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Abstract 

 

This study examines the claims of the Interface Hypothesis (IH) (Sorace and 

Filiaci, 2006) which posit that while narrow syntax properties may be fully 

acquirable by end-state L2 speakers, syntax-discourse interface properties may 

not.  However, research evidence to date is mixed and suffers from theoretical 

and methodological flaws.  This study investigates the IH predictions by testing 

for the second language acquisition of subject pronoun distribution in structures 

posited to contain i) narrow syntax and ii) syntax-discourse interface properties 

in three languages which vary in their realisation of these properties:  English, 

Italian and Polish.  118 speakers of L1 English, Italian and Polish at different 

levels of L2 proficiency, including near-native, were tested using five tasks 

including oral production, interpretation and acceptability judgement/error 

correction.  The main findings were that L2 near-native speakers are able to fully 

acquire both interface properties as well as narrow syntax properties, contra the 

predictions of the IH, although at lower levels of L2 proficiency speakers may 

experience developmental delays.  Evidence from the interpretation task further 

suggests a default preference to establish coreference with the matrix subject 

irrespective of pronoun form overriding Italian and Polish native speaker 

tendencies to use overt pronouns to corefer with non-subject antecedents.  

Moreover, in the structures containing interface properties, the Italian and 

Polish native speakers expressed an unexpected degree of flexibility in their 

pronoun preferences in contexts where an overt pronoun would be expected, 

suggesting that there may not be such a clear division of labour between null 

and overt pronoun preferences in null-subject languages, contra the 
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assumptions of Sorace and colleagues.  Since this study finds no support for the 

IH and since speakers expressed consistent patterns of behaviour across both 

interface and non-interface structures, there is arguably no motivation for 

separating linguistic properties into different categories based on L2 learnability 

predictions. 
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FC  Anaphoric structure where the subject pronoun corefers with the 
  matrix-clause complement and where the subordinate clause  
  follows the main clause 
FE  Anaphoric structure where the subject pronoun corefers with an 
  extra-sentential antecedent  
FL  Faculty of Language 
FLB  Faculty of Language in a broad sense 
FLN  Faculty of Language in a narrow sense 
FS  Anaphoric structure where the subject pronoun corefers with the 
  matrix-clause subject and where the subordinate clause follows 
  the main clause 
IH  Interface Hypothesis 
L1  First language 
L1A  First language acquisition 
L2  Second language 
L2A  Second language acquisition 
LF  Logical Form 
non-NSL Non-null-subject language 
non-NrNS Non-near-native speaker 
NrNS  Near-native speaker 
NS  Native speaker 
NSL  Null-subject language 
NSP  Null subject pronoun 
OSP  Overt subject pronoun 
PF  Polarity Focus 
PAH  Position of Antecedent Hypothesis 
PF  Phonetic Form 
PVT  Picture verification task 
RQ  Research question 
SV  Subject Verb word order 
SD  Structural Description 
SM  Sensory Motor 
[-TS]  Topic continuity 
[+TS]  Topic shift 
VS  Verb Subject word order 


