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HOW SUBJECTS EMERGE 
 

Grown-ups never understand anything by themselves, and it is 
tiresome for children to be always and forever explaining things 
to them. (Antoine de Saint-Exupéry –The Little Prince) 

 
 

KEY POINTS: 
In this chapter you will find out how children cope with subjects. In particular, 

about: 
• why they occasionally drop the subject during early stages, even when the 

target language is a non pro-drop one  
• why they occasionally case mark subjects in a deviant way 
• links between subject omission, wrongly cased subjects and other  properties 

of early grammar  
 
 
1. The Phenomenon 
 
1.1 Subjectless sentences in early grammar 
 
1.1.1 Cross-linguistic data 
 
 Work on early language has revealed that child grammar may start with a stage 

when subjects are optional,  not only in pro-drop languages1, like Italian (1) or Modern 
Greek (2), but also in languages like English (3), Danish (4), German (5) or French (6), 
where the value of the pro-drop parameter is negative: 

 

(1) a. tanti ocattoli porta 
 many toys brings 
b. pendo chetta 
 take-1st pers.sg. this 
c. la vado  

     there go-1st.pers.sg.  (Schaeffer 1990) 
 (2)  a. kani padhl 
     makes puzzle 
  b. ehi sokolata 
     has chocolate 
  c. thelis tili 

                                                           
1 In linguistic theory, it has been noticed that in some languages lexical subjects may be omitted 

whereas in others null subjects are disallowed. The parameter responsible for this difference is the so-called pro-
drop parameter, where pro stands for the empty subject. The parameter has a positive value in pro-drop 
languages, such as Italian, Romanian, Spanish or Modern Greek, in which the subject can be omitted, but a 
negative value in languages like English, French, German or Mainland Scandinavian, where the subject cannot be 
omitted in usual environments. For a more detailed discussion on the pro-drop parameter and its implications for 
the structure of language, see Cornilescu (1995), Haegeman (1991/1997) or the studies in Jaeggli & Safir (1989). 
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      want-2nd pers.sg. cheese (Hamann & Plunkett 1998)     
(3) a.  throw away 
 b.  make a house 
 c.  sit on piano  
 d.  outside cold  (Hyams 1986) 
(4) a.  se, blomster har 
  look, flowers have/s   
 b.  ikke kore traktor 
  not drive tractor (Hamann & Plunkett 1998)  
(5) a.  Brauche nich lala. 
  need not pacifier  
 b.  Macht das. 
  does it 
 c.  Esse pudding. 
  eats pudding    (Weissenborn 1992) 
(6) a.  boit café  
  drinks coffee 
 b.  faire un autre  
  make another one 
 c.  est tombé  

is fallen        (Pierce 1989)  
  
 
1.1.2 Possible approaches to the phenomenon 
 
While analyses converge on pointing out that early child grammar produces 

subjectless sentences (most probably cross-linguistically), there is a split in the literature 
with respect to the cause of early missing subjects as well as with respect to their syntactic 
status. Some acquisitionists assume that they are the result of some grammatical deficit. 
Their accounts reflect the position that they adopt with regard to language development. 
Supporters of the Weak Continuity Hypothesis link the occurrence of missing subjects to 
the lack of functional projections which could host the subject DP or which could provide 
the appropriate configuration for Nominative Case assignment.  

Advocates of the Strong Continuity Model have proposed that, since children also 
use overt subjects at this stage, their grammar seems identical to the grammar of pro-
drop languages like, for example, Romanian, Italian or Spanish, where both overt and 
null subjects are allowed in adult grammar. On such a view, early subjectless sentences 
do not represent violations of UG; they are the result of the mis-setting of the pro-drop 
parameter: children adopt a positive value for this parameter, regardless of its value in 
their target language (Hyams 1986). They would begin with a pro-drop-like grammar and 
switch off to the target grammar later. Evidence in favour of this hypothesis comes from 
the considerable number of early French utterances, which contain a postverbal subject 
(Friedemann 2000). The two examples below are both taken from Friedemann (2000): 

 

(7) a.  a chanté Victor. 
has sung Victor 

b. fait du bruit la voiture. 
makes noise the car 

 

Not only does this empirical fact suggest that the early grammar has properties 
associated with pro-drop languages (which allow both null subjects and postverbal ones) 
but it also raises the question of whether the two phenomena should be indeed treated 
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together in early syntax. A survey of the available files indicates that child speech gets 
rid of null and postverbal subjects around the same age (Friedeman 2000), which means 
that the two phenomena could be traced to the same cause.  

Other acquisitionists link the optionality of overt subjects in early child language 
to pragmatic factors (Greenfield and Smith 1976), to limitations on processing factors 
(Bloom 1990) or on performance factors (Valian 1990, 1991). Others provide a prosodic 
explanation (Gerken 1991) or try to integrate grammatical and discourse-based 
approaches (Rizzi 1994, Hyams 1996, Hamann & Plunkett 1998). 

As already discussed in the previous chapter, there is a connection between the 
existence of null subjects and the optional use of the infinitive and between the child 
going out of this infinitive stage and his/her correct use of an overt subject, where 
required by the target language. This raises the question of whether the two phenomena 
are connected and, if they are, whether the relation is a cause-effect one. However, 
linking the occurrence of null subjects exclusively to properties related to the optional 
infinitive stage overlooks the fact that early null subjects are attested in finite sentences 
as well. It is true that the survey of the data reveal a strong tendency of null subjects to 
occur in infinitival constructions, but they also occur, in sufficient number, with inflected 
verbs during the same stage (Bromberg and Wexler 1995 for English, Rasetti 2000 for 
French). This raises doubts with respect to those explanations that relate early missing 
subjects to the lack of the Tense projection. It also poses the question of whether null 
subjects have the same properties in the two contexts in which they are attested: finite 
and non-finite. Bromberg and Wexler (1995) argue that there are actually two types of 
early null subjects: one that occurs with the infinitive and one that can occur with both a 
finite and a non-finite form of the verb.  

 
 
1.1.3 The syntactic status of early null subjects 
 
The syntactic status of early null subjects has also been a matter of debate. On 

the one hand, they have been assimilated to the null subjects of pro-drop languages. 
Along this line, they have been treated as pro (Hyams 1986) and as a null topic similar to 
null subjects in Chinese (Hyams 1992). On the other hand, they have been compared to 
the null subjects available in non pro-drop languages. On this account, an English 
utterance containing a null subject will not represent a deviation from the target, since 
early null subjects are like adult null subjects.  

The fact that a considerable number of missing subjects are attested in infinitival 
constructions pointed to the possibility of assimilating them to PRO2 (Sano and Hyams 
1994, Rasetti 2000), which is allowed in adult non-finite sentences. This hypothesis can 
be best accounted for within any developmental model which treats root infinitives as 
bare VPs.  In this case, the verb is assumed to remain in situ, it has no inflection (or 
                                                           

2 PRO represents the non-overt subject of non-finite clauses. It has been defined as an NP with the 
feature matrix [+anaphor, +pronominal]. Its interpretation can be either controlled by an antecedent (in which 
case it behaves like an anaphor) or free (in this case it behaves like a pronoun): 

(i)  I tried [PRO to go]. 
(ii)  I told John [PRO to go]. 
(iii) It is easy [PRO to translate this text]. 
In (i) and (ii) the antecedent of PRO is available in the main clause; the subject in (i) and the object 

in (ii) control the interpretation of the non-overt subject of the infinitival clause. In (iii), there is no antecedent 
in the main clause and PRO receives an arbitrary interpretation, i.e. it refers freely.  

The most important difference between overt subjects and PRO is that the latter is not assigned 
Case. Its occurrence is restricted to those contexts in which it cannot receive Case. This explains why PRO 
and overt subjects do not alternate.  
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minimal inflection), and consequently it cannot assign Case to the DP subject, just like in 
adult non-finite constructions.  

This analysis, however, cannot explain why null subjects are also used with 
inflected verbs. This is why other researchers try to relate missing subjects in child syntax 
to missing subjects in finite contexts in languages which are not pro-drop. In languages 
like French or English, the subject can be omitted in finite clauses in special contexts, such 
as diaries (8), short notes (9) or in casual spoken language (10). All the examples below 
are taken from Haegeman (2000). 

 

(8) Cried yesterday morning: as if it were an hour of keening: why is crying so 
pleasurable. (Sylvia Plath, 10.1.1959, 288) 

(9) Wish you were here. 
(10) He said: Does the name Farriner mean anything to you? Can’t say it 

does. 
What happened to Mary? Went away for a while. 
Told you so.  

 
 This led to the conclusion that child null subjects can be assimilated to such 

missing subjects attested in adult speech. With Haegeman (1990), Bromberg and Wexler 
(1995) and Weissenborn (1992) they are treated as null topics, with Rizzi (1994) and 
Haegeman (2000) and, from a slightly different perspective also with Radford (1996) they 
are defined as an empty category (a null constant) which has the features [– pronominal,  
– anaphoric, – variable]. On such a view, early subjectless sentences are not deviant from 
the target grammar, which also allows topic dropping. The only difference between child 
and adult speech would be related to the number of contexts in which such subjects are 
allowed: Young children are less discriminating than adults as to the variety of pragmatic 
contexts in which they will allow null topics (Bromberg and Wexler 1995:244). 

 
 
1.2 Non-Nominative subjects in early grammar 

 
1.2.1 The Data 
 
Besides null subjects, early child grammar may also produce non-Nominative 

subjects, i.e. DPs inflected for the Accusative (or Objective)/ Genitive may occur as 
subjects. Though usually treated together as instances of wrongly cased subjects, they do 
not occur with the same frequency cross-linguistically nor within one and the same 
language. While Accusative subjects have been attested in several child languages, 
Genitive subjects have been found only in child English. Moreover, the examination of 
corpora of child English reveals one more asymmetry between the two types of ‘wrong’ 
subjects: instances of all Accusative personal pronouns have been detected in subject 
position (11) whereas my is much more frequently used than any other Genitive pronoun 
as a subject (12):  

 

 (11)  me talk / me do it (Radford 1996) 
  him bad dog/ them eyes  (Gruber 1967) 
  us able to make two trees (Huxley 1970) 
 (12) my caught it/my cut it/ my cried in the bed (Vainikka 1993/1994) 
 
 As the data in the table below (taken from Radford 1998:120) show, many 

English speaking children use only my and/or her (more rarely) as subjects:  
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Table 1 
Recorded examples of Genitive subjects  

 

Child Age MY HER OTHERS 
Peter 2;0–2;8 39     0 0 
Eve 1,6–2;3 13     5 0 
Nina  2;1–2;5 12 114 0 
Naomi 2;0–2;5   4      2 0 

 However, other Genitive pronouns have been occasionally attested in child 
English (Fletcher 1985, Brown 1973): 

 

(13)  our play that on floor/ can our do it again (Fletcher 1985) 
its can’t fit with dis / its opens/why its flies all by itself? (Brown 1973) 

 
 Vainikka (1993/1994) argues that it might be the case that young children use a 

wider variety of Genitive subjects than usually assumed. This discrepancy would be due 
to the fact that some of the data may have been mis-transcribed. Thus, what is usually 
transcribed as you’re/it’s/they’re could actually have been uttered your/its/their.  

 An opposite point of view is put forth in Radford (1998), where the very existence 
of a Genitive-subject stage is denied.  

 Regardless of the position one might side up with, the fact that English speaking 
children sometimes use Genitive subjects or what might look as a Genitive subject at first 
sight still needs an explanation, be it to merely show that they are not Genitive after all.  

 
 
1.2.2 Possible approaches to the phenomenon 
 
The question that such data lead to is to what extent Genitive and Accusative 

subjects can be treated in a unified way. This question is justified not only by the fact 
that Genitive subjects seem to be attested only in child English,  but also by the fact that 
the use of different Genitive subjects can be (and has been) traced to different causes, 
i.e.Genitive subjects themselves could not be analysed in a unified fashion.  

Leopold (1939) proposes that my subjects represent a misanalysis of the 
phonological sequence am I with a reduced vowel. This could explain the overwhelming 
majority of my subjects (vs. other Genitive pronominal forms) and also the cross-linguistic 
gap with respect to Genitive subjects, which have been attested only in child English. 

Along similar lines, Radford (1998) argues that my is a lexical variant of I: it is 
misanalysed as the strong form of the Nominative pronoun I. Children would 
hypothesise, on analogy with the weak variants ‘im and ‘em of him and them, that I  is 
the weak form of  /m+ai/. On this view, my no longer represents an instance of a wrongly 
cased subject,  but a strong  Nominative pronoun used as a subject. The prediction 
would be that children should use my with uncontracted auxiliaries but never with 
contracted ones (sequences such as my’ll, my’d should not occur), because contracted 
forms represent instances of cliticisation of a weak pronoun onto a weak auxiliary. 
Empirical data support the hypothesis: 

 

(14)  No, my am coming up to play in there. 
My can’t open it by myself. 
My will do it again.  
Should my make an airplane? (Rispoli 1995) 
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 The use of her as a subject has been attributed to a gap in the early lexicon. 
Schütze (1997) argues that at this stage the child has not learned the form she yet but 
he/she knows the form her, which has almost identical features to the Nominative 
pronoun: 3rd person, feminine, singular. Consequently, whenever this set of features is 
intended, her will be used. This account predicts that her and she should not co-occur as 
subjects during the same stage. But, empirical data (like the ones in 15) show that not 
only do the two pronominal forms co-occur,  but they can even be found within one and 
the same sentence (Huxley 1970, Pensalfini 1995) : 

 

(15) Her is jolly strong, isn’t she? 
She kept hiding our balls and I needed to shoo her away but her didn’t 
go. (Huxley 1970) 

 Radford (1998) points out that her represents both the Accusative and the Genitive 
form, which means that her subjects could be interpreted only as Accusative pronouns.  

Other linguists argue that non-Nominative subjects are the reflex of a grammatical 
deficit, mainly affecting the mechanism of Case assignment. They usually focus on the 
question of whether children have knowledge of Case or /and of DP movement at this 
early stage. For example, the occurrence of Genitive pronominal subjects has been 
assumed to be due to the lack of subject raising (Deprez and Pierce 1993) in child 
grammar. Also, some default Case mechanisms have been invoked (Vainikka 1994, 
Bromberg and Wexler 1995).  

An interesting explanation for the use of my as an early subject is the one in 
Hamburger (1980). Starting from the analysis of the data of an intensive longitudinal 
study of an English-speaking monolingual child (24 – 28 months), he reaches the 
conclusion that child utterances like the ones in (16) below are precursors of Restrictive 
Relative Clauses: 

 

 (16) a. Adult: What’s this? (pointing to yesterday’s drawing) 
      Child: My did it. 
  b. This my did. 
  c. This is my did it. 
  e. That may did it.    (Hamburger 1980: 396-397) 
 
 Such sentences are interpreted, according to Hamburger’s analysis, as ‘This is a 

(my) thing such that I did it’ (p. 398). Gradually, these constructions are replaced by 
sentences like those in (17): 

 

 (17) a. Look -a wy made. 
             b. Look at what I made.  (Hamburger 1980: 411) 
 
Other linguists propose that structures containing Accusative/ Genitive subject 

pronouns are better analysed as focus or topic structures. Gruber (1967) argues that 
Accusative subjects do not actually represent deviations from adult grammar; they are 
left-dislocated topics and consequently child grammar and adult grammar do not differ in 
this respect. Structures like the ones in (18) are analysed as manifestations of the topic-
comment construction: 

 

 (18) me wanna truck 
 me take the wheel 
me draw 
 him go right back 
no him no bike 
me show you?  (Gruber 1967: 53) 
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 Gruber points out that in the corpus he studied there is always a contrast in 

intonation pattern between such constructions and sentences with a Nominative pronoun 
(‘unmarked’ pronoun, in his terms). The Accusative subject has the intonation of a 
declarative sentence and is separated from the rest of the sentence.  

Thornton (2000) argues that the my subjects in her Aurora corpus are limited to 
contexts of contrastive focus, more specifically when a grown up person offered to help 
the child, but she wanted to take charge herself:  

 

(19)  Context: Mother explains that she needs to put the lid on A’s cup. 
A: No, my do that!  (Thornton 2000)  

 
 These focused subjects are argued to occupy a higher focus position, in the 

Spec of a Focus projection. The my subjects are very soon replaced by I’m in these 
contrastive focus contexts, which suggest that the earlier my-s represented an instance 
of metathesis (as argued in Leopold 1939): 

(20)  Context: Mother offers to put toothpaste on her toothbrush for A. 
A: No, I’m do it.  (Thornton 2000)  

 

 The analyses briefly presented above show that it is not clear whether various 
Genitive subjects, on the one hand, and Accusative and Genitive subjects, on the other 
hand, should be explained as rooted in the same clause. Schütze (1997), for example, 
proposes that they should be treated separately. 

  In spite of the fact that this intuition is essentially correct, in what follows Genitive 
and Accusative subjects will be treated together, given the fact that most of the studies 
which will be presented try to account for the two phenomena in a unified way.    

 
  
2. Accounts of null subjects in early child language 
 
 2.1. Competence deficit accounts  
  
2.1.1. The questions  
 
 Grammatical accounts (most of which within the framework provided by the 

Principles and Parameters framework, but also with minimalist flavour in more recent 
studies) propose that early null subjects represent a grammatical option, rooted in the 
properties of early grammar. A competence-deficit of some sort is responsible for the 
optional use of subjectless sentences at early stages of linguistic development. In spite 
of the different analyses or hypotheses put forth with respect to missing subjects, most 
of the studies analysing subjectless sentences in early child language as rooted in some 
competence deficit focus mainly on the following problems:  

 

 (i)  how can one account for the cross-linguistic existence of null subjects in 
early grammars?   

(ii)  what is the status of null subjects in child grammar? Are they different from 
missing subjects in adult grammar or from null subjects in pro-drop 
languages? 

(iii)  how are they licensed and identified?   
(iv)  how do children get rid of subjectless sentences when their target language 

does not allow them? 
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2.1.2. The parameter mis-setting approach  
 
 Hyams (1986) represents the first attempt to apply the Principles and Parameters 

model to the study of first language acquisition. Though her claims have been disputed 
in many ways (she has constantly revised her analysis herself), one cannot deal with the 
problem of null subjects in early child language without going back to the first account of 
this phenomenon. 

 In her analysis of subjectless sentences in child language, Hyams adopts the 
approach to null subjects developed in Rizzi (1982), according to which null subjects are 
governed by a [+pronominal] Inflection, whereas in languages like English, Inflection 
cannot be specified as [+pronominal] and, consequently, null subjects are disallowed.  
She produces a modified version of this analysis, which takes as crucial the identity of 
the head of the Inflection projection. On her model, UG contains the following rules:  

 

 (21) a. S NP, I, VP 
  b. I      (AGR)3, AUX  
 The rule in (21b) relies on the idea that Agreement (i.e. features of person, 

number and gender) may/may not be marked in some languages (Italian vs. Chinese, for 
example) or across constructions in one and the same language (finite vs. infinitival 
constructions in English, for example). Hence the optionality of AGR. AUX, on the other 
hand, is not optional, and it is assumed to contain at least Tense features. According to 
Hyams, Inflection can he headed by either AUX, when it contains lexical material (as, for 
example, the English modals), or by AGR. In languages like Italian or Spanish, which 
allow null subjects, AGR is identified with PRO4 (AGR=PRO) and it licenses pro in 
subject position, whereas in languages like English or French, AGR cannot be identified 
with PRO (AGR ≠ PRO) and hence pro subjects are disallowed. Within her approach, 
pro-drop languages have their pro subject governed by AGR/PRO as can be seen in the 
representation of the Italian sentence in (22): 

 

 (22) Parla. 
  ‘(He) talks’ 
  [ NP  pro][I AGR/PRO, AUX][VP ...] 
 
 In early child English, lexical subjects are optional and expletive subjects are 

always omitted (23):     
 

(23) a.Outside cold.(= It is cold outside) 
 b.No more cookies. (=There are no more cookies) 
 c. Yes, is toys in there. (= There are toys in there)  (Hyams 1986) 

 
 By assumption, early English would be like Italian or Spanish. The child acquiring 

English would start out with an Italian-like grammar and early null subjects would 
represent a grammatical option.  Consequently, subjectless sentences do not represent 
violations of UG; they simply are the result of a  parameter setting different from the target 
language. Hyams argues that the Null Subject parameter comes fixed at an initial setting, 
i.e. AGR = PRO. Children speak an Italian-like language at early stages and, on the basis 
of the information provided by the input, they will eventually change the initial setting and 

                                                           
3Hyams (1986) uses AG for AGR; since AGR is more widely used, I will use this abbreviation 

instead of the one she does. 
4’AG (i.e. AGR) in pro-drop languages exhibits all of the crucial properties of PRO, the element 

typically found in subject position of infinitivals, and is thus to be identified with PRO in those languages. It is 
in this sense that AGR is defined as ‘pronominal’. (Hyams 1986:32).  
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switch off to the grammar of their target language. The mechanism via which re-setting5 
takes place is dependent on the child’s noticing the use of expletives (of it and there in the 
case of the English speaking children) in the target language. The presence of these 
elements in the positive data is taken to act as a trigger, which will switch the parameter to 
a different value, since pro-drop languages do no allow lexical expletives. 

The theoretical implication is that UG provides a markedness ordering on the 
values of the Null Subject parameter, with the AGR=PRO being the unmarked value. For 
linguistic development, the implication is that the child initially mis-sets the value of the 
pro-drop parameter. According to the Parameter Mis-setting hypothesis, early null 
subjects are identical to pro subjects in languages like Italian.  

However, there are a number of reasons to be sceptical of the claim that early 
subjects have the status of pro found in pro-drop languages. One is related to the 
identification of pro: in languages like Italian or Spanish, it is identified (i.e. its 
interpretation is made possible) by the rich inflection on the verb. But, in early child 
English, there is no overt manifestation of agreement morphology, which raises the 
question of how pro is identified in this case. The second is linked to the distribution of 
null subjects in early speech and in null subject languages. Early null subjects very rarely 
occur in wh-questions, whereas subjects can be dropped in this environment in 
languages like Italian (24) or Romanian (25): 

(24) a.  Dove vai? 
 where go-2nd pers.sg.? / 

b. Cosa fai? 
 what do-2nd pers.sg. 

 

(24) a. Unde mergi? 
where go-2nd pers.sg. 

 b. Ce faci? 
 what do-2nd pers.sg. 
   
 Early null subjects can only occur in main clauses (sentences like 26 below are 

unattested in child language, Hyams 1996), whereas in pro-drop languages they can 
occur in both matrix and embedded clauses (27)6:  

 

 (26) I said that went home.  
 (27) a. Italian: Ho detto che andava a casa. 
  b. Romanian: Am spus cã merge(a) acasã. 
  ‘have-1st pers.sg. said that pro went-3rd pers.sg. home’ 
            
These empirical data provide evidence that there are significant differences 

between the distribution of null subjects in child language and in pro-drop languages.  
 For the acquisition of English, the prediction is that modals should be absent at 

the optional null subject stage and that the English-speaking children would acquire the 
modal verbs at approximately the same time when they (begin to) abandon subjectless 
sentences.  But there is evidence that modals are used infrequently at this time and that 
there is no direct link between the emergence of modals and the end of the null subject 
stage (O’Grady et al. 1989, Radford 1996).  

Empirical data also show that English-speaking children start using verbal 
inflection at the time when they shift from subjectless sentences (Guilfoyle 1984 among 

                                                           
5 See Chapter 2 for a discussion on the re-setting of parameters.  
6 For more examples and a more detailed discussion, see Roeper and Weissenborn 1990, Valian 

1991, Weissenborn 1992.  



others), which may suggest that the two events are related. The account in Hyams 
(1986) fails to explain this relation. All these problems are addressed in Hyams (1992).   

 The analysis is problematic from a developmental perspective as well. The assumed 
process of parameter mis-setting poses non-trivial questions. Once the child has set the 
value of one parameter, it might be the case that, in a cascade-like process, other 
parameters will be automatically fixed (see, for example, Stromswold and Snyder 1997 
where several linguistic phenomena are traced to the setting of one single parameter). On 
the other hand, there is evidence that children fix the correct value of parameters quite early.  

Another question concerns the process of de-learning: how does the child switch off 
from one value to another? Can we accept the idea that parameter values can be re-set?7  

 Hyams (1996:97) acknowledges the problems of her previous analyses: “There can 
be no intermediate stage of development characterised as a parameter mis-setting since 
this would have been set on the basis of data which are compatible with both the correct 
value and the incorrect value for the target language” and proposes a different account.  

 In spite of the many problems raised by the 1986 account, Hyams’s early 
analysis remains the first one that treated the early null subject phenomenon as 
rooted in a grammar deficit. 

 
 
 2.1.3.  A morphological uniformity account 
 
 The linguistic account of null subjects adopted in Hyams (1992) is the one 

developed by Jaeggli and Safir (1989). Their analysis starts from the obvious empirical 
fact that null subjects are equally allowed in languages with rich morphology (such as 
Italian, Spanish or Romanian, for example) and in languages with no agreement 
morphology (such as Chinese). On the other hand, there are languages with 
morphological complex forms, in particular with overt markers of agreement (such as 
German or French), which do not allow null subjects. These facts can only lead to one 
conclusion: not all null-subject languages have rich inflection and rich inflection is not 
necessarily associated with null subjects. This raises the question of the identification of 
pro: if it is not rich inflection, in particular agreement morphology, which is responsible 
for its identification, how is this null element identified?  

Jaeggli and Safir propose that the crucial property of a null subject language is 
what they call “morphological uniformity”: inflectional forms in a paradigm must be either 
only underived or only morphologically complex. They state this condition as the 
Morphological Uniformity Principle: 

 

(28) Null Subjects are permitted in all and only those languages which have 
morphologically uniform inflectional paradigms. 

 
 According to this principle, languages like Italian or Romanian, with 

morphologically uniform inflectional paradigms (29), allow null subjects: 
 

 (29) a. Romanian: vorbesc/ vorbe]ti/vorbe]te/vorbim/vorbi\i/vorbesc 
  b. Italian : parlo/ parli/parla/parliamo/parlate/ parlono 
  (I, you, he, she, we, they) speak(s) 
  
 Languages like Chinese, where the forms are never morphologically complex, 

will also allow null subjects.  

                                                           
7See also 3.2.2.2 in Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion on parameter mis-setting.  



 But in English, where morphologically complex (speakS) and morphologically 
simple (speak) forms coexist, null subjects are disallowed. The paradigm is, in this case, 
a mixed one.   

 However, there are languages like German or French which have morpho-
logically complex forms ( as the paradigms in 30 illustrate) and which are not null subject 
languages, thus posing a problem for their account: 

 

(30) a. French : parle/parles/ parle/ parlons/parlez/parlent 
(I, you, he, she,we, they) speak(s) 

  b. German: arbeite/ arbeitest/arbeitet/ arbeiten/arbeiten 
   (I, you, he, she, we, they) work(s) 
 
 This is why Jaeggli and Safir resort to an explanation which draws a clear line 

between licensing and identification of pro. Morphological uniformity represents the 
licensing condition, i.e. it provides the context in which pro can occur.  But pro, like any null 
category, must also be identified, i.e. its reference has to be available. On their approach, 
pro can be identified by:  (i) local AGR (which must include Tense) or (ii) a  
c-commanding nominal or (iii) a topic.  

 In German and Icelandic, Tense features are separated from Agr features, since 
the former are located in the Complementizer projection. Hence, pro cannot be 
identified. In languages like Italian or Romanian, Tense and Agr features are located in 
Inflection; hence the identification requirement is met. Chinese resorts to (ii) or (iii) for 
the identification of its null subjects.   

 Let us see now how Hyams (1992) imports this analysis into the domain of 
acquisition. If a child acquiring English uses null subjects at an early stage, it means that 
he/she takes the target language as being morphologically uniform. Actually, at the 
same stage, child English is morphologically uniform, because children systematically 
omit verbal inflection, in particular agreement and tense markers. Hence, the licensing 
condition is met. When the child acquires the inflectional system of English and realises 
that it is a mixed one, null subjects will be banned. Empirical data support this view: it 
has been noticed that children start abandoning subjectless sentences at approximately 
the time when they start using tense inflection in a systematic way (Guilfoyle 1984). 
Hyams’s  (1992) analysis can now account for the simultaneity of these two events.  

 What about the identification of null subjects in child English? Agreement is 
absent at this stage, which clearly distinguishes child English from child Italian, for 
example. Thus, if the English child does not start with an Italian-like grammar (as Hyams 
assumed in her previous study), how does his/her grammar meet the identification 
condition of null subjects? She adopts Huang’s (1982, 1984) account of null subjects in 
Chinese and proposes that in early child English the null subject is identified as a topic. 
In this respect, she likens the English-speaking child to the Chinese one, i.e. early 
English is assumed to allow topic binding of null arguments.   

 On Huang’s analysis, in discourse-oriented languages, such as Chinese, empty 
subjects are identified by a mechanism which he calls “topic-identification”, and which 
allows the null subject (which is a variable within this approach) to be identified by an 
empty topic whose referential properties are derived from discourse. Hyams (1992) 
proposes that the null subject is a pro element in early grammar (departing in this 
respect from Huang’s analysis) which English-speaking children would identify via a 
topic-chain, as in Chinese8: 

 

 (31) DISCOURSE 

                                                           
8 For discussions on the account in Hyams (1992) see, for example, Atkinson (1992), Weissenborn 

(1992), Lillo Martin (1992), Radford (1996) or Hyams (1996). 

The morpho-
logical uni-
formity 
account: chil-
dren start 
with a 
Chinese-like 
grammar, 
where null 
subjects are 
identified via 
a Topic 
chain. 



  TOPICi  [topici [S  proi [INFL]....]]  
 
 The learnability implication of this new approach to null subjects is that uniformity 

(and no longer a positive value for the AGR=PRO parameter) is the child’s initial 
assumption with respect to his/her morphological system. This will be in line with the 
Subset Principle  (Berwick 1985) which states that if there is a choice between two 
parameter values, one which generates a language that is a subset of the other, the 
child will initially assume the value which generates the subset language. In this case, if 
the child assumes that his/her language has either morphologically complex or 
morphologically simple forms, he/she will start with the more restrictive hypothesis and, 
on the basis of input, he/she will extend the grammar so as to include the other type of 
form (if the target language is a morphologically mixed one).  

 In Hyams (1986) the optionality of missing subjects is related to a concurrent 
absence of the modals, the assumption being that the child will begin to use modal verbs 
when he/she abandons the use of null subjects. This assumption, however, was 
disconfirmed by empirical data. In Hyams (1992) the emergence of the English modals, 
of be and the infinitival to is no longer seen as a direct effect of the null subject 
parameter. Their emergence is the direct effect of the development of a +/- tense 
distinction in the child’s grammar. This would explain why the use of auxiliaries 
increases only after the child uses tense inflections productively and systematically. 
Before that, during the uniformity stage, when tense is not specified, auxiliaries, which 
are associated with Tense, are also absent. However, Radford (1996) provides 
examples of subjectless sentences that do contain an auxiliary:   

 (32) a. don’t know  
  b. can’t clock them down 
  c.  don’t paint that (= I didn’t paint that)  
  d. don’t work (= it doesn’t work) 
 

 Such sentences show that children may use auxiliaries during this stage; but as one 
can see in (32c) and (32d) Tense and Agreement inflections are not used systematically yet.   

 One more problem encountered by the proposal in Hyams (1992) is related to 
how she “imports” the findings and hypotheses in Huang (1984) to early English. Under 
Huang’s analysis, Chinese allows both null subjects and null objects, which, he argues, 
cannot be pro. Hyams treats null subjects in early English as [+pronominal, – anaphoric], 
i.e. as pro. Also, null objects have only scarcely been recorded in child English. If the 
child did indeed start with a Chinese-like grammar, one would also expect dropped 
objects at this stage. Hyams (1986) herself claims that ‘we do not find regular production 
of objectless sentences’ (p. 97). Bloom (1990) compared the percentage of subject drop 
to that of object drop in the CHILDES transcripts of Adam, Eve and Sarah. The results 
provide evidence that there is asymmetry9 between the two phenomena. Adam omits 
subjects 57% of the time but objects only 8% of the time. The same difference can be 
noticed in the case of Sarah, who omitted subjects 43% of the time and objects 15%, 
and in the case of Eve, who omitted subjects 61% of the time and objects only 6% of the 
time (Bloom 1990:500). 

  
  
2.1.4 The Underspecification-of-Inflection Hypothesis 
 
 Adopting the view put forth, among others, in Wexler (1994), that early null 

subjects seem to be directly related to the optional infinitive phenomenon, Hyams (1996) 
                                                           

9 However, Bloom (1970) and Radford (1990) claim that there is no subject/object drop asymmetry 
during the null subject stage.  
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abandons her previous mis-set parameter accounts and proposes that both early null 
subjects and root infinitives are derived from the underspecification of Inflection: 

 

[...] the English child’s null subjects are not the result of a mis-setting of a 
null-subject parameter, [...] but rather they are the effect of an independent 
aspect of child grammars, the optional underspecification of I, the same property 
that gives rise to root infinitives (Hyams 1996:99). 

  
  Underspecification means, oversimplifying, that in early grammar Inflection may 

fail to bear a (temporal) index along the Tense-chain, which will result in the absence of 
morphological features realised on the verb and a pragmatic assignment of a temporal 
value directly from the discourse domain.   

 The status of the null subject would be, in this case, that of PRO10, defined, 
following Chomsky and Lasnik (1993), as a minimal NP argument which bears null 
Case. On such an approach, null Case is the realisation of a relation of Spec-head 
agreement (just like Nominative Case) when Inflection lacks Tense and Agreement 
features, i.e.; when Inflection is non-finite. Since it is assumed that Inflection may be left 
underspecified in early grammar, i.e. that it may lack Tense or Agreement features, 
whenever Inflection is underspecified we have a licit context for PRO.  

 Thus, child grammar has the full array of functional projections from the onset of 
acquisition; early null subjects have the same status as null subjects may have in adult 
English, i.e. PRO, and they are assigned Case via a mechanism which is available in 
adult grammar as well. The only difference between child grammar and adult grammar is 
that the child may use non-finite clauses (infinitives) in contexts where adult grammar 
has to use finite forms. These ‘illicit’ forms are assigned temporal value directly from the 
domain of discourse.  This would suggest, according to Hyams (1996), that “the locus of 
difference between the early and adult grammar is in the pragmatic system” (p. 104).  

So, what the child has to realise in order to get rid of the inappropriate subjectless 
sentences is that root clauses are not the correct environment for a non-finite verbal form 
or for null subjects. Consequently, their interpretation cannot be derived directly from the 
discourse context.  Hyams adopts an idea in Partee (1973), according to which the use of 
Tense parallels that of pronouns11. By analogy, a present tense form can be either 
anaphoric (when Inflection is indexed, and the Tense Operator in C and Inflection have the 
same index) or it may enter into co-reference with the Tense Operator. The latter is the 
case of root infinitives. But, when the child realises that co-reference leads to the same 
interpretation as that of bound anaphora, co-reference will be ruled out (Reinhart 1983). 
Root infinitives will no longer be licit in main clauses and null subjects, lacking the 
appropriate non-finite context for null Case assignment, will disappear.  

 Summarising, the proposal is that, at an early stage, child grammar may resort to 
an interpretative rule which links underspecified Inflection directly to discourse.  When 
the child realises that the same interpretation may result via a grammar rule, he/she will 
abandon the discourse-linked one. The shift to adult grammar would involve, in this 
case, “restructuring not of syntax proper, but rather of the mapping between grammar 
and pragmatics” (p. 115).  

 What are the predictions of this account?   
 Since null subjects are licit with an underspecified Inflection, we do not expect 

them to occur with finite verbs. Hyams uses the results in Sano and Hyams (1994) to 
support this hypothesis. The analysis of the co-occurrence of null subjects with inflected 
be in the analysed corpora of child English (from CHILDES, MacWhinney and Snow 
                                                           
 11 I simplify again here, but the reader is kindly invited to go to sections 2.4 in 4.2 for a more  
detailed account.  



1989) reveals that children use null subjects with inflected (uncontracted) forms of be 
very rarely, as can be seen in Table 1 below:  

 

Table 1 
The Proportion of Null Subjects in Sentences Containing Uncontracted am, are, is 

 

file Age Am Are is 
Eve       01–20 1;6-2;3 0/4 0/36 0/109 
Adam   01–20 2;3.4 – 3;0.11 0/1 0/71 13/114 (=11.4%) 
Nina     01–21 1;11.16 – 2;4.12 0/0 0/19 2/50 ( = 4%) 

         (Hyams 1996:100) 
 
 Another prediction (again borne out by data from child English) concerns the 

frequent omission of be during the optional overt subject stage. Hyams, following the line 
of Scholten (1987) or Moro (1993),  defines be as an expletive verb, inserted in the 
derivation with the sole purpose of carrying Tense and Agreement features. Its semantic 
contribution to the sentence would be, within such an approach, null. The frequent 
omission of be will straightforwardly follow, in this case, from the assumption that at this 
stage Inflection is underspecified, i.e. Tense and Agreement features are absent. Data 
from the Brown corpus (CHILDES) show that be  (both the auxiliary, as in 34, and the 
copula, as in 35) is indeed omitted in obligatory contexts:  

 

 (34) Adam laughing / I brushing/ Becca making a table 
 (35) Mommy busy/ hand cold/ potty dirty  (Hyams 1996)      
 

 The English modals have been associated with finite Inflection. Under the 
assumption that during the optional infinitive stage Inflection may be underspecified, the 
prediction would be that null subjects should not co-occur with modals. Hyams makes 
use of the results in Valian (1991) concerning the proportion of null subjects which  
co-occur with modal verbs in the corpus of the 21 American children whom she 
examined, and which clearly show that modals occur exclusively with overt subjects, as 
illustrated in Table 2:  

 

Table 2 
The Proportion of Overt Subjects in Sentences Containing Modals 

 

 group I group II group III group IV 
mean age/MLU 2;0/1.77 2;5/2.49 2;5/3.39 2;7/4.22 
% 94 95 98  

      (Valian 1991, cited in Hyams 1996: 101) 
  
However, Radford (1996) provides 27 examples of subjectless sentences 

produced by a 2; 2 year old boy during a single 45-minute recording, out of which 7 
contain modals, i.e. 25.9%:  

 (36) can’t knock them / can’t get it out / can’t stroke me now/ can’t (x 3  times)  
  won’t (response to ‘Does it work?)  (p. 49) 
  
 Obviously, this does not represent strong evidence against Hyams’s prediction, 

nor is it meant to be. What I would like to point out is that maybe occurrence/non-
occurrence of modals and null subjects does not represent as strong a piece of evidence 
as generally assumed in the literature. Most of the analyses have imported the idea that 
the English modals are uniformly generated under Inflection, or are associated, in some 
way, with Inflection. On different assumptions, however, like the ones in Avram (1998), 
where the English modals are analysed as occupying a position under VP as well (in 
particular deontic can and will, precisely the modals which are used in the subjectless 
sentences in Radford 1996), modals could co-occur with null subjects when occupying a 
position in the lexical domain of the clause. In this case, the prediction in Hyams (1996) 



would only concern those English modals which occupy a position in either the functional 
domain or at the borderline between the functional and the complementizer layers of the 
clause. The examples in Radford (1996) would no longer represent a challenge to her 
view.  

    Another prediction of the underspecification hypothesis is that null subjects 
should be excluded from utterances that contain verbal forms inflected with Tense and 
Agreement morphology.  However, it is disconfirmed by the data, as Hyams herself 
acknowledges. Sano and Hyams (1994) report that young children frequently use null 
subjects with verbs inflected for Tense, as can be seen in Table 3: 

 

Table 3 
The Proportion of Null Subjects with Verbs Inflected with -ed 

 

 File Age Proportion % 
Eve 01–20 1;6 – 2;3   9/40 22.5 
Adam 01–20 2;3 – 3;0 13/23 56.5 
Nina 13–21 2;2 – 2;4   3/16 18.8 

             (Hyams 1996: 102) 
 
 Empirical data also show that null subjects co-occur with verbs inflected with -s, 

though less frequently than with verbs inflected with -ed. This can provide strong 
evidence against the underspecification hypothesis, as against any hypothesis which 
constrains the occurrence of null subjects to non-finite contexts. What Hyams suggests, 
though, is that at this particular stage, verbs inflected in -ed are ambiguous between a 
finite and a non-finite participial form. When they are analysed as finite forms, null 
subjects are disallowed; but, when analysed as a participial form12, they occupy a 
position inside the Aspect projection (like the Italian past participle in Belletti 1990) and 
hence carry no Tense specification. Thus, they are non-finite and can check null Case, 
which makes the context licit for null subjects.   

 One more prediction which follows from the account in Hyams (1996) regards the 
impossibility of early null subjects to occur in finite embedded clauses. Data from child 
English (Valian 1991), child German and child French (Roeper and Weissenborn 1990, 
Weissenborn 1992) confirm this prediction.   

  
 
2.1.5. Null Subjects and Related Parameters 
 
 In Hyams (1989, 1992, 1996) the analysis of null subjects in early child language 

is closely linked to that of Inflection: null subjects are assumed to be produced at a stage 
when Inflection has properties which allow them and disappear once the child has 
realised which the properties of Inflection in his/her target language are. Thus, the 
properties of Inflection appear as crucial in both allowing null subjects and in helping the 
child get rid of this non-adult structure.  

 Weissenborn (1992) argues that the acquisition of the properties of Inflection 
alone cannot help the child to set the correct value of the null subject parameter. This is 
possible only after another parameter, which he calls the wh-parameter, has been set.  

 The empirical data which support his claim come from child German (three 
children aged 21; 07 – 32; 15 months) and child French (three children aged 21; 19–33; 
06 months), i.e. from two languages which, according to the hypothesis in Jaeggli and 
Safir (1989), are morphologically mixed and hence incompatible with null subjects.  

                                                           
12 On this assumption, -ed marks perfective aspect whereas -s marks participial number 

agreement, in the spirit of Kayne (1989), where -s marks only singular number and not person.  



 The analysis of the corpora of child German and child French reveals that 
children continue to omit overt subjects at a stage when they have already acquired the 
properties of Inflection in the target language, as the examples in (37) illustrate: 

 

 (37) a. Peux le faire. 
                 can-1st  Pers. sg. it do 
     b. Ai mangé des quettes (= crêpes). 
      have-1st pers.sg. eaten pancakes 
  c. Est sale. 
     is dirty (Weissenborn 1992: 280) 
  
 At this stage, the French speaking child is already aware of the difference 

between finite/non-finite clauses: the negative particle pas always follows the finite verb 
but precedes non-finite verbal forms. 

 Moreover, the corpus of child German shows that null subjects are used in the 
same contexts in which subject omission is allowed in adult language. In German, 
thematic lexical subjects can be omitted (under certain pragmatic constraints) in 
preverbal position in tensed matrix clauses (as illustrated in 38) and in contexts when an 
infinitival form is supplied as an answer (39): 

 

 (38) Q: Was machte Hans, als do ihn sahst? 
       ‘What was Hans doing when you saw him?’ 
   A: (Es) sah fern. 
       ‘(He) was watching TV.’ 
 (39) Q: Was willst du jetzt machen?  
       ‘What do you want to do now?’ 
  A: (Ich will) Kuchen essen.  
      ‘(I want) to eat some cake.’ (Weissenborn 1992: 273) 
  
The subjectless sentences in the child language corpora (40-41) are taken to be 

all of the type in (38) or (39) above:   
 (40) a. Backe kuchen. 
 bake cake  

b. Brauche seife. 
 need soap 

 (41) a. Blumen giesse. 
 flowers to water 
b. Flasche trinken 
 bottle to drink (Weissenborn 1992: 274- 275) 

 

 On the basis of these empirical data Weissenborn argues that, given the similar 
contexts in which the subject is omitted in child and adult German, omission of subjects 
in child German does not differ from the same phenomenon in adult speech. The 
theoretical implication is that early null subjects and null subjects in non-pro-drop 
languages have the same status.  

 Weissenborn (1992) proposes an alternative account, which should be able to 
explain what previous analyses failed to do: why subjects are still omitted after the 
acquisition of Inflection. The main idea is that, on the one hand, child language does 
not differ from adult language with respect to subject omission and, on the other hand, 
that an analysis of triggers should take into account both parameter interaction and 
pragmatic constraints.  

 The analysis relies on a well-known empirical fact: in early child language, 

Children can 
set the pro-
drop 
parameter 
correctly only 
after they 
have learned 
the value of 
the wh-/C-
para-meter.  



subjects can be omitted in matrix clauses but are never omitted in wh-questions or in 
embedded clauses with overt complementizers. These data suggest two things. Firstly, 
null subjects in early language differ from pro subjects in typical pro-drop languages, 
where they can be freely used in both matrix and embedded clauses. In Italian (a  
pro-drop language) there is Subject-Verb agreement, just like in German. That rules out, 
according to Weissenborn, proposals like the one put forth in Clahsen (1991), where it is 
claimed that the German speaking child will give up using null subjects as soon as 
he/she has acquired Subject-Verb agreement and points to the fact that the German 
child needs some independent evidence that null subjects are disallowed. Secondly, in 
adult German, omission of subjects is not allowed in wh-questions or in embedded 
clauses with overt complementizer, just like in early speech. It follows that the presence 
of lexical material in CP is relevant for the presence/absence of null subjects. 

 The input which children receive with respect to subject omission in the target 
language is often misleading because non null subject languages occasionally allow null 
subjects. How can the child cope with this ambiguous input? Weissenborn proposes that 
there is an unambiguous trigger in the input, which allows the child to set the value of the 
pro drop parameter correctly. It can be found in embedded clauses with overt 
complementizers and in wh-questions, i.e. in those contexts where the complementizer 
projection is filled either by a complementizer or a wh-phrase. The presence of lexical 
material in CP blocks a null subject from being identified by a topic chain (as in Chinese, 
for example) and forces it to be identified from the only available identifier: Inflection. The 
child will be able to determine whether Inflection in his/her target language is weak/strong 
only after the wh-parameter has been set. If null subjects are allowed in wh-questions or in 
embedded sentences with an overt complementizer in the input, the child will set the value 
[+ pro-drop]. If  no such null subjects appear in these contexts, the child will realise that Infl 
is weak and, consequently, set the value [– pro-drop] to the parameter.  

 Weissenborn (1992:293) summarises his scenario as follows:  
 

The child must find out whether the language to be learned has an overt CP, 
that is, whether the C-parameter is + or -. This can be done on the basis of simple 
input data, namely examples exhibiting, for example, overt wh-movement or overt 
complementizers. Thus the setting of the INFL-parameter (i.e. whether INFL 
licenses and identifies pro) is directly dependent on the setting of the C-parameter. 
Only after the first is set, can the child set the second. 
 
 
 2.1.6. Subjects and The No-Functional-Projection Hypothesis 
 
 Weak-continuity accounts start from the assumption that early child grammar lacks 

functional architecture; the child’s grammar is described as consisting, at the onset of 
acquisition, of a bare VP, which is the direct projection of argument structure, and other 
lexical projections which can appear within the VP, i.e. NP, AP, and PP  (Guilfoyle and 
Noonan 1989, Radford 1990, 1996, Lebeaux 1988). Given that Inflection, which is 
responsible for Case assignment, is missing, subjects may be either absent or wrongly 
cased. On such approaches, the status of null subjects in early grammars cannot be pro, 
both for licensing and identification reasons. Nor can it be PRO because children use null 
subjects in sentences in which the verb is inflected for Tense (as in 42) or in sentences 
that contain finite auxiliaries: 

 (42) goed on that way/ dropped a rubber band/ slapped Becca and Rachel 
        (Radford 1996: 49) 
   
  (42) is finite and hence does not provide the appropriate environment for PRO, 

which is restricted to non-finite clauses.  
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 Nor can the null subject be a variable, since variables presuppose binding by an 
antecedent and binding is a property of a D-system, i.e. of a system in which the 
category Determiner has emerged. On the assumption that functional categories have 
not been acquired yet, the D-system is absent.  

 In Radford (1990) omitted subjects are analysed as phonologically null NPs. The 
phenomenon is entirely explained as the result of the lack of functional projections. On 
his language development hypothesis, early child grammar can allow null NPs and overt 
NPs in any argument position given that, at this stage, there are no functional projections 
and hence no functional licensing conditions available to determine the distribution of 
null constituents. Their content may be subject to pragmatic identification, given that they 
are free of binding constraints.    

 Radford (1996) adopts an almost identical version of the structure-building 
approach as the one put forth in Radford (1990). Early syntactic structures are defined 
as minimal lexical projections and children’s initial clauses are hypothesised to be small 
clauses (‘simple projections of a head non-finite lexical V constituent’ p.45). This time, he 
argues that it is plausible to treat null subjects as null constants (nc), similar to the null 
subjects in adult diary style sentences like (43) below: 

 

 (43) Don’t know what I can do. / Can’t tell my parents I’ve failed the exam.  
 

 A null subject sentence such as want tiger would have the representation in (44): 
 
(44)       VP 

         2 
       n          V’ 

   2 
V N 

            want             tiger           
  
 The identification of the null constant, which occupies a root specifier position 

and has no c-commanding identifier (there is no higher projection which could host a 
binding antecedent), is possible via discourse identification. As we are going to see, 
Radford (1996) follows the line of Rizzi (1994), where a similar analysis of null subjects 
in child language is proposed. 

 
 
 2.1.7. Null subjects within the Truncation Account 
 
 Rizzi (1994) accounts for the possibility of omitting lexical subjects in early child 

language within his own developmental model, according to which the child does not 
realise from the beginning that root clauses are CPs .The main assumption he starts 
from is that early null subjects and null subjects in pro-drop languages evince different 
properties. In this respect, his theory departs from Hyams  (1989, 1992) but resembles 
the one put forth in Weissenborn (1992) and Radford (1996). Rizzi argues that early null 
subjects and subject omissions in adult (non pro-drop) grammar are governed by the 
same constraints. In particular, subject omission in child language is assumed to be 
similar to the so-called ‘diary drop’ in English  (45a) or French (45b): 

 

(45) a. A very sensible day yesterday. Saw no one. Took the bus to Southwark 
Bridge. Walked along Thames Street.  

 b. M’accompagne au Mercure, puis à la gare... 
  ‘(He) takes me to Mercure, then to the station...’ 
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  Me demande si... je lui eus montrés les notes... 
‘(I) ask myself if... I would have shown him the notes...’ (cited in Rizzi 

1994: 155-156) 
 
 The two types of null subjects share two properties: they cannot be dropped after 

a preposed element nor in embedded clauses. Though at first sight a topic-drop analysis 
might seem adequate, according to which the matrix Spec CP hosts a discourse bound 
null operator which binds a variable in subject position, along the lines suggested for 
omitted subjects in colloquial German (Ross 1982 or Weissenborn 1992), the fact that 
child language does not evince subject-object symmetry (in child English objects cannot 
be dropped13, whereas they can in colloquial German) such an analysis is rejected.  

Rizzi’s proposal relies on the analysis of null epithets in Lasnik and Stowell 
(1991). They derive a typology of empty categories which comprises, besides the 
traditional categories, null R-expressions (or null definite descriptions) which are the null 
counterparts of epithets (i.e. definite descriptions which function quasi-pronominally, with 
linguistic antecedents) illustrated in (46): 

 

 (46) John went to see Billi but the guyi was too busy to talk to him.  
 
 This analysis is extended to early null subjects which are defined as null epithets 

or null constants,  [-anaphoric, -pronominal, -variable] elements, which can be discourse 
identified. They are allowed in early English precisely because, at this stage, the child’s 
clause is truncated, lacking CP: 

 

(47)     CP 
                        2 
      Spec           C’                                             CP is missing  
          2 
      C0            IP  

   2 
      Spec             I’ 

2 
         I0                     ..... 

 

the null subject has no clause internal identifier 
 
 As can be seen in (47), the complementizer layer is assumed to be absent at this 

stage. The higher position (the root position) in the tree is Spec IP and the null subject 
can occupy this position. A survey of the data reveals that early null subjects occur only 
in the Specifier position of the root, i.e. only in the highest Specifier position available. 
No null subjects have been attested in early embedded clauses or in wh-questions, i.e. 
in structures which involve the presence of a CP. On the truncation account, given the 
absence of any higher functional projection, the null element cannot be syntactically 
identified because there is no clause internal identifier. This poses the obvious problem 
of the identification and licensing of this empty element, in accordance with the Empty 
Category Principle (ECP). Rizzi reformulates the principle as in (48): 

 

(48) ECP: A non-pronominal empty category must be chain-connected if it can.  
 
But, if the empty category occurs in the highest Specifier in the structure, as is 

the case of null subjects, no potential antecedent can be detected; consequently the 

                                                           
13But see Bloom (1990) for a different point of view. The children in his corpus omitted the object 

9% of the time.  
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element cannot be chain-connected. It will be identified via discourse. The theoretical 
implication is that discourse identification of an empty category is restricted to the root. 
Once another element occupies a higher Specifier position, it can count as a possible 
antecedent and the null subject will have to observe the ECP.  

 How does the English-speaking child realise that null subjects are not an option 
in the target language? Recall that null constants in subject position are allowed in early 
language because CP is optional at this stage. It follows that acquisition of the axiom 
‘root clause = CP’ will lead to the dismissal of null subjects. The Spec of IP will no longer 
be the root position (and an unbound null constant is only allowed in the specifier of the 
root). Moreover, English does not have a discourse-identified null operator, which means 
that the Spec of CP cannot contain an antecedent of the null subject. The null constant 
is banned. 

 One advantage of Rizzi’s account is that it can treat in a unified way null subjects 
in both finite and non-finite environments as well as postverbal subjects. According to 
the truncation hypothesis, the child can truncate the structure at VP, AgroP or AgrsP. If 
AgrsP is the place of truncation, the structure provides the appropriate syntactic context 
for a null subject: in the Specifier of a finite root clause.   

 Friedemann (2000) argues that early postverbal subjects could be analysed, 
along the lines of the truncation hypothesis, as occurring in the Specifier of VP, i.e. in 
their base VP-internal position.  If the child chooses to truncate the structure at VP, the 
Spec of VP is the highest position available.  In order to account for the postverbal 
position of subjects in early French, two assumptions are necessary. First, that the 
Specifier of VP is right-branching in French (Friedemann 1993/1994). Second, in order 
to explain how the DP postverbal subject gets Case within a VP configuration, he 
extends the Truncation hypothesis from CP to DP. The claim is that the DP level, on a 
par with the CP level, can be truncated in early syntax. Since DP is responsible for Case 
transmission to the NP, when the DP level is not projected, The Case Filter will have to 
be vacuously satisfied.  

  
  
2.2. Performance accounts 
  
2.2.1. Subjects require a heavy processing load  
 
 Bloom‘s (1990) main claim is that English speaking children know that the target 

language requires an overt subject from the very beginning; they produce subjectless 
sentences not because of a syntactic deficit, but because of performance factors which 
force the young learners to produce shorter utterances.  Rate of omission of constituents 
is directly dependent on the length of the intended utterance: the longer the latter, the 
more probable the former.    

 This obviously implies a view on early child language according to which there is 
an imperfect mapping between what children want to say (and actually know how to say) 
and what they actually manage to utter. 

  As support in favour of a performance account of null subjects, he invokes the 
results presented in Bloom (1970), according to which children tend to omit other sentence 
constituents when expressing the subject and also to omit the subject more frequently in 
sentences which are negated, i.e. where the processing load is heavier. More importantly, 
Mazuka et al. (1986) argue that there is a stage when children neither include the subject 
nor omit it: they reduce it to a schwa. This phenomenon, Bloom claims, can only be 
accounted for if one assumes that children do know that subjects are required but have 
difficulties producing them.  
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 The subjectless sentences produced by three children, Adam, Eve and Sarah of 
the Brown (1983) corpus (CHILDES MacWhinney and Snow 1985) are analysed, with a 
view to testing the hypothesis that children’s null subject sentences tend to have longer 
VPs than sentences with overt subjects. The results confirm the hypothesis. Indeed, 
there is a significant difference in VP length between sentences with/without overt 
subject.  Moreover, the data also prove that when children use pronouns in subject 
position the VP tends to be longer. The length of the VP decreases when the overt 
subject is longer, for example when it is a non-pronoun subject.  

 Previous studies argue that English children tend to omit the subject but only 
rarely, if ever, omit objects. Bloom’s analysis of the utterances in the above mentioned 
corpora reveals that the three children omitted objects 9% of the time whereas subjects 
were omitted in 55% of their declarative sentences. This difference is explained as the 
result of processing factors: there are more processing resources available at the end of 
the sentence than at the beginning14.  

The hypothesis is confirmed by the fact that children tend to use shorter subjects 
than objects, on the one hand, and that they tend to use a greater number of pronoun 
subjects in subject position than in object position, on the other hand.  At an early stage in 
acquisition, performance seems to be affected by the processing principle ‘save the heaviest 
for the last’, which is operative in adult language as well. They tend to drop subjects 
because they require more processing load.  Short-term memory may also play a part in this 
phenomenon: ‘Such a bias may arise naturally from the interaction between grammatical 
structure and short-term memory within language production’ (Bloom 1990: 502). 

 An alternative explanation which Bloom discusses would be the pragmatic 
hypothesis of Greenfield and Smith (1976), according to which children omit subjects 
only when the context is relevant enough for their meaning. Thus subjects are more 
easily inferred from the context if the VP is longer and hence children tend to drop 
subjects in utterances which contain longer VPs. Also, they tend to omit subjects 
because they are more likely to provide old information, unlike objects which are usually 
associated with new information. But the pragmatic account, Bloom claims, unlike a 
performance explanation, makes no predictions about the relationship between length of 
subject- length of VP and hence cannot explain why the length of the VP decreases as a 
function of the size of the subject. 

 
 
 2.2.2 A dual-value parameter solution 
 
 Valian (1990, 1991) argues that the child is supplied both values of the pro-drop 

parameter at the onset of acquisition (contra Hyams 1986, 1992). The correct value 
would be set via a mechanism of hypothesis-testing which is not handled by the 
grammar but by the child’s performance system.   

 The hypothesis relies on a comparative study of American and Italian child 
language. Longitudinal data from 21 American children and 5 Italian children, at roughly 
the same age and level of linguistic knowledge, are compared in an attempt at testing 
how well the data could be accommodated by previous competence deficit analyses.  

 The comparison of the rate of overt subjects used by the American and the 
Italian children reveals that the American children used subjects (nominals and 

                                                           
14 For a different point of view see Hyams (1994), where it is argued that ‘This assumption [that the 

beginning of a sentence is harder to process than the end of the sentence] is neither theoretically nor 
empirically motivated. There is no theory of performance from which such a result follows, and the scant 
empirical data that exists relevant to children’s productive abilities fails to support the claim.’ ( p. 290).  
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pronouns) much more frequently15 than the Italian children (who used subjects only 30% 
of the time, less than half as often as the English-speaking children), but less frequently 
than adults. If it were true, she argues, that English-speaking children started with an 
Italian-like grammar (as argued in Hyams 1989) with respect to the pro-drop parameter, 
we would not expect this difference in overt subject usage between the two groups16.  
The assumption is that children’s early grammar is only lexically incomplete; there is no 
evidence that  English-speaking children have set a different value to the null subject 
parameter for their target language17. The fact they use overt subjects more frequently 
than the Italian children is taken as strong evidence that the children have set the 
parameter value correctly.   

 Many previous studies related the use of null subjects to lack of knowledge of 
Inflection. However, the analysis of the data obtained in the reported experiment is taken 
to contradict competence deficit accounts of early null subjects. The evidence is related to 
two phenomena which have been invoked as related to missing subjects: the lack of 
modals  (in child English) and the absence/optionality of Tense. The results show that the 
American children produced more modals than the Italian children (in spite of the fact that 
Italian modals are not Inflection elements).  Interestingly, the analysis of the data revealed 
that modal usage did not increase when null subject usage began to decrease and overt 
subject usage became more substantial. The rate of subjects remained constant 
regardless of the number of modals.   

 The data also reveal that the English-speaking children had knowledge of Tense 
at that stage, which suggests that lack of knowledge of Tense cannot explain the 
optionality of null subjects. It is also worth pointing out that the data show a correlation 
between frequency of subjects and frequency of verbs. The more frequently English-
speaking children use verbs the more frequently they use overt subjects with those 
verbs.  

 Valian takes these empirical data as strong evidence against competence-deficit 
accounts. The conclusion she reaches is that English speaking children know that 
subjects are required, which means that it is not their competence which is deficient.  
Performance factors ban longer utterances during the early stages. Gradually, as the 
performance mechanism is developing, longer utterances are allowed. Otherwise, the 
child’s early syntax consists of the entire phrase marker, with the nodes unfilled and with 
the order Specifier-head-complement unspecified. The child’s task is to lexicalise the 
nodes, to learn the proper word order and what empty categories the target language 
allows. But how does the child do that? How does the child manage to finally set the 
value of  the null subject parameter? The claim is that the child does all these via a 
mechanism of probable-cause decision. 

                                                           
15 The combined results from Valian (1991), Valian and Hoeffner (1992), Gerken (1991) and Nunez 

del Prado et al. (1993) point to a rate of subject production ranging between 50% and 80% in utterances 
with verbs (Valian 1994).  

16 See also Hyams (1994) who points out that Valian offers no theoretical reason why a performance 
constraint should yield fewer null subjects in the speech of American children than in that of Italian children. 
‘Thus, all Valian’s analysis shows is that there is some difference between Italian- and English-speaking 
children with respect to the use of null subjects. It does not speak to the question of where the difference lies’. 
(p. 293) 

17 One might, however, wonder how relevant this comparison is. Subject omission in pro-drop 
languages is not as optional as it might look at first sight. Information structure and discourse strategies are 
involved. The rate of subject omission directly depends on the context where they are dropped.  Suppose 
the Italian children in Valian’s study had the correct value of their parameter, [+ pro-drop]; one cannot reach 
the conclusion that they generally use more null subjects than American children, for example, unless one 
notices that the American children used more overt subjects in exactly the same contexts where the Italian 
children dropped them. Otherwise the comparison runs the risk of not being relevant. For other problems 
which Valian’s proposal encounters see O’Grady (1997: 84). 



 The input which an English-speaking child receives is ambiguous with respect to 
null subjects since it may also contain subjectless sentences: imperative sentences or 
sentences like the ones in (49): 

 

 (49) Sings like a dream. 
             Can’t sing worth a nickel. 
            Want lunch now? (Valian 1991:33) 
 
 The child would be able to cope with such an ambiguous input only if both values 

of the null subject parameter are supplied. This allows the evaluation of the ambiguous 
input. If the child had only one value available his/her parser could not deal with those 
sentences which, according to the initial setting of the parameter, are ungrammatical.  
The input would result in a failed parse. Equipped with both values, the child will be able 
to analyse sentences with/without an overt subject and to understand where different 
interpretations come from.  

 What an English-speaking child would first have to do is observe the distribution 
of subjects in the input. The scenario (Valian 1990) comprises the following steps:  

 

(i) the child has to identify the utterance-initial position as a possible position 
for deletion18; 

(ii) the child distinguishes between sentence-initial and utterance-initial 
position; 

(iii) the child classifies the utterance-initial position as a structure-independent 
position, subject to discourse and prosodic effects, rather than to 
syntactic effects.  
 

 This would only be possible, according to Valian, if the child were supplied both 
values of the parameter from the very beginning19. Children’s initial state must be, with 
respect to parameters, unset: 

  

 [...] the child does not begin acquisition with one or another value preset; 
there is no default setting. Rather, the child entertains both options on an equal 
footing until sufficient evidence accrues to favor one over the other. (Valian 
1994:273) 
 
 The child’s task is reduced to evaluating and weighing the consequences  

of each parse. 
   
  
2.3.  A prosodic account  
 
 According to Gerken (1991) young children’s subject omission as well as the 

asymmetry between subject and object omission should be correlated to omission of 
other elements. English-speaking children tend to omit weakly stressed elements: 
weakly stressed functional morphemes or weak syllables in multi-syllabic words. 
Moreover, the tendency is to omit the word-initial weak syllable and not a word final one. 
For example, in  ‘giraffe’, children usually omit the first syllable, reducing the word to 
‘raffe’. It is unlikely that they will reduce ‘monkey’, for example, to ‘mon’ omitting the 
word-final syllable.  The difference between the two words is related to stress pattern: a 

                                                           
18 In English, the subject can only be omitted in utterance-initial position.  
19 For a different point of view see Hyams (1994).  
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iambic foot (weak-strong) in ‘giraffe’ but a trochaic foot (strong-weak) in ‘monkey’. The 
conclusion is that children omit the weak syllables from iambic feet. 

Gerken then extends this phonological phenomenon, claiming that the same 
constraint will affect children’ s omissions at sentence level. 

  The predictions of such a hypothesis are:  
 

(i)  children will tend to omit sentential subjects while retaining the object; 
(ii)  children will omit pronominal subjects because they are weak;  
(iii)  they will omit more frequently articles from iambic foot (the DOG KISSED 

her) than from trochaic foot ( PETE KISSED the DOG).  
 
 An experiment was designed in order to test (i) whether children omit 

pronouns or lexical subjects more frequently; (ii) if children omit NP subjects more 
frequently than NP object and (iii) if they treat articles in iambic and in trochaic feet 
differently with respect to omission. 

  The subjects in the experiment (18 monolingual English-speaking children 
ranging in age from 23 to 30 months, with an average MLU20 of 2.54, were required to 
do an imitation task. The experimenter provided a sentence and the child was asked to 
repeat it. Each child was asked to imitate a total of 18 sentences, which contained both 
lexical (proper noun or common noun) and pronominal subjects. Also, they contained 
lexical or pronominal objects.    

 The results revealed that: 
  
(i)  children omitted the NP subject much more frequently than the NP object  
(ii)  subject pronouns were omitted more frequently than lexical subjects 
(iii)  the subject was less frequently omitted from sentences which contained an 

object pronoun  than from sentences with a lexical pronoun 
(iv)  more articles were omitted from subject NPs than from object NPs. 
  
The predictions of the hypothesis were thus borne out.  
 On this approach, children’s omissions are viewed as arising from the production 

system.  The child’s dependence on production templates decreases in time leading to a 
decrease in omissions.  

 
 
3. Non-Nominative subjects 
 
 3. 1. A semantic/pragmatic analysis 
 
 Budwig (1989) proposes an interesting semantic/pragmatic analysis of the 

various forms which children use at an early stage to refer to Self: own name, I, my and 
me. The core of her argument is that young children do not use these forms randomly; 
rather, the use of Self reference forms seems to be systematically and constantly related 
to semantic and pragmatic factors. My, me and I are used in utterances which are 
categorised differently by English speaking children, who are claimed to give special 
linguistic treatment to the notions of agentivity and control: Case is assigned to 
constituents as a function of their thematic role21.   

                                                           
20 MLU: mean length of utterance. 
21Budwig’s results provide support in favour of the hypothesis in Slobin (1985) according to which 

Russian -speaking children employ Case inflection around notions related to ‘prototypical agentivity’.  
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 The study is based on videotapes made of six monolingual English speaking 
children, aged 1; 8 and 2; 8 at the onset of the study. Their MLU ranges between 
1.72 and 3.91.  

 The analysis of the corpus led to grouping the children in two groups:  
 

 A. The ego-anchored children (3) who primarily referred to themselves 
 B. The non-ego-anchored children (3) who regularly referred both to themselves 

and to the others as main participants.  
 
 Table 4 below illustrates the use of Self reference forms with the children in  

each group: 
 

Table 4 
Distribution (%) of Self reference forms 

 

Group I My Me  ‘Other’ Name Number of instances 
Ego-anchored 33 37 13   4 14 (288) 
Non-ego-
anchored 

60  8   2 23   7 (456) 
        

(Budwig 1989: 270) 
 
 Interestingly, the non-ego-anchored group was linguistically more advanced than 

the ego-anchored children.  
 The ego-anchored children used various forms to refer to Self: 
  
 (50)  I cried.  
 (51)  My open that. 
 (52)  We made that. 
(53)   Grice ride bicycle.  (Budwig 1989: 269-270) 

 
 Each utterance containing a Self reference form was analysed according to five 

semantic agentivity parameters described in Table 5:  
 

Table 5 
Code description of semantic agentivity parameters 

 

  Agentivity ranking  
Parameter High Mid Low 
Participants 2 or more Reflexive I 
Kinesis Highly kinetic 

verbs 
Action verbs requiring minimal 
effort 

Stative verbs 

Aspect Telic situation Telic/atelic reading possible Atelic situation 
Volitionality Purposeful action – Non-purposeful action/ 

happenings 
Affirmation Affirmative – Negative 
         

(Budwig 1989: 272) 
 
 For example, a sentence like My cracked the eggs is interpreted as ranking: high 

on the participant parameter (because it involves two participants), high in kinesis and 
aspect (because it describes a telic action), high in volition (because it denotes an action 
carried out with a purpose) and high in the affirmation parameter (because it is 
affirmative).  

 The results (presented in Table 3) clearly show that I and my receive different 
rankings: I is mainly used when the sentence is low in agentivity whereas my is used 
mainly in sentences which are high in agentivity. The conclusion is that my is used to 



refer to Self in those sentences in which the child acts as a prototypical agent bringing 
about a change of state.  

 

Table 6 
Distribution (%) of I and my at High and Low end of the agentivity continuum: ego-anchored 

children.  
      

  High agentivity Low agentivity 
Parameter I My Nr of instances I My  Nr of instances 
Participants 57 43 (109) 82 18 (21) 
Kinesis 41 59 (29) 95 5 (80) 
Aspect 28 72 (25) 70 30 (105) 
Volitionality 51 49 (51) 68 32 (82) 
Affirmation 60 40 (129) 100 – (7) 

        

(Budwig 1989: 273) 
 
 One problem raised by the data was that children produced pairs of sentences 

like the ones in (54). At first sight, it seemed that in this case there was no semantic 
difference between the I and the my subjects. 

  
 (54) a. I wear it. / My wear it.  
   b. I want that. / My want that.  
 
 On the basis of the data, however, Budwig reaches the conclusion that the 

difference was a pragmatic one: my was mainly used in control acts, in which the child 
wanted to bring about a change in the environment, while I was preferred in assertives, 
as can be seen in Table 7: 

Table 7 
Distribution (%) of I and my in terms of pragmatic function: ego-anchored children 

 

Pragmatic function I My Nr of instances 
Control acts 19 81 (52) 
Assertives 63 37 (87) 

                

        (Budwig 1989: 275) 
  
The data also revealed that me was used when the child referred to Self as a 

subject affected by the action. The children in this group used their own name when 
no control was involved and often in conjunction with action verbs. The view of Self 
was, in these cases, referential. 

 The non-ego-anchored children relied on I to refer to Self and did not use my 
when taking the view that they were prototypical agents. Nor did they use me to mark 
an affected agent.  

  In a nutshell, the core of Budwig’s hypothesis is that at an age when children 
cannot refer to others systematically, they use different Self reference forms to mark 
agentivity and control. Their notion of prototypical agentivity comprises a cluster of 
parameters which cut across semantic and pragmatic factors. 

 Budwig’s analysis is indeed interesting and opens the way for challenging 
research. But it only tackles first person pronouns. It would be interesting to see if the 
semantic/pragmatic distinction which she proposes works for pronouns other than in the 
first person.   

 
 
 
  



3.2. A morphological explanation 
 
 Rispoli (1994) puts forth a different hypothesis with respect to the use of non-

Nominative subjects in child grammar. Subject Case errors are rooted in the inability of the 
LAD to analyse pronoun case forms into stems and affixes. The main assumption is that 
the LAD ‘builds paradigms to express a finite stock of grammatical notions [...]. In the 
course of building a paradigm, the child will search for phonological consistency’ (p. 159).  

 The English pronoun paradigm, which is highly irregular, does not offer such a 
consistency, making the child’s task difficult. He/she has to learn the pronoun case forms 
by rote memorisation. Before learning the paradigm, the child may access the ‘wrong’ 
form of the pronoun. However, in this case, only those forms which share the phonetic 
core22 can be accessed. This fact is captured in the following rule:  

 

(55)  Only pronoun case forms sharing the phonetic core will be overextended. 
          Therefore, suppletive nominative forms will not be overextended. (p. 161) 
 
 For example, forms like I will be blocked, because the phonetic core for the first 

person singular is m-. She will also be blocked, since the phonetic core for the third 
person feminine is h(er).  

 The predictions of the rule in (56) are the following:  
 

(i)   there will be more Nominative Case overextensions for 3rd person plural 
pronouns and 3rd person masculine pronouns than for 1st person singular 
and 3rd person feminine pronouns (i.e. there will be more instances of he 
used instead of him/his than I used instead of my/me, for example) 

(ii)  there will more Accusative/Genitive Case extensions of 1st person singular 
and 3rd person feminine than of 3rd person masculine and 3rd person plural 
(i.e. there will be more instances of me/my used instead of I  than of him/his 
used instead of he, for example).  

  
The subjects used in the study were twelve monolingual American-English 

speaking children. The corpus contained 19,561 correct uses of pronouns and 1,347 
pronoun Case overextensions. The analysis of these overextensions showed that the 
predictions in (i) and (ii) above were correct. No child produced any Nominative Case 
overextension of I and only two children each produced one Nominative overextension 
of she. The average rate of Nominative overextension for he (illustrated in 56 below) was 
9% and for they (illustrated in 57) of 4%: 

 

 (56) I got he out.   
  He got back in he house.  
 (57) I’ll put they in.  
  They stay with they mothers. (Rispoli 1994: 166) 
  
Also, the average rate of Genitive/Accusative Case overextension for she (as in 

58) was 47%, much more frequent than for he (illustrated in 53) – 5% – or for they  (as in 
60) – 6%. The only case where the prediction was not completely right was the 1st 
person singular Genitive/Accusative overextension; it was only in 10% of the situations 
that the children used me/my instead of I  (as in 61 below). Rispoli explains the 
phenomenon as being due to the fact that children use first person pronouns earlier and 
more frequently than other pronouns.  
                                                           

22 A phonetic core is defined as a minimal phonetic consistency which the child can establish on the 
basis of the forms available in the paradigm. For example, given that y is consistently used for the second 
person, it will represent the phonetic core for second person.   
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 (58) Her cries a lot.  
 (59) Him’ s a boy.  
 (60) No, them ain’t right.  
 (61) How can me do it?  
  My can do this.  (Rispoli 1994: 168) 
  
 
 3.3. The issue of Case 
 
 3.3.1. The issue 
 
Syntactic approaches to non-Nominative subjects in early English have tried to 

analyse the phenomenon in connection with the properties of the early Case system, 
which was claimed to be “deficient” in some way or another.   

  Radford (1990, 1996) argues that subjects are assigned Accusative case by virtue 
of standing in a Spec-head relation with an untensed verb, since at this stage functional 
projections (Tense included) are missing. Without an operative I-system which could 
assign Case and without a D-system, the Case system is inoperative and one can expect 
to come across non-Nominative Case subjects during the early lexical stage. When 
Inflection and the D-system become operative, Case errors should begin to disappear. 

 However, empirical data show that non-Nominative (or oblique) subjects are 
present in child speech even after the Case system has become operative. Children 
know the Case system of English early and they also know that presence of agreement 
and/or Tense requires that Nominative Case be assigned to the subject.  

 In what follows, three proposals which try to account for this empirical fact will  
be discussed.  

 
 
 3.3.2. A default Case account 
 
 Vainikka (1994/1995) adopts a developmental model similar to the one proposed 

in Radford (1990,1996), where the child’s phrase marker is a bare VP at an early stage. 
Unlike in Radford’s (1990) model, Vainikka argues that Case theory is present and 
operative from the onset of acquisition. The phrase marker grows gradually, i.e. 
functional projections are gradually acquired.  

The proposal is that in child English subjects occur in their base position: Spec of 
VP (they do not raise since there is no functional projection to host them) position whose 
default case is the Genitive: 

  
(62)              VP 

      2 
  Subject        V’  
     5 
  
The assumption she starts from is that the English Genitive is a structural case, on 

a par with the Nominative and the Accusative. This theoretical assumption allows her to 
compare the occurrence of Genitive subjects in early English to Genitive constructions in 
Finnish, where the Genitive is assigned structurally by any lexical head to the specifier of 
its projection. By analogy, the Genitive could be assigned by  (non-finite) V (not only by N) 
in child language: ‘I propose that the English Genitive is assigned structurally by these 
heads [N and V] to an NP in the Specifier position of the Case assigner’ (p. 264). The child 
will use the Accusative form when he/she realises that the Genitive Case is not structurally 

Syntactic 
approaches: 
early non-
Nominative 
subjects are 
related to a 
deficient 
/inoperative 
Case system. 

Genitive 
subjects are 
allowed 
because at 
this stage the 
subject 
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base VP-
internal posi-
tion, where it 
is assigned  
Genitive Case 
(the default 
case).  



assigned to all Specifier positions in English.  When the IP becomes part of the child’s 
phrase marker, the subject raises to Spec IP where it is assigned Nominative Case: 

 

(63)                       IP 
    2 

           Spec         I’ 
              subjecti      2 

             I0           VP 
     2 
           Spec       V’ 

     ti 
 
 
 But oblique subjects are still present in the corpus (longitudinal data from five 

English-speaking children, CHILDES database) after the children begin to use modals or 
even some past tense forms, i.e. when the phrase marker is no longer a bare VP, mainly 
in wh-questions, which may pose a problem for this account. But Vainikka solves this 
problem by arguing that at this stage, which she calls the pre-CP stage, only IP is 
available (Nominative subjects emerge at this stage), CP is not available in the surface 
syntax yet. In wh-questions, Spec IP is exceptionally occupied by a wh-element (or other 
CP-related material); movement to this position is blocked and the subject nominal is 
forced to remain in its Spec VP position where it can only receive Genitive Case. 

 

(64)                       IP 
    2 

        Spec                I’ 
     wh-element           2 

        I0            VP 
                  2 

             Spec           V’ 
         subject         2 

                         V0           .... 
 

movement is blocked 
When the child reaches the CP stage,  Spec IP becomes available and no more 

Case errors will occur.   
 This analysis seems problematic from several points of view. Firstly, it fails to 

explain why the Genitive should be the default Case in English.  Secondly, it does not 
explain how the child de-learns that Genitive Case is not structurally assigned in the 
target grammar. What exactly leads to a reanalysis of the input? Another problem which 
this scenario encounters is linked to the analysis of the IP stage. Empirical data show 
that Nominative subjects emerge before non-Nominative objects (Bellugi 1971, Powers 
1996). Vainikka’s account fails to explain this fact.  

 
  
3.3.3. Oblique subjects and ungoverned positions 
   
Powers (1996) provides an explanation which takes into account the fact that 

Nominative subjects emerge before the wrongly cased ones: 
 

(65)  I turning back. 
             I not your daughter.  
            I just checking.  (Powers 1996) 



 
On her account oblique subjects initially appear in a VP-adjoined position, as  

in (66) below: 
 

(66)               VP 
                   2 

Subject      VP 
                2 

 V’ 
                       2 

      V      object 
  
The position of the subject in (66) is an ungoverned position which can be 

occupied by proper names and pronouns23. Since there is no Case associated with this 
position, there are no Case constraints, and the subject can surface as a Genitive or 
Accusative pronoun or as (caseless) names.  

Given that the empirical data in the corpus which she analyses (CHILDES database) 
show that children use Nominative subjects before oblique ones (60), Powers proposes that, 
at this stage, the child’s derivation is “shallow”: the Spec IP and the Spec VP positions are 
linked via co-indexation, not movement (as in adult English). The sentences in (65) could be 
represented as: 

 

(67)                 IP 
                    2 
      Spec        I’ 
            subjecti    2 

              I0               VP 
                    2 

            subjecti         VP 
  
 The child assumes that the subject is base-generated in Spec IP and linked to 

Spec of VP via co-indexing. When oblique subjects begin to surface in the Spec of VP 
position, the status of the VP-subject changes from a caseless element, co-indexed 
with the subject in Spec IP, into an overtly cased nominal; but, for reasons already 
mentioned, there are no Case constraints associated with this position. The child will 
no longer use oblique subjects when the VP-adjunction position is linked to the Spec of 
IP by movement.  

 
  
3.3.4. Agreement and oblique subjects  
 
 Non-nominative subjects have also been explained as following from a particular 

property of the optional infinitive stage: that of allowing both finite and non-finite verbal 
forms to occur in finite environments.  In Schütze & Wexler (1996) and in Schütze (1997) 
it is argued that English-speaking children know that Accusative forms represent the 
default Case in English. This hypothesis is supported by data from CHILDES 
(MacWhinney & Snow 1985) which show that when agreement is present, Accusative 
subjects are much less frequent. Finite contexts seem to exclude default Case 

                                                           
23 Powers adopts the analysis of nouns in Longobardi (1994) according to which proper nouns and 

pronouns, which are DPs, are not restricted to governed positions, unlike bare nouns which can only appear 
in governed position.  
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assignment. Children tend to use default Case subjects in non-finite contexts, illustrated 
in (68), and Nominative subjects in finite environment, illustrated in (69): 

 

 (68) My going in.  
  My ate outside. 
  Her sick. 
 (69) I will get it. 
  He has six.  
  No, she’s not up there.  (Schütze & Wexler 1996) 
 
However, as already pointed out, non-Nominative subjects can occasionally 

appear with past tense verbs (70) and Nominative subjects, in their turn, can appear in 
infinitival constructions (71): 

 

 (71) a. Her said no. 
  b. My had a tape recorder.  
 (72) a. She drink apple juice.  
     She up there.  
  
 The empirical findings also prove that children make no Case errors in object 

position and only few errors in possessor position. This suggests that they do have 
knowledge of Case at this stage.  

 If this is the case, how can one account for the fact that they make Case errors in 
subject position? Moreover, how can we explain the fact that one and the same child 
may use both Genitive and Accusative subjects during the same stage?  

 This proposal relies on the theoretical assumption that Tense and Agreement 
(Agrs) should represent two different projections (as in Chomsky 1993). Morphological 
Case marking and structural licensing are also separated. Agr, not Tense24, is the one 
which assigns Nominative Case. In early child language, Tense and Agr are 
underspecified, i.e. either Tense or Agreement can be independently missing during the 
optional infinitive stage. Thus, the following situations can obtain: 

  
a.  [+Tense (present), – Agr]  (him cry/ her tired) 
b.  [+ Tense (past), – Agr]      (him cried) 
c.  [+Tense (present), + Agr]  (he cries/ I am crying) 
d.  [+Tense (past), + Agr]      (he cried)  
e.  [– Tense, +Agr] (he cry/ I crying) 
f.   [– Tense, – Agr]  (his cry/ my crying) 
  
 When Agr is present, i.e. in c, d and e, Nominative Case is assigned. This 

situation can account for the existence of both Nominative and Non-Nominative subjects 
during the optional infinitive stage. When Agr is missing, as in a and b, given the fact that 
there is no Case assigner, the default Case will surface. 

 When both Tense and Agreement are missing, as in f, Genitive Case will be 
assigned. This latter proposal is sort of ad-hoc and obviously far from motivated:  

 

If we ask ourselves which case an NP subject gets when there are no 
Tense or Agr INFL features present, the adult grammar yields one clear case of 
this, namely gerunds, which cannot be marked for tense or agreement: they can 

                                                           
24This assumption is supported, among other data, by Portuguese inflected infinitives which lack 

tense marking but show agreement and which take Nominative subjects. However, Romanian infinitive 
clauses and gerundial clauses lack agreement marking and can, nevertheless, assign Nominative Case.  



have GEN subjects. We suggest that this feature matrix is responsible for GEN 
subjects of OIs’ (Schütze & Wexler 1996: 679).  

 

Though this analysis has the advantage of maximizing continuity between early 
and adult grammars, it encounters empirical problems. Gerunds can also have 
Accusative subjects (in spite of the fact that Genitive and Accusative gerunds may have 
different properties) which, according to the scenario proposed here should appear in a 
[+ Tense,  
– Agreement] context. This would lead to the stipulation that the child interprets the 
Gerund in two ways: (i) [+ Tense, – Agr] and (ii) [– Tense, +Agr]. This assumption would 
certainly gain weight on the background of an analysis of the English gerunds which 
could prove that Accusative Gerunds have while Genitive gerunds lack Tense.  

One more empirical problem is posed by adult mad magazine sentences in which 
the verb is non-finite, but where Genitive subjects are disallowed (Radford 1998): 

 

(73)  Speaker A: I heard that you got drunk at Nina’s party last night. 
Speaker B: Me/*my/*I get drunk at Nina’s party?! Impossible- I was at home 
in bed with a good bottle of malt whisky. (Radford 1998:118) 

 
 
SUMMARY  
 
The goal of this chapter was twofold.  First, it tried to briefly present some of the 

analyses of early deviant subjects: null and wrongly cased ones. Second, it tried to show 
in what way theoretical assumptions and acquisitional data intermingle and influence 
each other in acquisition studies. 

There are several conclusions which emerge from this chapter.  
The first is that there is cross-linguistic evidence that children may optionally omit 

the subject during early stages of acquisition, even when the target language does not 
allow subjectless sentences, a property which seems to intermingle with the optional use 
of the infinitive in contexts requiring finite verbal forms.  

Early missing subjects have been claimed to be due to: 
 

• an early competence deficit 
• performance/ processing limitations 
• prosodic factors 
• semantic/pragmatic factors  

 

According to competence deficit accounts:   

• children use null subjects because they have mis-set the pro-drop parameter 
in their target language, opting for an Italian- or a Chinese-like linguistic start 
with respect to subjects   

• they have not set the C-parameter yet, consequently they do not know that 
their target language disallows null subjects 

• Inflection is underspecified at this stage, i.e. non-finite,  and hence  PRO 
subjects are allowed 

• the child’s early phrase marker is either merely lexical or truncated, which can 
explain why Case assignment is absent. Thus, null subjects are allowed. 

 

All the studies have been shown to solve some of the problems while leaving 
some of the questions related to null subjects unsolved. Valian (1994), examining the 
various approaches to the phenomenon, reaches the following conclusion:  

 



[...] theories must specifically include both a competence component and 
a performance component, and a model of how the two interact. Each 
component by itself is too weak in predictive power to handle the facts. A 
corollary of this is that there is no metatheoretic reason to prefer competence-
deficit explanations over performance-deficit explanations” (p. 273). 

 

Hamann and Plunkett (1998) reach a similar conclusion when considering the 
various accounts of subject omission from the perspective of child Danish. One should 
also add that more recent accounts, such as Rizzi (1994) or Hyams (1996), also resort 
to an integration of grammatical and discourse-based approaches in their analyses of 
early null subjects. 

 It has also been shown that not only do children omit the subject but they can also 
use wrongly cased forms as subjects. Accusative and Genitive subjects have been 
attested in child English. Though we have reasons to believe that Accusative and Genitive 
subjects represent different phenomena, many studies treat the two together, in an 
attempt at providing a unifying analysis. Most of the studies relate these deviant subjects 
to: 

 

• lack of knowledge of Case  
• lack of knowledge of movement (in particular subject raising)  
• missing or underspecified Inflection (in particular the lack or optionality of 

Tense and/or Agreement).  
 

 In other studies, wrongly cased subjects have been claimed to represent: 
 

• left-dislocated topics (for Accusative subjects) 
• contrastive focus (for Genitive subjects)  
• the result of the lack of knowledge of the pronominal paradigm  
• a case of phonological mis-analysis of some sequences in the input (for my 

subjects) 
• the subject of early Restrictive Relative Clauses ( for my  subjects)  
• early linguistic instances of different Case assignment to Nouns with different 

thematic roles.  
 

The diversity of the analyses and the empirical data on which they rely point to 
the fact that it might be difficult, if not impossible, to treat non-Nominative subjects in a 
unified way. Accusative and Genitive subjects seem to stem from different causes. 

 
 
Further reading 
 
Advanced:  Most of the papers presented in this chapter presuppose some 

previous knowledge of generative grammar (the Principles and Parameters model). The 
student will benefit a lot from going to the very source of those analyses which (s)he 
considers challenging, interesting or implausible.   

Textbooks: O’Grady (1997) contains a critical survey of the research literature on 
both omitted subjects in early language (Chapter 5 – Subject Drop) and on wrongly 
cased marked subjects (Chapter 4 – On Word Order and Case). Goodluck (1991) has a 
small section on subjectless sentences (in Chapter 4 – The Acquisition of Syntax). 
 


