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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction  

1.1 Motivation 

    Pronominals may be omitted in particular contexts, and it is a well-known and 

widely studied pro-drop phenomenon. There are pro-drop and non-pro-drop 

languages (Chomsky 1981). In Chinese, a null subject language with no agreement 

marking, either subjects or objects can be omitted in finite clauses, as in (1a). In 

contrast, in a non-pro-drop language like English, subjects and objects are never or 

seldom absent
1
.  

(1) a. (Tai) kanjian (taj) le.                              

he  see   him LE  

‘He saw him.’   

   b. *(Hei) saw *(himj). 

In (1a), both the subject and object pronouns are absent in the Chinese sentences, 

but we can understand them from the context. If the absent pronouns were supplied, 

the sentences would also be grammatically correct. In contrast, the English example in 

(1b) is ill-formed if it lacks either the subject or the object pronoun. 

Some theories have been proposed to account for the adults’ and/or children’s 

pro-drop phenomenon. The Null Subject Parameter, for example, has been proposed 

to account for the null expressions in various languages (Chomsky 1981, 1982), and 

one of the important claims for this parameter is that pro is licensed by the rich 

                                                 
1
 Some exceptions are described as follows. Subject pronouns in English are almost always dropped in 

imperative sentences (e.g., Come here.). Besides, pronouns and other words, e.g., auxiliaries, may be 

dropped in informal speech (e.g., [I am/we are] out to lunch. or What do you think [of it]?). 
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subject-verb agreement
2
. However, this property is challenged by Chinese-type 

languages that have little agreement marking, and it is unsolved how pro is locally 

identified in these languages. As shown in (1), the subject and the object pronouns in 

Chinese sentences can be optional, whereas the pronouns in English sentences are all 

obligatorily present. 

The study on the pro-drop phenomenon has drawn a lot of attention in language 

acquisition research and has been controversial (Hyams 1986, Bloom 1990, Valian 

1990b, Wang et al. 1992, Hyams and Wexler 1993, Kim 2000, etc.). It remains a 

question whether children’s uses of the null NPs are in accordance with adults’ in a 

particular language. Hyams (1986) argues that the child’s early grammar differs from 

the adult grammar by starting with [+pro-drop], regardless their mother tongue. 

However, the pro-drop analysis faced many objections, and it was evidenced not to be 

the case empirically (Bloom 1990, Valian 1990, Hyams 1992, Wang et al. 1992). 

A pro-drop language like Chinese, allows null subjects, and the pro-drop 

phenomenon has been accounted for not only by the pro-drop parameter but by the 

topic-drop parameter (Hyams and Wexler 1993, Bromberg and Wexler 1995). Beside 

the lack of Agr in I (i.e., no verb-subject/object agreement), topic-drop languages 

differ from pro-drop languages in allowing the omission of objects as well as the 

omission of subjects. Nevertheless, it is not clear how the two parameters gives 

explanations for the null subject/object asymmetry
3
 that has been observed in 

empirical studies like Wang et al. (1992). It also remains a question why some adult 

speakers gradually lose the option to use the topic-drop constructions that are so 

freely used by a developing child. From above, we can see how many problems still 

exist in the research on the acquisition of null NPs by children of a Chinese-type 

                                                 
2
 This notion can be also seen in Rizz (1982, 1986). 

3
 In The present study, the null subject-object asymmetry refers that speakers tend to drop a subject NP 

rather than omit an object NP in certain or all linguistic contexts. 
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language.  

1.2 Theoretical Background  

Two null elements, i.e., PRO and pro, are recognized to be distinct in the 

literatures of Chomsky (1981, 1982). PRO is a pronominal anaphor, whereas pro is a 

pure pronominal. In all languages the distribution of PRO is limited in the subject 

position of a non-finite clause. Nevertheless, the occurrence of pro is not universal. A 

pronoun may be dropped from a given sentence if its reference can be identified or 

recovered from other parts of the sentence. One interesting assumption is that clausal 

types can be a factor for the use of null noun phrases (i.e., null NPs hereafter). For 

instance, previous studies show that subjects in Chinese are obligatorily omitted in 

adverbial-constructions
4
 (Li and Thompson 1978) and coordinate clauses (Xu 1986), 

as illustrated in (2).   

(2) a. Zhangsani qu le   meiguo    yihou, φi  jiu   bu  gaoxing. 

     Zhangsan go LE  American  after      then  not  happy.   

‘After Zhangsan had gone to America, he was not happy.’ 

    (Li and Thompson 1978)  

   b. Johni kan le  dianying, φi you du    le  xiaoshuo.                

John see LE  movie   also read  LE  novel 

‘John saw the film, and he also read the novel.’                  (Xu 1986) 

In the present study, various types of clauses (e.g., matrix, embedded, and 

adverbial clauses) will be designated to test if clausal types play a role in the different 

uses of the null NPs.  

 

                                                 
4
 An adverbial-construction consists of a main clause and one or more adverbial clauses. 
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    Chinese is well-known for the permission of both null subjects and null objects 

in finite or non-finite clauses (Huang 1984: 86). Nevertheless, empirical studies have 

shown that missing subjects may be more frequently used than missing objects in 

young children’s utterances (Hyams 1987, Wang et al. 1992), and this is related to the 

null subject/object asymmetry. 

In terms of referentiality, Chinese allows the subject position of finite clauses to 

be null whether they have a non-referential or a definite pronominal (referential) 

interpretation (Huang 1989). For instance, as presented in (3), the null (expletive) 

subject has a non-referential interpretation.   

(3) Xiayu le. 

   rain   LE 

‘It is raining.’ 

As shown in (3), the Chinese expletive pronoun equal to English it can be 

phonologically null. According to Huang (2000: 52), if referential null subjects are 

allowed in a language, expletive null subjects will be allowed, but not vice versa. The 

present study explores the use of null expletive pronouns by kindergarten children. 

For instance, we investigate if the participants drop the expletive pronoun in (4).   

(4) Tianqi   bu    hao, (ta) xiayu le. 

   weather  NEG  good it  rain LE 

  ‘The weather is not good, and it is raining.’  

Some studies show that age is a significant factor in first language acquisition of 

various kinds of linguistic properties (Cheng 1995, Chen 2006). The general idea is 

that older kids can perform and/or comprehend well than younger ones. For instance, 
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Wang et al. (2000: 238) stated that both in English and in Chinese the proportion of 

subjectless sentences decreases over time. That is to say, a younger child tends to drop 

a subject more often than the older kids. Hence, in the present study, age difference is 

considered and listed in the experimental designs.  

With respect to task effects, a comprehension task and/or a production task can be 

designed to investigate children’s language. It has been proposed that comprehension is 

prior to production (Gerken and Shady 1996, Coffey, and Neville 1993). However, some 

researchers show that sometimes production is prior to comprehension (e.g., Hoff 

2001). Likewise, one’s performance needs not to be corresponding to his or her 

competence. Therefore, the present study investigates kindergarten children’ 

developmental comprehension and production of null NPs in Chinese and sees if there 

is any difference between the two types of tasks.  

1.3 Research Questions 

To see if the theoretical background can well account for Chinese kindergarten 

children’ null NPs, the research questions of the proposed study are set as follows: 

1) Do kindergarten children’ uses of null NPs show any null subject/object 

asymmetry? 

2) Do kindergarten children use an overt expletive pronoun ta ‘it’ or a null expletive 

pronoun to refer to a non-referential NP? 

3) What is the difference on null NPs in three clausal types (i.e., matrix, embedded, 

and adverbial clauses) used by kindergarten children and adults? Are subjects in 

adverbial clauses always dropped by kindergarten children? 

4) Does ‘age’ play a role in the distribution and frequency counts of null NPs?  

5) Is there any difference between children’s competence and performance in their 

acquisition of Chinese null NPs? 
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1.4 Significance of the Study  

This present study discusses children’s acquisition of Chinese null NPs, and it 

aims to help understand human’s language in some aspects. First, some of the 

previous studies mostly discussed second language acquisition of Chinese null NPs 

empirically (e.g., Liao 1998, Wu 2004). Other studies only focus on the syntactic 

positions of the null NPs (e.g., Chomsky 1982, Huang 1989), but no empirical 

evidence supported their arguments. Second, the previous studies seldom discuss the 

age differences in the production of null NPs. The present study attempts to 

investigate three age groups of Chinese children’s null NPs and discusses how 

children acquire various syntactic and semantic types of null NPs in Chinese. Third, 

previous empirical studies, such as Wang et al. (1992) and Hyams and Wexler (1993), 

only adopted production tasks. In the present study, a comprehension task and a 

production task are designed simultaneously to compare the kindergarten children’ 

competence and performance. Fourth, the non-referential null NPs are included in the 

two tasks. Whether referentiality plays a role in children’s production of null NPs will 

also be discussed. 

1.5 Organization of the Thesis 

The thesis is organized as follows. Chapter Two discusses the linguistic features 

of Chinese null NPs and reviews syntactic as well as empirical studies on 

cross-linguistic or L1 acquisition of null NPs. Chapter Three introduces the 

experimental design that includes the information of the participants, the procedures 

of conducting the two tasks (i.e., a sentence selection task and a story-retelling task), 

and a pilot study. Chapter Four presents the experimental results of the formal study 

with discussion. Finally, Chapter Five offers a summary of the major findings with 

limitations and suggestions for further research. 


