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This study provides a new perspective on bilingualism: the language development of heritage 

speakers across the lifespan. In contrast to studies on bilingualism that focus on either adults 

(Zapata, et al., 2005; Roggia 2011; Montrul 2004) or young children (Pladevall Ballester, 2010), 

this cross-sectional study investigates the evolution of heritage Spanish during childhood and 

adolescence.  

We investigate subject position with intransitive verbs in Spanish, which is constrained by three 

factors: 1) Verb type 2) Focus 3) Definiteness of the subject. Verb type and focus have been 

described comprehensively (Zapata et al., 2005; Montrul 2004): unaccusative verbs relate to VS 

while unergative verbs associate with SV. In narrow focus, the verb type constrain is overriden 

and VS is preferred (Table 1). Additionally, definite subjects seem to coordinate with SV 

whereas indefinite subjects relate to VS (Roggia, 2011; van Osch, et al. in prep.) 

UNACCUSATIVE  

BROAD FOCUS 

¿Qué pasó? – Llegó María 

What happened? –arrived María 

UNERGATIVE ¿Qué pasó? – María cantó 

What happened? – María sang 

UNACCUSATIVE  

NARROW 

FOCUS 

¿Quién llegó- Llegó María 

Who arrived? –arrived María 

UNERGATIVE ¿Quién cantó? – Cantó María 

Who sang? – Sang María 

Table1. Subject position based on verb type and focus 

The few studies on monolingual acquisition indicate that the verb type distinction is acquired at 

the early age of 2.5 (Friedman & Costa, 2011; Bel, 2003), but no research has been conducted 

on the acquisition of focus or definiteness. Van Osch et al. (in prep) show that adult heritage 

speakers of Spanish in The Netherlands have knowledge of verb type and focus, but not 

definiteness. Furthermore, they overgeneralize VS, compared to monolinguals. The present 

study intends to fill the gap in our knowledge of the development of word order in both 

monolingual and bilingual children.  

A preference task (adapted from van Osch et al., in prep) was used to test children’s knowledge 

of verb type, focus and definiteness. Our results show that monolingual children have acquired 

all three factors. However, there is a difference between age groups: while 9-year olds 

overgeneralize SV, this no longer occurs by age 13 (Figure 1). As for the bilingual children, up 



until age 9 they seem to parallel with their monolingual peers. Although data collection from 13 

year-old bilinguals is still on going, we find a trend towards VS overgeneralization (Figure 2), 

similarly to adult heritage speakers  (van Osch, et al., in prep.) 

 

Figure 1. Overall preference subject order in monolinguals (N=44) 

 

 

Figure 2. Overall preference subject order in bilinguals per group  (N=20) 
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