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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the acquisition of the third person pronoun keoi5
{E with inanimate referents in post-verbal position (henceforth, KEOI) in
Hong Kong Cantonese. Following a linguistic'analysis of KEOI vis-a-vis its
equivalents it in English and t@ '€/ in Mandarin Chinese, we conducted a
corpus-based study on the use of KEOLin 9 Cantonese-English bilingual
children (1;03—4;06) and 3 Cantonese ' monolingual children (1;10-2;09) in
naturalistic settings. Results show that Cantonese-speaking children
mainly used KEOI as a canonical object of verbal predicates expressing
irrealis bounded disposal-events, indicating their early sensitivity to the
aspectual properties ,of\ KEOI-clauses. While monolingual children were
consistently adult<like in using KEOI, bilingual children produced
unbounded KEQi“clauses unattested in their monolingual peers and the
adults. They-also used higher rates of realis KEOI-clauses and demonstrated
interchangeable use between KEOI and if in code-mixed utterances. Our
findings’ lend support to the proposal that KEOI marks bounded disposals
with’irrealis results or states. Input and language experience are shown to
influence the acquisition of KEOI-clauses, with cross-linguistic influence of
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English likely induced by the interplay among ambiguity of input in
Cantonese, extensive exposure to English and regular processing of the
English pronouns.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This study looks into the use of the post-verbal thirdperson pronoun
keoi5 {F ‘him/ her/ it’ in Hong Kong Cantonese. Very few'studies (except
Man 1998, Gan 2011, Huang 2011, Lin and Li 2019) have investigated the
properties of keoi5 and little is known about the‘acquisition of keoi5 in
children. The present study is the first to focus‘on child first language (L1)
acquisition of keoi5 in Cantonese. It investigates the unique properties of
post-verbal keoi5 in Hong Kong Cantonese vis-a-vis its translation
equivalents it in English and ta 'Z{it’ in Mandarin Chinese. Based on the
linguistic analysis, we examing.the use of post-verbal keoi5 in child
Cantonese through a corpusystudy of naturalistic data from Cantonese
monolingual children¢and simultaneous Cantonese-English bilingual
children. We then discuss the learnability problem (i.e., how children
construct their grammar from the input) and cross-linguistic influence in
bilingual acquisition.

When “keoi5 is used as a referential pronoun, it usually refers to
animate nouns in Cantonese and its use for inanimate reference is found
primatily in object, rather than subject, position (Matthews and Yip 2011).
In the present study, we will focus on the use of keoi5 in post-verbal
positions, examining its use as a third person pronoun with inanimate
referents. This is the locus where keoi5 differs most significantly from the
English corresponding form i and the Mandarin Chinese counterpart ¢a. In
particular, the use of post-verbal keoi5 with inanimate referents requires
bounded predicates (see section 2.2), whereas keoi5 with animate referents,
the English pronoun if and the Mandarin Chinese pronoun #a are not subject
to such requirement, be they in subject or object position. In the rest of the
paper, we will use KEOI to refer to the use of keoi5 as a post-verbal third
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