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Abstract 

Referential expressions (REs) have been investigated in L2 English but to date there is no 

single study that systematically and simultaneously analyses the development and acquisition 

of the multiple factors that constrain the choice of REs in natural discourse production. We 

investigate L1 Spanish-L2 English learners across three proficiency levels versus an English 

control group from the COREFL corpus. An analysis of both the RE and its antecedent(s) 

reveals that different intra- and extra-linguistic factors constrain the choice of REs 

(information status, activated antecedents, syntactic configurations, characterhood, within-

task effect, and proficiency level). L2 learners (L2ers) are sensitive to some factors but are 

unable to fully attain native-like levels even at advanced stages. They do not transfer null 

subjects from their L1 contrary to previous L2 research, and do not find all contexts at the 

syntax-discourse interface equally problematic, thus confirming previous theoretical 

proposals and empirical findings.  

 Keywords: referential expressions, anaphora resolution, L1 Spanish, L2 English, 

COREFL corpus 
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Which Factors Determine the Choice of Referential Expressions in L2 English 

Discourse? New Evidence from The COREFL Corpus 

One of the mechanisms to achieve cohesion in (non)native discourse is the use of REs 

(Crosthwaite, 2011; Kang, 2004; Leclercq & Lenart, 2013). The choice of such REs in subject 

position (e.g., null and overt pronominals, as well as noun phrases (NPs)) is partly determined 

by the type of language. In subject position, null-subject languages like Spanish, Greek or 

Italian license null pronouns, whereas non-null subject languages like English, German or 

French require overt pronouns. The choice of REs is constrained by factors such as the 

information status of the RE (i.e., topic-continuity or topic-shift), the number of activated 

antecedents, and the nature of the characters intervening in the narrative (Hendriks, 2003; 

Kang, 2004; Lozano, 2009, 2016; Martín-Villena and Lozano, 2020; Ryan, 2015). 

Let us illustrate information status. (1) shows a topic-continuity (a.k.a. topic-

maintenance) scenario in which the speaker maintains the reference to the subject Lucy/Lucía 

in the subsequent sentences (shown in bold). Pronominal subjects are overtly realised in 

native English (she), though null forms (Ø) are possible but are restricted to only syntactically 

coordinate sentences, as previous corpus studies report (Crosthwaite, 2011; Leclercq & 

Lenart, 2013).  

(1)  Lucyi was on holiday. One morning, shei decided to go to the mountains. Then shei 

walked for an hour and [Øi] had a picnic.   

By contrast, in a null-subject language like Spanish (2), null pronominal subjects (Ø) encode 

topic-continuity (Alonso-Ovallet et al., 2002; Lozano, 2009, 2016, 2018). 

(2)  Lucíai estaba de vacaciones. Una mañana [Øi] decidió ir a las montañas. Luego, Øi 

caminó durante una hora y [Øi] tomó un tentempié.  
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A shift in topic is marked in English and Spanish obligatorily via overt REs like 

pronominal subjects (he/él) and NPs (Eva) as in (3) and (4), whose choice is constrained by 

additional factors, as will be discussed. 

(3)  Lucyi was on holidays with Davidj and Evak. One morning, shei decided to go to the 

mountains. Hej din’t want to but Evak joined in.   

(4)  Lucíai estaba de vacaciones con Davidj y Evak. Una mañana [Øi] decidió ir a la 

montaña. Élj no quiso pero Evak se apuntó. 

The use of REs has been of particular interest for L2 research because even very 

advanced L2ers are unable to use REs in a native-like manner regardless of L1-L2 

combination (Lozano, 2018; Pladevall Ballester, 2013; Prentza, 2014; Tsimpli & Sorace, 

2006). The interface hypothesis (Sorace, 2011) states that constructions that involve an 

interface between syntax and other language-external cognitive domains like discourse 

(syntax-discourse interface) are persistently problematic for bilinguals, including L2ers. The 

choice of REs is a phenomenon at the syntax-discourse interface but, importantly, it is not 

problematic as a whole, but is rather selectively restricted to a specific person (3rd person 

singular, Lozano, 2009) and to a specific information-status context, since topic-continuity 

contexts appear to be more problematic than topic-shift and contrastive-focus contexts, at 

least in L2 Spanish (Lozano, 2009, 2018).  

In L2 English, which is the focus of this study, L2ers are overexplicit (Crosthwaite, 

2011; Hendriks, 2003; Leclercq & Lenart, 2013; Ryan, 2015), that is, they redundantly use 

fuller forms than pragmatically required. Overexplicitness has been accounted for by the 

pragmatic principles violation hypothesis (PPVH, Lozano, 2016), which postulates that 

pragmatic principles can be violated by L2ers (and even natives) in a mild or strong way: 

being redundant in topic-continuity contexts represents a mild violation since there is no 
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communicative breakdown (violation of the Gricean Principle of Quantity), while being 

ambiguous in topic-shift contexts is a strong violation as it leads to a communicative 

breakdown (violation of the Manner Principle). Importantly, the degree of violation is also 

modulated by the number of potential (i.e., activated) antecedents in prior discourse. Lozano 

shows that L2 Spanish learners mostly produce mild violations by being redundant, which is 

in line with the general overexplicitness phenomenon mentioned before for L2 English.  

The interface hypothesis proposes that these problems are triggered by either 

representational deficits in the L2ers’ knowledge or processing difficulties due to the 

limitations in cognitive resources when compared to natives (Sorace, 2011). These two 

accounts (representational vs. processing) conveniently explain the phenomenon at hand but 

were proposed to account for very advanced and near-native L2ers. However, as White (2009, 

2011) argues, it is also important to investigate the use of REs (i) in richer contexts (i.e. 

natural production data) (ii) from a developmental point of view and (iii) discriminating 

between different information-status contexts since not all syntax-discourse interface 

phenomena are monolithic.  

We take White’s lead to investigate REs in L1 Spanish–L2 English using a corpus of 

written English. REs in L2 English have been studied using experimental methods and 

focusing mostly on syntactic aspects (Mitkovska & Bužarovska, 2018; Pladevall Ballester, 

2013; Prentza, 2014). There is also evidence from corpora of spoken L2 English (Crosthwaite, 

2011; Hendriks, 2003; Kang, 2004; Leclercq & Lenart, 2013; Ryan, 2015). These studies 

have not analysed the use of REs in a systematic, unitary, fine-grained and developmental 

fashion as we do here for L1 Spanish–L2 English, a language combination that is 

underresearched. We implement a linguistically-motivated and complex annotation scheme to 

investigate the multiple factors that (individually and in conjunction) constrain REs. We also 

pay attention to the development of REs in L2ers (beginning, intermediate, advanced) versus 
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a control group of English native speakers. Additionally, given that most studies on the 

syntax-discourse interface have used experimental data, using a corpus of production data 

provides a more natural picture of the contexts of use. Adopting a Learner Corpus Research 

(LCR) perspective (Granger, Gilquin, & Meunier, 2015) thus provides a rich descriptive basis 

to understand the multifactorial nature of REs in L2, which will certainly pave the way for 

future experimental work.  

The Acquisition of REs in L2 English 

Experimental studies have investigated how natives of null-subject languages acquire 

and process L2 English overt pronominal subjects from a syntactic perspective (Cunnings, 

Fotiadou, & Tsimpli, 2017; Mitkovska & Bužarovska, 2018; Pladevall Ballester, 2013; 

Prentza, 2014). Others explore REs in general (overt and null pronominals as well as NPs) 

and follow a descriptive and discourse-oriented perspective by using corpora of written 

production data (Crosthwaite, 2011; Kang, 2004; Leclercq & Lenart, 2013; Ryan, 2015). 

Pladevall Ballester (2013) tested L1 Spanish–L2 English learners at different 

proficiency levels via an untimed acceptability judgment task. She found an improvement 

from beginner (54%) to advanced (20%) levels in the acceptability of ungrammatical null 

subjects, Ø in (5), which suggests that L2ers transfer null pronouns, while advanced L2ers 

(4%) behave similarly to English natives (4%). She argues that the findings support the 

interpretability hypothesis (Tsimpli & Dimitrakopoulou, 2007), which stipulates that 

uninterpretable features1 are inaccessible to L2 learners, but Pladevall Ballester’s advanced 

learners’ native-like results indicate otherwise.   
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(5) a. *[Ø] Walks to school every morning at 8.30.  

b. Janei likes football. * [Øi] Plays in a team every day. 

Prentza (2014) also tested the interpretability hypothesis by comparing L1 Greek-L2 

English intermediate and advanced learners. She used (i) a paced Acceptability Judgement 

Task to test sentences like (6) and (7), and (ii) two controlled production tasks: a Sentence 

Completion Task as in (8), and a Cloze Test, as in (9). Of particular interest are two 

conditions: in her joint-reference condition the anaphor refers to the subject of the preceding 

clause (i.e., what we call topic-continuity), as in (6a,b), (8a), (9a), and in her disjoint-

reference condition the pronoun refers to a non-subject antecedent, as in  (8b), (9b) (i.e., our 

topic-shift) or an antecedent that is not present in the preceding discourse (7a,b).  

(6) a. *Wei won’t finish on time if [Øi] don’t start now.  

 b. Maryi was angry because shei had lost her job. 

(7) a. *It is so hot in here that [Øi] sweat a lot. 

 b. The movie was so boring that Maryi fell asleep. 

(8)  a. When she heard the news, tell/all friends [Expected target sentence: she told all her 

friends] 

 b. We can’t pay you because you/not complete/the work [Expected target sentence: 

you haven’t completed the work yet]  

(9) a. They hold one’s interest, because     [expected answer: they]     are carefully written. 

 b. Hunters sell their skin because    [expected answer: it]     is very expensive. 

Similarly to Pladevall Ballester (2013), Prentza found that learners (particularly 

intermediates) accept and produce significantly more null pronouns in the joint-reference 
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condition than in the disjoint-reference condition whereas English natives do not 

accept/produce them. Prentza argues that in Greek the interpretable [-Topic Shift] feature 

(which signals topic-continuity) is realised via a null (Ø) pronoun but [+Topic Shift] is 

realised via an overt pronoun. She claims that L1 agreement properties are transferred to the 

L2, as English lacks verbal agreement morphology. As a result, L1 Greek-L2 English learners 

(i) interpret overt pronominal subjects as agreement markers and (ii) accept/produce 

ungrammatical null pronouns in [-TS] in context where English licenses them. She argues that 

this supports the interpretability hypothesis.  

Mitkovska and Bužarovska (2018) investigated L1 Macedonian–L2 English young 

learners at different proficiency levels (A1-B2), though English controls were not used, in an 

acceptability judgement task and in the Macedonian English Learner Corpus. L2ers produce 

ungrammatical null subjects (10) and also accept them (11a, b), though rates were lower in 

acceptability than in production. There was a development from A1 to B2 level, the higher 

levels being more accurate. Even though Mitkovska and Bužarovska do not make reference to 

the topic-continuity versus topic-shift distinction, we can observe that null pronouns are 

accepted/produced in topic-continuity contexts, (10) and (11), in line with Pladevall-Ballester 

(2013) and Prentza (2014). 

(10)  Shei loves kids and shei always relates well with them. * [Øi] Always wanted to no 

quarrels. 

(11)  a. Ii want to have a big house. *Now [Øi] want the kitchen to be black and white. 

b. My grandfatheri was very ill. *Now [Øi] is OK but I want to help my grandmother. 

Overall, these studies show that L2ers from null-subject languages treat referential null 

subjects in a non-native-like manner, which can result from either a representational deficit 

(cf. the interpretability hypothesis) or even a processing limitation (cf. the interface 
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hypothesis). Importantly, these experimental studies do not employ a thorough and 

counterbalanced experimental design to tease apart each key factor in the choice of REs. We 

address these limitations by systematically taking stock of the multiple factors that constrain 

REs in discourse.  

Cunnings et al. (2017) also investigated L1 Greek-L2 English learners versus English 

native controls. Using a visual-world paradigm, they monitored eye movements in scenarios 

known as position of antecedent strategy (PAS) (Carminati, 2002), as in (12). Typical PAS 

scenarios contain two antecedents in the first sentence (one in subject position and the second 

in non-subject position) and an anaphor (in this case, an overt pronoun he) in the second 

sentence that biases towards one of the antecedents.  

(12) a. After Peteri spoke to Mrs. Jonesj by the till in the shop, hei paid for the expensive ice 

cream that looked tasty. [Subject Bias, Unambiguous] 

b. After Peteri spoke to Mr. Smithj by the till in the shop, hei/j paid for the expensive 

ice cream that looked tasty. [Subject Bias, Ambiguous] 

c. After Mr. Smithi spoke to Peterj by the till in the shop, hei/j paid for the expensive 

ice cream that looked tasty. [Object Bias, Ambiguous] 

In Greek PAS scenarios, a null pronoun biases towards a subject-antecedent interpretation 

(topic-continuity) whereas an overt pronoun typically biases towards an object-antecedent 

(topic-shift). But in English the pronoun is obligatory overt (he) and it can bias towards either 

antecedent. Their results show that English natives have a consistent subject-overt pronoun 

bias in both subject-bias (12a,b) and object-bias conditions (12c), where he would force an 

initial look at the subject but a later look at the object, since it is always the boy (Peter) who 

has the ice cream. L2ers showed native-like gaze patterns yet their processing was slower. 

L2ers are not transferring from their null-subject L1 Greek since, otherwise, they would show 
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an object bias with the overt pronoun regardless of the condition. We will analyse PAS 

structures to explore how they work in natural corpus production across all REs (null and 

overt pronouns and NPs) to check for L1 effects.  

A study that is halfway between an experimental and a corpus study is Contemori and 

Dussias (2016), who tested very advanced L1 Spanish-L2 English learners via a picture-based 

controlled production task. Their L2ers show native-like behaviour only in topic-shift but not 

in topic-continuity scenarios, a fact that confirms previous corpus findings for L1 English-L2 

Spanish (Lozano, 2009, 2016) and experimental data for L1 Greek-L2 Spanish (Lozano, 

2018). Interestingly, L2ers did not show any associations between the choice of REs and 

cognitive measures (working memory and inhibitory control), which in principle suggests that 

when the choice of RE is constrained by the number of activated antecedents in working 

memory, the choice is not affected by memory.  

Corpus-based findings do not confirm the experimental findings above. Kang (2004) 

elicited oral production in intermediate L1 Korean–L2 English versus English and Korean2 

natives via the picture-based task Frog, where are you? by Mayer (1969). There was a 

character effect for all three groups: whereas secondary characters (the frog, the dog) were 

referred to almost exclusively by NPs, the main character (the boy) was referred to by NPs as 

well but also by overt pronouns, null pronouns and proper names. Crucially, the discourse 

contexts in which REs appeared (topic-continuity vs. shift) were overlooked. This leaves 

unresolved the proportions of NPs that are due to topic-shift exclusively (independently of 

character) or to the character effect. Kang also does not settle the issue of whether L2ers’ null 

pronouns are the result of L1 transfer or a reflection of the English input, since she also 

overlooks the fact that null pronouns are possible in English. Kang’s findings are just 

suggestive since the analysis is restricted to one factor (characterhood) and proficiency level 

(intermediate). These limitations will be addressed in our study. 
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Crosthwaite (2011) examined picture-based oral production in upper beginner L1 

Korean–L2 English learners versus English natives. In co-referential reference maintenance 

(i.e., our topic-continuity) the English native trend was NP (range: 42%∼46%) ≈ overt 

pronoun (42%∼51%) > null pronoun (7%∼13%), and the L2ers’ trend was NP (54%∼67%) > 

overt pronoun (30%∼43%) > null pronoun (2%∼3%). The English native rates for null 

pronouns (7%∼15%) and for NPs (around 45%) are similar in the Kang and Crosthwaite 

studies. The L2ers’ rates for NPs are also similar in both studies (around 60%), but their 

production of null pronouns is lower in Crosthwaite, probably because he did not discriminate 

between coordinate versus subordinate sentences, which is a key factor, as will be shown in 

our study. Interestingly, in topic maintenance, natives’ rates of NPs and overt pronouns is 

similar, whereas in L2ers it is higher. This is unexpected since topic-continuity in native 

English is encoded via minimal forms (overt pronouns), as reported in our study. Finally, 

Crosthwaite, similarly to Kang, did not investigate the development of REs in L2 English 

across proficiency levels. 

Leclercq and Lennart (2013) investigated the oral production of L1 French-L2 English 

adults and a comparable English native control group in a film-retell task. They categorised 

REs according to the accessibility hierarchy (Ariel, 2004): high-accessibility markers (null 

and overt pronouns for antecedents which are easily retrievable) versus low-accessibility 

markers (definite NPs for antecedent reintroductions). Overall, learners (i) produce high-

accessibility markers instead of low-accessibility markers to maintain topic; (ii) produce more 

high-accessibility markers than natives to reintroduce a character, as expected; and (iii) 

produce fewer null pronouns than English natives to maintain the reference, that is, learners 

are more overexplicit than natives, though results are presented according to character and to 

accessibility marker, and not according to the information status of the RE (topic-continuity 

vs. shift). 
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Ryan (2015) also found overexplicitness in the oral film-retell task by L1 Mandarin 

Chinese–L2 English learners. In line with Leclercq and Lennart, he analysed the accessibility 

to characters but considered additional factors: distance, unity, competition and salience. Even 

though L2ers use high-accessibility markers to maintain the topic, they significantly produce 

more NPs than natives and show a main-character effect by producing more NPs to refer to 

Chaplin than natives do. However, Ryan’s linguistic analysis of REs does not discriminate 

between topic-continuity versus shift in each of the different accessibility degrees of the RE 

that he distinguishes.  

In short, corpus-based studies find overexplicitness in L2ers, but experimental studies 

typically report over-acceptance of null pronominal subjects, attributed to L1-transfer effects. 

Importantly, “no single factor accounts for overexplicit reference” (Ryan, 2015: 852). We 

take Ryan’s suggestion as a departure point for our study, in which we systematically explore 

the multiple factors that constrain REs in L2 English discourse. 

Research Questions 

Based on the previous review of the literature, several research questions (RQs) and 

hypotheses (Hs) were formulated. 

General RQ: What is the overall distribution of REs in the narratives of L2ers and natives, 

without taking into account any factor? 

RQ1: Are learners sensitive to the information-status factor that constrains the choice of REs 

in topic-continuity versus topic-shift contexts? 

H1: The literature has shown that the choice of the RE is influenced by its information status. 

Natives are expected to use minimal REs (null and overt pronouns) for topic continuity but 

fuller REs (NPs mainly) for topic shift. L2ers are predicted to (i) show sensitivity to this in 
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general but not in a native-like manner (even at advanced levels) and (ii) be overexplicit in 

topic-continuity scenarios. 

The second research question relates to cross-linguistic influence (transfer) and consists of 

two parts. 

RQ2a: Do L2ers transfer null pronominal subjects (Ø) from their null-subject L1 (Spanish) to 

their non null-subject L2 (English)? 

H2a: The L2 experimental literature reports acceptance of null subjects in L2 English by 

learners with null-subject L1s. If L2ers transfer, they would produce null pronouns in both 

coordinate and subordinate sentences. However, if they produce null pronouns only in 

coordinate sentences, where they are allowed in native English, but not in subordinate 

sentences, where they are not allowed, this would suggest lack of transfer.  

RQ2b: In null-subject languages like Spanish, a standard way of resolving anaphora is via the 

PAS mechanism. Do Spanish natives employ such L1-based strategy in their L2 English to 

resolve anaphora? 

H2b: The psycholinguistic PAS literature reports that L1 Greek learners of L2 English 

correctly show a subject-overt pronoun (S-overt) bias, as in native English, and not a subject-

null pronoun (S-Ø) bias, as would be the case in their native Greek. We predict that, though 

both English natives and English L2ers will produce PAS contexts in their discourse as a 

possible way of resolving anaphora, learners will not transfer, that is, they will produce 

mostly S-overt structures, as English natives do.  

RQ3: Is there a within-task effect in the production of REs? Does the transition between 

pictures in the picture book used to elicit narratives affect the choice of REs even in topic 

continuity context? 
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H3:  Retelling a story prompted by a series of pictures depicting a topic-continuity situation 

may trigger economical forms (null and overt pronouns) when describing the same picture, as 

expected, but fuller forms (NPs) when moving from one picture to the next.  

RQ4: Does characterhood (main vs. secondary characters) affect the choice of the REs? 

H4: Previous research using the same task (Kang, 2004) found a character effect in L2ers’ 

narratives. We likewise predicted characterhood to affect the overall choice of REs in both 

natives and L2ers, though the RE information status is ultimately the prevailing factor 

constraining the choice.  

RQ5: Does the number of activated antecedents influence the choice of REs?  

H5: There is L2 corpus evidence showing that the number of activated antecedents within the 

proximal preceding context affects the choice of the RE (Lozano, 2016). The higher the 

number of antecedents in working memory, the more explicit the REs that speakers produce. 

This effect is expected to be found in natives and L2ers across the board as it is related to 

cognitive processes and not so much to proficiency level.  

Method 

Corpus and Sample 

We analysed a sample (Table 1) from the Corpus of English as a Foreign Language 

(COREFL: www.learnercorpora.com) with L1 Spanish–L2 English EFL university students 

studying a modern-languages degree where English is not a major. They ranged from A1 to 

C1 proficiency levels according to the CEFR-based English Unlimited Placement Test (2010). 

Natives were American English university students.3  

http://www.learnercorpora.com/
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Table 1 

Corpus sample 

Subcorpus N Age range 

Beginners  8 19-44 

Intermediates  10 18-20 

Advanced  8 19-25 

English natives 16 19-21 

 

Materials  

Twelve pictures from the wordless picture book Frog, where are you (Mayer, 1969) 

were chosen as prompts for the written narratives. These prompts were chosen because they 

has been used in many SLA studies and because an unknown story like this is suitable as the 

choice of REs cannot be attributed to shared knowledge amongst speakers/readers.  

Tagset  

Prior to the design of the tagset, we took into consideration certain design and 

methodological limitations of previous L2 English studies: 

i. 1st versus 2nd versus 3rd person distinction: The stimuli from experimental studies 

(Pladevall Ballester, 2013; Prentza, 2014; Mitkovska & Bužarovska, 2018) mix REs 

from 3rd person singular/plural (the genuine anaphoric uses of pronouns) with 1st and 

2nd person (deictic use). They do so in an unsystematic way and do not compare 

results for every person/number in the pronominal paradigm. Corpus studies 

(Crosthwaite, 2011; Kang, 2004; Leclercq & Lenart, 2013; Ryan, 2015) focus on 3rd 

person (singular/plural), but corpus data shows that learners have more problems with 

the anaphoric uses of subject pronouns than with the deictic use, and especially with 

3rd person singular in subject position (Lozano 2009). We therefore focus on 3rd 

person singular in subject position. 
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ii. Topic continuity versus shift distinction: Most L2 English studies focus on the 

acceptability/production of pronouns irrespective of their information status (topic 

continuity vs. shift), but the L2 literature clearly demonstrates that the form of the RE 

is mainly (though not exclusively) constrained by this distinction (Contemori & 

Dussias, 2016; Cunnings et al., 2017; Lozano, 2009, 2016, 2018; Sorace & Serratice, 

2009). In our study this distinction is crucial for our tagset.  

iii. Subject versus non-subject distinction: Some studies analyse REs in subject and non-

subject position indistinctly (Crosthwaite, 2011; Leclercq & Lenart, 2013). The 

syntactic position of the RE constrains its possible forms (Subject position 

{Ø/pronoun/NP}; Object position {pronoun/NP}). We focus on subject REs since (i) 

the choice of forms is wider and, crucially, (ii) the topic-continuity versus shift 

distinction is only observable when the RE is in subject position, since REs in non-

subject position (i.e., object personal pronouns) encode topic but not topic shift.   

iv. Referential versus non-referential (expletive) pronouns. All experimental studies 

(Mitkovska & Bužarovska 2018; Prentza 2014; Pladevall Ballester 2013) investigate 

both types of pronouns. Prentza (2014) mixes in her results both types whereas 

Pladeval Ballester (2013) and Mitkovska and Bužarovska (2018) present results for 

referential versus non-referential pronouns. Mixing both types in the results is 

misleading since only referential pronouns are anaphoric (if used in the 3rd person). 

We analyse only 3rd person referential uses. 

v. Animate versus inanimate distinction. Pladevall Ballester (2013) distinguishes 

between animate and inanimate pronouns, whereas Prentza (2014) and Mitkovska and 

Bužarovska (2018) mix them in their results, which is problematic since only animate 

anaphoric pronouns are typically difficult for L2ers (Lozano 2009). Corpus studies 
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(Crosthwaite, 2011; Kang, 2004; Leclercq & Lenart, 2013; Ryan, 2015) analyse only 

animate anaphoric 3rd person REs and we do so in the present study.  

vi. Antecedent versus antecedentless distinction. The RE has an antecedent in Mitkovska 

and Bužarovska’s (2018) acceptability task, as in (10) and (11) above, whereas 

Pladevall Ballester (2013) mixes stimuli with (5b) and without antecedents (5a), and 

Prentza (2014) uses antecedents only in her joint condition (6a,b) but not in her 

disjoint condition (7a,b). Analysing antecedentless constructions may bias the results 

since the RE is decontextualized and it is precisely the preceding context that 

determines the info status of the RE. Previous corpus studies (Crosthwaite, 2011; 

Leclercq & Lenart, 2013; Ryan, 2015) consider the antecedent, though they do not 

present results according to the number of activated antecedents. We therefore tag not 

only the properties of the actual antecedent of the RE but also the number of potential 

antecedents since it influences the choice of RE, as reported in Lozano (2016) for 

L1English-L2 Spanish with corpus data, Contemori and Dussias (2016) for L1 

Spanish-L2 English with controlled-production data and Arnold and Griffin (2007) for 

native English with experimental data. 

vii. Main versus subordinate distinction. Mitkovska and Bužarovska (2018) distinguish 

between main versus subordinate clauses in their results, whereas Pladevall Ballester 

(2013) and Prentza (2014) mix both syntactic contexts in their results. The corpus 

studies reviewed above do not take syntax into consideration either. As discussed 

earlier, null pronouns are allowed in English but only in coordinate topic-continuity 

contexts, so it is essential to tag the syntactic environment of the RE (coordinate vs. 

subordinate).  
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viii. Connectors. The stimuli in experimental studies (Mitkovska & Bužarovska 

2018, Prentza 2014, Pladevall Ballester 2013) mix a wide array of connectors, often 

mixing subordinators (if, because, that, so, where) with coordinators (and) and even 

two main clauses separated by a stop. The corpus studies do not take the connector 

type into consideration. As just explained in vii above, we analysed coordinate versus 

subordinate connectors. 

 The corpus was tagged with UAM (Universidad Autónoma de Madrid) Corpus Tool 

(O’Donnell, 2008) (www.corpustool.com). It is an annotator that allows the creation of a 

sophisticated tagset with different layers to annotate texts manually. The tool allows the 

performance of descriptive and inferential statistics (χ2) based on the tag frequencies. 

Departing from Lozano’s (2016) tagset for L2 Spanish and considering the limitations from 

L2 English studies reported above, we designed a tagset (Figure 1) to reflect the multiple 

factors that constrain the choice of REs.  

http://www.corpustool.com/
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Figure 1. Tagset (REs)
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For every sentential subject that was a RE, we assigned multiple tags, though not all of 

them will be analysed in this study due to space limitations. The characters (the boy, the frog, 

the dog) are tagged in the character type system, though additional characters were also 

tagged as they were mentioned in participants’ production. The anaphor form system reflects 

the form of the RE: null (Ø) and overt (he/she/it) referential pronominal subjects as well as 

NPs (e.g. the boy, Nico, the frog). In the anaphor number and gender system, the ‘number’ 

tag (singular or plural) allowed us to tag both 3rd person singular and plural REs, though recall 

that only 3rd singular human REs were analysed in this study. The ‘gender’ tag reflected the 

grammatical gender of the RE, though gender was not analysed in this study. The anaphor 

clause position system encoded the position of the RE (main vs. subordinate and different 

subtypes, including coordination). Importantly, the anaphor information status reflects the 

information status of the RE (the introduction of new characters onto the scene and, crucially, 

topic continuity vs. shift). The picture type system differentiates between whether the RE 

relates to the same picture as the preceding RE or to a new picture. This system was added 

during the tagging procedure as it was unexpectedly observed that the overproduction of NPs 

in topic-continuity contexts were caused by the transition between pictures. The antecedent 

system reflects the referent(s) that precede the RE being annotated. Unlike previous research, 

we not only take into account the relationship between the RE and its actual antecedent 

(whose syntactic role was also tagged as subject/non-subject), but also counted the number of 

potential antecedents within the last 4 clauses that could be influencing the choice of the RE. 

The ‘intervening antecedent’ tag counted the number of antecedents intervening just between 

the actual antecedent and the RE, but was not analysed for this study. Finally, the position of 

antecedent strategy (PAS) was also included in the tagset to check if PAS scenarios occur in 

English and to test possible L1 influence.   
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Finally, a second scheme was created (Figure 2) to tag the level of the participants and 

classify them into groups. This allowed us to make statistical comparisons between groups. 

Figure 2.  

Tagset (groups) 
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Results 

Generic Results: RE Forms 

Figure 3 shows that English natives predominantly produce NPs (49.1%), followed by 

overt pronouns (35%) and a remarkable amount of null pronouns (15.9%), to be discussed in 

section H2a below. L2ers show an increase of null pronouns across proficiency towards the 

native norm. Interestingly, low-level L2ers hardly produce any null pronouns (beginner: only 

5 tokens out of 145 = 3.4%; intermediate: 6/164 = 3.7%), which has implications for H2a. As 

for overt pronouns and NPs, most L2er groups (beginners and advanced) produce roughly the 

same amount of overt pronouns and NPs, whereas recall that natives clearly produce more 

NPs than overt pronouns. There are significant differences between the L2ers and natives. 

Beginners show significant differences for null (χ2 = 13.907, p < 0.01) and overt pronouns (χ2 

= 7.770, p < 0.01)4; intermediates show significant differences for null pronouns only (χ2 = 

14.785, p < 0.01); and advanced L2ers show significant differences for both null (χ2 = 4.536, 

p < 0.05) and overt pronouns (χ2 = 5.769, p < 0.01).  

Figure 3.  
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These generic results say little about how information packaging (topic continuity/shift) 

and the preceding discourse constrains the distribution of REs in discourse. We explore this 

next. 

H1: The Effect of Information Status on the Choice of REs 

In topic-continuity contexts (Figure 4, first chart), the overall preference across groups 

is to maintain topic via an overt pronoun but to shift topic (Figure 4, second chart) via a fuller 

form (NP). As expected, in topic-continuity contexts all groups produce overt pronouns 

mainly (cf. (13)). Null pronouns are also an option (30.9% for natives, with L2ers showing an 

increasing trend towards the native norm: 6.6%, 7.1%, 17.4%), a fact that has not been fully 

explored in the L2 literature (see section H2a below for details). NPs are the dispreferred 

option to mark topic-continuity for advanced L2ers and natives (10.1% and 16.4% 

respectively), but production is slightly higher for the lower levels (9.2%, 22.9% for 

beginners and intermediates), as in (14). There are significant differences between natives and 

L2ers: beginners (null: χ2 = 16.056, p < 0.01; overt: χ2 = 19.740, p < 0.01); intermediates 

(null: χ2 = 14.236, p < 0.01; overt: χ2 = 5.294, p < 0.01); advanced (null: χ2 = 4.258, p < 0.05; 

overt (χ2 = 6.902, p < 0.01). 

(13)  a. One day, Joei caught a frogj. Hei put itj in a jar in his bedroom, and after looking at 

itj for a while hei went to sleep. [Native: EN_WR_21_1_SWS.txt].  

b. One day, a boyi, whose name is Pepe, was walking for forest when hei found a small 

frogj, then hei ran to take frogj,.. [Learner: ES_WR_B1_19_13_1_REM.txt] 

(14)  a. One day a boyi found a frogj and [Øj] captured itj in a jar. While the boyi was asleep 

that night the frogj had managed to jump out of the jar... [Native: 

EN_WR_20_1_JC.txt] 
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b. The boyi jumped in the trees. The boyi was in the rock after. While the boyi was 

shouting in the rock, hei fell in the branch… [Learner: ES_WR_B1_18_6_1_LRG.txt] 

In topic-shift scenarios (Figure 4, second chart) all groups clearly produce more NPs 

(learners: 86.2%, 81.9%, 71.6%; natives: 79.4%), as in (15), than overt pronouns (13.8%, 

16.7%, 28.4% for learners and 19.6% for natives), as in (16). Null pronouns are hardly 

produced in these contexts as they would result in ambiguity (0%, 1.2%, 0% for learners and 

1% for natives). There are no statistically significant differences between L2ers and natives. 

An interesting question, then, is why NPs would be preferred to overt pronouns to mark topic 

shift. This phenomenon has been addressed in the L2 Spanish corpus literature (Lozano, 

2016), but not in the L2 English corpus literature. It appears to be related to the number of 

competing antecedents (see H5 below).  

(15)  a. One day, a small boyi decided to catch a frogj and keep itj in a jar. The frogj was not 

a fan of this living arrangement… [Native: EN_WR_20_1_AMS.txt] 

b. Hei really liked that frogj, hei loved to look at itj before going to sleep but, one night, 

the frogj escaped without making a noise so the boyi would not woke up [Learner: 

ES_WR_C1_21_18_1_MCS.txt] 

(16)  a. In the middle of the night, the frogj snuck out and [Øj] ran off on the boyi. Hei went 

to go find the frogi… [Native: EN_WR_21_1_MTH.txt] 

b. Next day, boyi look at the floor, but the frogj wasn’t. Hei was worried for his frogi, 

… [Learner: ES_WR_B1_19_8_2_ECL.txt] 
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Figure 4.  

RE forms according to information status (topic continuity/shift) by group 
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(17)  a. One day, a boyi took off the lid of his frogj jar… [Native: EN_WR_21_1_JDC.txt] 

b. One day, a boyi was playing with his dogj and his frogk. [Learner: 

ES_WR_A2_19_12_1_LPD.txt] 

H2: Cross-Linguistic Influence 

In subsection H2a we focus on comparing different syntactic environments 

(coordination vs. subordination) to check if L2ers transfer null pronominal subjects from their 

L1. In section H2b we report on possible cases of transfer in PAS scenarios. 

H2a: Testing Cross-Linguistic Influence 

Even though English is a non-null-subject language, null-subject production has been 

reported in the literature in diary-drop styles (Haegeman, 2009) and in coordination, as 

discussed early in this paper, but it is unclear yet (i) whether coordination alone can license 

them in native English; (ii) at which developmental point, if any, L2ers become sensitive to 

this phenomenon; and (iii) whether the use of null pronouns by L2ers is a consequence of 

cross-linguistic influence from a null-subject L1 (Spanish) to a non null-subject L2 (English).  

Null pronouns are produced in native English in general (15.9% in Figure 3 above), 

particularly in topic-continuity scenarios (30.9% in Figure 4 above, first chart) but, crucially 

they are predominant in coordination and topic-continuity5 (76.7% in Figure 5, first chart). By 

contrast, in subordination and topic-continuity scenarios like (18), natives predominantly 

produce overt pronouns (87.5%) (Figure 5, second chart). This indicates that in native English 

null pronouns are allowed only in coordinate environments that encode topic-continuity.  

(18)  [Subordinate scenarios, Top Cont] … the little boyi was thanking his dogj when hei 

saw something move in the water. [Native: EN_WR_19_1_SCJ.txt] 

As for L2ers in topic-continuity coordinate sentences (cf. Figure 5, first chart), there is 

a low production of null pronouns in the low proficiency groups (beginner: 19.2%, 
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intermediate: 20%), which dramatically increases at advanced levels (60%), thus approaching 

the native norm, cf. (19b). 

(19)  a. [Coordinate scenarios, Top Cont] One day a little boyi found a frogj in the park. Hei 

decided to take itj home and [Øi] call himj Fred. While the little boyi was sleeping, 

Fredj jumped from the jar and [Øj] hopped away… [Native: EN_WR_19_1_SCJ.txt] 

b. [Coordinate scenarios, Top Cont] One day, a boyi found a frogj and [Øi] kept itj 

inside a vase of glass at the foot of his bed. […] Hei climbed a rock and [Øi] shouted 

calling his beloved frogj when suddenly a deerk appeared out of nowhere and [Øk] 

pushed the down a cliff [Learner: ES_WR_C1_21_3_MCS.txt.] 

The opposite pattern holds for overt pronouns: high production at the lower levels 

(80.8%, 70%) and lower production at the higher level (40%), again approaching the native 

norm. As with natives, NP rates in L2ers are very low and percentages represent just a few 

tokens. In topic-continuity subordinate scenarios, the L2ers’ rates are similar to the natives’, 

with predominance of overt pronouns, as in (20), low production of NPs and (virtually) no 

production of null pronouns, with tendencies towards the native norm as proficiency 

increases.  

(20)  [Subordinate scenarios, Top Cont] Later, the boyi was sleeping when suddenly hei is 

awaked … [Learner: ES_WR_B1_19_11_IRS.txt] 
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Figure 5.  

RE forms in topic-continuity according to sentence type (coordinate vs. subordinate) by group 
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Natives produce more subject-biased scenarios (31/47 = 66%) than object-biased 

scenarios (16/47 = 34%). PAS with subject antecedents (Figure 6) are rather similar to topic-

continuity scenarios (cf. above Figure 4, first chart), which suggests that when the RE refers 

to a subject antecedent, there is a continuation of topic, as expected. However, null pronouns 

are more frequent in topic-continuity scenarios than in PAS subject-biased scenarios, which 

will be discussed later.  

Figure 6.  

PAS scenarios with subject antecedents: RE forms by group 
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Regarding PAS scenarios with non-subject antecedents, the frequency of production is 

very low (N = 18 for all groups of learners, 16 for natives). Importantly, none of the groups 

produced null pronouns to refer to a non-subject antecedent, which suggests again that L2ers 

do not simply transfer the null-pronoun option from Spanish to English. By contrast, all 

groups prefer an NP (natives: 14/16 = 87.5%; all learner groups: 13/18 = 72.2) to an overt 

pronoun (natives: 2/16 = 12.5%, learners: 5/18 = 27.8%) to refer to a non-subject antecedent. 

H3: Picture-Transition Effects on the Choice of REs 

RQ3 asks whether there is a within-task effect, that, whether the transition between 

pictures affects the choice of RE when marking topic-continuity. There is indeed a gradual 

effect of picture (Figure 7). The production of fuller forms increases with a new picture (null 

< overt < NP) but decreases within the same picture (null>overt>NP). In other words, when 

marking topic-continuity, null pronouns predominate when describing the same picture 

(which correspond to coordination), but when starting to describe a new picture it is NPs that 

predominate. This is so for natives and all groups of learners, who behave alike. This picture-

transition effect has not previously been reported in the literature, as we will discuss later.  
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Figure 7.  

RE forms in topic-continuity scenarios according to picture (same vs. different picture) by 

group (learners vs. natives)  
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H4: The Effect of Character on the Choice of REs 

H4 predicted character type to constrain the choice of REs. Figure 8 and Figure 9 show 

a main effect of character, as predicted. To refer to the main character (the boy in Figure 8), 

L2ers overall produce overt pronouns more frequently than NPs (the boy but occasionally 

invented proper names like Timothy), which in turn are more frequent than null pronouns. 

Natives alternate between overt pronouns (55/128 = 43%) and NPs (55/128 = 43%). Null 

pronouns are low for L2ers (2.9%, 3.7%, 10.5%) and natives (14%), with L2ers showing an 

increasing trend towards nativeness. These represent cases of topic-continuity in coordinate 

sentences, as discussed earlier.  

Figure 8.  

REs to refer to the main character (‘boy’) by group 
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versus peripheral role of the characters can be seen in the overall raw frequencies: boy  (N = 

425 for all groups) > frog (N = 155) > dog (N = 41). Though English natives appear not to 

give a predominant role to either frog or dog since their RE form rates are similar for both 

frog (NP 62% > overt 22%) and dog (NP 62.5% > overt 25%), the raw figures clearly confirm 

that frog (N = 50) is more central than dog (N = 16). The low frequencies for dog are due to 

the fact that dog appears together with boy (boy and dog) (N = 215 for all groups), whereas 

boy and frog are never produced together (N = 0). In short, protagonisthood constrains the 

choice of REs.   
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Figure 9.  

REs according to secondary characters (‘frog’, ‘dog’) by group 
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pronoun more than by any other forms (Figure 10, first chart), similarly to what occurred in 

topic-continuity contexts (Figure 4 above, first chart). By contrast, in topic-shift (Figure 10, 

second chart), boy is referred to by an NP more than by any other forms, as in topic-shift 

contexts (Figure 4 above, second chart). These results confirm that all groups know how to 

mark topic continuity/shift independently of the character.  

Figure 10.  

REs for the protagonist (boy) according to information status (topic continuity/shift) by 

proficiency level 
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H5: The Effect of the Number of Activated Antecedents on the Choice of REs 

We checked the effect of the number of activated antecedents (2 vs. 3 within the last 

four clauses)7 regardless the information status of the RE (Figure 11).8 REs are shown in bold 

and activated antecedents in underlining: (23) illustrates 2 activated antecedents and an overt 

pronoun RE; (24) shows 3 activated antecedents and an NP RE.  

(23)  a. One day a little boyi found a frogj in the park. Hei decided …  [Native: 

EN_WR_19_1_SCJ.txt] 

b. In that night, the frogi escaped from the vase and when it was morning, the boyi was 

worried for the frogj, so hei looked for on the river, … [Learner: 

ES_WR_B1_19_13_1_REM.txt]  

(24)  a. One day, a boyi and his dogj has a frogk in a jar. In the dark of the night, the frogk 

escaped, … [Native: EN_WR_21_1_AGS.txt] 

b. One day, there was a kidi with his dogk siting in front of the bed, looking at a frogj in a 

jar; it was night so the little boyi soon turned off the lights … [Learner: 

ES_WR_C1_19_13_1_EOJ.txt] 

For English natives, there is an interaction between the number of activated 

antecedents (2/3 antecedents) and the referential form (overt/NP). As (23a) illustrates, when 

there are two activated antecedents, natives’ REs are overt (62.5%) more often than NPs 

(37.5%). By contrast, with three activated antecedents, natives show the opposite behaviour 

by producing more NPs (66.7%) than overt pronouns (33.3%), as in (24a). Natives’ 

production of overt is significantly higher with 2 than with 3 antecedents but NPs are 

significantly lower with 2 than with 3 antecedents (χ2 = 12.779, p < 0.01). 
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For learners, we do not find the exact interaction found in natives, though it is true that 

(i) the number of NPs increases from 2 to 3 antecedents, but (ii) the number of overt pronouns 

decreases from 2 to 3 antecedents (cf. Figure 11).  

Beginners produce more overt pronouns (81.6%) than NPs (18.4%) with 2 antecedents 

but there is no distinction with 3 antecedents as the rates for both overt pronouns (45.7%) and 

NPs (54.3%) are similar. However, beginners’ production is significantly higher (i) with 2 

(81.6%) than with 3 (45.7%) antecedents with overt pronouns but (ii) with 3 (54.3%) than 

with 2 (18.4%) antecedents with NPs (χ2 = 13.612, p < 0.01). Although beginners make the 

same statistically significant discrimination as natives do, their behaviour is not native-like 

since with 3 antecedents they produce similar percentages of overt pronouns (45.7%) and NPs 

(54.3%). Intermediates show similar rates between overt pronouns (48.7%) and NPs (51.3%) 

with 2 antecedents, but with 3 antecedents they produce more NPs (61.2%) than overt 

pronouns (38.8%). Advanced L2ers show the opposite behaviour to intermediates: different 

rates of overt pronouns (60.6%) and NPs (39.4%) with 2 antecedents, but similar rates with 

three antecedents (overt 51.1%, NPs 48.9%). Regarding the increase or decrease of forms as 

the number of antecedents increase, there are no significant differences for either 

intermediates (χ2  = 1.135, p>0.05) or advanced (χ2  = 0.866, p>0.05). 
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Figure 11.  

RE forms according to the number of activated antecedents (2 vs. 3) by proficiency level  
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contexts. L2ers show the same pattern in topic-shift context, but not in topic-continuity 

contexts, producing significantly more overt pronouns and less null pronouns than natives. 

L2ers are thus not fully able to choose the most felicitous REs at the syntax-discourse 

interface in a native-like manner even at advanced (C1) levels, though future corpus research 

will have to determine whether native-like patterns are eventually attainable. Additionally, not 

all contexts at the syntax-discourse interface are equally problematic, as discussed by White 

(2011) and Slabakova (2016), because L2ers’ performance in topic-shift contexts does not 

significantly differ from natives’, but it does in topic-continuity as reported in previous L2 

Spanish corpus (Lozano, 2016; Martín-Villena and Lozano, 2020) and experimental (Lozano, 

2018) studies. The overexplicitness phenomenon that L2ers exhibit in topic-continuity 

contexts (i.e., higher production of overt pronouns but lower production of null pronouns than 

natives) is in line with previous corpus research (Crosthwaite, 2011; Hendriks, 2003; Leclercq 

& Lenart, 2013; Ryan, 2015), though note that these studies do not consider proficiency 

levels. We show that L2ers (particularly beginners) produce redundant REs, as reported 

elsewhere. Importantly, such redundancy (a.k.a., overexplicitness) has been theoretically 

motivated. In Sorace’s (2011 and references therein) interface hypothesis, advanced learners 

are predicted to residually use overt pronouns as a default strategy to ease their processing 

load (i.e., they redundantly use overt pronouns in topic-continuity). The interpretability 

hypothesis (Tsimpli & Dimitrakopoulou, 2007) also accounts for the overexplicitness 

phenomenon by postulating that L2ers transfer L1 agreement properties to the L2 due to the 

differences between the L1 and L2 and that overt pronouns are agreement markers. This could 

be a tentative explanation but there is strong evidence showing that L2ers with both L1 

(Greek) and L2 (Spanish) null subject languages (Lozano, 2018) also overproduce redundant 

overt pronouns in topic continuity and this cannot be explained in terms of L2ers’ 

inaccessibility to uninterpretable features. Therefore, there may be a general L2 
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overexplicitness phenomenon regardless of the L1-L2 combination that future research should 

explain. Crucially, our learners are not only redundant, but they are more redundant than 

ambiguous, as proposed by the pragmatic principles violation hypothesis (PPVH, Lozano 

2016), which was presented in the Introduction section. In particular, our learners (i) observe 

the Gricean Principle of Manner/Clarity (Do not use a full RE without reason, i.e., use full 

REs only to avoid ambiguity), therefore correctly producing fuller forms in topic shift, but (ii) 

often violate the Informativeness/Economy Principle (Use minimal RE forms to achieve your 

communicative goals) and are therefore redundant in topic continuity. Redundancy is also 

modulated in the PPVH by another factor: the number of potential antecedents, as also found 

in our study: the higher the number of antecedents, the higher the probability of using fuller 

REs. Future research will need to explore how this and other theories can best account for the 

different factors that modulate RE choice in other L1-L2 combinations and the redundancy 

that all L2ers exhibit.  

Regarding cross-linguistic influence (H2a), the clearer scenarios to check L1 effects 

are coordination versus subordination. Two pieces of evidence show that L1 transfer is not the 

fundamental explanatory factor. First, the lower levels produced low rates of felicitous null 

pronouns in coordinate sentences (beginners: 19.2%, intermediates: 20%), though much 

higher rates would be expected given that null pronouns are allowed in native Spanish when 

marking topic-continuity.  Second, in subordinate sentences null pronouns would be expected 

too since they are also allowed in L1 Spanish, but this is not the case since production is zero. 

This supports the redundancy strategy just mentioned. Instead of transferring null pronouns 

from beginner levels, L2ers start opting for the overproduction of overt pronouns, which are 

redundant in topic-continuity coordinate contexts, whereas natives show the opposite 

behaviour, with advanced learners timidly but non significantly approaching the native 

pattern. Therefore, it seems as if learners progressively became more sensitive to the 
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pragmatics of the English input as their proficiency level increases by gradually producing 

pragmatically felicitous null subject pronouns in coordination (19.2%, 20%, 60%). As for 

H2b, the PAS results also suggest that transfer is not a key explanatory factor: learners 

predominantly produce overt pronouns but hardly any null pronoun tokens (beginners: 0; 

intermediates: 1; advanced: 2) to refer to a subject antecedent, though null pronouns are the 

predominant option in native Spanish (cf. Alonso-Ovalle et al., 2002, inter alia). Our results 

are thus not fully aligned with previous experimental studies that argue for transfer effects 

since they report acceptance of null pronominal subjects, particularly at lower levels of 

proficiency (Mitkovska & Bužarovska, 2018; Pladevall Ballester, 2013; Prentza, 2014). This 

difference could have been due to the different research method (production vs. 

comprehension/interpretation). So, triangulation (i.e., the combined use of production vs. 

comprehension methods to investigate the same phenomenon, as recommended by 

Mendikoetxea & Lozano, 2018) seems like the correct avenue to ascertain this apparent 

paradox.   

Regarding the within-task effect (H3), a picture-transition effect was observed. In 

topic continuity contexts the transition between pictures triggered fuller form (even though 

they were not pragmatically required), both in natives and L2ers alike. This effect has gone 

undetected in L2 corpus studies (Crosthwaite, 2011; Kang, 2004) and L2 controlled-

production studies (Contemori & Dussias, 2016) that used picture-elicitation prompts. For 

example, even though Contemori and Dussias (2016) do not report it, we can observe (their 

figure 7) that English natives produce around 25% of NPs (and 75% of overt pronouns) in a 

one-character topic-continuity scenario when moving from picture A to picture B. Such a high 

use of redundant NPs might have been triggered by a picture-transition effect. We therefore 

speculate there to be two types of continuity: textual continuity (topic-continuity) and visual 

continuity (picture continuity). A break in visual continuity may trigger the use of fuller forms 
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even when the textual continuity is maintained. Studies on native English have reported 

transition effects when breaking what has been termed ‘unity’, that is, transition between 

paragraphs in writing, episodes or scenes in a film (cf. Collewaert, 2019 for an overview). 

Future L2 (corpus and experimental) research will therefore need to clarify the role of such 

picture-transition effects. 

Results on the nature of the character (H4) show a clear difference between the main 

character (boy) and the secondary characters (frog, dog) in the choice of REs. When referring 

to the main character, natives equally produce overt pronouns and NPs, but L2ers typically 

prefer an overt pronoun. NPs are predominantly used across groups for secondary characters, 

though L2ers’ rates were higher than natives’. Even though previous studies also reported a 

similar character effect (Kang, 2004; Ryan, 2015), they overlooked the fact that the main-

character effect is modulated by information status: In topic-continuity, all our groups 

predominantly refer to the boy with an overt pronoun whereas in topic-shift they mainly 

produce an NP.  

Finally, we predicted that the higher the number of activated antecedents, the fuller the 

RE (Hypothesis 5), as also reported for native and L2 Spanish (Lozano, 2016). This was 

confirmed for English natives as they produce more overt pronominals than NPs with 2 

antecedents but show the opposite trend with 3 antecedents. Such clear interaction is not so 

strong in the production of L2ers, though in their transition from 2 to 3 antecedents, overt 

pronominals decrease while NPs increase. The presence of 1 versus 2 competing antecedents 

has been argued to compromise processing resources, as reported in native English (inter alia, 

Arnold & Griffin, 2007) and L2 English (Contemori & Dussias, 2016). This factor may be 

more evident in natives as they know how to efficiently choose REs in their mother tongue 

and their use does not imply additional processing costs. By contrast, L2ers incur higher 

processing costs due to the number of activated antecedents and also due to the processing 
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costs derived from choosing the correct RE at each particular context in their non-native 

language while inhibiting the RE form from their native language (cf. Sorace, 2011).  

Certainly, all our conclusions are limited to 3rd singular REs in subject position only, as 

justified above. This is not a limitation but rather the strong point of this study since RE and 

anaphora resolution deficits have been mainly observed with deictic uses of the pronouns (3rd 

person) in subject position (where the topic-continuity vs. shift contrast is allowed). We have 

focused on the acquisition of this phenomenon in a unified way in L2 English. 

Conclusion 

The current developmental study focused on L1 Spanish–L2 English learners at different 

proficiency levels and showed how the production of different REs is constrained by different 

factors which were not considered together in previous research (i.e., information-status, 

main-character effect, syntactic configuration, number of activated antecedents, and picture 

transition). We confirmed that L2ers show deficits at the syntax-discourse interface as they 

are overexplicit/redundant but not ambiguous, in accordance with PPVH, but this varies 

according to proficiency and context type, thus confirming that not all contexts at the syntax-

discourse interface are equally problematic.  

From a statistical point of view, we have not adopted a standard multiple-regression 

approach, in which typically all factors are pooled together and then the effect of 

individual/grouped factors is explored in a statistically motivated but linguistically 

unmotivated way. Instead, we have taken a linguistically-motivated approach based on the 

systematic analysis of key factors reported individually in previous L2 research. We therefore 

explored how (i) one factor at a time crucially contributes to the choice of RE forms: e.g., info 

status [topic continuity/shift], which has been consistently shown to be the main explanatory 

factor in the L2 literature); character effects [main/secondary]; and the number of activated 
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antecedents [2/3]), and (ii) how certain combinations of two (sub)factors contribute to RE 

choice (e.g., topic-continuity and syntax [coordination/subordination]; topic-continuity and 

the number of activated antecedents [2/3]). In short, the simultaneous analysis of all factors 

together in a linguistically unmotivated typically yields a blurry, imprecise picture of learners’ 

competence and often says little to theoretical models of SLA. 

Our descriptive findings also present a systematic analysis of several factors that 

constrain the use of REs in real native and non-native English discourse. Crucially, a solid 

descriptive basis is often a prerequisite for subsequent theoretically-motivated studies (e.g., 

Ellis, 2015; Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005). Additionally, unlike most previous L2 English studies 

that tested L2ers at only a given proficiency level, these factors are better understood across 

proficiency levels, which sheds light on developmental and ultimate-attainment issues. 

Finally, our findings may help future researchers develop experiments to test these factors 

either individually or in conjunction. As recommended by Mendikoetxea and Lozano (2018), 

triangulating corpus and experimental data will be essential to get a wider (and, at the same 

time, more nuanced) picture of the phenomenon under investigation in SLA.  
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Footnotes 

1 In generative grammar, uninterpretable features are those that do not have a 

transparent semantic interpretation (e.g., agreement between the subject and the verb or 

between the adjective and noun), whereas interpretable features do (e.g., plural). 

2 Korean is a null-subject language. Reference to the sentential topic (typically the 

subject) is realised via a null pronoun. 

3 A reviewer points out the limited size of our sample, but note that our sample and the 

raw frequency of RE forms analysed is larger than the corpus-based L2 English studies we 

review, as the following comparative table shows. What matters is not only the actual 

frequency of RE forms analysed, but also the final number of terminal tags  (N = 674) that are 

pooled into the statistical analysis (N≈6,740). The high number of terminal tags is the result of 

a detailed tagset where several aspects of each RE are tagged (cf. Figure 1). 

Study L2 adult English 

learners (N) 

Adult English 

natives (N) 

Raw frequency of RE forms 

analysed 

Kang (2004) 12 (L1 Korean) 12 Not reported 

Crosthwaite 

(2011) 

10 (L1 Korean) 5 415 (narrative 1) 

564 (narrative 2) 

Leclercq & 

Lenart (2013) 

20 (L1 French) 10 Not reported 

Ryan (2015) 10 (L1 Chinese) 10 1407 (800 English natives +  

607 learners) 

Our study 26 (L1 Spanish) 16 674 (220 natives + 454 learners) 

* 10 tags approx. for each RE 

form ≈ 6,740 terminal tags 

 

4 We report p values in the χ2 output format reported by the UAM Corpus Tool 

software: p < 0.05 (significant difference) and p < 0.01 (highly significant difference). 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lingua.2010.05.005


THE CHOICE OF REFERENTIAL EXPRESSIONS IN L2 ENGLISH 50 

 

5 Subject-pronoun drop has been previously reported in native English, particularly in 

informal registers such as diary-drop styles (e.g., Haegeman & Ihsane, 2001). However, the 

novelty of our findings is that null pronouns are typically licensed in 3rd person topic-

continuity coordinate contexts (76.7%) and this has not been previously addressed in a 

systematic way as we do here.    

6 We use the symbol ‘>’ to indicate that the difference is large and ‘>>’ to indicate a 

very large difference. 

7 We excluded from our analysis the tag ‘cero antecedents’ since this option appears 

only at the beginning of the narratives when introducing the first character (focus new 

introduction) and since its frequency is very low. As the story develops, two or more potential 

antecedents (boy, dog, frog) are introduced. We also excluded the tag ‘3+ antecedents’, as the 

frequencies were very low, thus leading to unreliable statistical contrasts. 

8 We exclude from the analysis null pronouns and focus only on overt material (overt 

pronouns and NPs) due to (i) the low frequency of null pronouns (particularly in learners) and 

(ii) the non-significant differences in any of the groups between 2 versus 3 antecedents for 

null pronouns. 


