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1. Optionality in L2 Grammars
∗∗∗∗ 

 

This study examines the L2 acquisition of word order variation in Spanish 

by three groups of L1 English learners in an instructed setting. The three groups 

represent learners at three different L2 proficiencies: beginners, intermediate 

and advanced. The aim of the study is to analyse the acquisition of word order 

variation in a situation where the target input is highly ambiguous, since two 

apparent optional forms exist in the target grammar, in order to examine how the 

optionality is disambiguated by learners from the earlier stages of learning to the 

more advanced.  

According to recent research (White 1991, 1992, Eubank 1994, Sorace 

1993, 1999, 2000, Prévost & White 2000) the availability of optional forms (i.e. 

two forms appear in free variation) is common in L2 developing grammars. 

Optionality is usually characterised as the phenomenon where more than one 

form of a particular grammatical structure exists in the interlanguage of a 

speaker at any point in the acquisition process and it is used as evidence for the 

existence of deficits during the acquisition process. In first language acquisition, 

Poeppel and Wexler (1993) and also Wexler (1994, 1998) have shown how 

children use both inflected verbs and root infinitives during a stage at around 

two years of age which, although ungrammatical, is legitimate in the child’s 

grammar at this early stage. In second language acquisition optional forms have 

been often accounted for as an interface phenomenon. In particular, it has been 

argued that optionality arises because of problems with the mapping of abstract 

syntactic features to their surface morphological manifestations or PF (Lardiere 

1998, 2006, Goad & White 2004) or with the specific morphological realisation 

of L2 features (Haznedar and Schwartz 1997, Prévost & White 2000).  

Likewise, optional forms in L2 grammars have been observed in structures 

which are subject to both syntactic and pragmatic adequacy (Sorace 2000, 

2004). In this respect, it has been proposed that grammatical structures that are 
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part of the interface between syntax and the peripheral systems (such as 

discourse pragmatics) are more prone to instability and, consequently, more 

vulnerable than narrow syntax (Sorace 2000, 2004, 2005, Tsimpli et al 2004). It 

is important to note that it is assumed that learners have problems acquiring the 

pragmatic conditions of these structures, whereas the syntax remains 

unimpaired.  

Previous studies on the acquisition of Spanish word order have shown that 

advanced second language learners encounter problems acquiring the conditions 

that constrain word order alterations (Ocampo 1990, Hertel 2003, De Miguel 

1993, Camacho 1999, Liceras & Díaz 1999, Lozano 2006, Domínguez in press). 

These studies seem to support the interface view proposed by Sorace. However, 

it is unclear that the problems observed with the acquisition of these structures 

must be accounted for by a pragmatic deficit. In this study we examine the 

acquisition of word order in Spanish arguing that certain errors found in non-

native grammars cannot be sufficiently accounted for as simple pragmatic-

related deficiencies. Instead, we propose that the ambiguity and lack of 

robustness of the input forces grammatical indeterminacy even at advanced 

levels of proficiency and that this is independent of learners’ knowledge of 

pragmatic rules. 

 

2. Word Order in Spanish 

 

Spanish word order is flexible and allows the elements of a sentence to 

appear in more than one configuration (e.g. SV, VS), in contrast with English 

where the ordering of elements in a sentence is rigid. The possibility of different 

constituents appearing pre and post verbally may appear to be a case of free 

optionality in Spanish. However, such optionality is only apparent as each of the 

configurations is constrained by defined syntactic rules (depending on the type 

of verb) and pragmatic rules (depending on the type of information encoded in 

the sentence) (Contreras 1976, Torrego 1989, Zubizarreta 1998). Consequently, 

the distribution of each of these forms is far from being free in this language. 

Such flexibility can be accounted for by two types of operations: focus-

related, which are motivated by prosodic conditions (Zubizarreta 1998, 

Domínguez 2004), and syntax-related, which are motivated by the syntactic 

properties of the verb. In the first scenario the focused element in a sentence is 

expected to appear in sentence-final position even if canonical word order is to 

be altered. This is because focused elements must receive stress, which is 

assigned by a stress assignment rule to the most embedded constituent 

(Chomsky and Halle, 1968, Cinque, 1993). This is illustrated in example (1b) 

where the focused subject must appear postverbally and in final position: 

 

(1) a.     What happened?      (broad focus) 

b.    [F Juan ha traído    el perro]     SVO 

             Juan has-brought the dog 

         ‘Juan has brought the dog’ 



c.    Who has brought the dog?         (narrow focus) 

d.     Ha traído el perro [F Juan]     VOS 

 e.    #[F Juan ha traído el perro]        #SVO 

                                          
 

Subjects may also appear postverbally with unaccusative verbs in Spanish. 

Following Perlmutter (1978) intransitive verbs can be classified into unergatives 

and unaccusatives, depending on the syntactic characteristics of the subject. In 

Spanish there is evidence that the distinction between unaccusative and 

unergative verbs is syntactic. For instance, Sanz (2000) argues that unaccusative 

verbs behave like the object of a transitive sentence and they must check the 

feature [+telic] overtly in the syntax. The interesting characteristic about 

unaccusative verbs is that the subject must always appear postverbally 

regardless of the information status of the sentence (i.e. whether it encodes 

narrow or broad focus)
1
. Consequently, the pragmatic effects of focus are not 

observed with unaccusative verbs which means that postverbal subjects can only 

be licensed in that position because of a syntactic condition. 

The following examples illustrate cases of unergative and unaccusative 

structures in Spanish encoding both narrow and broad focus: 

 

(2)   a. What happened?  (broad focus) 

b. [F Juan ha roncado]  SV              

                 ‘Juan has snored’ 

 

 (3)  a. Who has snored?   (narrow focus) 

b. Ha roncado[F Juan]          VS 

                 has snored     Juan 

     ‘Juan has snored’ 

 

(4)  a. What happened?  (broad focus) 

b. [F Ha llegado Juan]  VS 

                   has arrived Juan 

    ‘Juan has arrived’ 

 

                                                 
1. Unaccusative verbs can also display SV order in cases where the subject is the topic of 

the discourse as illustrated in the following example. These cases were not included in 

our study: 

 

 (i)    (Talking about Pablo) Pablo llegó a Málaga hace dos semanas  

         ‘Pablo arrived in Malaga two weeks ago’ 

 



(5)   a. Who has arrived?   (narrow focus) 

     b. Ha llegado [F Juan]    VS 

           has arrived   Juan  

      ‘Juan has arrived’ 

 

 

Clitic left-dislocations are also available in Spanish to mark focus (Cinque 

1990, Zubizarreta 1998). In these structures the focused element appears in final 

position by virtue of dislocating the given information out of the core clause. A 

coindexed resumptive clitic pronoun must appear in this construction as 

illustrated in the following example: 

 

 (6)  a.    Who has brought the dog?               (narrow focus) 

 b.    [F El perro, lo ha traído     Juan]  O#,Cl-V-S 

            the dog,   it has brought Juan 

           ‘Juan has brought the dog”  

  

The subject must appear in postverbal position in this structure. Thus 

example (7), where the subject is in the preverbal field, is ungrammatical:  

 

  (7)      *El perro, Juan lo ha traído  O#,S-Cl-V 

               The dog, Juan it has brought 

 

Clitic left-dislocations are crucial in our study because they are constrained 

by discourse-pragmatic conditions but, unlike the other structures analysed in 

this study, no alternative structure with a preverbal subject exists as shown in 

example (7).  

The following table illustrates all the structures tested in our study which 

have been introduced in this section: 

 

Table 1. Word order types according to information status and syntactic 

verb 

 
 Broad Focus 

What happened? 

Narrow Focus 

Who has X? 

Narrow Focus 

CLLD 

Unergative 

Verbs 

SV 

[F Juan ha roncado] 
‘Juan has snored’ 

VS 

Ha roncado [F Juan] 
‘Juan has snored’ 

 

Unaccusative 

Verbs 

VS 

[F Ha llegado Juan] 

‘Juan has arrived’ 

VS 

Ha llegado [F Juan] 

‘Juan has arrived’ 

 

Transitive 

Verbs 

SVO 

[F Juan ha traído el 

perro] 
‘Juan has brought the 

dog’ 

VOS 

[F ha traído el perro Juan] 

‘Juan has brought the 
dog’ 

Obj#, Cl-V-S 

El perro, lo ha traído 

[F Juan] 
‘The dog, Juan 

brought it’ 

 



3. Experimental Design 

3.1. The Test 

 

The experiment designed for this study was a context dependent preference 

test based on Hertel (2003). The subjects were presented with 28 situations 

followed by a question. The questions were of two types aiming at eliciting 

different kinds of answers: “What happened?” (for broad focus) and “Who did 

x?” (for narrow focus). As described in the previous section, declarative 

sentences in Spanish display different word orders in correlation with the 

information structure of the sentence. Thus, the expected order to a broad focus 

question is SV, whereas the one corresponding to narrow focus is VS.  

However, as also detailed above, Spanish SV/VS order variation is not only 

constrained by pragmatic properties like information structure, but also by the 

syntactic properties of the verb at hand. Transitive and unergative verbs also 

show the SV/VS contrast, varying according to the information structure 

encoded in the sentence, whereas unaccusative verbs display VS order in both 

broad and narrow focus structures.  

For the purpose of testing the combination of the syntactic and pragmatic 

constraints, the test contained four items of each of the verb types 

aforementioned (transitive, unergative and unaccusative) in both discursive 

situations, narrow and broad focus. Additionally, another set of four items 

involving clitic left dislocations was included, as this allowed us to test a focus 

driven construction where inverted VS order is the only possibility. 

For each of the situations three possible replies were provided: a) a sentence 

displaying SV non-inverted order; b) a sentence with inverted VS order; and c) 

both. The “both” option allowed us to observe those cases where learners chose 

the inverted form, nonexistent in his native language, but could not discriminate 

between the different pragmatic properties associated to each word ordering. 

 

3.2. Participants 

 

The participants of the experiment were 60 native speakers of English 

learning Spanish as a second language in an instructed setting. Learners were 

divided into three groups according to their proficiency levels (beginners, 

intermediate and advanced) corresponding to three different education levels in 

the UK school system: lower secondary school (“year 9”, with c. 180 hours of 

instruction), high school final year (“year 13”, with c.750 hours of instruction) 

and university undergraduates (UG) at their final year (c. 895 hours of 

instruction). The control group consisted of 20 native speakers of Spanish in 

their final year in high school. This sample was collected in Spain. A description 

of the participants of the study with proficiency levels and hours of instructions 

is shown in the following table: 

 



Table 2.  Summary subjects participating in the study 

 

L2 Spanish 

level 
Typical age 

Approx no hours 

of Spanish 

instruction 

Educational level 

(English system) 

Beginners  

N=20 
13-14 c 180 hours 

Lower secondary school 

 (Year 9) 

Intermediate  

N=20 
17-18 c 750 hours 

Sixth form college (Year 

13) 

Advanced  

N=20 
21-22 c 895 hours 

4th Year University 

(UG)  

Native speakers 

N=20 
17-18  High school (final year) 

 

3.3. Hypotheses 

 

In this study we test the following two hypotheses: 

 

1. If the source of problems is due to a syntactic deficit, inversion 

involving unergatives (affected by both syntactic and pragmatic 

constraints) would be allowed at the same rate as inversions with 

unaccusatives (affected only by syntactic constraints).  

2. If the source of problems with these forms was pragmatic, inversion 

involving unaccusatives (affected only by syntactic constraints) would 

be allowed more consistently than inversions with unergatives (affected 

also by pragmatic constraints). 

3. Likewise, if a pragmatic deficit is the source of problems in the 

acquisition of focus-driven constructions, the acceptability of VS in 

clitic left dislocations is unexpected as they are also subject to 

pragmatic constraints. 

 

4. Results 

 

The findings of the study can be summarised as follows: 

 

Learners’ acceptability of the inverted VS order is in strict correlation with 

their level of proficiency. The results show that overall the beginner group does 

not accept the inverted options preferring the non-inverted option (available in 

their L1) instead. As expected the learner group with the highest allowability 

rate and native-like behaviour is the group of advanced learners. This is 

illustrated in the following table which shows the relative allowability of 

inverted responses by the three learner groups and natives: 
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Figure 1. Relative allowability of inverted clauses  

 

Also, the advanced group (UG) behaved very much native-like in accepting the 

inverted option (VS) in the different information structures presented in the test 

with the two different verb types. The following three graphs show that the 

advanced group accepted the inverted option over the non-inverted one in those 

contexts in which it was also preferred by the native controls. In this respect the 

UG group was the only group to behave like the native speakers since both the 

intermediate and beginner groups showed the reverse behaviour accepting the 

non-inverted structures and rejecting the inverted ones: 
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Figure 2. Percentage of acceptability of inverted answers for structures 

with unaccusative narrow focus by three groups of learners and natives.
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Figure 3. Percentage of acceptability of inverted answers for structures 

with unergative narrow focus by three groups of learners and natives 
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Figure 4. Percentage of acceptability of inverted answers for unaccusative 

broad-focus structures by three groups of learners and natives 

 



The rate of acceptance for the inverted option is lower in unergative narrow 

focus contexts. However, the interest of this result resides in the fact that the 

advanced group behaves, again, completely native-like. In contrast, low and 

intermediate level learners (year 9 and year 13) show opposite behaviour, not 

allowing for the inverted order independently from the syntax of the verb. 

Regardless of whether the verb is unaccusative or unergative, the preferred 

option is the non-inverted.        

The data also show that only the advanced group (UG) behaved like native 

speakers in those structures where CLLD is involved. As mentioned above, this 

structure always requires the subject to appear postverbally independently of the 

type of verb. In contrast, the intermediate and beginner groups behave very 

similarly in preferring the non-inverted option. This is illustrated in the 

following graph:  
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Figure 5. Percentage of responses for clitic left dislocations by the three 

proficiency groups and native speakers. 

 

5. Summary of Findings  

 

The results just described show that the lack of acceptance of the inverted 

option by the beginner and intermediate groups does not depend on pragmatic 

constraints. These learners reject inversion in the different information scenarios 

and, more importantly, with any kind of verb (unergative or unaccusative) even 

in those contexts unaffected by pragmatic conditions. This finding supports 

hypothesis 1, and not 2. 

This suggests that the divergence of these learners from native-like patterns 

cannot be explained by a deficit in the interface between syntax and discourse-

pragmatics, as has been claimed in the literature. Under this view, a contrast 



favouring inversion with unaccusatives (involving an underlying VS order) with 

respect to unergative verbs (with an underlying VS order) would have been 

expected. However, such a result was not borne out by the data analysed in this 

study. As shown above, the syntactic properties of the verb do not affect the 

preference for the inverted option. The rejection of the inverted option is 

general, and not subject to the specific pragmatic conditions required in the 

native grammars.   

Hypothesis 3 is also supported by our data since the advanced group accepts 

the inverted option in CLLD structures which are subject to pragmatic 

constraints. 

 

6. Discussion 

 

The acceptability of both SV and VS clause types in sentences with 

unaccusative verbs weakens previous hypotheses that the syntactic constraints 

ruling inversion are properly acquired from early on and that, consequently, 

mismatches between native and non-native forms have to be analysed as the 

result of a pragmatic deficit. If this were the case, inversion involving 

unaccusatives (only affected by syntactic constraints) would be allowed more 

consistently than inversions with unergatives (affected by both syntactic and 

pragmatic constraints), and this was not attested in the data. Moreover, if a 

pragmatic deficit was the source of problems in the acquisition of focus-driven 

constructions, the acceptability of VS in clitic left dislocations would be 

unexpected as they are subject to pragmatic constraints as well. These results 

support the hypothesis that an account based on a discourse-pragmatics deficit 

cannot satisfactorily explain learners’ non-targetlike representations in the 

contexts analysed in our study. Instead, we propose that the availability of 

optional forms is the result of an overgeneralisation of one of the options in the 

target language to contexts where neither syntactic nor pragmatic rules would 

allow them. Under this analysis, the availability of optional forms in the 

advanced group can be accounted for by a purely syntactic deficit which signals 

the existence of an intermediate stage where grammar restructuring, on the basis 

of apparently ambiguous input, occurs. 
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Hola! 

 

Pues si que los resultados salen al reves, si. aunque puedo entender que no 

escojan la VOS porque suene rara no entiendo como ponen la otra. Mirando la 

pregunta a la que hace referencia (quien...), no es natural el SVO, la verdad, asi 

que no entiendo. 

 

Mirando todos los resultados la verdad es que los natives parecen aceptar 

bastante menos la inversion con unergatives, asi que parece que la sintaxis tiene 

un peso muy importante.  
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