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Introduction
■ Pronouns are found in varied contexts; examples from US Spanish are in (1)

(1)  a. Él duerme durante el día.
He sleeps during the day.

b. Él con el pelo negro duerme durante el día.
He/Him with the black hair sleeps during the day.

c. Él y Alberto duermen durante el día.
He/Him and Alberto sleep during the day.

d.  Ella duerme durante la noche, pero ÉL duerme durante el día.
She sleeps at night, but HE sleeps during the day.

■ Cardinaletti and Starke (1999) propose a typology of pronouns that 
distinguishes between strong and weak types
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Introduction
■ Cardinaletti and Starke’s (1999) pronoun typology is derived from native 

speaker, monolingual data

■ What about second language (L2) acquisition?
– Do L2 speakers of Spanish show a native-like differentiation between strong and 

weak pronouns? Are they able to acquire both forms in their L2?

■ Pronouns are not new to L2 acquisition research
– Subject pronoun realization, i.e., null pronoun acquisition (Liceras & Díaz, 1999; 

Pérez-Leroux & Glass, 1999; among others)
– Clitic pronoun acquisition (Cadierno-López, 1992; Duffield & White, 1999; among others)

■ However, the acquisition of strong and weak pronouns has yet to be 
investigated for L2 speakers of Spanish
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Introduction
■ Methodological issue: Strong and weak pronouns are homophonous in Spanish

■ Methodological solution: Code-switching (CS) acceptability judgments
– Highly proficient native bilinguals show a distinction (Koronkiewicz, 2014)

(2)  a. * Él sleeps during the day.
He sleeps during the day.

b. Él con el pelo negro sleeps during the day.
He/Him with the black hair sleeps during the day.

c. Él y Alberto sleep during the day.
He/Him and Alberto sleep during the day.

d. Ella duerme durante la noche, pero ÉL sleeps during the day.
She sleeps at night, but HE sleeps during the day.
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Introduction
■ This study investigates the CS of L1-English L2-Spanish speakers
– Specifically targets the acceptability of switching strong and weak pronouns in 

Spanish with a finite verb in English

■ Includes a comparison group of native Spanish/English bilinguals 
(i.e., highly proficient heritage speakers of Spanish)
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Code-switching
■ CS is commonly defined as the fluid alternation between languages during 

bilingual speech (Poplack, 1980)

■ Common findings from CS research:
– CS is not random, but rather systematic and rule-governed
– Just like monolingual speech
– Not to be understood as an artifact of bilingual deficiency or language detrition
– In fact, intra-sentential CS is more regularly found with highly proficient bilinguals

■ This study adopts a theoretical perspective of CS, specifically a no “third 
grammar” approach (e.g., MacSwan, 1999)
– Restrictions in CS are derived only from the linguistic features available in 

monolingual speech
– Bilingual intuitions about the acceptability of CS can provide insight into their 

mental grammars
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Pronoun types
■ Not all pronouns are created equal; different pronouns have different 

distributional restrictions

(3)  a. Lui est beau.
He is pretty.

b. Lui et Jean sont beaux.
He and Jean are pretty.

c. Il est beau.
He/It is pretty.

d. * Il et Jean sont beaux.
He/It and Jean are pretty.

(Cardinaletti & Starke, 1999:45)
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Cardinaletti & Starke (1999)
■ Three types: Strong, weak and clitic pronouns
– Differ with respect to deficiency (via their syntactic structures)

(4) Strong Weak Clitic
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Cardinaletti & Starke (1999)
■ Since they lack a Determiner Phrase (DP) projection, weak pronouns cannot 

occur in certain structures/contexts; such contexts necessitate a strong 
pronoun
– Coordination
– Modification
– Prosodic stress
– Cleft constructions
– Hanging topic
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Strong vs. weak pronouns
■ This is how we come up with the original categorization in (1)

(1)  a. Él duerme durante el día.
He sleeps during the day.

b. Él con el pelo negro duerme durante el día.
He/Him with the black hair sleeps during the day.

c. Él y Alberto duermen durante el día.
He/Him and Alberto sleep during the day.

d.  Ella duerme durante la noche, pero ÉL duerme durante el día.
She sleeps at night, but HE sleeps during the day.
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Pronouns in CS
■ The acceptability of pronouns in CS by highly proficiency Spanish/English 

bilinguals aligns by pronoun type (Koronkiewicz, 2014)
– Strong pronouns are acceptably switched; weak (and clitic) pronouns are not

(2)  a. * Él sleeps during the day.
He sleeps during the day.

b. Él con el pelo negro sleeps during the day.
He/Him with the black hair sleeps during the day.

c. Él y Alberto sleep during the day.
He/Him and Alberto sleep during the day.

d. Ella duerme durante la noche, pero ÉL sleeps during the day.
She sleeps at night, but HE sleeps during the day.
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Pronouns in CS
■ Strong pronouns are able to be switched to to their full DP shell
– Syntactic structure is parallel to that of a lexical DP (e.g., ese hombre ‘that man’)
– Switches with Lexical DPs are common in the literature and have been known to be 

acceptable for quite some time (Lipski, 1978; Timm, 1975)
(5) Mi hermano bought some ice cream.

My brother bought some ice cream.

(MacSwan, 2009:309)
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L2 learners and CS
■ There has been some research regarding the CS of L2 learners; however, 

only from a pedagogical perspective
– Language choice in the L2 classroom (Hancock, 1997; Macaro, 2005)

■ In terms of L2 acquisition, research typically looks at the target-language in 
isolation
– Therefore, L2 learners’ judgments of intra-sentential CS are a potentially rich 

source of untapped data
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Pronoun types in the L1
■ According to Cardinaletti and Starke (1999), the same strong vs. weak 

distinction holds for English

(6)  a. He sleeps during the day.

b. He/Him with the black hair sleeps during the day.

c. He/Him and Alberto sleep during the day.

d.  She sleeps at night, but HE sleeps during the day.

■ Overlap between a learner’s first language (L1) and L2 aids in successful 
acquisition of that phenomenon (Bialystok, 1997)
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Research question and hypothesis
■ Interested in knowing if learners of Spanish 

are able to acquire the distinction between 
strong and weak pronouns in their L2

■ We can tap into this distinction via intra-
sentential CS
– Strong pronouns are acceptably switched; weak 

pronouns are not

■ RQ: Do L1-English L2-Spanish speakers 
exhibit a native-like distinction between code-
switches involving a strong or weak pronoun 
in Spanish and a finite verb in English?

■ Hypothesis: Yes, given the overlap with the L1
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Target stimuli
■ Aural stimuli with Spanish pronouns switched in varied contexts (N = 16)
– Weak pronouns: Unaltered (2a)
– Strong pronouns: Modified (2b), Coordinated (2c), Stressed (2d)

(2)  a. * Él sleeps during the day.
He sleeps during the day.

b. Él con el pelo negro sleeps during the day.
He/Him with the black hair sleeps during the day.

c. Él y Alberto sleep during the day.
He/Him and Alberto sleep during the day.

d. Ella duerme durante la noche, pero ÉL sleeps during the day.
He/Him with the black hair sleeps during the day.
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Control stimuli
■ Code-switched lexical DP equivalents (N = 16)
– Provides a baseline for the CS stimuli judgments, as they are acceptably switched 

(Lipski, 1978; Timm 1975)

(7)  a.  Ese hombre sleeps during the day.
That guy sleeps during the day.

b. Ese hombre con el pelo negro sleeps during the day.
That guy with the black hair sleeps during the day.

c. Ese hombre y Alberto sleep during the day.
That guy and Alberto sleep during the day.

d. Ella duerme durante la noche, pero ESE HOMBRE sleeps during 
the day.
She sleeps at night, but THAT GUY sleeps during the day.
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Control stimuli
■ Monolingual Spanish equivalents (N = 32)
– Ensures that any unacceptability found in the CS stimuli is unique to CS (following 

González-Vilbazo et al., 2013)

(1)  a. Él duerme durante el día.
He sleeps during the day.

b. Él con el pelo negro duerme durante el día.
He/Him with the black hair sleeps during the day.

c. Él y Alberto duermen durante el día.
He/Him and Alberto sleep during the day.

d.  Ella duerme durante la noche, pero ÉL duerme durante el día.
She sleeps at night, but HE sleeps during the day.
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Participants
■ Target group: L1-English L2-Spanish speakers from the US
– Grouped by Spanish proficiency
– Intermediate (N = 8)
– Advanced (N = 8)

■ Comparison group: Native US Spanish/English bilinguals (i.e., highly 
proficient heritage speakers of Spanish)
– All advanced Spanish proficiency (N = 14)
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Participant overview
Heritage speakers 
(N = 14)

Advanced L2 
speakers (N = 8)

Intermediate L2 
speakers (N = 8)

Age of acquisition
English ≤ 6 years Since birth Since birth
Spanish ≤ 6 years > 10 years > 10 years

Proficiency score
English* (out of 40) ≥ 31 (M = 36.9) ≥ 31 (M = 39.1) ≥ 31 (M = 38.9)
Spanish† (out of 50) ≥ 39 (M = 42.2) ≥ 39 (M = 43.9) ≥ 25 (M = 29.8)

Age
Mean 21.4 years 29.8 years 23.3 years
Range 18-29 years 21-46 years 19-31 years
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* English proficiency: Modified cloze test (O’Neill, Cornelius & Washburn, 1981)
† Spanish proficiency: Modified DELE (Diplomas de Español como Lengua Extranjera) 



Experimental procedure

Background 
Questionnaire 

& Training

CS
•Block 1 (N = 76)
•Puzzle
•Block 2 (N = 76)
•Puzzle
•Block 3 (N = 76)

ENGLISH
•Proficiency 

Measure
•Block 1 (N = 64)
•Puzzle
•Block 2 (N = 64)

SPANISH
•Proficiency 

Measure
•Block 1 (N = 60)
•Puzzle
•Block 2 (N = 60)

Debriefing 
Questionnaire
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CS results:
Stimulus type and sub-type
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Monolingual Spanish results:
Stimulus type 
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CS results:
Stimulus type and group
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Results summary
■ CS stimuli sub-types
– The varied contexts (coordination, modification, prosodic stress) behaved uniformly

■ Monolingual vs. CS stimuli
– Opposing hierarchies of acceptability
– Lexical DPs > strong pronouns = Not unique to CS
– Strong pronouns > weak pronoun = Unique to CS

■ CS stimuli by group
– Advanced L2 speakers rated CS stimuli higher across the board
– All groups rated strong pronouns higher than weak pronouns
– However, the type of  distinction between strong and weak pronouns was not uniform
– On average, heritage speakers rated weak pronouns on the unacceptable end of the scale
– Both advanced and intermediate L2 speakers rated weak pronouns on the acceptable end of the 

scale
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Discussion
■ RQ: Do L1-English L2-Spanish speakers exhibit a native-like distinction 

between code-switches involving a strong or weak pronoun in Spanish and a 
finite verb in English?

■ Hypothesis: Yes, given the overlap with the L1
– Hypothesis confirmed; at least to an extent

■ Strong pronouns > weak pronouns
– Found for all groups (and only in the CS stimuli)
– Evidence that L2 learners of Spanish (of both advanced and intermediate level) 

distinguish between strong and weak pronouns in CS, like native bilinguals
– However, although all groups do show a distinction, it is not uniform; heritage speakers 

show the clearest distinction, with weak pronouns on the unacceptable end of the scale
– Can we explain why the distinction was not as strong for the L2 learners? And/or why did L2 

speakers rate weak pronouns on the acceptable end of the scale?
– Individual variation within the groups
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Advanced L2 speaker results
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Intermediate L2 speaker results
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Discussion
■ Lexical DPs > strong pronouns
– Lexical DPs were included as a baseline for the CS judgments
– Both Lexical DPs and strong pronouns were expected to be acceptable as they have 

parallel syntactic structures (with full DP shells)
– Why were Lexical DPs consistently rated higher than strong pronouns?
– First, recall that this was not unique to CS
– Possible frequency effect; although included as a baseline, they are not a true baseline as 

lexical DPs are likely more common in such contexts (modification, coordination, etc.) than 
pronouns

■ Across-the-board difference for one participant group
– Why did advanced L2 speakers rate CS stimuli higher than the other two groups?
– Unsure, but could possibly be indicative of a more favorable attitude toward CS in general
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Conclusions
■ Using CS data, L2 speakers of Spanish can show a native-like differentiation 

between strong and weak pronoun forms

■ This suggests that not only have these speakers acquired both forms in their 
L2, but that it plays a role in their patterns of CS
– It is possible that the L2 speakers who did not differentiate between CS involving 

strong and weak pronouns have acquired both forms, but default to strong 
pronouns in CS

■ Acquisition and distinction of these forms in CS, however, was not absolute
– Influenced by proficiency, as the distinction was more likely and/or pronounced for 

the advanced L2 speakers than for the intermediate L2 speakers
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Conclusions
■ Data collection is ongoing
– Including more novice learners, who may exhibit a complete lack of a distinction
– Also include heritage speakers of different proficiencies

■ More broadly, this study shows an innovative approach to investigating L2 
acquisition: CS
– This subtle distinction in underlying syntactic representation is not easily observed 

through the sole examination of judgments of target-language stimuli
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