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ABSTRACT

This article traces the developmental trajectory of bilingual subject realization of a Mandarin-English bilingual child

from China to Australia from age 3;04 to 5;05. There is an assumption that age 3 is the dividing line between Bilingual First

Language Acquisition (BFLA) and Early Second Language Acquisition (ESLA). Determining similarities and differences

between them is of great theoretical and methodological significance. While BFLA studies show consistent results under the

condition of adequate input and meaningful interaction, ESLAstudies indicate that these children proceed their early English

differently from BFLA. Previous studies mainly focused on young children’s English development in English-speaking

countries without prior English input. However, an increasing number of children migrate to English-speaking countries

after age 1 with limited English input. This study examines whether there is qualitative difference between BFLA and

ESLA children’s bilingual subject realization. Drawing upon the naturalistic data before and after the child’s migration

from China to Australia and CLAN analysis, the 25-month longitudinal case study indicates that the ESLA child’s bilingual

subject realization developmental trajectories are qualitatively similar but quantitatively different from Mandarin-English

BFLA peers. This study could be the first of its kind by investigating a bilingual child who acquires two languages with

changed environmental language (Lε), contributing theoretically and practically to early childhood bilingualism.
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1. Introduction

Bilingual First language acquisition (BFLA) refers to

children who are exposed to two languages regularly since

birth [1, 2], The term BFLA could also be used interchange-

ably as simultaneous acquisition. Quite obviously, there is no

difference regarding age of onset between the two languages.

Early Second Language Acquisition (ESLA) is defined as

children who receive L1 since birth and L2 after age 2–3 [3, 4].

In ESLA, the age of onset to L2 is different from L1 [5], and

whether the age of exposure difference might cause develop-

mental differences deserves academic endeavour.

In order to attest whether developmental differences

exist between BFLA and ESLA children, we select subject

realization as our focus, as the chosen area is contrastive in

structure but performs the same semantic function in the two

typological distant languages [6, 7].

The grammatical category-subject, especially personal

pronouns, functions as a meeting point for semantic, syn-

tactic and pragmatic aspect of language [8], as cited in [9, 10].

This implicates that the subject system could fulfil multiple

functions where meaning generation, grammar configuration

and language in context conjoin.

Over many years, scholarly endeavour on child’s sub-

ject development has continued unabated. Qi [9, 10] has

claimed that the acquisition of the constraints on subject

pronouns is in connection with children’s convergence to-

wards their target grammar. Other scholars, such as Berman

and Weissenborn [11], have stressed the importance of inves-

tigating subject development pattern, as it is a key and ideal

testing ground for inter-linguistic comparison in bilingual-

ism.

The study is also motivated by demographic factors. It

is estimated that 10.7 million Chinese are living overseas [12]

and the number is still increasing in the global migration

trend. One noticeable phenomenon is that an increasing

number of young children move with their working parents

to English speaking countries, with UK, USA, Canada, Aus-

tralia and New Zealand as the main receiving end [5]. Al-

though it is difficult to obtain the exact number of these

young children, media coverage has led us to believe that

many have started to receive L2 English exposure even in

their home country, China, at very young age, aiming for

better education and integration in the host country.

Previous studies show that the bilingual development

of subject realization in Mandarin-English BFLA children

appears to proceed in a language-specific way, without notice-

able cross-linguistic interaction [9, 10]. So, are these migrant

children fundamentally different from their BFLA peers in

terms of subject realization? Is there any cross linguistic

interaction between their L1 and L2? These questions have

been rarely broached to date.

In order to answer these questions, we select an ESLA

Mandarin-English bilingual child aged 3;04 to 5;05, acquir-

ing the typologically dissimilar language constellation from

China toAustralia, as she typically represented the increasing

number of migrating children at this age range.

Mandarin Chinese is a pro-drop (null-subject) lan-

guage [13] in which certain pronouns can be omitted in contex-

tually inferable contexts [9, 10]. In other words, the use of null

subject depends on context or discourse. Under the shared

contextual constraints, Mandarin clauses could be concise

yet still comprehensible [14]. Mandarin realises its subjects

in three ways: full NP, overt pronoun and null subjects [13].

An example is

(1) A: Ø chi1 le ma? (common greetings)

Ø eat ASP?

‘Do [you] eat?’

B: Ø chi1 le

Ø eat ASP

‘[I] eat.’

Example (1) shows that the dropped subject Ø (refers

to ni3 [you]), which refers to the listener, could be omitted

as it is contextually encoded. Although ni3 (you), denoted

by Ø, is not phonetically and lexically realized, it is still

semantically sufficient and comprehensible. This is called

null subject.

In comparison with Mandarin, English is a non-pro-

drop language, in which subject must be overtly realised [15].

English realises its subject in two ways: full NP and overt

pronouns. An example is

(2) A: Does the dog bite? [16]

B: Yes, it does.

The phonetically encoded dog in (2) A and it in (2) B

serve as subjects, conveying the action initiator or the agent
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in an unambiguous way. If the two subjects are absent, the

meaning may be unclear regarding the origin of action. In

other words, English requires the overt realization of sub-

jects to ensure both semantic precision and grammatical

fulfilment.

Despite their differences in encoding subjects, Man-

darin and English still share the canonical word order (SVO),

and both languages have overlapping features in subject re-

alization, such as the use of NP and pronominal to express

subjects; the differences are that Chinese also permits null

subject (zero anaphora) to refer to a thing or a topic in the

preceding clauses, whereas English requires compulsory sub-

jects in all syntactic conditions except for imperatives [17].

In the next section, we review the relevant studies on

bilingual subject realization.

2. Literature Review

Most previous research on bilingual subject realization

focuses on two genealogically similar language constella-

tions in BFLA [18–21].

Serratrice [20] examined the subject development of an

BFLA Italian-English bilingual child aged 1;10 to 3;01 (year;

month). It was found the emergence of subjects in both

Italian (a pro-drop language) and English (a non-pro-drop

language) followed a language specific way, supporting the

separate language development hypothesis [1, 6, 22–25]. This

finding is corroborated by another study by Juan-Garau and

Pérez-Vidal [18], who examined a Catalan-English BFLA

bilingual child (1;03–4;02). It was found that the bilingual

Catalan-English childAndru operationalized 74% of null sub-

jects in Catalan, whereas he utilized around 95% of English

over subjects. The child’s subject use clearly indicated a

separate developmental pattern without noticeable bilingual

interaction.

However, the two studies are not echoed by Silva-

Corvalán [21], who investigated two BFLA Spanish-English

bilingual children’s subject use from age 1;06 to 5;11. The

two children showed an increasing rate in Spanish subjects,

which was semantically redundant and pragmatically infelic-

itous. Silva-Corvalá postulates that this could be due to the

increasing cross linguistic influence from English. As their

English was in place and to be established, the pressure from

L2 English was transferred onto their L1 Spanish. In other

words, the zero anaphora slots in Spanish were inclined to be

filled by English overt subject due to their highly activated

English mode [26]. This research suggests that language inter-

nal factors may play a role in the bilingual subject realization,

which is contrary to Paradis and Navarro [19].

Paradis and Navarro [19] looked at one Spanish-English

BFLA child aged from 1;09 to 2;06 and two monolingual

Spanish peers. Data show that the BFLA child exhibited

a significantly higher rate of overt subject in Spanish com-

pared with monolinguals. By analysing parental exposure,

the researcher concluded that language internal factor might

operate in tandem with parent input pattern in accounting for

the quantitative difference.

The above studies focused on typologically close lan-

guage constellations. It would be worthwhile to examine

other language pairs from genealogically distant language

pairs.

Hacohen and Schaeffer [27] have investigated a BFLA

Hebrew-English bilingual child aged 2;10 to 3;04, with the

environmental language Lε [7] Hebrew. Hebrew is a mixed

null subject language [28], whereas English is a non-null sub-

ject language. Data show that the bilingual child displayed

an overall 4.5 times higher rate of overt subject than monolin-

gual in pragmatically infelicitous contexts (33% versus 7%);

however, longitudinally, the bilingual child showed a declin-

ing rate of subject use in Hebrew, being similar to monolin-

guals at the end of data collection. This result is contrary

to Paradis and Navarro [19]. The parental input in Paradis

and Navarro [19] showed a higher rate of overt subjects in

their Cuban Spanish, whereas Hacohen and Schaeffer’s [27]

study indicated that parental input was native Hebrew, thus

justifying that parental input might play a positive role in

early childhood bilingualism.

In another longitudinal case study, Zwanziger et al. [29]

analysed subject use of six BFLA English-Inuktitut children

aged from 1;08 to 3;09. It was found that 86% of Inuktitut

subjects were zero anaphora and English exhibited constant

presence of subjects, and this resembled monolingual devel-

opment pathway, suggesting no cross linguistic interaction.

This study indicates that Hulk and Müller’s [30] overlapping

hypothesis may not be a necessary condition for the emer-

gence of cross linguistic influence. However, this monolin-

gual development pattern in bilingual mode is not borne out

in the following typologically dissimilar language combina-
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tions.

A study by Haznedar [31] focuses on a BFLATurkish-

English bilingual child aged 2;04–4;03. Turkish is a null

subject language [32, 33], whereas English is a non-null sub-

ject language. Results indicate that the bilingual child exhib-

ited a near-twice rate (63%) of overt subjects in his Turkish

compared with monolingual Turkish peers (33%). This is

especially the case in the domain of Low Information (LINF),

replicating the results of Paradis and Navarro [19]. However,

it is still not clear whether parental input also exerts certain

influence upon the bilingual subject choices, thus Haznedar’s

claim that the excessive use of subject in the child’s Turkish

could be accounted for by language internal factor appears

to be insufficient, thus inconclusive.

In her ground-breaking academic endeavour, Qi [9, 10]

has investigated subject realization in a BFLA Mandarin-

English bilingual child aged 1:07–4:05. It was found that

her bilingual child proceeded Mandarin and English sub-

ject development in a language dependent manner, without

cross language interaction. The child’s mandarin shows a

rate of 55% of overt subjects and 100% of subject provision

in English finite clauses. Qi further justified this finding

by proposing the theory of environmental language (Lε) [7],

which is defined as the language in the predominant extra-

domestic environment [7]. If Lε coincides with the weaker

language, English, in the bilingual repertoire, then the latter

gains support, and could offset the influence from the domi-

nant language Mandarin, thus being conducive to keeping

the developmental template distinct. This theory accounts

for the absence of cross linguistic interaction between two

languages. However, Qi’s [9, 10] study focused on BFLA chil-

dren in one language environment. Besides, the literature

on a changed Lε is scant, thus deserving another academic

deliberation.

In summary, some studies indicate that structural over-

lap could explain the emergence of cross linguistic influ-

ence [21, 27, 31] regarding bilingual subject choice, whereas

others hold the view that overlapping might not be the suf-

ficient condition for the excessive subject use [18, 19, 29]. Be-

sides, some studies explore the combined role of structural

overlap and parental input style [19], while others investigate

overlapping theory and dominance [9, 10]. It appears that the

role of Lε and parental input in the current bilingual studies

has been rarely broached, calling for further investigation.

It was found that children in all the afore-cited studies

were BFLA, who acquired both languages since birth. So

far, little has been known with respect to the developmental

trajectory of such cohort as ESLA children, who are exposed

to two languages at different ages of onset. Specifically,

whether the earlier acquired L1 exerts influences upon the

incoming L2 or vice versa remains largely understudied.

As global migration continues to surge in recent

years [12], so does the number of bilingual children moving

with their parents. This may trigger a change in parental

exposure due to migration.

The present study aims to examine an ESLA bilin-

gual child’s (codenamed GG) subject choice pattern over

a two-year period span. The bilingual child GG underwent

a changed environmental language from China to Australia.

Accordingly, the child’s parental input also fluctuated due

to migration. The linguistic profile of this bilingual infor-

mant typically represents the underage children across the

globe, thus it would be worthwhile both theoretically and

practically to probe her bilingual development of subject

realization over time.

Our research questions are therefore formulated upon

the research gap identified in the literature review. We en-

deavour to investigate the following three research questions.

RQ 1: Does the Mandarin-English bilingual child GG

show similar developmental patterns of Mandarin and En-

glish subject use in comparison with BFLA peers?

RQ 2: What is the role of parental input?

RQ 3: What is the role of the changed environmental

language?

3. Materials and Methods

This is a longitudinal single case study on an ESLA

Mandarin-English bilingual child with respect to her bilingual

subject realization. A qualitative method was utilized to de-

scribe the developmental pattern and a quantitative approach

was adopted to measure the extent of possible cross linguistic

interaction. All spontaneous speech data were collected by

audio recording in non-intruding and naturalistic settings.

3.1. The Informant

Table 1 shows the bilingual child’s linguistic profile.

The bilingual child (codenamed GG) was born in China and
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received L1 Mandarin input since birth. Since 1;02, the child

started to receive L1 Mandarin input for 5 hours and L2 En-

glish exposure for 0.5 hour per day in China. At 3;07, the

child moved with her parents to Sydney, Australia. However,

the child did not attend preschool immediately after arriving

in Australia. At this stage, GG’s L1 Mandarin input reduced

to 4.5 hours and L2 English increased to 2.5 hours per day.

At age 4;10, the child GG started to attend preschool. At this

stage, GG’s L1 Mandarin input significantly reduced to 2

hours and L2 English dramatically increased to 6.85 hours

per day.

Table 1. The bilingual child GG’s linguistic profile.

Age Settings Context Interlocutors Input Language Input Quantity (Hours/Day)

1;02–3;06 China Daily routine

TV (cartoons, etc.)

Outside activities

Father

Mother

English

Chinese

Chinese

British/American English

Chinese

0.25

1

3

0.25

1

3;06–4;10 Australia Daily routine

TV (cartoons, etc.)

Outside activities

Church,

Playgroups

Father

Mother

Audio

Mother

peers

Chinese

Chinese

Australian English

Chinese

Australian English

1

3

2.25

0.5

0.25

4;11–5;06 Australia Daily routine

TV (cartoons, etc.)

Outside activities

Church

Playgroups

Father

Mother

Teachers, peers

Chinese

Chinese

Australian English

Australian English

Australian English

Australian English

0.5–1

1–2

0.1

0.5

0.25

Kindi 6

Note. Adopted and adapted from Qi [9].

3.2. The Interlocutors

The parent researcher is a native L1 Mandarin speaker

who can speak L2 English fluently, with intermediate level

of L3 French and beginner level of L4 German. The father is

a University Lecturer and holds a master degree in English.

The child’s mother is also a native Mandarin speaker who

holds a bachelor degree and can speak limited English. The

parents spoke Mandarin to each other at home and addressed

the child in Mandarin except for the English storytelling time.

After arriving in Australia, the father and the child spoke En-

glish outside home, such as in church, kindergarten, library,

playgroup and shopping centre.

3.3. Dataset Description

The dataset contains two major types of data: (1) audio

recordings and (2) diary entries. The method we follow here

is to collect natural linguistic data, that is primary linguistic

data [34] by audio-recordings at regular intervals over time,

supplemented by diary entries and three video recordings

(birthdays).

The dataset consists of 89 recordings totalling 2632

minutes starting from the age when the child was 3;04 (year;

month) in China until she was 5;05 in Australia. The first

five recordings were obtained in Xi’an, Northwest China’s

Shaanxi Province to establish the research baseline, from

which the researcher can trace her bilingual development

path over time. All the other recordings were derived in Syd-

ney, Australia. The recordings lasted about 29.57 minutes

on average, with first five China-based mixed recordings

averaging 47 minutes. It is essential to point out that the

child was verbally expressive; therefore, her speech data

were abundant.

The equipment to make these audio recordings included
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a high fidelity HUAWEI recorder and three recordings were

made by Canon Camera, such as the child’s birthday party.

A wide range of activities were included in the record-

ing sessions, such as Chinese and English book reading, toy

playing, drawing, painting, free talk, outings and playing

with other children.

3.4. Data Treatment

Only finite clauses containing a subject and a verb were

assessed. The following grammatical structures were not cal-

culated: false start, repetition of the preceding clause and

imperatives. We abandoned these data as these structures can

inflate or deflate the number of subject use in both Mandarin

and English, reducing the calculation precision.

Note that Liu’s [35] study excluded the subjects men-

tioned first in the informants’ data due to the cross-sectional

and experimental approach. However, since this study is

longitudinal in nature, excluding the first mentioned subjects

would place the research in the position to lose sight of the

whole developmental trajectory. It is therefore plausible to

take the first mentioned subjects into account.

This longitudinal study allows the researchers to seg-

ment the whole dataset into three different stages: Stage 1: In

China; Stage 2: InAustralia without pre-schooling and Stage

3: In Australia with pre-schooling. This division reflects the

migration process of GG’s family from China to Australia,

which also mirrors the change of input pattern and language

environment.

3.5. Data Analysis Instrument

All speech data were manually transcribed using CHAT

(Codes for the Human Analysis of Transcripts) format to

facilitate analysis in CLAN (Computerized Language ANal-

ysis) [36].

Regarding Mandarin and English bilingual subject real-

ization, we use two programs in CLAN to analyse the dataset.

1. FREQ: to calculate the frequency of words. In this study,

we compute the token of null subject and overt subject in

both Mandarin and English, manifested by percentage. 2.

KWAL: to retrieve the required words in context.

4. Results

4.1. General Pattern of Bilingual Subject Use

over Time

Figure 1 displays GG’s Mandarin-English bilingual

subject use at three stages.

Figure 1. GG’s Mandarin-English bilingual subject use at three

stages.

As indicated in Figure 1, on the one hand, the bilingual

child GG’s Mandarin null subject rate displayed a decreas-

ing trajectory over the three stages in two years, from 51%

at stage 1 (in China), down to 30% at stage 2 (in Australia

without pre-schooling) and further declined to 22% at stage

3 (inAustralia after attending pre-school). On the other hand,

GG’s English null subject use exhibited a stable trend, with

English null subject choice standing at 5% over the three

stages.

In other words, the child used an increasing rate in

Mandarin overt subjects, whereas her English subject use

remained target-like throughout the three stages (cf. Wang

et al. [37]).

4.2. Results from Naturalistic Data

This section presents the analysis of bilingual child

GG’s overall naturalistic data. In order to precisely de-

scribe GG’s subject use pattern in her bilingual repertoire,

we adopted Liu et al.’s [35] method, which divided the child’s

syntactic production into three categories: single clause sen-

tence, linked construction, and sentences with embedded

object clause. These syntactic structures allowed us to derive

a holistic picture of the child’s subject development.

Table 2 shows GG’s Mandarin subject use in three

different syntactic conditions. It was found that the child’s

subject use in Mandarin showed an increasing pattern in sin-

gle clause sentence, from around 49.9% in China to around

66.1% in Australia after attending preschool. The most strik-

ing result was found in the child’s linked construction, with
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both overt subject supply rising from 10.5% in China to

66.4% in Australia after attending preschool. With respect

to sentences with embedded object clause, a generally rising

trajectory is corroborated.

Table 2. GG’s Mandarin subject use in three syntactic conditions.

Single clause sentence

Period

Subject Type
In China

In Australia

(No Pre-Schooling)

In Australia

(Pre-Schooling)

Nominal Subjects 37 (27.4%) 112 (19.5%) 93 (23.8%)

Pronominal Subjects 31 (22.5%) 251 (43.8%) 164 (42.3%)

Null Subjects 69 (50.1%) 209 (36.7%) 132 (33.9%)

Total 137 572 389

Linked construction

Period

Subject Type
In China

In Australia

(No Pre-Schooling)

In Australia

(Pre-Schooling)

Both Overt 4 (10.5%) 52 (50.9%) 53 (66.4%)

Both Null 11 (29.0%) 17 (16.7%) 10 (10.5%)

Either Null 23 (60.5%) 34 (33.3%) 21 (22.1%)

Total 38 102 95

Sentences with embedded object clause

Period

Subject Type
In China

In Australia

(No Pre-Schooling)

In Australia

(Pre-Schooling)

Nominal Subjects 2 (16.7%) 13 (31.0%) 3 (21.4%)

Pronominal Subjects 2 (16.7%) 17 (41.0%) 6 (42.8%)

Null Subjects 7 (67.6%) 12 (28.0%) 5 (35.8%)

Total 12 42 14

An example (Age: 5;02. Stage 3: after attending

preschool) is presented as follows:

Wo3 yi2 dao4 xue2xiao4,wo3 jiu4 he2 tong2xue2

wan2.

I arrive school I with classmates play.

As soon as I arrived at school, I played with my class-

mates.

The second ‘wo’ (I) should have been omitted, thus a

zero anaphora ought to be applied; however, the child GG

supplied the same overt subject again. This is still grammat-

ically correct, but pragmatically redundant, rendering her

Mandarin utterance increasingly verbose.

In summary, the child’s naturalistic data indicated an

obviously rising trend in overt subject use, whereas null

subject projected an ever-decreasing route.

4.3. Analysis of Parental Input

In this section, we proceeded to examine GG’s parental

input, as we wish to ascertain whether the parental utterances

could influence GG’s subject use over time. Adult language

acquisition is firmly established [5]; thus a minimum of one

recording could be adequate to generate a typical pattern of

parental input. Due to the stability of adult subject use [37],

we administered one recording session for the data collection

of GG’s mother. The consented data collection was set in an

international phone call with GG’s maternal grandmother on

November 6, 2020.

A total number of 267 finite clauses were gleaned from

the phone call. Table 2 shows GG’s mother’s subject choice

in the same three syntactic categories as previously adopted.

Table 3 shows the preferences of Mandarin subject use

in GG’s mother’s input. It has indicated that her mother sup-

plied 67.1% overt subject in single clause sentence pattern;

54.3% in both overt structure, and 65% in sentences with

embedded objects clause.

Table 3. GG’s maternal use of Mandarin subject in three syntactic

categories.

Single clause sentence

Nominal subjects 32 (23.3%)

Pronominal subjects 60 (43.8%)

Null subjects 45 (32.8%)

Total 137

Linked construction

Both Overt 44 (54.3%)

Either Null 23 (28.4%)

Both Null 14 (17.3%)

Total 81

Sentence with embedded objects clause

Nominal subjects 13 (26.5%)

Pronominal subjects 19 (38.8%)

Null subjects 17 (34.5%)

Total 49

In comparison with the bilingual child GG’s data in the

Section 5.2, it was found that at Stage 1 (in China), GG’s

subject use seemed not to be similar to mother’s, whereas at

Stage 2 and Stage 3, the child started to show a converging

trend in terms of the subject use pattern with her mother.

Please note that GG’s subject pattern in Both Overt structure

exhibited a much higher rate than that of her mother after

this family migrated to Australia (stage 2 and stage 3).

4.4. Analysis of the Environmental Language

(Lε)

In this section, we proceed with the analysis of the

environmental language (Lε) to see whether the language
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environment at the macro level could exert influence upon

GG’s subject choice. Figure 2 shows the rate of null and

overt subject in different age groups among Mandarin and

English monolinguals (Wang et al. [37], as cited in Kim [38]).

Figure 2. Mandarin and English monolinguals’ subject rates in

different age groups.

In comparison with Mandarin speaking monolingual

peers, GG showed a different subject use pattern: the use

of Mandarin subject was similar to monolingual peers (54%

of overt subject) when GG was in China (stage 1, 49% of

overt subject), but exceeded monolingual Chinese children

(62% of overt subject) after she moved to Australia (stage

2: 70% of overt subject and stage 3: 78% of overt subject).

With regard to the English subject, GG displayed a target-like

pattern (95% of overt subject) throughout the entire research

period compared with monolingual English speaking peers

(95% of overt subject).

Intriguingly, the child’s rate in Mandarin subject use

was similar to monolingual Chinese peers at stage 1 in China,

despite that her mother produced much higher rate of sub-

ject in Mandarin (see Table 2); however, after her migration

to Australia, the child displayed an ever-increasing overt

subject in Mandarin, converging with parental input pattern.

In summary, this section shows that GG’s rate of Man-

darin overt subject pattern resembled the Mandarin envi-

ronmental language (Lε) at stage 1 before migration, but

exhibited a rising trajectory than Mandarin Lε after moving

to Australia.

4.5. Analysis of BFLAData

So far, only one study on Mandarin-English BFLA

child has been available, which is in Qi’s [9, 10] study. Her

study indicated that the Mandarin-English BFLAchild James

showed an overall pattern of 55% overt subjects and 45%

null subjects. Qi’s study mentioned that the rates remain

stable over the entire period of study. Due to the unavail-

ability of further data, it would only be feasible to examine

the overall rate of null and overt subjects rather than other

syntactic structures as investigated in Section 5.

5. Discussion

This longitudinal single case study focuses on the sub-

ject developmental pattern of an ESLAMandarin-English

bilingual child from China and Australia aged 3;04–5;05.

Our data show that the ESLA bilingual child GG dis-

played a similar rate of Mandarin overt subject at stage 1

in comparison with Qi’s [9, 10] BFLA child James in terms

of overall Mandarin overt and null subject rate. Thereafter,

the ESLA child GG’s subject use exhibited a steadily in-

creasing trend. This is especially the case in the syntactic

categories of single clause sentence, both overt construction

and embedded object clause, where rising rate of pronounced

subjects were supplied, rendering the child’s utterance prag-

matically infelicitous albeit syntactically operational. This

finding suggests that the ESLA child GG’s Mandarin subject

use is qualitatively similar to, but quantitatively different

from BFLA. In other words, the ESLA child’s Mandarin sub-

ject use is still grammatically correct despite the increasing

verboseness.

Our data also indicate that the ESLA child’s English

subject use is invariably constant, with around 95% of finite

clauses supplied with overt subject, converging with BFLA

child James. This finding suggests that GG’s English subject

development is both qualitatively and quantitatively similar

to BFLA child James. More intriguingly, from the emer-

gence of the ESLA child’s English, subject has been present

in a constant rate. This is probably due to the fact that the

child GG pays attention to the formal features of the English

language.

As such, our first research question can be answered

as qualitatively similar to, but quantitatively different from

the BFLA child James for Mandarin subject use and qualita-

tively and quantitatively similar to James for English subject

choice.

Our data suggest that the child’s mother displayed a

higher rate of overt subject in Mandarin, particularly in both

overt construction and embedded object clause. The over-
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presence of the pronounced subject in the corresponding

child GG’s production could be attributed to the similar pat-

tern of mother’s input the child was exposed to, corroborating

that of Navarro and Paradis [19], where it was also found that

parental overuse of Cuban Spanish subject could impact the

child’s subject choice.

In terms of English subject, the child received English

exposure since 1;02. Her father’s constant supply of English

subject could shape GG’s target-like English subject con-

tour from the emergence of her English. Thus, the second

research question could be resolved in the affirmative.

With respect to the role of the environmental language

(Lε), the most striking finding is that the ESLA child GG

used Mandarin subject in a similar rate to BFLA at stage one

(in China), even if her mother had a higher proportion of

subject presence. After migrating to Australia, the child’s

subject supply in Mandarin started to rise steadily. This

aroused our attention: why was the subject use in China

target-like despite mother’s overuse? Our data suggest that

this could be the juxtaposition, competition and interaction of

both parental input and environmental language (Lε). Specif-

ically, when parental input is not consistent with Lε, the

child may shape their language contour based upon Lε as

this predominant extra-domestic societal language may exert

normative pressure on children. This pressure, not only from

peers, but also from the wider community members, could

converge the child’s specific language use pattern towards

the typical features and norms of the speech community. In

this sense, the child could operationalize her Mandarin sub-

ject in Mandarin way (pro-drop), keeping the developmental

template distinguishable with English (non-pro-drop).

After migration, the Lε changed to English, where the

subject is constantly used. This could operate in tandem

with the subject overuse in Mandarin parental input, exerting

cross linguistic interaction at the syntactic and pragmatic

interface. In other words, both parental input and Lε work

in conjunction with each other to raise the rate of the child’s

overt subject in Mandarin to a higher level.

Our results do not align with those from Brehmer et

al. [39] where the 32 Polish-German bilingual children did

not significantly overproduce the overt subject in narrative,

rather than dialogic Polish. It was accounted for that their

bilingual children exhibited sensitivity towards the cross

linguistic differences and syntactic/pragmatic constraints.

However, the experimental approach of this study might

not capture the trend of bilingual subject choice in an ex-

tended period of time. Another reason might be that fact that

the experimental method may place those Polish-German

bilinguals in a highly activated monitoring situation, thus sen-

sitivity to the syntactic differences and pragmatic constraints

tend to be applied.

Our data show that the ESLAMandarin-English bilin-

gual child GG exhibited quantitative difference (higher rate)

in L1 Mandarin overt subject use compared with BFLA from

the same language pair. This may be accounted for by the

combined role of maternal input and the English environ-

mental language (Lε). In contrast, the ESLAGreek-English

bilingual children reported by Faitaki and Murphy [40] dis-

played qualitative difference (lower rate) in L2 English overt

subject, which could be justified by the language dominance

in L1 Greek. If Faitaki and Murphy’s [40] explanation of

language dominance could be applied to the current ESLA

study, then the Mandarin null subject feature should be pro-

jected to English; however, this was not borne out. Instead,

our research subject GG seemed to display the increasingly

anglicised L1 overt subject pattern over time.

Finally, the ESLA child’s qualitatively and quantita-

tively similar subject realization choice in L2 English com-

pared with the BFLA child James might be due to the prior

English exposure before migration. In other words, her pre-

existing limited English input at the critical age (around age

3) in China might still initiate the L2 English acquisition

process. This might further explain why Hakuta’s [41] and

Li’s [5] studies (without prior L2 English input) exhibit sys-

tematic transfer, whereas our case only shows slight bilingual

interaction.

6. Conclusion

This article investigates the subject use pattern of an

ESLAMandarin-English bilingual child from China to Aus-

tralia between age 3;04–5;05. Our results show that the child

exhibits a qualitative and quantitatively similar developmen-

tal pathway to BFLA child in English subject use. Her Man-

darin subject use conforms to BFLA or monolingual norm

before migration at stage 1. However, this started to exhibit

qualitatively similar but quantitatively different pattern to

BFLA after migration at stage 2 and stage 3, suggesting that
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parental input could shape the child’s language profile in

the long term. In connection with parental input is the envi-

ronmental language (Lε), our results suggests an intriguing

finding, that is, when the parental input is consistent with

Lε, then the child’s language development could be shaped

by both, whereas when parental input is not consistent with

Lε, the latter would function as a normative pressure onto

the child, converging her specific language predisposition

towards the Lε.

This research could be the first of its kind to examine

the bilingual subject development at a critical age range,

a changed environmental language (Lε) and non-typical

parental input. It could add empirical evidence that no fun-

damental differences exist in terms of bilingual development.

Our findings could also shed light on the early second lan-

guage acquisition in migrant context, setting parents and ed-

ucators’ mind at rest and inspiring parents and communities

to make concerted effort to maintain the heritage language

in non-favourable L2 environment.

The study is a single longitudinal case study, thus the

findings might not be applicable to other ESLAchildren. The

discrepancy among studies may warrant further studies in the

future, especially with large number of ESLA children be-

yond age 5, from different language pairs, and in the similar

migrating situation. It would also be worthwhile to examine

the impact of sustained L1 Mandarin input in L2 English

environment, especially the maintenance of L1 in L2 envi-

ronment by conscious and constant parental and community

effort. Also, it would be interesting to examine whether L1

Mandarin subject use pattern could be reversed towards the

less overt subject mode or continue to show increasing overt

subject if L1 parental input is target-like in L2 environment.
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