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Reference managementin
written narrative production by
Spanish-ltalian bilingual children

Victoria Leonetti Escandell*

Department of Linguistics and Oriental Studies, Complutense University of Madrid, Madrid, Spain

This paper is an investigation of reference production in 84 Italian-Spanish
bilingual children aged 8 to 12. The study explores whether such reference
production is influenced by either the type of referential expression involved
or language dominance by analyzing how these children manage reference.
The children’s relative proficiency in the two languages (and thus their language
dominance) was assessed through a cloze-test, and their narrative production
was evaluated using a retelling task. Results indicated a preference for null
pronouns to refer to subjects and full referential expressions for objects, with
Italian showing a higher occurrence of full referential expressions. Dominance in
either language did not significantly impact reference production. This suggests
that bilingual children can distinguish between language-specific patterns, a
behavior consistent with adult monolingual groups. These results contribute to
our understanding of bilingual reference management and shed light on the
role played by language and language dominance.
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1 Introduction

Reference management and anaphora resolution in both the monolingual and multilingual
contexts have been the subject of scholarly inquiry for many years. It has generally been
assumed that languages that allow null subjects, that is, null-subject languages (NSLs) behave
similarly regarding the interpretation of pronouns: null subject pronouns refer to subject
antecedents, while overt subject pronouns refer to object antecedents and indicate a topic shift.
This assumption has been confirmed in many studies where a similar pattern was found In
various NSLs (Carminati, 2002 for Italian; Alonso-Ovalle et al, 2002 for Spanish;
Papadopoulou et al., 2015 for Greek). However, other studies have yielded contrary results.
For example, Filiaci (2011) detected differences in this regard between Italian and Spanish:
following Carminati (2002), she confirmed through self-paced tasks that in Italian there is a
strict division of labor between null and overt subject pronouns that is not as strong in Spanish,
particularly with overt pronouns in subject position. Similarly, Leonetti and Torregrossa (in
press) compared the interpretation of null and overt subject pronouns in Italian, Greek, and
Spanish by means of an interpretation task. Here as well, Italian appeared to be the most
syntactically “restrictive” of the three, as it showed a clear preference to associate null pronouns
with subject antecedents and overt pronouns with object antecedents and rejected the contrary
association (Rizzi, 1982). Greek showed a similar pattern but was less restrictive in accepting
the less expected combinations. Regarding the findings for Spanish, it showed no preference
whatsoever between null and overt pronouns in subject position referring back to subject and
object antecedents, as in sentence (1), where it remains unclear who is performing the action
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in the subordinate clause-closing the folder- with both the null and
the overt pronoun.

(1) Eldoctor pagé al arquitecto mientras (pro)/él cerraba la cartera.

“The doctor paid the architect while (pro)/he was closing the folder’
With regard to the bilingual context, a vast amount of literature has
been produced in recent years focusing on the role played by factors such
as cross-linguistic effects, language dominance, input or age of first
exposure in early bilinguals, successive bilinguals and second language
(L2) learners [see Meisel (2009) and Tsimpli (2014) for details].
Regarding child bilingualism, many elements of language have been
analyzed, among them anaphora resolution in both NSLs and non-NSLs
(Sorace, 2011; Torregrossa et al., 2020). Experiments on bilingual
anaphora resolution have yielded very different results, prompting
various explanations. For instance, studies involving English-speakers
who were nearly native-speakers of Italian (Sorace and Filiaci, 20065
Belletti et al., 2007) found that while these individuals had the null
subject grammar, they did not seem to have the necessary processing
resources to felicitously apply it, resulting in an overproduction of overt
pronouns compared to their monolingual peers.

Similar results have been found with bilinguals, as seen in Bel and
Garcia-Alcaraz (2016) for speakers of Moroccan Arabic and Spanish.
Likewise, Sorace and Serratrice (2009) found an over-acceptance of
overt subject pronouns in no-topic shift contexts in Italian-Spanish
bilingual children. An equivalent outcome, but with an overproduction
of full determiner phrases-DPs-, has also been found in Greek-Italian
(Andreou et al., 2023) and Greek-Spanish (Giannakou and Sitaridou,
2022) bilinguals. Other studies (Torregrossa et al., 2020 for Greek—
German; Torregrossa et al., 2021 for Greek-Albanian/English/
German) have found both underspecification and overspecification in
bilinguals, postulated as reflecting the impact of proficiency and
language experience. On the other hand, native-like behavior has also
been found in both bilinguals (Kras, 2008 for Croatian-Italian; Di
Domenico and Baroncini, 2019 for Greek-Italian; Giannakou, 2023
for Greek-Spanish) and L2 learners (Kras, 2015 for Croatian-Italian).
As we see, the bibliography is extensive and the possible reasons for
these varied outcomes are many.

The general issue that arises with all these experiments is that
differences among the methodologies applied and/or the linguistic
backgrounds of participants have made it difficult to compare results.
For this reason, the present study’s contribution is to add the pair
Spanish-Italian to an ongoing investigation of bilingual narratives' in
different linguistic pairs, all applying an identical methodology, for
which Torregrossa et al. (2020) work with German-Greek bilinguals
is the starting point. It is intended that the resulting expanded
compilation of findings will be compared and analyzed in the near
future, providing an organized and systematized answer regarding
bilingual narratives.

Following this approach, the main questions in this study are (1)
whether bilinguals associate null and overt pronouns with specific
antecedents following each language’s pattern (RQ1) and (2) whether
language dominance play any role in their decisions (RQ2).

1 https://sfb1252.uni-koeln.de/en/projects/

c03-reference-management-in-bilingual-narratives
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2 Methods

The study was conducted during the 2021-2022 academic year at
an Italian school in Madrid, the Scuola Statale Italiana di Madrid,
which uses Italian as the main medium of instruction but offers some
subjects in Spanish.

2.1 Participants

Eighty-four bilingual children (41 female) ranging in age from 8
to 12 took part in the study.

Prior to the experiment, a short questionnaire was sent to the
participants’ parents regarding the linguistic background of their
children in terms of the language(s) spoken at home, during
extracurricular activities, with parents and grandparents, etc.>. In
terms of nationality, in some cases parents were both Spanish or both
Italian while in others one parent was Spanish and the other Italian.
Nevertheless, 67% of parents reported the family context to be more
Spanish-dominant, although 80% of the families had exposed their
children to Italian in some way since the age of 3. Following Montrul
(2008), participants can therefore be described as either simultaneous
or early successive bilinguals. According to the traditional
characterization of micro- and macro-parameters, the Null Subject
Parameter is considered a macro-parameter (Roberts, 2007).
Following Clark (2009), children learn macro-parameters by the age
of 6, which means that when monolingual natives enter school, they
have already mastered the basic syntax of the Null Subject Parameter.
On the other hand, according to Tsimpli (2014) and Paradis et al.
(2011), simultaneous and early successive bilinguals have no learning
constraints compared to their monolingual peers, if the input has been
similar and sufficient in both languages. If bilingual children raised
with two NSLs are perfectly able to acquire the Null Subject Parameter
of both languages, and we know that children in the present
experiment have had a balanced input for Spanish and Italian since
age 3 or before, this would allow them to separate the syntactic
particularities of anaphora, according to the aforementioned literature.

2.2 Materials and procedure

Participating pupils performed two experimental tasks, a cloze-
test and a narrative retelling task for each language. Tasks in the
respective languages were administered on paper during the children’s
regular Italian and Spanish classes. The order in which the two
language versions were administered was randomized across groups,
as was the order of tasks. Administration of one language version of
the task set was separated by a gap of at least 1 week from
administration of the other language version.

The cloze-test was intended to assess the children’s proficiency in
each language (see Hulstijn, 2010 for an overview of instruments of
this sort), replicating the task used in Torregrossa et al. (2023) for

2 Unfortunately, only 27 parents filled in the questionnaire, and many of those
who did failed to provide the child’s date of birth. The background information

for children provided here must therefore be viewed as merely suggestive.
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Portuguese,’ which in turn is based on a textless cartoon story that
forms part of the Edmonton Narrative Norms Instrument (ENNT;
Story B3 - Balloon; Schneider et al., 2006)*. The story is written in
such a way that it targets structures related to the syntax-discourse
interface (e.g., pronouns, clitics, adverbial clauses). This makes it
possible to assess the children’s mastery of these structures, as well as
their comprehension abilities (Torregrossa et al., 2023: 16). Excerpts
from the Italian and Spanish versions of the test can be seen in (2).

(2) a.1l coniglio ve_ _ che la sua amica sta tirando un carretto con
un belli

palloncino. Il palloncino, il coniglio _ _ vuole
prendere, per gio_ _ _ _ con la sua amica, ma la cagnolina g_

_ dice che prima devono slegarlo. (Italian)

b. El conejito ve que su amiga estd tirando de un carrito con un

globo muy bo_ _ _ _. El conejito quiere coger_ _, paraju__ _

con su amiga, pero la perrita _ _ dice que antes tienen que
desatarlo. (Spanish).

The rabbit sees his friend pulling a wagon with a beautiful balloon
tied to it. The little rabbit wants to take the balloon to play with
his friend, but the little dog says that they need to untie it first.

Participants’ word completions were then coded as ‘correct,
‘incorrect, ‘missing’ or ‘unexpected’ (meaning that the word
completion was not the intended target but was nonetheless
grammatically acceptable). For purposes of analysis, all ‘correct’ and
‘unexpected’ answers were assigned a value of 1, while all ‘incorrect’
and ‘missing’ answers were assigned a value of 0. Points were totalled
for each language, resulting in a proficiency score out of forty.

These scores also made it possible to check for language
dominance by subtracting one language proficiency score from the
other, in this case the score for Spanish being subtracted from the
score for Italian. Thus a positive score indicated dominance in Italian,
while a negative score indicated dominance in Spanish. The closer the
score is to zero, the more balanced the child’s knowledge of both
languages (Torregrossa and Bongartz, 2018). This dominance score
will be used in the analysis of the narrative task.

Participants’ ability to produce referential expressions in Spanish
and Italian was tested using a story-telling task, again replicating the
experiment carried out in Torregrossa et al. (2020). Narratives were
elicited by asking the children to retell another ENNI story in both
languages (Story A3 - Airplane; Schneider et al., 2006). The story
consists of 13 pictures with no text, representing a series of events
involving two characters, Elephant Girl and Giraffe Boy.

Following the procedure in Torregrossa et al. (2020), we primed
the participants by first having them hear a narrator tell the story
depicted in the cartoon drawing before they had to retell it, on the
grounds that this would render the decoding of the pictures and the
comprehension of the story easier for them (Gagarina, 2016). The task
was administered as a sequence of Power Point slides on the classroom
screen. The story pictures appeared two by two, accompanied by the

3 We obtained an Italian version from the authors and translated it to Spanish
with their permission.

4 http://www.rehabmed.ualberta.ca/spa/enni/about_the_enni.htm
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voice of the narrator telling the story (the Spanish audio was created
based on the Italian version, already available from Torregrossa et al.,
2020). After they had viewed and heard the full story, the children
were asked to rewrite it in their own words.’

All resulting child-produced texts were subsequently transcribed
as digital text and then divided into clauses, based around the
occurrence of any verb in the text. In the analysis process, each clause
was entered in a table with an additional column indicating any
referential expression (RE) contained in that clause. If the clause
contained more than one RE, it received an additional column entry.
Further columns indicated each of the possible characters with an
assigned number, the type of RE (e.g., full, null, overt), its grammatical
role (e.g., subject, object, etc.) and the number of characters intervening
between the antecedent and the RE (except for the first appearance,
labeled as “intro”). A sample of coding can be seen in Table 1. After
coding all narratives, only distances of none or one intervening
character between the RE and its antecedent were considered, as here
immediate pronominal resumption was the main focus.

3 Results

Looking at the results for the full sample of 84 participants, the
cloze-test revealed a balanced participant population with similar
proficiency levels in Spanish and Italian. As shown in Figure 1, groups
were separated by age, displaying proficiency levels in both languages.
In fact, the mean language dominance score was —0.5, pointing to a
slight (but not statistically significant) Spanish dominance. To
calculate language dominance scores, the results of the cloze-test in
Spanish were subtracted to the results of the cloze-test in Italian for
each child; a negative number corresponded to a Spanish dominance,
while a positive result indicated an Italian dominance.

Moving on to the narrative retelling task, Figure 2 represents the
overall occurrences of null and overt pronouns and full referential
expressions as referring to either a subject or an object antecedent. As
can be seen, null pronouns are the preferred form used to refer to the
subject in both languages.

For the statistical analysis, a linear mixed-effects model was applied
using R software. The model, created for the response variable
frequency (representing the frequency of specific REs produced by each
child in relation to a specific antecedent), includes a random intercept
and slopes for each participant and was fitted as a function of the
dependent variable type (indicating the type of RE) in a second-order
interaction with reference (distinguishing between reference to a
subject antecedent vs. reference to an object antecedent) and language
(Italian vs. Spanish). Additionally, the variables group (i.e., mean age)
and dominance were also included as main effects. The model also
included subject intercept and slope random effects (Table 2).

The model showed a main effect in Italian for the type of RE when
referring to subjects, with significantly fewer occurrences of DPs
(f =—5.19, SE =0.32, t =—16.02, p =<0.001) and overt pronouns

5 In Torregrossa et al. (2018), the children retold the story orally and were
audio-recorded doing so. The present experiment was carried out in a post-
Covid environment in which the sanitary protocols of the school permitted us

only to test the children by means of a written activity.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1400984
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Communication
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.rehabmed.ualberta.ca/spa/enni/about_the_enni.htm

Leonetti Escandell

10.3389/fcomm.2024.1400984

TABLE 1 Example of coding applied to a transcript from the narrative retelling task for Spanish.

Character ANTECEDENT
Gramm. Dist. Interv. CH.

Un dia Jirafito y Elefantita jugaban en la pistina. 2 NP SUBJ Intro Intro Intro Intro
[One day giraffe boy and elephant girl were playing in the pool]
Un dia Jirafito y Elefantita jugaban en la pistina. 1 NP SUBJ Intro Intro Intro Intro
[One day Giraffe Boy and Elephant Girl were playing in the pool]
Jirafito habia traido un avion. 2 NP SUBJ NP SUBJ 1 1
[Giraffe Boy had brought a plane]
Jirafito habia traido un avién. 3 NP OBJ Intro Intro Intro Intro
[Giraffe Boy had brought a plane]

The speaker here was a 10-year-old Spanish-Italian bilingual. Units containing more than one referring expression are repeated as many times as the REs they contain.
(‘CHARACTER,; appearing character; ‘RE; referential expression (null, overt, full/subject, object); ‘GRAMM, grammatical role of antecedent; ‘DIST, number of intervening characters;

‘INTERV. CH,, intervening characters).

351

accuracy

w
=]
L
|
1

251

language
—o— jtalian

~&~ spanish

third fifth
class

FIGURE 1

Language dominance scores calculated by subtracting cloze-test task results (/40) for Spanish from corresponding results for Italian.

secondary

(p =—8.38, SE =0.31, t =—26.75, p =<0.001) as compared to null
pronouns. This effect was no different for Spanish for overt pronouns,
as seen in the non-significant main effect of language or in the
interaction of this variable with the variable type (overt), although this
was not the case for DPs, which were less frequently resorted to in
Spanish as compared to Italian (f =-1.00, SE =0.36, t =—2.71,
p=0.007).

Additionally, a main effect was also observed in Italian for the
variable reference on the number of occurrences of null pronouns,
which participants used fewer times when referring to objects than
when referring to subjects (f =—7.83, SE =0.29, t =—24.21, p =<
0.001). The interaction of reference with the type of anaphoric
expression shows a different pattern in the use of DPs, which were
more often used when referring to objects than null pronouns
(f =6.98, SE =0.36, t =18.95, p =< 0.001), differently from the trend

Frontiers in Communication

observed when referring to subjects. Also, a significant interaction was
observed for overt pronouns, showing a much smaller difference
between null and overt pronouns, even though these were resorted to
on very few occasions in reference to objects (f =7.56, SE =0.36,
t =20.53, p =< 0.001). The same applies to Spanish, as shown by the
non-significant differences in the corresponding interactions. Finally,
the model showed no effect for the variables of language dominance
or age group.

4 Discussion and conclusion

The aim of this study was to test reference production in Spanish—
Italian bilingual children by means of a narrative retelling task.
Following the ENNI materials used in Torregrossa et al. (2020), this

frontiersin.org
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FIGURE 2
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Overall occurrences of null and overt pronouns and full referential expressions as referring to either a subject or an object antecedent.

TABLE 2 Results of the linear mixed effects analysis.

Fixed effects Estimate SE t p
(intercept) 8.50 0.33 25.53 <0.001 %
type (DP) —5.19 0.32 —16.02 <0.001%**
type (overt) —8.38 0.31 —26.75 <0.001 %%
reference (object) —7.83 0.29 —26.89 <0.001 %
language (Spanish) —0.16 0.27 —0.60 0.544
dominance —0.00 0.01 —0.49 0.624
class (2) 0.06 0.22 0.30 0.764
class (3) 0.30 0.17 1.70 0.090
type (DP) x reference (object) 6.98 0.36 18.95 <0.001 %%
type (overt) x reference (object) 7.56 0.36 20.53 <0.001 %%
type (DP) x language (Spanish) —1.00 0.36 —2.71 <0.007#*
type (overt) x language (Spanish) 0.05 0.36 0.16 0.871
reference (object) x language (Spanish) 0.48 0.36 1.30 0.192
type (DP) x reference (object) x language (Spanish) 0.05 0.52 0.10 0.914
type (overt) x reference (object) x language (Spanish) —0.34 0.52 —0.66 0.506

task prompted participating children to retell a story using their own
words. The main focus was to see, on one hand, whether they would
associate null and overt pronouns with specific antecedents following
different patterns for Spanish and Italian (RQl), as found in
monolinguals in Filiaci (2011) and Leonetti and Torregrossa (in
press), and on the other, whether language or language dominance
would play any role in their decisions (RQ2).

The statistically significant differences in the occurrence of
anaphoric expressions reveal a clear relationship between them and

Frontiers in Communication
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reference assignment (RQ1), with an interaction between null
pronouns and the subject antecedent, and between full RE and the
object antecedent in both languages. However, in Italian there is a
higher occurrence of full REs, with both subject and object
antecedents. As for overt pronouns, they are scarce in number but
clearly associated with subject antecedents. This is similar to the
results found in Lozano (2009) for English speakers of Spanish as an
L1, where both native-speakers and L2-learners displayed a clear
preference for full DPs in topic-shift contexts and used a small number
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of overt pronouns, as well as the findings reported in Giannakou and
Sitaridou (2022) for Greek-Italian bilinguals, who used overt
pronouns only rarely.

Excerpts (3) and (4) below are taken from the transcribed
productions of 12-year-old participants in the present study as they
begin the narrative retelling task.® In the Italian sentence in (3) there are
more occurrences of full REs (Elefantina, Giraffino, aeroplanino), while
in the Spanish sentence in (4) there are more null and clitic pronouns.

(3) Elefantina e Giraffino decidono di andare alla piscina. Giraffino

gli fa vedere ad Elefantina il suo aeroplanino. Elefantina si
innamora del aeroplanino di Giraffino. Elefantina gli rubba
laeroplanno a Giraffino.
Elephant Girl and Giraffe Boy decide to go to the pool. Giraffe
Boy shows ElephaGirl his toy airplane. Elephant Girl falls in love
with Giraffe Boy’s airplane. Elephant Girl steals the airplane from
Giraffe Boy.

(4) Un dia Jirafito estaba jugando con un avioncito, y cuando
Elefantita lo vio le dio envidia asi que se lo quito y casualmente
se le cayo al agua y el Jirafito enfadado le chilla.

One day Giraffe Boy was playing with a toy airplane, and when
Elephant Girl saw it, she got envious so she took it from him and
it fell in the water, and Giraffe Boy was angry and yelled at her.

Regarding whether language or language dominance are relevant
factors for reference assignment (RQ2), the statistical analysis showed
no significant results for these two factors. This indicates that the
referential choices made by the children were not influenced by one
language or another, or by the child’s being more dominant in Spanish
or Italian. This result is not surprising considering the scores obtained
in the cloze-test: while we would expect dominance in one of the two
languages to translate into cross-linguistic effects [as in Sorace and
Filiaci (2006)], the fact that differences between Spanish and Italian
are maintained means that children can separate each referential
choice in the two languages.

These results are consistent with some of those found in
previous research. For example, Bel and Garcia-Alcaraz (2016)
observed that Moroccan Arabic-Spanish bilinguals performed very
much native-like, in accordance with the Position of Antecedent
Strategy (Carminati, 2002) in terms of associating null pronouns
with subject antecedents and exhibiting no residual optionality, in
other words, not overproducting overt pronouns in contexts where
the preferred RE would be a null subject. Similarly, Di Domenico
and Baroncini (2019) compared L2 and bilingual Greek and Italian
speakers to monolinguals and found that the bilinguals behaved like
the monolinguals; an effect of age, however, was found inside this
bilingual group. Finally, Giannakou (2023) compared bilingual,
heritage and L2 speakers of Greek and Spanish with monolinguals
and found that the bilinguals performed like the monolinguals in
linking null pronouns to subject antecedents and overt pronouns to
object antecedent in Greek. Heritage speakers were closer to
Spanish monolinguals because they produced more ambiguous null
pronouns. As Giannakou (2023) points out, what arises from her
study is that the interpretation of overt pronouns in Greek is more

6 All the examples provided maintain the child’s original spelling.
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grammatically determined and restricted to more specific contexts,
while in Spanish overt pronouns rely more on pragmatics and
therefore can be used more flexibly.

The narrative task proposed in the present paper reveals that
Italian-Spanish bilingual children, just like adults, show a clear
preference to associate certain REs with specific antecedents.
Nevertheless, this preference is not as strong as those found in
previous adult monolingual studies, such as Leonetti and Torregrossa
(in press), where Italian-speakers exhibited a sharp dichotomy
between null pronouns associated to subject antecedents and overt
material associated to object antecedents, while Spanish-speakers
showed no preferences whatsoever. In the present study, a general
tendency to associate null pronouns with subject antecedents and full
REs with object antecedents seems to arise. However, when speaking
Italian, participants more clearly associate each type of RE with a
specific antecedent and produce a higher number of full REs overall.
This could be an indicator of these bilingual children’s sensitivity to
language-specific patterns.

As mentioned, a surprising finding is the scarce use by these children
of overt pronouns in both languages, which contradicts other research on
Spanish-Italian bilinguals, such as Sorace and Serratrice (2009): although
the authors associate this result with cognitive processing costs, it could
be a further indicator of the actually different uses and interpretations of
null and overt pronouns in these two languages. It has generally been
assumed that null and overt pronouns are complementary and, like a coin,
are a two-sided “self-sufficient” element regarding anaphora resolution:
null for subject antecedents, overt for object antecedents; null when there
is topic continuity, overt when the topic changes, and so on. But what
these results show seems to put overt pronouns in a different, secondary
position, as full REs seem to be preferred in these contexts. In this sense,
such behavior has been found also in other linguistic pairs, such as
English L1/Spanish L2 or in Greek-Spanish bilinguals (Lozano, 2009;
Giannakou and Sitaridou, 2022).

The purpose of this study was to collect data regarding how
Italian-Spanish bilingual children manage reference in a narrative
retelling task context. Because other language pairings —such as
German-Greek in Torregrossa et al. (2020)- are being studied
using exactly the same methodology, this will give us data in both
languages that allow null pronouns and languages that do not,
that is, pro-drop and non pro-drop language combinations,
which will all be directly comparable. The results of these
comparisons will allow a more extended and complete analysis of
bilingual narratives.

Our present investigation of Italian and Spanish bilingual children
reveals that they choose to associate specific referential expressions
with specific antecedents, namely, null pronouns with subject
antecedents and full REs with object antecedents. Nevertheless, they
are beginning to mirror the behavior seen in studies of adult
monolinguals (Leonetti and Torregrossa, in press; Filiaci, 201 1), that
is, a more pronounced separation of duties for the Italian pronominal
system, and an increased number of null pronouns referring to object
antecedents for Spanish. Moreover, language dominance seems to play
no role in such differentiations. This separation of patterns is
consistent to a certain extent with the results found in some of the
literature for other languages, such as Andreou et al. (2023) for Greek-
Italian bilinguals or Giannakou (2023) for Greek-Spanish bilinguals.
This work therefore represents a small contribution to our
understanding of reference production in bilingual contexts.
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