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Languages differ in how they mark grammatical subjects, including whether and when pronominal 
subjects are overtly expressed. In the case of Finnish, the pronominal expressions of subjects in first and 
second person are optional, while the SV agreement is obligatory (1). 

(1) [Minä]     pelaa-n  jalkapalloa. 
  [1.sg.PRON]  play-1sg  football. 
  ‘I play football’ 

In second language (L2) learning, such systems are prone to crosslinguistic influences (CLIs), 
whereby subject expressions in L2 are conditioned by the first language (L1) (e.g. Muñoz, 1995; Polio, 
1995; Rothman, 2008). This paper studies CLIs in the alternation in subject marking in L2 Finnish from 
the point of view of the associative–cognitive CREED (Ellis, 2006). Relying on CREED, one can 
identify two underlying reasons for CLIs: 1) those pertaining to the similarity of formal cues between 
L1 and L2, i.e., the formal similarity of the mechanisms used to mark grammatical subjects in Finnish 
and in the learner’s L1; and 2) those pertaining to the overall availability of such formal cues, i.e. whether 
the cues in the learner’s L1 are relevant in Finnish. These underlying reasons can be expected to result 
in diverging levels of CLIs, resulting in three diverging L2 learner groups:  

1) those where L1 cues correspond to Finnish (optional pronoun and obligatory SV agreement); 
2) those where L1  cues diverge from those of Finnish but can be processed similarly by creating 

new form–meaning mappings (obligatory subject marking but always with overt pronoun); 
3) those where L1 cues do not correspond to Finnish whereby learning requires creation of new 

processing behaviors (no obligatory subject marking). 
The hypothesis is that the three L2 groups diverge in the degree to which the distribution between 

overt and covert use of pronominal subjects corresponds to that of L1 users of Finnish in similar 
contexts. Furthermore, the three groups are hypothesized to differ in how overall L2 proficiency is 
associated with the distribution. We expect group 1 to diverge from L1 users the least, followed by 
group 2, and then by group 3. Furthermore, we expect group 1 to behave like L1 users on lower 
proficiency levels than group 2, and group 2 to behave like L1 users on lower proficiency levels than 
group 3, respectively. This is because new processing behaviors can be seen as cognitively more 
demanding to learn than new formal cues for existing behaviors, which are in turn expected to be more 
demanding than largely similar cues (McManus, 2022: 33–34). 

The data come from two corpora of L2 Finnish: International Corpus of Learner Finnish (Jantunen, 
2011) and Corpus of Advanced Learner Finnish (Ivaska, 2014), and they cover 14 different L1s, as well 
as reference corpora of L1 writers’ texts. The L2 data include altogether 14,640 observations across 
proficiency levels A2–C1. The research design follows the methodological framework by Jarvis (Jarvis, 
2000, 2010), and group-based phenomena (L2 behavior of learners with varying L1s) are interpreted by 
means of source-based phenomena (typological features of the respective L1s). The study relies on 
generalized linear modelling with mixed effects, whereby the choice between an overt and covert 
pronominal subject is modelled as a function of the typological type of L1 (cues similar to Finnish, cues 
different from Finnish, no corresponding cues), a range of other, theoretically motivated fixed variables 
(proficiency, grammatical person, semantic verb type, tense, polarity, priming), as well as random 
effects for different sources of variation (individual, item, register, genealogical). The thus obtained 
estimates are then compared with L1 data distribution in matching conditions. 
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The overall results confirm the stated hypotheses: the modelling captured the variation well (R2
marginal 

= 0.61; R2conditional = 0.85), and while all the typologically diverging L2 groups are estimated to use overt 
pronominal subjects more than L1 users in the lower proficiency levels, the estimated probability of 
overt subjects decreases with increasing overall proficiency. 

 
Figure 1. Estimated probability of overt pronominal subjects across types of L1 and levels of proficiency (grey 
area indicates the range of variation in L1 reference data) 
 

As visible in figure 1, this decrease is estimated to be fastest among learners whose L1 possesses 
cues similar to Finnish. The learners whose L1 differs from Finnish in the type of cues available reach 
a comparable distribution later, whereas the learners with no corresponding cues are estimated to 
consistently use overt pronominal subject two times as often as L1 users even in the highest proficiency 
levels. These results will be discussed further, together with more detailed variable-specific analyses. 
Overall, the study underlines the need for detailed analyses underlying CLIs. 
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