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Abstract
This investigation is a CHILDES
(MacWhinney, 2000) corpus based study of
how 3-4 and 5-6 year old monolingual
Spanish speaking children learn to
disambiguate null and overt pronominal
reference from the input they are exposed to
whilst engaging in adult-child dyadic
communicative acts, as they are involved in
the active development of pragmatic
awareness. It was found, that although there
was no significant difference between both
groups in terms of tokens belonging to
either pronominalization strategy in the
input the children received, there was,
however, a difference in the types of lexical
verbs and modes of child-adult interaction
at each developmental step.

1 Introduction
In the literature, it is often mentioned that
pronouns have no fixed reference and their
interpretation is highly context dependent
(Kempson et al., 2001). In fact, more recent
psycholinguistic experimental work has shown
that syntactic, pragmatic and discursive factors
figure prominently in their interpretation
(Stevenson et al., 1994; Kehler, 2002; Kehler et
al., 2008; Kehler and Rohde, 2015; inter alia).
From an early age, children are able to produce
personal pronominal forms correctly and their
acquisition has been said to be closely
embedded in early communicative experiences
(Salazar Orvig et al., 2010). Nevertheless,
comparison of adults and older children has
shown that there are considerable differences in
the mastery of their appropriate use among
children and that many so called failures are in
fact, developmental (Song and Fisher, 2007).

2 Null and Overt Pronominals in
Spanish.
From a typological perspective, Spanish has
been described as belonging to the group of
languages licencing a partial pro-drop strategy
(and related to Italian, Portuguese, Catalan,
among others). This means, that subject
pronominal expressions tend to be phonetically
null and, dropped readily. In the literature, this
has been related rich verbal morphology.
However, Spanish also presents an overt
pronominal counterpart as shown in (a) with the
third person stressed form Él (he).
a.

Felixi le pegó a Maxj y luego Æi/ÉLj le pegó a Pedro.
Felix hit Max and then Æi/HEj hit Pedro.

Here, the null form in the second conjunct corefers naturally with the higher subject Felix. In
contrast, the overt stressed form él (he) shows a
marked natural preference to attach to the lower
object Max. The alternation between overt and
null pronouns has been at the centre of a great
deal of debate in the linguistics literature for
decades, especially in these inter-sentential
instances of anaphoric co-reference (RAE,
1999). In fact, a prevalent view is that they
occur in complementary distribution and
display a division of labour strategy, a position
that has also been widely adopted in more
recent experimental psycholinguistics literature
(as in Carminati, 2002 for Italian and AlonsoOvalle, et al., 2002 for Spanish, for example).
Although (a) appears to be a clear example of a
strict division of labour strategy, it is also the
case, that these types of anaphoric relations are
often affected by verb semantics as we see in
(b) and (c) with IMPLICIT CAUSALITY verbs
such as asustar (frighten) and temer (fear):
b.
c.

Maríai asusta a Anaj porque Æi/ELLAi esi antipática.
María frightens Ana because Æi/SHEi is horrible.
Maríai teme a Anaj porque Æj/ELLAj es
antipática.
María fears Ana because Æj /SHEj is horrible.

In contrast to (a) above with a verb like pegar
(hit) were null and overt forms appear to enter
into an either, or relation, here both are able to
enter into parallel coreference relations. In (b)
both forms co-refer with María and in (c) with
Ana. And here, the fact that a null form can
actually co-refer with a lower object and the
overt form with the higher subject NP, is
particularly unexpected and undermines the
strict division of labour perspective often
proposed in the literature. Other factors
disputing this perspective are issues of dialectal
variation and formal syncretism in certain
verbal paradigms (especially between 1st and 3rd
person singular verbal inflections), in spoken
varieties of Spanish where the appearance of
overt pronouns is favoured in order to
disambiguate reference to the subject. And
finally, more general pragmatic and discursive
principles also figure prominently in Spanish
(in line with Kehler, 2002; Kehler et al., 2008;
Kehler and Rohde, 2015, inter alia, on
pronominal co-reference in English).
Experimental work with children both in
English and Spanish has shown that they
display a marked preference for lower
attachment
coreferential
interpretations
(Hartshorne, et al., 2014, for English and
Ruigendijk, et al., 2011 for Spanish). However,
in a study involving 5-6 year old children and
adults conducted by Kehler, Hayes and Barner,
(2011) involving Transfer of Possession and
Transfer of Location verbs in English, a main
effect of verb type and age was found. Although
children are already highly adept at knowing
how discourse works from an early age (Clark,
2005), the anaphoric value of pronominal
expressions is first acquired by being involved
in dialogue, before it is extended to
monological uses (Salazar Orvig et al., 2010).
Therefore, since the fundamental skills
underlying the communicative process develop
gradually between the ages of 3 and 5, until
these become the highly sophisticated
conversational acts of adults, the main question
here, is how children learning Spanish achieve
this task from the input they are exposed to,
especially since they have to acquire two
pronominalization strategies. We contend here
that it is not only the input children are exposed
to, but also how children conduct themselves in
communicative exchanges that aid the
development of anaphoric interpretations.

3 Method
We took a sample of adult-child (investigator
or parent) dyadic interactions from three
Iberian Spanish monolingual child dialogue
corpora and created a sub-corpus (27, 277 total
number of words) based on 100 utterances per
child (approx. 200 adult-child turns) on which
we calculated their Mean Length Utterance
(Brown, 1973) or MLUw (ie. MLU measured in
words, as discussed in Ezeizabarrena and
García Fernández, 2018), totalling 3972 turns.
The dialogues involved traditional interactive
story telling sessions (we excluded
monological
narratives)
as
well
as
communicative acts recounting children’s daily
routines at school and at home. The children
were then matched for socio-economic status,
MLUw and strict monolingual Spanish
linguistic background (ie. excluding familial
bilinguals and monolingual and multilingual
children cohabiting in areas with linguistic
minority languages). Samples were collected at
two developmental steps 3-4 (N=10) and 5-6
(N=8) years old, identified as Group A and
Group B respectively. We excluded adult-adult
exchanges at this point of the investigation.

4 Results
In the first instance, we found an
overwhelming marked preference for the null
form of the pronominal in adult-child
interactions in both groups with only a few
instances of the overt form and this was fairly
consistent among both age groups (Group A:
null 87.6% vs overt 12. 4% and Group B: null
89. 25% vs overt 10. 75%). This is consistent
with the fact that in a language like Spanish, the
null form is considered to be the default and the
overt, the exception (albeit the overt appears in
certain highly predictive contexts). For the
overt pronominal we found that adult-child
ratio showed no significant difference either
(Group A: adult 48.95% vs child 51. 05% and
Group B: adult 48. 54% vs child 49. 5%) and
this means that children are exposed to and
have already learned of the availability of the
overt form from a very young age. However,
the difference can be seen in the types of lexical
verbs and adult-child interactional strategies
utilised whilst engaging in communicative
exchanges which differ at both developmental
steps, an issue that nevertheless, merits further
investigation.
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