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This study focuses on the association between postverbal Focus subjects 

and the realization of left/right topicalization in the same sentence. Based 

on data collected with Italian children aged 3 to 9, evidence is provided 

for the existence of significant associations between VS, Topics and verb 

types in specific age groups, also identifying some turning points in the 

acquisition of discourse-related managing competences. In particular, a 

crucial interaction can be found between information structures and 

conversational dynamics, so that the Focus types affecting the common 

ground management are mainly associated with Topics that only refer to 

the common ground content. On the other hand, the VSO/OVS 

alternation is not affected by verb types, except motion verbs, plausibly 

calling for a distinction within the unaccusative class. 
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1. Background and objectives of analysis 

 

In Frascarelli & Stortini (2019, p. 27) substantial evidence has been 

provided for a two-fold claim, namely that (i) the SVO order is the most 

frequent focus strategy used by Italian children and adults, independently of 

either Focus or verb type and (ii) the VS strategy is acquired late, emerging 

around the age of 7; it is used mainly for Corrective subjects, and “mostly in 

combination with right-dislocated objects (VSO order)”. 1 The case study 

selected for this chapter takes its starting point from this statement and is 

therefore intended to focus on the combination between (different types of) 

Topics and VS Focus constructions. Indeed, Frascarelli & Stortini’s (2019) 

data reveal a remarkable difference in the association between the two 

 

1 This result shows that the linguistic phenomena composing a parameter (i.e., the Null 

Subject Parameter for VS structures, see Rizzi, 1982, 1986) are not acquired ‘all at once’ by 

children. Rather, their acquisition seems to be dependent on the type of interactions 

required among different levels of grammar for their management and interpretation, in line 

with recent analyses (Frascarelli & Carella, 2019). 
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narrow Focus (NF) types examined (i.e. Information and Corrective Focus) 

and the realization of left/right dislocation. 

Since a systematic association has been proved between structural 

properties and discourse functions for Topics (Frascarelli & Hinterhölzl, 

2007; Frascarelli, 2007 and subsequent works), the fact that around the 

age of 7 children start to associate different Focus types with Topic 

constructions can shed light on the relation between discourse-related 

grammar and conversational dynamics, from both a theoretical and an 

acquisitional viewpoint. 

  

 

2. Background: Focus, Topic and Information Structure 

 

2.1. The notion of Focus 

 

Several definitions have been provided to characterize the notion of 

Focus in different frameworks and from distinct analytical perspectives 

(see, among others, Krifka, 2001, 2007; Rooth, 1992; Beaver & Clark, 

2008). In this study, Krifka’s (2001, 2007) Structured Meaning Approach 

has been adopted, since it is compatible with different Focus types and, 

as such, it is the most adequate theory for the purposes of the present 

investigation. In this line of analysis, we thus assume that Focus 
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contribution to Information Structure (IS) implies a partition of the 

sentence into a Focus term and a Background; hence subtypes of Focus 

marking signal different ways in which alternatives are exploited.  

 

2.2. Different Focus types 

 

As is generally acknowledged, different types of Focus must be 

recognized since different ‘structural portions’ can be focused within a 

sentence. In this respect, a major difference is generally established 

between Broad Focus (BF) and Narrow Focus (NF) constructions, with 

NF referring to focus on single words or constituents and BF referring to 

propositional constituents (i.e. IP, CP) in which all parts are newly 

introduced into the discourse at the moment of utterance (see, among 

many others, Frascarelli, 2000; Krifka, 2007).  

As for NF constructions, this paper concentrates on two specific 

subtypes, Information Focus and Correction. Information Focus (IF) 

refers to one of the conceivable answers included in the alternative set 

generated by a question. From a formal perspective, it can be identified 

as the constituent corresponding to the question phrase:  

(1) A: Who ate a sandwich? 

 B: LEO ate a sandwich. 
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Corrective Focus (CF), on the other hand, implies a complex operation in 

the Common Ground (CG) management (Krifka, 2007), since it 

expresses an incompatible description of one and the same event (van 

Leusen, 2004). To provide an illustration of this concept, consider the 

following dialogue: 

(2)   A:  Yesterday, Leo wore a black Armani suit at the party. 

   B:  No. I was at the party and he wore a DARK GREYCF   

     Armani suit. 

As is argued in Bianchi & Bocci (2012), when a correction like 

(2) is expressed, its incompatibility with the previous proposition implies 

that accepting both the antecedent and the corrective claim would lead to 

an inconsistency. Hence, the correction effect does not only imply the 

substitution of a single constituent but, rather, the rejection of speaker 

A’s entire assertion, so as to accommodate the correct proposition in her 

CG. Hence, a corrective statement substitutes entire clausal nodes (or 

speech acts) with each other.  

A common heuristics for identifying the Focus of a sentence is to 

consider what question the relevant answer could be a reply to. From this 

perspective, we can say that in IF constructions the alternatives refer to a 

wh-questioned constituent (e.g., ‘Who came?’ ‘JOHN came’), whereas CF 

is elicited through a context inducing overt denial of the asserted 

proposition. This means that a CF follows a previous statement (not a 
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question). This type of heuristics has been used in Frascarelli & Stortini’s 

(henceforth, F&S (2019) investigation).  

As for its syntactic position, the realization of Focus relies on 

different constructions, cross-linguistically. In particular, two major 

strategies can be recognized, namely the in situ and the ex situ (i.e., 

fronted) strategy (Aboh et al., 2007). The in situ strategy can be found in 

a large number of languages (e.g., Italian, English, German, Russian, 

Modern Greek) and is generally considered the most economical option 

since the focused constituent is located in the position defined by 

argument structure. On the other hand, languages implementing the ex 

situ option realize the focused constituent in the left periphery of the 

sentence, generally followed by the verb or a Focus marker (Frascarelli, 

2000). 

 

2.3 The notion of Topic 

 

The relevance of Topic constituents is very well acknowledged in the 

literature, as it is commonly agreed that all categorical sentences must 

have a Topic (Kuroda, 1965; Reinhart, 1982; Lambrecht, 1994; Krifka, 

2007; Miyagawa & Saito, 2008, among others). In particular, in her 

seminal work, Reinhart (1982) endows this discourse category with the 

crucial function of providing the ‘file card’ under which the propositional 
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content of the associated sentence should be stored in the interlocutor’s 

CG.  

However, not any Topic serves this specific function and different 

Topic types should be distinguished. In this line of research, Frascarelli 

& Hinterhölzl (2007) argue for a systematic interface correlation between 

discourse functions, prosodic properties and syntactic positions in the C-

domain (in a Cartographic Approach; see Rizzi, 1997; Cinque & Rizzi, 

2010). A brief overview is provided in the following section. 

 

2.4. Different Topic types 

 

Based on the interface analysis of naturalistic spoken data from Italian 

and German, Frascarelli & Hinterhölzl’s (2007) interface analysis allows 

for a systematic IS distinction between Aboutness-shift Topic (A-Topic), 

Contrastive Topic (C-Topic) and Familiar/Given Topic (G-Topic). Since 

C-Topics only have a marginal role in this investigation, they will not be 

treated in this section, but only briefly characterized in footnote 2 (for 

further details, the interested reader is referred to cited references).2 

 

2 According to Büring (2003), C-Topics provide the answer to a question belonging to a set 

of (overt/covert) alternatives questions, which are all part of a strategy to solve a super-

question. In this line of analysis, Bianchi & Frascarelli (2010) suggest that the C-Topic 

marking is used to break down a complex proposition into a conjunction of simpler ones in 
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The Aboutness-shift Topic (A-Topic) combines the [aboutness] 

feature (proposed as an ‘extended EPP feature’ in Frascarelli, 2007) with 

the [shift] feature, which is the property of A-Topics to move the 

conversation from one topic to another, updating the discourse context 

(Bianchi & Frascarelli, 2010). Assuming with Reinhart (1982) that the 

CG is divided into subsets of propositions that are stored under defining 

entries (so-called ‘file cards’, see § 2.3), the A-Topic can be defined as 

the entry identifying the file card under which the proposition expressed 

in the sentence should be stored by the interlocutor. For an illustration, 

consider the following passage (from the naturalistic corpus used in 

Frascarelli, 2007), in which the speaker is talking about Roman games 

but, after a while, the conversation is shifted to Roman social life, which 

is therefore proposed as the new ‘storing entry’ for the subsequent 

assertion (Topics are boldfaced in the following examples): 

 (3) Nell’antica Roma i giochi  avvenivano  sempre  

  in.the ancient Rome the games occur.PST.3PL  always 

  durante la giornata […] 

  during the day 

 

which a predicate applies separately to each member of a salient set. This can be illustrated 

by examples like (i): 

(i) A: What a wonderful dinner! Who cooked all this? 

 B: I cooked the fish and my husband prepared the starters. 
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  ‘Games always occur during the daytime in ancient Rome, […]  

  in realtà la vita dei     romani  avveniva   sempre  

  in reality the life of.the  romans  occur.PST.3SG always 

  durante il giorno. 

  during the daytime 

  actually, the social life of Romans would take place during the 

  daytime.’ 

According to Krifka (2001, p. 25), topic selection is a speech act 

itself. Specifically, it is “an initiating speech act that requires a 

subsequent speech act, like an assertion, question, command, or curse 

about the entity that was selected.” This means that the A-Topic complies 

with a conversational move and, as such, the proposal of an A-Topic is a 

root phenomenon (on root phenomena, see Emonds, 1976, 2004; 

Heycock, 2006) pertaining to the CG management (Krifka, 2007).  

 From a prosodic viewpoint, the discourse-semantic function of 

an A-Topic is associated with a rising complex tone, reaching its peak 

after the tonic syllable (L*+H). 

 On the other hand, the Given/Familiar Topic (G-Topic) refers to 

given information that is somehow salient in the conversation but does 

not implement a conversational move. As a matter of fact, it can be said 

that the main function of a G-Topic is the retrieval of given information 

that is stored in the CG repository; hence, it pertains to the CG content 
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(Krifka, 2007). This type of retrieval can be operated either via 

constituents that are ‘strongly given’ in the discourse (i.e., definite nouns 

triggering an identificational presupposition; see Heim, 1982), or through 

‘familiarity’, that is to say, by means of discourse referents that are (i) 

perceptually accessible in the utterance, (ii) globally familiar from shared 

cultural knowledge, (iii) contextually entailed to exist, or (iv) implied via 

‘bridging’ (Roberts, 2003).  

The retrieval discourse function of G-Topics can be further 

distinguished, since they can be produced either (a) to ensure topic 

continuity, that is to say, to maintain the current A-Topic across one or 

more clausal domains (the function of so-called Aboutness G-Topics); or 

(b) to mention a constituent that is part of the background, but is not 

proposed for a topic shift (Background G-Topics; for discussion, see 

Frascarelli, 2018). Consider for instance the following passage and, in 

particular, the sentence underlined at the end: 

(4) C’è un programma per il vocabolario in inglese e vanno a temi 

  […] c'erano dei titoli carini – i sentimenti [A-Topic] ad  

  esempio- c’erano tutta una serie di sentimenti e io non ho mai 

  saputo come si dicevano ‘sti sentimenti in inglese. 

  ‘There is a program in English to learn words, arranged by  

  subjects […] there were some nice titles – about feelings for 
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 instance – a number of feelings were listed there and I never 

 learnt how you can say these feelings in English.’ 

 (4’) …come prok si dicevano ‘sti sentimentik in inglese. 

  how REFL say.PST.3PL these feelings in English 

  ‘…how you can say these feelings in English.’ 

As is clear, the right-hand Topic sti sentimenti ‘these feelings’ is used 

to resume (and maintain) the current A-Topic, previously introduced in 

this passage. Hence, it qualifies as an Aboutness G-Topic. On the other 

hand, the right-dislocated PP in inglese ‘in English’ refers to an entity 

(i.e., a language) that is part of the background but was not intended for a 

Topic shift. Indeed, what follows keeps on dealing with the expression of 

feelings. It is therefore a Background G-Topic. 

 From a prosodic viewpoint, the discourse-semantic features of 

G-Topics are associated with a low tone (L*), in either periphery of 

realization. 
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3. The acquisition and use of focused postverbal subjects in 

 Italian 

 

3.1. Background and objectives 

 

As is generally acknowledged, the possibility of realizing the subject in 

postverbal position is part of the Null Subject Parameter (Rizzi, 1986; 

Biberauer et al., 2010) and the VS order has been very often considered a 

major strategy for subject focusing in a pro-drop language like Italian 

(Belletti, 2007, 2008). Nevertheless, based on a survey carried out on 201 

adults and 217 Italian children, F&S’s (2019) study has provided 

evidence that – as mentioned in §1 – the SVO order is the most frequent 

focus strategy used by Italian speakers, irrespective of age, Focus or verb 

type. On the other hand, the VS strategy qualifies as a late acquisition, 

which is mostly associated to CF subjects in VSO constructions. This 

result thus provides crucial empirical evidence against the traditional 

claim according to which the VS order is either characteristic of IF 

constructions (Belletti, 2007, 2008) or ‘unmarked’ with unaccusative 

verbs (Burzio, 1986; Belletti & Bianchi, 2016).  

Nevertheless, we will not delve into the theoretical consequences 

of F&S’s (2019) major claim. Rather, we will concentrate on something 

that is only mentioned by the authors, namely the association between 
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VS and dislocated constituents. Indeed, since the realization of Topics in 

either periphery is systematically related to specific formal properties and 

discourse functions (see §2.4 above), we reckon that exploring this 

connection might provide novel and valuable elements for a deeper 

understanding of discourse-related strategies and interface interpretation. 

We will thus draw from F&S (2019) and use their data to check 

the existence of statistically significant connections between VS orders 

and Topic types and, in case they are attested, we will try to provide an 

explanation from an information-structural perspective. 

 

3.2. The experimental design and the questions for analysis 

 

As said above, for the present analysis we build on the data reported in 

F&S (2019), whose work was dedicated to the analysis of answering 

strategies in child Italian for different Focus and verb types across age 

groups. To this purpose, the authors designed an experimental test 

consisting of a series of pictures featuring the Smurfs and presented 

through a Power Point presentation. For each picture a recorded voice 

would describe the situation and ask a question concerning the action at 

issue, inducing either a BF answer, or the focalization (either IF or CF) of 

the subject constituent. This means that topicalizations have not been 

specially elicited: the (possible) Topic production was totally 
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spontaneous and, as such, the analysis of their presence and position can 

be extremely telling and significant from a discourse–syntax perspective. 

Given the purposes of the present investigation, in which Topics 

(not considered in F&S’s 2019 analysis) play a major role, the data 

therein obtained have been used to provide an answer to the following 

questions:  

(i) Is there any acquisitional correlation between the VSO 

order (i.e., the realization of object right dislocation) and specific Focus 

types across age groups in child Italian? 

(ii) Is there any acquisitional correlation between the OVS 

order (i.e., the realization of object left dislocation) and specific Focus 

types across age groups in child Italian? 

(iii) Is there any acquisitional correlation between the 

VSO/OVS order and specific Focus types across age groups in child 

Italian? 

With particular reference to question (iii), the verb types 

considered in this work are the following: 

 (5) A. Transitive:3  

 

3 This classification is mainly based on syntactic considerations. Hence, transitives select an 

external argument and an internal argument that is realized as a DO; unaccusatives do not 

select an external argument and cannot assign Accusative Case to their internal argument 
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 a) [+animate] DO (abbracciare, ‘to embrace’) 

           b) [–animate] DO (prendere, ‘to take’) 

           B.   Unaccusative:  

           a) motion  (andare ‘to go’) 

           b) change/stative (prendersi la febbre ‘to have a   

           temperature’/ ‘to be sick’)4 

           c) inherently reflexive (diventare rosso ‘to blush’) 

           C. Unergative:   

          a) mono-argument (dormire ‘to sleep’) 

          b) bi-argument (telefonare ‘to make a phone call’) 

In particular, for each verb, different contexts have been created, 

serving as stimuli for the answers.5 Some sample sentences for different 

 

(Burzio,1986; Belletti, 1988), whereas unergatives select an external argument but they do 

not realize a DO in S-structure.  

4 Notice that prendere la febbre ‘have a temperature’ has been classified as an unaccusative 

verb, and not as a transitive, because it is an idiom. Evidence for the fact that la febbre is 

only apparently an object is given by the fact it cannot be passivized (*La febbre è stata 

presa, ‘[lit.] the temperature has been got’). 

5 Hence, in questions triggering a NF the verbs obtained were always the intended ones, 

since children were prompted with relevant questions. As for questions inducing a BF 

answer, these would also normally obtain the expected item, since the verbs selected were 

high-frequency verbs, easily identified through the event described in the picture (i.e. 

write, kiss, sleep). Synonyms emerged in rare cases and excluded only they were part of a 
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verb and Focus types are given in (6)–(11) (for the full experimental test, 

F&S’s Appendix):  

(6) BF with a transitive verb and [–animate DO]: prendere ‘to  

  take’  

  [In the picture Smurfette holds a flower in her hand] 

  Q: Puffetta   è   andata  in  giardino.  

   Smurfette  be.3SG go.PRT.F in garden 

   Mi   sai   dire  cosa  ha   fatto? 

   to.me.CL  can.2SG tell what   have.3SG  do.PRT 

   ‘Smurfette went into the garden. Can you tell me what  

   she did? ’ 

(7) BF with an unergative mono-argument verb: telefonare  ‘to  

  make a phone call’ 

  [In the picture: on the left side Papa Smurf is on the phone,  

  on the right side, a bubble shows Smurfland on fire] 

 Q: Ieri   è   scoppiato un incendio  a  

   yesterday be.3SG  burst.PRT  a fire  in  

   Puffilandia ma poi 

   Smurfland but then 

   qualcuno    ha     avuto        una buona idea.  
 

different verb class (i.e. a transitive rather than an unergative verb, as in cases like 

chiamare ‘call (someone)’ instead of telefonare ‘to make a phone call (to someone)’). 



 
 

 17 

   somebody  have.3SG  have.PRT  a    good idea  

   Cosa è  successo? 

   what be.3SG happen.PRT 

   ‘Yesterday a fire broke out in Smurfland and someone had 

   a good idea. What happened?’  

 

(8) IF with a transitive verb and [+animate DO]: abbracciare   

 ‘to embrace’ 

      [In the picture: a Smurf is embracing Smurfette]  

 Q: Qualcuno  sta  abbracciando  Puffetta   in giardino 

         somebody  be.3SG embrace.GER  Smurfette in garden  

   Chi   la   sta   abbracciando? 

   who  her.CL.F be.3SG  embrace.GER 

   ‘Somebody is embracing Smurfette in the garden.Who  

   is embracing her?’ 

 

(9) IF with an unaccusative verb of change: arrossire ‘to blush’ 

[In the picture: Gargamel and Azrael are arguing and Gargamel face is 

 red-colored] 

Q: Ieri   Birba e    Gargamella  hanno  litigato…  

         yesterday Azrael  and  Gargamel    have.3PL   argue.PRT 

  e  chi  è  diventato  tutto  rosso dalla rabbia? 
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and  who  be.3SG  become.PRT all red  from.the rage 

    ‘Yesterday Azrael and Gargamel argued… and who blushed with            

rage?’ 

 

(10) CF with an unaccusative verb of motion: andare ‘to go’ 

[In the picture: Smurfette is moving and the seaside is in background] 

Q: I  Puffi      volevano     andare   tutti al         mare,   ma  alla  

    the  Smurfs want.PST.3PL  go.INF  all      to.the  seaside but at.the 

 fine  ci   va  solo  il  Grande Puffo, vero? 

 end   LOC.CL  go. 3SG only  the Papa Smurf  right 

 ‘The Smurfs wanted to go to the seaside, but in the end only Papa 

 Smurf is going, isn’t he?’ 

 

(11) CF with an unergative mono-argument verb: dormire ‘to sleep’ 

[In the picture: a male Smurf is sleeping on his desk] 

Q:     Ieri   i  Puffi  hanno  ballato   fino a tardi 

       yesterday the Smurfs have.3PL  dance.PRT till  late  

      e  oggi   a  scuola cascano dal  sonno!   

     and  today at school fall.3PL from.the slumber! 

     Puffetta    dorme    sul banco! 

       Smurfette sleep.3SG on.the desk 
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‘Yesterday the Smurfs danced till late and today, at school, they fall      

 asleep! Look! Smurfette is sleeping on her desk!’ 

 

Given this distinction, the questionnaire included 21 different stimuli 

and 5 distractors, divided in two presentation sets.6 Notice that, in order 

to maintain a syntactic (and prosodic) ‘balance’ across sentences, in the 

case of mono-argumental verbs an additional complement (besides the 

argument) has always been added. Dislocation of the non-subject 

constituent was thus possible in all cases and the frequency of OSV and 

VSO structures open to comparison.7 Answers were recorded by a senior 

 

6 The distractors were questions inducing different types of answers (e.g., polar questions 

and requests). The two sets of slides (13 pictures each) were distributed to children in 

different working sessions so as to avoid tiredness. 

7 This means that in F&S’s (2019) experiment (on which the present analysis is built) the 

‘O’ label in VSO, OVS abbreviations refers to any type of object, that is to say, not only to 

Direct Objects (whose abbreviation is DO in this paper), but also to Indirect Objects (hence, 

to any syntactic internal argument of a verb which specifies the preposition in the lexicon). 

As for the mono-argumental unergative verb dormire ‘to sleep’, a <locative> adjunct has 

been added and considered a syntactic object to be consistent with the syntactic and 

prosodic structure of the other verbs examined (in which two participants are always 

realized). This apparent drawback allows keeping all variables constant in the comparison 

of VS constructions.  
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researcher in educational studies and written down on a report sheet (to 

be later inserted in the relevant database). 

The informants were students in Rome schools, all speakers of 

Italian L1. As underlined in F&S (2019), despite this areal limitation 

relevant results can be plausibly considered a valid sample for Italian L1, 

since people coming from all parts of Italy live in Rome, thus 

determining a gradual fading of the original dialectal features. 

In the following sections the results of the present study will be 

illustrated and commented. In particular, in Section 4.1 the data 

concerning the relation between Focus and word orders are presented in 

detail, providing relevant percentages and some preliminary 

considerations. After the illustration of data from a quantitative 

viewpoint, Section 4.2 proceeds with their qualitative statistical analysis, 

discussing the results obtained through the Pearson Correlation method 

and the ANOVA test. Section 4.3 deals with the trendlines emerging 

across age ranges in the association between right-hand Topics and 

postverbal focus (i.e., the VSO order), whereas Section 4.4 turns to the 

trendlines emerging with left-hand Topics (i.e., the OVS order). Finally, 

Section 4.5 proposes a direct comparison between the VSO/OVS orders, 

Focus strategies and verb types. Discussion of results and final 

conclusions are given in Section 5. 
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4. The VS order for subject Focus in association with Topic and 

verb types  

 

4.1. Overall considerations on answering strategies across age groups 

 

Though the present study is based on F&S (2019), their data have been 

thoroughly re-elaborated and re-classified making reference to age 

groups, rather than classes, in order to avoid possible confusions 

depending on the different school systems in the world. 

Let us then consider Table 1 below, which provides a detailed 

overview on the number of occurrences attested for the different Focus 

strategies examined: 
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Table 1.  SVO, (O)VS(O) and DP strategy: total occurrences 

AGE 
RANGE 

 SVO  (O)VS(O)  DP 

  N %  N %  N % 

3.1–4.0  231 54%  56 13%  141 33% 

4.1–5.0  193 68%     39 14%  50 18% 

5.1–6.0  374 65%  115 20%  82 14% 

6.1–7.0  629 70%  209 23%  57 6% 

7.1–8.0  459 52%  398 45%  20 2% 

8.1–9.0  483 53%  411 45%  15 2% 

TOTAL  2369 60%  1228 31%  365 9% 

 

As we can see, out of total 3962 sentences examined, the SVO 

construction is definitely attested as the dominant Focus strategy for all 

age groups. The VS order, on the other hand, only emerges with grown-

up children and is rarely used by the youngest. In line with F&S (2019), 

we can thus argue that the VS strategy qualifies as a “late acquisition”, 

“entering the child’s competence as a significant alternative to SVO for 

NF constructions only after [the age of 7]” (F&S, 2019: 14). As for the 

so-called ‘DP strategy’ (that is to say, answering with the Focus 

constituent only), it is rather common with very young children (3.1–

4.0), but gradually disappears in the following age groups.8 

 

8 The DP strategy is irrelevant in this study and will not be further considered in the present 

analysis. 
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 Turning to the VS strategy, we can see that the OVS/VSO 

alternation has been compressed in a single output in F&S’s (2019) 

study, since the position of the object was not relevant for their research. 

On the other hand, since this alternation is the focus of the present work, 

we will separate left from right dislocation and analyze their occurrence 

according to different Focus and verb types, so as to evaluate if any 

further insight can be drawn from an information-structural perspective.  

Before exploring relevant data, however, it should be 

remembered that Topics were not elicited, but spontaneously produced 

by children in their answers (see §3.2). This means that the VS strategy 

could be realized object-less and this option occurred in 222 cases (out of 

a total of 1228; see Table 1 above). We thus obtain a total of 1006 

(O)VS(O) occurrences, within which the unfocused object has been 

realized as a left-hand Topic in in 297 cases (29.5%) and as a right-hand 

Topic in 709 cases (70.5%).  

Let us then consider Table 2 below, in which percentages are 

given with respect to (a) the total of sentences produced by informants 

(i.e., 3962) and (b) the occurrences of the VS strategy featuring a 

topicalization (i.e., 1006): 
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Table 2 - VSO vs. OVS: occurrences and percentages 

AGE RANGE 

 

 VSO  OVS 

 N %  
(/TOT) 

% 
(/VS) 

 N % 
(/TOT) 

% 
(/VS) 

3.1–4.0  47 2.0% 4.7%  4 0.2% 0.4% 

4.1–5.0  31 1.3% 3.1%  1 0.0% 0.1% 

5.1–6.0  75 3.2% 7.5%  12 0.5% 1.2% 

6.1–7.0  159 6.7% 15.8%  17 0.7% 1.7% 

7.1–8.0  208 8.8% 20.7%  124 5.2% 12.3% 

8.1–9.0  189 8.0% 18.8%  139 5.9% 13.8% 

TOTAL  709 29.9% 70.5%  297 12.5% 29.5% 

 

From the distinction operated in Table 2, it can be immediately seen 

that the association between the VS strategy and rightward topicalization 

(i.e., the VSO order) is clearly preferred in subject Focus constructions. 

Indeed, the VSO order occurs in 29.9% of total occurrences (against 

12.5% for VSO) and in more than two-thirds of VS constructions, 

showing a steady increase across age groups. Furthermore it can be 

noticed that the VSO order shows a sensitive increase already at the age 

of 6, whereas the rise of the OVS order is only attested later, at the age of 

7. 

Despite these remarkable differences in percentages, the ANOVA 

test carried out on these data shows that no significant difference can be 

drawn between VSO/SVO and Focus types (cf. Section 4.2 below). 

Nevertheless, if age groups are taken in consideration, the Pearson 
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method shows the presence of significant correlations between word 

orders, Focus and Topic types, as well as the existence of some crucial 

‘turning points’ at specific age groups. Such correlations will be shown 

and discussed in detail in the sections below.  

 

4.2. Statistical correlations between word orders and age groups 

 

In the present section, the results obtained with the Pearson’s method will 

be illustrated and commented in detail, so as to shed light on the 

correlations emerging between the realization of Focus and specific word 

orders. 

Let us start with the correlations between the unmarked SVO 

order, DP as a ‘reduced’ answer and the VS order (independent of 

left/right topicalization): 

Table 3. Correlations between SVO, DP e the VS order (independent of 

Topic type) 

 

  SVO  DP  (O)VS(O) 
 N.  217  217  217 
        

 SVO 
Pearson Correlation  1  −.361  −.488 

Sig. (2–tailed)     .0001  .0001 
       

 DP 
Pearson Correlation  −.361  1  −.457 

Sig. (2–tailed)  .0001    .0001 
       

(O)VS(O) 
Pearson Correlation  −.488  −.457  1 

Sig. (2–tailed)  .0001  .0001   
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As is shown in Table 3, all correlations are significant, as relevant 

values are always attested around –.5, pointing to a moderate downhill 

(negative) relationship. The Fisher test also confirms the existence of a 

significant difference for all the pairs considered, since the p value is 

always less than 0.0001. 

As is known, the existence of a correlation between groups 

suggests that there is a correlation between the choices operated by the 

individuals belonging to either group. Specifically for the present 

investigation, it means that one option (SVO, DP, VS) is alternative to 

the other, across age groups. However, if you “split” the (O)VS(O) data, 

distinguishing left from right topicalization, some differences are 

attested, with remarkable consequences for the present analysis. Let us 

therefore consider Table 4 below: 

 

Table 4. Correlations between SVO, DP e OVS and VSO 

 

  

  SVO  DP  VSO  OVS 
 N.  217  217  217  217 
          

SVO 
Pearson Correlation  1  −.361  −.377  −.252 

Sig. (2–tailed)     .0001  .0001  .0001 
         

DP 
Pearson Correlation  −.361  1  −.334  −.314 

Sig. (2–tailed)  .0001    .0001  .0001 
         

VSO 
Pearson Correlation  −.377  −.334  1  .092 

Sig. (2–tailed)  .0001  .0001    .178 
         

OVS 
Pearson Correlation  −.252  −.314  .092  1 

Sig. (2–tailed)  .0001  .0001  .178    
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As we can see, Table 4 points out that there is a very weak 

downhill linear correlation between OVS and SVO (whose value is ≃ –

.25) and no linear relationship between OVS and VSO ≃ –.01). 

Crucially, this means that these options are not alternative to each other, 

but mutually exclusive (with a significant difference,), thus leading the 

analysis to specific considerations. 

As for the SVO/OVS pair, the very weak correlation shows that 

the (discourse-related) distinction between the unmarked word order and 

the combination of VS with a left-hand Topic to realize a focused subject 

is part of children’s competence clearly at a very young age. On the other 

hand, this distinction does not emerge between SVO and VSO, attesting 

the existence of a crucial difference between left and right topicalization. 

This distinction is confirmed by the fact that the absence of a 

correlation is attested between OVS and VSO, showing that these orders 

are not alternative at all, but clearly used in different contexts. Notice that 

the p value is not significant in this case and this result can be plausibly 

attributed to the fact that the OVS order is very scarcely attested till the 

age of 7 (see Table 8 below). 

Let us then consider the results obtained with the ANOVA test, 

which are provided for each word order, flanked by descriptive data 



 

 28 

reporting the frequency means for each age group.  Our analysis starts 

with the data concerning the SVO order in Table 5. 

 

Table 5. SVO: the ANOVA test and frequency means 

 

Table 5 shows that the frequency of the SVO order to realize a focused 

subject is kept constant across all age groups: already at the age of 3 this 

order receives a value that verges on the average. As it is the unmarked 

word order in Italian, this result could be expected, supporting the 

validity of the experiment used and, consequently, the reliability of the 

results obtained. 

 

Table 6. DP: the ANOVA test and frequency means 

 

    Sum of 
Squares df Mean 

Square F Sig. Descriptives  

              Age N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. 
Error 

SVO Between Groups 493.416 5 98.683 7.114 0.0001 8.1 – 9.0 47 10.277 3.640 0.531 

  Within Groups 2927.091 211 13.872     7.1 – 8.0 45 10.200 4.214 0.628 

  Total 3420.507 216       6.1 – 7.0 48 13.104 3.668 0.529 

              5.1 – 6.0 32 11.688 3.685 0.651 

              4.1 – 5.0 17 11.353 3.408 0.827 

              3.1 – 4.0 28 8.250 3.318 0.627 

              Total 217 10.917 3.979 0.270 

 

    Sum of 
Squares df Mean 

Square F Sig. Descriptives  

              Age N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. 
Error 

DP Between Groups 534.643 5 106.929 28.984 0.0001 8.1 – 9.0 47 0.319  0.726  0.106  

  Within Groups 778.417 211 3.689     7.1 – 8.0 45 0.444  0.893  0.133  

  Total 1313.06 216       6.1 – 7.0 48 1.188  1.379  0.199  

              5.1 – 6.0 32 2.563  2.895  0.512  

              4.1 – 5.0 17 2.941  3.596  0.872  

              3.1 – 4.0 28 5.036  2.457  0.464  

              Total 217 1.682  2.466  0.167  
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As for the DP, we can see that this type of option is very frequent with 

very young children, but decidedly reduced between the age of 4 and 6 

and progressively abandoned after the age of 6. This result can be 

plausibly connected with (and motivated by) school education, starting at 

the age of 6 in Italy. 

Let us then finally observe the data concerning VSO and OVS 

orders across age groups, illustrated in Tables 7 and 8 below: 

 

Table 7. VSO: the ANOVA test and frequency means 

 

Table 8. OVS: the ANOVA test and frequency means 

 

As is shown in Tables 7 and 8, the VSO order is attested already with 

very young children and its frequency increases across age groups. On 

    Sum of 
Squares df Mean 

Square F Sig. Descriptives  

              Age N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. 
Error 

VSO Between Groups 242.832 5 48.566 10.439 0.0001  8.1 – 9.0 47 4.021 2.409 0.351 

  Within Groups 981.665 211 4.652     7.1 – 8.0 45 4.622 3.150 0.470 

  Total 1224.498 216      6.1 – 7.0 48 3.313 1.446 0.209 

              5.1 – 6.0 32 2.344 1.473 0.260 

              4.1 – 5.0 17 1.824 1.425 0.346 

              3.1 – 4.0 28 1.679 1.723 0.326 

              Total 217 3.267 2.381 0.162 

 

    Sum of 
Squares df Mean 

Square F Sig. Descriptives  

              Age N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. 
Error 

OVS Between Groups 357.432 5 71.486 22.748 0.0001  8.1 – 9.0 47 2.957 2.836 0.414 

  Within Groups 663.075 211 3.143     7.1 – 8.0 45 2.756 2.258 0.337 

  Total 1020.507 216      6.1 – 7.0 48 0.354 0.887 0.128 

              5.1 – 6.0 32 0.375 0.942 0.167 

              4.1 – 5.0 17 0.059 0.243 0.059 

              3.1 – 4.0 28 0.143 0.356 0.067 

              Total 217 1.369  2.174 0.148 
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the other hand, the OVS order is practically non-existent till the age of 7 

and, even after that age, it is never more frequent than the VSO order. 

The observation of these data can l plausibly lead to hypothesize 

that the competence that is necessary to manage the discourse-related use 

of left-hand Topics (i.e., A-Topics) is cognitively more complex than the 

competence required for right-hand Topics (i.e., G-Topics). Hence, it is 

acquired later. This hypothesis will be now evaluated against the results 

obtained by statistical analysis. 

Consider Table 9 below, which shows the p values obtained by 

confronting the two word orders across age ranges: 

 

Table 9. T-Test Calculator for 2 Dependent Means 

 

 

As we can see, the difference between the VSO and the OVS orders is 

always significant, except for the highest age range examined. In 

particular, it is extremely significant in very young children and shows an 

important change around the age of 7 (p = .00514). Then, at the age of 

8.1-9 this difference is no longer significant, showing that children have 

AGE  N  VSO  OVS  p Value   
.    Mean  Mean    significance at p < .05 

8.1 – 9.0  47  4.021  2.957  .09591  not significant 
7.1 – 8.0  45  4.622  2.756  .00514  significant 
6.1 – 7.0  48  3.313  0.354  < .00001  significant 
5.1 – 6.0  32  2.344  0.375  < .00001  significant 
4.1 – 5.0  17  1.824  0.059  .00012  significant 
3.1 – 4.0  28  1.679  0.143  .00006  significant 

Total  217  3.267  1.369  < .00001  significant 
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acquired a competence that enables them to manage both types of 

dislocated constructions.  

This conclusion will be discussed and motivated in Section 4.3 below. 

 

4.3. Trendlines in the association between the VSO order and Focus 

types 

 

As we have seen, the VSO construction is more frequently (and earlier) 

attested than OVS and statistical analysis has shown that this difference 

is significant till the age of 8-9. This leads to conclude that the discourse 

function associated to right-hand Topics is (a) easier to be managed from 

a discourse-conversational viewpoint, (b) possibly more congruent with 

the of informational partition of the sentence determined by the presence 

a Focus (i.e., a Focus–Presupposition distribution of meaning, see Krifka, 

2007), and (c) more frequently used for its inherent properties. 

Based on the characterization provided for right-hand Topics in 

Frascarelli & Hinterhölzl (2007) and Bianchi & Frascarelli (2010), the 

conclusion put forth in (a) above can find immediate support. As a matter 

of fact, right-hand G-Topics strictly convey given/familiar information. 

Consequently, they do not implement a conversational move (as they 

only pertain to the CG Content; see § 2.4) and can be found in all clausal 

types. Hence, their use in the conversational dynamics is less restricted 
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and, as such, easier to be managed by children, whose competence in the 

interface managing of discourse-related categories is still uncertain (as is 

shown in Corpina, 2018, Frascarelli & Carella, 2019). 

The conclusion put forth in (b) can be also supported by the basic 

characterization of right-hand Topics as given/familiar constituents. 

Since predication is presupposed in Focus constructions, unfocused 

constituents are also necessarily given and, consequently, their right 

dislocation as G-Topics can be considered a ‘natural’ discourse strategy 

for Italian speakers. 

Finally, the introduction of a new Topic does not occur in every 

sentence: corpus analysis shows that Topics are generally maintained 

across sentences forming Topic chains in the discourse (see Frascarelli, 

2007, 2018). On the other hand, the realization of Topics that serve to 

provide background information or ensure Topic continuity is very 

frequently used. The latter is exactly the discourse-related properties of 

right-hand Topics.  

 We will resume this suggestion in the discussion following 

Figure 1, which shows results and trends in detail: 
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Figure 1. VSO: Trendlines between age groups and Focus types 

 

Taking into consideration the emergence of the VSO order for the three 

Focus types examined, we can see that the VSO order scores an evident 

increase between the ages of 6 and 7. In particular, CF occurrences rise 

from 35 to 93 and BF from 33 to 51. As for IF, a remarkable rise can be 

also noted, though not significant from a statistical point of view and 

later than CF and BF (i.e., after the age of 7). 

The fact that CF and BF are more frequently associated to right-

hand Topics than IF can be explained in the light of their semantic and 

discourse-related properties. Remember that a BF sentence implies (the 

proposal for) the introduction of an entire assertion in the interlocutor’s 

CG, while Correction implies the substitution of an entire assertion, so as 

to accommodate the correct proposition in the interlocutor’s CG (see 

§2.2). Hence, both BF and CF operate on full assertions and, as such, 
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they qualify as conversational moves since they affect/modify the CG 

content (Krifka, 2007).  

It is therefore plausible to argue that unfocused constituents, not 

included in the conversational move implied by BF/CF, are realized as 

given Topics (i.e., G-Topics), rather than being used to realize an 

additional conversational move (like Topic A-Topics do) in the same 

assertive act. In this sense, the rightward dislocation of low-toned G-

Topics qualifies as the best Topic strategy in these cases.9  

As for IF, this type of NF construction does not concern full 

assertions but single constituents and, according to a pragmatic principle 

traditionally known as “Progression of new information” (Antinucci & 

Cinque, 1977), focused constituents are preferably realized in the 

rightmost position of the sentence. Hence, the realization of a right-hand 

 

9 An anonymous reviewer points out that in BF constructions the entire proposition is new 

information, hence topicalization should not be an issue. We basically agree with this 

observation. Nevertheless, we reckon that topicalization and BF are not incompatible when 

some element is ‘contextually given’, as in this experiment. Since children had the pictures 

in front of them, unfocused constituents could be considered somehow ‘given’ – or, more 

precisely, ‘familiar’ – since they were “contextually entailed to exist” (see Roberts, 2003 

and discussion in §2.4) and, as such, realized as right-hand G-Topics. Indeed, left 

topicalization is almost immaterial in this case (20 occurrences for OVS). We thank the 

reviewer for this stimulating observation. 



 
 

 35 

Topic is disfavored (though not excluded) from a discourse-prosody 

interface perspective. 

 This proposal is strongly supported by prosodic data, showing 

that right-dislocated constituents realized in VSO structures are always 

produced at the speaker’s baseline level (as expected for G-Topics) and 

generally separated from the informative part of the sentence by a pause 

that is on average 5 times longer than the break dividing two 

Phonological Phrases included in the same Intonational Phrase (using 

Nespor & Vogel’s 1986 prosodic hierarchy), irrespective of Focus and 

verb type. Consider the following examples and Figures 2–4: 

 

(12) [boy; 7.3] 

  [Slide: Smurfette is moving; the seaside and some Smurfs are in the 

 background] 

Q: Oggii Puffi  sono      felici.  Perché? Cosa succede? 

        today Smurfs be.3PL happy why  what happen.3SG 

       ‘Today the Smurfs are happy. Why? What’s the matter?’ 

A:  Ci  è   andata  Puffetta  al  mare 

          there.CL be.3SG  go. PRT.F Smurfette to.the seaside 

  ‘Smurfette went to the seaside.’  
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Figure 2. VSO (G-Topic) + unaccusative motion verb (BF) 

 

(13) [boy; 6.2] 

[Slide: Smurfette holds a flower in her hand] 

Q: Il  puffo  ha    colto   un  fiore.  

        the  Smurf  have.3SG  pick.up.PRT a  flower  

  E  adesso  chi   lo   ha  preso?  

  and  now  who  it.CL   have.3SG take.PRT  

 ‘The Smurf picked up a flower. Who’s got the flower now?’ 

A: Lo  ha   preso  Puffetta  il fiore 

  it.CL.M have. 3SG take.PRT  Smurfette the flower 

  ‘Smurfette took the flower!’ (Lit.: Smurfette took it, the flower) 
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     Figure 3: VSO (G-Topic) + transitive verb (IF) 

 

(14) [girl; 8.5]  

[Slide: Papa Smurf is lying sick in his bed] 

Q: Mi   hanno  detto  che  Puffetta   si   è  

  to.me.CL have.3PL tell.PRT  that  Smurfette REFL be.3SG 

  presa   la  febbre. 

  take.PRT.F the  temperature 

  ‘I have been told that Smurfette has got a temperature!’ 

A: No  s’  è  preso il capo  la  febbre 

  no REFL be.3SG take.PRT the boss  the temperature 

  ‘No, the boss has got a temperature!’ 
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    Figure 4. VSO (G-Topic) + unaccusative change/stative verb (CF) 

 

As we can see, the downgrading contour, which characterizes 

assertive acts in Italian, terminates before the right-hand object, which 

stays flat on the speaker’s baseline (as G-Topics do; see §2.4) and forms 

an independent prosodic phrase 

 

4.4 Trendlines in the association between the OVS order and Focus 

types  

 

Considering OVS data, it is interesting to notice that left dislocation is 

almost immaterial for BF and never significantly associated to CF. On 

the other hand, its realization in IF constructions scores remarkable 

(though not significant) values, also showing a significant turning point. 

Consider the diagram in Figure 5: 
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Figure 5. OVS: Trendlines between age groups and Focus types 

 

The trendlines in Figure 5 show that a rise in the realization of 

left-hand topicalization in VS constructions can only be found in NF 

sentences, after the age of 7. Furthermore, the number of OVS 

occurrences is much lower than VSO and a significant increase is only 

attested for IF (p < .0001), whereas not for CF (p = .0738).  

This result provides additional evidence to the hypothesis put 

forth in the previous section, concerning the relevance of discourse 

dynamics in the association of different discourse-related categories. 

Indeed, prosodic analysis shows that left-hand Topics in OVS 

constructions mostly realize A-Topics (74%) (see Figures 6 and 9 

below), which combine perfectly with IF since (a) IF does not involve the 

whole assertion (differently from BF and CF) and (b) an A-Topic 
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provides the entry for the file card (see § 2.3) where to store the new 

information provided by the focused constituent. 

Of course, G-Topics and C-Topics are also allowed in OVS 

constructions (as they are less restricted than A-Topics). Specifically, in 

IF constructions a left-hand Topic is an A-Topic in 114 cases (54%), a C-

Topic in 82 cases (39%) and a G-Topic in (only) 5 cases (7%). On the 

other hand, no C-Topic could be found in the left periphery of a CF 

construction, in which either G-Topics (43%) or A-Topics (57%) can 

only be realized. 10 Figures 6– 9 provide some illustration for each of the 

cases at issue: 

 

(15) [girl; 9.0] 

  [Slide and Question: see (12) above] 

A: il fiore  lo  ha   preso  Puffetta  

  the flower  it.CL.M have. 3SG take.PRT  Smurfette 

  ‘The flower, Smurfette took it.’  
 

10 The realization of C-Topics in OVS constructions is consistent with the present analysis 

since they serve to divide a complex proposition into a conjunction of two (or more) 

simpler ones. Hence, their discourse function is also compatible with IF. On the other hand, 

their exclusion with CF is consistent with Frascarelli & Hinterhölzl’s (2007) claim that 

there cannot be two contrastive constituents in the same C-domain. However, since C-

Topics are not (specifically) treated in this work, they will not be further considered in he 

analysis. 
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 Figure 6. OVS (A-Topic) + transitive verb (IF) 

 

(16) [girl; 9.0] 

CF [Slide: Brainy Smurf is next to Smurfette,who holds a flower in 

     her hand] 

Q: Prima Puffo  Innamorato aveva      un fiore  in mano    

        before Smurf  Enamored   have.PST.3SG  a  flower in  hand 

  e  adesso  non  ce   l’  ha    più.  

  and  now not  LOC.CL  it.CL  have.3SG  more 

  Scommetto  che  l’  ha    preso Quattrocchi! 

  guess.1SG  that  it.CL  have.3SG  take.PRT Four-eyed 

  ‘Previously Enamored Smurf had a flower in his hand and now 

  he  doesn’t have it anymore. I guess Brainy Smurf got it!’ 
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 A: Il fiore     non l’  ha preso  

  the flower not it.CL.M have. 3SG take.PRT  

  Quattrocchi ma Puffetta 

  Four-eyed  but Smurfette 

        ‘The flower, Brainy Smurf did not take it, but Smurfette  

  did.’ 

 

 

 Figure 7. OVS (A-Topic) + transitive verb (CF) 

 

As we can see, both in Figure 6 and 7, the dislocated object in 

preverbal position shows the rising L*+H complex tone that 

characterizes A-Topics (see §2.4), independent of Focus types. 

 

(17) [girl; 8.1] 

[Slide: Smurfette is moving and the seaside is in the background]  
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Q: I Puffi  volevano  andare  tutti al   mare, 

  the Smurfs  want.PST.3PL  go.INF  all  to.the  seaside  

  ma  alla   fine ci  è   andato  uno   solo.  

  but at.the  end LOC.CL be.3SG go.PRT  one   only  

  Chi   è   andato? 

  who  be.3SG  go.PRT 

  ‘The Smurfs wanted to go to the seaside, but only one did at the 

  end. Who did?’ 

  A: Al    mare ci   è     andata  solo     Puffetta  

   to.the seaside there.CL be.3SG go.PRT.F only Smurfette 

    ‘To the seaside, only Smurfette has gone.’  

 

      Figure 8. OVS (C-Topic) + unaccusative verb (IF) 

 

In this case, the dislocated object preceding the rest of the sentence 

shows a high (H*) tone on the tonic vowel, which is different from the 
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tone used for A-Topics and typical of C-Topics (see Frascarelli 2007 for 

details). 

  

(18) [boy; 8.4] (for glosses, see example (11) above) 

A: Ieri i Puffi hanno ballato  fino a tardi e oggi a  scuola cascano 

  dal sonno!  

  Guarda:Puffetta  dorme sul   banco! 

  ‘Yesterday the Smurfs danced till late and today, at school, they 

  fall asleep! Look! Smurfette is sleeping on her desk!’ 

B: No, sul banco  dorme  Puffo Poeta!  

   ‘No, on the desk Poet Smurf is sleeping!’ 

 

 

 Figure 9.  OVS (G-Topic) + unergative verb (CF) 
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Finally, Figure 9 shows a case in which the verb is preceded by a 

dislocated object whose low-toned contour attests its quality as a G-

Topic (see § 2.4). 

 In summary, the data examined provide substantial evidence 

that only at the age of 7 do children start managing discourse-related and 

information-structural skills. In particular, in the association between 

dislocation and VS constructions, it can be argued that:  

a) G-Topics typically co-occur with CF (in either peripheries) and 

BF constructions (in the right periphery), showing a preference to 

combine clause-scoping Foci with discourse categories that only refer to 

the CG content; 

b) A-Topics are preferably associated with IF, providing the file 

card where to store the new information produced. 

The age of 7 thus qualifies as a crucial turning point for the 

acquisition of discourse-related managing competences, in line with 

F&S’s (2019) and Frascarelli & Carella’s (2019) work. 

To conclude the present investigation, let us finally consider the 

association between Focus strategies and verb types. 
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4.5. Trendlines in the association between VSO/OVS, Focus strategies 

 and verb types  

 

Considering the relation between different Focus and verb types in 

VSO/OVS constructions, it can be immediately noticed that object 

dislocation (to either periphery) is substantially immaterial in BF 

constructions, with the important exception of VSO sentences featuring a 

motion verb. Consider BF values in Figures 10 and 11: 

 

 

Figure 10. Trendlines between VSO, verb types and Focus types 
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Figure 11. Trendlines between OVS, verb types and Focus types 

 

The scarcity of dislocations in BF constructions could be expected, as BF 

sentences convey all new information and topichood is generally (but not 

necessarily) associated to givenness. Consequently, the 153 occurrences 

emerged for the motion verb andare ‘to go’ in the VSO order (22% of 

total VSO occurrences) require some reflection and, at least, a tentative 

explanation.  

Since this outcome only emerges with motion verbs, we exclude the 

possibility that it can be attributed to a general property of unaccusative 

verbs, that is to say, to the fact that, according to the Unaccusative 

Hypothesis (Burzio 1986), the subject of unaccusative verbs is merged in 

complement position. Rather, we surmise that a feasible suggestion can be 

related to the semantics of motion events, which can be considered a type of 

thetic statement (on the thetic/categorical dichotomy, see Kuroda, 1972). 
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Specifically, we suggest that verbs selecting a <locative> as a second 

syntactic argument tend to realize the subject in postverbal position in BF 

sentences because they do not convey a categorical statement about a topic 

but, rather, the recognition of an event set in a particular place. Hence, both 

arguments are introduced and somehow ‘presented as new’ through the 

motion verb. As Sasse (1987) argues, the distinction between categorical 

and thetic statements has to be considered a universal of thought and, as 

such, it is expected to influence the derivation of a sentence cross-

linguistically, through either syntactic (as in the case at issue), 

morphological or phonological means. This suggestion clearly needs further 

investigation to be assessed; nevertheless, we think it is a feasible working 

hypothesis, accounting for the present data and taking into account a crucial 

difference between motion and other types of unaccusative verbs.  

As for NF sentences, we have seen that CF is significantly 

associated to right-hand Topics (i.e., VSO structures) with all verb types 

(excluding motion verbs, possibly for the reasons just discussed). 

Specifically, this association is particularly strong with transitive verbs 

(of either type), where it shows 29% of VSO occurrences and the 

difference between the value attested for transitive verbs and the value 

attested for either unergative or unaccusative verbs is always extremely 

significant (p = 0.0001). This result provides further support to the 
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motivations provided above to explain the association between CF and 

discourse categories that only refer to the CG content (i.e., G-Topic).  

 Finally, the realization of IF is not affected by verb types in 

either order, an output that is also expected in the present analysis.  

 

 

5. Conclusions and final proposals 

 

To conclude the present investigation, the analysis carried out in this 

chapter has shown that general tendencies and significant associations 

can be found between VS, different types of Topics and verb types in 

specific age groups, also identifying some turning points in the 

acquisition of discourse-related competences. Specifically: 

a)  In the acquisition of the VSO order, right-handed G-Topics 

are mainly associated with either CF (in either peripheries) and BF (in 

the right periphery). 

b) In the acquisition of the OVS order, left-handed A-Topics 

are mainly correlated with IF; this association is managed later than (a). 

c)  Italian children start to manage the discourse-related 

competences connected with these associations around the age of 7. 

These results lead to the conclusion that: 
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i)  a crucial interaction exists between information structures and 

conversational dynamics, so that the Focus types (i.e., BF and CF) 

affecting the CG management are mainly associated with Topics that 

only refer to the CG content (G-Topics), possibly in order not to avoid 

the combination of different conversational moves in the same utterance; 

ii) as a consequence of (i), right dislocation is generally preferred 

to left dislocation in Focus structures; 

iii) within the unaccusative class, a distinction is required for 

motion verbs, possibly based on the fact that they implement a type of 

thetic construction; 

iv) the VSO/OVS alternation is not affected by verb types. 

These results and relevant conclusions can be considered a 

contribution to the analysis of Focus constructions, triggering suggestions 

for theoretical and acquisitional studies, whose validity can be assessed 

in future cross-linguistic investigations.  
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