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Age and that-trace effects
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ABSTRACT

TIsis article presents qualitative evidence uf tite difference, with respect tu tite
titat-trace effect, between sume advanced adult learners of English as a second
language wbo itave been immersed in tite L2 since citildituod and utiters who have
not. As titis effect is a subtle manifestation uf a Universal Grammar (tIC) principie
whicit is not tangitt ur studied, knuwledge uf it can only come thrungit direct access
tu UG or negative evidence. Our data snpport titepossibility uf a sensitive periud for
its acquisition situated beíween childituod and adolescence, since unly sume
subjects wito were immersed in bilingual scitools in titat period know abuut tite
ungrammaticality of sentences witicit show this effect ant> reflect titis knowledge in
titeir pruduction. On the utiter hand, titose advanced stndents witu itave been
exposed lo tite L2 fur many years but not during titis period do nut detect it. Titese
results do not necessarily imply a total lack uf access tu UG but may puint tu a
decreasing access partially determined by tite Li in tite case uf titose syntactic
elements witicit are linked tu functional categuries.

1. INTRODUCTION

Tite existence of tite so-called tizas-trace effect (Citomsicy and Lasnik
1977) ur tite ungrantmaticality in Englisit of embedded clauses witose subject
itas been extracted while iceeping tite cumplementizer tizas, sucit as in 1V/ro did
shey say (*that) has arri ved?, itas given rise tu different explanatoty pruposals
in grammatical titeory. It itas also attracted tite interest of sume researciters
witu itave investigated tite L2 acquisitiun of tite pru-drop parameter (PO?), as
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titis effect itas been cunsidered as une uf tite derived properties uf tite positive
value [+PD] of tisis parameter

Titis study presents L2 analysis and pruductiun data cuntaining ¡bis effect,
wititout linicing it tu tite PDP, as titeir cunnectiun is not clear in second
language acquisition (L2A) (cf Witite 1985, Liceras 1989, 1996). Clearly, tite
study of sucit an isulated and specific pitenomenon as tis makes little sense
frum tite point uf view uf its teaciting applications but it can contribute tu tite
debate about tite differences between fi-st language acquisitiun (LíA) and
adult L2A. Mure specifzca]ly, it can sited ligitt upun tite type uf access tu UG
(tite tizar-trace effect represents a very subtle cunstruction witose icnuwledge
must come frum eititer tuning in natively tu tite L2 input ur frum negative
evidence) asid un tite influence uf a possible sensitive period in syntax acquisitiun.

In witat fulluws several titeoretical pruposals are summarized titat have
been put furward tuexplain tite tizar-trace effect. Titen sume L2A studies wbicit
itave deait wi¡b it are reviewed and sume new data are presented, followed by
tite corresponding discussion. From ¡bis, a itypotitesis is advanced about tite
grammatical articulatiun uf tite apparent Li transfer witen adult L2 subjects
analyze and produce sentences exemplifying it. Finally, sume conclusiuns
are drawn puinting tu a qualitative difference in terms of grammatical
representatiun between advanced L2 immersed-frum-citildhuod students and
nun-immersed unes witicit migitt be indirect evidence in favor uf a sensitive
periud between citildituod asid adulescence fur tite acquisitiun uf syntax.

2. TIff THAT-TRACE EFFECT AND GRAMMATICAL THEORY

2.1. Asymmetry between subject and adjunct extraction

Tite Empty Category PrincipIe (ECP, Citomsicy 1981) states titat alí traces
(r) uriginating in muvement must be pruperly guvemed, eititer because titey
are ts of lexically governed elements ur because they are antecedent-guvemed
from an A’ (nun-argument) position. In Englisis, embedded clause adjuncts
leave ts guverned by an intermediate antecedent t and tite presence uf tite
complementizer (Comp) does not block government, as can be seen in tite
fullowing example:

(1) Wity1 did yuu say [t<’titat yuu want tu go tu tite titeater t-fl

In tite case of te extractiun uf te subject, witere t cannut be lexically
govemed by V but by its antecedent r~’ in spec GP of tite embedded clause,
Comp blocics government, maicing tite sentence ungrammatical, as in (2a),
witiie its absence maices it grammatically viable, as in (2b):
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(2) a. *Whu do yuu think [cp t~’ titat [~ t5 is sick]]
b. Wito1 do you titink [~. t1’ [IP ti is sicicil

Lasniic and Salto (L&S) (1984) propuse tite fullowing conditions related
tu tis questiun: (1) ¡be cumplementizer pitrase (GP) gets te index uf its itead
C but if tite latter disappears at sume puint uf te derivatiun, anutiter element
may taice its place and assign its index tu tite maximai prujection; (2) tite ECP
applies in s-structure tu arguments but in Lexical Form (LF) —or interface
between syntax and semanties— tu adjuncts; (3) ¡bere are deletiun prucesses
witicit apply tu ss created during tite derivation, te original une and tu tite
semantically empty tizatt

As in ¡be examples aboye ¡be verb subeategurizes an embedded complement
clause, titere will be a t~’ in spec GP and Comp tizat in itead pusitiun, witicit
will give its index tu tite prujectiun. A subject r is not lexically governed
because its governor, 1 (ur AGREE 5, as it is called nuw), neititer L-marks it
nor governs it (VP dues). If t~ is nut lexically govemed it situuld itave a local
antecedent in an A’ pusitiun. witicit is not tite case, as r~’ would be in spec GP
wbere tite presence of ¡liar (2a) in G wuuld prevent GP from getting ti index.
However, guvernment is pussible witen rizat is absent, as in (2b).

In Romance languages, te subject seems tu be immune tu ¡be tizat-trace

effect and can be extracted frum an interrugative island, sucit as in ¿Quién
crees que está enfermo?, tite Spanisit gloss uf (2a). Since Rizzi (1982), tisis itas
been attributed tu tite ricis agreement titese languages itave, which is capable of
legitimizing an empty category pro in subject positiun. Sucit a categury can be
co-indexed witit a postverbal lexical subject, probably adjoined tu VP, as titese
kinds uf st¡bjects ubey tite condition íbat tite extraction domain itas lo be
pruperly govemed (Huang 1982). Ris pustverbal, lexically guverned subject
wuuld be tite une extracted in sucit examples and its government correspunds
tu 1, witicit in such languages can assign Case tu it.

Witit respect tu tite assymmetry distinguisiting (1) and (2a), L&S explain
it by using titeir cunditiuns (2) and (3) mentiuned aboye. At tite level witere
tite semantic interpretatiun takes place, LF, tituse elements wititout semantic
contení are erased. Tite idea is tbat titose nun-argumental positioros are
potentially invisible tu ECP effecís in S-structure (witat ¡bey calI Y feature
asszgnment) as titey need not even exist at titat level since tite Prujection
PrincipIe dues nut require titis. Tite complementizers tizar or Spanisit que,
witicit can be deleted in te syntax, are obligaturily erased at LF, witile ts of
Wit pitrases itave tu be present. In titese circumstances, tite adjunct st could
promute tu CP’s itead pusitiun at titat level. If adjunct traces validation uccurs
after titat of arguments, at LF, t could be antecedent-govemed from GP even
tbuugit it was nut possible al S-structure. Por similar reasosis, argument
intermediate traces in spec GP are erased at LF (as ¡bey are necessary unly
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because of tite ECP and if titey remained titey would viulate it, as titat pusitiun
cannut be guvemed from outside).

Citumsky (1986) prupuses titat C’ is a barrier tu guvernment when tite
itead C is occupied by stizast, witicit is nut a lexical category. Rizzi (1990) takes
titis, introduces tite concept uf Relativized Minimality, according tu witicit a
itead sucit as C situuld not itinder antecedent-guvemment frum an A’ pusitiun
and, consequently, rejects the expíanatiun about tite ungrammaticality uf
sentences sucl-i as (2a) being due tu ~‘ nut antecedent-governing ~. He
propuses titat tite EGP can only be satisfied witen titere is butis head and
antecedent-guvernment. In (Za) t, is antecedent guverned but is nut ~egitimized
because te cumplementizer is nut a lexical element and, cunsequently, does
nut count as itead govemor.

2.2. TIte that-trace effeet in Lasnik & Saito (1992)

L&S (1992) taice up again tite blucking effect uf sthat tu antecedent
guvernment and propuse titat unly iteads can be governing antecedents. Fur
titis reasun CP gets tite index uf tite Wh-pitrase in spec CP (i in example (3a))
titruugit spec-itead agreement and C. being a itead, can titus antecedent-govem
tite subject’s trace:

(3a) Wito1 do yuu titink ~ t5’ [~. C [~ t1 Ieft]J].

In tite same example witit that,

(3b) *Whu do yuu Éhink[~~t<’ ~. ¡bat ~>t1leftHl,

its presence blocks spec-itead agreement and tite sentence violates tite ECP as
st’ (witicit is not titat uf a X

0 but uf a X”) cannut antecedent-guvern tite
subject’s trace and C (witicit does nut agree witit its spec) dues nut itave tite
same index as st.

Witit respect tu wity spec-itead agreement does nut ubtain witen tizat is
present, L&S (1992) state ¡bat t~’ and that do nut sitare tite saisie functional
features. Titey propuse titat butis stizat and the intermediate traces itave tite
feature [-WH] ancA ¡bat verbs such as thmnk select a GP witlzout tite [±WH]
feature, su C in une uf tese verbs’ GPcumplement can eltiter itave tite feature
[-WH] ur none. Titey also point uut titat witile tizat is [-WH} because it is a
prupusitiunal non-interrogative maricer, tite ts are nut mariced for tite feature
[±WI-l],as they can ha-ve eltiter a [-¡-WI-11ur a [-WH] anteceder¡t.

Titus, suppusing C is cuindexed witit its specifier if butit agree in tite
[±WH] feature, in (3a) butit t~’ ancA tite empty C lack tite feature [±WH] and su
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C gets te index 1 of t- and can antecedent-guvern it. On tite utiter itand, in
(3b) C in tite embedded clause cannot get tite i index because t1 lacks tite
[±WHI feature, ancA tite GP that dominates tizat is [-WH] and, thus, C cannut
antecedent-govem st, and tite latter viulates tite ECP.

3. ‘PIlE THAT-TRACE EFFECT IN AL2

Tite sthast-¡trace effect itas been indirectly ¡be object uf sume studies witicit
tried tu examine if and ituw L2 leamers itacA access tu UG, since tite knowledge
uf its (un)granimaticality was supposed tu be une uf ¡be properties ¡bat acerues
unce tite PDP itas been set rigittly fur tite L2 studied. Furtitermure, tite
knuwledge of tite ungrammaticality uf sentences hice (2a), titat is, uf tite
complementizer distribution, can unly Lave as its suurce UG, as tite L2 input can
lead tite L2 leamer tu draw false generalizatiuns (data sucit as tite optiunality uf
thai in sentences like ¡ be/leve (titat,) Pat is ver’) Clever or Tize cal (st/mt) you saw
yesterdav was mine) orto not deduce sucit subtle pitenomena as titis.

Sume autitors (like Witite 1985) itave analyzed Englisit (a [-PD] language)
L2 data frum Spanisit (a [+PD] language) speakers and otiters viceversa (hice
Liceras 1989). Altitougit titese autiturs cunclude titat adult learners seem tu
Lave access tu UG and reset tite value for ¡be parameter, as titeir subjects Lave
reset tite property of (nun)obligatoriness of explicit subjects, eititer directly ur
titruugit tite LI, ¡bey itave nut been able tu set tite that-trace effect pruperty
rigitt in cititer case. TLat is, advanced Spanisit leamers of Englisit aceept tIsis
effect in tite L2 and Englisit speaicing learners do nut in Spanisit L2 (witit
leamers in bu¡b cases witu cunsider it optional).

Tsimpli ancA Ruussou (1991) oittained tite same results witit advanced Greek
leamers uf English as a secund language (EL2). Titus, alí ¡beir leamers titinic
¡bat tisis structure, linked tu nuclear grammatical aspects, are currect in tite L2.
Accurding tu titese two researchers, wito folluw Burer (1983), Chomsky (1988)
and Ouitalla (1991), parameters are assuciated with functional categories, witicit
furm a distinct modular compunent wititin UG, its lexicun, and parametric
variatiun is determined by different functiunal feature values. Titis module
would be subject tu development ur maturation; ¡bat is, tite nution of a possible
critical (Lenneberg 1967) urjust sensitive periud in language acquisitiun wuuld
be iinked tu tite development prucesses of tite Functionai Module. Sucit a
module would not be accessible tu tite adult learner and titus language
acquisitiun afier ¡bis periud would nut itave available ¡be same mecitanisms as
before it, as resetting parameters may titen be impossible. Titis dues not mean
¡bat adult language acquisition is nut cAef¡ned wititin UG, because its Principies
wuuld still be available, asid otiter uptiuns, witich may be neititer thuse uf tite LI
nur tite L2 could be taicen (cf. Finer and Bruseluw 1986).
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If te Functional Module is nut accessible tu tite adult leamer, Li parametrie
values will be transferred tu tite L2 at tite beginning uf tite learning process. Re
L2 pruduction of ¡be most advanced learners, witicit seems consistent witit tite
properties supposedly associated witit tite L2 parametric uption, is tite result uf
restructuring tite LI parametric uptiun asid creating a non-equivalent
representation uf tite L2 even titougit tite surface structures looic ¡be same.

4. THEDATA

4.1. Subjects, tasks and results

Titis study presents data belonging tu twu different groups of students. In
additiun, my own personal experience can be contrasted witit that of other
adult advanced Spanisit learners of EL2 witu itave expressed surprise at
learning titat sentences sucit as (3b) are ungrammatical. Tite data are
presented in citrunological fasition.

On tite une itand, in a grammaticality judgement (GJ) task, tite titree
fullowing items (witicit were nut consecutive items and were mixed witit
otiters related tu different gramniatical questiuns) were presented tu twenty-
une adult Spanisit speaking students uf EL2:

(4a) *Whu did you say that carne? (presented without asterisk)
(4b) Witu do you titink was killed yesterday?
(4c) What did you itearwilI happen tomorrow?

Titirteen of titese students formed pan uf a gruup taking a summer Englisit
cuurse in tite USA and could be considered intermediate Iearners. Tite otiter
seventeen were educated adults, eigitt of witum itad been in tite USA for at least
two years asid tite rest were al] graduate students wito itad majured in Englisis in
Spanisit universities and could be cunsidered an advanced ur superior
proficiency level. Tite latter did not belung tu any gruup but were tested
individually for tite same Gil tasic. Only twu advanced subjects rejected (4a),
crossing uut st/mt, ancA ticiced tite uter twu. Anutiter advanced une did ¡be same
witit (4a) but titen inserted tizas in tite o¡ber tivo. From ¡be remaining leamers,
tite intemediate unes accepted (4a) ancA inserted stizast in (4b) ancA (4c); most uf
tite utiter advasiced leamers accepted alí titree items. Amung ¡bese, ¡bere were
tite subject of tite experiment described in Escutia (1993) and two cullege
teaeiters witu, at ¡be lime uf tite test, itacA been, respeetively, ten ancA ¡birty-five
years in ¡be United States witere ¡bey itad arrived as pustgraduate students. AH
uf tite Englisit majors also accepted tite sentence *Tize gujv you tohd me sthast
carne was izis bmthe~ presented uniy tu ¡bern. Titese results are situwn in ‘Pable 1.
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TABLE 1

Advanced Gullege Students & Adults

GJ Task: items 4a-4c

13 intermediate accepted 4a inserted thai in 4b, c

9 English majors.
6 nun-inmersed advanced

(>2 ys in US)

2 inmersed advanced crossed st/mt 4a
>2 ys in US) accepted 4b, c

Tite otiter group is macle np uf nineteen advanced sííudents uf EL2, eleven
giris and eigitt buys, in titeir last year uf itigit seituol in Spain (denominated
C.O.U.), witu itave alí passed tite Cambridge First Gertificate and ten uf titem
also itave tite Cambridge University certificate uf Pruficiency in Englisit. Titey
alí itandle tite L2 perfectly, especially in terms of oral compreitension and
pruductiun ancA itave spent long periuds of time, ranging between several
summers ancA ¡bree years in a row, in Englisis speaking cuuntries. Nine of titem
itave studied in bilingual scituols since tite beginning of primary educatiun, une
lived in ¡be USA for seven years, witere ite went tu scitool until ite was eleven
witile living witit itis Spanisit family, ancA tite utiter nine itacA an ubligatury
English as a Foreign Language class during most of Primary ancA Secondary
scitool ancA itave attended private cuurses ancA Englisit academies botit in Spain
ancA abroad.

Titese subjects cAid tite fullowing tasics: un ¡be une itand, titey analyzed tite
fullowing sentences (witicit were mixed and interspersed wi¡b otiters as pail
uf a larger GJ tasic):

Sa. *Wito did you say that came last night? (presented withuut asterisk)
Sb. *WIiat film did you say titat was un tv last nigitt?
Sc. She’s tite une 1 itupe did it

Furtitermure, in anutiter pruductiun tasic done a weeic befure, titey were
asked tu provide tite corresponding questions tu ¡be following answers wi¡b
respect tu witat itas been underlined:

6a. 1 said that Peter came last night
6b. 1 said that Peter did it
6c. He told me titat Peter bought a book
6d. He tuid me titat he will come in two weeks
6e. 1 said titat “tite Budveuard” was un tv last nigitt
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In ¡bis tasic, 6a ancA 6e deal witit tite subject extraetiun of an embeelded
clause and can elicit tite pruductiun of questions witit tite effect under study.
Tite corresponding questions would be: Who did you soy (

T»titost) came hasí
nigizst? ancA Whichfilrn did you soy (*stizast) was un tv lasz nig/rst=’,respectively.

Ah tite students currectly furmulated tite questiuns currespunding tu 6b,
6c and 6d. Only titree, belunging tu tite gruup wito itacA always gone tu
bilingual schuuls, responded natively tu tite GJ task, crussing out ¡/rat in Sa
ancA 5b ancA accepting Sc. Rey also wrote tite correct questiuns correspunding
tu 6a and 6e. Anu¡ber six of ¡bis same gruup included stitast in ¡beir questions
and accepted te titree Gis, fuur of witum inserted w/ru after hope in Se. Re
rest, amung witom was tite student wito lived in tite LISA, included tite
complementizer in titeir questiuns, accepted Sa ancA Sb ancA eiter inserted thast
in Sc or transfurmed it into 1 hope size :~ st/re une witu/tizast did it Tite results are
summarized in ‘Pable 2.

‘PABLE 2

Native-liice responses C.O.U. students

EH task (Sa-Sc) Sa Sb Sc 6a 6b bc 6d 6e
?-task (6a-6d)

9immersed(from 3 9 9 3 9 9 9 3
bil. scitools)
11 nun-immersed 0 0 0 5 II JI 11 5

4.2. Data diseussion

It seems clear ¡bat butit analysis ancA pruductiun cAata uf ¡bis effect situw LI
transfer. In Spanisit titere is no sucit restrictiun (ur filter, as Gitomsky and
Lasniic put it originahly, an explanatiun witicit migitt seem still more cunsistent
wi¡b tite lingustic ¡beury fur sume autiturs: cf. Gulicuver 1993). ‘Psimpli ancA
Roussuu attribnte tbk transfar tn the ni,ctrnct ~ of the Greek
cumplementizer, witere tisis effect is also granimatical. Following Du Plessis et
al. (1987), ¡bey resort tu tite Proper Guvernment Parameter (PGP), accurding
tu witicit if Comp is a proper guvernur, tite spec IP uf an embedded clause can
be pitunetically empty. Rus, folluwing Rizzi (1990), ¡bey propuse ¡bat Comp
is a pruper guvemor in Greeic witile in Englisis it is nut and, consequently, ¡be
fact titat Greek EL2 Jearners accept st/mí-trace effect constructions wuuld be
due tu transfer, as ¡be Englisit value for tite PGP is not set.

Tu suppurt titis titesis, te autiturs also evoke Witite’s (1985) results,
wituse Freneis speaicing subjects also accepted sentences witit sucit an effect
(as 4a), whieit in French are also ungramniatical witit que but siut viith qui:
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tQue cruis-stu que va venir?/Que cruis-tu gui va venir Accurding tu Rizzi
(1990), tite míe que/gui is an example of explicit agreement features in Comp,
witicit maice it a proper govemor. Agreement in Comp is legitimized ¡bruugit
tite presenee of a trace-variable in spec GP, witicit is coindexed witit C
titruugit spec-itead agreement. Ris strategy maices it possible tu extract ¡be
subject uf an embedded clause without giving rise tu an ECP violatiun
because tite original trace is properly governed. For titis reasun, Witite’s
Frencit students wuuld itave transferred ¡beir Li ‘s PGP value.

‘Pite same explanation migitt suit te case of tite L2 learners studied itere.
Our students would also transfer, at least at tite beginning of tite AL2 ur after
a periud situated between teir citildituod ancA adulescence, tite PGP value uf
tite Spanisit complementizer que, witicit wuuid itave neititer tite [-WHI
feature, as Enghisit ¡bat ur Frencit que, nur tite ¡4-WHJ une, as Frencis qu¿ but
wuuid ratiter be [±WH], a combination uf Freneit que/gui, taking une value or
tite otiter ad casurn: in te case of ¡be acceptance or productiun uf Englisit
sentences witit ¡be effect, titey wuuld be transferring teir [+WI-Ij feature.

5. CONCLUSIONS

‘Pite data frum ¡bis study may support ¡be ityputitesis of a sensitive period
fur syntax acquisitiun pussibly related tu funetional categories wit respect tu
tite sthast-trace effect. IL te difference in uur data between te bilingual scitool
lea¡-ners ancA tite utiter advanced learners were due tu a pussible sensitive
period, this would be situated between citildituod and adolescence. ‘Pite lacic
of knuwledge of te iatter students cuuld be due tu LI transfer uf parametric
aspects liniced tu functiunal categories.

Only sume uf tite learners wito seem tu itave acquired tite L2 witile
¡mmersed in it during tite period referred tu are sensitive tu tisis syntactic
pitenumenon. Rat is, in terms of ¡be present itypu¡besis, ¡bey are ¡be only unes
witu seem tu itave set tite L2 value uf te PGP ur functional feature [-WH] of
¡be complementizer titat.

Sufficient data itave been presented itere tu situw ¡bat tite stitast-trace effect
cannut be detected by advanced adult or adulescent leamers of EL2 witu itave
not been really immersed in te language since childituod ancA ¡bat titere is a
qualitative difference in ¡bis respect witit tose witu itave been. 1 will not try
itere tu explain wity sume of ¡be latter itave nut cAetected it eiter, but witat
seems clear is that tite few students witu itave done su (or situw sume
sensitivity tu it) are of tite immersed-from-citilditoud icind.
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Universidad Complutense
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