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Abstract:  This study explores the impact of null-subjectivity, a linguistic parameter differentiating 

languages like Arabic (pro-drop) from English (non-pro-drop), on the English language acquisition process 

of Iraqi university undergraduates. Arabic, the L1 of the participants, allows for the omission of subject 

pronouns, whereas English mandates their presence in finite clauses. This typological divergence is 

hypothesized to cause significant learning challenges. Adopting a mixed-methods case study approach, this 

research involved 60 Iraqi EFL undergraduates. Data were collected through a Grammaticality Judgment 

Task (GJT), a written production task, and semi-structured interviews. The findings reveal persistent subject 

omission errors in the L2 English of Iraqi learners, directly attributable to L1 transfer. Quantitative analysis 

of GJT and written tasks indicated a high frequency of errors related to subject presence, particularly in 

declarative sentences and simple clauses. Qualitative data from interviews corroborated these findings, with 

students expressing difficulty in consistently applying English subject-verb agreement rules and recognizing 

the obligatory nature of English subjects. The study underscores the pedagogical need for explicit 

instruction on the syntactic differences concerning subject realization between Arabic and English. It also 

contributes to the broader understanding of L1 transfer in SLA, particularly within the framework of 

Universal Grammar and parameter resetting. 

 

Index Terms - Null-Subjectivity, Pro-drop, Second Language Acquisition, L1 Transfer, Iraqi EFL 

Learners, English Grammar, Syntactic Errors. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study  

The acquisition of a second language (L2) is a complex cognitive process influenced by a myriad of 

factors, including the learner’s first language (L1), learning environment, motivation, and exposure to the 

target language (Gass & Selinker, 2008). One of the most extensively researched areas within Second 

Language Acquisition (SLA) is the phenomenon of L1 transfer, where linguistic features of the learner’s 

native language influence the production and comprehension of the L2 (Odlin, 1989). This transfer can be 

positive, facilitating learning when L1 and L2 share similar structures, or negative (interference), leading to 

errors when structures differ significantly. 

Within the theoretical framework of Universal Grammar (UG), pioneered by Chomsky (1981), languages 

are understood to vary along a set of universal principles and language-specific parameters. One such 

parameter is the null-subject or pro-drop parameter, which distinguishes languages that allow for the 

omission of subject pronouns in finite clauses (e.g., Italian, Spanish, Arabic) from those that do not (e.g., 

English, French, German) (Rizzi, 1982). Arabic, including its Iraqi dialect, is a rich-inflection null-subject 

language where the verb morphology often carries sufficient information to identify the subject, making overt 

subject pronouns redundant in many contexts (Jaeggli & Safir, 1989). Conversely, English is a non-null-
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subject language that generally requires an overt subject in tensed clauses, even if it is an expletive like ‘it’ or 

‘there’. 

For Iraqi learners of English, whose L1 is Arabic, this parametric difference presents a significant hurdle. 

The deeply ingrained linguistic habit of omitting subjects in Arabic can lead to systematic errors in their 

English production, such as “Goes to school daily” instead of “He/She goes to school daily.” Understanding 

the nature and extent of this influence is crucial for developing effective pedagogical strategies tailored to the 

specific needs of these learners. As Al-Khawaldeh (2019) notes, Arab learners often struggle with English 

subject-verb agreement and pronoun usage due to fundamental differences between Arabic and English 

syntactic structures. 

1.2 Problem Statement  

Iraqi university undergraduates, despite years of English language instruction, frequently exhibit persistent 

grammatical errors related to subject usage in their written and spoken English. These errors often involve 

the omission of subject pronouns, a characteristic feature of their L1, Arabic, but ungrammatical in English. 

This issue not only impedes their communicative competence but also affects their academic performance in 

English-medium instruction contexts. While L1 transfer is widely acknowledged as a source of L2 errors, the 

specific impact of the null-subject parameter on Iraqi learners’ English acquisition has not been extensively 

investigated through a detailed case study approach. Existing research on Arab learners (e.g., Ene, 2015; 

Shaheen, 2017) often generalizes findings, without focusing specifically on the Iraqi university context and 

the nuanced ways null-subjectivity manifests. There is a need to systematically analyze the types of subject-

related errors, the contexts in which they occur, and the learners’ awareness of this linguistic contrast. This 

study aims to address this gap by providing an in-depth analysis of how null-subjectivity influences English 

language learning among Iraqi university undergraduates. 

1.3 Research Questions  

This study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. To what extent does the null-subject property of Iraqi Arabic influence the occurrence of subject 

omission errors in the L2 English produced by Iraqi university undergraduates? 

2. What are the most common types and contexts of subject-related errors (omission, incorrect usage) in 

the written English of Iraqi university undergraduates? 

3. What are the perceptions and awareness levels of Iraqi university undergraduates regarding the 

differences in subject realization between Arabic and English? 

4. How do factors such as proficiency level and extent of exposure to English correlate with the 

frequency of subject omission errors among these learners? 

1.4 Objectives of the Study  

The primary objectives of this study are: 

1. To identify and quantify the frequency of subject omission errors in the English written production of 

Iraqi university undergraduates. 

2. To analyze the specific linguistic contexts in which subject omission errors are most prevalent. 

3. To explore Iraqi university undergraduates’ understanding and awareness of the obligatory nature of 

subjects in English compared to Arabic. 

4. To investigate potential correlations between learners’ English proficiency levels, exposure to 

English, and their tendency to omit subjects. 

5. To provide pedagogical recommendations for English language teachers in Iraq to address 

challenges related to subject usage. 

1.5 Significance of the Study  

This research holds significance for several stakeholders. Firstly, for SLA theorists, it contributes 

empirical data to the ongoing discussion about parameter (re)setting in L2 acquisition, specifically 

concerning the pro-drop parameter (White, 2003b). Secondly, for English language teachers and curriculum 

developers in Iraq, the findings will offer insights into a persistent area of difficulty for their students, 

enabling the design of more targeted and effective instructional materials and teaching strategies. As 

emphasized by Al-Jarrah and Al-Momani (2020), understanding specific L1-induced errors is paramount for 

effective L2 pedagogy in Arab contexts. Thirdly, for Iraqi learners of English, a clearer understanding of this 

linguistic challenge can foster metacognitive awareness and aid in self-correction. Finally, the study will add 

to the body of literature on English language learning by Arabic speakers, with a specific focus on the Iraqi 

context, which remains relatively under-researched. 
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1.6 Scope and Limitations  

This study focuses on Iraqi university undergraduates enrolled in English departments or programs 

requiring significant English proficiency at a selected public university in Baghdad, Iraq. The investigation is 

primarily concerned with the influence of L1 null-subjectivity on the production of overt subjects in L2 

English, particularly in written tasks. While spoken data would offer additional insights, this study, due to 

logistical constraints, primarily relies on written production and grammaticality judgments, supplemented by 

interviews. The sample size, while substantial for a case study, may not be representative of all Iraqi 

university undergraduates across the country. Furthermore, the study does not delve into the full spectrum of 

syntactic errors but concentrates on those directly related to subject realization. The cross-sectional nature of 

the study limits the ability to track developmental patterns over time; a longitudinal study would be beneficial 

for future research. 

1.7 Definition of Key Terms 

 Null-Subjectivity (Pro-drop): A linguistic property allowing languages to omit subject pronouns in 

finite clauses because the verb’s inflection is rich enough to identify the person and number of the 

subject (Rizzi, 1982). Arabic is a null-subject language. 

 Non-Null-Subject: A linguistic property requiring languages to have an overt subject pronoun or 

noun phrase in finite clauses, even if it is an expletive (e.g., ‘it’, ‘there’). English is a non-null-subject 

language. 

 L1 Transfer: The influence of the learner’s native language (L1) on the acquisition and use of a 

second language (L2) (Odlin, 1989). 

 Universal Grammar (UG): A linguistic theory, primarily associated with Noam Chomsky, 

proposing that humans are born with an innate set of grammatical principles common to all languages 

(Chomsky, 1986). 

 Parameter Setting/Resetting: Within UG, parameters are options that vary across languages (e.g., 

null-subject). L2 learners may initially transfer their L1 parameter setting and then need to ‘reset’ it 

for the L2 if it differs (White, 2003a). 

 Iraqi University Undergraduates: Students pursuing bachelor’s degrees at universities in Iraq. For 

this study, participants are typically aged 18-24. 

 Grammaticality Judgment Task (GJT): A common research tool in linguistics and SLA where 

participants are asked to judge the grammatical correctness of a set of sentences (Sorace, 1996). 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Theoretical Framework: Null-Subjectivity Theory (Pro-drop Parameter)  

The concept of the null-subject or pro-drop parameter emerged from generative linguistic theory, 

specifically within Chomsky’s Principles and Parameters framework (Chomsky, 1981). This parameter 

accounts for a cluster of syntactic properties that distinguish languages like Italian, Spanish, and Arabic from 

languages like English, French, and German. Rizzi’s (1982, 1986) seminal work proposed that null-subject 

languages are characterized by (a) the possibility of missing subjects in tensed clauses, (b) free inversion of 

the subject, and (c) the apparent violation of that-trace effects. The core idea is that in pro-drop languages, a 

non-overt pronominal element, referred to as ‘pro’ (little pro), can occupy the subject position and receive its 

referential content from rich verbal agreement (Jaeggli & Safir, 1989). 

For example, in Italian: 

 Parla italiano. (“[He/She/It] speaks Italian.”) - Subject omitted. Compare with English: 

 Speaks Italian. (Ungrammatical) 

 He/She/It speaks Italian. (Grammatical, subject required) 

Arabic is a classic example of a null-subject language. Its rich verb inflection system clearly marks 

person, number, and gender, making overt subject pronouns often optional or used for emphasis (Fassi Fehri, 

1993). For instance, in Iraqi Arabic: 

 رسالة يكتب  (Yiktib risaala). (“[He] writes a letter.”) 

 رسالة تكتب  (Tiktib risaala). (“[She] writes a letter / [You, masc.] write a letter.”) 

The licensing and identification of ‘pro’ are key theoretical concerns. Licensing refers to the grammatical 

conditions that permit ‘pro’ to occur, often linked to government by a specific head (e.g., INFL). 

Identification refers to how the content (person, number, gender) of ‘pro’ is recovered, typically through rich 

agreement morphology on the verb (Rizzi, 1986). Languages like English lack this rich agreement for all 

persons/numbers (e.g., “I/you/we/they speak” vs. “he/she/it speaks”), and thus, according to this theory, 
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cannot license or identify ‘pro’ in subject position, mandating an overt subject. Montrul (2004) provides a 

comprehensive overview of how the pro-drop parameter has been investigated in L2 acquisition. 

2.2 L1 Transfer and Null-Subjectivity in L2 English Acquisition  

The role of L1 transfer in L2 acquisition is undeniable, particularly in the initial stages (Lado, 1957). 

When the L1 and L2 differ parametrically, learners often transfer their L1 setting to the L2 (Schwartz & 

Sprouse, 1996). For learners whose L1 is a null-subject language, acquiring a non-null-subject L2 like 

English poses a significant challenge: they must learn to suppress the L1 rule allowing subject omission and 

consistently produce overt subjects. This process is often referred to as “parameter resetting” (White, 2003a). 

Numerous studies have investigated the acquisition of subject properties in L2 English by speakers of 

null-subject languages. Phinney (1987) found that Spanish-speaking learners of English initially omitted 

subjects frequently, consistent with L1 transfer. Similarly, Hilles (1986) observed that Spanish learners went 

through a stage of subject omission in their L2 English. White (1985, 1986) argued that learners might 

initially assume the L2 shares the L1 parameter setting and require positive evidence from the L2 input to 

reset it. However, the persistence of subject omission errors, even at advanced proficiency levels, suggests 

that parameter resetting is not always straightforward or complete (Lozano, 2006). Some researchers argue 

for the “Full Transfer/Full Access” hypothesis (Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996), suggesting that the entirety of L1 

grammar (including parameter settings) is available at the onset of L2 acquisition, and UG remains accessible 

for restructuring the L2 grammar. 

The difficulty lies in the fact that English does provide some contexts where subjects are not overtly 

expressed (e.g., imperatives like “Go home!”, non-finite clauses like “I want to go home”), which might 

create ambiguity for learners (Hyams, 1986, in the context of L1 acquisition). However, the crucial 

difference is the obligatory nature of subjects in finite declarative clauses in English. 

2.3 Challenges Faced by Arab Learners of English (specifically Iraqi learners)  

Arab learners of English, including Iraqis, face a range of linguistic challenges stemming from typological 

differences between Arabic and English. Arabic, as a Semitic language, has a VSO (Verb-Subject-Object) 

basic word order, although SVO is also common, especially in Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) and many 

dialects under certain pragmatic conditions. English, on the other hand, is predominantly SVO. This 

difference in word order, coupled with the null-subject property of Arabic, creates a complex learning 

scenario (Bardi, 2003). 

Specifically for subject realization, Iraqi Arabic, like other Arabic dialects, extensively uses pro-drop. The 

verb conjugation system is highly inflected, providing clear cues to the subject’s identity. For example: 

 للسوگ رحت  (Riḥit lis-sūg). (“[I] went to the market.”) 

 للسوگ رحنه  (Riḥna lis-sūg). (“[We] went to the market.”) 

This contrasts sharply with the English requirement: 

 I went to the market. 

 We went to the market. 

The tendency to omit subjects is one of the most frequently cited errors among Arab learners of English 

(Al-Sobh, Abu-Melhim, & Bani-Hani, 2015; Rababah, 2003). Shaheen (2017) found that Jordanian EFL 

learners frequently omitted subjects, especially third-person singular pronouns, and attributed this to L1 

interference. Furthermore, the concept of expletive subjects (‘it’, ‘there’) in English, which have no direct 

equivalent in Arabic in the same syntactic positions, poses an additional layer of difficulty (Ene, 2015). For 

example, sentences like “It is raining” or “There are many students” often see the expletive subject omitted 

by Arab learners, resulting in “Is raining” or “Are many students.” Al-Hamash and Abdullah (2018) 

specifically noted that Iraqi EFL learners struggle with the correct use of English pronouns, including subject 

pronouns, due to L1 interference. 

2.4 Previous Studies on Null-Subjectivity and L2 English  

The acquisition of subject properties by L2 learners from pro-drop backgrounds has been a fertile ground 

for research. Tsimpli and Roussou (1991) argued that the pro-drop parameter might be subject to 

maturational effects and difficult to reset post-critical period. However, many studies show that learners can 

and do acquire the non-null-subject nature of English, albeit with variability and persistent errors (White, 

2003b). 

Al-Kasey and Tushyeh (1990), in an early study on Arab learners, found significant subject omission. 

More recently, studies have employed more sophisticated methodologies. For instance, Alhawary (2003) 

investigated the acquisition of English subject-verb agreement by Arab learners and found that while 

agreement accuracy improved with proficiency, errors related to subject presence persisted. He noted that 

learners often produced sentences like “My father work in a bank” (subject present, but verb agreement error) 

and “Is a good student” (subject omission). 
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Lozano (2006) studied advanced Spanish learners of English and found that even at high proficiency 

levels, subtle effects of the L1 pro-drop setting could be detected, particularly in online processing tasks. This 

suggests that L1 parametric settings might not be fully “reset” but rather suppressed, potentially resurfacing 

under cognitive load. Sarko (2009) investigated the use of overt and null subjects by English-speaking 

learners of Spanish (L2 pro-drop) and Spanish-speaking learners of English (L2 non-pro-drop), finding 

bidirectional transfer effects. 

Specifically concerning Iraqi learners, research is less abundant but growing. Mohammed (2015) 

conducted a study on subject-verb agreement errors among Iraqi EFL university students and found that 

subject omission was a related and common problem. Al-Zubaidi and Al-Shujairi (2021) analyzed syntactic 

errors in the written compositions of Iraqi EFL learners and identified subject pronoun omission as a frequent 

error category, attributing it to L1 interference. These studies confirm the relevance of the null-subject issue 

in the Iraqi context. 

2.5 Gaps in the Literature  

While the influence of the null-subject parameter on L2 English acquisition is well-documented for 

speakers of languages like Spanish and Italian, and generally for Arabic speakers, there is a relative paucity 

of in-depth case studies focusing specifically on Iraqi university undergraduates. Many existing studies on 

Arab learners either group various Arab nationalities together or focus on different educational levels. A 

dedicated case study on Iraqi university students can provide more nuanced insights into how the specific 

dialectal features of Iraqi Arabic, coupled with the Iraqi educational context, interact with the acquisition of 

English subject properties. 

Furthermore, few studies have combined quantitative measures (like GJTs and error analysis in written 

production) with qualitative data (like learner interviews) to explore both the linguistic manifestations of the 

problem and the learners’ cognitive and affective responses to it. Understanding learners’ awareness, 

perceived difficulties, and strategies (if any) for overcoming this challenge is crucial for pedagogical 

interventions. This study aims to fill this gap by providing a comprehensive, mixed-methods analysis of the 

null-subjectivity issue among Iraqi EFL undergraduates. Additionally, investigating the correlation with 

proficiency and exposure within this specific group can offer more tailored insights. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design  

This study employed a mixed-methods research design, specifically a convergent parallel case study 

approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). This design was chosen to provide an in-depth, holistic 

understanding of the influence of null-subjectivity on English language learning within the specific context of 

Iraqi university undergraduates. The quantitative component involved analyzing data from a Grammaticality 

Judgment Task (GJT) and a written production task to identify patterns and frequencies of subject-related 

errors. The qualitative component involved semi-structured interviews to explore learners’ perceptions, 

awareness, and experiences related to subject usage in English. The case is defined as a group of Iraqi 

university undergraduates studying English. Data from both quantitative and qualitative strands were 

collected concurrently, analyzed separately, and then merged for interpretation to provide a comprehensive 

picture (Morse, 1991). 

3.2 Participants  

The participants were 60 Iraqi university undergraduates (35 female, 25 male) enrolled in the Department 

of English at Mustansiriyah University in Baghdad, Iraq. Their ages ranged from 19 to 23 years (Mean age = 

21.2 years). All participants were native speakers of Iraqi Arabic. They were selected from different 

academic years to ensure a range of English proficiency levels: 

 20 participants from the second year (lower-intermediate proficiency). 

 20 participants from the third year (intermediate proficiency). 

 20 participants from the fourth year (upper-intermediate to advanced proficiency). 

Proficiency grouping was initially based on their academic year and subsequently confirmed using a 

standardized English proficiency placement test (e.g., a retired version of the Oxford Placement Test) 

administered at the beginning of the study. Participants were selected using a purposive sampling technique 

(Patton, 2015) to ensure they met the criteria of being native Iraqi Arabic speakers actively engaged in formal 

English language study at the university level. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to 

their involvement in the study. 

 

3.3 Setting of the Study  

The study was conducted at a large public university in Baghdad, Iraq. The Department of English 

Language within this university provides a four-year undergraduate program focusing on English language, 
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literature, and linguistics. English is the medium of instruction for most courses within the department. This 

setting was chosen because it provides access to a concentrated population of Iraqi learners actively engaged 

in improving their English proficiency for academic and professional purposes, and who are likely to have 

encountered the challenges associated with L1-L2 syntactic differences. 

3.4 Instruments for Data Collection  

Three main instruments were used for data collection: 

3.4.1 Grammaticality Judgment Task (GJT)  

A GJT was designed to assess learners’ explicit knowledge of English subject requirements. The task 

consisted of 50 English sentences, adapted from similar studies (e.g., White, 2003b; Sorace, 1996). 

 20 sentences were grammatically correct with overt subjects (e.g., She reads books every day.). 

 20 sentences were grammatically incorrect due to subject omission in contexts requiring an overt 

subject (e.g., Is very cold today.). These targeted various subject types (personal pronouns, 

expletives). 

 10 sentences were distractors, containing other grammatical errors not related to subject omission 

(e.g., verb tense errors, incorrect prepositions) or being grammatically correct but complex. 

Participants were asked to judge each sentence as “Correct” or “Incorrect.” For sentences judged 

“Incorrect,” they were optionally asked to provide a correction, though the primary data point was the 

judgment itself. The GJT included sentences with different verb types and clause structures to test the 

pervasiveness of subject omission acceptance. 

3.4.2 Written Production Task  

Participants were asked to complete a written production task, which involved writing two short essays 

(approximately 200-250 words each) on given topics. 

• Topic 1: A descriptive essay (e.g., “Describe your favorite place in your city”). 

• Topic 2: A narrative essay (e.g., “Write about a memorable experience”).  

These topics were chosen to elicit natural language use and provide sufficient context for analyzing 

subject usage in finite clauses. The essays were collected and analyzed for instances of subject omission, 

incorrect subject pronoun usage, and other related errors. This task aimed to assess learners’ implicit 

knowledge and performance regarding subject realization in spontaneous production (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 

2005). 

3.4.3 Semi-structured Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of 15 participants (5 from each proficiency year 

group, selected based on their performance in the GJT and written task to represent a range of error patterns). 

The interviews aimed to gather qualitative data on: 

 Learners’ awareness of the differences in subject usage between Arabic and English. 

 Their perceived difficulties with English subjects. 

 Strategies they employ (if any) to ensure correct subject usage. 

 Their views on how this aspect of grammar is taught. Each interview lasted approximately 20-30 

minutes, was conducted in English (or Arabic if the student preferred, then transcribed and 

translated), audio-recorded with consent, and later transcribed for analysis. An interview guide with 

open-ended questions was used to ensure consistency while allowing for flexibility (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). Example questions included: “Do you find it difficult to remember to use subjects 

like ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘it’ in English sentences? Why or why not?” and “How is the use of subjects in 

English different from Arabic?” 

3.5 Data Collection Procedures 

1. Ethical Approval and Consent:  

Approval was obtained from the university’s ethics committee and the Head of the English Department. 

Participants received an information sheet explaining the study’s purpose, procedures, and their rights, and 

signed a consent form. 

2. Proficiency Testing:  

A standardized placement test was administered to confirm proficiency groupings. 

3. Administration of GJT and Written Task:  

The GJT and written production task were administered during regular class times allocated by 

cooperating instructors. Participants were given 40 minutes for the GJT and 60 minutes for the written task. 

Standardized instructions were provided. 

4. Interviews:  

Selected participants were invited for individual interviews at a time convenient for them. Interviews were 

conducted in a quiet room on campus. 
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5. Data Management:  

All collected data were anonymized to ensure confidentiality. Written tasks were scanned, and GJT 

responses were entered into a spreadsheet. Interviews were transcribed verbatim. 

3.6 Data Analysis Procedures 

 Quantitative Data Analysis: 

– GJT:  

Responses were scored for accuracy (correctly identifying grammatical sentences as correct and 

ungrammatical sentences as incorrect, specifically those related to subject omission). Frequencies and 

percentages of correct/incorrect judgments for different sentence types were calculated. ANOVA or Kruskal-

Wallis tests were used to compare performance across the three proficiency groups. 

– Written Production Task:  

Essays were manually coded for all instances of subject omission in finite clauses. The frequency of 

omissions per 100 words or per T-unit was calculated. Errors were categorized (e.g., omission of personal 

pronoun, omission of expletive ‘it’, omission of expletive ‘there’). Statistical analyses (e.g., chi-square tests, 

correlations) were performed to identify patterns and relationships with proficiency levels. Two independent 

raters coded a subset of the essays (20%) to ensure inter-rater reliability (Cohen’s Kappa > 0.85). 

– Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) 

Version 28. 

 Qualitative Data Analysis: 

– Interviews: Interview transcripts were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). This involved: 

1. Familiarization with the data (reading and re-reading transcripts). 

2. Generating initial codes (identifying interesting features of the data). 

3. Searching for themes (collating codes into potential themes). 

4. Reviewing themes (checking if themes work in relation to coded extracts and the 

entire data set). 

5. Defining and naming themes (ongoing analysis to refine specifics of each theme). 

6. Producing the report (final analysis and write-up). 

– NVivo software (Version 12) was used to facilitate the coding and theme development 

process. 

 Triangulation: Findings from the GJT, written tasks, and interviews were triangulated to provide a 

more robust and comprehensive understanding of the research questions (Denzin, 2012). For 

example, patterns of errors observed in the written tasks were compared with acceptance rates of 

similar ungrammatical structures in the GJT and with learners’ articulated difficulties in the 

interviews. 

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

 Informed Consent: Participants were fully informed about the study’s purpose, their voluntary 

participation, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Written consent was obtained. 

 Confidentiality and Anonymity: All data collected were kept confidential. Participants were 

assigned codes, and no personally identifiable information was used in the reporting of findings. 

 Data Storage: Data were stored securely on a password-protected computer accessible only to the 

researcher. Audio recordings of interviews were deleted after transcription and verification. 

 Beneficence and Non-maleficence: The study aimed to cause no harm to participants. The tasks 

were designed not to be overly stressful. Potential benefits include improved understanding of learner 

difficulties, which could inform better teaching practices. 

 Permission: Formal permission was obtained from the relevant university authorities to conduct the 

research. 

 

4. DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

This section presents the analysis of data collected through the Grammaticality Judgment Task (GJT), the 

written production task, and semi-structured interviews. The findings are organized according to the research 

questions. 
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4.1 Analysis of Grammaticality Judgment Task (GJT)  

The GJT aimed to assess learners’ explicit knowledge of subject requirements in English. It comprised 20 

grammatical sentences with overt subjects (GS), 20 ungrammatical sentences with omitted subjects (USO), 

and 10 distractors. 

Overall Accuracy:  

The overall accuracy on the GJT (correctly judging both GS and USO sentences) was 68.5%. Accuracy 

was higher for GS sentences (Mean = 85.2%) compared to USO sentences (Mean = 51.8%). This indicates 

that while learners generally recognized grammatically correct sentences with subjects, they had significant 

difficulty identifying sentences as ungrammatical when subjects were omitted. 

Performance by Proficiency Group on USO Sentences:  

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the mean accuracy scores for USO sentences across the 

three proficiency groups (Year 2, Year 3, Year 4). 

 Year 2 (Lower-intermediate): Mean accuracy = 42.5% (SD = 10.2) 

 Year 3 (Intermediate): Mean accuracy = 53.0% (SD = 9.8) 

 Year 4 (Upper-intermediate/Advanced): Mean accuracy = 59.9% (SD = 8.5) 

There was a statistically significant difference between groups, F(2, 57) = 15.67, p < .001. Post-hoc Tukey 

HSD tests revealed that Year 4 students performed significantly better than Year 2 students (p < .001) and 

Year 3 students (p < .05). Year 3 students also performed significantly better than Year 2 students (p < .01). 

This suggests that explicit knowledge of subject requirements improves with proficiency, but even advanced 

learners still incorrectly accepted a substantial number of sentences with omitted subjects (around 40%). 

Table 1: Mean Accuracy (%) in Identifying Ungrammatical Sentences with Omitted Subjects (USO) 

by Type and Proficiency Group 

Subject Type Omitted 
Year 2 

(N=20) 

Year 3 

(N=20) 

Year 4 

(N=20) 

Overall 

(N=60) 

Personal Pronoun (he/she/it) 38.5% 50.2% 55.8% 48.2% 

Personal Pronoun 

(they/we/you) 
45.1% 55.3% 62.1% 54.2% 

Expletive ‘it’ 35.0% 48.5% 53.5% 45.7% 

Expletive ‘there’ 40.2% 51.5% 58.3% 49.9% 

Average USO Accuracy 42.5% 53.0% 59.9% 51.8% 

As shown in Table 1, learners across all groups found it most difficult to identify omissions of personal 

pronouns (especially third-person singular ‘he/she/it’) and the expletive ‘it’ as ungrammatical. For example, 

sentences like “Is important to study hard” were frequently accepted as correct. 

4.2 Analysis of Written Production Task  

The written production task (two essays per participant) was analyzed for instances of subject omission in 

obligatory contexts. A total of approximately 25,000 words were analyzed. 

Frequency of Subject Omission:  

The overall rate of subject omission was 4.7 omissions per 1000 words. 

 Year 2: 7.8 omissions per 1000 words. 

 Year 3: 4.1 omissions per 1000 words. 

 Year 4: 2.2 omissions per 1000 words. 

A Kruskal-Wallis H test showed a statistically significant difference in the rate of subject omission across 

the three proficiency groups, χ²(2) = 28.91, p < .001. This indicates that as proficiency increases, the 

frequency of subject omission in written production decreases. However, even the most advanced group still 

exhibited subject omission. 

Table 2: Types of Subject Omission Errors in Written Production (Frequency and Percentage of 

Total Omissions) 

Type of Subject Omitted 
Year 2 

(Freq.) 

Year 3 

(Freq.) 

Year 4 

(Freq.) 

Total 

(Freq.) 

% of Total 

Omissions 

Personal Pronoun 

(he/she/it) 
25 12 6 43 36.4% 

Personal Pronoun 

(I/you/we/they) 
18 8 4 30 25.4% 

Expletive ‘it’ 20 10 5 35 29.7% 

Expletive ‘there’ 8 2 0 10 8.5% 

Total Omissions 71 32 15 118 100% 
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Note: Frequencies are raw counts from the corpus. 

The most common type of omission involved third-person singular personal pronouns (e.g., “My brother 

studies engineering. Is very intelligent.” instead of “He is very intelligent.”), followed by the expletive ‘it’ 

(e.g., “Was raining yesterday.” instead of “It was raining yesterday.”). Omission of expletive ‘there’ was less 

frequent but still present, especially in lower proficiency groups (e.g., “Are many books on the table.”). 

Contexts of Omission: Subject omission was most frequent in: 

1. Simple declarative sentences following a sentence where the referent was established (e.g., “The 

teacher explained the lesson. Then asked us questions.”). 

2. Clauses beginning with conjunctions like ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘so’ (e.g., “She went to the library and _ 

studied for hours.”). 

3. Existential constructions and weather expressions (omission of ‘it’ or ‘there’). 

4.3 Analysis of Semi-structured Interviews  

Fifteen students were interviewed. Thematic analysis revealed several key themes: 

Theme 1: Awareness of L1-L2 Difference but Persistent Difficulty  

Most interviewees (13 out of 15) explicitly stated they were aware that English requires subjects more 

consistently than Arabic. A third-year student commented, “Yes, I know in English you must say ‘he’ or 

‘she’. In Arabic, we just say the verb, like راح (rāḥ) for ‘he went’. But sometimes, when I write fast, I forget.” 

(Participant 8, Year 3). This indicates that explicit knowledge does not always translate to consistent 

application in production. An advanced student noted, “It’s a habit from Arabic. Even now, I sometimes have 

to reread my writing to add subjects I missed.” (Participant 14, Year 4). 

Theme 2: Influence of Arabic Grammar (L1 Transfer)  

Participants frequently attributed their errors to the influence of Arabic. “Our language [Arabic] is 

different. The verb itself tells you who is doing it. So, putting ‘he’ or ‘she’ feels… extra sometimes, not 

natural for us,” explained a second-year student (Participant 3, Year 2). This direct acknowledgment of L1 

transfer highlights the deeply ingrained nature of null-subject use. Another student mentioned, “When I speak 

or write English, my brain sometimes still thinks in Arabic structure.” (Participant 11, Year 3). 

Theme 3: Expletive Subjects as a Major Hurdle  

The concept of expletive ‘it’ and ‘there’ was particularly challenging. “Why say ‘it is raining’? In Arabic, 

we just say تمطر (tumṭir) – ‘rains’. The ‘it’ feels empty,” said one student (Participant 5, Year 2). Another 

added, “Sentences like ‘There are students’ are hard. I often just write ‘Are students’.” (Participant 9, Year 

3). This aligns with the quantitative findings showing high error rates with expletives. 

Theme 4: Role of Instruction and Practice  

Students acknowledged that teachers often corrected subject omission errors. However, some felt that the 

reason for the difference wasn’t always clearly explained in terms of linguistic rules. “Teachers say ‘put 

subject’, but not always why it’s so strict in English,” a student remarked (Participant 2, Year 2). More 

advanced students who had taken linguistics courses reported a better understanding. Consistent practice and 

focused feedback were seen as helpful. “When my professor really focused on this for a few weeks, I got 

better. But if I don’t pay attention, I slip back,” said a fourth-year student (Participant 13, Year 4). 

Theme 5: Perceived Impact on Communication  

While some students felt that omitting subjects occasionally didn’t severely hinder communication, 

especially with other Arabic speakers, others recognized its importance for clarity and formal academic 

writing. “For exams and formal papers, I know it’s very important. My grade can go down,” stated an 

advanced learner (Participant 15, Year 4). 

4.4 Triangulation of Data  

The findings from the three instruments largely converged: 

 Both GJT and written tasks showed that subject omission is a persistent issue, decreasing but not 

disappearing with higher proficiency. 

 The types of subjects most frequently omitted in written tasks (personal pronouns, expletive ‘it’) were 

also the ones most frequently misjudged (accepted as grammatical when omitted) in the GJT. 

 Interviews confirmed learners’ awareness of the rule but also their struggle to apply it consistently, 

attributing this to L1 Arabic influence, which aligns with the error patterns observed. 

 The particular difficulty with expletive subjects noted in interviews was strongly supported by high 

error rates for these structures in both the GJT and written tasks. 
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4.5 Discussion of Findings in Relation to Research Questions 

RQ1: Extent of null-subject property influence on subject omission errors:  

The findings strongly suggest a significant influence. The high rates of subject omission in written English 

(especially at lower proficiency levels) and the high acceptance of ungrammatical sentences lacking subjects 

in the GJT are consistent with L1 transfer from null-subject Iraqi Arabic. Interviewees explicitly confirmed 

this L1 influence. This aligns with the predictions of theories like the Full Transfer/Full Access hypothesis 

(Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996) and numerous studies on L2 learners from pro-drop backgrounds (e.g., White, 

1985; Phinney, 1987; Al-Sobh et al., 2015). 

RQ2: Common types and contexts of subject-related errors:  

The most common errors were the omission of third-person singular personal pronouns (‘he’, ‘she’, ‘it’) 

and the expletive ‘it’. Omissions occurred most frequently in simple declarative sentences, conjoined clauses, 

and constructions requiring expletives. This pattern is logical, as these are contexts where Arabic verb 

inflection is rich enough to identify the subject (for personal pronouns) or where Arabic uses different 

constructions not requiring an equivalent of the English expletive. These findings are consistent with 

Shaheen (2017) and Ene (2015) for other Arab learners. 

RQ3: Perceptions and awareness levels regarding subject realization differences: 

Iraqi university undergraduates, particularly those at higher proficiency levels, demonstrated awareness of 

the rule requiring overt subjects in English. However, this explicit knowledge did not always translate into 

accurate performance, especially in spontaneous written production. Interviews revealed a cognitive 

dissonance: knowing the rule but finding it “unnatural” or “extra” due to L1 habits. This gap between 

competence and performance is a common feature in L2 acquisition (Ellis, 2008). 

RQ4: Correlation of proficiency and exposure with subject omission errors: 

A clear negative correlation was found: as proficiency level (and by implication, exposure to English and 

formal instruction) increased the frequency of subject omission errors decreased in both GJT and written 

tasks. This suggests that learners are gradually restructuring their L2 grammar towards the English non-null-

subject setting, supporting the idea of parameter resetting, albeit slow and possibly incomplete for some 

aspects (White, 2003a). However, the persistence of errors even in the advanced group indicates the tenacity 

of L1 influence. 

5. DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence for the significant influence of L1 null-subjectivity 

on the acquisition of English subject realization by Iraqi university undergraduates. The persistence of 

subject omission errors, even among more advanced learners, underscores the challenges involved in 

resetting a deeply ingrained L1 parametric value (Rizzi, 1982; White, 2003a). 

5.1 Interpretation of Findings  

The quantitative data from the GJT and written production tasks clearly demonstrate that Iraqi learners of 

English frequently omit subjects in contexts where they are obligatory in English. The error patterns—

particularly the omission of third-person singular pronouns and expletives ‘it’ and ‘there’—are directly 

traceable to the syntactic properties of Iraqi Arabic, which allows pro-drop and lacks direct equivalents for 

English expletives in many constructions (Fassi Fehri, 1993). The GJT results, showing a higher acceptance 

rate for ungrammatical sentences with omitted subjects compared to the identification of grammatical 

sentences, suggest that the L1 parameter setting (null-subject) acts as a default or a filter through which L2 

input is initially processed (Schwartz & Sprouse, 1996). While accuracy improved with proficiency, 

indicating ongoing L2 learning and parameter resetting, the fact that even advanced learners still accepted 

around 40% of ungrammatical subjectless sentences in the GJT and produced such errors in writing (albeit at 

a lower rate) points to the incomplete nature of this resetting for many, or what Lozano (2006) described as 

potential L1 residue even at high proficiency. 

The qualitative data from the interviews enriched these findings by providing insights into the learners’ 

perspectives. Their explicit acknowledgment of L1 Arabic influence (“my brain sometimes still thinks in 

Arabic structure”) and their articulated difficulty, especially with “empty” subjects like expletives, highlight 

the cognitive effort involved in overriding L1 grammatical habits. The gap between learners’ explicit 

knowledge of the English rule (many knew subjects were required) and their performance (they still omitted 

them) is a classic example of the competence-performance distinction in SLA (Chomsky, 1965; Ellis, 2008). 

It suggests that while explicit instruction can raise awareness, automatizing the use of overt subjects requires 

extensive practice and exposure to L2 input. 

The particular difficulty with expletive ‘it’ and ‘there’ is noteworthy. These elements are often 

problematic for learners from various L1 backgrounds, but for speakers of null-subject languages that also 
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lack direct syntactic equivalents for expletives, the challenge is compounded (Ene, 2015). In Arabic, 

constructions like “It is raining” or “There are books” are typically rendered with a verb alone (e.g., تمطر – 

(tamtir) ‘rains’) or a prepositional phrase with a verb (e.g.  كتب يوجد (yūjad kutub) - ‘exist books’), making the 

English expletive seem semantically vacuous and syntactically superfluous from an L1 perspective. 

 

5.2 Implications for English Language Teaching in Iraq  

The findings have several important pedagogical implications for teaching English in Iraqi universities 

and potentially other Arab contexts: 

1. Explicit Contrastive Instruction: Teachers should explicitly address the parametric difference 

between Arabic (null-subject) and English (non-null-subject). This involves not just telling students to 

use subjects, but explaining why English requires them, perhaps by simplifying concepts from UG 

like rich vs. poor agreement systems (without necessarily using complex linguistic jargon). Al-Jarrah 

and Al-Momani (2020) advocate for such contrastive analysis in Arab EFL classrooms. 

2. Targeted Practice for Problematic Structures: Drills and communicative activities should 

specifically target the structures where subject omission is most common: third-person singular 

pronouns, expletive ‘it’ (for weather, time, impersonal statements), and expletive ‘there’ (for 

existential sentences). This could involve transformation drills, sentence completion tasks, and guided 

writing exercises. 

3. Error Correction and Feedback: Consistent and focused feedback on subject omission errors is 

crucial. Teachers should highlight these errors in students’ written and spoken work and encourage 

self-correction. Explaining the L1 source of the error can help students understand its nature. 

4. Input Enhancement: Instructional materials and teacher talk should provide ample exposure to 

correct English subject usage. Teachers can consciously model correct forms and use techniques like 

input flooding (exposing learners to numerous examples of the target structure in context). 

5. Raising Metalinguistic Awareness: Encouraging students to reflect on the differences between 

Arabic and English grammar can foster metalinguistic awareness, which can aid in monitoring and 

self-correction. This was hinted at by advanced students in interviews who had taken linguistics 

courses. 

6. Integrating Skills: Activities should integrate reading (to see correct models), writing (to practice), 

speaking (to automatize), and listening (to hear correct models). 

 

5.3 Connection to Null-Subjectivity Theory  

This study’s findings align well with the predictions of Null-Subjectivity Theory and its application in 

SLA. The initial state of L2 learners from pro-drop L1 backgrounds is often characterized by the transfer of 

the L1 parameter setting (White, 2003b). The gradual reduction in subject omission errors with increasing 

proficiency suggests a process of parameter resetting, driven by exposure to L2 input and formal instruction. 

However, the persistence of these errors, particularly the acceptance of ungrammatical subjectless sentences 

in the GJT by advanced learners, supports the view that parameter resetting can be a protracted and 

sometimes incomplete process in L2 acquisition, especially post-adolescence (Tsimpli & Roussou, 1991; 

Hawkins & Chan, 1997). It may also suggest that while the L2 grammar might be reconfigured, the L1 

grammar remains dominant or easily accessible, leading to performance errors under certain conditions 

(Sorace, 2000, on “residual optionality”). 

The difficulty with expletives also fits within this theoretical framework. If ‘pro’ is licensed by rich 

agreement in the L1, and English lacks this rich agreement, learners must not only learn to insert overt 

pronominal subjects but also acquire new categories like expletives that have no direct L1 counterpart and 

fulfill a purely syntactic role. 

 

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Summary of Key Findings  

This mixed-methods case study investigated the influence of null-subjectivity on English language 

learning by 60 Iraqi university undergraduates. The key findings are: 

1. Iraqi EFL learners frequently omit subjects in their L2 English, a pattern directly attributable to L1 

transfer from null-subject Iraqi Arabic. 

2. Subject omission errors were most prevalent with third-person singular personal pronouns and 

expletive ‘it’, particularly in simple declarative sentences and conjoined clauses. 

3. While learners’ accuracy in identifying and producing correct subject forms improved with English 

proficiency, subject omission errors persisted even among advanced learners. 
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4. Learners generally possessed explicit knowledge of the English rule requiring overt subjects but 

struggled with consistent application, citing L1 interference and the perceived redundancy of some 

English subjects (especially expletives). 

5. The findings support the theoretical tenets of L1 transfer within the Principles and Parameters 

framework, highlighting the challenges of parameter resetting in SLA. 

6.2 Conclusion  

The null-subject property of Iraqi Arabic exerts a substantial and persistent influence on the English 

language acquisition of Iraqi university undergraduates. This manifests primarily as the omission of 

obligatory subjects in English sentences, creating a significant learning hurdle that affects grammatical 

accuracy and potentially communicative effectiveness. While increased proficiency and exposure to English 

lead to a reduction in these errors, the L1 parametric setting for subject realization demonstrates considerable 

resilience. The study underscores the importance of understanding L1-L2 syntactic contrasts in diagnosing 

and addressing specific learner difficulties. The challenge for Iraqi learners is not merely learning a new 

vocabulary item or a simple rule, but restructuring a fundamental aspect of their grammatical competence 

related to how subjects are licensed and identified in a sentence. 

6.3 Recommendations for Future Research  

Based on the findings and limitations of this study, the following areas for future research are 

recommended: 

1. Longitudinal Studies: Conduct longitudinal research to track the developmental trajectory of subject 

realization in Iraqi learners’ English over an extended period, which could provide more definitive 

insights into the process and completeness of parameter resetting. 

2. Spoken Data Analysis: Investigate subject omission in the spoken English of Iraqi learners, as L1 

transfer effects might manifest differently in spontaneous speech compared to written production. 

3. Intervention Studies: Design and evaluate the effectiveness of specific pedagogical interventions 

aimed at mitigating subject omission errors among Iraqi EFL learners. This could involve comparing 

different teaching approaches (e.g., explicit instruction vs. input-based approaches). 

4. Broader Range of Arabic Dialects: Extend similar research to learners from other Arabic-speaking 

regions to explore potential dialectal variations in the manifestation of null-subject transfer. 

5. Cognitive Processing: Employ psycholinguistic methods (e.g., eye-tracking, self-paced reading) to 

investigate the online processing of subjects by Iraqi learners of English, which could reveal more 

subtle L1 influences. 

6. Role of Individual Differences: Explore how individual learner differences (e.g., working memory 

capacity, motivation, learning strategies) interact with L1 transfer in the context of null-subjectivity. 

6.4 Pedagogical Recommendations 

Building on the discussion, the following pedagogical recommendations are offered to English language 

educators in Iraq: 

1. Raise Awareness through Contrastive Analysis: Explicitly teach the differences between Arabic 

and English subject systems. Use clear examples and simple explanations of why English requires 

overt subjects (e.g., lack of rich verb agreement for all persons). 

2. Focus on High-Frequency Error Contexts: Provide targeted practice on structures where errors are 

most common: third-person singular pronouns, expletives ‘it’ and ‘there’, and subject use in 

conjoined clauses. 

3. Develop Error Correction Strategies: Implement consistent and constructive feedback mechanisms 

for subject omission errors. Encourage peer correction and self-monitoring. 

4. Utilize Input-Rich Environments: Maximize learners’ exposure to authentic English input where 

subject usage is consistently modeled (e.g., through readings, videos, teacher talk). 

5. Design Contextualized Activities: Move beyond decontextualized grammar drills to communicative 

tasks where the correct use of subjects is necessary for clear meaning. 

6. Address Expletives Systematically: Dedicate specific lessons to the form, function, and meaning (or 

lack thereof in a semantic sense) of expletive ‘it’ and ‘there’, contrasting them with how similar 

concepts are expressed in Arabic. 

7. Encourage Metacognitive Reflection: Prompt students to think about their L1 habits and how they 

might affect their L2 English, fostering active learning and strategy use. 

By implementing these research-informed pedagogical strategies, educators can better support Iraqi 

university undergraduates in overcoming the challenges posed by the null-subject parameter, ultimately 

enhancing their grammatical accuracy and communicative competence in English. 
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