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Abstract

The study of early bilingual acquisition in heritage languages continues to be a valuable source of theoretical and empirical evidence for both general linguistic theory and acquisition theory. The articles featured in this special issue corroborate this by providing new data and analysis in a number of key morphosyntactic and prosodic areas of Romance languages, offering new insights to long-standing issues in bilingual acquisition. Specific areas include, interface vulnerability as a source of problems in bilingual children’s acquisition, incomplete acquisition as an explanation for heritage speaker’s non-target language, the effects of quality and frequency of input exposure in bilingual children and the effects of language contact on language acquisition. In this commentary, the main findings, contributions and merits of the papers are discussed in the context of language development and bilingual acquisition; links with existing relevant discussions and debates are highlighted; and possible paths for future research are suggested. 
Key words: Heritage Speakers, Incomplete Acquisition, Interfaces, Input, Language Contact

1. The role of heritage language acquisition in bilingual acquisition research
This special issue of the International Journal of Bilingualism contains four research studies on the topic of early bilingual acquisition in Romance heritage languages. The topics covered explore the acquisition of key morphosyntactic areas of Spanish, (European and Brazilian) Portuguese and Italian by bilingual and heritage speakers, as well as suprasegmental properties of French heritage speakers. Collectively, these articles provide new empirical data relevant to long-standing issues in bilingual acquisition and also propose new and exciting challenges for the field.


Recent research on child bilingual acquisition has focussed on understanding the route, challenges and outcomes of language acquisition in situations where children acquire more than one grammatical system from an early age. In the past few decades the field has seen a remarkable growth in the number of empirical studies which have provided a significant contribution (both methodological and theoretically) to aspects of acquisition such as the role of input in acquisition, first language attrition under extensive L2 exposure, the role of linguistic interfaces or long-term effects of delayed first language exposure, to mention just a few.  However, most of these studies have investigated cases of simultaneous early bilingual acquisition (when children are exposed to both languages from the start) and fewer empirical investigations have focussed on cases of sequential (or successive) bilingual acquisition or the insights that we can gain for both knowledge and theory-building in this area. 


The articles presented in this special issue address this deficit directly by investigating the linguistic knowledge developed by early sequential bilinguals in the context of heritage speaker acquisition. In these scenarios it is often the case that children are exposed to only one of the two languages (the minority language) before linguistic input from the second language (the majority language) is generally introduced, usually when children start school after the age of four. Although heritage language research (as a window into the mechanisms underlying linguistic and psychological processes in language acquisition) has only recently begun to find its place into main acquisition research (see for instance the extensive work by Silvina Montrul, summarised in Montrul (2008)) the articles in this special issue show that it is ready to offer crucial contributions to key unresolved questions in this field. 


These four studies reveal the importance of integrating different research areas and methodologies (including linguistic theory, acquisition theory, contact and other sociolinguistic phenomena) for the study of bilingual and heritage language acquisition. More specifically, these studies provide a significant contribution to our understanding of the sources, processes and outcomes of early bilingual acquisition by investigating, both empirically and theoretically, the following topics:

1. Interface vulnerability as a source of problems in bilingual children’s acquisition (Sorace and Serratrice; Montrul)

2. Language attrition and incomplete acquisition as an explanation for heritage speaker’s non-target acquisition (Montrul; Pires and Rothman)

3. Effects of quality and frequency of input exposure in bilingual children (Sorace and Serratrice; Pires and Rothman)

4. Effects of language contact on heritage language acquisition (Bullock; Pires and Rothman).


In the following sections, I overview the importance of these four areas for bilingual research and expand on how these articles contribute to them. 
2.  Bilingual acquisition and interface vulnerability
There are many possible explanations for why bilingual children show non target-like morphosyntactic knowledge in one (or even both) of the languages they are acquiring. Among these, cross-linguistic influences between the two languages, usually from the dominant to the weaker (Paradis and Genesee 1996), have received a lot of attention in bilingual acquisition research (Döpke 1998; Hulk and Müller 2000). More recently, interferences due to cross-linguistic influences in bilingual grammars have been analysed as the result of interface vulnerability, particularly if the core syntax has to interact with the discourse-pragmatics domain, i.e. the syntax-pragmatics interface, (Müller and Hulk 2001). The Interface Vulnerability hypothesis is based on the premise that acquisition of syntactic features is, in principle, problem-free (Belletti, Bennati and Sorace. 2007; Sorace 2005; Sorace and Filiaci 2006) whereas grammatical structures which are part of the interfaces between syntax and other grammatical modules are more vulnerable and more prone to instability (Sorace 2005). Tsimpli and Sorace (2006) proposed a distinction between the syntax-semantic interface (which involves formal features and operations between Syntax and LF) and the syntax-pragmatics interface (which involves pragmatic conditions of contextual appropriateness)
. These authors proposed the following as evidence in favour of a distinction between the syntax-semantics and the syntax-pragmatics interface:

1. Violations of conditions at the syntax-semantics interface give rise to clear ungrammaticality whereas violations of conditions at the syntax-pragmatics interface result in a gradient of acceptability (i.e. optionality).

2. The L2 acquisition of syntax-semantics structures is attainable whereas ultimate attainment in the syntax-pragmatics domain is more difficult to obtain, often resulting in fossilisation.

3. The interface between syntax and pragmatics requires additional processing resources than the interface between syntax and semantics.


Based on the number and type of evidence from L1, L2 and bilingual acquisition research there seems to be a general assumption that it is the syntax-pragmatics interface (an external interface) which is the most problematic (see White to appear for a review of this issue). Although this empirical evidence exists, the question regarding the exact reasons behind the intrinsic opaque nature of this interface has not been properly discussed in the acquisition literature
. Most studies that have dealt with interface vulnerability have assumed that interfaces are naturally problematic (the external interface in particular) and have not sought to formalise the actual factors which are responsible for such problems (Reinhart 2006 is an exception). In order for any approach to be supported it needs to detail and explain the relevant mechanisms it is based on. In the case of the interface hypothesis for non-native convergence a detailed explanation on the differences amongst internal and external interfaces and the source of their vulnerability seems absolutely necessary at this point. 


In this respect, Sorace and Serratrice’s article offers a substantial contribution by examining the nature of internal and external interfaces and discussing different factors that could affect the acquisition of interface phenomena. In particular, they propose that the underspecification of interpretable features affecting interface mappings, crosslinguistic influence, processing limitations, the quantity and quality of input received by bilingual speakers and bilingualism per se should be considered. In order for the authors to examine the effects of these factors they discuss bilingual acquisition data in two different grammatical areas (topic shift as an external interface phenomenon and the use of definite pronouns with specific and generic plural noun phrases as an internal phenomenon), two different groups of bilingual children (English-Italian and Spanish-Italian) and two different input environments (English-Italian bilinguals in the UK and in Italy).  The results show that the behaviour of each bilingual group is sensitive to the grammatical area examined (implying that differences based on the type of interface (internal or external) play a role in their test performance) and the environment in which the bilingual children are acquiring Italian (whether it is in the UK or Italy) also plays a role in their performance (implying that the amount and quality of input is affecting acquisition). More interestingly, Spanish-Italian bilinguals have problems with topic shifts as well even though this structure exists (with the same properties) in both languages (implying that something other than cross-linguistic influences at the interface is the source of the problems with the acquisition of these forms). Based on these results the authors are able to argue that differences in the acquisition of internal and external interfaces do exist and that interface vulnerability can be affected by two different factors:  processing problems (as the demand imposed by the pragmatic-interpretative component of the grammar places too much of a burden on the acquisition abilities of the child) and input exposure (both in frequency and quality) as children seem to be sensitive to quantitatively reduced input. 


These results are especially interesting because they show that in order to fully understand the grammatical representations of bilinguals (and adult L2 acquisition for that matter), the amount of input, the frequency of forms in the input and the level of processing imposed by the target structures need to be taken into account as factors which can affect the acquisition of phenomena where discourse-pragmatics is involved. Studies like this are certainly of great value as our understanding of how interfaces work and how they affect acquisition becomes more accurate and precise. In my view, a clear gap still exists in the conceptualisation of processing costs, in particular when applied to the external interface; costly operations exist and they are licensed in linguistic derivations when certain structures are involved (see Reinhart 2006 for a full account of this issue), but why they should only affect (or more strongly affect) phenomena where pragmatics is involved, such as anaphora resolution and word order variation, still remains unexplained.


Montrul’s article also supports an interface vulnerability account for incomplete heritage language acquisition. Her article investigates two areas that are well-known for being problematic in the acquisition of Spanish morphology, the tense-aspect system (preterit-imperfect) and mood (indicative-subjunctive).  The relevance of choosing these two areas relies on the fact that although both require mastering knowledge of morphology and semantics (for each verbal form represented by preterit, imperfect, indicative and subjunctive morphology there is a corresponding semantic representation associated with it), it is often the case that children and adult learners have more problems with the acquisition of mood than with aspect (see Blake 1983; Merino 1983; Pérez-Leroux 1998). This is corroborated by Montrul’s data as well since her results show that the heritage speakers that took part in the experiment did not have problems with the acquisition of the preterit and only found certain properties of imperfect problematic, namely with non-prototypical pairs of predicate types and imperfect-preterit forms (i.e. stative verbs with preterit forms). Montrul’s results also show that all her participants behave non-native-like with respect to the acquisition of mood as heritage speakers tended to accept most sentences with subjunctive as logical even in those contexts where native speakers correctly rejected this reading. For Montrul, heritage speakers as a whole show very poor understanding of the semantic-pragmatic constraints that control the use of the subjunctive mood in Spanish. The combination of these results seem to indicate that heritage speakers have more problems with those grammatical areas which are acquired later in L1 acquisition (close to adolescence in the case of mood (Blake 1983)) providing evidence that structures that are acquired later are more problematic for heritage speakers due to their sociolinguistic environment and the fact that exposure to Spanish is usually interrupted or insufficient once the other language becomes a part of the linguistic reality of the child (usually, but not necessarily, when the child starts attending school)
.  Montrul’s results seem to support the Regression Hypothesis (Jackobson 1941), which hypothesises that the order of structures vulnerable to loss and attrition is dependant on the order of acquisition of those forms during childhood (e.g. subjunctive in Spanish one of the last grammatical areas to be acquired and therefore one of the first to be attrired). But Montrul, goes on to argue that interface vulnerability provides a better explanation for her results since structures which are typically acquired early, such as speaker’s knowledge of the Differential Object Marking in Spanish are still problematic in late bilingual’s grammars (see Montrul 2004). 

3. Heritage language acquisition and input

The articles in this special issue dedicate a crucial part of their investigations to discuss the role of input in the linguistic development of the groups of bilingual children and adults they investigate. The idea that monolingual and bilingual children’s linguistic development is to some extent influenced by the amount and frequency of input they are exposed to has been discussed at length in the acquisition literature and from many different theoretical points of view (see for instance Drozd 2004; Elman 2003; Gathercole 2007; Gathercole and Hoff, 2007; Maratsos and Chalkley 1980; Paradis and Genesse 1996; Paradis, Tremblay and Crago 2008; Tomasello 2003 amongst many other). Input exposure has been discussed as an important factor in the development of language, but how much of the success in bilingual acquisition is dependant on input is still debatable. For instance in recent work by Gathercole (2002, 2006) it is argued that a greater or lesser amount of input alone was a significant factor in the success and failure of monolingual levels of performance for each of the languages that bilingual children were acquiring in her studies. However, it has also been proposed that input exposure, although relevant, cannot be the only determinant of success or failure in bilingual acquisition; consequently, it is argued that other related factors must play a role as well. For instance, using data from two groups of English-French bilingual children Paradis, Nicoladis and Crago (200) and Paradis, Tremblay and Crago ( 2008) propose that in order to understand the role of input in bilingual acquisition factors such as  complexity and transparency of the target structure and language dominance must be taken into account as well. Although this debate centres on how the frequency of the target structures in the input affects linguistic development, studies on heritage language acquisition, like the ones in this special issue, propose a different approach in the investigation of input exposure in acquisition, namely to examine the quality of input as linguistic evidence that can or cannot trigger acquisition.


The question of how input, in particular in those situations where one of the languages is a minority language, affects language development becomes particularly relevant in the case of heritage speakers. The specific social and linguistic characteristics of each of these children may be unique and dependant on a series of factors outside the purely linguistic domain (language of the parents, language of the community, unbalanced preference or use of each language, first versus second or third child). In contrast with the so-called ideal scenario of the monolingual child, the characteristics of the heritage speakers make it difficult to treat these speakers as forming part of a homogeneous group. Silva-Corvalán (1991) suggests that in order to understand the linguistic idiosyncrasies of heritage speakers (and therefore their acquisition experience) we must understand these speakers as being part of a ‘bilingual continuum’ which is defined by both aspects of their linguistic proficiency and social environment (including linguistic dominance of the two languages). The idea of a continuum in these terms is particularly relevant in the case of heritage speakers as these factors can directly affect the route and success of their language acquisition.


Variation in linguistic competence among heritage speakers is affected by when and how exposure to the majority language starts (among other factors), in most cases affecting the quantity and quality of input of the minority one (see in particular Sorace and Serratrice, this volume). Pires and Rothman’s study also discusses the issue of input quality and exposure in their investigation of the acquisition of inflected infinitives by Brazilian Portuguese (BP) and European Portuguese (EP) heritage speakers. Inflected infinitives, which exist in EP but have been argued to no longer exist in colloquial BP varieties, are an excellent grammatical area to explore the effects of input exposure on the development of linguistic competence by heritage speakers. Rothman (2007) showed that inflected infinitives were not part of BP heritage speakers’ linguistic competence. If EP heritage speakers, acquiring a variety where inflected infinitives exist in the input, also show lack of knowledge of these forms this would support the hypothesis that divergent heritage grammars (for both groups) are the result of incomplete acquisition regardless of the characteristics and quality of the input to which heritage speakers are exposed. If, however, EP heritage speakers show knowledge of these forms, this could be used as evidence that the characteristics of input serving as primary acquisition data should be considered as a possible source of divergent bilingual acquisition as well. The results of their tests confirm that inflected infinitives are indeed part of the linguistic repertoire of the EP group. This difference found between the grammars of EP and BP heritage speakers is explained by the authors as the result of qualitative changes in the input of the BP speakers. The authors then propose that the concept of incomplete acquisition should be refined to accommodate the possibility that divergent forms may be observed as a consequence of input being insufficient to trigger acquisition of a particular grammatical aspect.


A new line of investigation is thus emerging which is providing an alternative explanation for sources of problems in bilingual acquisition, namely the possibility that the monolingual-deviant forms found in the speech of bilingual speakers is also found in the primary linguistic data they had access to during their acquisition process. In this respect, problems in bilingual data are not always to be analysed as the result of first language attrition or incomplete acquisition, but as the expected outcome of L1 acquisition of forms which, although divergent from monolingual L1grammars, are part of the input available to heritage speakers. The crucial point is that this line of thought allows the possibility that bilingual children may go through the same process of acquisition as their monolingual counterparts, to the same degree of completeness, and still end up with a grammar which is different from that of monolingual speakers. 


Prior arguments for incomplete acquisition in heritage speakers therefore need to be reconsidered with the possibility that the observations may be explained by complete acquisition of monolingual-divergent input (i.e. the emergence of new contact varieties or diachronic change within monolingual colloquial grammars), but the issue is still far from being resolved. Incomplete acquisition and attrition have been long proposed as possible accounts for non-native heritage speakers’ linguistic development (see for instance Montrul 2008, this volume). In the case of L1 attrition, the assumption is that children had an opportunity to fully develop their L1 grammars but underwent a process of loss in some areas, possibly because of competition or influence from the majority language. In the case of incomplete acquisition, gaps in linguistic knowledge are discussed in terms of the impossibility for a certain grammatical area to develop (because of age of acquisition or lack of opportunity) assuming at the same time that attrition is not a possibility. This is because it is assumed that full acquisition of these forms never actually took place. It is easy to see how this could be the case for many second generation speakers of minority languages whose L1 acquisition was interrupted at some point before they had access to the primary linguistic data necessary for a fully-fledged system to develop (perhaps coinciding with the onset of exposure to the second majority language or the start of schooling). Due to the great complexity of factors and circumstances surrounding the acquisition process of heritage speakers it is likely that incomplete acquisition, attrition and input reduction may all be constraining and shaping their linguistic development. Although more research in this area, including case studies (as suggested by Montrul in this volume), is needed to fully understand the effects of these factors, it is becoming more apparent that heritage speakers studies also need to focus on analysing the characteristics of the input heritage children are exposed to (i.e. the language of their parents) in order to establish links between non-target forms that may exist in both the parent’s input and the children’s output when comparing monolingual and heritage speakers bilingual grammars.

 
There are not many acquisition studies which have analysed the characteristics of the speech used by the parents of bilingual children. Paradis and Navarro (2003) and Casielles, Andrusky, Kim, Nathan and Work (2005) are perhaps the only exceptions. In both studies the input received by bilingual English-Spanish children appears to have some of the nontarget-like properties found in their linguistic competence. Other studies have also reported changes in certain varieties due to the interaction of two or more languages in a particular community of speakers. Klee (1996) for instance, investigated changes in the clitic system of Spanish of the Peruvian Andes due to the influence of an emerging Spanish-Quechua interlanguage in the community of speakers she studied. What is interesting about this study is that even speakers’ knowledge of Spanish in Spanish-dominant populations was influenced by the changes she found in the bilingual community. Other well-known studies on the acquisition of Spanish in the US (Silva-Corvalán 1994; Zentella 1997) have reported grammatical deviations (incorrect use of preterit and imperfect, and subjunctive-indicative for instance) from Spanish monolingual forms shared by the members of these communities. Although the link between parental input and children’s output is not made explicit, these studies provide evidence that heritage speakers’ input may not necessarily be identical to the input that monolingual children are exposed to, once the two languages (Spanish and English in this case) come into contact. 

Some direct evidence on the link between input and heritage speaker’s acquisition is provided by my own studies. Domínguez (2008) conducted a study
 investigating the L1 attrition of twenty first-generation immigrants who moved from Cuba and settled in Miami after puberty, which can help to clarify if qualitative changes in the input are already in place in first generation migrating populations. All of the participants of the study were raised as monolingual Spanish speakers in Cuba and were not exposed to English (except for some hours of English lessons in school for a few of them) until they arrived in the US. The level of bilingualism varied substantially among the participants. In some cases, due to the prominence of Spanish in Miami, contact with English was only sporadic and did not materialise until subjects started work some years after they arrived in the US. For others, exposure to English started once they resumed their schooling soon after they arrived in Miami. The twenty participants were classified into two different groups according to their level of competence in the two languages:  twelve ‘L1 dominant’ speakers (average age 65 years old, and average length of stay in the US 26 years) and eight ‘balanced’ bilinguals (average age 56 years old, and average length of stay in the US 42 years). All of them reported that they felt they belonged to a Spanish speaking community and used Spanish on a regular basis in and outside their homes. Two of the balanced bilinguals in the study, Carla and Marcos, are of special interest for the discussion on the quality of input in heritage language acquisition. Both Carla and Marcos have the characteristics of the first generation parents who raise heritage children like the ones studied in the articles in this special issue. Relevant linguistic and non-linguistic characteristics of Carla and Marcos are illustrated in the following two tables:

	Name
	Age
	Years in US
	Age on arrival
	Reported first language
	Language of parents

	Marcos
	59
	47
	12
	Spanish
	Spanish

	Carla
	35
	27
	8
	Spanish
	Spanish


Table 1: Relevant linguistic characteristics of two speakers I
	Name
	First exposure to English
	Use of Spanish
	Use of English
	Education

	Marcos
	Grade 6 in USA
	On a daily basis, mostly at home
	On a daily basis, mostly at work
	University degree

	Carla
	Grade 3 in USA
	On a daily basis, mostly at home
	On a daily basis, mostly at work
	University degree


Table 2: Relevant characteristics of two speakers 

Both Marcos and Maria were recorded having a spontaneous conversation in Spanish with the investigator. The conversation with Carla lasted 35 minutes and the conversation with Marcos lasted 36 minutes. The oral data recorded were transcribed, morphosyntactically tagged and later analysed. The subjects’ production of verbal forms is interesting for this discussion, in particular their use of indicative and subjunctive forms, which the literature has extensively reported as being a problematic area for L2 and heritage speakers (e.g. Iverson, Kempchinsky and Rothman 2008; Montrul 2008). Recall that Marcos and Carla’s native language was acquired in a monolingual environment like any other monolingual child acquiring Spanish as their L1. Even though they are virtually balanced bilingual English-Spanish now, their exposure to English did not start until they had achieved a steady-state grammar in Spanish. The interesting question to investigate is whether after many years of exposure to English Carla and Marcos’ Spanish shows attrition or divergence from monolingual forms regarding their knowledge of subjunctive. The following table shows the two subjects’ production of verbal forms focussing on the distribution of correct and incorrect indicative and subjunctive forms. The overall results show some errors in the choice of indicative and subjunctive forms:

	
	Indicative


	Subjunctive



	
	Total
	Incorrect
	Error rate
	Total
	Incorrect
	Error rate

	Marcos
	553
	6
	1.1%
	24
	3
	12.5%

	Carla
	727
	9
	1.2%
	30
	7
	23.3%


Table 3. Overall error rates for indicative and subjunctive forms for two speakers


We can see that although both speakers extended the use of indicative (as reported for L2 learners and heritage speakers of Spanish as well) in contexts where subjunctive was the appropriate form, there were also several mistakes concerning their use of subjunctive. In the case of Marcos, subjunctive was used instead of the indicative 12% of the time and in the case of Carla the rate was as high as 23%. This incorrect use of subjunctive is not so surprising if we take into account that, unlike L2 learners and heritage speakers, Marcos and Carla had fully acquired this knowledge during their L1 acquisition process. This pattern of mistakes may not be caused by the use of overgeneralisations (as a strategy to fill a gap in knowledge) or restructuring (as a response to a cross-linguistic influence from a less restricted L2 in this domain). Instead, errors in the use of both indicative and subjunctive may reveal that both speakers are neutralising the domains in which mood distinctions operate in their L1. This may be an indication that a loss of prior knowledge of some aspect of these forms (both indicative and subjunctive) is actually happening
, which, in turn, can be taken as evidence suggesting L1 attrition in this grammatical area
. The following are examples of the types of mistakes found in the data of these two speakers:
Indicative for Subjunctive

(1) No quiere decir que no nos *queda relación con los vecinos pero es una cosa muy personal    (Carla)


‘It doen’t mean that we don’t have a relationhip with the neighbours, but it’s a very personal  thing’
(2) Es una manera de que no *hay la [//] los problemas que se ven en otros lugares   (Carla)

‘It’s a way for us not to have the problems that you can find in other places’
(3) Había muchas [/] muchas fincas que se fueron # rompiendo después en pedazos más pequeños antes de que se *llamaba Miami Shores   (Marcos)

‘There were many buildings that got broken down later in smaller pieces before it was called Miami Shores’
(4) No creo que eso *va a cambiar nunca    (Marcos)

‘It don’t think that’ll ever change’
Subjunctive for Indicative

(5) Pero también como que quería ir más rápido de [/] de lo que el cuerpo la *permitiera, no?   (Carla)

‘But also, it was as if she wanted to go faster than her body allowed her, you know?’
(6) Los hombres tampoco salen de la casa hasta que se *casen    (Carla)

‘Men don’t leave the house until they get married’
(7) Claro porque ella *quisiera [/] # quisiera creer que los valores de las casas aquí son lo más    (Marcos)

‘Because she would want to believe that the value of houses here are the highest’
(8) Sí # le gusta # pero creo que # ella # no se *quede ahí   (Marcos)

‘Yes, she likes it, but I think she won’t stay there’

It is clear from the examples that these speakers are losing their ability to produce verbal forms in the indicative and the subjunctive. The overuse of indicative has been reported extensively in several studies on the acquisition of Spanish as a heritage language which have proposed that heritage speakers may never fully acquire this knowledge because of incomplete acquisition as exposure to the majority language begins (see Silva-Corvalán 2003; Anderson 2001 amongst other).  Although it is true that several accounts for heritage speakers’ divergent knowledge of mood in Spanish have been proposed, (for instance L1 attrition, Regression Hypothesis, degree and age of exposure), the analysis of the two parents’ oral production data reported here suggests another possible explanation, namely that the L1 input that serves as primary linguistic data for these children has already been modified from the input that monolingual Spanish children are exposed to as the result of a  process of L1 attrition. More crucially, what the data show is that at least some of the L1 deviations that are common in the speech of Spanish heritage speakers (problems in the use and distribution of indicative and subjunctive forms in this case) are already present in their parents’ speech (as shown by Carla and Marcos), which is the source of input in the acquisition of Spanish for these children. More research, including comprehension tests in order to assess these speakers’ competence on this domain, is necessary in order to obtain a full picture of the level of divergence from monolingual norms observed for speakers like Carla and Marcos. However, the production data does show the existence of changes occurring in the linguistic knowledge of native speakers of Spanish and this should be taken into account when analysing sources of incomplete acquisition in heritage speakers’ grammars.  In this respect, these results support Pires and Rothman’s claim that not all deviances observed in heritage speakers grammars are necessarily caused by incomplete acquisition or attrition. As an alternative, the view that the same deviances found in heritage speakers’ children are also part of the linguistic input of these children should consequently not be ruled out. 

4. Linguistic contact and heritage language acquisition

Both Pires and Rothman study and Bullock’s study highlight the contribution that bilingual and heritage speakers’ acquisition research can make to the fields of linguistic change and language contact phenomena. In both articles the claim that acquisition studies can benefit and be benefited from this relationship is made explicit throughout. In the case of Pires and Rothman’s study their results reveal a process of change in the input shared by the community of BP (and not EP) speakers in the US which is now part of the linguistic knowledge of the bilingual children acquiring this variety of Portuguese. Bullock, on the other hand, shows how contact with English has had an effect on the prosodic system of Frenchville French which the author shows is now qualitatively different than other varieties of French, including the standard variety. Bullock’s article also proposes a reanalysis of the status of non-standard linguistic varieties as a result of heritage speakers’ acquisition. Her article offers an investigation into the acquisition of prosody of heritage speakers of Frenchville French which is spoken in Pennsylvania. Unlike the other studies in this special issue which focus on morphosyntax, Bullock focuses on the prosodic features of this linguistic variety and how they are being used by its speakers for pragmatic and discourse function, such as focus marking. Standard French, unlike English, employs various syntactic strategies such as clefts and clitic left dislocations to mark focus. English, on the other hand, employs prosodic prominence to focus elements in situ as the rules that assign prosodic prominence in this language are more flexible than in French. However, the analysis of spontaneous speech of the two surviving speakers of Frenchville French reveals the interesting fact that in this variety of French focus in situ, via the assignment of English-like prosodic prominence is possible. More interestingly, Bullock’s analysis shows that the incorporation of this strategy to the linguistic repertoire of Frenchville French does not entail the loss of a French structure (focus by syntactic movement for example). In contrast to that scenario, Bullock argues that syntactic movement is still used in this variety of French and no attrition or (incomplete acquisition) in this area is observed in the speech of these heritage speakers. Bullock presents a scenario where contact between languages has had a positive effect on the minority language of these heritage speakers which affects the grammatical system as a whole. In this respect, although the French heritage variety could be regarded as a deviation from more standard variety of French, the change has worked positively for their speakers.


These results highlight the fact that that the processes underlying bilingual acquisition can offer explanations that contribute to analysing phenomena such as creolisation, loss and emergence of new linguistic varieties which have long been linked to processes underlying second language acquisition (see Lefebvre, White and Jourdan 2006 for instance). Even though a great body of literature on language contact has shown that minority languages in multilingual settings are subject to diachronic linguistic change (Andersen 1983; Dorian, 1982a, 1982b; Maher 1991; Sasse 1991; Schmidt 1985 amongst many other) the question of who initiates these changes, and how, still remains open. In this respect, new studies on bilingual acquisition are proposing a more important role of the process of bilingual acquisition for linguistic change than ever thought possible before. In particular, Veenstra (2008), using evidence from O'Shannessy (2005), Sánchez (2003), and Satterfield (2005), explicitly argues that in certain contact situations bilingual children, and not adult L2 learners, are the real triggers of the type of change which is necessary to eventually create and establish a new linguistic variety in the community. This is due to the fact that only the process of bilingual acquisition, and not SLA, can target specific (as opposed to more general) grammatical properties of the languages bilingual children are acquiring.


The role that bilingual children can play in the development of new non-standard varieties (i.e. divergent forms which are found in their speech is maintained in the linguistic community and passed on to future generations of bilingual speakers) has also been discussed in recent work by Cornips and Hulk (2006). They study the acquisition of grammatical gender by bilingual children in two different linguistic settings: a bidialectal community (where children were acquiring standard Dutch and the Heerlen dialect) and an ethnic minority community (where children where acquiring Dutch and another minority language in the Netherlands). Their results reveal that although both groups of bilingual children show non-convergence with native forms in their grammatical knowledge of the Dutch gender system, qualitative differences between these two groups were found as well. In particular, whereas the ethnic group show delay and fossilisation of the determiner forms de (non-neuter) and het (neuter), the bidialectal group show nativelike knowledge of het by the age of 2 or 3, which is, surprisingly, much earlier than when acquisition of this form becomes error-free for their monolingual counterparts (after the age of 5). The authors argue that the differences in the acquisition of the two bilingual groups are the result of differences in the quantity and quality of the parental input that these children receive in their environments (only the bidialectal group have access to the same standard Dutch that monolingual children have). For this reason, ethnic minority children, although still having exposure to Dutch, may already be acquiring a different variety, a creole-like type of Dutch for these authors,  which will be passed on to the next generation of speakers in that community. The analysis and results concerning the quality of input discussed in Pires and Rothman seem to support a similar pattern of linguistic shift in the variety of BP heritage speakers that they analyse. 


Although the importance of analysing the role of parental input in bilingual language acquisition and language shift is reinforced once again in these studies, the influence that the other language has on the minority language (for its acquisition and diachronic development) needs to be emphasised as well. In the case of Cornips and Hulk’s study the bidialectal group was able to move past a stage of incorrect use of the determiner het faster than their monolingual peers. Since in the two languages that the bilingual children are acquiring there is congruence in the structural properties of het, Cornips and Hulk propose that a positive cross-linguistic influence from both languages is predicted to occur. Similarly, Bullock in this volume makes the point that contact with the majority language can be the triggering factor for changes in the structure of the minority language but with a positive effect. Her analysis of the data reveals that prosodic properties of Frenchville French have deviated from other more standard varieties of French because of cross-linguistic influence from English. Notice that the emphasis here is on the positive effects that this contact situation has had on the minority language as the prosodic innovations observed by Bullock in Frenchville French “has unleashed a battery of alternative expressive resources for these speakers.”


The links between bilingual acquisition and diachronic linguistic theory have been drawn by prior work and studies in this issue. Investigations on heritage language acquisition, L1 attrition and incomplete acquisition in bilingual grammars are already proving to be an important source of evidence in the field of language acquisition, but it is becoming clearer that they can also provide insights into our understanding of the role that communities play in the maintenance and loss of languages at individual and community levels.

5. Conclusions and implications for further research

The articles featured in this special issue underscore a number of key areas in which research on bilingual and heritage language acquisition is and will continue to develop. The question of why bilingual grammars at the steady-state differ from those of monolingual speakers is the driving force behind these studies, each contributing to this issue from a particular angle. Montrul’s article (as well as some of her other recent work), in particular, offers a significant contribution to this issue and should be the starting point for any future research which directly deals with the issue of attrition and incomplete acquisition in bilingual heritage grammars.


The impact of input, both in quantity and quality, is already an area which these studies are focusing on in order to provide explanations for cases of incomplete acquisition, attrition, and non-native convergence in bilingual grammars. The need for more empirical research on how L1 input is affected by the influence of another language is more crucial than ever, as revealed in several of the articles in this issue. Future research should continue to investigate the role that parental input plays on the observed routes and patterns of acquisition in heritage speakers. Equally important, the question of how monolingual and bilingual inputs differ, not only in frequency, but qualitatively as well, remains a particularly interesting area for future research. Our knowledge of the impact that input differences has on bilingual grammars is still incomplete but studies on bilingual heritage language acquisition, like Sorace and Serratrice’s and Pires and Rothman’s are certainly pointing us at the right direction. 


There is still some work to do in order to completely understand how and why (certain) grammatical interfaces are a source of problems in first and second language acquisition. Bilingual acquisition research, however, is showing that the analysis of acquisition routes of children acquiring structurally different and similar pairs of languages and in different dominance environments is a valuable source of evidence in this area. In this respect, Sorace and Serratrice’s piece provides a model for future research in the context of second and bilingual acquisition that continues to explore interface phenomena.


 Intersections between language contact and acquisition research are abundant in the literature. However, Bullock’s article and Pires and Rothman’s article highlight the fact that studies like these on heritage language acquisition deserve special attention in this area as they can offer new insights in the study of linguistic variation, language shift and contact-induced change. By studying heritage speakers we can identify how new linguistic varieties emerge and develop, are lost and maintained and are transmitted to future generations of speakers who may, in turn, become the vehicle of future change.


The articles in this special issue offer answers to long-standing questions in acquisition whilst charting new paths for future investigations. They show us that heritage acquisition can be a serious source of theoretical and empirical evidence for both linguistic and acquisition theory, and an exciting research area with a bright future ahead. 
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Endnotes
� White (to appear) distinguishes between ‘internal’ (syntax-semantics) and ‘external’ (syntax-pragmatics) interfaces.


� See also Montrul’s observation in this volume that the key concept of complexity in interfaces is currently not explained properly in the literature either.


� Interestingly, while heritage speakers seem to have perpetual problems with such properties, it has also been demonstrated that in adult successive bilingual acquisition full convergence of these properties is delayed but possible (e.g. Iverson, Kempchinsky and Rothman 2008).


� The study, supported by a British Academy grant, also investigated attrition of native competence of 11 Spanish speakers who had moved to the UK (average length of stay 38 years) and unlike the Spanish speakers in Miami were not part of a Spanish speaking community.


� The possibility of incomplete acquisition of the mood domain is for these speakers can be ruled out because of the late onset of exposure to English and because of continuous contact with Spanish input.


� Since this discussion is based on non-longitudinal data it is difficult to actually assess the level of attrition of these forms. It is possible that the data are revealing the initial or intermediate stages of erosion, which may or not increase over time. Independently of that, the results are still evidence that some loss is affecting the native systems of these speakers.
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