
1 

 

Interpretability or Clusterability? 

Evidence from Null Subject Acquisition in Hebrew Speakers’ L2 English 

Noa Brandel 

Tel Aviv University 

Introduction: In this talk I will present a pseudo-longitudinal study investigating the acquisition of 

the syntactic properties associated with the Null Subject Parameter (NSP) in English as a second 

language (L2) among native Hebrew speakers. Hebrew and English differ in their NSP values, being 

(partially) null-subject and non-null-subject, respectively. Results are examined vis-à-vis two L2 

acquisition (L2A) accounts: Schwartz & Sprouse’s (1996) Full Transfer/Full Access Model, anchored 

within Chomsky’s (1981b) theory of Principles and Parameters, and Tsimpli & Mastropavlou’s (2007) 

Interpretability Hypothesis, emanating from Chomsky’s (1995) Minimalist Program. A 

U(niversal)G(rammar) consisting of (macro-)parameters predicts related syntactic properties to cluster 

under a specific parameter value. Under the Full Transfer/Full Access Model, UG is fully accessible 

in L2A, and resettability of parameter values and consequent feature clustering are expected. In 

contrast, partial or no UG access predict some or all values/properties to be non-resettable and, as a 

result, partial clustering of properties, or lack of clustering altogether, are anticipated (Beck, 1998, and 

Bley-Vroman, 1997, respectively). The Interpretability Hypothesis differentiates between (a) 

interpretable features, whose semantic import renders them visible at the L(ogical)F(orm) interface, 

the level in which interpretation of linguistic representations takes place (e.g., referentiality and focus), 

and (b) uninterpretable features, whose role is purely syntactic (e.g., third-person agreement). It is 

proposed that only interpretable features are accessible to L2-learners. A UG comprised of 

interpretable and uninterpretable features is thus only partially accessible during L2A. Change is not 

predicted for uninterpretable features, but interpretable features involved in the acquired structure may 

assist in the resetting process. 
 

The Study: The study reports the results of two experiments conducted on two age groups of Hebrew 

speakers learning English: 12-year-olds (beginners; N = 90) and 18-year-olds (advanced; N = 53). A 

Hebrew-to-English translation-choice task (to be discussed in detail during the talk) tested three 

properties associated with the NSP (Rizzi, 1982, 1986):  

(i) Thematic subject omission: *(I) slept well; 

(ii) Expletive (non-thematic) subject omission: *(It) is raining; *(There) are dogs outside; *(It) is 

allowed to eat chocolate; *(There) appeared a man at the door; 

The younger participants were tested regarding the simpler expletive-involving constructions 

(weather contexts and existential sentences), while the older group was examined on more 

complex/advanced constructions (extraposition and there-insertion unaccusatives). 

(iii) Post-verbal subjects: *Arrived new packages. 

Results are summarized in the following figure. Each bar represents the accuracy level for a certain 

property, while the different colors stand for the two age groups. 

 
Note. NTS = null thematic subjects; PVS = post-verbal subjects. 

The older group’s performance was significantly more accurate than the younger group in rejection of 

null thematic subjects [t(104.81) = 5.51, p < .001], null it-type expletives [t(100.3) = 6.67, p < .001], 

and post-verbal subjects [t(92.43) = 8.68, p < .001]. However, the older group fared significantly 

worse in rejection of null there-type expletives, when used in more complex constructions (as 
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mentioned above, the younger group was tested on existential constructions, and the older one – on 

there-insertion unaccusatives) [t(56.33)= -9.35, p <.001]. 
 

Discussion: The Interpretability Hypothesis can account for the different performance patterns seen 

for the expletive there on the one hand, and for thematic and post-verbal subjects on the other. 

Expletive subjects are uninterpretable, and their acquisition is not mediated by interpretable features. 

Hence, under this hypothesis, they are not expected to be fully acquired in L2, even among advanced 

learners, as witnessed in the current study. However, the impossibility to omit thematic subjects or 

locate them post-verbally (with no expletive subject) is expected to be internalized, since these 

uninterpretable features are assisted by interpretable features of referentiality and focus, respectively. 

While the abovementioned contrast is expected under the Interpretability Hypothesis, this hypothesis 

does not predict a difference between the expletive elements it and there. As true expletives (as was 

convincingly argued by Chomsky, 1981a, 1995, and by Svenonius, 2002, among others), both are 

expected to continue to demonstrate variability (i.e., non-target performance) even in advanced stages 

of acquisition, in contrast with the lack of variability in it observed in the present study. The 

Interpretability Hypothesis thus fails to explain the lack of variability in the expletive it, an 

uninterpretable feature unassisted by interpretable features. Per contra, the parameter theory can 

account for the lack of variability in it. If UG is fully accessible, resetting of the NSP is expected, and 

all properties associated with the parameter should cluster. Results show that the expletive it, thematic 

subjects, and post-verbal subjects indeed patterned together, as a cluster would predict. Nevertheless, 

the expletive there failed to cluster with the other properties. The different performance observed for 

there might be attributed to its instruction at school, as part of existential constructions. "There is/are" 

is taught as a single unit of meaning denoting existence (parallel to the Hebrew yeš), and therefore 

learners probably do not interpret this unit as an expletive subject (there) and a verb (be). This 

"chunky" instruction is "destructive" in terms of the parameter, and is reflected twice in the results 

reported: First, in the younger group’s performance, where there exceeded the other properties, whose 

accuracy levels were relatively similar, and second, in the older group’s performance, where there 

lagged behind the other properties, which were completely acquired. The results thus seem more 

compatible with the theory of parameters, reinforcing their status in linguistic theory in general, and 

suggesting they might play a role in L2A in particular. The study further seems to support full access 

to UG, as resetting and consequent clustering proved possible, with the exception of there, which can 

be explained via factors unrelated to UG accessibility during L2A. In addition to its theoretical 

implications, the study also contributes to the field of applied linguistics. It seems that teaching the 

English existential construction as a chunk might damage the learning process, in contrast with the 

beneficial effect of chunks in acquisition of other structures in L2, such as noun phrases incorporating 

nouns and their articles (Arnon & Ramscar, 2012). 
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