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1 Introduction

In the study of bilingual children the differentiation of languages is regarded as a major issue
by researchers as well as by the general public. Do bilingual children develop two different
grammars or do they (for a certain period) create a fused grammar? Meisel (2001: 15-16)
summarizes the different hypotheses about grammatical differentiation in bilingual
development as follows:

(1) Fusion Hypothesis
(2) Differentiation Hypothesis

a. Interdependent Development Hypothesis
b. Autonomous Development Hypothesis

It has been shown for different language combinations that there is no fusion of grammatical
systems (e.g. Genesee 1989, Meisel 1989, De Houwer 1990 and Genesee, Nicoladis and
Paradis 1995). The remaining question within the Differentiation Hypothesis is whether one
language may influence the development of the other (Interdependent Development
Hypothesis) or whether the development of each language is comparable to the development
of monolinguals (Autonomous Development Hypothesis). The Autonomous Development
Hypothesis for bilingual language acquisition (cf. Meisel 2001: 16) predicts that there is no
influence, once the grammatical systems have been separated, from one language onto the
other in the grammatical development of the two languages and that both systems are
differentiated as soon as children have access to grammatical knowledge. In this work, I want
to argue in favor of the Autonomous Development Hypothesis, i.e. bilingual children show no
sign of cross-linguistic influence and develop two autonomous grammars (cf. Paradis and
Genesee 1996, 1997, Meisel 2001). In the same direction point the results of the comparison
between the acquisition of subjects and of verb-object order in Hinzelin and Mšhring (2001),
the comparison of the development of verb-object order in 2L1 and L2 acquisition by
Mšhring and Meisel (2002), and the study on the acquisition of subjects in a Catalan-English
bilingual by Juan-Garau and PŽrez-Vidal (2000). Comparisons of both languages of the
bilingual child show that different structures emerge early and are acquired easily (see Meisel
1989 where he analyzes word order phenomena and subject-verb agreement). In my work this
will be shown on the basis of pronouns, lexical subjects and finiteness.
I will report on the acquisition of subjects by two Portuguese-German bilingual children,
comparing their development in the two languages. The study of the acquisition of subjects
can shed some light on the question of influence in bilingual acquisition because, in its
grammatical basis, it depends on the setting of the pro-drop or Null Subject Parameter (NSP).
The notion of a parameter allows us to focus on the task faced by the bilingual child who has
to choose between the two different values of the parameter, if the two languages differ in this
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respect. According to the Interdependent Development Hypothesis, the bilingual German-
Portuguese children may be expected to experience difficulty with setting the NSP due to the
fact that the parameter is set to different values in each of their two languages. In Portuguese
the subject pronoun is generally omitted Ð the verb ending allowing for its identification Ð
whereas German requires the presence of a (pronominal) subject. The possible influence of
one language onto the other could have two directions in this case: On the one hand the use of
subject pronouns in German Ð a non-null subject language Ð spoken by the bilingual German-
Portuguese children may be less frequent or delayed, as compared to monolingual German
children, due to the influence of Portuguese Ð a null subject language. The extreme case
would be a setting of the parameter to the [+pro-drop] value. On the other hand we may
expect a high frequency of subject use in Portuguese due to the influence of German or even a
setting of the parameter to the German value.
In this paper, I will focus on the acquisition of subject pronouns and of finite verb forms and
their productive use by children. The different subject types will be studied qualitatively and
quantitatively and will be compared with the rate of subject omission. Finally, I will look at
verb placement errors in German, a V2 language, and the use of inverted subjects in
Portuguese Ð free subject inversion being a property attributed to null subject languages. All
these phenomena are related to finiteness or the NSP, whose connection in acquisition I want
to show in this work as formulated in the following starting hypothesis.

Although German and Portuguese show a conflicting parameter setting, the bilingual
children (Portuguese-German) exhibit no difficulties in setting the null subject
parameter to the correct value in each of their two languages. The setting of the NSP is
closely linked to the appearance and productive use of personal pronouns in subject
position, the acquisition of finiteness, and the systematic use of subjects in non-null
subject languages (cf. section 3). In a feature-based approach (cf. section 4), this
development should be reflected by the instantiation of the _ features (especially the
[person] feature) and Ð in non-null subject languages Ð also of the [EPP] (= Extended
Projection Principle) feature in the childÕs grammar.1

In section 2, I describe the corpus analyzed in this study. In section 3, I address theoretical
issues concerning the null subject parameter. In section 4, general acquisitional questions are
raised, and the results based on the development in Portuguese and German are presented in
4.1 and 4.2 respectively. Conclusions are drawn in section 5.

2 The Data

This study examines longitudinal data from two Portuguese-German bilingual children, Lu’s
and Daniel. The children were video-recorded once a fortnight in naturalistic play situations
for about half an hour in each language (for methodological details established for the
DUFDE project and followed here see Kšppe 1994). I have analyzed every second recording
(i.e. approximately one per month) from 1;07,212 to 3;03,10 (for Daniel) and from 2;01,20 to
3;05,23 (for Lu’s). This sums up to a total of 10,570 utterances (Daniel: 6,092 utterances
(German recordings: 3,956, Portuguese recordings: 2,136), Lu’s: 4,478 utterances (German
recordings: 2,717, Portuguese recordings: 1,761). In this work, only utterances containing a
verb have been analyzed. Pronouns are only considered when they occur together with a verb.
Only subject omissions and realizations with morphologically finite verb forms (except
imperatives) and stems are considered in Figures 3 to 6 and 9 to 12 because imperatives and
non-finite forms (infinitives and participles) normally do not require a subject.3

Both children are growing up in middle class families in Hamburg, Germany. The parents
observe the principle une personne – une langue. The native language of the mothers is
Portuguese. Lu’s, who acquires European Portuguese, is trilingual, his father, a Colombian,
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speaks Spanish with him. He acquires German in a home day care setting (with a
Tagesmutter), later on (age 3) contact with other German children in a home day care
intensifies his exposure to German. Through friends of the family, Lu’s is in contact with all
three languages as well. During the first recordings, Lu’s often speaks Portuguese with the
German interlocutor. Daniel, learning Brazilian Portuguese, has a German father. His mother
is a native speaker of Brazilian Portuguese but sometimes speaks German to him as well.
Around age 2 a visit of his grandmother strengthens his Portuguese. A younger brother is born
when Daniel is around two and a half years old. The development of the MLU is given in
Figures 1 and 2 (Portuguese) and 7 and 8 (German) for both children.
One learner from each variety of Portuguese (European and Brazilian) was selected because
of the differences in subject use between these two. The Brazilian learner is more likely to be
influenced by German because Brazilian Portuguese is more similar to German in its use of
subject pronouns.

3 The Null Subject Parameter (NSP)

3.1 Starting Hypotheses

The analysis presented here is based on ChomskyÕs (1995, 2000) Minimalist Program,
Cardinaletti and StarkeÕs (1999) pronoun classification and the formulation of the null subject
parameter by Kato (1999). Earlier accounts (after the initial works by Perlmutter 1971,
Chomsky 1981, 1982, and Rizzi 1986), for example by Jaeggli and Safir (1989), related
inflected verb forms to null subjects. This connection is interesting for my study because the
acquisition of verbal morphology can be directly observed in the data. Therefore, I assume
here that the acquisition of the inflectional paradigm of a given language by the child is
closely related to the use of (pronominal) subjects.
Cardinaletti and Starke (1999) distinguish between two pronoun classes: strong and deficient.
They further subdivide the deficient pronouns into weak and clitics. ÒClitic pronouns are
deficient with respect to weak pronouns which are in turn deficient with respect to strong
pronouns, both distributionally, morphologically, semantically and prosodicallyÓ (Cardinaletti
and Starke 1999: 216). Agreement affixes are not counted as deficient pronouns. Kato (1999)
suggests an initial split between two classes (strong and weak). Kato then argues, following
Everett (1996), for three subclasses of weak pronouns: free pronouns, clitics and pronominal
affixes. They are in allomorphic relation to each other and in complementary distribution.
Kato (1999) further proposes the elimination of the empty category pro and argues that only
languages with a [+pronominal] inflectional morphology offer the possibility of null
referential subjects. The inflectional morphemes are [+interpretable] and have to be integrated
into the system of weak pronouns (ÒweakÓ is referring here to KatoÕs classification not to
Cardinaletti and StarkeÕs).
The productive use of personal pronouns in subject position is taken here in combination with
the acquisition of finiteness as a prerequisite for the setting of the NSP. I suppose that the
acquisition of the inflectional paradigm of the verb is directly related to the use of pronominal
subjects. The grammatical basis for both is the instantiation of the [person] feature in the
childÕs grammar. At the same time, the [EPP] feature is instantiated in non-null subject
languages (i.e. the NSP is set to the [-pro-drop] value) and subject use becomes systematic.

3.2 The Null Subject Parameter (NSP) in Portuguese and German

3.2.1 Differences between (European) Portuguese and German
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In the Principles and Parameters approach, a given parameter is associated with various
surface phenomena Ð the so-called clustering effect. Table 1 illustrates the null subject
parameter and its clustering effects in European Portuguese (EP) and German. There is no
general agreement about the phenomena linked to the NSP4. The three properties taken into
consideration here are chosen because they are the most likely ones to cluster and also to
occur in child language. This study focuses on the referential null subject property. Expletives
and subject inversion will be considered but, as I will show, there is no evidence for their
clustering at the time of parameter setting (see section 4).
Languages that allow referential null subjects like (European) Portuguese license free subject
inversion but normally do not have overt expletives.5

German, like all the non-null subject languages, does not permit null subjects, neither
referential nor expletive ones. But two exceptions have to be considered in German: The
topic-drop phenomenon exists in German, i.e. the omission of the first constituent of a
sentence (e.g. a subject, a fronted object or adverb). These null elements are discourse-
licensed. The second phenomenon is the obligatory null expletive in impersonal passive
constructions like heute wird getanzt (ÔToday (there) will be dancing.Õ) or er verspricht, dass
getanzt wird (ÔHe promises that (there) will be dancing.Õ). In these constructions, with the first
position in the sentence (SpecCP) occupied by another element or the presence of a
complementizer in COMP like dass (ÔthatÕ), the use of the expletive es would render the
sentence ungrammatical (*heute wird es getanzt, *er verspricht, dass es getanzt wird) .

Table 1: Clustering of Properties in European Portuguese and German
Property European Portuguese German
[+pro-drop] [+pro-drop] [-pro-drop]
(i) Referen-
tial null
subject

canto
Ô(I) sing.Õ
comemos o bolo
Ô(We) eat the cake.Õ

*(ich) sing(e)
ÔI sing.Õ
*(wir) essen den Kuchen
ÔWe eat the cake.Õ

(ii) Null
expletive
pronoun

chove Ô(it) rainsÕ
parece que as crianças comeram
o bolo
Ô(It) seems that the children ate
the cake.Õ

*(es) regnet Ôit rainsÕ
*(es) scheint, dass die Kinder
den Kuchen gegessen haben
ÔIt seems that the children ate the
cake.Õ

(iii) Free
subject
inversion in
simple
sentences

comeram o bolo as crianças!
have eaten the cake the children!
ÔThe children have eaten the
cake!Õ

*haben den Kuchen gegessen die
Kinder
die Kinder haben den Kuchen
gegessen!
the children have the cake eaten!
ÔThe children have eaten the
cake!Õ

3.2.2 Differences between European and Brazilian Portuguese
The two main Portuguese varieties (Brazilian and European) differ in their use of personal
pronouns. In Brazilian Portuguese (BP) the subject pronoun is used very frequently (cf. Kato
1999, 2001, Noll 1999: 58-64) and not only in cases of contrast, emphasis, etc. Kato (1999: 4)
even states that the Ò[...] Modern Brazilian Portuguese core grammar of the younger
generation has lost the null referential subject [...]Ó but Ò[...] it retains the null expletive [...],
may have the arbitrary pro [...], the null bound pronoun [...], and the ÒanaphoricÓ pro [...].Ó
Duarte (1993) shows the frequency change in the use of null subjects by comparing plays
between 1845 and 1992. The use of null subjects drops from around 80% null subjects in
1845 to around 25% in 1992 (Duarte 1993: 112). Duarte (1993) relates this finding to the
change in the pronominal paradigm.
In view of the differences in pronoun use between the two main Portuguese varieties some
additional comments are warranted (see Table 3 for the paradigm): In standard Brazilian
varieties (e.g. S‹o Paulo, Rio de Janeiro) the pronoun você (together with the short form cê) is
used instead of tu and the expression a gente is frequently preferred to nós, both agree with
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the verb in 3ps (= 3rd person singular; cf. Cunha and Cintra 2000: 293-294, 298, Noll 1999:
58-64). Therefore, these verb forms (2ps and 1pp) are not used at all or are less frequently
used.6 The 2pp pronoun (as well as this verb form) is not in general use any longer (cf. Cunha
and Cintra 2000: 287). Instead the pronoun vocês, which agrees with 3pp, is used. Thus we
normally encounter only three different verb forms in BP: 1ps, 3ps and 3pp. These changes in
the pronominal system of BP (compared to earlier stages of BP and to contemporary EP) and
the resulting weakening of agreement are treated extensively by Galves (1993, 1997).
Another difference concerns post-verbal subjects in Òfree inversionÓ constructions: they are
marginal in contemporary BP compared to their more frequent use in 18th century BP; this
change has been attributed to the high frequency of personal pronoun use and is thus
reflecting the parametric change (in progress) of the NSP in BP (cf. Andrade Berlinck 2000
and Kato 2000). Kato (2000) relates the restricted VS order in BP to its partial pro-drop
nature; both are due to a change in the nature of the agreement system, namely the creation of
a Òfree weak pronominal paradigmÓ.

4 The Setting of the Null Subject Parameter by the Portuguese-German Bilingual
Children

In this section, I deal with phenomena that I regard as decisive for the setting of the NSP
because of their tight relationship to its grammatical basis, i.e. their connection to the INFL
node. Nevertheless they are not part of the NSP itself (see below):

¥ productive (and first) use of subject pronouns,
¥ systematic (and target-like) use of subjects,
¥ acquisition of finiteness, and
¥ verb movement (in Portuguese to I, in German via I to C).

The emergence and productive use of personal pronouns and the acquisition of finiteness are
closely linked because the features on finite verbs ([person], [number] and [EPP]) have to be
checked in the INFL node.7 Without the presence of a subject (in non-null subject languages)
and without the movement of the verb, the derivation would crash because feature checking
would not be possible (see next paragraph). The null subject parameter can only be fixed and
the [EPP] feature instantiated when the phenomena mentioned above are present. This holds
true for both languages, German and Portuguese.
Under minimalist assumptions the child has to select from the universal set of features those
that occur in his/her language or languages. The child has to decide whether the feature on a
certain element is interpretable or uninterpretable in the target language. If an uninterpretable
feature is chosen, then it is necessary to realize an interpretable feature of the same kind on
another element in order to delete the uninterpretable one before interpretation at LF. In non-
null subject languages [person] and [number] features are uninterpretable on the verb and
have to be deleted. Therefore the presence of pronouns, which bear the respective
interpretable features, is obligatory and the pronouns have to be acquired at the same time or
earlier.8 (Cf. Atkinson 2000, Radford 2000, Say 2001.) I assume that the [EPP] feature is
instantiated at the same time as the [person] feature since they are affiliated with the same
functional category. The personal pronoun as an element that bears [person] per se is clearly
indicating this acquisitional step. A verb only bears [person] once two different grammatical
persons are differentiated. Early productive 3ps verb endings do not require the presence of a
[person] feature because there is no contrast to other endings. Therefore the acquisition of
finiteness (differentiation of two grammatical persons) and the productive use of personal
pronouns indicate all together the instantiation of the [person] feature and the setting of the
NSP (instantiation of the [EPP] feature) in both languages.
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It is assumed here that, before the setting of the parameter, the use and omission of ÒsubjectsÓ
is not constrained by the syntax (cf. Meisel 1994). Early ÒsubjectsÓ are mostly proper nouns
or lexical ÒsubjectsÓ; pronouns do not occur at all or are extremely scarce (not productive).
This finding indicates that the nature of the elements in subject position changes in connection
with the acquisition and productive use of finite verb morphology. Therefore early subject
omissions are neither instances of pro nor is the inflectional morphology [+pronominal]. On
the contrary, these ÒsubjectsÓ are not subjects in the syntactic sense, that is, they are not
governed by the same grammatical principles as in the adult grammar (cf. Meisel 1994: 94).
Only when personal pronouns are used productively, finiteness has been acquired and the IP
is present, it is possible to speak of true syntactic subjects (also in the case of lexical subjects
and proper nouns). The language use during this stage is pre-syntactical or pre-grammatical;
children have a ÒprotolanguageÓ (Bickerton 1990) and rely on semantic or pragmatic
principles (cf. Meisel 2001: 25-26). The division into two acquisitional stages (see next
paragraph) reflects these assumptions. A different view has been taken by Hyams (1986). She
argues that at the outset of development an American child has the null subject parameter set
to the [+null] value like in Italian or Chinese. Hyams (1986: 64) states: Ò[E]arly English
differs from adult English in that the former is a Ôpro-dropÕ language.Ó Contrary to Hyams,
Bloom (1990), Valian (1991) and Valian, Hoeffner and Aubry (1996) argue for a performance
account of early missing subjects. Valian et al. (1996: 154) state that Òeven very young
English-speaking children understand that English requires subjects; childrenÕs inconsistent
use of subjects reflects processing limitations, or a performance deficit.Ó Later, the effective
working memory increases and this allows the inclusion of subjects and other obligatory
elements by the child with greater consistency.
The acquisition of finiteness is one important step in language acquisition and is associated
with syntactic phenomena like verb movement (cf. Meisel 1990, 1994, and Meisel and MŸller
1992). As far as language acquisition is concerned, I define finiteness according to Meisel
(1994: 109) as agreement involving more than one grammatical person and the presence of
the IP. The productive use of a verb form is defined as follows: ÒA form is regarded as being
used productively when it appears with more than one verb (type) and in several subsequent
recordings.Ó (Meisel 1994: 125) Pronoun use is defined here as being productive when
pronouns appear in several subsequent recordings and when they are used for more than one
grammatical person. According to this definition, I divide grammatical development into two
stages. The beginning of the second stage, i.e. the productive use of pronouns in subject
position, coincides to a large extent with the acquisition of finiteness (cf. also Bittner 2000:
216 for German). During stage I, there are only very few elements in subject position, mainly
lexical elements and proper nouns. The lexical ÒsubjectsÓ are mostly not ÒfullÓ DPs but bare
nouns (cf. Tables 5 and 10 for Portuguese and German respectively). This corroborates my
assumption of a pre-grammatical phase. During this phase there is no productive use of an
article, there are no productive pronouns and the verbs are not finite. Since the early lexical
ÒsubjectsÓ are no D projections it is also not likely that strong pronouns, which are DPs,
appear. When personal pronouns appear at all, they are very rare and their use is far from
being systematic, i.e. they do not seem to be governed by the grammar and their use is not
predictable. Therefore one cannot speak of productive use. The second stage (stage II) starts
with the first systematic and productive appearance of personal pronouns. In general, the use
of all kinds of subjects rises considerably (see sections 4.1 and 4.2).
Furthermore, the various clustered phenomena mentioned in Table 1 should appear within a
short period of time after the setting of the parameter as predicted by parameter theory with
respect to acquisition (cf. Meisel 1995). The data contain no evidence for this assumption.
The expletive in German and the free subject inversion in Portuguese (the only overt
phenomenon) appear only very late (as compared with the setting of the NSP) and are rarely
used by the children (cf. 4.1.2. and 4.2.2. for the findings and possible explanations).
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4.1 Portuguese

4.1.1 Finiteness and Personal Pronouns
Finiteness, according to the definition given above, is acquired when there is productive use
of the 3rd person singular (–a in the 1st conjugation) and the 1st person singular (–o in all
conjugations)9. The presence of the IP projection in the childrenÕs sentence structures can be
shown by the use of modals with infinitives. Table 2 shows the verb endings of regular verbs
(–ar, 1st conjugation class), Table 3 gives the pronominal paradigm.

Table 2: Verb Endings of Regular Verbs in Portuguese
(–ar, 1st Conjugation Class)

falar ÔspeakÕ 1st person 2nd person 3rd person
Singular falo falas fala
Plural falamos (falais) falam

Table 3: Subject Pronouns in Portuguese
1st person 2nd person 3rd person

Singular eu tu/
você/cê
(agrees with
3ps)

ele; ela

Plural nós/
a gente (3ps)

(vós)/
vocês (3pp)

eles; elas

Table 4 indicates the two childrenÕs development of verb forms and pronouns. During stage I
Lu’s produces 45% of his sentences with ÒsubjectsÓ (62 elements in subject position out of a
total of 139 utterances containing a verb Ð excluding imperatives, infinitives, participles,
gerunds, imitations and unclear cases = 62/139) of which 55% (34/62) are proper nouns and
26% (16) lexical ÒsubjectsÓ but only two (3%) personal pronouns (cf. Table 5 and Figure 6;
there are ten instances of demonstrative or relative pronouns (= 16%)). At 2;10,01, at the
beginning of stage II, pronoun use rises to 49% (31/63) of occurrences in one recording (with
63 subjects (= 56%) in 113 analyzed utterances). DanielÕs stage I lasts until 2;08,28. There are
only five (19%) ÒsubjectsÓ (5/27) during this stage, of which four are lexical ÒsubjectsÓ and
one is a proper noun. Pronouns start to be used for the first time at 2;08,28 and indicate the
beginning of stage II (cf. Table 5 and Figure 4). The assumption of this acquisitional step is
corroborated by the rise of the MLU at this age (cf. Table 4 and Figures 1 and 2).
DanielÕs 3rd and 1st person agreement are used productively at the same age of 2;08,28.
(Finiteness is thus acquired, according to the above definition, at 2;08,28.)
Lu’sÕ acquisition of verbal morphology occurs at approximately the same age: 3rd person
agreement is used productively at 2;03,16, 1st person markings at 2;08,26. (Thus, at 2;08,26
finiteness is acquired.)
With the acquisition of finiteness, personal pronouns start to be used systematically. Daniel
uses personal pronouns for the first time at 2;08,28; there are no prior occurrences. Before this
age, he uses only proper nouns and lexical subjects in subject position. Systematic use of
pronouns by Lu’s also starts at 2;08,26 Ð before this age only two instances of 3rd person
pronouns are found. This can be interpreted as a corroboration of KatoÕs (1999) view that the
inflectional morphemes are weak pronouns because strong pronouns and inflectional
morphemes emerge simultaneously and indicate the instantiation of the [person] feature in the
childrenÕs grammar. During stage I, eight agreement errors occur in DanielÕs data (in seven he
uses a 3ps form for 1ps reference) and also eight in LuisÕ data (six 3ps for 1ps).
For monolingual comparison data see Clark (1985) on Romance in general, Faria (1993) on
EP and Valian and Eisenberg (1996), Oliveira (1999), Sim›es (1999, 2000), Figueira (2000),
and Oliveira (2001) on BP.
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Table 4: Verb Forms and Pronouns in Portuguese (Age, MLU, Form)
1st verb
form
(3ps)

1st pro-
ductive
verb form
(3ps)

1st pro-
nouns
(later used
pronouns)

Produc-
tive use
of pro-
nouns

2 produc-
tive verb
forms
(3ps & 1ps)
(finiteness)

3 produc-
tive verb
forms
(3ps, 1ps
& 2ps)

Daniel 1;09,02
1.28
tá, é
Ôis, isÕ

2;08,28
1.89

2;08,28
1.89
eu, você/cê
(ele, ela)

2;08,28
1.89

2;08,28
1.89

-

Lu’s 2;01,20
1.13
dá, ápi
(=cabe/abre)
Ôgives,
suits/opensÕ

2;03,16
1.63

2;05,12
2.73
ela
(eu, tu,
ele)

2;08,26
2.93

2;08,26
2.93

3;00,22
2.91

Table 5: Subjects in Portuguese – DPs and Pronouns
Child
NOR
(AU)

Subject
omissions
(% of AU)

Personal
pronouns
(% of AU)

Demonstra-
tive and
other pro-
nouns
(% of AU)

Lexical
subjects
(BN/DPs/U)
(% of AU)

Proper
nouns
(% of AU)

Stage I
Daniel
12
(27)

22

(81%)

0

(0%)

0

(0%)

4
(3/1/0)
(15%)

1

(4%)
Lu’s
7
(139)

77

(55%)

2

(1%)

10

(7%)

16
(13/2/1)
(12%)

34

(24%)

Stage II
Daniel
4
(221)

132

(60%)

73

(33%)

9

(4%)

8

(4%)

1

(0.5%)
Lu’s
5
(402)

168

(42%)

114

(28%)

52

(13%)

35

(9%)

33

(8%)
(NOR = number of analyzed recordings, AU = analyzed utterances, BN = bare nouns, U= unclear)

Figure 1: Daniel – Development of the MLU in Portuguese

1
1,5
2

2,5
3

3,5
4

4,5
5

5,5

1;08,04

1;09,02

1;10,20

1;11,17

2;00,23

2;01,26

2;03,00

2;03,29

2;04,26

2;05,30

2;06,28

2;07,25

2;08,28

2;10,03

2;11,00

3;00,11
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Figure 2: Luís – Development of the MLU in Portuguese

Examples of verbs (and subjects):
Stage I:

(1) (é) auto (Daniel, 1;09,02)
is  car
ÔThat is a car.Õ

(2) (o) (ca:o) (quebô) (= o carro quebrou)  (Daniel, 2;04,26)
the  car      broke
ÔThe car broke.Õ

(3) ão   tá (= cão está) (Lu’s, 2;03,16)
dog is
ÔThere is the dog.Õ

(4) tá itschi anda ozinho  (= ? Luís anda sozinho)  (Lu’s, 2;07,27)
Lu’s      goes  alone
ÔLu’s does it himself.Õ

Stage II:
(5) eu toco (Daniel, 2;08,28)

I   touch-1ps
ÔI touch it.Õ

(6) ‘cê  viu (Ôc• = voc•) (Daniel, 2;08,28)
you saw-3ps-pps
ÔYou saw it.Õ

(7) eu que:o       voltar (que:o = quero) (Daniel, 2;10,03)
I    want-1ps to-go-back
ÔI want to go back.Õ

(8) eu vou        [s]irar benny ([s]irar = tirar) (Daniel, 2;11,00)
I   will -1ps  pull     Benny (= his cat)
ÔI will pull Benny (= his cat).Õ

(9) <im> eu pinto (Lu’s, 2;08,26)
          I   paint-1ps
ÔI am painting.Õ

(10) e ê e ele ainda não vai imboa  (imboa = embora) (Lu’s, 2;10,01)
and   he  yet     not  goes-3ps  away
ÔAnd he does not leave yet.Õ

(11) eu tenho      outro (Lu’s, 2;08,26)
I   have-1ps other
ÔI have got another one.Õ

1
1,5

2
2,5
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(12) eu vai         bucar     um papel  (bucar = buscar) (Lu’s, 2;08,26)
I    will -1ps look-for a   paper
ÔI will look for a piece of paper.Õ

The examples of stage I show the predominance of Ò3psÓ verb forms (mostly present tense,
but also perfect (pps – pretérito perfeito simples) and imperfect; Daniel: 26 out of 27
utterances containing an analyzed verb (i.e. excluding imperatives, infinitives, participles,
gerunds, imitations and unclear cases); Lu’s: 139 out of 139 utterances) and the use of lexical
ÒsubjectsÓ (if used at all). The examples of stage II demonstrate 1ps verb forms (5 and 9), the
use of subject pronouns (5-12) and the use of modals (7) and auxiliaries (8 and 12) clearly
indicating the activation of a functional projection (IP; see also Table 6).

Table 6: Developmental Sequence of Finite Verb Forms
(Productive Use) in Portuguese

Da 2;8 Lu 2;3-2;8
-a 3ps 2;08,28 2;03,16
-e 3ps * 2;06,10
é 3ps 2;08,28 2;08,26
tá 3ps 2;08,28 2;05,12

-iu 3ps pps * 2;07,27
-ou 3ps pps 2;08,28 2;10,01

Da 2;8 Lu 2;8-3;0
-o 1ps 2;08,28 2;08,26
sou/estou 1ps * *

-s (EP) 2ps - 3;00,22

tem (BP)/
há (EP)

3ps 2;10,03 *

-am 3pp * *
-em 3pp * *
são/estão 3pp * *

-mos 1pp * *

Summarizing, one can say that the acquisition of finiteness signals the onset of target-like
subject use, as illustrated in Figures 3 to 6. This corroborates the postulated relation between
finiteness and pronominal subject use.
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Figure 3: Daniel – Pronominal Subject Use in Portuguese

Figure 4: Daniel – Types of Subjects in Portuguese

Figure 5: Luís – Pronominal Subject Use in Portuguese
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Figure 6: Luís – Types of Subjects in Portuguese

All Figures show that the use of pronominal subjects starts with the acquisition of finiteness10

and that the rate of null subjects and of phonetically realized subjects is about 50%.

4.1.2 Post-verbal Subjects
Post-verbal subjects are frequently found with unaccusative verbs but free subject inversion
(or Romance inversion), which implies that a constituent (generally the object) is placed
between verb and inverted subject, is rarely found. Only one clear example was found (13);
two other examples were copula constructions.

(13) tem       bugallá abi     luí (= tem ? lápis Luís) (Lu’s, 2;08,26)
has-3ps ?          pencil Lu’s
ÔLu’s has got the pencil.Õ

(14) não é         carro polítia aquêle  (polítia = polícia) (Lu’s, 2;08,26)
not  is-3ps car     police  that
ÔThat one is not a police car.Õ

(15) é         aí      meu carro (Daniel, 3;00,11)
is-3ps there my   car
ÔMy car is there.Õ

That there are no examples of free inversion in DanielÕs data is probably due to its marginality
in contemporary BP (see section 3.2.2). As far as EP is concerned this construction exists in
adult speech (as focused subject construction, cf. Costa 2001) but it could be expected to be
rare in child speech because of its complexity11.

4.2 German

4.2.1 Finiteness and Personal Pronouns
In German the endings to be acquired (in order to establish finiteness according to the
definition above) are –t for 3rd person and zero ending or –e for 1st person with main verbs
(the 2nd person emerges later, see footnote 9; for the endings see Table 7; the pronominal
paradigm is given in Table 8). Another indicator for finiteness is the V2 placement.

Table 7: Verb Endings of Regular Verbs in German
sagen ÔsayÕ 1st person 2nd person 3rd person
Singular sage/-0 sagst sagt
Plural sagen sagt sagen
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Daniel uses the 3rd person –t ending productively at age 2;04,26. The –0 ending with 1st

person reference is also produced at 2;04,26, but there is only one use per recording over three
consecutive recordings and the stem is also used for 3rd person reference. I therefore consider
finiteness to be acquired at the age of 2;07,25 when the use of the 1st person becomes more
regular and forms with the –e ending begin to be used, as well. At the same age at 3;02,19,
Lu’sÕ 3rd and 1st person agreement show up. Thus I consider finiteness to be acquired at this
age.

Table 8: Subject Pronouns in German
1st person 2nd person 3rd person

Singular ich du er; sie; es/
der; die; das/
man ÔoneÕ

Plural wir ihr sie/die

During stage I (and before the acquisition of finiteness), Daniel uses 27% ÒsubjectsÓ (23
elements in subject position out of a total of 85 utterances containing a verb Ð excluding
imperatives, infinitives, participles, gerunds, imitations and unclear cases = 23/85), of them
five (22%) are pronominal forms (9 lexical ÒsubjectsÓ (= 39%), 3 proper nouns (= 13%) and 6
interrogative pronouns (= 26%)). At 2;07,25 he uses eight (89%) subject pronouns (8/9; with
9 subjects (= 39%), one instance of topic-drop (= 4%) and 13 subject omissions (= 57%) in 23
analyzed utterances) and then the number of pronouns increases considerably (and the number
of subject omissions that are not due to topic-drop decreases (below 10%)). This indicates the
beginning of stage II (cf. Table 10 and Figure 10). Lu’sÕ stage I lasts until 2;10,29, but there is
a transitional phase between 2;10,29 and 3;02,19 during which he uses personal pronouns
only sporadically (cf. Table 10 and Figure 12). Agreement errors in German show up almost
exclusively during stage I. The sixteen (55%) instances (16/29; with 29 subjects in 46
analyzed utterances: 8 lexical subjects (= 28%), 5 proper nouns (= 17%)) of pronouns found
in Lu’s before finiteness is acquired, occur exclusively during the transitional phase of five
and a half months.12 In this phase he already uses pronouns productively but not very
frequently; he does not make productive use of two different verb forms yet. The development
in German is shown in Table 9, the acquisition process is also reflected by the MLU
development (cf. Figures 7 and 8). For comparison data see Clahsen (1982), Mills (1985),
Hamann (1996), Bittner (2000) for monolingual German and Meisel (1990, 1994) for
bilingual German-French acquisition.

Table 9: Verb Forms and Pronouns in German (Age, MLU, Form)
1st verb
form
(3ps)

1st pro-
ductive
verb form
(3ps)

1st pro-
nouns
(later used
pronouns)

Produc-
tive use
of pro-
nouns

2 produc-
tive verb
forms
(3ps & 1ps)
(finiteness)

3 produc-
tive verb
forms
(3ps, 1ps
& 2ps)

Daniel 1;10,20
1.3
will, is
Ôwants, isÕ

2;04,26
1.68

1;10,20
1.3
ich
(das, du,
er, der,
die, man,
die (pl.),
es, wir,
sie)

2;07,25
2.63

2;07,25
2.63

2;11,00
3.45

Lu’s 2;08,26
1.56
geht
ÔgoesÕ

3;02,19
1.67

2;10,29
2.37
ich, man
(das, du,
die, der,
die (pl.),
es, wir)

2;10,29
2.37

3;02,19
1.67

3;04,19
1.75
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Table 10: Subjects in German – DPs and Pronouns
Child
NOR
(AU)

Subject
omissions
[topic-drop/
no t. d.]
(% of AU)

Personal
pronouns
(% of AU)

Demonstra-
tive and
other pro-
nouns
(% of AU)

Lexical
subjects
(BN/DPs/U)
(% of AU)

Proper
nouns
(% of AU)

Stage I
Daniel
12
(85)

62
[7/55]
(73%)
([8%/65%])

5

(6%)

6

(7%)

9
(7/1/1)
(11%)

3

(4%)

Lu’s
9
(5)

4
[3/1]
(80 % )
([60%/20%])

0 0 0 1
(20%)

Stage II
Daniel
9
(553)

86
[37/49]
(16%)
([7%/9%])

379

(69%)

29

(5%)

45

(8%)

4

(1%)

Lu’s
7
(159)

44
[11/33]
(28%)
([7%/21%])

87

(55%)

2

(1%)

17

(11%)

7

(4%)

(NOR = number of analyzed recordings, AU = analyzed utterances, BN = bare nouns, U= unclear)

Figure 7: Daniel – Development of the MLU in German
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Figure 8: Luís – Development of the MLU in German

Examples of verbs (and subjects):
Stage I:

(16) is da (Daniel, 1;10,20)
is there
ÔIt is there.Õ

(17) mann (sitz) bus  (Daniel, 2;03,00)
man    sit    bus
ÔThe man is sitting in the bus.Õ

(18) do    geht (= ? doch geht) (Lu’s, 2;08,26)
sure goes
ÔSure, it works.Õ

(19) lui    ol (= ? Luís holt/holen)  (Lu’s, 2;08,26)
Lu’s get
ÔLu’s gets it.Õ

Stage II:
(20) ich komme (Daniel, 2;07,25)

I    come-1ps
ÔI am coming.Õ

(21) er will     spiel’n autos (Daniel, 2;07,25)
he wants to-play cars
ÔHe wants to play cars.Õ

(22)                   hab         ich gefund’n (Daniel, 2;07,25)
topic-drop have-1ps I    found
ÔI have found that.Õ

(23) siehst    du? (Daniel, 2;07,25)
see-2ps you?
ÔDo you see it?Õ

(24) ich mach   da[x] (= das) (Lu’s, 2;10,29)
I     do-1ps this
ÔI will do this.Õ

(25) gehst    du? (Lu’s, 3;02,19)
go-2ps you?
ÔAre you leaving?Õ

(26)                     (möchte)     ich geh’n (Lu’s, 3;02,19)
topic-drop (?) want-1ps I    go
ÔI want to go (to bed).Õ
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(27) wollen     wi  eine eisenbahn machen mit das? (Lu’s, 3;05,23)
want-1pp we a      train         make    with that
ÔDo you want to make a train with me out of that?Õ

The modals in (21) and (27) indicate the use of a functional projection like IP or CP because
they are base-generated in IP. The examples (22) and (26) probably constitute the first
evidence for a CP structure with the first constituent being dropped (topic-drop of the object
in SpecCP), the verb in second position (V2) and the subject inverted (in SpecIP). This
confirms the acquisition of finiteness with verb movement to C (see also Table 11,
comparison data from Meisel 1994 (French-German) is given in order to evaluate the
linguistic development of the children studied here).

Table 11: Developmental Sequence of Finite Verb Forms
(Productive Use) in German13

Da 2;0-2;7 Lu 2;11-
3;2

C 1;11-2;4 Iv 2;0-2;3 P 2;7-2;10

-t 3ps 2;04 3;02 1;11 2;0 2;9
is’ 3ps 2;00 2;11 2;1 2;0 2;7
-0 3ps mod 2;07 3;05 2;4 2;3 2;10
-0 1ps mod 2;07 3;02 2;5 2;3 2;8

Da 2;7-3;2 Lu 3;2-3;5 C 2;5-2;8 Iv 2;5-2;8 P 2;11-3;3
-0 1ps 2;07 3;02 2;5 2;7 2;10
-e 1ps 2;07 3;02 2,10 2;8 2;9
bin 1ps 2;11 * * 2;7 3;3

-st 2ps 2;11 3;04 2,4 2;5 2;11
bist 2ps 3;02 * * 2;8 *

-en 3pp 3;00 3;03 2;5 2;8 2;11
sind 3pp 3;01 3;05 2;6 2;8 3;10

-en 1pp 3;02 3;05 2;9 2;6 3;3
sind 1pp * * 2;8 * 3;11

Figure 9: Daniel – Pronominal Subject Use
(Including Topic-Drop) in German
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Figure 10: Daniel – Types of Subjects in German

Figure 11: Luís – Pronominal Subject Use
(Including Topic-Drop) in German

Figure 12: Luís – Types of Subjects in German

Figures 9 and 11 clearly show that the use of pronominal subjects in both children before the
acquisition of finiteness is at chance rather than guided by the grammar. As mentioned at the
beginning of this section, there is no systematic pronoun use during this stage and pronouns
do not have the properties of subjects typical of the adult grammar. The pronouns that are
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used are very scarce and not productive. After the instantiation of the [person] and the [EPP]
feature in the childrenÕs grammar, that is, after the acquisition of finiteness and at the onset of
productive pronoun use, pronominal subject use rises, reaching over 90 % for Daniel from the
age of 2;10,03 onwards and around 80 % for Lu’s from 3;02,19 onwards. The high frequency
of pronominal subject use indicates that, at this point, the NSP is set to the correct value in
German. In the figures instances of topic-drop, permitted by the German target grammar, are
counted together with the use of lexical pronouns. Thus the percentage of subject omissions
only contains cases violating the target grammar. (The remaining cases of subject omission
could be due to performance constraints.)

4.2.2 Expletives
After the setting of the NSP the other phenomenon, besides the overt referential (pronominal)
subject, expected to show up is the use of expletives. Their emergence indicates for Hyams
(1986) the end of the optional subject stage. But the expletive pronoun is used only later;
maybe due to maturational constraints or to the recording situation, e.g. there is no use of a
meteorological verb that would imply the use of an expletive. Moreover clear expletive
constructions are rarely encountered in the data. Sometimes it is difficult to decide whether a
specific use of das (ÔthatÕ, with the variants des/’s) is used in an expletive way or with a
general, not further determined reference. The first clear case of an expletive es (ÔitÕ) occurs at
the age of 3;03,10 with Daniel:

(28) es      fehlt    noch ein’ hier (Daniel, 3;03,10)
there misses still  one  here
ÔThere is still one missing here.Õ

Until the end of the period covered in this study (until 3;05,23) there is no clear case of
expletive es in Lu’sÕ data. Juan-Garau and PŽrez-Vidal (2000: 185) report as well the absence
of expletives up to the beginning of 3;4 in the English of the bilingual Catalan-English child
Andreu studied. (Subjects are already used overtly in 93.8 % of AndreuÕs clause productions
in English at 3;2 (Juan-Garau and PŽrez-Vidal 2000: 186-187).)

4.2.3 Verb Placement Errors
Verb placement errors could provide evidence against verb movement in German, i.e. the
presence of the functional projections IP and CP.
There are some verb placement errors that are not very frequent and are also attested in
monolinguals (cf. Mills 1985: 158-167). All realizations of morphologically finite forms that
are not V2 and of non-finite forms that are not verb-end are counted as verb placement errors.
V1 realizations that are due to topic-drop (missing subject, object or adverb) were not
considered. The errors reported in Table 12 do not constitute evidence against verb
movement. Most utterances show correct word order and the finite verb does not stay in final
position but moves to a V3 or V1 position as examples (29) and (30) illustrate:

(29) [iç] de mach ein ein ei_ebahn (Daniel, 2;11,28)
I      ?  make  a    a    railway
ÔI make a railway.Õ

(30) muß  die  hier bleibn (Daniel, 2;11,28)
must that here stay
ÔThat one must stay here.Õ

It should be noted that there is neither quantitative nor qualitative evidence against verb
movement at the time when pronouns are used productively and finiteness is acquired.
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Table 12: Verb Placement Errors in German
Daniel Lu’s

[-V2] [-Vend] [-V2] [-Vend]
Stage I 3 13 2 2
Stage II 18 6 13 2
Total 21 19 15 4
Total (all) 40 19

5 Conclusion

The difference in the percentages of subject use in the two languages reflects the setting of the
null subject parameter to distinctive values in German and in Portuguese by the bilingual
children. Subject use becomes systematic (in the languages that require a pronominal subject).
Personal pronouns in subject position are used productively at 2;08 (Portuguese Ð Daniel and
Lu’s) and at 2;07 (German Ð Daniel) and 2;10 (German Ð Lu’s) respectively. The data show
that finiteness is acquired at 2;08 (Portuguese Ð Daniel and Lu’s) and at 2;07 (German Ð
Daniel) and 3;02 (German Ð Lu’s) respectively.
The setting of the NSP is closely linked to the appearance and productive use of personal
pronouns in subject position and to the acquisition of finiteness occurring in the same
developmental period. The [person] and the [EPP] features are now instantiated in the childÕs
grammar. The systematic use of subjects in the non-null subject language German reflects this
grammatical development.
Bilingual children exhibit no difficulty in setting the null subject parameter to its respective
value in each of their two languages, i.e. in German to [-pro-drop] and in Portuguese to [+pro-
drop]. The frequency of pronoun use differs in the two languages reflecting the properties of
the target grammar and their application. (Cf. the similar results obtained by Juan-Garau and
PŽrez-Vidal (2000) for a Catalan-English bilingual child.) Concerning pronominal subject
use, I have not found any instances of influence of one language on the other. These findings
support my assumption that bilingual children develop the two language systems
autonomously. On the basis of the analysis presented here, I conclude that bilingual children
are able to keep their grammatical systems separate and exhibit no difficulties in setting a
given parameter to contrasting values in each of their two languages. This confirms the
Autonomous Development Hypothesis.
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1 As the reader will notice in section 3 and 4, the starting hypothesis refers to both German and Portuguese. In
Portuguese the productive use of personal pronouns, although they are not obligatory, together with the
acquisition of finiteness indicates the instantiation of the [person] feature because the pronouns and verbal
affixes both bear this feature. As I will show in section 4, the setting of the NSP and its value depend on this
acquisitional step.
2 Age in (years;months,days).
3 In Portuguese, a subject (lexical subject or overt pronoun) that bears nominative Case may precede inflected
infinitive forms (infinitivo pessoal/flexionado).
4 Chomsky (1981: 240) enumerates five: (i) missing subject, (ii) free inversion in simple sentences, (iii) Òlong
wh-movementÓ of subject, (iv) empty resumptive pronouns in embedded clause, (v) apparent violations of the
*[ that-t] filter. All the phenomena clustering with the referential null subject property have been questioned in
the literature and counterexamples have been found (cf. Gilligan 1987, Wanner 1993, Haider 1994, Nagy and
Heap 1998, and Heap 2000, among others). The clustering has been established empirically, there is no
theoretical relation between all of the phenomena.
5 There are, however, European Portuguese varieties that exhibit overt expletive pronouns, e.g. ele chove Ôit
rainsÕ (cf. Spitzer 1917, Cunha and Cintra 2000: 284).
6 In DanielÕs speech (mother is from the city of Itabuna, state of Bahia, in the North-East of Brazil), tu is never
encountered. Nevertheless tu is used in this region (and others) together with a 3ps verb form, e.g. tu fala. I am
grateful to Diana Rodrigues de Carvalho for pointing this out to me.
7As one anonymous reviewer pointed out, there are different points of view and the theory is still developing:
Ò[i]n the framework of Chomsky (1995), followed by the author, the EPP is presented as a strong D-feature of
the I head that has to be eliminated during the derivation. Subsequent works describe EPP as a feature of a
functional category that requires the presence of a referential-like expression in its local domain (Chomsky
[2000]) or as a property of a feature that a functional head bears and that is required to trigger movement (cf.
Pesetsky [and Torrego 2001]).Ó Another new view on the [EPP] feature is proposed by Nash and Rouveret
(2002).
Note that in KatoÕs (1999) account (elimination of pro) the inflectional morphemes are integrated into the system
of weak pronouns, i.e. the endings of finite verb forms are pronouns, therefore strong pronouns and inflectional
morphemes should emerge simultaneously.
8 The features are also deleted in the case of full DPs in subject position, these bearing [number] and default 3rd

[person] features.
9 The first person singular is chosen here because it emerges in the children studied in both languages before the
second person.
10 However, in her study on monolingual EP acquisition Soares (2002: 140-154) found that the 1ps/2ps/3ps
contrast (finiteness) emerged before pronominal subjects.
11 Hereby I mean complexity in terms of pragmatic complexity to express focus, not structural complexity. Costa
(1998, 2000) proposes that post-verbal subjects in EP are in SpecVP (i.e. in situ). (Cf. also the discussion of the
VOS order in Spanish in Zubizarreta 1998: 125-127 and the book on the syntax of subject-verb inversion in
Portuguese by Ambar 1992.) The question of the subject position in free inversion constructions is also
addressed by, among others, Longobardi (2000) and Roberge (1986).
12 There are two instances of the pronoun ich (ÔIÕ) together with an infinitive at age 2;10,01. In counts only
pronouns occurring with a morphologically finite verb form are considered.
13 The data of the Portuguese-German children is presented in comparison with the data of French-German
children in Meisel (1994: 98).


