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Abstract.	 Two	 subject	 positions	 are	 identified	 in	 main	 and	 embedded	 clauses	 in	 Nor-
wegian,	appearing	above	or	below	negation	and	certain	adverbs,	and	a	similar	situation	is	
attested	in	the	history	of	English.	This	paper	investigates	the	distribution	of	subject	types	
across	several	corpora	of	 spoken	Norwegian,	produced	by	both	adults	and	children.	The	
frequencies	 attested	 are	 discussed	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 cue-based	 approach	 to	 acquisition,	
according	 to	which	 children	 are	 sensitive	 to	 fine	 distinctions	 in	 syntax	 and	 information	
structure	 (micro-cues).	 Nevertheless,	 micro-cues	 with	 an	 extremely	 low	 frequency	 are	
argued	to	be	vulnerable,	and	possible	language	change	is	discussed	with	reference	to	some	
actual	changes	which	have	either	taken	place	in	the	history	of	English	or	which	are	argued	
to	 be	 in	 progress	 in	 present-day	 Norwegian.	 These	 changes	 are	 considered	 to	 reflect	
“syntactic	freezing”	of	information	structure	patterns.	
	
	

1.	Introduction	
According	to	much	work	on	the	Mainland	Scandinavian	languages,	it	is	possible	to	
identify	(at	 least)	 two	subject	positions,	see	e.g.	Holmberg	(1993),	Nilsen	(1997),	
Svenonius	 (2002),	 Westergaard	 &	 Vangsnes	 (2005),	 or	 Bentzen	 (2009).	 In	
Norwegian,	 these	 subject	 positions	 are	 visible	 in	 non-subject-initial	 declaratives	
and	 questions	 with	 verb	 second	 word	 order	 (V2),	 where	 they	 may	 precede	 or	
follow	negation	or	sentence	adverbs,	as	illustrated	in	(1)	and	(2).	It	is	often	claimed	
that	these	subject	positions	are	also	to	be	found	in	embedded	clauses,	illustrated	in	
(3).1	
(1)		 Hvilken	bok			har	ikke	Peter	lest?	/Hvilken	bok			har	Peter	ikke	lest?	
	 which				book	has	not			Peter		read	/	which				book	has	Peter		not			read	
	 ‘Which	book	hasn’t	Peter	read?’	
(2)	 Denne	boka						har		aldri		Peter	lest.	/	Denne	boka								har	Peter	aldri	lest.	
	 this				book.DEF	has	never	Peter	read	/		this						book.DEF	has	Peter	never	read	
	 ‘This	book	Peter	has	never	read.’	
(3)	 Jeg	visste	at	ikke	Peter	hadde	lest	boka	/	at	Peter	ikke	hadde	lest	boka.	

	I		knew	that	not			Peter	had	read	book.DEF	/	that	Peter	not	had	read	book.DEF	
	 ‘I	knew	that	Peter	hadn’t	read	the	book.’	

																																																								
1	 However,	 it	 has	 been	 noted	 by	 Holmberg	 (1993)	 that	 there	 is	 a	 distinction	 between	
adverbs	and	negation	in	embedded	clauses,	 in	that	only	negation	may	freely	precede	the	
subject	in	this	context	(see	also	Westergaard	&	Vangsnes	2005).	
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A	similar	situation	is	attested	in	Old	English	(OE),	which	also	requires	V2	word	
order	in	certain	clause	types.	As	shown	in	the	root	wh-questions	in	examples	(4)-	
and	 (5),	 subjects	may	 either	 precede	 or	 follow	 the	 discourse	markers	 þa/þonne	
‘then’.	 The	 same	 subject	 positions	 are	 visible	 in	 embedded	 clauses,	 illustrated	 in	
(6)	and	(7).	
(4)	 Hu	mæg	he	ðonne	ðæt	lof	&	ðone	gilp	fleon.	CP.	'9.57.18‘	

how	may	he	then	praise	and	vainglory	avoid	
‘How	can	he	avoid	praise	and	vainglory...?’	

(5)	 	Hu	gerades	mæg	ðonne	se	biscep		brucan	ðære	hirdelican	are.	
CP.'18.133.3‘	

	 how	properly	may	then	the	bishop	enjoy	the	pastoral	dignity	
‘How,	then,	can	the	bishop	properly	enjoy	the	pastoral	dignity?’	
(from	van	Kemenade	&	Milicev	forthcoming/2010)	

(6)	 He	ne	mihte		swaþeah									æfre	libban,	þeah					ðe					he				hine	þa				ut	alysde.		
he	not-could	nevertheless	ever		live							though	that	they	him	then	released	
‘Nevertheless,	he	could	not	live	forever,	though	they	then	released	him.’	

(7)	 Gif	him	þonne	God	ryhtlice	&				stræclice	deman	wile.		
if				him	then						God	justly				and	strictly					judge				will	
‘If	God	will	then	justly	and	strictly	judge	him.’		
(from	van	Kemenade	&	Los	2006:	231)	

The	distribution	of	subject	types	across	the	two	positions	in	OE	has	been	found	
to	 be	 the	 following:	 Pronouns	 and	 certain	 (typically	 definite)	 DPs	 appear	 in	 the	
high	position,	preceding	the	discourse	markers	þa/þonne	‘then’,	while	heavier	DPs	
are	found	in	the	low	position,	cf.	van	Kemenade	&	Los	(2006)	and	van	Kemenade,	
Milicev	 &	 Baayen	 (2008).2	 This	 is	 illustrated	 in	 Tables	 1	 and	 2	 for	 main	 clause	
questions	and	embedded	clauses	respectively:	While	pronouns	almost	exclusively	
appear	in	the	high	position	(approximately	99%),	DPs	may	appear	both	high	and	
low,	with	a	clear	preference	for	the	low	position,	especially	in	main	clauses	(82%	
in	main	clause	questions,	64%	in	embedded	clauses).	
	
Table	1:	Order	of	subject	and	discourse	marker	in	main	clause	questions	in	OE.	

	 Pronominal	subjects	 Full	DP	subjects	
Preceding	þa/þonne	 90	(98.9%)	 11			(18%)		
Following	þa/þonne	 		1				(1.1%)	 50			(82%)	
Total	 91		(100%)	 61	(100%)	
	

																																																								
	

2	The	study	is	based	on	texts	from	the	York-Toronto-Helsinki	Parsed	Corpus	of	Old	English	
Prose	 (Taylor,	Warner,	 Pintzuk	&	Beths	 2003).	 The	 numbers	 in	 Table	 2	 are	 slightly	 dif-
ferent	 from	those	 found	 in	van	Kemenade	&	Los	(2006).	 I	am	grateful	 to	Ans	van	Keme-
nade	for	providing	me	with	the	figures	for	main	clauses	 in	Table	1	and	corrected	figures	
for	Table	2.	
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Table	2:	Order	of	subject	and	discourse	marker	in	embedded	clauses	in	OE.	

	 Pronominal	subjects	 Full	DP	subjects	
Preceding	þa/þonne	 1116	(99.6%)	 129			(36%)		
Following	þa/þonne	 							5				(0.4%)	 229			(64%)	
Total	 1121		(100%)	 358	(100%)	
	
According	 to	 van	 Kemenade	 &	 Los	 (2006),	 the	 two	 subject	 positions	 in	 OE	

express	different	discourse	relations.	They	consider	þa/þonne	to	be	focus	particles,	
which	separate	what	they	refer	to	as	the	topic	domain	and	the	focus	domain	of	the	
clause.	 The	 topic	 domain	 contains	material	 that	 refers	 back	 to	 a	 referent	 in	 the	
discourse,	 typically	 realized	 as	 a	 pronominal	 or	 definite	 DP	 subject	 (and	 occa-
sionally	a	contrastive	topic).	Thus,	 the	topic	domain	expresses	given	information.	
The	focus	domain,	on	the	other	hand,	contains	the	new	information	in	the	clause.		
Also	for	Norwegian,	the	claim	is	that	the	two	subject	positions	are	distinguished	

by	information	structure,	the	one	preceding	negation	and	adverbs	being	reserved	
for	 discourse	 given	 subjects	 and	 the	 one	 following	 these	 elements	 for	 subjects	
expressing	new	information	(see	e.g.	Nilsen	1997,	Westergaard	&	Vangsnes	2005).	
Thus,	the	distribution	of	subject	types	across	the	two	positions	is	also	assumed	to	
be	 as	 in	 OE,	 pronouns	 always	 high	 and	 full	 DPs	 high	 or	 low	 depending	 on	 their	
information	 value.	 Unlike	 the	 distribution	 for	 OE,	 which	 is	 necessarily	 based	 on	
corpus	 data,	 the	 distribution	 of	 subject	 types	 in	 Norwegian	 can	 be	 based	 on	
speaker	 judgments	 and	 is	 typically	 argued	 to	 be	 as	 formulated	 in	 (8)	 (see	 e.g.	
Nilsen	1997,	Svenonius	2002,	Westergaard	&	Vangsnes	2005,	Bentzen	2009).	
(8)	 Pronouns	 obligatorily	 appear	 in	 the	high	position	 (unless	 stressed),	while	

full	 DPs	 may	 appear	 in	 either	 position,	 depending	 on	 discourse	 factors	
(specificity,	given/new,	focus	etc.)		

For	 this	 reason,	 the	 construction	 illustrated	 in	 sentence	 (9)	 has	 occasionally	
been	referred	to	as	Subject	Shift	(Westergaard	2008a,	Anderssen,	Bentzen,	Rodina	
&	Westergaard	 forthcoming),	 due	 to	 its	 similarity	with	 the	more	 familiar	 Object	
Shift	 construction,	 shown	 in	 (10).	 However,	 note	 that	 the	 two	 constructions	 are	
different	 in	 that	Object	 Shift	 only	 allows	pronouns	 in	 the	high	position,	while	 all	
DPs	must	appear	low,	shown	in	(11)	(cf.	examples	(1)	and	(2)	above).	We	return	to	
this	distinction	between	Subject	and	Object	Shift	in	section	5.	
(9)	 Den	boka								leste										han	ikke.		
	 that	book.DEF	read.PAST	he				not	
	 ‘That	book	he	didn’t	read.’	
(10)	 Peter	leste	den	ikke.	
	 Peter	read	it						not	

‘Peter	didn’t	read	it.’	
(11)	 Peter	leste	ikke	boka.	/				*Peter	leste	boka								ikke.		
	 Peter	read	not				book.DEF	/	Peter	read	book.DEF	not						
	 ‘Peter	didn’t	read	the	book.’		
There	exist	various	accounts	for	what	the	two	subject	positions	correspond	to	in	

terms	 of	 syntactic	 structure.	 While	 Wiklund,	 Hrafnbjargarson,	 Bentzen	 &	
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Hróarsdóttir	(2007)	and	Bentzen	(2009)	maintain	that	both	subject	positions	are	
in	 the	 CP	 domain,	 others	 claim	 that	 the	 high	 position	 is	 between	 the	 CP	 and	 IP	
domains	 (Kiss	 1996,	 Mohr	 2005).	 Yet	 others	 argue	 that	 there	 are	 two	 subject	
positions	 in	 the	 IP	 domain,	 cf.	 Cardinaletti	 (2004)	 and	Westergaard	&	 Vangsnes	
(2005).	This	corresponds	to	the	analysis	of	the	two	subject	positions	in	OE	found	in	
van	 Kemenade	 (2000)	 or	 Warner	 (2007),	 referred	 to	 as	 SpecF(unctional)P	 and	
SpecTP	in	the	former,	and	as	SpecAgrSP	and	SpecTP	in	the	latter.	Here	I	adopt	the	
view	 that	 both	 subject	 positions	 are	 in	 the	 IP	 domain	 and	 argue	 that	 the	 high	
position,	 which	 is	 the	 Spec	 of	 what	 I	 call	 the	 In(ner)Top(ic)P,	 is	 reserved	 for	
informationally	 given	 subjects,	 while	 the	 low	 position	 (SpecTP)	 is	 used	 for	
informationally	 new	 or	 focused	 subjects,	 marked	 as	 [+/-FOC]	 in	 (12).3	 For	 the	
purposes	of	 the	present	paper,	 the	precise	 location	of	 the	various	subjects	 is	not	
crucial,	however,	and	the	two	positions	will	simply	be	referred	to	as	high	and	low.	
(12)	 InTopP[	SU[-FOC]	TP[Neg/Adv	TP[	SU[+FOC]	
In	 this	 paper	 I	 first	 review	 some	 child	 language	 data	 on	 the	 different	 subject	

positions	 in	 section	2,	 from	Westergaard	 (2008a)	 and	Anderssen	&	Westergaard	
(forthcoming).	As	the	findings	deviate	somewhat	from	the	expected	distribution	in	
the	 target	 language	 as	 expressed	 in	 (8),	 it	 is	 pertinent	 to	 find	 out	 exactly	 what	
input	 children	 are	 typically	 exposed	 to	 in	 the	 acquisition	 process.	 I	 question	 the	
assumptions	about	 the	distribution	of	 these	subject	 types	 that	are	only	based	on	
grammaticality	 judgments,	 and	 in	 section	 3	 I	 investigate	 some	 large	 corpora	 of	
adult	 data,	 both	 child-directed	 speech	 and	 spontaneous	 production	 in	 conversa-
tions	among	adults.	The	findings	show	that,	unlike	what	is	assumed	in	(8),	children	
are	 virtually	 never	 exposed	 to	 full	 DPs	 in	 the	 high	 position	 in	 main	 clauses.	
Pronouns,	on	the	other	hand,	are	found	both	high	and	low.	Speakers	also	make	a	
distinction	between	main	and	embedded	clauses	with	respect	to	the	distribution	of	
subject	 types.	Furthermore,	 the	number	of	 full	DP	 subjects	 is	 vanishingly	 rare	 in	
the	spoken	language,	in	any	position.	In	section	4,	the	child	data	are	re-analyzed	in	
the	light	of	the	findings	from	the	spontaneous	adult	data,	and	with	one	exception,	
the	 children’s	 production	 is	 generally	 found	 to	 be	 target-consistent.	 Thus,	 the	
findings	confirm	other	recent	work	on	language	acquisition	showing	that	children	
have	an	early	 sensitivity	 to	 information	 structure	and	 fine	distinctions	 in	 syntax,	
even	when	these	are	expressed	with	a	low	frequency	in	the	primary	linguistic	data.	
In	 section	 5	 I	 discuss	 how	 very	 low	 input	 frequencies	may	 nevertheless	make	 a	
construction	vulnerable	 to	change,	more	specifically	how	patterns	of	 information	
structure	 may	 undergo	 what	 I	 call	 syntactic	 freezing.	 The	 findings	 in	 the	 adult	
corpora	are	then	discussed	in	relation	to	diachronic	developments	that	have	been	

																																																								
3	An	anonymous	reviewer	suggests	that,	given	that	the	two	subject	positions	are	sensitive	
to	discourse	pragmatics,	the	default	assumption	should	be	that	they	are	located	in	the	left	
periphery	in	order	for	them	to	integrate	information	at	a	linguistically	external	interface.	
However,	 in	 my	 general	 analysis	 of	 the	 CP	 (see	 e.g.	 Westergaard	 2009a),	 I	 am	 already	
assuming	 that	 there	 is	 a	 position	 for	 informationally	 given	 sujects	 in	 this	 domain	
(SpecTopP),	 visible	 in	 non-V2	 wh-questions	 in	 (many	 dialects	 of)	 Norwegian.	 And	 this	
position	is	clearly	higher	than	the	two	subject	positions	under	discussion	here.	
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attested	in	the	history	of	English	and	may	be	argued	to	be	in	progress	in	present-
day	Norwegian.	
	

2.	Subject	positions	in	Norwegian	child	language	data		
In	 Westergaard	 (2008a),	 child	 language	 data	 from	 Norwegian	 are	 studied	 with	
respect	 to	 the	 two	 subject	 positions	 in	main	 clauses.	 An	 overview	 of	 the	 corpus	
used	 for	 the	 study	 is	 provided	 in	 Table	 3	 (see	 Anderssen	 2006	 for	 further	
information	about	the	corpus).	
	
Table	3:	Norwegian	corpus	of	child	language,	Tromsø	dialect.	

Name	of	Child	 Age	 Files	 No.	of	Child	Utterances	
Ina	 1;8.20-3;3.18	 Ina.01-27	 20,071	
Ann	 1;8.20-3;0.1	 Ann.01-21	 13,129	
Ole	 1;9.10-2;11.23	 Ole.01-22	 13,485	
Total		 	 	 46,685	
	
According	to	the	distribution	of	subjects	types	in	the	adult	language	formulated	

in	 (8),	 target-consistent	 behavior	 would	 correspond	 to	 the	 children	 producing	
pronominal	 subjects	 always	 in	 the	 low	 position	 and	 full	 DPs	 both	 high	 and	 low.	
However,	the	child	data	reveal	the	opposite	behavior.	 Investigating	the	children’s	
production	of	non-subject-initial	declaratives	and	questions	(with	V2	word	order)	
which	 also	 include	negation	 or	 an	 adverb,	 one	 finds	 first	 of	 all	 that	 both	 subject	
positions	 are	 attested	 early,	 i.e.	 around	 the	 age	 of	 two,	 in	 the	 data	 of	 all	 three	
children.	 Full	 DP	 subjects	 are	 relatively	 rare	 in	 the	 relevant	 contexts,	 appearing	
only	 10.3%	 (22/213),	 and	 these	 are	 always	 placed	 in	 the	 low	position.	 The	 first	
examples	that	are	attested	in	the	three	children’s	production	are	provided	in	(13)-
(15).		
(13)	 der					snakke							ikkje	mannen.	(Ina.09,	age	2;2.12)	
	 there	speak.PRES	not			man.DEF	
	 ‘There	the	man	ia	not	talking.’	
(14)	 den	treng	ikke	Ann.	(Ann.09,	age	2;2.19)	
	 that	need.	PRES	not	Ann	
	 ‘That	one	Ann	doesn’t	need.’	
(15)	 der				er	ikke	Emma.	(Ole.07,	age	2;1.26)	
	 there	is	not				Emma	
	 ‘Emma	is	not	there.’	
Pronominal	 subjects,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 appear	 in	 both	 positions,	 altogether	

35.1%	(67/191)	low	and	64.9%	(124/191)	high.	The	first	attested	examples	of	low	
pronominal	subjects	in	the	three	children’s	data	are	given	in	(16)-(18),	while	(19)-
(21)	illustrate	the	corresponding	examples	with	subjects	in	the	high	position.	
(16)	 dætt	ikkje	ho		ned.	(Ina.11,	age	2;4.1)	
	 fall				not					she	down	
	 ‘(Now)	she	is	not	falling	down.’	
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(17)	 no					kan	ikke	han	sove		mer.	(Ann.10,	age	2;3.9)	
	 now	can	not					he				sleep	more	

‘Now	he	can’t	sleep	any	more.	’	
(18)	 der				er	ikke	han.	(Ole.07,	age	2;1.26)	
	 there	is	not				he	
	 ‘He	isn’t	there.’	
(19)		 der	#	kan	ho	ikkje	reise.	(Ina.10,	age	2;3.12)	
	 there	can	she	not				travel	
	 ‘She	can’t	go	there.’	
(20)	 gjør							den	ikke.	(Ann.04,	age	1;11.0	)	 	
	 do.PRES	it						not	
	 ‘(That)	it	doesn’t	do.	
(21)	 ikke	traktoren	#	hadde	han	ikke.	(Ole.05,	age	2;0.10)	
	 not			tractor.DEF		had						he				not	
	 ‘He	didn’t	have	the	tractor.’	
Table	 4	 (adapted	 from	Westergaard	 2008a:	 73)	 provides	 an	 overview	 of	 the	

realization	of	the	two	positions	for	pronominal	subjects	in	the	child	data,	divided	
into	 five	 time	 periods.	 This	 shows	 that	 there	 is	 a	 certain	 development	 in	 the	
children’s	 production,	 from	an	 early	preference	 for	 the	 low	 subject	 position	 to	 a	
more	 target-consistent	 word	 order	 in	 the	 later	 periods	 (numbers	 indicated	 in	
bold).	
	
Table	 4:	 Neg-SPRO	 /	 SPRO-Neg	 word	 order	 in	 non-subject-initial	 declaratives	 and	
questions	with	negation/adverbs	in	Norwegian	child	data.	

Child	 Period	1	
(age	1;9-2;3)	

Period	2		
(age	2,3-2;6)	

Period	3		
(age	2;6-2;8)	

Period	4		
(age	2;8-3;0)	

Period	5		
(age	3;0-3;3)	

Ina	 0/0	 		7/4	 		7/4	 10/36	 5/21	
Ann	 0/2	 		9/7	 		1/3	 		0/12	 	
Ole	 1/1	 21/3	 		0/13	 		6/18	 	
	
More	 specifically,	 in	 period	 1,	 before	 age	 2;3,	 there	 are	 hardly	 any	 relevant	

examples,	but	both	positions	are	in	fact	attested.	In	period	2,	between	age	2;3	and	
2;6,	both	word	orders	are	used,	but	all	three	children	produce	a	predominance	of	
the	low	position.	In	period	3,	age	2;6-2;8,	the	situation	turns	for	two	of	the	children	
(Ann	and	Ole),	as	they	begin	to	produce	a	greater	proportion	of	the	high	position	
for	pronominal	subjects.	This	happens	in	the	data	of	the	third	child	(Ina)	in	period	
4.	 Once	 the	 children	 start	 producing	 more	 of	 the	 word	 order	 with	 pronominal	
subjects	high,	 this	situation	seems	to	be	stable.	Nevertheless,	 they	still	produce	a	
fair	number	of	pronominal	subjects	 low	at	the	end	of	data	collection	(around	age	
3).	The	percentage	of	low	pronominal	subjects	produced	after	the	turning	point	for	
the	 three	 children	 (periods	3	 and	4	 for	Ann	 and	Ole,	 periods	4	 and	5	 for	 Ina)	 is	
17.6%	(22/125).	
Westergaard	 (2008a)	 interprets	 these	 findings	 in	 the	 following	 way:	 The	

Norwegian	 children	 have	 an	 early	 sensitivity	 to	 information	 structure,	 distin-
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guishing	 between	 informationally	 given	 and	 new	 subjects	 from	 early	 on,	 in	 that	
they	treat	pronouns	and	full	DPs	differently.	That	is,	DP	subjects	are	always	placed	
in	the	low	position.	This	distinction	has	also	been	found	in	other	contexts	in	early	
child	 language,	 e.g.	 the	 choice	 between	 V2	 and	 non-V2	 in	 wh-questions	 in	 the	
dialect	 (Westergaard	2003,	2009a).	Nevertheless,	 the	 children	also	 seem	 to	have	
an	 early	 preference	 for	 the	 low	 subject	 position	 for	 pronominal	 subjects,	 cf.	
examples	(16)-(18).	Somewhat	surprisingly,	the	first	examples	with	a	high	subject	
position	 in	 the	 three	children’s	data,	 i.e.	 (19)-(21),	 are	attested	before	 these	 first	
examples	with	low	subjects.	Unfortunately,	I	have	no	explanation	for	this	and	will	
simply	suggest	that	this	is	a	coincidence.	
The	children’s	overuse	of	the	low	subject	position	could	of	course	simply	be	due	

to	 the	 children	 at	 an	 early	 stage	 producing	 a	 higher	 number	 of	 examples	 with	
pronominal	 subjects	 that	 happen	 to	 be	 focused	 than	 they	 do	 at	 later	 stages.	
However,	 in	Anderssen	&	Westergaard	 (forthcoming),	 a	 detailed	 investigation	of	
the	relevant	examples	 in	context	 shows	 that	 the	children’s	early	production	 is	 in	
fact	non-target-consistent.	Thus,	their	production	at	period	2	(as	well	as	period	3	
for	 Ina)	 corresponds	 to	 a	 real	 preference	 for	 low	 subjects	 at	 an	 early	 stage.4	 In	
Westergaard	 (2008a)	 this	 is	 argued	 to	 be	 due	 to	 a	 principle	 of	 economy,	
preventing	syntactic	movement	to	take	place	in	child	language	unless	it	 is	clearly	
expressed	in	the	input,	cf.	also	Westergaard	&	Bentzen	(2007)	on	these	children’s	
word	order	 in	embedded	clauses.	However,	as	children	are	also	very	sensitive	 to	
fine	 distinctions	 in	 the	 input,	 this	 tendency	 for	 economy	 is	 relatively	 quickly	
overcome,	 and	 they	 start	 to	produce	pronominal	 subjects	overwhelmingly	 in	 the	
high	position	as	early	as	age	2;6-3;0.	
Some	 experimental	 data	 collected	 from	 somewhat	 older	 Norwegian	 children	

generally	corroborate	these	findings,	cf.	Anderssen	et	al.	(forthcoming).	That	is,	in	
the	 production	 of	 four-	 and	 five-year-olds,	 Subject	 Shift	 seems	 to	 be	 in	 place,	
pronouns	predominantly	being	produced	in	the	high	position	and	full	DPs	low,	in	
contrast	 with	 Object	 Shift,	 which	 is	 still	 delayed	 at	 this	 stage	 (cf.	 example	 (10)	
above).	
We	now	turn	to	the	children’s	subject	positions	in	embedded	clauses,	discussed	

in	Anderssen	&	Westergaard	(forthcoming).	Unfortunately,	there	is	very	little	data	
available.	 Young	 children	 typically	 do	 not	 produce	 a	 high	 number	 of	 embedded	
clauses,	and	in	order	for	the	two	subject	positions	to	be	distinguishable,	the	clause	
must	 additionally	 contain	 negation	 or	 a	 sentence	 adverb.	 There	 are	 only	 24	

																																																								
4	This	seems	to	go	against	what	Waldmann	(2008:	155ff)	finds	for	early	child	Swedish.	The	
four	Swedish	children	that	he	investigated	are	all	claimed	to	produce	high	subjects	before	
they	produce	subjects	in	the	low	position.	However,	it	is	difficult	to	compare	Waldmann’s	
Swedish	data	with	the	data	from	the	Norwegian	child	corpus,	as	Waldmann	also	includes	
subject-initial	declaratives	with	negation	in	his	calculations,	i.e.	examples	such	as	(i).	In	my	
view,	 clause-initial	 subjects	 (preceding	 the	verb)	are	 in	a	different	 (and	higher)	position	
than	 the	 two	 under	 consideration	 in	 this	 paper,	 i.e.	 in	 a	 position	 where	 the	 discourse	
function	of	the	subject	plays	no	role.		

(i)	 nää	ja	ser	inte	en	sån.	(Harry,	age	3;0.26)	
nah	I			see	not			a			such	

	 ‘Nah,	I	don’t	see	one	of	those.’	(from	Waldmann	2008:	155)	
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relevant	 examples	of	 this	 kind	 in	 the	Tromsø	 corpus,	most	of	 them	appearing	 in	
relatively	 late	 files.	 Table	 5	 gives	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 subject	 types	 and	
corresponding	 word	 order	 chosen	 in	 these	 examples.	 We	 may	 note	 that	 both	
subject	 positions	 are	 available	 from	 early	 on,	 produced	 with	 equal	 frequencies	
(50%,	 12/24).	 Moreover,	 the	 three	 children	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 make	 a	 distinction	
between	pronominal	and	full	DP	subjects	the	way	they	do	in	main	clauses.	That	is,	
pronouns	 and	 full	 DPs	 appear	 in	 both	 positions	 with	 approximately	 equal	
proportions	(8	vs.	9	and	4	vs.	3).5	Examples	are	provided	in	(22)-(25).	
	

Table	5:	Word	order	 in	embedded	clauses	with	negation/adverb,	Norwegian	 child	
data	(spontaneous	production).	

	 Pronominal	subject	 DP	subject	
Neg-S	 S-Neg	 Neg-S	 S-Neg	

Three	children	(age	1;8-3;3)	 8	 9	(4)	 4	 3	(2)	
	
(22)	 nei	ho	skal		passe		på	mæ	ikkje	reven	komme				å	ta	mæ.	(Ina.18,	age	2;8.12)	
	 no	she	shall	watch	on	me	not				fox.DEF	come.PRES	to	take	me	
	 ‘She	is	to	watch	out	so	the	fox	doesn’t	come	and	take	me.’	
	 Target:	Ho	skal	passe	på	mæ	så	ikkje	reven	kommer	og	tar	mæ.	
(23)	 …ho	si														at				ikkje	det	er										min	kjæreste.	(Ina.27,	age	3;3.18)	
	 ...she	say.PRES	that	not					it				be.PRES	my		sweetheart	
	 ‘She	says	that	it	isn’t	my	sweetheart.’	
(24)	 …at				pappaen					min		ikke	reparere	den.	(Ann.17,	age	2;8.4)	
	 …that	daddy.DEF	mine	not			repair.INF	it	
	 ‘That	my	daddy	(could)	not	repair	it.’	
(25)	 bare	når				dem	ikke	hold										på	da			dette								dem	xxx.	(Ina.27,	age	3;3.18)	
	 only	when	they	not				hold.PRES	on	then	fall.PRES	they	xxx	
	 ‘Only	when	they	are	not	holding	on,	then	they	fall.’	
	 Target:	Bare	når	dem	ikke	holder	(fast?),	da	dætt	dem	xxx.	
Concluding	 this	 section,	we	may	now	compare	 the	 child	data	with	 the	 alleged	

distribution	of	the	two	subject	types	expressed	in	(8)	above,	repeated	here.	That	is,	
according	to	grammaticality	judgements,	pronouns	should	always	be	found	in	the	
high	 subject	position	and	DPs	both	high	and	 low.	However,	 the	 child	data	 reveal	
the	 opposite	 distribution,	 in	 that	 the	 children	 always	 produce	 DPs	 in	 the	 low	
position	and	pronouns	both	high	and	low.		

																																																								
5	It	should	be	noted	that	six	of	these	examples	are	somewhat	unclear,	as	they	appear	with	
non-target-consistent	verb	movement	 (one	 full	DP	subject,	5	pronouns),	 as	 illustrated	 in	
(i),	see	Westergaard	&	Bentzen	(2007).	If	these	examples	are	excluded,	the	numbers	are	as	
indicated	in	parentheses	in	Table	5.	

(i)	 	 han	[//]	at					han	skjønne																ikke.	(Ann.10,	age	2;3.9)	
	 he												that	he				understand.PRES	not	
	 ‘He…	that	he	doesn’t	understand.’	Target	form:	…at	han	ikke	skjønne.	
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(8’)	 Pronouns	 obligatorily	 appear	 in	 the	high	position	 (unless	 stressed),	while	
full	 DPs	 may	 appear	 in	 either	 position,	 depending	 on	 discourse	 factors	
(specificity,	given/new,	focus	etc.)		

The	findings	from	the	child	data	therefore	lead	to	some	further	questions.	First,	
when	 children	 have	 apparently	 learned	 that	 pronouns	 should	move	 to	 the	 high	
position,	why	 do	 they	 continue	 to	 place	many	 pronouns	 low	 at	 the	 age	 of	 three	
(17.6%	in	main	clauses)?	Second,	why	don’t	we	find	any	examples	of	full	DPs	in	the	
high	 position	 in	 the	 early	 child	 data?	 Could	 it	 be	 that	 children	 are	 not	
distinguishing	between	informationally	given	and	new	subjects,	but	simply	make	a	
categorial	 distinction	 between	 pronouns	 and	 full	 DPs	 instead?	 There	 are	
admittedly	 very	 few	 examples	 of	 full	 DP	 subjects	 overall	 (10.3%),	 but	 this	
nevertheless	seems	like	a	relevant	question.	Third,	why	do	the	children	not	make	a	
distinction	 between	pronominal	 and	 full	DP	 subjects	 in	 embedded	 clauses,	 since	
they	clearly	do	so	 in	main	clauses?	And	 finally,	 could	 it	be	 the	case	 that	 children	
have	a	preference	for	low	subjects	also	in	embedded	clauses	(i.e.	50%,	12/24)?	
In	 order	 to	 answer	 these	 questions,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 know	 exactly	 how	 the	

child	production	differs	from	adult	production	in	corresponding	situations.	In	the	
next	 section,	 I	 therefore	 provide	 some	 spontaneous	 data	 from	 adult	 speakers	 of	
Norwegian	from	two	relatively	large	corpora,	one	of	child-directed	speech	and	the	
other	from	conversations	among	adults.	In	light	of	these	findings,	it	is	shown	that	
the	children’s	production	is	more	or	less	target-consistent,	with	the	exception	of	a	
possible	effect	of	the	principle	of	economy	of	movement,	which	has	been	found	to	
be	operative	in	child	language	also	in	other	contexts.	
	

3.	The	input:	Some	corpus	data	from	adult	Norwegian	
Although	 the	 findings	 in	 the	 child	 data	 did	 not	 correspond	 to	 the	 expected	
distribution	 of	 subject	 types	 in	 Norwegian	 as	 formulated	 in	 (8),	 we	 would	 still	
predict	 that	 this	 distribution	 should	 be	 found	 in	 adult	 speech.	 That	 is,	 pronouns	
should	appear	almost	exclusively	in	the	high	subject	position,	while	full	DPs	should	
appear	in	either	position	depending	on	various	discourse	factors,	such	as	given	vs.	
new	 information,	 specificity,	 or	 focus.	 This	 means	 that	 we	 would	 expect	 the	
distribution	of	subject	types	to	correspond	more	or	less	to	what	was	found	in	the	
OE	corpus	in	Tables	1	and	2.	
The	 first	Norwegian	corpus	 to	be	 investigated	 is	 the	adult	data	 in	 the	Tromsø	

acquisition	 corpus.	 There	 are	 eight	 adults	 in	 the	 corpus,	 producing	 altogether	
72,933	 utterances	 (for	 details,	 see	 Anderssen	 &	 Westergaard	 forthcoming).	 An	
overview	of	 the	production	of	 relevant	main	clause	contexts	 in	 the	data	of	 six	of	
these	eight	adult	speakers	is	provided	in	Table	6,	where	the	three	last	rows	apply	
to	the	same	speaker.	For	data	from	the	two	further	adult	speakers	in	this	corpus,	
see	Table	8	below.		



	

	 10	

Table	6:	Pronominal	and	full	DP	subjects	with	Neg-S	and	S-Neg	word	order	in	main	
clauses	in	the	Tromsø	acquisition	corpus,	six	adult	speakers.	

SPEAKERS\Subject	type	 Pronominal	subject		 DP	subject	
Neg-S	 S-Neg	 Neg-S	 S-Neg	

MOT	Ina.01-27	 		14	 114	 16	 1	
FAT	Ina.01-27	 				7	 		62	 		4	 0	
MOT	Ole.01-22	 				5	 		33	 		7	 0	
FAT	Ole.01-22	 				6	 		20	 		2	 0	
INV	Ole.13-22	 		26	 177	 13	 0	
INV	Ina.02-12,	14,17-	27	 		42	 363	 17	 0	
INV	Ann.01-21	 		39	 271	 17	 1	
INV	Ole.01-11,	13	 		24	 145	 		9	 0	
Total	 163	(12.1%)	 1185	(87.9%)	 85	(97.7%)	 2	(2.3%)	

1348	(93.9%)	 87	(6.1%)	
	
The	first	striking	finding	in	the	data	is	that	the	number	of	full	DP	subjects	is	very	

low,	in	fact	even	lower	than	in	the	child	data,	only	6.1%	(87/1435).	By	comparison,	
the	 children	 produced	 10.3%	 full	 DP	 subjects	 in	 main	 clauses.	 This	 is	 possibly	
related	to	children	 in	general	producing	more	full	DPs	than	pronouns	at	an	early	
stage,	cf.	Anderssen	(2006).	The	low	number	of	full	DP	subjects	in	the	adult	data	is	
also	 different	 from	 the	 proportion	 of	 subject	 types	 found	 in	 the	 OE	 corpus.	 As	
shown	 in	 Tables	 1	 and	 2,	 there	 are	 61/152	 full	 DP	 subjects	 in	main	 clause	wh-
questions	 and	 358/1479	 in	 embedded	 clauses,	 making	 up	 40.1%	 and	 24.2%	
respectively.	The	difference	between	the	OE	and	the	present-day	Norwegian	data	
is	presumably	due	to	the	former	being	taken	from	a	written	corpus	and	the	latter	
from	 a	 corpus	 of	 informal	 spontaneous	 conversation.	 Since	 it	 is	 the	 latter	 that	
constitutes	the	input	for	children	in	the	acquisition	process,	this	difference	should	
be	kept	in	mind	when	we	argue	for	acquisition	factors	playing	a	role	in	the	process	
of	diachronic	language	change.	
Secondly,	 unlike	 our	 expectation	 based	 on	 (8),	 we	 find	 a	 not	 inconsiderable	

number	 of	 pronouns	 in	 the	 low	position,	 as	many	 as	 12.1%	 (163/1348).	 This	 is	
also	 different	 from	 the	 findings	 in	 the	 OE	 corpus	 data,	 where	 pronouns	 were	
attested	 in	 the	 low	 position	 as	 little	 as	 1%	 or	 less.	 An	 example	 of	 a	 pronominal	
subject	in	the	(expected)	high	position	is	provided	in	(26),	while	example	(27)	has	
a	pronoun	in	the	low	subject	position.		
(26)	 skal		vi			ikkje	tegne	ho		Hanne	?	(MOT,	Ina.	02)	
	 shall	we	not					draw	DET	Hanne	
	 ‘Shouldn’t	we	draw	Hanne?’	

(27)	 ja				det			skjønte									jo			ikkje	vi.	(MOT,	Ina.18)	
	 yes	that	understood	ADV	not				we	
	 ‘Yes,	that	we	didn’t	understand.’	
According	 to	 (8),	 pronominal	 subjects	 in	 the	 low	 position	 should	 be	 new	 or	

focused	 information,	 typically	 stressed.	 In	 (27),	 the	pronominal	 subject	 is	 clearly	
given	information	(we	‘we’),	but	it	seems	to	be	contrastively	focused;	i.e.	we	didn’t	
understand	that,	but	others	may	have	done	so.	However,	this	does	not	seem	to	be	
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the	case	in	all	examples	where	pronominal	subjects	appear	low.	In	(28),	the	subject	
du	‘you’	refers	to	the	child,	who	is	not	only	present	in	the	context	of	the	utterance,	
but	also	previously	mentioned	in	the	immediately	preceding	conversation.	If	there	
is	anything	that	is	being	contrasted	here	it	is	the	different	whereabouts	of	the	child,	
not	 the	 child	with	 anyone	 else.	 Thus,	 the	 adult’s	 word	 order	 choice	 here	 seems	
simply	to	be	due	to	a	wish	to	put	some	emphasis	on	the	referent	of	the	pronominal	
subject.	
(28)	 Inv:		 skal		du				gå	der?	
	 	 shall	you	go	there	
	 	 ‘Are	you	going	there?’	
	 Ina:	 Ina	skal			gå	xxx	
	 	 Ina	shall	go	xxx	
	 	 ‘Ina	is	going	xxx.’	
	 Mot:		 nei	kan	ikkje	du			være	inni					stua																her.	(MOT,	Ina.06)	
	 	 no		can	not						you	be						inside	living-room	here.	
	 	 ‘Can’t	you	stay	in	the	living	room?’	
The	third	and	perhaps	most	surprising	finding	in	the	adult	data	is	that	there	is	

an	 extremely	 low	 percentage	 of	 DP	 subjects	 in	 the	 high	 position,	 only	 two	
examples,	compared	to	1185	pronouns.	That	is,	DP	subjects	are	clearly	preferred	in	
the	 low	 position,	 even	 in	 cases	 where	 they	 convey	 given	 information.	 This	 is	
illustrated	in	example	(29),	where	the	referent	of	the	DP	subject	(the	investigator)	
is	both	present	and	previously	mentioned	in	the	context.	
(29)	 Mot:	 har	ho			Merete	øre?		
	 	 has	DET	Metere	ear	
	 	 ‘Does	Merete	have	an	ear?’	

Mot:	 huh?	
Inv:	 nei.	
	 no	
Mot:	 har	ikkje	ho		Merete	øre?	(MOT,	Ina.02)	

	 	 has	not					DET	Merete		ear	
	 	 ‘Doesn’t	Merete	have	an	ear?’	
Thus,	 the	 two	 examples	 of	 high	 DP	 subjects	 clearly	 represent	 a	 very	 rare	

phenomenon	 in	 the	 children’s	 input.	 They	 make	 up	 only	 2.3%	 (2/87)	 of	 all	 DP	
subjects	 in	 the	relevant	contexts,	and	 less	 than	0.17%	(2/1187)	of	all	 subjects	 in	
the	 high	 position.	 One	 of	 these	 examples	 is	 provided,	 with	 some	 accompanying	
context,	 in	 (30).	Note	 that	 the	 subject	 is	 not	 only	 given	 information	 in	 the	 sense	
that	it	is	present	in	the	context;	it	is	also	previously	mentioned	and	the	topic	of	the	
conversation.		
(30)	 Context:	Mother	and	child	are	folding	laundry	(and	the	child’s	shoe	seems	to	

be	in	the	basket	of	laundry).	
Ina:	 æ	passe	<skoa>	[=?	skoen]	mi.	
	 I			watch	shoe																									mine	
	 ‘I	am	watching	my	shoe	(so	that	you	won’t	fold	that	too).’	
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Mot:	 skal		skoen					ikkje	legges					sammen?	(MOT,	Ina.09)	
	 shall	shoe.DEF	not					fold.PASS	together	
	 ‘Shouldn’t	the	shoe	be	folded?’	

But	 the	 subject	 in	 example	 (29)	 is	 also	 given	 information	 and	 previously	
mentioned.	For	 this	 reason,	 information	structure	alone	does	not	 seem	 to	be	 the	
decisive	factor	for	the	position	of	DP	subjects.	In	fact,	S-Neg	word	order	would	also	
be	perfectly	grammatical	in	(29),	and	Neg-S	in	(30).	In	these	cases,	we	thus	seem	to	
be	 concerned	 simply	 with	 the	 speaker’s	 preference	 in	 a	 given	 context.	 In	
Anderssen	 &	 Westergaard	 (forthcoming)	 it	 is	 speculated	 that	 the	 word	 order	
preferenc	 in	these	contexts	 is	also	 influenced	by	 length	and	prosodic	weight.	The	
fact	 that	 the	DP	 subject	 in	 (30)	 is	 relatively	 short	 (only	 two	 syllables)	may	 thus	
have	been	the	major	factor	influencing	the	word	order	choice	in	this	case.	
We	then	move	on	to	the	adults’	production	of	word	order	in	embedded	clauses.	

Table	 7	 provides	 an	 overview	of	 the	 relevant	 embedded	 contexts	 in	 the	Tromsø	
corpus,	 and	we	 again	 see	 that	DP	 subjects	 are	 relatively	 rare	 overall,	making	up	
only	5.9%	(17/290),	cf.	6.1%	(87/1435)	in	main	clauses.	Note	also	that	embedded	
clauses	seem	to	be	considerably	less	frequent	than	main	clauses	in	child-directed	
speech,	 as	 embedded	 clauses	 constitute	 only	 16.8%	 (290/1725)	 of	 the	 relevant	
contexts	in	the	acquisition	corpus.	
	

Table	 7:	 Pronominal	 and	 full	 DP	 subjects	 with	 Neg-S	 and	 S-Neg	 word	 order	 in	
embedded	clauses	in	the	Tromsø	acquisition	corpus,	six	adult	speakers.		

SEPAKERS\Subject	type	 Pronominal	subject	 DP	subject	
Neg-S	 S-Neg	 Neg-S	 S-Neg	

MOT	Ina.01-27	 		4	 		17	 0	 0	
FAT	Ina.01-27	 		1	 				2	 1	 0	
MOT	Ole.01-22	 		2	 				5	 1	 2	
FAT	Ole.01-22	 		1	 		12	 0	 0	
INV	Ole.13-22	 12	 		29	 2	 0	
INV	Ina.02-12,	14,	17-27	 		1	 		54	 2	 2	
INV	Ann.01-21	 		5	 		82	 2	 1	
INV	Ole.01-11,	13	 		1	 		45	 3	 1	
Total	 27	(9.9%)	 246	(90.1%)	 11	(64.7%)	 6	(35.3%)	
	 273	(94.1%)	 17	(5.9%)	
	
Table	 7	 also	 shows	 that,	 as	 in	 main	 clauses,	 pronominal	 subjects	 are	 clearly	

preferred	 in	 the	 high	 position	 (90.1%),	 in	 fact	 even	 slightly	 more	 than	 in	 main	
clauses,	where	87.9%	of	pronominal	subjects	were	found	high.	Relevant	examples	
are	provided	in	(31)	and	(32).	
(31)	 pass				at					du			ikkje	klemme	fingran												dine.	(INV,	Ann.02)	
	 watch	that	you	not					pinch						finger.DET/PL	yours	
	 ‘Watch	out	so	you	don’t	get	your	fingers	caught.’	
(32)	 xxx	historie	om					ei	katt	som	ikkje	eg	kjenne.	(INV,	Ann.03)	
	 								story					about	a		cat			that		not					I				know	
	 ‘…a	story	about	a	cat	that	I	don’t	know.’	
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However,	 there	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 a	 considerable	 difference	 between	 main	 and	
embedded	 clauses	 with	 respect	 to	 the	 position	 of	 DP	 subjects:	 While	 DPs	 were	
found	almost	exclusively	in	the	low	position	in	main	clauses	(97.7%,	85/87),	they	
appear	 in	 either	 position	 in	 embedded	 clauses,	 64.7%	 low	 and	 35.3%	 high.	 The	
raw	 numbers	 are	 quite	 low	 (11	 vs.	 6),	 so	 that	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 draw	 any	 firm	
conclusions,	 but	 these	 adults	 seem	 to	 have	 only	 a	 slight	 preference	 for	 the	 low	
position	 for	 DPs	 in	 embedded	 clauses.	 Examples	 of	 a	 DP	 subject	 in	 the	 high	
position	is	provided	in	(33)	and	in	the	low	position	in	(34).	
(33)	 åja								så	fluen								ikkje	kjem?	(INV,	Ann.18)	
	 oh	yes	so	fly.DEF/PL	not				come	
	 ‘Oh,	so	that	the	flies	won’t	come.’	

(34)	 vi				skal	sette	han	der						sånn	at			ikkje	tårnet			ditt	blir	så	+…	(INV,	Ann.19)	
	 we	shall	put				him	there	so					that	not				tower.DEF	yours	becomes	so	…		
	 ‘We’ll	put	it	there	so	that	your	tower	doesn’t	get	so…’	
The	 data	 from	 the	 Tromsø	 corpus	 of	 child-directed	 speech	 also	 reveal	 what	

seems	to	be	 individual	or	possibly	regional	differences.	Out	of	 the	eight	adults	 in	
the	 corpus,	 there	 are	 two	 speakers	 who	 seem	 to	 favor	 the	 low	 subject	 position	
more	than	the	others,	especially	in	embedded	clauses.	These	are	the	parents	of	one	
of	the	children	(MOT	and	FAT,	Ann),	whose	production	is	presented	separately	in	
Table	 8.	 Note	 that	 DP	 subjects	 are	 always	 low,	 in	 main	 as	 well	 as	 embedded	
clauses.	 Like	 all	 the	 other	 adults	 investigated,	 these	 two	 speakers	 also	 prefer	
pronominal	subjects	in	the	high	position,	but	to	a	considerably	lesser	extent	than	
the	others,	especially	in	embedded	clauses	(only	57.4%	compared	to	90.1%	for	the	
other	speakers,	cf.	Table	7,	and	75.2%	in	main	clauses	compared	to	an	average	of	
87.9%	for	the	other	speakers,	cf.	Table	6).		
	

Table	8:	 Pronominal	 and	 full	DP	 subjects	with	Neg-S	 and	 S-Neg	word	order	 in	 the	
production	of	two	speakers	in	the	Tromsø	acquisition	corpus	(Kåfjord	dialect).	

MOT+FAT	
Ann.01-21	

Pronominal	subject	 DP	subject	
Neg-S	 S-Neg	 Neg-S	 S-Neg	

Main	clauses	 43+11	(24.8%)	 155+9	(75.2%)	 11+3	(100%)	 0+0	
Embedded	
clauses	

19+1	(42.6%)	 		27+0	(57.4%)	 		6+0(100%)	 0+0	

	
The	 two	 speakers	 in	 Table	 8	 come	 from	 an	 area	 slightly	 north	 of	 Tromsø	

(Kåfjord),	 and	 in	 Westergaard	 (2005,	 2009c),	 they	 have	 been	 shown	 to	 have	 a	
somewhat	different	grammar	 than	 the	other	adults	 in	 the	corpus	with	respect	 to	
word	 order	 in	wh-questions	 (V2	 vs.	 non-V2).	 Thus,	 their	 preference	 for	 the	 low	
subject	position	could	be	due	to	a	regional	difference.	It	may	also	be	the	case	that	
these	 differences	 are	 based	 on	 individual	 preferences;	 note	 that	 also	 one	 of	 the	
Tromsø	speakers	in	Table	7	(INV	Ole.13-22)	displays	a	certain	preference	for	the	
low	 subject	 position	 in	 embedded	 clauses	 (29.3%,	 12/41).	 Another	 possible	
explanation	for	this	is	that	these	individuals	have	a	tendency	to	be	more	emphatic	
than	the	others,	more	often	putting	stress	on	the	subject.	In	any	case,	it	should	be	
noted	 that	 the	 child	 of	 the	 two	 Kåfjord	 speakers	 (Ann)	 is	 no	 different	 from	 the	
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other	Tromsø	children	in	this	respect;	in	fact,	she	seems	to	be	the	child	who	is	the	
first	to	use	the	high	subject	position	for	pronominal	subjects	(cf.	Table	4).	
We	now	move	on	 to	an	 investigation	of	 another	 corpus	of	 spoken	Norwegian,	

the	NoTa	 Corpus,	 consisting	 of	 approximately	 30-minute	 conversations	 between	
pairs	of	altogether	166	adult	speakers	from	Oslo.	In	this	corpus	there	are	as	many	
as	 2199	 examples	 of	 non-subject-initial	 main	 clauses	 with	 negation	 and	
additionally	640	relevant	embedded	clauses.	The	proportion	of	embedded	to	main	
clauses	 is	 thus	 slightly	 higher	 than	 that	 found	 in	 child-directed	 speech,	 22.5%	
(640/2839),	cf.	16.8%	in	the	Tromsø	corpus.	Tables	9	and	10	provide	an	overview	
of	 the	 distribution	 of	 subject	 types	 found	 in	 the	 two	 positions	 in	 main	 and	
embedded	clauses	respectively.	
	

Table	9:	Full	DP	and	pronominal	subjects	with	Neg-S	and	S-Neg	word	order	in	main	
clauses	in	the	NoTa	corpus	(166	Oslo	speakers).	

	 Pronominal	subject	 DP	subject	
Neg-S	 S-Neg	 Neg-S	 S-Neg	

Main	clauses	 331	(15.3%)6	 1839	(84.7%)7	 28	(96.6%)	 1	(3.4%)	
Total	 2170	(98.7%)	 29	(1.3%)	
	
Table	 10:	 Full	 DP	 and	 pronominal	 subjects	 with	 Neg-S	 and	 S-Neg	 word	 order	 in	
embedded	clauses	in	the	NoTa	corpus	(166	Oslo	speakers).	

	 Pronominal	subject	 DP	subject	
Neg-S	 S-Neg	 Neg-S	 S-Neg	

Embedded	clauses	 71	(11.8%)	 531	(88.2%)	 10	(26.3%)	 28	(73.7%)	
Total	 602	(94.1%)	 38	(5.9%)	
	
The	first	striking	finding	in	the	data	is	that	the	number	of	full	DP	subjects	is	very	

low,	only	5.9%	(38/640)	 in	embedded	clauses	and	as	 little	as	1.3%	(29/2199)	 in	
main	 clauses.	 This	 is	 even	 lower	 than	what	was	 found	 in	 the	 Tromsø	 corpus	 of	
child-directed	 speech,	 where	 the	 figures	 were	 6.1%	 and	 5.9%	 for	 main	 and	
embedded	clauses	respectively	(see	Tables	6	and	7).		
Secondly,	unlike	our	expectation	based	on	(8),	we	again	 find	a	 relatively	 large	

number	of	pronouns	 in	 the	 low	position,	 as	many	as	15.3%	 (331/2170)	 in	main	
clauses	 and	 11.8%	 (71/602)	 in	 embedded	 clauses.	 Examples	 of	 pronominal	
subjects	in	the	high	position	are	attested	in	(35)	for	a	main	clause	and	(36)	for	an	

																																																								
6	This	is	an	estimated	number:	A	search	for	the	combination	”ikke+pronoun”	in	the	NoTa	
corpus	gives	3180	hits,	and	a	hand	search	of	the	result	of	the	first	500	shows	that	there	are	
52	 examples	 (10.4%)	 of	 lack	 of	 Subject	 Shift	 in	main	 clauses.	 This	means	 that	 the	 total	
number	of	such	examples	can	be	estimated	to	be	331	(10.4%	of	3180).	

7	This	 is	an	estimated	number:	A	search	 for	 the	combination	 ”pronoun+ikke”	gives	3002	
hits,	 and	 a	 hand	 search	 of	 the	 first	 and	 last	 200	 reveals	 that	 there	 are	 245	 examples,	
making	up	61.25%.	This	means	that	the	total	number	of	examples	of	Subject	Shift	can	be	
estimated	to	be	1839.	
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embedded	 clause,	 while	 example	 (37)	 provides	 examples	 of	 low	 pronominal	
subjects	in	both	clause	types.		
(35)	 Hotel	Cæsar		ser						jeg	ikke	på	#...	(NoTa,	speaker	02)	
	 Hotel	Caesar	watch	I					not	on	
	 ‘I	don’t	watch	Hotel	Caesar	(a	Norwegian	soap	opera).’		
(36)	 det	er	ikke	noe	savn	at				jeg	ikke	snakker	#	trøndersk.	(NoTa,	speaker	29)	
	 it					is	not			any	loss		that	I					not				speak									Trøndelag-dialect	
	 ‘I	don’t	miss	being	able	to	speak	the	Trøndelag	dialect.’	
(37)	 det	hadde	ikke	jeg	 tort	det	er	mye	jeg	har	gjort	som	ikke	jeg	 tør	å	nevne	

altså.	(NoTa,	speaker	108)	
	that	had	not	I	dared	it	is	much	I		have	done	which	not	I	dare	to	mention	PRT	
	‘That	 I	wouldn’t	dare	–	 there	 is	 a	 lot	 that	 I	have	done	 that	 I	don’t	dare	 to	
mention,	you	see.’	

According	 to	 our	 initial	 expectations	 based	 on	 the	 formulation	 in	 (8),	
pronominal	 subjects	 in	 the	 low	 position	 should	 be	 new	 or	 focused	 information,	
typically	 stressed.	 In	 (37),	 however,	 both	 pronominal	 subjects	 are	 clearly	 given	
information	as	they	refer	to	the	speaker	(jeg	‘I’).	It	is	unfortunately	not	possible	to	
check	the	context	of	individual	utterances	in	the	NoTa	corpus,	but	it	does	not	seem	
unlikely	 that	 the	 first	 subject	 in	 (37)	 is	 contrastively	 focused.	 The	 second	 one	
presumably	 is	 not,	 and	 the	 word	 order	 choice	 may	 again	 simply	 be	 due	 to	 the	
speaker	wishing	to	put	some	kind	of	emphasis	on	the	subject.	
Third,	as	 in	the	Tromsø	corpus,	we	find	that	 full	DPs	virtually	never	appear	 in	

the	high	subject	position	in	main	clauses.	In	fact,	in	the	whole	corpus,	there	is	only	
one	 example	 of	 a	 full	 DP	 subject	 in	 this	 position,	 compared	 to	 1839	 pronouns,	
making	up	3.4%	(1/29)	of	the	already	small	number	of	DP	subjects	and	less	than	
0.05%	 (1/1840)	of	 all	 high	 subjects.	This	 example	 is	provided	 in	 (38).	Note	 that	
this	is	a	relatively	short	(one-word)	DP,	and	as	mentioned	above,	length	may	be	a	
factor.	A	clear	majority	of	full	DP	subjects	thus	appear	in	the	low	position	in	main	
clauses	(96.6%,	28/29),	as	illustrated	by	the	example	in	(39).		
(38)	 for										ellers	så				fikk	småskolen			ikke	lov	vet						du.	(NoTa,	speaker	54)	
	 because	if-so	then	got		small-school	not				law	know	you	
	 ‘Because	if	so,	then	the	elementary	school	was	not	allowed,	you	know.’	
(39)	 bor			ikke	faren								din	e	#	på	tomta?	(NoTa,	speaker	83)	
	 lives	not			father.DEF	yours			on	land.DEF	
	 ‘Doesn’t	your	father	live	on	that	piece	of	land?’	
Finally,	it	should	be	pointed	out	that	Tables	9	and	10	reveal	a	major	difference	

between	main	 and	 embedded	 clauses	 in	 the	 speech	 of	 the	 Oslo	 speakers.	While	
there	is	a	clear	predominance	of	pronouns	high	and	full	DPs	low	in	main	clauses,	
there	is	no	such	distinction	between	subject	types	in	embedded	clauses,	as	there	is	
a	preference	for	the	high	subject	position	in	embedded	clauses	for	both	pronouns	
and	full	DPs.	That	is,	not	only	pronouns	mainly	appear	in	the	high	position	(88.2%,	
531/602),	full	DPs	are	also	predominantly	found	high	(73.7%,	28/38).	An	example	
of	the	preferred	word	order	for	a	full	DP	subject	is	given	in	(40),	while	(41)	shows	
that	a	DP	may	also	occasionally	appear	low.	
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(40)	 jeg	synes	det	er	så	deilig	at	vi	venninnene	ikke	gir	til	hverandre	jeg	#	bare	
har	sånn	middag.	(NoTa,	speaker	8)	

	 I	think	it	is	so	lovely	that	we	girlfriends	not	give	to	each-other	I	#	just	have	
such	dinner	

	 ‘I	 think	 it	 is	 so	nice	 that	we	girlfriends	don’t	 give	 each	other	 (presents)	#	
just	have	a	dinner.	

(41)	 kjærester	og	sånn	vet	du	det	er	#	hvis	ikke	idretten	tar	dem	så	tar	damene	
dem.	(NoTa,	speaker	122)	

	 girlfriends	and	such	know	you	it	 is	#	if	not	sports.DEF	take	them	then	take	
ladies.DEF	them	

	 ‘Girlfriends	and	stuff	like	that	you	know	–	it	is	#	if	they	are	not	into	sports	
then	they	are	into	women.’	

This	difference	was	also	present	in	the	Tromsø	acquistion	corpus,	but	not	to	the	
same	 extent.	 In	 the	 Tromsø	 corpus,	 the	 DP	 subjects	 were	 preferred	 low	 97.7%	
(85/87)	 in	 main	 clauses	 and	 only	 64.7%	 (11/17)	 in	 embedded	 clauses.	 The	
corresponding	numbers	for	low	DP	subjects	in	the	NoTa	corpus	are	96.6%	(28/29)	
in	main	clauses	and	26.3%	(10/38)	in	embedded	clauses.	It	thus	seems	like	there	is	
a	default	(high)	subject	position	for	all	subject	types	in	embedded	clauses	in	Oslo	
speech,	and	that	the	speakers	of	the	Tromsø	dialect	in	the	acquisition	corpus	may	
display	a	stage	in	the	development	towards	such	a	fixed	word	order.	We	return	to	
this	idea	in	section	5.	
Summarizing	 this	 section,	 we	 have	 found	 that	 there	 is	 a	 clear	 discrepancy	

between	our	expectations	 for	 the	distribution	of	 subject	 types	 formulated	 in	 (8),	
which	 was	 based	 on	 native	 speaker	 intuitions,	 and	 the	 findings	 from	 actual	
production	 in	 spoken	 corpora.	 Generally,	 pronouns	 are	 found	more	 often	 in	 the	
low	 position	 in	 main	 clauses	 than	 expected,	 and	 DPs	 in	 the	 high	 position	 are	
virtually	non-existent	in	main	clauses.	There	is	also	a	clear	distinction	between	the	
preferred	word	order	in	main	and	embedded	clauses,	most	clearly	attested	in	the	
NoTa	corpus.	That	is,	while	pronouns	and	full	DPs	are	clearly	preferred	in	different	
positions	 in	 main	 clauses,	 both	 subject	 types	 tend	 to	 be	 preferred	 high	 in	
embedded	clauses.	 Furthermore,	pronominal	 subjects	 are	used	much	more	often	
than	 DPs,	 so	 that	 overall,	 the	 high	 position	 is	much	more	 frequently	 attested	 in	
natural	spoken	 language.	 In	 the	next	section,	 I	discuss	 the	consequences	of	 these	
findings	for	the	analysis	of	the	child	data.	
	

4.	Consequences	for	acquisition	
We	may	now	return	to	the	child	data	and	our	questions	from	section	2.	First,	we	
found	that	the	children,	even	after	they	had	overcome	the	tendency	for	economy	of	
movement	and	started	producing	pronominal	subjects	generally	 in	the	high	posi-
tion	 in	main	 clauses,	 still	 produce	 a	 not	 negligible	 number	 of	 pronouns	 low,	 i.e.	
17.6%	 (22/125),	 cf.	 Table	 4.	 Under	 the	 assumption	 that	 pronominal	 subjects	
obligatorily	appear	 in	the	high	position	 in	the	adult	 language,	as	 indicated	by	the	
alleged	 distribution	 formulated	 in	 (8),	 this	 was	 somewhat	 surprising,	 and	 the	
question	therefore	concerned	whether	(or	to	what	extent)	the	child	grammar	was	
different	from	the	target	language.	In	light	of	the	findings	for	the	adult	data,	where	
it	was	shown	that	adults	also	produce	a	considerable	number	of	low	pronouns	in	
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main	clauses	(12.1%	in	the	Tromsø	corpus,	15.3%	in	NoTa,	cf.	Tables	6	and	9),	the	
children’s	 behavior	 is	 no	 longer	 puzzling.	 In	 fact,	 the	 children	 now	 only	 have	 a	
slight	preference	for	the	low	subject	position	for	pronouns	compared	to	the	adults.	
Note	also	that	the	two	adults	from	Kåfjord	investigated	in	Table	8	in	fact	produce	a	
higher	percentage	of	 the	 low	subject	position	than	the	children	(24.8%,	54/218),	
and	if	these	are	included	in	the	calculation,	the	eight	adults	in	the	Tromsø	corpus	
produce	altogether	13.9%	(217/1566)	low	subjects.	Thus,	the	difference	between	
the	 children	and	 the	adults	 is	no	 longer	 considerable,	 and	 the	general	 answer	 to	
this	question	seems	to	be	that	the	children	simply	do	what	adults	do.8		
Our	second	question	concerned	the	reason	why	we	did	not	find	any	examples	of	

full	DPs	in	the	high	position	in	main	clauses	in	the	child	data.	According	to	(8),	full	
DP	subjects	should	appear	both	high	and	low,	depending	on	information	structure.	
Thus,	when	children	only	produce	DPs	in	the	low	position,	this	may	indicate	that	
all	they	do	at	this	stage	is	distinguish	between	two	syntactic	categories,	pronouns	
and	DPs,	 and	 that	 they	are	unaware	of	 the	 information	 structure	 requirement	of	
the	adult	construction.	But	again,	 the	numbers	attested	 in	 the	adult	data	put	 this	
finding	in	a	different	perspective.	Counting	the	production	of	all	eight	adults	in	the	
Tromsø	corpus	(cf.	Tables	6	and	8),	there	are	a	total	of	1667	relevant	main	clause	
contexts,	but	only	two	examples	of	a	high	DP	subject.	It	is	thus	not	surprising	that	
there	 is	 not	 a	 single	 such	 example	 in	 the	 child	 data,	 which	 only	 comprises	 213	
relevant	cases.	A	comparison	with	the	adult	data	in	the	NoTa	corpus	,	where	there	
is	 only	 one	 example	 out	 of	 a	 total	 of	 2199	 relevant	 contexts	 (cf.	 Table	 9),	 also	
suggests	 that	children’s	behavior	 is	 in	 fact	generally	 target-consistent.	Even	 if	we	
only	 focus	 on	 the	 occurrences	 of	 DP	 subjects	 individually,	 there	 is	 no	 obvious	
discrepancy	between	the	child	and	adult	data,	as	the	children’s	100%	(22/22)	low	
DPs	is	still	comparable	96.6%	(28/29)	in	NoTa	and	97.7%	(85/87)	in	the	Tromsø	
corpus	 (or	 98.0%,	 99/101,	 if	 the	 14	 low	 subjects	 produced	 by	 the	 two	 Kåfjord	
speakers	are	included,	cf.	Table	8).	
The	 third	 question	 concerned	 the	 difference	 between	 main	 and	 embedded	

clauses.	More	specifically,	why	do	children	not	seem	to	make	the	same	distinction	
between	pronominal	and	full	DP	subjects	in	embedded	contexts	as	they	clearly	do	
in	main	clauses?	While	DP	subjects	are	always	low	and	pronominal	subjects	mainly	
high	in	main	clauses,	the	children	produce	both	subject	types	in	the	same	positions	
in	 embedded	 clauses	 (i.e.	 both	 high	 and	 low).	 The	 few	 examples	 of	 relevant	
embedded	clauses	in	the	child	data,	displayed	in	Table	5,	showed	that	out	of	the	17	
pronominal	 subjects	produced,	9	were	high	and	8	 low,	while	 the	distribution	 for	
the	7	DP	subjects	was	3	high	and	4	low.	Comparing	the	child	data	with	the	adults	in	
the	 Tromsø	 corpus	 (cf.	 Tables	 6	 and	 7),	 we	 find	 that	 also	 the	 adults	 make	 a	
distinction	between	main	and	embedded	clauses	in	this	respect.	While	DP	subjects	

																																																								
8	Nevertheless,	a	close	investigation	of	the	children’s	late	examples	with	Neg-S	word	order	
in	context,	discussed	in	Anderssen	&	Westergaard	(forthcoming),	reveals	that	a	number	of	
these	 sentences	appear	 to	have	non-target-consistent	word	order	at	 this	 stage.	Towards	
the	end	of	data	collection,	however,	(i.e.	around	the	age	of	three),	the	children’s	examples	
with	 this	word	order	 seem	 to	be	 target-consistent.	The	analysis	offered	by	Anderssen	&	
Westergaard	is	that	the	principle	of	economy	of	movement	is	still	operative	to	some	extent	
in	the	children’s	grammars.	
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are	virtually	non-existent	 in	 the	high	position	 in	main	 clauses	 (2.0%),	 as	we	 just	
saw	above,	 they	do	appear	high	in	embedded	clauses	(35.3%).	That	 is,	 the	adults	
seem	 to	 be	more	 inclined	 to	 use	 the	 high	 subject	 position	 in	 embedded	 clauses	
than	 in	main	clauses.	This	 is	very	clear	 for	DP	subjects,	 and	 there	 is	also	a	weak	
tendency	 for	 pronouns	 (which	 appear	 high	 87.9%	 and	 90.1%	 in	 main	 and	
embedded	 clauses	 respectively).	 The	 difference	 between	 main	 and	 embedded	
clauses	is	even	clearer	in	the	corpus	of	Oslo	speech:	In	NoTa,	the	two	subject	types	
are	 clearly	distinct	 in	main	 clauses,	pronouns	being	attested	 in	 the	high	position	
84.7%	and	DPs	only	3.4%,	while	in	embedded	clauses,	both	are	clearly	preferred	in	
the	high	position,	pronouns	88.2%	and	DPs	73.7%.	Thus,	 the	answer	to	the	third	
question	 is	 again	 that	 what	 the	 children	 do	 generally	 corresponds	 to	 what	 the	
adults	do	too.		
Finally,	 the	 fourth	 question	 was	 whether	 young	 children	 have	 an	 early	

preference	for	the	low	position	also	in	embedded	clauses.	Recall	 that	 in	the	early	
child	 data	 on	 subject	 positions	 in	main	 clauses	 (see	 Table	 4),	 the	 three	 children	
were	 found	 to	 produce	 more	 of	 the	 non-target-consistent	 low	 position	 with	
pronominal	subjects	at	an	early	stage,	the	transition	between	this	early	preference	
and	 target-consistent	 distribution	 occurring	 around	 age	 2;6-2;8	 for	 two	 of	 the	
children	 and	 slightly	 later	 for	 the	 third	 child.	 In	 comparison,	 the	 number	 of	
embedded	 clauses	 is	 very	 low	 in	 the	 child	 data,	 the	 children	 producing	 only	 24	
relevant	examples.	In	50%	(12/24)	of	these,	the	subject	(whether	it	 is	a	pronoun	
or	 a	 full	 DP)	 appears	 in	 the	 low	 position.	 In	 the	 adult	 data,	 the	 corresponding	
percentages	are	12.7%	(81/640)	 in	 the	NoTa	corpus	and	13.1%	(38/290)	 in	 the	
Tromsø	corpus	of	child-directed	speech.	This	is	also	very	similar	to	what	Garbacz	
(2004)	 found	 to	 be	 the	 case	 in	 the	 Big	 Brother	 corpus	 of	 spoken	 Norwegian	
(various	dialects),	viz.	12.4%	(36/291).	Thus,	despite	the	low	numbers	in	the	child	
data,	 it	seems	that	the	children	do	have	a	preference	for	the	 low	subject	position	
also	in	embedded	clauses	at	an	early	stage.	 If	 the	production	of	the	two	speakers	
who	had	a	higher	preference	for	the	low	position	is	included	in	the	adult	data	(see	
Table	8),	the	adult	percentage	rises	to	18.7%	(64/343).	But	even	compared	to	this,	
the	 children	 produce	 considerably	more	 of	 the	 low	 position,	 and	we	may	 argue	
that	the	principle	of	economy	is	playing	a	role	 in	this	context	too,	 just	as	 in	main	
clauses.	With	 the	 exception	 of	 four	 examples	 in	 files	 Ann.10-12,	 all	 the	 relevant	
examples	in	the	child	data	are	attested	in	the	latest	files	of	the	corpus,	which	is	not	
surprising,	 given	 the	 complexity	of	 the	 construction.	This	means	 that	 there	 is	no	
detectable	 development	 in	 the	 children’s	 preference	 with	 respect	 to	 subject	
position	 in	 embedded	 clauses,	which	was	 visible	 in	main	 clauses	 (cf.	 Table	 4).	 It	
therefore	seems	possible	to	conclude	that	economy	plays	a	role	at	a	later	stage	in	
embedded	 clauses	 than	 in	main	 clauses	 and	 that	 target-consistent	 production	 is	
even	more	delayed	in	this	context.	
Our	investigation	of	the	adult	data	in	the	previous	section	has	thus	revealed	that	

children	are	generally	target-consistent	at	an	early	age,	producing	pronominal	and	
full	 DP	 subjects	 with	 virtually	 the	 same	 distribution	 as	 adults.	 They	 make	 a	
distinction	not	 only	 between	different	 categories	 of	 subjects	 (pronouns	 vs.	DPs),	
but	also	between	main	and	embedded	clauses,	as	required	by	the	adult	 language.	
The	only	exception	to	this	target-consistent	behavior	is	a	tendency	for	economy	of	
movement,	resulting	in	a	certain	preference	for	the	low	subject	position	at	an	early	
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stage.	But	even	this	tendency	for	economy	is	sensitive	to	the	distinction	between	
main	 and	 embedded	 clauses,	 as	 subject	 movement	 to	 the	 target-consistent	 high	
position	is	even	more	delayed	in	embedded	clauses.	Economy	is	a	factor	that	is	also	
visible	 in	 other	 parts	 of	 child	 grammars,	 as	 it	 is	 frequently	 found	 that	 children’s	
errors	 in	 syntax	 are	 errors	 of	 omission,	 hardly	 ever	 errors	 of	 commission,	 see	
Snyder	(2007)	for	a	recent	discussion	of	children’s	typically	conservative	approach	
in	 the	acquisition	process.	The	best	attested	examples	of	 this	are	null	 subjects	 in	
non-null-subject	 languages	 or	 root	 clauses	 lacking	 a	 finite	 verb	 (see	 e.g.	 Rizzi	
1993/1994,	2000	or	Wexler	1999).	
Furthermore,	 these	 findings	 corroborate	 recent	 work	 on	 acquisition	 that	 has	

attested	that	children	are	able	to	make	very	fine	syntactic	distinctions	at	an	early	
stage.	 For	 example,	 in	 Westergaard	 (2009a,	 b)	 it	 is	 shown	 that	 the	 Norwegian	
children	in	the	present	corpus	make	a	clear	distinction	between	short	and	long	wh-
elements	(corresponding	to	a	difference	between	heads	and	phrases)	with	respect	
to	 word	 order:	 While	 the	 long	 ones	 require	 V2,	 the	 short	 ones	 may	 appear	 in	
questions	with	either	V2	or	non-V2	word	order	in	the	adult	grammar.	The	children	
are	 shown	 to	 be	 target-consistent	 in	 their	 production	 as	 soon	 as	 relevant	
constructions	appear	in	the	data,	i.e.	around	age	2;2-2;10,	producing	virtually	only	
V2	with	 the	 long	wh-elements	and	both	word	orders	with	 the	short	ones.	This	 is	
illustrated	in	(42)	and	(43a,	b).	
(42)	 korfor	gråt								dem?	(Ole.17,	age	2;8.24)	
	 why					cry.PRES	they	
	 ‘Why	are	they	crying?’	
(43)	 a.	 kor						er											babyen?	(Ina.06,	age	2;1.0)	

where	be.PRES	baby.DEF	
‘Where	is	the	baby?’		

b.	 ka						du			gjør?	(Ann.10,	age	2;3.9)	
what	you	do.PRES	

	 	 ‘What	are	you	doing?’	
It	has	also	been	 shown	 that	English-speaking	 children	are	able	 to	make	a	dis-

tinction	between	auxiliaries	and	lexical	verbs	at	an	early	stage,	as	subject-auxiliary	
inversion	 is	 never	 overgeneralized	 to	 other	 verb	 types	 (see	 Radford	 1992	 or	
Roeper	1999,	2007).	Analyzing	data	 from	one	English-speaking	child	on	 inverted	
vs.	 non-inverted	 word	 order,	 Westergaard	 (2009b)	 further	 argues	 that	 there	 is	
under-	 rather	 than	overgeneralization	 in	 the	 child’s	production	of	word	order	 in	
wh-questions.	 That	 is,	 the	 child	 is	 making	 even	 finer	 linguistically	 relevant	
distinctions	than	those	that	are	found	in	the	adult	language.	
In	Westergaard	(2008b,	2009a,	b)	children’s	early	target-consistent	production	

with	respect	to	these	distinctions	is	explained	in	terms	of	a	cue-based	approach	to	
language	 acquisition	 and	 change,	 similar	 to	 that	 advocated	 in	 Lightfoot	 (1999,	
2006).	A	cue	is	a	piece	of	structure	which	is	developed	in	the	I-language	of	the	child	
as	a	result	of	exposure	to	the	relevant	input.	A	similar	approach	to	acquisition	and	
change	may	also	be	found	in	work	on	Brazilian	Portuguese	in	Rothman	(2007)	and	
Pires	&	Rothman	(2009),	who	discuss	issues	in	language	acquisition	in	relation	to	
the	 nature	 and	 frequency	 of	 the	 actual	 input	 compared	 to	 adult	 native	 speaker	
intuitions.	 The	 model	 outlined	 in	 Westergaard	 (2008b,	 2009a,	 b)	 differs	 from	
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Lightfoot’s	 original	model	 in	 that	 it	 is	 not	 based	 on	 the	 existence	 of	major	word	
order	 parameters	 in	 UG.	 Instead,	 children	 are	 argued	 to	 be	 sensitive	 to	 fine	
syntactic	 distinctions	 in	 the	 input,	 formulated	 as	 micro-cues	 in	 children’s	 I-
language	grammars	(see	also	Lightfoot	and	Westergaard	2007).	According	to	this	
model,	children	are	expected	to	be	able	to	produce	different	word	orders	that	are	
dependent	 on	 minor	 syntactic	 distinctions	 at	 an	 early	 stage.	 Thus,	 it	 is	 not	
surprising	 that	 the	 Norwegian	 children,	 in	 the	 data	 discussed	 in	 this	 paper,	
immediately	distinguish	between	main	and	embedded	clauses	in	the	acquisition	of	
subject	positions.		
The	findings	in	this	paper	also	indicate	that	children	are	sensitive	to	information	

structure	from	early	on.	Thus,	this	goes	against	much	work	on	acquisition	from	the	
90s	which	argued	that	syntax	is	early,	but	pragmatics	is	late,	cf.	e.g.	Chien	&	Wexler	
(1990),	 Avrutin	 &	 Wexler	 (1992),	 Schaeffer	 (1995,	 2000),	 Hyams	 (1996),	 or	
Batman-Ratyosyan	 &	 Stromswold	 (2002).	 More	 recent	 work	 has	 shown	 that	
children	in	fact	do	seem	to	have	certain	pragmatic	principles	in	place	early,	cf.	e.g.	
de	Cat	(2003)	on	topics	in	French,	Gordishevsky	&	Avrutin	(2004)	on	the	acquisi-
tion	of	null	subjects	in	Russian,	or	Westergaard	(2003,	2009b)	on	mixed	V2/non-
V2	word	order	 in	wh-questions,	 the	 latter	based	on	an	 investigation	of	 the	 same	
three	 Norwegian	 children	 as	 in	 the	 present	 study.	 In	 the	 V2/non-V2	 case,	 the	
distinction	 in	 the	 target	 language	 turns	out	 to	be	 similar	 to	 the	one	discussed	 in	
this	 paper,	 in	 that	 informationally	 given	 subjects	 (typically	 pronouns)	 appear	 in	
non-V2	 constructions	 and	 informationally	 new	or	 focused	 subjects	 (typically	 full	
DPs)	 appear	with	V2	word	order.	The	 children	are	 found	 to	be	 target-consistent	
from	 the	 onset	 of	 relevant	 examples	 in	 the	 data,	 as	 was	 illustrated	 in	 (44a,	 b)	
above.	
Finally,	 the	 percentages	 attested	 in	 the	 adult	 data	 compared	 to	 the	 children’s	

early	 production	 show	 that	 frequencies	 do	 not	 have	 to	 be	 robust	 for	 early	
acquisition,	as	argued	by	Lightfoot	(1999,	2006).	He	suggested	a	threshold	of	17-
30%	for	the	acquisition	of	V2,	in	order	to	explain	the	loss	of	this	word	order	in	the	
history	 of	 English.	 In	Westergaard	 (2008b),	 I	 show	 that	 the	 critical	 level	 for	 the	
acquisition	of	V2	must	be	considerably	lower.	In	the	present	study,	the	children	are	
able	 to	 distinguish	 between	 pronominal	 and	 full	 DP	 subjects,	 even	 though	 the	
latter	 appear	 rarely	 in	 the	 input	 data,	 only	 6.1%	 (87/1435)	 in	 main	 and	 5.9%	
(17/290)	in	embedded	clauses	in	the	Tromsø	corpus	of	child-directed	speech	(not	
including	 the	 speakers	 in	 Table	 8),	 and	 as	 little	 as	 1.3%	 (29/2199)	 in	main	 and	
5.9%	 (38/640)	 in	 embedded	 clauses	 in	 the	 NoTa	 corpus	 (cf.	 Tables	 9	 and	 10).	
Furthermore,	adult	speakers	of	Norwegian	have	apparently	developed	a	grammar	
where	 full	 DPs	 are	 possible	 in	 the	 high	 subject	 position	 in	 main	 clauses,	 even	
though	this	is	vanishingly	rare	in	the	input,	there	being	only	two	examples	in	the	
Tromsø	 corpus	 compared	 to	 1185	 high	 pronouns,	 and	 only	 one	 example	 in	 the	
NoTa	 corpus,	 compared	 to	 as	 many	 as	 1839	 pronouns	 in	 the	 high	 position.	 It	
should	be	noted	that	the	two	corpora	together	represent	approximately	120	hours	
of	 recording,	 meaning	 that	 there	may	 be	 several	 days,	 possibly	 weeks,	 between	
every	 time	 a	 child	 hears	 an	 example	 of	 a	 DP	 in	 the	 high	 subject	 position.9	
																																																								
9	 The	 83	 files	 in	 the	 NoTa	 corpus	 are	 approximately	 30	 minutes	 each,	 while	 the	 70	
recordings	of	the	Tromsø	corpus	generally	last	one	hour	or	somewhat	longer.	
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Westergaard	 (2008b)	 also	 shows	 that	 children	 need	 extremely	 little	 input	 to	
distinguish	 between	 V2	 and	 non-V2	 word	 orders	 in	 exceptional	 contexts,	 e.g.	
declaratives	involving	a	particular	class	of	adverbs.	
This	means	 that	 even	 very	 low	 frequencies	 are	 not	 necessarily	 a	 problem	 for	

acquisition,	 and	 that	 historical	 language	 change	 should	 not	 be	 explained	 by	
reference	to	 frequency	alone.	Nevertheless,	 I	would	argue	that	very	 low	frequen-
cies	 make	 a	 construction	 vulnerable	 to	 change.	 This	 means	 that,	 for	 historical	
changes	to	actually	occur,	several	factors	must	work	together	to	spread	the	change	
in	a	population.	But	 the	process	of	 language	acquisition	may	still	be	 the	dynamic	
force	behind	the	initial	change	and	could	also	offer	an	explanation	for	why	changes	
occur	in	a	particular	way.	This	is	discussed	in	the	next	section.	

	
5.	Speculations	on	frequency	and	possible	language	change	
As	 concluded	 in	 the	 previous	 section,	 the	 frequencies	 found	 in	 the	 adult	 data	
investigated	in	this	paper	indicate	that	children	need	very	little	input	to	be	able	to	
produce	target-consistent	word	order	in	different	contexts	at	an	early	stage.	In	this	
sense,	word	order	should	be	a	very	stable	feature	of	a	language,	surviving	transfer	
across	many	generations.	And	 in	many	ways	 it	 is,	especially	 if	we	consider	every	
new	 child	 learning	 a	 language	 as	 a	 new	 generation.	 This	 is	 not	 an	 unreasonable	
assumption	given	a	generative	perspective	on	language	acquisition,	formulated	by	
Pinker	(1994:	32)	as	a	claim	that	a	language	is	reinvented	every	time	a	child	learns	
it.	Nevertheless,	we	know	 that	word	order	 changes	do	 take	place	historically.	As	
mentioned	above,	I	assume	that,	for	change	to	actually	take	place	and	also	spread	
in	a	community,	several	factors	have	to	work	together,	also	non-linguistic	ones.	But	
one	important	factor	in	this	process	is	low	input	frequency.	This	makes	it	possible	
for	 a	 child	 to	 ignore	 a	 construction,	 which	 as	 a	 result	 becomes	 vulnerable	 to	
change.	The	process	of	 language	acquisition	may	thus	provide	an	account	 for	 the	
nature	of	historical	development.		
According	to	this	view,	there	are	several	aspects	of	the	adult	data	 investigated	

that	are	vulnerable.	First	and	 foremost,	 there	 is	a	vanishingly	 low	number	of	 full	
DP	 subjects	 in	 the	high	position	 in	main	 clauses,	 only	 two	 in	 the	Tromsø	 corpus	
and	one	in	the	NoTa	corpus,	making	up	as	little	as	2.3%	and	3.4%	of	all	DP	subjects	
respectively.	This	should	also	be	compared	to	as	many	as	1185	and	1839	prono-
minal	 subjects	 in	 this	position	 in	 the	 two	corpora,	meaning	 that	 the	high	 subject	
position	 is	 filled	by	a	DP	only	0.17%	(2/1187)	 in	 the	Tromsø	 corpus	and	0.05%	
(1/1840)	in	the	NoTa	corpus,	cf.	Tables	6	and	9.	Given	these	percentages,	it	would	
not	be	a	completely	unreasonable	assumption	on	the	part	of	a	learner	that	the	high	
position	 is	 reserved	 for	 pronominal	 subjects	 only.	 In	 fact,	 if	 these	 corpora	were	
historical	 texts,	 linguists	 would	 presumably	 come	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 only	
pronouns	could	appear	in	the	high	subject	position,	and	the	occasional	examples	of	
high	DP	subjects	might	simply	be	considered	to	be	‘noise’	in	the	data.	
Secondly,	 there	 is	 a	 very	 low	 proportion	 of	 full	 DP	 subjects	 in	 spontaneous	

discourse,	in	any	position.	As	mentioned	in	the	previous	section,	the	total	number	
of	DP	 subjects	 in	 the	Tromsø	 corpus	makes	 up	 6.1%	 (87/1435)	 in	main	 clauses	
and	5.9%	(17/290)	 in	embedded	clauses,	 cf.	Tables	6	and	7.	 In	 the	NoTa	corpus,	
there	are	even	fewer	full	DP	subjects	in	main	clauses,	only	1.3%	(29/2199),	but	the	
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same	proportion	 in	 embedded	 clauses,	 5.9%	 (38/640),	 cf.	 Tables	 9	 and	 10.	 This	
means	 that	 approximately	 94-99%	 of	 all	 subjects	 that	 a	 child	 hears	 will	 be	
pronouns,	and	this,	 I	would	argue,	may	 lead	to	the	second	possible	development.	
Given	 these	 low	percentages	 for	DP	 subjects	 overall,	 it	 is	 not	 unlikely	 that	 some	
children	might	ignore	the	distinction	between	pronouns	and	full	DPs	with	respect	
to	position,	and	consequently	simply	ignore	one	of	the	positions.	In	this	scenario,	
the	child	would	develop	a	grammar	where	there	is	only	one	subject	position,	and	
given	the	major	difference	in	frequencies,	this	position	should	be	the	one	typically	
occupied	by	pronouns,	i.e.	the	high	subject	position.	
Related	to	this	point	is	another	low	frequency	that	may	be	relevant,	viz.	the	fact	

that	 there	 is	 a	 much	 lower	 number	 of	 embedded	 clauses	 than	 main	 clauses	 in	
spontaneous	discourse.	Only	calculating	clauses	which	include	negation	(since	only	
these	 are	 relevant	 for	 the	 two	 subject	 positions),	 we	 find	 that,	 while	 embedded	
clauses	make	up	22.5%	(640/2839)	in	the	NoTa	corpus	(cf.	Tables	9	and	10),	the	
percentage	of	embedded	clauses	in	the	Tromsø	corpus	of	child-directed	speech	is	
only	 16.8%	 (290/1725),	 cf.	 Tables	 6	 and	 7.	 This	 means	 that	 a	 possible	
development	towards	a	default	subject	position	as	just	sketched	might	take	place	
in	 embedded	 clauses	 first,	 since	 the	number	of	DP	 subjects	 is	 even	 lower	 in	 this	
context.	
Having	identified	these	aspects	of	the	input	as	vulnerable,	we	may	now	predict	

two	 likely	 developments	 with	 respect	 to	 word	 order	 and	 subject	 positions,	 and	
below	 I	 speculate	 that	 both	 of	 these	 are	 in	 progress	 in	 present-day	 Norwegian.	
Both	 of	 these	 developments	 may	 be	 considered	 to	 reflect	 information	 structure	
patterns	which	 ‘freeze’	 in	 the	 syntax.	 That	 is,	when	 the	 syntax	 allows	 two	word	
orders,	information	structure	patterns	will	typically	distinguish	between	them	(see	
Bresnan	&	Nikitina	2003,	2007,	Bresnan,	Cueni,	Nikitina	&	Baayen	2007).	But	these	
patterns	 of	 information	 structure	 will	 cause	 a	 skewed	 distribution	 in	 actual	
discourse.	With	respect	 to	subjects,	which	are	most	commonly	given	 information	
(and	 typically	 realized	 by	 pronouns),	 this	 means	 that	 the	 position	 for	
informationally	given	elements	will	be	 favored	 in	 the	 input	 to	 children.	This	will	
cause	 the	other	position	to	drop	 in	 frequency,	eventually	below	a	critical	 level	of	
acquisition	for	some	children.	This	process	is	referred	to	as	‘information	structure	
drift’	 in	 e.g.	 Westergaard	 (2005,	 forthcoming/2010).	 If	 the	 environment	 is	 also	
favorable	 for	 the	 spread	 of	 such	 a	 development,	 the	 result	 will	 be	 a	 diachronic	
change	in	the	language	of	the	community.	
More	specifically,	the	two	likely	scenarios	may	be	outlined	in	the	following	way:		
	

Scenario	1:		 Children	 may	 ignore	 the	 infrequent	 positions	 for	 full	 DP	 and	
pronominal	 subjects	 respectively	 and	 consequently	 develop	 a	
grammar	where	pronouns	may	only	appear	in	one	position	(the	high	
one)	and	DPs	only	in	another	position	(the	low	one).	

Scenario	2:		 Children	 may	 ignore	 the	 infrequent	 (low)	 position	 and	 develop	 a	
grammar	with	only	one	default	subject	position	(the	high	position).	

	
We	may	 now	 ask	 if	 there	 is	 any	 historical	 evidence	 that	 such	 changes	 are	 in	

progress	 or	 have	 actually	 taken	 place.	With	 respect	 to	 scenario	 1,	 this	 reflects	 a	
development	that	may	already	be	in	progress	in	certain	varieties	of	Norwegian,	as	
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sporadic	 judgements	 I	 have	 had	 to	 the	 only	 sentence	 in	 the	NoTa	 corpus	with	 a	
high	DP	 subject,	 illustrated	 in	 (38)	 above	 and	 repeated	 here,	 is	 that	 it	 is	 odd	 or	
ungrammatical.	This	means	that,	for	these	speakers,	the	Subject	Shift	construction	
is	 no	 different	 than	 the	 Object	 Shift	 construction,	 discussed	 briefly	 in	 section	 1	
above,	cf.	example	(10),	also	repeated	here.	Recall	that	in	this	latter	construction,	
full	 DPs	may	 not	 shift	 to	 the	 higher	 position,	 so	 that	 there	 is	 clearly	 one	 object	
position	for	pronouns	and	another	for	full	DPs,	illustrated	in	example	(11).	
(38’)	 for										ellers	så				fikk	småskolen			ikke	lov	vet						du.	(NoTa,	speaker	54)	
	 because	if-so	then	got		small-school	not				law	know	you	
	 ‘Because	if	so,	then	the	elementary	school	was	not	allowed,	you	know.’	
(10’)	 Peter	leste	den	ikke.	
	 Peter	read	it						not	

‘Peter	didn’t	read	it.’	
(11’)	 Peter	leste	ikke	boka.	/					*Peter	leste	boka								ikke.		
	 Peter	read	not				book.DEF	/	Peter	read	book.DEF	not						
	 ‘Peter	didn’t	read	the	book.’		
One	might	 therefore	speculate	whether	sentences	such	as	 the	one	with	a	high	

DP	object	 in	 (11)	may	have	been	grammatical	 in	older	versions	of	Norwegian.	 It	
does	not	 seem	completely	unlikely,	 as	 in	present-day	 Icelandic,	Object	 Shift	 is	 in	
fact	possible	also	with	DPs,	illustrated	in	(44),	from	Thrainsson	(2001:	148).		
(44)	 Nemandinn	las													bókina			ekki.	
	 student.DEF	read.PAST	book.DEF	not	
	 ‘The	student	didn’t	read	the	book.’	
Admittedly,	 if	 this	has	been	 the	 case	 in	 the	history	of	Norwegian,	 it	may	have	

been	lost	before	the	Middle	Norwegian	period,	as	no	examples	of	this	are	attested	
in	 the	relatively	 large	data	sample	studied	by	Sundquist	(2002).	However,	Object	
Shift	turns	out	to	be	a	very	infrequent	construction	(see	below),	and	the	fact	that	it	
is	 not	 attested	 in	 the	 Middle	 Norwegian	 data	 does	 not	 necessarily	 mean	 that	 it	
didn’t	 exist;	 cf.	 also	 the	 comment	 earlier	 in	 this	 section	 with	 respect	 to	 the	
extremely	 low	 frequency	 of	 high	 DP	 subjects	 in	 main	 clauses	 in	 the	 present	
corpora.	
Thus,	 assuming	 the	 existence	 of	 sentences	 such	 as	 (44)	 in	 the	 history	 of	

Norwegian,	 the	 change	 in	 the	 Object	 Shift	 construction	 would	 reflect	 the	
development	outlined	in	scenario	1.	That	is,	the	present-day	situation	would	be	the	
result	 of	 what	 we	 might	 refer	 to	 as	 syntactic	 freezing	 of	 the	 high	 position	 for	
pronouns	 only	 and	 the	 low	 one	 for	 DPs,	 presumably	 due	 to	 an	 extreme	 lack	 of	
frequency	for	informationally	given	DP	objects	in	the	high	position,	similar	to	what	
is	found	in	the	case	of	subjects	in	present-day	spoken	Norwegian.	
We	 may	 now	 ask	 the	 question	 why,	 if	 this	 change	 took	 place	 in	 the	 object	

position,	 it	 did	 not	 affect	 subjects	 in	 the	 same	way	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time.	More	
specifically,	why	should	it	take	place	with	objects	first	and	only	(much)	later	affect	
the	subject	positions?	The	answer	may	again	be	related	to	frequency.	Contrary	to	
what	 one	 might	 expect,	 considering	 the	 interest	 given	 to	 the	 two	 constructions	
within	linguistics,	Object	Shift	is	quite	rare	in	spontaneous	spoken	language,	while	
Subject	 Shift	 is	 relatively	 frequent.	 This	 is	 illustrated	 in	 Anderssen	 et	 al.	
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(forthcoming),	where	a	sample	of	child-directed	speech	from	one	of	the	speakers	
in	the	Tromsø	corpus	(approximately	13	hours	of	recording)	has	been	investigated	
with	respect	 to	 the	 frequency	of	 the	 two	constructions.	 In	 this	particular	sample,	
Subject	Shift	is	found	to	be	extremely	frequent	compared	to	Object	Shift.	In	fact,	the	
sample	contains	157	examples	of	Subject	Shift,	while	only	three	examples	of	Object	
Shift	 are	 attested,	making	 the	 former	 construction	 approximately	50	 times	more	
frequent	than	the	latter.		
Since	this	is	the	result	of	an	investigation	of	only	one	speaker,	it	is	necessary	to	

also	study	other	corpora	to	confirm	or	disconfirm	such	a	finding.	Therefore,	I	have	
carried	out	a	similar	study	on	a	sample	of	the	NoTa	corpus.	In	Table	9,	the	number	
of	examples	of	Subject	Shift	 in	the	corpus	was	based	on	a	sample	of	the	200	first	
and	200	last	hits	of	the	combination	“pronoun+ikke”	(cf.	footnote	6).	The	number	
of	examples	of	Subject	Shift	in	the	sample	was	245,	making	up	61.25%	(245/400).	
Since	 the	 total	 number	 of	 relevant	 hits	 in	 the	 corpus	 was	 3002,	 the	 number	 of	
examples	of	Subject	Shift	was	estimated	to	be	1839	(61.25%	of	3002).	In	the	same	
sample,	Object	Shift	is	attested	18	times,	making	up	4.5%	(18/400).10	This	means	
that	the	total	number	of	examples	of	Object	Shift	in	the	corpus	can	be	estimated	to	
be	136	(4.5%	of	3002).	In	this	sample	from	several	speakers	then,	Subject	Shift	is	
approximately	14	times	more	frequent	than	Object	Shift	(1839	vs.	136).	The	main	
reason	for	this	seems	to	be	that,	while	subjects	are	often	realized	as	pronouns,	as	
we	 have	 seen	 in	 this	 paper,	 objects	 are	more	 commonly	 realized	 by	 full	 DPs	 or	
clauses,	approximately	60-80%,	according	to	Westergaard	(forthcoming/2010).	
Although	 this	 finding	 from	 the	 NoTa	 corpus	 indicates	 that	 the	 sample	

investigated	 from	 the	 Tromsø	 corpus	 is	 unusual	 with	 respect	 to	 the	 relative	
frequencies	 of	 the	 two	 constructions,	 it	 nevertheless	 shows	 that	 there	 is	 a	
considerable	difference	between	Subject	 and	Object	 Shift	 in	 spontaneous	 speech.	
In	this	perspective	it	does	not	seem	unreasonable	that	(occasional)	full	DPs	in	the	
high	 object	 position	 should	 be	 even	 more	 vulnerable	 than	 in	 the	 high	 subject	
position.	Note	that	this	difference	also	supports	the	model	of	micro-cues,	arguing	
that	children	are	able	to	make	fine	syntactic	distinctions	in	the	acquisition	process,	
e.g.	 treating	 main	 and	 embedded	 clauses	 differently,	 as	 shown	 above,	 or	
distinguishing	between	subject	and	object	positions,	as	the	historical	data	indicate.	
We	may	now	move	on	to	scenario	2,	which	predicts	that	children	could	develop	

a	default	subject	position	for	all	subject	types,	pronouns	as	well	as	full	DPs.	For	an	
actual	 example	of	 this,	we	may	 turn	 to	 the	history	of	English,	where	 two	subject	

																																																								
10	 This	 number	 excludes	 five	 repetitions	 within	 the	 same	 or	 immediately	 preceding	
utterance	 by	 the	 same	 speaker.	 It	 should	 also	 be	 noted	 that	 as	 many	 of	 8	 of	 these	 18	
examples	 of	 Object	 Shift	 involve	 a	 reflexive,	 as	 illustrated	 in	 (i).	 These	 are	 a	 special	
category,	 and	 given	 the	 model	 of	 micro-cues,	 which	 assumes	 that	 children	 make	 fine	
linguistic	distinctions	and	do	not	overgeneralize	in	syntax,	these	reflexives	possibly	do	not	
count	as	clear	evidence	for	the	child	that	also	other	pronominal	objects	should	shift	across	
negation.	

(i) ja				men	vi			bryr	oss			ikke	om						penger	vi			er			mer			idealister	ikke	sant	
(NoTa,	speaker	20)	
yes	but			we	care	REFL	not				about	money	we	are	more	idealists			not			true	
‘Yes,	but	we	don’t	care	about	money	–	we	are	more	idealistic,	right?’	
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positions	were	 both	 attested	 in	 OE,	 cf.	 section	 1.	 Tables	 1	 and	 2	 illustrated	 that	
pronominal	 subjects	 were	 almost	 exclusively	 found	 in	 the	 high	 position	 in	 OE	
(approximately	 99%),	 while	 full	 DPs	 occurred	 either	 high	 or	 low	 depending	 on	
discourse	factors,	with	a	clear	preference	for	the	low	position	(82%	in	main	clause	
questions,	64%	in	embedded	clauses).	In	Middle	English	(ME),	on	the	other	hand,	
the	 low	position	 is	hardly	used	 in	embedded	clauses	at	all,	 cf.	Table	11	 (adapted	
from	van	Kemenade	&	Los	2006:	244-5,	based	on	the	Penn-Helsinki	Parsed	Corpus	
of	 Middle	 English	 2	 (PPCME2,	 Taylor	 2000)).	 That	 is,	 pronominal	 subjects	 still	
appear	 exclusively	 in	 the	 high	 position,	 but	 also	 full	 DP	 subjects	 now	
predominantly	appear	high,	as	much	as	82.1%	(23/28).	This	means	that	the	high	
position	is	the	preferred	(default)	position	for	all	subjects	in	ME,	pronouns	as	well	
as	 full	 DPs.	 This	 exactly	 corresponds	 to	 the	 development	 that	 is	 predicted	 in	
scenario	2.11	
 
Table	11:	Order	of	subject	and	discourse	marker	in	embedded	clauses	in	ME.	

	 Pronominal	subjects	 Full	DP	subjects	
Preceding	þa/þonne	 51	(100%)	 23	(82.1%)		
Following	þa/þonne	 		0	 		5	(17.9%)	
Total	 51	 28		
	
Returning	 to	 the	 Norwegian	 data,	 I	 would	 argue	 that	 some	 varieties	 of	

Norwegian	are	already	in	the	process	of	developing	such	a	default	subject	position	
in	embedded	clauses,	illustrated	by	the	fact	that	speakers	generally	prefer	the	high	
position	for	all	subject	types	in	this	context,	pronouns	as	well	as	full	DPs.	This	was	
a	 tendency	 in	 the	adult	production	 in	 the	Tromsø	corpus	(cf.	Table	7),	while	 this	
development	seems	to	be	almost	complete	in	the	production	of	Oslo	speakers	(cf.	
Table	10).	That	is,	in	embedded	clauses	in	the	Tromsø	corpus	pronominal	and	DP	
subjects	are	preferred	high	90.1%	and	34.3%	respectively,	compared	to	87.9%	and	
only	2.3%	 in	main	 clauses.	And	 in	 the	NoTa	 corpus	of	Oslo	 speech,	pronouminal	
subjects	appear	high	88.2%	and	DPs	as	much	as	73.3%.		
If	 this	 is	 a	 change	 in	 progress	 in	 the	 present-day	 language,	 this	 means	 that	

Norwegian	is	not	that	different	from	the	other	Scandinavian	languages,	which	have	
been	argued	to	have	undergone	a	similar	process.	The	situation	 in	Danish	 is	 that	
Adv-S	 word	 order	 in	 embedded	 clauses	 is	 completely	 disallowed,	 cf.	 Svenonius	
(2002:	222),	who	claims	that	this	is	a	relatively	recent	development.	According	to	
Holmberg	 (1993),	 this	word	order	 in	Swedish	 is	 restricted	 to	 subjects	with	 focal	
stress.	 This	 is	 corroborated	 in	Andréasson’s	 (2007)	 study	 of	 a	 corpus	 of	written	
Swedish,	where	subjects	in	main	as	well	as	embedded	clauses	are	found	to	precede	
adverbials	 87.6%	 (1205/1375).	 This	 also	 holds	when	different	 subject	 types	 are	
taken	 into	 account,	 as	 pronouns	 appear	 high	 98%	 (850/870)	 and	 DPs	 73%	
(355/484).	 Even	 clearer	 findings	 are	 attested	 in	 spoken	 Swedish	 already	 in	
																																																								
11	 In	 ME	 there	 is	 also	 a	 loss	 of	 the	 context	 for	 the	 two	 subject	 positions,	 in	 that	 the	
discourse	 markers	 þa/þonne	 ‘then’	 more	 or	 less	 disappear	 from	 the	 language.	 This	
generally	explains	why	the	total	numbers	are	so	much	lower	for	the	ME	data	compared	to	
OE.	
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Jørgensen	(1976,	1978),	where	proportions	of	high	subjects	 in	main	clauses	vary	
around	97%	and	99.5%	depending	on	register,	with	similar	figures	for	embedded	
clauses.	
The	data	presented	in	this	paper	show	that,	also	in	Norwegian,	low	subjects	are	

restricted	 in	embedded	clauses.	 It	 is	 also	 the	 case	 that	not	all	 adverbs	allow	 this	
word	 order,	 cf.	 footnote	 1.	 Moreover,	 grammaticality	 judgments	 also	 vary	
enormously	with	 respect	 to	 both	 adverb	 and	 subject	 types.	 For	 example,	 on	 the	
basis	of	judgments	from	eight	native	speakers	on	examples	such	as	(45)	and	(46),	
Haeberli	 (2002:	 244)	 states	 that	 “there	 seems	 to	 be	 considerable	 variation	with	
respect	to	the	acceptability	of	[these]	sentences.”		
(45)		 …	at	dessverre						Jon	ikke	har	lest	boka		

that	unfortunately	Jon		not			has	read	book.DEF	
(46)	 …	at	tross				alt															Jon	ikke	vil			lese	disse	bøkene	

that	despite	everything	Jon		not		will	read	these	book.DEF/PL	
Despite	 Haeberli’s	 careful	 formulation,	 these	 particular	 sentences	 are	

commented	on	in	the	following	way	by	Engh	(2008:	60),	who	has	devoted	a	whole	
book	to	pointing	out	other	linguists’	mistakes	and	inaccuracies:	“[These	sentences]	
are	 completely	 ungrammatical…	 How	 any	 native	 language	 user	 could	 have	
accepted	any	of	them	is	hard	to	imagine.”	While	one	may	not	appreciate	the	tone	of	
this	comment,	Engh’s	strong	reaction	to	these	sentences	(and	many	similar	ones)	
presumably	shows	that	a	change	is	already	in	progress,	affecting	the	judgments	of	
some	present-day	speakers	of	the	language.	
	
6.	Summary/Conclusion	
This	paper	has	discussed	the	two	subject	positions	that	are	found	in	main	as	well	
as	 embedded	 clauses	 in	 present-day	 Norwegian,	 preceding	 or	 following	 the	
negation	or	other	sentence	adverbs.	These	two	subject	positions	are	also	attested	
in	the	history	of	English.	It	has	been	argued	that,	when	syntax	allows	two	subject	
positions,	 information	structure	will	 typically	distinguish	between	them	in	actual	
discourse,	so	that	the	high	one	is	preferred	for	informationally	given	subjects	and	
the	 low	one	 for	 subjects	 that	 convey	new	or	 focused	 information.	 Since	 subjects	
tend	to	be	given	 information,	 typically	realized	as	pronouns,	 this	may	cause	very	
different	frequencies	for	the	two	positions	in	spontaneous	discourse,	and	thus	also	
in	the	input	to	children	acquiring	the	language.	Data	from	child	language	have	been	
used	 to	 show	 that	 children	 are	 very	 sensitive	 to	 information	 structure	 and	 fine	
syntactic	 distinctions,	 referred	 to	 as	 micro-cues.	 Consequently,	 even	 very	 low	
frequencies	 are	 sufficient	 for	 acquisition	 in	most	 cases.	 Nevertheless,	 structures	
with	extremely	low	input	frequencies	have	been	argued	to	be	vulnerable	to	change.	
Thus,	 the	 combination	 of	 information	 structure	 and	 low	 frequencies	 in	 child-
directed	speech	may	cause	syntactic	freezing	of	information	structure	patterns.	The	
two	 cases	discussed	here	 are	1)	 the	 clear	distinction	between	pronouns	 and	 full	
DPs	 with	 respect	 to	 the	 two	 positions	 in	 main	 clauses	 (making	 Subject	 Shift	
increasingly	 similar	 to	 Scandinavian	 Object	 Shift	 constructions),	 and	 2)	 the	
development	of	a	default	(high)	subject	position	in	embedded	clauses	(attested	in	
the	 history	 of	 English	 and	 argued	 to	 be	 in	 progress	 in	 present-day	 Norwegian).	
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Furthermore,	the	paper	has	shown	that	it	is	crucial	to	study	frequencies	in	natural	
spoken	language	in	order	to	account	for	certain	issues	in	language	acquisition	and	
change.	
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