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1. INTRODUCTION 
Within a model of language acquisition and change which recognizes the importance of cues 
and ‘micro-cues’ in the input (e.g. Lightfoot, 2006, Westergaard 2006, forthcoming/a), this 
paper argues that patterns of information structure can be a factor causing word order change. 
Examples are taken from mixed grammars which allow two subject or object positions. In 
these systems children are exposed to the cue for a particular word order, e.g. OV or verb-
second (V2), in only some of the relevant contexts in the primary linguistic data (PLD). The 
choice of word order in such systems is often (partly) dependent on information structure. 
This may cause a natural increase of one word order in language use, i.e. the E-language 
which constitutes the input to children in the acquisition process, and a corresponding drop in 
frequency of the other word order, which may then be vulnerable to change. 
 
2. WORD ORDER VARIATION AND INFORMATION STRUCTURE 

 Common within generative syntactic theory to assume that grammars may only consist of 
major parameters to be learnable. 

 However: Considerable word order variation found in many languages. 
(1) Peter will never drink this wine. /Peter is never late. 
 Peter never drinks this wine. /*Peter drinks never this wine. 
(2) When will Peter drink this wine?  
 On weekends Peter will drink this wine. /*On weekends will Peter drink this wine. 
(3) She looked up the word. /She looked the word/it up. 

(4) I gave Peter a glass of wine. /I gave a glass of wine to Peter. 
 In mixed grammars, patterns of information structure tend to govern the choice of the two 

word orders (Bresnan & Nikitina 2003, Bresnan et al 2007), e.g.  
• Double object constructions, DP-DP preferred when IO is short and informationally 

given (often a pronoun) and DO correspondingly long and informationally new; DP-
PP when informational status of the two objects is the other way around. 

• 94% of all datives in a corpus predicted by a variety of factors: discourse accessibility, 
length, definiteness, animacy, etc. 

(5) The movie gave DP[me] DP[the creeps]. /*The movie gave the creeps to me. 
(6) Stories like these must give DP [the creeps] PP[to people whose idea of heaven is a 

world without religion...] 
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 Word order variation in Norwegian:  

 Two subject positions visible in questions/non-subject-initial declaratives w/negation: 

(7) Dette kan Peter ikke gjøre./Dette kan ikke Peter gjøre.   Neg-S/S-Neg 
 this    can Peter not   do 

 ‘This Peter can’t do.’ 
• Westergaard & Vangsnes (2005): informationally given subjects precede, informa-

tionally new/focused subjects follow negation/sentence adverbs. 
(8) Dette kan du   ikke gjøre.      SPRO-Neg 
 this    can you not   do 
(9) *?Dette kan ikke du  gjøre./Dette kan ikke DU gjøre.  
     this   can  not  you do 
 

 Object shift: Weak pronouns precede negation, full DPs+strong pronouns follow. 

(10) Peter  så   ikke boka.       Neg-O 
 Peter saw not   book.DEF 
(11) Peter  så   den ikke./Peter så   ikke DEN.    OPRO-Neg 

Peter saw it     not  /Peter saw not   that 
 

 Two subject positions in embedded clauses, before and after sentence adverbs/nega-
tion. Weak pronouns virtually impossible in low position. Garbacz (2004): Neg-S 
extremely rare in written and spoken corpora (0.9%-7% of that-clauses). 

(12) Vi vet      at    studentene      ikke ville    drikke denne vinen. S-Neg 
 we know that student.DEF/PL not    would drink   this     wine 
(13) Vi vet      at   ikke studentene      ville    drikke denne vinen. Neg-S 
 we know that not   student.DEF/PL would drink   this     wine 
 ‘We know that the students wouldn’t drink this wine.’ 
 

 Tromsø dialect: Both V2 and non-V2 in questions with monosyllabic wh-constituents 
(Vangsnes 2005, Westergaard 2003, 2005b) – historical development V2 ⇒ non-V2. 

(15) kor     er mitt fly? (INV, file Ole.17)     V-S 
 where is my plane 
 ‘Where is my plane?’ 
(16) kor     vi  lande henne? (INV, file Ole.17)    S-V 
 where we land LOC 
 ‘Where do we land?’ 

• Westergaard (2003): V2 with informationally new/focused subjects (often a full 
DP), non-V2 with informationally given subjects (often a pronoun) 

 
 Russian OV vs. VO dependent on discourse factors, pronominal objects virtually always 

in OV constructions, Diakonova (2003): 

(17)  Ivan potseloval tsarevnu.      VO 
 Ivan kissed princess.ACC 
 ‘Ivan kissed the princess.’ 
(18)  Ivan tsarevnu potseloval.      OV 
 Ivan kissed princess.ACC 
 ‘It was the princess that Ivan kissed.’                                  (from Diakonova, 2003: 11) 
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3. DIACHRONIC WORD ORDER VARIATION 
 OV vs. VO in Old Icelandic (Hróarsdóttir 2004): OV chosen if object was given 

information (often a pronoun); VO if object was heavy and/or conveyed new information 
(often a full DP). 

(19) að   hann hafi hana drepið      OV (Old Icelandic) 
that he     had her    killed 
‘that he had killed her’           (from Hroarsdottir 2004: 141) 

(20) hvört      hann vilji       ei   kaupa þræla   VO 
whether he      wanted not buy slaves 
‘whether he didn’t want to buy slaves’          (from Hroarsdottir 2004: 145) 

 
 Mixed VO/OV also in the history of English (e.g. Pintzuk 1991, 2005, Roberts 1997, 

etc.). Various factors argued to play a role, e.g. OV appears if object is negated/quantifi-
cational. Nevertheless, certain preferences presumably subject to information structure: 
Pronouns virtually always in OV, heavy DPs strongly preferred in VO structures.  

(21) We ne    magan eow neadian      OV  (OE) 
we  NEG can      you  constrain 
‘We cannot constrain you. . . ’      (from Pintzuk, 2005: 129) 

(22) Se wolde gelytlian þone lyfigendan hælend   VO 
he would diminish the    living           saviour 
‘He would diminish the living saviour . . . ’      (from Pintzuk 2005: 117) 

 
 Similar situation in Middle Norwegian, Sundquist (2002). 

 
 Choice of V2 vs. non-V2 in declaratives in Old and Middle English (OE/ME) dependent 

on information structure: non-V2 (XSV) preferred if subject is informationally given 
(often a pronoun); V2 (XVS) if the subject was focused or new information (often a full 
DP), see Bech (2001) and Westergaard (2005a).  

(23)  Him geaf þa     se  cync twa hund      gildenra pænenga.  V2          (OE) 
him  gave then the king two hundred golden   pennies 
‘Then, the king gave him two hundred pence in gold.’ 

(24)  Hiora untrymnesse he sceal ðrowian on his heortan.  Non-V2 
their   weakness      he shall atone      in his heart 
‘He shall atone in his heart for their weakness.’          (from Haeberli 2002: 88-90) 

 
 Two subject positions in embedded clauses in OE (above and below certain adverbs, 
þa/þonne), van Kemenade & Los (2006): Higher subject position preferred when subject 
is informationally given (often a pronoun); lower subject position when subject is new or 
focused (normally a full DP).  

(25) He ne mihte swaþeah æfre libban, þeah ðe he hine þa ut alysde.  (OE) 
  he not-could nevertheless ever live, though that they him then released 
 ‘Nevertheless, he could not live forever, though they then released him’ 
(26) Gif him þonne God ryhtlice & stræclice deman wile. 
 if    him then     God justly  and strictly    judge  will 
 ’if God will then justly and strictly judge him’       (from van Kemenade & Los 2006: ) 
 

 Old Swedish: Verb movement (V-to-I) in embedded clauses if subject is a full DP, lack 
of verb movement with pronominal subjects. 
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(27) æn min guþ brytar eigh niþar þin   guþ 
 if   my   god breaks not   down your god 
 ‘if my god does not break down your god.’                         (from Sundquist 2002: 211) 
(28) æn han eigh bannaþe ihesus namne 
 if   he   not    cursed   Jesus    name 
 ‘if he did not curse Jesus’ name.’                                        (from Sundquist 2002: 227) 
 

 Historical development:  
• Iclandic/English/Mainland Scandinavian: OV ⇒ VO.  
• English/Norwegian dialects: V2 ⇒ non-V2. 
• Embedded subject positions in OE: Mainly high position found in ME. 
• Embedded subject positions in Old Swedish: Loss of V-to-I, the word order linked to 

pronominal subjects survives. 
 High subject positions & low object positions survive, i.e. subject position 

preferred for informationally given subjects (pronouns) and object position linked 
to heavy or new/focused elements.  

• Due to external effects? – e.g. Hroarsdottir (2004), Sundquist (2002). 
• Unrelated developments – due to preferences in the acquisition process? 

 
4. CHILD LANGUAGE DATA 
Table 1: Overview of Norwegian corpus of child language, Tromsø dialect.1 

Name of Child Age Files Child  Utterances 
Ina 1;8.20-3;3.18 Ina.01-27 20,071 
Ann 1;8.20-3;0.1 Ann.01-21 13,129 
Ole 1;9.10-2;11.23 Ole.01-22 13,485 
Total    46,685 

 Children distinguish between informationally given and new subjects in the two types of 
wh-questions from early on, with the same patterns for subject/verb types as in adult data. 

(29) kor      er Ann sin  dukke hen? (Ann.04, age 1;11.0) V2 
where is  Ann  POSS doll    LOC 

 ‘Where is Ann’s doll?’ 
(30)  ka     du   skal  finne? (Ina.05, age 2:0.5)   Non-V2 
        what you shall find 

‘What do you want to find?’  
 

 Similar patterns found in certain non-target-consistent (non-V2) non-subject-initial 
declaratives, where there is no input for this distinction. 

(31)  her   er          sekken. (Ann.03, age 1;10.2)   V2 
 here be.PRES backpack.DEF 
 ‘Here is the backpack.’ 
(32) der   Ann har            et. (Ann.08, age 2;1.28)  Non-V2 
 there Ann have.PRES one 
 ‘There Ann has one.’ 
 Target form: Der har Ann et. 

                                                
1 Apart from 10 files collected and transcribed by the author, the corpus has been collected by Merete Anderssen. 
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 Delay attested in ‘subject shift’ constructions (Westergaard forthcoming/b):  

(33) har           ikkje han fota her? (Ina.13, age 2;5.25)   Neg-SPRO 
 have.PRES not    he   feet here 
 ‘Doesn’t he have feet here?’ 
 Target form: Har han ikkje fota her? 
 

 Early preference for low subject position in embedded clauses, cf. examples (12)-(13): 

(34) …ho si                   at    ikkje det er         min kjæreste. (Ina.27, age 3;3.18)       Neg-S 
 ...she say.INF/PRES that not     it   be.PRES my   sweetheart 
 ‘She says that it isn’t my sweetheart.’ 
 Target form: Ho sir at det ikkje er min kjæreste. 

  
 Delay attested in object shift constructions: 

(35) eg finn      <ikkje han> [>] . (Ina.13, age 2;5.25)  Neg-OPRO 
 I   find.PRES not   him 
 ‘I can’t find him.’ 
 Target form: Eg finn han ikkje. 

• Similar delay attested for object shift in Swedish (Josefsson 1996), and for object 
scrambling in Dutch and German (Schaeffer 2000, Barbier 2000).  

 
 Russian VO/OV (Diakonova 2003): Both word orders produced from early on, 

occasional examples of VO with pronominal objects at an early stage. 
 
 Children have an early sensitivity to patterns of information structure. 
 Children have an early preference for the lower position of two available ones (due to 

economy of movement). This could be a factor for OV ⇒ VO – but would have nothing 
to say about subjects, where typically the high position survives. 

 Generally, target word order falls into place around age 2;6-3 (subject shift)  - for 
certain constructions somewhat later (object shift, object scrambling). 

 
 Perhaps an answer may be sought in the E-language input (PLD)? 

 
5. CUE-BASED ACQUISITION AND FREQUENCIES IN CHILD-DIRECTED SPEECH 

 Cue-based acquisition and change, Lightfoot (2006): Children scan the PLD for 
designated cues, which are abstract pieces of structure, e.g. VP[DP V] or CP[XP V]. 

• Structures with a low input frequency may be ignored by children in the acquisition 
process and disappear from the I-language grammar of the next generation.  

• Language change is not gradual, but ‘catastrophic’, reflecting I-language 
differences between the grammars of two generations. 

 ‘Micro-cues’ in acquisition, Westergaard (2006, forthcoming/a, submitted): 
• Different word orders often distinguished by information structure and various 

syntactic ‘micro-cues’, e.g. different initial elements in V2 constructions (þa/þonne 
in OE/ME, different wh-elements in Norwegian dialects), or different types of 
object (negated/quantificational) in OV/VO constructions.  

• Children easily learn exceptions to general rules, if variation is based on natural 
classes of linguistic categories (e.g. different types of verbs, different wh-elements), 
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or if exceptions to the general rules are relatively frequent in the input (e.g. kanskje 
‘maybe’ as initial element allowing non-V2 in Scandinavian declaratives). 

• Gradualism in historical data presumably the result of ‘many small catastrophes’. 
 

 Patterns of information structure may gradually cause a statistical shift in the frequency 
of a particular cue in the input to children. 
• Subjects tend to be given information, while objects more often express new/focused 

information.  
 
Table 1: Overview of the realization of subjects and objects in a sample of Norwegian conver-
sational speech (speakers 119 and 120 in the Nota corpus). 

 Pronouns 
(pers/refl) 

det (‘it/that’) DPs/clauses Misc/Other Total 

Subjects 340/0   (57.8%) 204 (34.7%)   35/0     (6.0%) 9 (1.5%) 588 (100%) 
Objects   11/22 (15.4%)   37 (17.3%) 104/38 (66.4%) 2 (0.9%) 214 (100%) 

 
• Disregarding det ‘it|that’ (tends to be expletive/referential as subjects, demonstratives as 

objects), subjects realized by pronouns 10 times more often than by full DPs (340 vs. 35). 
• Objects realized by DPs/clauses 4-5 times more often than as pronouns (142 vs. 33). 
 
Table 2: Overview of the realization of subjects and objects in a sample of Norwegian child-
directed speech (INV in Ole.15). 

 Pronouns 
(pers/refl) 

det (‘it/that’) DPs/clauses Misc/Other Total 

Subjects 272/0 (67.5%) 99 (24.6%)   29/0     (7.2%) 3 (0.7%) 403 (100%) 
Objects   26/3 (16.4%) 40 (22.6%)   74/32 (59.9%) 2 (1.1%) 177 (100%) 

 
• Again, disregarding det ‘it|that’, subjects are realized by pronouns about 10 times more 

often than by full DPs (272 vs. 29). 
• Objects are realized by DPs/clauses 3-4 times more often than as pronouns (106 vs. 29). 
 
Table 3: Overview of the realization of subjects and objects in a sample of English child-directed 
speech (MOT in Adam.10). 

 Pronouns 
(pers/refl) 

it/there that DPs/ 
clauses 

Misc/ 
Other 

Total 

Subjects 193/0 (65.4%) 16/2   (6.1%) 46 (15.6%) 35 (11.9%) 3 (1.0%) 295 (100%) 
Objects     7/1   (6.2%) 14/0 (10.8%) 10   (7.7%) 96 (73.8%) 2 (1.5%) 130 (100%) 

 
• Disregarding that, subjects are realized by pronouns or it/there 6 times more often than as 

full DPs (211 vs. 35). 
• Objects are realized by DPs/clauses 4 times more often than as pronouns (96 vs. 22). 
 
 Word orders linked to given (pronominal) subjects will be naturally frequent in the E-

language – order linked to new/focused (full DP) subjects correspondingly infrequent. 
 Word orders linked to given (pronominal) objects will be naturally infrequent – word 

orders linked to new/focused (full DP) objects correspondingly frequent. 
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6. INFORMATION STRUCTURE DRIFT 
• Children easily learn different word orders that are dependent on information structure, 

e.g. V2 vs. non-V2 in Norwegian, VO vs. OV in Russian, etc.  
• E-language pattern: Subjects predominantly given info, objects new/focused info. 
• Structures with an extremely low input frequency vulnerable to change.  
• Input varies! Children typically get input from many different adult and child speakers. 

Some children exposed to extremely few instances of the word order used with informa-
tionally new subjects/informationally given objects – may develop a grammar with only 
one subject or object position. 

 
7. SUMMARY/CONCLUSION 

 When syntax allows two word orders, information structure patterns will typically 
distinguish betweeen them. 

 Mixed word order systems easily learnable by children ⇒ early sensitivity to information 
structure. 

 Many word order changes in historical data involve survival of subject positions that are 
reserved for informationally given subjects and object positions that are typically used for 
informationally new objects. 

 In the E-language that children are exposed to, subjects are typically given info and 
objects new ⇒ causes a higher frequency of certain word orders in the input (Information 
Structure Drift). 

 External factors may reverse such developments. 
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