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From Inconsistent Null Subjects to No Null Subjects at All: The Case of L1 Hebrew and L2 English 
 

Introduction: In this talk I will present a cross-sectional study investigating the acquisition of the 
syntactic properties associated with the Null Subject (Meso-)Parameter (NSP) in English as a 
second language (L2) by Hebrew-speaking youngsters (18-year-olds). The two languages differ 
concerning these properties, with Hebrew allowing null subjects (NSs) and related properties 
(although inconsistently), and English disallowing them altogether. Results are examined vis-à-
vis the meso-parametric proposal, which attributes inter-language variation to micro-parameters 
(i.e., formal features associated with functional heads) that can be aggregated under a single 
meso-parameter for the sake of computational efficiency (Roberts 2019). The NSP-related micro-
parameters involve two functional heads: T(ense) and D(eterminer). Hebrew involves a “rich” T 
(namely, pronominal agreement formalized as a D-feature on T) and an inconsistently “rich” D 
(correlated with an elaborate article/clitic system instantiated as a D-feature on certain null 
pronouns, but not on others). In contrast, English involves a “poor” T (i.e., no D-feature on T) and 
a consistently “rich” D (D-feature on all pronouns). Thus, assuming the feature bundles on T and 
D are transferred from the learners’ first language (L1), the features on these functional heads 
are expected to be reassembled in the L2 (Lardiere 2007 et seq.), unless L1 and L2 acquisition 
processes are fundamentally different. Results will also be examined in face of previous findings 
concerning 12-year-old Hebrew-speaking learners of English (Brandel 2018). 
 

The Study: The study reports the results of a grammaticality judgment and correction task 
completed by 104 intermediate Hebrew-speaking learners of English, as well as by 56 native-
speaker controls. Participants were tested on 4 properties associated with the NSP (Rizzi, 1982): 

(i) Expletive (non-referential) NSs: both It and There; e.g., The weatherman reports that *(it) 
is likely to rain all day; In the past *(there) existed a few universities in this city;  

(ii) Referential NSs: both allowed (1st and 2nd persons; past tense) and disallowed in the L1 
(3rd person; present tense); e.g., I told him that *(I) had invited myself to Mary’s party;  

(iii) Post-verbal subjects: both allowed (following unaccusative verbs) and disallowed in the 
L1 (following transitive verbs); e.g., *I heard that had come many people to the wedding; 
*They saw that had drunk thirty guests the bubbly wine;  

(iv) Complementizer-trace sequences: both allowed (involving complementizer that) and 
disallowed in the L1 (involving complementizer if); e.g., Who does she think (*that) will 
kiss her at midnight?; *Who does he ask if will attend this week’s meeting?  
 

Results are summarized in the figure below. Each bar represents the accuracy level (rate 
of correct rejections of ungrammatical constructions) for a certain property; the different colors 
stand for the two experimental groups: learners and controls. It is further specified which 
properties are (dis)allowed in the learners’ L1. Learners prove significantly more accurate 
concerning properties disallowed in their L1, compared to those allowed in their L1 [t(103) = 
4.385, p < .001]. Nevertheless, perhaps surprisingly, controls reveal a similar pattern [t(55) = 
4.936, p < .001], indicating that it is more difficult – for learners and controls alike – to detect 
mistakes in the items probing properties allowed in the learners’ L1. Moreover, learners generally 
appear to have unlearned null and post-verbal subjects in their L2, but they demonstrate deviant 
performance concerning expletive There in There-unaccusative constructions, as well as 
concerning complementizer-trace sequences. Again, controls demonstrate variability – although 
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to a lesser extent – in the same properties. Learners prove significantly less accurate than controls 
only concerning complementizer-trace sequences [F(1,158) = 94.515, p < .001]. 

 
Note. RNS = referential null subjects; PVS = post-verbal subjects. 

 

Discussion: Full L1 transfer can account for the findings, while learners’ L2 proficiency can explain 
the cases where no transfer is attested (as it is attested in younger learners). Moreover, a 
methodological problem can explain the acceptance of ungrammatical if-trace items, which 
should have been rejected under full transfer: The non-trivial correction of these items caused 
learners to avoid the correction part by accepting them. As for the meso-parametric view, it can 
account for learners’ consistent rejection of null and post-verbal subjects, as it suggests that T 
was reassembled as “weak” (i.e., lacking a D-feature) and D was established as “rich” in all 
pronouns, rendering both subject types impossible. However, it cannot account for learners’ 
acceptance of NSs in There-unaccusative constructions. This finding may have to do with the high, 
literary register of these constructions, which appear to be familiar neither to learners nor to 
some of the controls. Further, learners’ corrections in this structure indicate that there is not 
recognized as an expletive, probably due to misleading instruction in school, in terms of which 
there is understood as a particle denoting existence. This is also undergirded by findings of 
younger learners. Learners’ acceptance of complementizer-trace sequences does not cohere 
with the meso-parameter either, as the latter predicts rejection of post-verbal subjects to 
prevent subject extraction following an overt complementizer. I propose that L1 transfer is more 
manifest in that-trace sequences since questions about embedded subjects are rare in the input, 
resulting with learners misanalysing that as a clitic, as in their L1. If-trace sequences were 
discussed above. Overall, the meso-parametric view can account for most of the findings, while 
the rest can be explained on independent grounds. Finally, the results seem to indicate that the 
difference between learners and controls is a quantitative rather than a qualitative one. 
  

References: Brandel, N. (2018). The positive effect of explicit positive evidence: Hebrew speakers 
unlearning null subjects in L2 English. Instructed Second Language Acquisition (ISLA), 2.2, 215-
241; Lardiere, D. (2007). Ultimate Attainment in Second Language Acquisition: A Case Study. NY: 
Routledge; Rizzi, L. (1982). Issues in Italian Syntax. Dordrecht: Foris; Roberts, I. (2019) Parameter 
Hierarchies and Universal Grammar. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 


