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Main Goal

TodiscussŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎcomprehensionof structureswith constituentson the left and
right peripheriesof the sentencein EuropeanPortuguese,takinginto account:

(i) the syntactic status of those constituents in both child and adult
grammars; and

(ii) the informational status of those constituentsin both child and adult
grammars.



Theoretical Background:
Informational and Syntactic Status of Peripheral Material

The recent debate about structures with constituents on the left and right
peripheriesiscenteredin their informationalandsyntacticstatus.

A: Informational Status: Discourse-Newor Discourse-Given?
The constituents on the left and right peripherieshave a different informational

status:

- Left Periphery: the constituents on the left periphery have different discourse
statuses,since they can be either given or new information (Reinhart,1982; Duarte,
1987; DeCat,2007; Bianchi& Frascarelli, 2010).

- RightPeriphery: the materialon the right periphery(Tailsor Antitopics) canneverbe
interpreted like a ContrastiveTopic, sinceit is alwaysdiscourse-givenmaterial,differently
from the material that occurs on the left periphery (Brunetti, 2009; Duarte, in
preparation).



Theoretical Background:
Informational and Syntactic Status of Peripheral Material

B: Syntacticstatus: Mergeor Move?
Theconstituentson the left andright peripherieshavea different syntacticstatus:

- Left Periphery: there are different structures with different crosslinguistic
derivations:

- For English,Lasnik& Saito (1992) argue that Topicalizationis derived by
Move.

- For Spoken French, De Cat (2007) argues that Dislocation does not
necessarilyinvolvemovement.

- ForEuropeanPortuguese,Duarte(1987, 1996) hasalreadyshownthat there
is left peripheralmaterialeither derivedby Move (English-styleTopicalization) or
by Merge(Clitic-LeftDislocation).

- RightPeriphery: locality effectsarguein favor of a Merge derivation for Antitopics
(seeάōƻǳƴŘŜŘƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘέin Ross, 1967; DeCat,2007).



Theoretical Background: 
Syntax/Discourse Interface

Structureswith constituentson the left and right peripheriesof the sentenceare
also in the center of the recent debate about acquisition of interfaces (namely,
syntax/discourse).

- For French,DeCat(2008) presentsexperimentalevidencefor the masteryof the
discoursenotion of Topic by monolingualpreschoolchildren (2;6 to 5;6), confirming
previousresultsin DeCat(2002).

- ForEuropeanPortuguese:
- Adragão(2005) andCosta& Adragão(2004) alsoarguedin favor of the early

acquisitionof structureswith changesin the basicword order, showing,however,that
TopicalizationandClitic-Left Dislocation(OSVandOSV-Cl) are lessproblematicthan OVS
order; and

- Carrilho (1994) and Soares(2006) also assumethe early sensitivity to
topic/commentstructuresby preschoolchildrenaswell, althoughTopicalizationspresent
a low rate in the spontaneousproductioncorpora.



Hypotheses:
Assumptions

a) ά5ŜǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴŀƭComplexity IȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎέΣά5ŜǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴŀƭComplexity aŜǘǊƛŎέ
(Jakubowicz, 2004, 2005) andά5ŜǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴŀƭComplexityaŜŀǎǳǊŜέ(Soares, 2006)

Accordingto Jakubowicz(2004, 2005) and Soares(2006), typical and atypical
languagedevelopmentis constrainedby economyconsiderations. Therefore,children
prefer Merge over Move sincethey prefer lesscomplexderivationsand Move is more
complexthan Merge.

b)άLƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ9ŦŦŜŎǘǎέ(Friedmann,Belletti& Rizzi,2009)

Accordingto Friedmann,Belletti & Rizzi(2009: 68), άǘƘŜ!Ωdependencyfails (in
young children) and is harder (in adults) when the terms to be connected in the
dependencyare separatedby an intervener, a position which could potentially be
involvedin the!Ωrelation: typicallythe subjectposition,whichwouldbea potential site
for theǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜέ.



Hypotheses

H1: Rightperipheryismoreaccessibleto childrenthan left periphery.

ό¢ŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ ά5ŜǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ IȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎέ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ 
on the right periphery is always merged and the material on the left one can be either derived 

by Move or by Merge.) 

H2: /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎperformance is better in Topicalizationof Indirect Object than in
Topicalizationof DirectObject.

ό¢ŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ άLƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ 9ŦŦŜŎǘǎέ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ŀ Topicalizationof Direct Object 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ !Ω-moved element and the intervening subject (since 
both are DPs) and in a Topicalizationof Indirect Object the same structural similarity does not 

exist (since we have a Dative Case marker in the Indirect Object).) 



Hypotheses

H3: /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎperformanceis better in Topicalizationof PrepositionalObject than in
Topicalizationsof DirectandIndirectObjects.

ό¢ŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ άLƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ 9ŦŦŜŎǘǎέ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ Topicalizationsof Direct and 
Indirect Objects (in spite of structural differences between Direct and Indirect Objects) there is 
ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ !Ω-moved elements and the intervening subject and in a 

Topicalizationof Prepositional Object the same structural similarity does not exist (since we 
have a PP in the Prepositional Object).) 



Methodology:
Test and Subjects

Truth-ValueJudgmentTask(Crain& Thornton,1999) usingpictures.

32 items:
21 target-sentences (3 for each condition: two false and one true)

4 SVO control items and 7 distractors(about a third of the total number of items)

Note: Stimuliwererecordedandcontrolledfor intonationalcontoursandphrasing.

TestGroup
41 monolingualEuropeanPortuguesepreschoolchildren(between3;5 and 6;3 yearsof
age,mean: 5;1)

Group1: N = 15 (3;5-4;11, mean: 4;4)
Group2: N=26(5;0-6;3, mean: 5;5)

ControlGroup
30monolingualEuropeanPortugueseadultswith no backgroundin linguistics



Methodology: 
Conditions

Testconditionswereselectedaccordingto the peripheryof the sentenceinvolvedin
the word orderchangeandthe type of argumentinvolved.

ÅDirectObject(with Gap)in the LeftPeriphery(Topicalizationof DirectObject,OSV)
Ocão, o gato molhou todinho.
the dog the cat wet completely
ά¢ƘŜdog,the catcompletelywet.έ

ÅDirectObject(with Clitic) in the LeftPeriphery(Clitic-LeftDislocation,OSV-Cl)
Abruxa, a fada molhou-a dospésà cabeça.

the witch the fairy wet-Clitic from headto toe
ά¢ƘŜwitch, the fairywet her from headto toe.έ

ÅIndirectObjectin the LeftPeriphery(Topicalizationof IndirectObject,OindSV)
Aogato, o cão deu umaprenda.
to the cat the dog gave a gift
ά¢ƻthe cat, the doggavea gift.έ



Methodology: 
Conditions

ÅPrepositionalObject in the Left Periphery(Topicalizationof PrepositionalObject,
OblSV)

Nobombeiro, o polícia tocou.
in the fireman the policeman touched
άThefireman, the policemantouched.έ

ÅPost-focalSubject(with two andthree-placepredicates)in the RightPeriphery(VOS)
Pisou a bruxa, a fada.

stepped the witch the fairy
άShesteppedthe witch, the fary.έ

(AdditionalCondition)
ÅSubject-VerbInversionwith a FocusedSubject(VOS)

Pisou o gato o cão.
stepped the cat THEDOG
ά¢I9DOGsteppedthe cat.έ



Global Results
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Global Results

- Comparingthe left with the right peripheryand consideringthe samestructureof the
argument (namelyDPs),childrenËs performanceis better in post-focal subjectsin the
right periphery (65,9%), speciallyif there is a three-place predicate (70,4%), than in
direct objectsin the left periphery(48,8%).

- ComparingDirectObjectsin the left periphery,childrenËs performanceis slightlybetter
in Clitic-LeftDislocation(56,1%) than in Topicalizationof DirectObject(48,8%).

- ComparingOSVorders with different types of arguments,ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎperformance
increasefrom Topicalizationof DirectObject(48,8%) to IndirectObject(70,7%) andfrom
IndirectObject(70,7%) to PrepositionalObject(84,6%).

- ComparingVOSorders, childrenËs performanceis better in post-focal subjectsin the
right periphery(65,9%) than in subject-verbinversionswith a focusedsubject(48,0%).

- Comparing post-focal subjects in the right periphery with two and three-place
predicates,childrenËs havea worseperformancewith two-placepredicates(57,7%) than
with three-placepredicates(70,4%).
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Results By Age

- Although with a worse performance,ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎbehavior goes in the samesenseas
adult behavior.

- Dataseamsdo not revealdifferencesbetweenthe youngerandthe olderchildren.



Conclusions

H1: Right periphery is more accessible to children than left periphery.

- Preschoolchildren comprehend earlier the right peripheral material than the left
peripheralone, sincethere are asymmetriesbetweenpost-focal subjects(speciallywith
three-placepredicates)on the right peripheryanddirect objectson the left periphery.

If right peripheral post-focal subjects are not derived by Move, but are merged in that position 
and interpreted as co-referent with a pro subject in the clause, a preference for Merge over 
aƻǾŜ όǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ά5ŜǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ IȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎέΣ Jakubowicz(2004, 2005)) may explain the 

better understanding of right peripheral subjects over Topicalizations.



Conclusions

H2: /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛƴ Topicalizationof Indirect Objects 
than in Topicalizationof Direct Objects.

H3: /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛƴ Topicalizationof PrepositionalObject
than in Topicalizationsof Direct and Indirect Objects.

- Childrenhavea worseperformanceon structureswith direct objectsthan with indirect
and prepositionalobjects,sincethere are asymmetriesbetween the constituentsthat
occuron the left peripheryin termsof typesof arguments.

LŦ άLƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ 9ŦŦŜŎǘǎέ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǉǳƛǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Topicalizations, the structural 
differences between the different types of arguments may explain the worse understanding of 

Topicalizationof Direct Object over Indirect and Prepositional Objects.



Conclusions

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛƴ Ǉƻǎǘ-focal subjects (VOS) in the right periphery 
than in subject-verbinversionswith a focused subject (VOS).

- Subject-verb inversions with focused subjects are much more problematic than
structureswith post-focal subjects(speciallywith three-place predicates)on the right
periphery.

If right peripheral post-focal subjects are derived by Merge and if VOS with focused subjects are 
derived by scrambling of the object (crossing a subject with a similar structure) (Costa, 2004), 
ǘƘŜ ŀǎȅƳƳŜǘǊȅ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ±h{ ƻǊŘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ōȅ ŀƴ άLƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ 

9ŦŦŜŎǘέΦ 

Additionally, the asymmetry in comprehension of different VOS orders can be related to the 
differences in the prosodic realization of subjects in these structures.
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