 
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primera vez porque sabía nada de español cuando estaba en Argentina y 

estaba viviendo con una familia quien no sabía ingles para nada y yo no sabía 

español para nada entonces tuvimos mucho- fue difícil hablar con ellos y vivir 

porque a vivir tienes que tener un poquito de lenguaje y no sé traté de 

aprenderlo y por lo menos pienso que yo puedo entender español y hablar 

con gente 

I: para sobrevivir, no? 

L: sí para sobrevivir y y disfrutar diferentes países porque por ejemplo yo 

puedo viajar por Sudamérica ahora y puedo hablar con gente a preguntar 

donde estamos que tengo que hacer a visitar esta cosa o que son las buenas 

cosas comer en los países y cuando tengo un trago o dos yo puedo hablar con 

un chico y sab- como está vivir en país X? 

(6) Speaker:  “James” (Intermediate-advanced) 

I: te interesan la cuestiones políticas? 

L: por supuesto sí 

I: bueno como? 

L: yo soy de Washington 

 

 Surprisingly, DISCOURSE FUNCTION was the only significant variable other 

than HESITATION PHENOMENA for the IAP group (range = 0.376), and was not 

significant for either the AP or the IP learners.  Recall that theories about the 

vulnerability of interfaces predict that, because this variable is conditioned by the syntax-

discourse/pragmatic interface, it would show optionality and be the acquired last, or lost 

first in cases of attrition (Sorace, 2005; Montrul, 2004, 2011b; Rothman 2007a, 2007b, 

2009).  Because the DISCOURSE FUNCTION variable was not significant in the 

pronominal expression of the advanced proficiency learners, but was significant in the 

intermediate-advanced proficiency group, the findings may seem to question the theories 

of interface vulnerability.   

 However, I do not think that these results suggest that the IAP group is more 

sensitive to discourse-pragmatic conditioning variables than the other groups (where 

DISCOURSE FUNCTION was not significant).  Recall, children learning their L1 and 

learners acquiring an L2 both exhibit variability and make systematic errors as part of the 
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natural developmental process (Montrul, 2011a, Geeslin & Gudmestad, 2010a).  Though 

the significance of the DISCOURSE FUNCTION factor group for the IAP learners would 

indicate acquisition of sensitivity to the discourse-pragmatic conditioning variables, 

because the GoldvarbX analyses provide magnitude and direction of effect for the 

constraints within the factor groups, we are able to see that the IAP group in fact has not 

gained native-like sensitivity to the discourse-pragmatic variables.  Contrary to previous 

findings, the IAP learners disfavor the use of an overt pronoun for backgrounded 

information at a stronger degree (0.379) than they disfavor the use of an overt pronoun 

for foregrounded information (0.431).  It seems then that these learners show systematic 

variation, but that that variation differs from native-like patterning.    

 Furthermore, I argue that these unexpected results are also a product of the unique 

division of the constraints within the DISCOURSE FUNCTION factor group, as well as 

the possible interactions with this variable and other variables within this very small data 

set (n = 150).
10

  For the IAP group, the strength of the biographical state / stance 

constraint within the DISCOURSE FUNCTION variable was 0.755, which was the 

second strongest weight found for any constraint in the data.  Additionally, the tokens 

from the biographical state / stance constraint represent 34% of the total tokens for the 

IAP group, as seen in Table 3.  I argue that DISCOURSE FUNCTION showed 

significance because such a strong probabilistic weight is associated with such a large 

                                                 
10

 For example, the semantic properties of the VERB are involved in the discourse function of its 

use.  For example, the majority of the verbs that appeared in the biographical state / stance 

constraint were for the most part either cognitive or stative, which are verb classes that have been 

shown to favor strongly the use of a pronoun. 
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portion of the data.  The results from this more detailed division of the constraints that 

includes ‘biographical state / epistemic stance,’ in addition to the traditional ‘background’ 

and ‘foreground’ constraints, suggests more research needs to be done on the possible 

‘non-traditional’ uses of a pronoun by these speakers.
11

   

 VERB FORM AMBIGUITY relates to the tense / aspect / mood of the verb form 

and whether the morphology of the verb form differentiates between a first- and third-

person singular subject.  An expanded version of this factor group that provides the rates 

of pronominal expression separately for each tense / aspect / mood is included in the 

Appendix in Table 11.  For all proficiency groups, the majority of the verbs appeared in 

either the present, preterit or imperfect tense.   

 The VERB FORM AMBIGUITY factor group has the third strongest magnitude of 

effect (0.326) for the complete data set.  Table 4 presents that data as they were coded for 

the variable-rule analysis with the binary constraints:  Ambiguous and Not ambiguous.   

                                                 
11

 The pronoun patterns related to the ‘biographical state / stance’ constraint warrant further 

research and require a more researched and uniform definition.  The previous hypotheses relating 

to the role of DISCOURSE FUNCTION with only two constraints (foreground and background) 

are difficult to apply to data elicited during interviews, because they do not adequately capture the 

discourse function of the data as they are used by these speakers. 
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Table 4: First-person singular pronoun expression by proficiency for VERB FORM 

AMBIGUITY 

Recall that the ambiguity of the verb form has been the locus of debates regarding 

its significance in pronominal expression because, by nature, the TAM of the verb is 

closely related to its function within the discourse.  Regardless, this data shows that, as 
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predicted, ambiguous verb forms strongly favor the use of an overt pronoun (0.77), one 

of the strongest probabilistic weights in the results.   

 Furthermore, VERB FORM AMBIGUITY was also significant in conditioning 

pronominal expression in the AP group, but was not significant at the two lower 

proficiency levels.  I suggest that this result is related to the higher rates of incorrect 

verbal morphology shown by these lower two groups (IAP = 12.2%, IP = 20.6%).  If the 

learner is still struggling to produce the correct forms in general, it is unlikely that they 

would recognize when a verb form is potentially ambiguous and consequently use a 

pronoun to clarify its subject.   

 Most important to the remainder of the study was that PROFICIENCY was 

significant in the pronominal expression for the whole data set.  As predicted, the IP 

speakers strongly favor an overt pronoun with a weight of 0.72.  The IAP group was 

closer to neutral, but favored an overt pronoun slightly with a weight of 0.567.  The AP 

group was the only group to disfavor the use of a pronoun with the weight of 0.411.  This 

finding supports the separation of the three proficiency groups for the subsequent 

analyses.  Table 5 provides the averages for pronominal expression by each proficiency 

group.  
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Table 5: First-person singular pronoun expression by PROFICIENCY 

 

The independent variable HESITATION PHENOMENA was significant in the 

pronominal expression for all HLLs in this study.  Also, this variable is the only variable 

that was significant in all of the four models, and the only variable that was significant 

for the IP learners.  Table 6 displays the rates of occurrence for HESITATION 

PHENOMENA.   
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Table 6: First-person singular subject expression by proficiency for HESITATION 

PHENOMENA 
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First, the overall rates of HESITATION PHENOMENA, with or without the use of 

an overt pronoun, for each proficiency level needs to be discussed.
12

  From Table 6 we 

can tabulate the percentage of the presence of HESITATION PHENOMENA overall.   The 

IP and IAP groups had similar overall rates of HESITATION PHENOMENA in the data 

(IP = 37.9%; IAP = 37.4%), while the rate for the AP group was lower at 25.1%.  In 

short, the lower two proficiency groups hesitated in general more than the AP learners.   

 The probabilistic weights in Table 2 from all four analyses show that the presence 

of a HESITATION PHENOMENA favors an overt pronoun (weight = 0.664 for all data). 

An important comparison to be made is the magnitude of effect for this variable across 

proficiency groups.  While the strength of the effect is moderate and the only significant 

variable that affects the pronominal expression of the IP learners (0.374), the magnitude 

of this effect is only 0.206 for the IAP group.  Finally, for the AP group, the effect was 

only 0.168, which is the lowest effect of any variable in all the results.  In short, as 

proficiency level increases, the strength of the effect of HESITATION PHENOMENA on 

the use of an overt pronoun decreases.   

 This factor group was unique to this study and its inclusion was motivated by 

previous research about oral speech production in the L2 and hesitation phenomena.  

Kormos (1999, p. 331) summarizes the results of Verhoeven’s (1989) 2 year-long 

longitudinal study that investigated the relationship of L2 self-repairs and the language 

                                                 
12

 The total rate of HESITATION PHENOMENA present in the coded data can be found by 

dividing the number of total tokens that appeared with HESITATION PHENOMENA (both with 

the presence of a pronoun and without a pronoun), and then dividing that total by the total number 

of tokens.   
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learning process of 55 Turkish children living in the Netherlands.  A significant positive 

correlation between restarts and semantic correction with L2 proficiency was found.  

These findings confirm the results of Evan’s (1985) study on L1 self-repairs: the number 

and type of self-corrections is related to the children’s metalinguistic awareness and oral 

language proficiency (as cited in Kormos, 1999, p. 331).  

   Fehringer & Fry (2007) suggest that the use of hesitation phenomena and 

syntactic complexity are linked, and exerting energy to produce well-formed syntactic 

structure results in the production of filled and unfilled pauses (p. 61).  Fehringer & Fry 

(2007) also explain that there are other factors that could contribute to the use of 

hesitation phenomena, such as fatigue, anxiety and individual speaking style.  If anxiety 

is a contributing factor, it would be interesting to investigate if, at lower proficiency 

levels, speaking in the heritage language promotes more anxiety.  

 The last variable that was significant in the model for the complete data set is the 

SWITCH REFERENT variable with a magnitude of effect of 0.21.  Table 7 displays the 

descriptive results for this factor group.  This group is one of the most frequently studied 

and discussed in investigations of conditioning variables in subject expression 

(Bentivoglio, 1980; Cacoullos and Travis, 2010; Cameron, 1992, 1993; Montrul, 2004; 

Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006 Silva-Corvalán, 1982, 1990; Travis, 1997, 2007).  

Aside from the DISCOURSE FUNCTION variable, SWITCH REFERENT is the only 

variable that is related purely to discourse-pragmatics.  When analyzed together, the 

heritage language learners behaved as expected in regards to SWITCH REFERENT.  That 

is, a switch in reference favored the use of an overt pronoun (0.601), while an expressed 



 66 

pronoun was less likely when the subject of the verb was coreferential to the preceding 

subject (0.442).   

 However, these results are slightly different than previous findings related to 

SWITCH REFERENT in studies of both SLA (Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006; 

Rothman, 2009; Gesslin & Gudmestad, 2010b), as well as heritage speakers’ language 

(Montrul, 2004).  These previous studies all reported that at the most advanced level, 

speakers showed sensitivity to this discourse-pragmatic variable.  Notice in Table 2 that 

SWITCH REFERENT was only significant when analyzing the data set in its entirety, but 

not significant within each proficiency level.  In Table 7, we can see that the token counts 

and pronoun use related to the SWITCH REFERENT variable for each proficiency level.  

The descriptive analysis shows that there is in fact a favoring of an overt pronoun in a 

context where there was a switch in reference, and a disfavoring in contexts of 

coreferentiality.  However, this trend was not strong enough to be significant within each 

proficiency level.   
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Table 7: First-person singular subject expression by proficiency for SWITCH 

REFERENCE 

In other words, although heritage language learners as a group, regardless of 

proficiency level, may show behavior that reflects sensitivity to this discourse-pragmatic 

conditioning variable, that sensitivity is not significant within each proficiency level, 

even at the highest proficiency level.  This current deviation from the results of previous 

findings could be due to either the low token count in this study, or differences in 
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methodology.  Further research with more participants evenly distributed across 

proficiency levels is necessary to further examine this variable. However, referring 

specifically to Montrul’s (2004) study, the methodology and data elicitation tasks were 

different than those from this study.  Her participants were asked to retell a story with 

multiple characters.  It could be argued that the current study was a more naturalistic 

capture of oral speech of these learners because they participated in an oral interview.  It 

is likely that the act of telling a story makes the importance of clarifying or emphasizing a 

new subject, in cases of switch referents, more obvious.  Furthermore, it is also probable 

that Montrul’s speakers rarely used the first-person singular subject because they were 

telling a story about third-person characters, while the first-person singular subject was 

the focus of the personal interviews in this study.  Therefore, these results are not entirely 

comparable.  The type of task, along with the grammatical person that was being 

analyzed could be explanations for the difference in results.   

 Additionally, the present study considered multiple factors simultaneously, while 

Montrul considered only SWTICH REFERENCE in her analysis.  This difference is 

crucial to understand.  In an analysis like Montrul’s (2004) that only examines one of the 

multiple variables that could affect the dependent variable, the reported significance of 

the one variable (in this case SWITCH REFERENCE) accounts for not just the effect of 

that variable but also the effects of any other variable with which it correlates.  Previous 

findings have shown that there are multiple variables that potentially have a similar affect 

as SWITCH REFERENCE on the use of an overt pronoun.  Thus it is likely that the 

significance of SWITCH REFERENCE in Montrul’s (2004) data is influenced by the 
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effects of the other conditioning variables that were left out of her analysis.  In this study, 

I attempted to tease apart the correlations between the independent variables by instead 

examining all of them.  I argue that in order to discuss pronominal expression most 

accurately, all of the potential conditioning factors need to be considered simultaneously.   

 The two factor groups that remain to be discussed pertain only to the advanced 

proficiency learners.  PREVIOUS REALIZATION was significant in conditioning the 

pronominal expression of only the AP group.  Recall that PREVIOUS REALIZATION 

relates to structural priming, where the structure of the previous utterance primes the 

structure of the following, so that the structure used in the first sentence is echoed in the 

second (cf. section 5.1).  PREVIOUS REALIZATION is thus cognitive in nature, as it is a 

result of the grammatical form being more activated in the brain because of the first 

utterance.  The higher level of activation therefore influences the subsequent utterances 

(Cameron & Florés-Ferran, 2004).   

 Table 12 in the Appendix presents the token counts for this factor group.  For this 

discussion, it is important to again review the results of HESITATION PHENOMENA, 

which was the only other variable that relates to cognitive processing.  Presence of 

HESITATION PHENOMENA with or without an overt pronoun was the lowest for this 

AP group, appearing at a rate of only 25% in their speech (where the IP and IAP were 

both 37%).  Furthermore, although HESITATION PHENOMENA was significant for all 

proficiency levels, the effect of this conditioning variable on the use of an overt pronoun 

was also the lowest (0.168) for the AP group and was the lowest effect of any of the 

variables in the data overall.  Fehringer and Fry (2007) suggest that high frequencies of 
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hesitation phenomena in speech indicate lower working memory.  They explain that even 

at the highest levels of proficiency, the extra computational demands of speaking a 

second language result in higher rates of hesitation phenomena.  If we interpret the higher 

rates of HESITATION PHENOMENA to mean a lower working memory and extra 

computational demands as Fehringer and Fry (2007) suggest, it is not surprising that the 

IP and IAP groups, which showed higher overall rates of HESITATION PHENOMENA, 

did not show sensitivity to the structural priming effects because the cognitive load was 

simply too high for those effects to manifest.  In turn, the computational demands of the 

AP learners during the oral interviews were low enough that the activation of the 

previous structure and the effects of structural priming were seen in the subsequent 

utterance.  

 Finally, SPEAKER was significant in pronominal expression only for the AP 

group.  The 10 speakers in this group behaved differently enough from each other, in 

terms of overt pronoun use, for this factor to be significant.   This result is important for 

language educators who work with heritage language learners.  Already discussed is the 

considerable variability in the competence of heritage speakers who may fall anywhere 

on a very wide continuum of Spanish language proficiency.  SPEAKER as a significant 

factor for the advanced proficiency group illustrates the importance of recognizing 

individual differences in learners even of the same proficiency level.  Though their 
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overall proficiency level is the same, their rates of overt pronoun use are still very 

different.
 13

  

 To conclude, provided again below is Table 8 showing the significant factor 

groups according to proficiency.   

 

                                                 
13

 The excluded speaker from the IAP group, John, is also important to mention here.  Recall that 

John was eliminated from the statistical analyses, because he showed no variation in his 

pronominal expression and only used null pronouns.  At the intermediate-advanced proficiency 

level his individual differences are also important to recognize.  Different from the other learners 

of his proficiency level who overused an overt pronoun, it appears there is an overgeneralization 

of the null subject in his grammar (cf. Montrul, 2004; Rothman, 2009 for further discussion on 

the use of illicit nulls by learners). 
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Table 8: Significant factor groups for first person-subject expression 

Overall Data Advanced Proficiency Intermediate-Advanced Intermediate

Probabilisti

c Weight

% Overt 

Pronoun N

Probabilistic 

Weight

% Overt 

Pronoun N

Probabilistic 

Weight

% Overt 

Pronoun N

Probabilistic 

Weight

% Overt 

Pronoun N

Hesitation

yes 0.664 37.10% 69 0.626 26.20% 27 0.651 35.90% 14 0.728 63.60% 28

no 0.437 21.00% 105 0.458 19.00% 60 0.445 23.40% 26 0.354 26.40% 19

range 0.227 0.168 0.206 0.374

Verbal Ambiguity

ambiguous 0.77 34.30% 137 0.67 33.30% 24

not ambiguous 0.444 23.70% 37 0.463 18.20% 63

range 0.326 0.207

Speaker

Range 0.607

Previous Realization

null 0.47 18.70% 45

overt 0.735 35.00% 21

other 0.432 17.80% 21

range 0.265

Proficiency

intermediate 0.72 40.50% 47

intermediate-advanced 0.567 26.70% 40

advanced 0.411 20.80% 87

range 0.309

Verb

range 0.789

Discourse

background / non-dynamic 0.38 26.60% 65 0.379 17.30% 9

foreground / dynamic 0.433 21.50% 17 0.431 20.00% 4

discourse marker 0.277 38.00% 2 0.431 9.50% 2

biographical state / stance 0.681 29.80% 85 0.755 49.00% 25

irrealis 0.266 20.00% 5

range 0.415 0.376

Co-reference

same referent 0.442 21.40% 60

switch referent 0.601 31.10% 89

other 0.391 20.30% 24

range 0.21

Log Likelihood -317.237 -190.159 -75.753 -70.391

Significance 0.004 0.02 0.046 0



 73 

8.0 Conclusions 

The research questions that were used to guide this study are repeated below.   

i.  What is the frequency of overt and null first-person singular subject pronouns 

in the speech from the 17 HLLs in this study?  What is the average rate by 

proficiency level?  

ii.  Which semantic, psycholinguistic and discourse-pragmatic conditioning 

factors typical of native speech contribute to the occurrence of overt first-

person singular subjects for the HLLs?  How do these factors compare across 

proficiency levels?  How do these results relate to previous theories of 

acquisition of interface-conditioned grammatical properties? 

iii.   As suggested in SLA literature, does weak verbal morphology correlate with 

higher frequencies of overt first-person singular pronouns for the HLLs in this 

study and, more specifically, for each proficiency level of HLLs ?  

 

 In answer to these questions, the frequency of overt first-person singular pronouns 

for all 17 heritage language learners that participated in this study was 24.1% (n = 722).  

When John, the intermediate-advanced proficiency learner, was excluded from the 

analyses because he produced no overt pronouns (n = 37), the overall rate of first-person 

singular overt pronoun use was 25.5% (n = 685).  The averages by proficiency levels 

were as hypothesized, with the rate of pronoun use decreasing as overall proficiency 

increased:  intermediate (40.5%; n = 116), intermediate-advanced (21.4%; n = 150) and 

advanced (20.8%; n = 419).   

 Influenced by theories of interface vulnerability, this study was the first to 

recognize the nature of each factor group (morphology-related, semantic, 

discourse/pragmatic and cognitive), and examine the results of each factor group across 

proficiency levels in attempt to posit an order of acquisition that would reflect when, and 

to what degree, the heritage language learners gained sensitivity the variables.  Unlike 
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other acquisition studies that focused on only a few factors, this study attempted to 

recognize the multiple layers of variables that are involved in language use.     

 Regarding the second research question, the hypothesis that was based on 

acquisition theories related to a hierarchy of interfaces (cf. section 3.2, 3.3) was not 

conclusively disproven by these results; however, it was not strongly supported either.  

Remember that theories of interface vulnerability agree that syntax proper is the most 

stable area of a linguistic system and impervious to change, while “areas where syntax 

interfaces with other cognitive or extragrammatical areas, such as lexical-semantics, 

syntax-semantics and discourse-pragmatics, are less resilient” (Montrul, 2004, p. 125).   

Furthermore, grammatical features situated at the syntax-discourse/pragmatics interface 

are claimed to be the most vulnerable and consequently are either last to be acquired, are 

never fully acquired, or are lost first (cf. section 3.2, 3.3).  Previous studies related to the 

discourse/pragmatic conditioning variables in pronominal subject expression for second 

language learners (Geeslin & Gudmestad, 2010a; Rothman, 2007a, 2007b, 2009) and 

heritage language learners of Spanish (Montrul, 2004) found that although use was 

variable at lower proficiency levels, advanced levels showed target-like pronominal use 

in regards to the discourse-pragmatic factors.  

 Consequently, based on these theories, I hypothesized that the data would show 

an incremental development of sensitivity to the conditioning variables, and that the order 

of acquisition would depend on the interfaces to which the variables were related.   I 

predicted that the intermediate proficiency group would have fewer variables significant 

in their pronominal expression, and that those variables would relate to the ‘less 
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vulnerable’ or less ‘complex’ interface of syntax-morphology (i.e. VERB FORM 

AMBIGUITY).  I hypothesized that as overall proficiency increased, so would sensitivity 

to conditioning variables.  This path of acquisition would be reflected in the number of 

variables found to be significant in the pronominal expression of the learners.  Therefore, 

it was expected that the advanced proficiency learners would show sensitivity to all the 

conditioning variables, and most importantly, to those conditioned at the syntax-

discourse/pragmatic interface.  

 The participants did show an increased sensitivity to conditioning variables as 

overall proficiency increased.  The intermediate proficiency group was sensitive to only 

one conditioning variable, while the intermediate-advanced proficiency learners showed 

sensitivity to two conditioning variables.  As predicted, the advanced proficiency learners 

had the highest number of variables conditioning their pronominal expression with four 

factors significant.  However, the advanced proficiency level learners did not show 

sensitivity to either of the discourse-pragmatic variables:  DISCOURSE FUNCTION or 

SWITCH REFERENT.   

  To summarize, only one independent variable, HESITATION PHENOMENA, 

was significant in the first-person singular pronominal subject expression of the 

intermediate proficiency group.  I suggest that this significance, along with the high rates 

of HESITATION PHENOMENA in their speech in general (37.9%), is due to high 

processing demands experienced by this group during the oral interview task.  

Furthermore, the intermediate proficiency learners showed no sensitivity to any of the 

conditioning variables, even those related to interfaces that have been argued to be the 
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least vulnerable such as syntax-morphology (i.e. VERB FORM AMBIGUITY).  Similar to 

Rothman (2009), it appears that the pronominal expression for the intermediate 

proficiency learners in this study is in free variation, and unconstrained by any of the 

interface-related variables.   

 The intermediate-advanced group also showed evidence of high processing 

demands, which again are reflected in the high rates of HESITATION PHENOMENA in 

their speech overall (37.4%), and its significance in their first-person singular pronominal 

expression.  Also, the lack of significance of the PREVIOUS REALIZATION variable in 

their subject expression indicates support to this claim.
14

   The only other variable that 

was significant in the subject expression of these learners was DISCOURSE FUNCTION.  

However, it appears that this result was a product of the division of the constraints within 

this factor group (particularly the percentage of the tokens and the strength of the 

probabilistic weight related to the biographical state / stance constraint), along with 

possible interactions with other factor groups, rather than a true sensitivity to the 

discourse-pragmatic variable.  Also, although DISCOURSE FUNCTION was significant, 

the favoring and disfavoring of the constraints within the factor group deviated from the 

native-like patterning reported in previous studies (Bayley & Pease-Alvarez, 1997; 

Cacoullos & Travis, 2010; Silva-Corvalán, 1997, 2001).  Finally, the intermediate-

advanced learners also showed no sensitivity even to the factors that relate to less 

                                                 
14

 It is likely that the effects of structural priming (i.e. PREVIOUS REALIZATION) were not seen 

in the pronominal expression at the IP and IAP levels because the processing demands 

experienced by these learners were so high that the activation of the previous structure and the 

priming effects could not manifest.  
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‘complex’ interfaces (cf. Montrul, 2011b), such as the syntax-morphology related 

variable VERB FORM AMBIGUITY.  Again, I suggest that this also relates to the higher 

rates of incorrect verbal inflection shown by this and the intermediate proficiency group 

(IAP = 12.2%; IP = 20.6%).  If these learners are still having difficulties in producing the 

correct verb form, it is unlikely that, at least in oral speech production, they are able to 

recognize when a verb form may be ambiguous, and therefore would not recognize the 

need to produce a pronoun to clarify the subject.     

 Finally, the advanced proficiency learners showed the lowest levels of 

computational demands reflected in the lower rates of HESITATION PHENOMENA 

present in their data (25.1%), and the lowest magnitude of effect of HESITATION 

PHENOMENA of all three groups.  To further support this finding, the significance of 

PREVIOUS REALIZATION also indicates lower levels of processing demands 

experienced by the AP learners during the oral interview, because their pronominal 

expression was affected by the cognitive phenomena of structural priming.  Furthermore, 

the advanced proficiency learners not only had considerably lower rates than the other 

two groups of incorrect verbal inflectional (4.7%), but they were sensitive to the VERB 

FORM AMBIGUITY conditioning variable which is conditioned at the syntax-

morphology interface.  Different from previous studies on heritage language learners 

(Montrul, 2004; Montrul & Rodríguez-Louro, 2006) and on second language learners 

(Geeslin & Gudmestad, 2010a; Rothman, 2007a, 2007b, 2009), variables conditioned at 

the syntax-discourse/pragmatic interface did not significantly affect the first-person 

singular subject expression of the heritage language learners at the advanced proficiency 
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levels.  Because of the small data set and the additional constraints that were included in 

the DISCOURSE FUNCTION factor group that were unique to this study, further 

research is required to determine if these deviant results can be used to question the 

previous findings.     

 Although the results of the present study were inconclusive in regards to the 

development of native-like sensitivity to discourse-pragmatic conditioning variables and 

theories of interface vulnerability, they are useful to both heritage language and second 

language acquisition research and methodology.  These results contribute to a more 

detailed understanding of heritage language learner competence and the difficulties 

experienced at the various proficiency levels (according to their oral proficiency as rated 

by the ACTFL proficiency guidelines).  Furthermore, the results suggest a relationship 

between HESITATION PHENOMENA in oral speech, and overall oral proficiency of the 

heritage language, as well as anxiety and processing demands while speaking the heritage 

language.  

 In regard to methodological issues, these results support the separation of the 

Person of the grammatical subject when analyzing subject expression, because that 

division allowed for a more enlightened understanding of the VERB and DISCOURSE 

FUNCTION factor groups.  For example, one might argue that the filler constraint in 

DISCOURSE FUNCTION, and the related verbs saber and creer, are chunks used as 

(non-native-like) fillers, and may be a result of the interactive nature of a language 

classroom or of speaking in an interview setting.  Both situations challenge students to 

provide an explanation about why they responded the way they did, or to provide an 
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answer or participate in a discussion about something unexpected, which often requires 

additional time for the learners to formulate a response. 

 Additionally, these findings show the benefits of extending sociolinguistic 

methodology, specifically the comparative multivariable analysis and the stepwise 

logistic regression procedure, to heritage language and second language acquisition 

studies, for a closer examination and comparison of learners across proficiency levels.  

The sociolinguistic variationist comparative method that is typically used to compare 

dialects can also be used for a more fine-grained analysis and comparison of the linguistic 

behavior of various proficiency levels.  Though the results did not strongly support nor 

challenge previous findings or theories of interface vulnerability, which again I attribute 

to insufficient data, the variationist comparative method allows for a more thorough 

understanding of the subtle differences among proficiency levels of heritage language 

learners.  For example, the differences in the amount and types of incorrect VERBAL 

INFLECTION, the overall rates of HESITATION PHENOMENA, the frequency of fillers 

and the recognition of VERB FORM AMBIGUITY, in addition to sensitivity to the 

conditioning factors, were all considerably different in the speech of the learners of 

different proficiencies.  These differences are important to understand, and further 

support the recognition of proficiency level when defining and examining heritage 

language learners.    

 Finally, the variationist comparative method allows for multiple factors to be 

analyzed simultaneously.  The examination of all of the potential conditioning variables 

at once helps to ensure that significance is representative of only that specific variable’s 
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influence on the dependent variable, and is not accounting for any other independent 

variables with which it may correlate.  Furthermore, I argue that examining all the 

variables simultaneously is a more true analysis of the language as it functions 

naturalistically.     

8.1 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH  

 Though there were many interesting findings and suggestions from the results, 

because there were so few participants and their distribution across proficiency levels was 

unbalanced, the findings may not be transferable to a larger population.  Further research, 

ideally using similar methodology but with more participants, is necessary to make any 

conclusive statements about the development of sensitivity to conditioning variables by 

heritage language learners, and examine how those results compare to theories of a 

hierarchy of interfaces and their vulnerabilities.  Additionally, a replication study 

examining second language learners across proficiency levels would contribute to the 

discussion about the linguistic similarities and difference of second language learners and 

heritage language learners.   

 Also, these results provide new topics of inquiry that warrant further 

investigation.  For example, examining the frequency and type of morphological errors 

made by heritage language learners across proficiencies, the types and frequency of 

different fillers that learners use in their speech (not only those that contain a finite verb), 

and the rates of hesitation phenomena and what the presence of hesitation phenomena 

represents in terms of computation demands and anxiety.   
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  Finally, related to heritage language pedagogy, the significance of SPEAKER in 

the overt subject expression by the AP learners, as well John from the IAP group who 

produced no overt subjects, helps show the importance of recognizing individual learner 

differences.  ‘Heritage language learner’ is not a term that can be broadly applied to such 

a large population of Hispanic-American speakers.  Even if proficiency level is included 

as a crucial part of that definition, these results suggest that learners may still show a 

large degree of individual difference even within the same proficiency level.   
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Appendix  

 

Table 9: First-person singular pronoun expression by proficiency for VERBAL 

INFLECTION (expanded) 
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Table 10 First-person singular pronoun expression by proficiency for VERBAL 

INFLECTION 
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Table 11: First-person singular pronoun expression by proficiency for Tense/Aspect/Mood  
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Table 12: First-person singular pronoun expression by proficiency for PREVIOUS 

REALIZATION 
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