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ABSTRACT

This study proposes an experimental design to explore whether speakers of English, Japanese, and Turkish as
their first language (L1) can acquire the Overt Pronoun Constraint (OPC), as proposed by Montalbetti (1984), when
learning Korean as a second language (L2). L1 English speakers are expected to struggle with acquiring the OPC due
to the non-null subject nature of English, while L1 Japanese speakers are anticipated to acquire it more easily because
Japanese is a null-subject language. L1 Turkish speakers are expected to display unique learning patterns. This
study examines the influence of L1 transfer and L2 input on OPC acquisition, providing a basis for future empirical
research.
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1. Introduction

It is well-known that Korean is a null-subject language, in which a subject is
allowed to be unexpressed in an independent clause, as illustrated in the sentences
given in (1) below.

() a. Minswu-ka  ecey yenghwakwan-ey kasse.
Minswu-subj yesterday movie.theater-to went
‘Minswu went to a movie theater yesterday.’
b. yenghwakwan-ey kasse.
movie.theater-to went
‘(lit.) went to a movie theater.’

In (1a), Minswu is the subject of the sentence, serving the role of an agent doing
the act of going to a movie theater. In (1b), on the other hand, the subject of the
sentence is missing, but its reference can be readily retrieved as long as the
context is properly given in the discourse, as illustrated in the dialogue of (2), in
which the subject of the sentence in (2B) is easily interpreted as referring to
Minswu based on the prior context.

(2) A: Minswu-ka ecey eti  kasse?
Minswu-Subj yesterday where went
‘Where did Minswu go yesterday?’
B: yenghwakwan-ey kasse.
movie.theater-to  went
‘(Minswu) went to a movie theater.’

Note that Japanese is also known as a null-subject language (referred to as [+null
subject] language hereafter), as illustrated in the sentences in (3) below.

(3) Japanese
a. Tanaka-ka  kino eigakan-ni ikimashita.
Tanaka-Subj yesterday movie.theater-to went
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‘Tanaka went to a movie theater yesterday.’
b. eigakan-ni ikimashita.
movie.theater-to went
‘(lit.) went to a movie theater.’

In contrast to Korean and Japanese, English is a language whose grammar hardly
allows a subject to be dropped and is thus considered a non-null subject language
(referred to as [-null subject] language hereafter), as illustrated in (4) below.

(4) English
a. Tom thinks that he is handsome.
b. “Tom thinks that is handsome.

In contrast to (4a), the sentence in (4b), in which no subject is explicitly expressed,
should be judged ungrammatical in English.

Given the discussions so far, it is anticipated that Korean learners whose native
language (referred to as L1 hereafter) is English may initially find the omission of
subject arguments in Korean grammar somewhat unfamiliar. This unfamiliarity arises
from the fact that, in English, subject omission is not a common grammatical
feature. However, despite this initial challenge, it is predicted that subject omission
would not be one of the more difficult aspects of Korean grammar for L1 English
learners to acquire. This is because they would frequently encounter instances of
subject omission in the input of the target language (referred to as L2 hereafter),
Korean, where simple clauses containing a “missing” subject, such as (lc), are
quite common. Through repeated exposure to such examples, learners would
gradually become accustomed to the omission of subject arguments in Korean.
Consequently, based upon the consistent input they receive, L1 English learners
would likely come to the conclusion that Korean is a [+null subject] language,
incorporating this understanding into their growing competence in the language. This
natural process of acquisition would help them internalize the subject omission as a
grammatical norm in Korean, facilitating their overall progress in mastering the
language.

Let us now turn to the Korean complex sentences given in (5) below, in which
the overt pronoun subject ku ‘he’ in the embedded subordinate clause is omissible
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and the matrix subject is either referential, as in Minswu in (52), or quantificational,
as in motwu ‘everyone’ in (5b).

(5) a. Minswu-ka (ku-ka) yenglihata-ko sayngkakha-n-ta.
Minswu-Subj he-Subj smart-Comp think-Pres-Decl
‘Minswu thinks he is smart.’
b. motwu-ka (ku-ka) yenglihata-ko sayngkakha-n-ta.
everyone-Subj he-Subj smart-Comp think-Pres-Decl
‘Everyone thinks he is smart.’

The overt pronoun subject ku in (5a) and the missing subject in (5b), which is
widely analyzed as a null pronoun pro, are interpreted differently depending on
whether the matrix subject is referential or quantificational. The difference in
interpretation has been argued to be attributed to the so-called Overt Pronoun
Constraint (henceforth, OPC) proposed by Montalbetti (1984), which is arguably
difficult for L2 English learners of Korean (and even for L1 Korean speakers) to
capture from the input. This difficulty arises because the relevant instances of the
OPC are rarely encountered in natural Korean input. The subtle nature of these
structures means that even native Korean speakers are not always exposed to clear
examples, making it even harder for L2 learners to grasp this constraint through
typical language exposure. Consequently, the infrequency of such input in everyday
discourse presents a significant challenge for learners of L2 Korean attempting to
internalize the OPC.

This paper aims to design an experimental study to investigate whether it is
possible for L2 Korean learners to acquire the OPC, such a subtle syntactic
constraint, and explore the expected results of the study and their implications in
the context of Universal Grammar (UG).

2. Background
2.1. The Overt Pronoun Constraint (Montalbetti 1984)

Consider (6) below to comprehend how the so-called empty categories are classified
in relation to their overt counterparts (adapted from Chomsky (1981)).
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®) Overt elements Empty elements

a. [+anaphor, -pronominal]  anaphor NP-trace
b. [-anaphor, +pronominal] pronoun pro
c. [+anaphor, +pronominal] PRO
d. [-anaphor, -pronominal]l  R-expression wh-trace

The empty categories are generally assumed to be elements that are phonologically
missing but syntactically observable and can still participate in syntactic operations
despite their lack of overt phonological form. According to the typology given above,
an ordinary pronoun such as English #e and Korean Az ‘he,” along with its null
counterpart pro, would be predicted to behave identically in terms of interpretative
properties, given that they share the same binary values ( ‘+* or ‘-’ ) for the
two syntactic features anaphor and pronominal (i.e., [-anaphor, +pronominall), leading
to similar interpretive outcomes.

However, Montalbetti (1984) demonstrates that when null and overt pronouns in
[+null subject] languages appear as the subject of an embedded subordinate clause,
they differ in their binding properties depending on the type of their antecedent
(referential or quantificational), resulting in different interpretative possibilities.
Consider the Spanish and Japanese data in (7) and (8) drawn from Montalbetti (1984)
and Kanno (1997), respectively.

(7) Spanish
a. Juan cree que proel es inteligente.
Juan believes Comp pro/he Cop intelligent
‘Juan! believes that pro?/he” is intelligent.”
b. nadie cree que proel es inteligente.
nobody believes Comp prohe Cop intelligent

‘Nobody! believes that pro'*/he’? is intelligent.’

(8) Japanese
a. Tanaka-wa prolkare-ga kaisya-de itiban-da-to itte-iru.
Tanaka-Top pro/he-Nom company-in best-Cop-Comp say-Pres
‘Tanaka' says that pro?/he'” is the best in the company.’
b. dare-ga pro/kare-ga kuruma-o katta-to itta-no?

who-Nom pro/he-Nom car-Acc  bought-Comp said-Q
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‘Who'! said that pro"*/he™ bought a car?’

In (7a) and (8a), the null pronoun embedded subject (.e., pro) can be anaphorically
linked to the referential matrix subject (.e., Juan and 7anaka) or the quantified
matrix subject (nadie ‘nobody’ and dare ‘who’ ). In contrast, the overt pronoun
subject e/ ‘he’ and kare ‘he’ in (7b) and (8b) can have referential antecedents,
but not quantified antecedents.

Noticeably, the two [+null subject] languages are not typologically related, but they
seemingly present the same restriction on their overt pronouns. Based on examples
like (7) and (8), Montalbetti (1984) proposes the so-called Overt Pronoun Constraint
(OPC), as redefined by White (2002: 8) as in (9) below.

(9) Overt Pronoun Constraint: overt pronouns cannot receive a bound variable
interpretation (i.e., cannot have quantified or w#h-antecedents), in situations
where a null pronoun could occur.

One intriguing question then arises here: how could adult speakers of [+null
subject] languages come to understand and internalize such an abstract and subtle
restriction in their grammar? White (2002) and others argue that this kind of
knowledge is extremely subtle, making it unlikely to be acquired solely from the
input learners receive. Therefore, they propose that it should be attributed to a
principle of Universal Grammar (UG), which is universally applied to all [+null
subject] languages, providing an innate framework for learners to grasp this abstract
rule.

2.2. Korean and the Overt Pronoun Constraint

Given that the OPC is claimed to be a universal linguistic principle, Korean, a
[+null subject] language, would be expected to be governed by the OPC. Consider
the Korean sentences in (10) and (11) below (constructed based on the Spanish and
Japanese data in (7) and (8) above).

(10) a. Minswu-ka  ku-ka  yenglihata-ko sayngkakha-n-ta.
Minswu-Subj he-Subj smart-Comp think-Pres-Decl
‘Minswu! thinks he'? is smart.’
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b. motwu-ka pro yenglihata-ko sayngkakha-n-ta.
everyone-Subj pro smart-Comp think-Pres-Decl
‘Everyone! thinks pro'? is smart.’

(11D a. motwu-ka ku-ka  yenglihata-ko sayngkakha-n-ta.
everyone-Subj he-Subj smart-Comp think-Pres-Decl
‘Everyone! thinks he™? is smart.’
b. Minswu-ka  pro yenglihata-ko sayngkakha-n-ta.
Minswu-Subj pro smart-Comp think-Pres-Decl
‘Minswu'! thinks pro'? is smart.’

In (10), the null pronoun pro can be anaphorically linked to either the referential
subejct Minswu or the quantified subject motwu. In (11), on the other hand, the
overt pronoun ku can only be anaphorically linked to the referential subject, but not
the quantified subject, and thus cannot receive a bound variable interpretation. It is
on grounds such as these that Korean can be reasonably assumed to be governed
by the OPC.

2.3. The Overt Pronoun Constraint in the context of SLA

There have been several experimental studies concerning the Overt Pronoun
Constraint (OPC) within the literature on second language acquisition (SLA). For
instance, Kanno (1997) and Perez-Leroux & Glass (1999) conducted experiments
investigating L1 English speakers’ acquisition of the OPC when learning L2 Japanese
and L2 Spanish, respectively. In both studies, the rationale for selecting L1 English
speakers as the subjects was due to the fact that English is classified as a [-null
subject] language, in which the OPC is not expected to apply or function, as
illustrated in (12). The contrast between English and [+null subject] languages
provided a critical basis for exploring how learners might acquire the OPC in their
second language.

(12) a. Tony! thinks he'? is smart.

(cf. "Tony thinks is smart.)

172

b. Everyone! thinks he'” is smart.

(cf. "Everyone thinks is smart.)
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Note that the embedded overt pronoun subject Ae can refer to the referential NP
subject 7ony (or a discourse antecedent, e.g., a male person other than 7omy), but
can take a quantified antecedent, which is in contrast to the Japanese and Spanish
counterparts, kare and e/ in (7) and (8).

Kanno (1997) and Perez-Leroux & Glass (1999)° s experiments were designed to
investigate whether the speakers of L1 English learning L2 Japanese and Spanish
could get to acquire the OPC, an L2 linguistic knowledge that is never existent in
the L1 grammar and that is even hard for the L2 native speakers to elicit from
input alone. Based on the experimental evidence that the L1 English speakers have
acquired the UG principle, the OPC, in learning L2 Japanese and Spanish, Kanno
(1997) and Perez-Leroux & Glass (1999) have led to a conclusion that UG also
operates in the SLA.

The present study aims to design an experiment that investigates whether L2
Korean learners from various L1 backgrounds, such as English, Japanese, and
Turkish, are able to acquire knowledge of the OPC. In particular, Gurel (2003),
based on his empirical research, argues that overt pronouns in Turkish, which is
considered a [+null subject] language, exhibit interpretative behaviors that differ
from those of Japanese and Spanish. Gurel suggests that this finding serves as
potential counter-evidence to the widely held assumption that the OPC is a universal
feature of all [+null subject] languages. This divergence in pronoun interpretation
raises important questions about the universality of the OPC, and this issue is
further examined and discussed in detail in the following section.

2.4. Turkish and the Overt Pronoun Constraint

As mentioned earlier, Turkish overt pronouns differ from Spanish, Japanese, and
Korean overt pronouns with regard to their possible interpretation, as illustrated in
the Turkish examples given in (13) below, in which the overt pronoun o corresponds
to the English 4e (adapted from Gurel (2003)).

(13) Referential antecedent context:
a. Elif [0 nun cok inatci ol dug u] nu bil iyor
Elif he Gen very stubborn be Nomz 3sg.poss Acc know Prog
“Elif' knows he™? is very stubborn.’
b. Elif [pro nun cok inatci ol dug ul nu bil iyor
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Elif pro Gen very stubborn be Nomz 3sg.poss Acc know Prog
“Elif’ knows pro' is very stubborn.’

(14) Quantified antecedent context:
a. Kimse [0 nun akilli ol dug ul nu dusun m iyor
Nobody he Gen smart be Nomz 3sg.poss Acc know Neg Prog
‘Nobody' thinks he™? is smart.’
b. Kimse [pro nun akilli ol dug ul nu dusun m iyor
Nobody pro Gen smart be Nomz 3sg.poss Acc know Neg Prog
‘Nobody' thinks pro*? is smart.’

In (14a), the Turkish pronoun o cannot take the quantified subject kimse as its
antecedent, thus not receiving a bound variable interpretation, which is the same as
the Spanish and Japanese counterparts. However, one intriguing thing to observe in
(13a) is that the pronoun o can only have a discourse antecedent, not a referential
one, which differs from the Spanish and Japanese counterparts.

Although Turkish overt pronouns do not take quantified NP subjects as their
antecedents, which might suggest that Turkish complies with the OPC as a [+null
subject] language, Gurel argues that Turkish overt pronouns also fail to connect with
referential NP subjects in the same syntactic position. This unique behavior in
Turkish raises the question of whether the language truly adheres to the OPC. Gurel
proposes that instead of Turkish following the OPC, there may be a different rule in
Turkish that prevents overt pronouns from taking sentential subject antecedents—
whether those subjects are referential or quantificational. This suggests that Turkish
overt pronouns might be subject to a more general structural constraint that
operates independently of the OPC, ultimately calling into question the validity of
the OPC in Turkish and thereby challenging the universality of the OPC across all
[+null subject] languages.

However, given that the focus of this paper is on the OPC in L2 Korean, we do
not explore the details of the OPC in the Turkish context further. Instead, we
examine whether the unique phenomenon observed in Turkish would influence the
acquisition of Korean as a second language. Instead, we now turn our attention to
how learners of Korean as a second language, coming from different linguistic
backgrounds, approach the acquisition of the OPC. To investigate this, an experiment
has been designed to compare the performance of L2 learners with varying L1
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backgrounds.

3. Designing the experiment
3.1. Participants

The participants in this experiment are speakers of L1 Japanese, L1 English, and
L1 Turkish, all of whom are in the process of acquiring Korean as a second
language. A total of 25 L1 Japanese speakers, 25 L1 English speakers, and 25 L1
Turkish speakers are recruited for the study, along with 25 (or more) native Korean
speakers who serve as a control group. The proficiency levels of the L2 Korean
learners range from intermediate to advanced..

3.2. Task

The test is administered using PsychoPy (Peirce et al. 2023), a software platform
specifically developed for conducting psychological studies. In each trial, three lines
of text are presented: the first two lines, displayed in black, establish the context by
outlining a specific scenario, while the third line, shown in blue, contains the target
sentence. Participants are then required to evaluate whether the target sentence
accurately aligns with the context provided by the preceding sentences, responding
by pressing 1 for “true” or 0 for “false.”

3.2. Test design

The test consists of 32 test trials and 24 filler trials, with all trials presented in a
random order and counterbalanced across participants. The experiment includes three
variables, each with two levels, resulting in eight distinct conditions, with each
condition repeated four times. Consider (15) below for a clearer understanding of the
test conditions.

(15) a. Subject type: whether the matrix subject is a referential or quantified NP
(referential vs. quantified
b. Pronoun type: whether the embedded pronominal subject is a null pronoun
or ku (null vs. overt)
c. Context type: whether the given context forces the embedded pronoun to
take a matrix subject antecedent or discourse antecedent.
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(subject vs. discourse)

The test trials are designed around four unique background settings, each of which
presents three different men with typical Korean male names (e.g., Minswu,
Jongswu, Chelswu). These settings not only vary in terms of the characters but also
include different locations (e.g., classroom, soccer field) and distinct activities (e.g.,
studying math, playing soccer), providing a diverse range of contextual scenarios for
the participants to engage with.

(16) is an example of a test trial for the quantified-overt-subject condition. In the
corresponding referential-null-subject condition ftrial, motwu and ku in the target
sentence are respectively replaced with the name of one of the characters in the
given context and pro.

(16) a. Context:
Chelswu, Congswu, and Sinswu are playing soccer on the soccer field.
Chelswu says that Chelswu plays soccer well. Congswu also says that
Congswu plays soccer well. Minswu also says that Minswu plays soccer

well.
b. Target sentence:
motwu-ka chukkucang-eyse ku-ka chukku-lul cal ha-n-tako

everyone-Nom soccer.field-at  he-Nom soccer-Acc well play-Pres-Comp
malha-n-ta.
say-Pres-Decl

‘Everyone says at the soccer field that he plays soccer well.’

3.4. Predictions

Kanno (1997) reports that the L1 English group acquiring L2 Japanese did not show
significant differences from the Japanese native speaker control group in how they
handled overt pronoun subjects in Japanese. She explains that, since there are no
constraints on the binding of overt pronoun subjects in embedded clauses in English,
the L1 English group’ s performance was not influenced by their L1. Kanno also
notes that L2 input faces the issue of ‘poverty of stimulus’ when it comes to
abstract and subtle constraints or knowledge, which is true even for native Japanese
speakers. This rules out the possibility of interpreting the L1 English group’ s
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results as being solely due to L2 input. Therefore, Kanno (1997) concludes that the
OPC plays a role in the process of L2 Japanese acquisition by L1 English speakers.
Like Kanno (1997), the experiment of the present study investigates whether
evidence of the OPC can be found in each L1 group during the process of acquiring
L2 Korean. (17)-(20) summarize the expected outcomes of the experiment and their
implications.

(17) Prediction 1:
Most of L1 Korean speakers are predicted to select the response where the
overt pronoun subject in the embedded clause is bound to the quantified NP,
due to the OPC.

(18) Prediction 2:
If all L1 groups, regardless of proficiency level, do not differ significantly
from the native Korean speaker group in terms of the constraint, this would
suggest that the universal grammatical principle, OPC, applies in the L2
acquisition process as well. Consequently, this could be interpreted as ‘Full
Access without Transfer’, meaning that the L1 type has no influence and the
process is not affected by the L1.

(19) Prediction 3:

If there is no difference from the Korean native speaker group at the
advanced level of the English L1 group, but a significant difference at the
intermediate level, it is difficult to dismiss the influence of the L1. In
contrast, it is expected that the Japanese L1 group will show no difference
from the Korean native speaker group, regardless of their level. In summary,
this can be interpreted as 'Full Transfer Full Access’, where L1 transfer and
the OPC both play a role in the L2 acquisition process. On the other hand,
the Turkish L1 group is expected to show results similar to the Korean group
regarding the relevant content. However, as mentioned earlier, since Turkish
null subjects find their antecedents only through the discourse context, even
in the ‘referential antecedent context’, the OPC is likely to affect the L1
Turkish group, particularly at the intermediate level. Therefore, this can also
be seen as the influence of L1 transfer.
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(20) Prediction 4:
If all L1 groups, regardless of proficiency level, show significant differences
from the native Korean group, it can be interpreted as evidence that the
OPC does not play a role in the process of acquiring L2 Korean.

4. Conclusion

In this paper, we designed an experimental study to investigate the acquisition of
the Overt Pronoun Constraint (OPC) by L2 learners of Korean with L1 backgrounds
in English, Japanese, and Turkish. While the experiment has not been conducted, we
have explored various possible outcomes based on the unique properties of each
language and the potential influence of L1 on the acquisition of L2 Korean.

Our predictions suggest that learners from different L1 backgrounds might exhibit
distinct challenges in acquiring the OPC, especially in cases where their native
language lacks an equivalent constraint. L1 English learners, in particular, may
struggle with the OPC at lower proficiency levels, given that English does not permit
subject pronoun omission. However, as proficiency increases, they may begin to align
more closely with L1 Korean speakers in handling overt and null pronouns. L1
Japanese learners, on the other hand, are expected to face fewer difficulties due to
the structural similarities between Japanese and Korean as both are [+null subject]
languages. L1 Turkish learners present a more complex case, as Turkish, while also
a [+null subject] language, behaves differently in terms of pronoun interpretation,
suggesting that L1 transfer could play a more significant role in their acquisition of
Korean.

The theoretical exploration of these potential outcomes underscores the role of L1
transfer in L2 acquisition, particularly with abstract grammatical principles like the
OPC. However, it also points to the possibility of learners accessing universal
grammatical principles (as posited by Universal Grammar) with sufficient L2 input,
regardless of their L1 background.

Although this study does not present actual experimental data, it establishes a
foundational framework for future empirical research that could either validate or
refine the proposed predictions. Further exploration into how L2 learners from
various linguistic backgrounds acquire constraints such as the OPC will offer valuable
insights into second language acquisition. This research will shed light on the
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complex interaction between L1 influence and universal linguistic principles,
contributing significantly to our understanding of the acquisition of abstract
grammatical rules across languages.
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