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1. Introduction 

 

A heritage language, also known as “family language”, “home language”, or “native 

language”, represents a minority language acquired through naturalistic exposure within 

the home, but in a context where a different language is the majority societal language 

(Rothman 2009, Montrul 2008, 2016, 2022a, b, 2023, Benmamoun et al. 2013, Polinsky 

2018, a.o.). In other words, the language spoken in the home, and possibly within a smaller 

community, differs from the dominant language used by the broader society. Children 

acquiring heritage languages are heritage speakers of these languages. They are typically 

early bilinguals, simultaneous or successive, depending on the timing of acquisition of the 

two languages. These can be acquired either simultaneously from birth or successively, 

when the heritage language is acquired as the first language (L1) and the societal language 

is acquired later as second language (L2). Heritage speakers differ greatly in their profiles 

and can be either second generation immigrants (so children of first-generation immigrants 

and who are born in the new country), or immigrant children, who immigrate to the new 

country before puberty (Montrul & Polinsky 2021). For instance, a child born to Romanian 

immigrant parents in Paris or a child who immigrated at the age of nine with the family 

from Cluj-Napoca to Munich, would grow up as heritage speakers of Romanian in France 

and Germany, respectively. 

The fact that some heritage speakers have had uninterrupted exposure to the family 

language in a monolingual setting and potentially even schooling in the heritage language, 

while others have acquired it in contact with the societal language from early on, 

contributes to the great variation in the degree of heritage language knowledge that these 

speakers exhibit. This can manifest itself as differences in linguistic abilities – ranging from 

spontaneous speech to performance in experimental language tasks – when compared to 

monolingual peers of the same age. Although heritage speakers typically acquire their 

home language first, in the vast majority of cases they become more proficient in the 

societal language of their environment by adulthood. The societal language thus becomes 

dominant over time, both with respect to how often it is used and to the range of contexts 

in which it is spoken. This shift in dominance typically starts with the beginning of 

schooling, as the societal language represents the main medium of instruction, which 

gradually leads to a change in language preference. At the same time, heritage speakers 

tend to receive less exposure to the heritage language and also use it less frequently (see 

Montrul (2016) for a review). As a result, proficiency in the societal language keeps 
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improving, while skills in the heritage language may plateau or even decline before 

reaching full development (Jia & Paradis 2015). 

Studies on the acquisition of heritage languages have mainly focused on adults, so 

on the end-state of their grammars, and have mostly investigated heritage speakers living 

in the United States, where English is the only societal language (Montrul 2022b, Polinsky 

2018). The diversity provided by the European linguistic context allows, however, to 

examine various language dyads and thus better understand how heritage languages 

develop in contact with different societal languages, including, but not limited to, English. 

Within the European context, research on the acquisition of heritage languages has also 

included studies with child heritage speakers, although initially such research investigating 

early bilinguals growing up in different European countries was not labelled as heritage 

language acquisition. For example, Hulk & Müller (2000) looked at the development of 

various syntactic phenomena in the French and Italian of two bilingual children (French-

Dutch and Italian-German) growing up in The Netherlands and in Germany. Even though 

Hulk & Müller (2000) considered these children to be simultaneous bilinguals, it is clear 

that French and Italian are their heritage languages because these are not the languages 

spoken in the wider community. Indeed, Kupisch & Rothman (2018) argued that 

simultaneous bilinguals are also heritage speakers and that findings from simultaneous 

bilingual (2L1) acquisition are insightful when explaining acquisition outcomes in heritage 

speakers more generally (Kupisch 2019, Kupisch & Rothman 2018). This is because 

studies that have looked at the development of the heritage language in young simultaneous 

bilinguals (Hulk & Müller 2000) show a similar acquisition profile to that of 

monolingually-raised children and no divergent patterns of development (cf. Montrul 

2008). However, most of these earlier studies on childhood bilingualism in the European 

context have focused mainly on prestigious language pairs (including French, Italian, 

Portuguese, Russian) and less on migrant and more minoritized languages, such as Turkish 

and Polish (Kupisch 2021). Moreover, it is only in the last five-six years that attention has 

been given to the acquisition of Romanian as a heritage language in Europe. 

This is the focus of the present introduction. It includes a short presentation of the 

factors that impact the acquisition of syntactic phenomena in heritage languages (section 2), 

as well as of the properties of Romanian that lend themselves well to studying the 

development of heritage Romanian in a comparative perspective (section 3). We continue 

with a description of the Romanian diaspora and how its characteristics can affect the 

acquisition and maintenance of Romanian as heritage language (section 4), and what the 

existing studies on the acquisition of heritage Romanian reveal (section 5). Finally, section 

6 presents an overview of the papers in this volume, highlighting their contribution to a 

better understanding of how child heritage speakers of Romanian acquire different 

morphosyntactic phenomena in contact with different societal languages. 

 

 
    2. Factors that affect syntax in heritage language acquisition 

 

Studies in the acquisition of heritage languages have focused on various features of 

heritage grammars as they develop in conditions of input reduction and social pressure. 
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Adult heritage grammars have often been taken to exhibit simplification in the verbal 

inflection, the use of copulas, omission of the complementizer, overgeneralization of overt 

subjects (Silva-Corvalán 1994, Montrul 2002, 2004, 2008, a.o., on heritage Spanish in the 

US), simplification of the case, gender, and aspect system (Polinsky 2018); loss of verb 

agreement; elimination of the conditional; loss or simplification of reflexivization rules; 

development of resumptive pronouns; loss of null subjects (Polinsky 2006, 2018 on 

heritage Russian in the US).  

On the other hand, some studies with adult heritage speakers of French and Italian 

with German as societal language show no patterns of simplification in the heritage 

language when looking at phenomena like gender marking, adjective placement or 

determiner use in generic expressions (Kupisch et al. 2014, Kupisch & Rothman 2018). 

Overall, the heritage speakers in these studies performed within the monolingual range and 

showed no significant differences from their bilingual counterparts, who spoke German as 

their heritage language and French as their dominant language. Moreover, studies focusing 

on pre-school and school aged children, have suggested that some simplification patterns 

may correspond to temporary delays in the acquisition of a specific property in certain age 

groups, but these properties may be nevertheless fully acquired at a later stage; such may 

be the acquisition of differential object marking (DOM) in Romanian in contact with 

French and Spanish (Avram et al. 2021, 2023a), or of wh-questions in Romanian in contact 

with German (Bentea & Marinis 2024). 

The developmental patterns present in the acquisition of syntax in the heritage 

language can be determined by various factors (Paradis 2023), which can be language 

external factors, such as the quantity and quality of input or age of onset of the societal 

language, but also language internal factors, like crosslinguistic influence and general 

language principles related to the type of linguistic properties. These properties may be 

differentially affected in heritage language acquisition according to whether they are 

morphological properties or properties at the interface between discourse and syntax 

(Sorace 2003).  

Crosslinguistic influence (CLI) refers to the multiple ways in which a language can 

affect another in the mind of a speaker. CLI has been proposed to account for the way in 

which certain linguistic properties are acquired in one language in the presence of another 

language. CLI may have a negative impact when it triggers deviance from the norm of the 

affected language, or it may have a facilitative effect when the properties of the two 

languages converge (Meir & Janssen 2021). It has been proposed that CLI occurs when 

there is a partial structural overlap between the two languages, but not when the language 

structures are either completely distinct or completely overlap (Hulk & Müller 2000). Van 

Dijk et al.’s (2022) meta-analysis of CLI, covering a large range of morphosyntactic 

phenomena and language combinations, concludes that “crosslinguistic influence is part 

and parcel of being bilingual and can manifest itself in various linguistic contexts”. Besides, 

Van Dijk et al. show that CLI is stronger from the societal to the heritage language. Studies 

examining the acquisition of the heritage language have indeed focused on uncovering 

which linguistic properties are more vulnerable in heritage language acquisition and prone 

to CLI from the societal language (Meir & Janssen 2021). As an example, Montrul & 

Sánchez-Walker (2013) showed evidence for the influence of dominant English on heritage 

Spanish in child heritage speakers aged 6;0–17;0 for the Spanish differential object marker. 
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Child heritage speakers of Spanish were reported to omit DOM significantly more 

frequently than their monolingual peers. This has been linked to the influence of dominant 

English which does not have DOM. Other examples include gender marking (Cuza & 

Pérez-Tattam 2016 for heritage Spanish in contact with English), case and verb agreement 

(Meir et al. 2017, Meir & Janssen 2021, for heritage Russian in contact with Hebrew and 

Dutch). Given the role of CLI in shaping heritage grammars, it is important to look at the 

syntax of heritage Romanian to get a better understanding of the acquisition of different 

morphosyntactic phenomena in Romanian as heritage language and how CLI from the 

societal language may impact on this. 

 

 

3. Morphosyntactic properties of Romanian 

 

Heritage Romanian is interesting to study in a comparative perspective as it presents 

relevant contrasts with other Romance languages, but also with Germanic languages. We 

do not attempt to give an exhaustive presentation of all these properties, but will only focus 

here on three of them, namely differential object marking, morphological case and gender. 
Differential object marking (DOM), present in Spanish, but absent from French or 

Standard Italian, two other Romance languages, is the phenomenon whereby, in certain 

situations, the direct object is marked with a particle or a special case. In Romanian, there 

are two, correlated, markers, the “preposition” pe, which derives from a locative 

preposition, and clitic doubling. The use of pe is obligatory with definite pronouns and 

proper names (1) (Farkas & von Heusinger 2003, Tigău 2011, 2014). In this context, the 

pe-marked object must be doubled by an Accusative clitic and DOM is clitic doubling 

(clitic … pe DP). 
 

(1)     Petru *(l)-       a      salutat   *(pe)     el  / Ion. 
   Petru   CL.3SG.M  has  greeted   DOM  he    Ion 

   ‘Petru greeted him/Ion.’ 
 
DOM is (syntactically) optional with descriptive Determiner Phrases (DPs), definite and 

indefinite, but the latter are rare. A marked indefinite object (2) is usually interpreted as 

specific (Dobrovie-Sorin 1990, Tigău 2011, 2014). In this context, DOM may be realized 

either as pe shown in (2) or as clitic doubling, meaning clitic and pe, illustrated in (3). 
 
(2) Petru  a     salutat   pe  un vecin. 

Petru  has greeted DOM a    neighbour 
          ‘Petru greeted a neighbour.’ 
(3)     Petru l-        a     salutat  pe     un vecin. 

Petru CL.3SG.M has greeted DOM a    neighbour 

          ‘Petru greeted a neighbour.’ 

 
Studying DOM in Romanian heritage speakers can shed light on effects of crosslinguistic 

influence from the societal language (e.g. from a language without DOM like French or 
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Standard Italian or from a language with DOM, like Spanish, but in which the contexts of 

DOM use might differ from Romanian). These differences with the societal languages 

could lead to differences in the use of DOM among the various communities of Romanian 

heritage speakers. For instance, one might expect more omissions in heritage Romanian in 

contact with French, since French lacks DOM, and less omissions, but use of DOM in 

different contexts in heritage Romanian in contact with Spanish, given that there is no full 

overlap between the contexts of DOM use in Spanish and Romanian. 
Moreover, as seen above, there are contexts in Romanian in which DOM is 

obligatory and contexts in which it is syntactically optional. Since optional DOM is an 

interface phenomenon, requiring the integration of syntax with discourse pragmatics, it 

should, by hypothesis, be affected by reduced input. Investigating the acquisition of 

optional DOM in heritage Romanian can thus be informative with respect to the (possible) 

effects of limited exposure on the acquisition of interface phenomena (Sorace 2003). 
Romanian also displays morphological case-marking, which is evident with the 

genitive and the dative, shown in (4) below. The two cases share the same morphology, 

with forms varying according to the gender and the number of the nouns: 
  

(4)     a. Studentul                   a    sosit. 
             Student-the.NOM.M.SG has arrived 
             ‘The student has arrived.’ 

b. Cărțile                      studentului 
     books-the.NOM.F.SG student-the.GEN.M. SG             

             ‘The student’s books.’ 
         c. I                -am    dat    cartea              studentului 
     CL.3DAT.SG      have given book-the.F.SG student-the.DAT.M.SG          

             ‘I gave the book to the student.’ 
  

Most of the languages that Romanian comes in contact with do not display 

morphological case, but have analytical prepositional constructions. This holds for English 

and Romance languages like French, Spanish and Italian. Morphological case is present, 

though, in languages like German, raising questions as to how morphological case is 

acquired in heritage Romanian and how the properties of the societal languages impact on 

this. The contact with languages that do not have morphological case could lead to the 

development of similar analytical structures in heritage Romanian. Analytical structures 

for the expression of the genitive (4b) and the dative (4c) are already found in informal 

varieties of mainland Romanian, as exemplified in (5) and (6): 
  
(5)     S-              a    stricat  acoperișul       la casă. 

CL.3.REFL has broken roof-the.M.SG to house 

‘The roof of the house broke.’ 
(6)     Am   dat    cartea               la băiat. 

         have given book-the.F.SG to boy.M.SG 
‘I gave the book to the boy.’ 
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Therefore, one could hypothesize that the contact with languages that present analytical 

structures could trigger an accelerated change in the heritage variety towards using more 

analytical structures. 
Gender in Romanian is another contrasting morphological property that offers 

fruitful ground for investigating the development of the heritage varieties in contact with 

distinct societal languages. Unlike other Romance languages, Romanian has a three-way 

gender distinction with feminine, masculine and neuter nouns (7): 
 

(7)     Feminine: mașină ‘car’, mașini ‘cars’ 
         Masculine: câine ‘dog’, câini ‘dogs’ 
         Neuter: scaun ‘chair’, scaune ‘chairs’ 
  
However, this three-way gender distinction maps onto only two agreement patterns 

(Bateman & Polinsky 2010), meaning that the neuter nouns pattern with the masculine 

forms in the singular and with the feminine forms in the plural, which is shown in (8): 
  
(8)     o         mașină neagră,      două  mașini negre 
         a.F.SG car        black-F.SG two.F cars     black-F.PL 
         ‘a black car, two black cars’ 

un        câine negru,         doi    câini negri 
a.M.SG dog    black.M.SG two.M dogs black-M.SG 
‘a black dog, two black dogs’ 
un        scaun negru,         două  scaune negre 

         a.M.SG chair   black.M.SG two.F chairs  black-F.PL 
‘a black chair, two black chairs’ 

 
In the context of the contact with Romance languages, which only have a two-way gender 

distinction, one may predict reduction of the three-way gender distinction in heritage 

Romanian, with neuter potentially patterning with either masculine or feminine, as a 

function of the gender of the noun in the societal language. Studies with Romanian varieties 

in contact with German or Slavic languages, which also have three-way gender distinctions, 

could reveal differences in the maintenance of a three-way gender distinction in heritage 

Romanian compared with varieties in contact with Romance languages. Another case 

scenario is contact with English, which only has semantic gender and no grammatical 

gender. One might want to see what the impact of crosslinguistic influence would be on 

the acquisition of heritage Romanian when the societal language lacks grammatical gender. 

However, such crosslinguistic comparisons with respect to the acquisition of gender in 

heritage Romanian are yet to be conducted. 
The morphosyntactic aspects of Romanian discussed above provide an excellent 

opportunity to study how heritage Romanian develops in contact with societal languages 

that may or may not share similar structural properties. They are also pertinent to examining 

which linguistic phenomena undergo change in heritage varieties as compared to the 

homeland variety. Gaining a deeper understanding of how these heritage varieties develop 

in relation to different societal languages, and the extent to which they diverge from the 
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homeland, would give a clearer picture of the needs of various heritage communities in 

terms of language maintenance. These heritage communities, as shown below, present a 

heterogenous profile. 
  

 

  4.  Profile of the Romanian Diaspora 

 The Romanian diaspora has become very diverse and widespread geographically 

following several waves of emigration. In 2015/2016, it was ranked the fifth largest in the 

world among immigrants to OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development) countries and has continued to grow ever since (OECD 2019). Although 

precise numbers on the Romanian diaspora are difficult to establish, as migration patterns 

tend to be cyclical and complex, leading to gaps in official data (Sandu 2021), current 

estimates bring the number of Romanian immigrants to more than five million, roughly a 

quarter of Romania’s total population (Dolea 2022). Among these, almost 90% live in 

Europe, with the largest communities in Italy, Spain, Germany, the United Kingdom (UK), 

and France. 

      These migration patterns saw a shift over time. While the United States (US) and 

Canada were the preferred destinations in the late 1990s, migration to European countries 

accelerated after Romania joined the European Union (EU) in 2007 (OECD 2019, Dolea 

2022, Romascu & Micle 2021). Before 2007, almost 85% of the total emigration from 

Romania was to Spain and Italy, but the immigration flows to these countries sharply 

declined after the economic crisis of 2008-2009, and Germany and the UK became more 

attractive destinations. Germany recently constitutes the primary immigration destination 

(OECD 2024) and, according to a recent survey, Romanians in Germany are the first most 

represented group of people with a migration background from the EU (Statistisches 

Bundesamt (Destatis) 2025). Similarly, Romanian emigration to the UK increased 

considerably, making Romanian the fifth most common nationality in the UK based on the 

2021 population census (Office for National Statistics/ONS, 2023). In addition, the OECD 

(2019) estimates that the number of second-generation Romanian immigrants living in EU 

countries is nearing 630,000, with a significant proportion of them under the age of 15. 

The Romanian diaspora in European countries not only shows diverse migration 

trajectories, but also significant heterogeneity across destination countries with respect to 

the education profile and socio-economic status of the immigrant communities (OECD 

2019, Sandu 2021). Highly educated Romanian immigrants tend to prefer English-speaking 

countries, and also Germany, whereas Italy and Spain have attracted a higher proportion of 

low- and medium-educated Romanian immigrants. Among all OECD countries, Italy hosts 

the largest number of low- and medium-educated Romanian immigrants.  

When it comes to the maintenance of Romanian as home language, the OECD report 

(2019) notes the rather limited use of Romanian among the Romanian diaspora in Italy, for 

example, and underlines the decline in the use of Romanian across generations: from 89% 

among first-generation Romanian immigrants to 80% among those who moved to Italy 

before the age of five (the so-called generation 1.5). A considerable number of Romanian 

immigrants reported using only Italian with family members, which is evident in the fact 

that only 7% of the children born to Romanian parents in Italy, so the  
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second-generation immigrants, are able to speak Romanian (OECD 2019: 112). The situation 

in the US shows a different pattern. Whereas a significant number of Romanian immigrants 

in the US express a strong desire to keep their language with their children, they also seem 

to face challenges in doing so and their effort to maintain Romanian as the primary 

language at home is complicated by factors such as longer periods of residence and the 

dominant use of English in professional settings. Highly educated Romanian parents may 

also put more emphasis on their children's proficiency in English in order to support their 

academic success. According to the OECD report, approximately 65% of all Romanian 

immigrants in the US speak Romanian at home, however, the report also highlights a 

generational shift: younger Romanian immigrants are more likely to speak only English at 

home compared to older immigrants. This heterogeneity in migration profiles and in the 

use of Romanian as home language across diaspora communities leads to differences in the 

type and amount of input child heritage speakers receive and might, in turn, shape heritage 

language outcomes. 
The moment is thus ripe to conduct studies on child heritage Romanian. The diverse 

migration profiles of the Romanian heritage language communities provide a great 

opportunity to get a better understanding of the external factors – such as amount and type 

of input in Romanian, family language policies, language policies of the country of 

residence, among others – that affect heritage language outcomes and can contribute to 

differences compared to the homeland. At the same time, this heterogeneity allows to focus 

on varieties of heritage Romanian in contact with distinct societal languages, which enables 

crosslinguistic comparisons looking at the acquisition of the same phenomena across 

diverse language combinations. This can offer valuable insights into how differences 

between heritage language communities interact with the structural properties of the 

societal language, potentially influencing heritage language outcomes and, in particular, 

the acquisition of specific syntactic properties in the heritage language (Andreou & Tsimpli 

2020; Fridman et al. 2024). To date, only modest steps have been made in this direction 

and we outline these in the next section. 
 
  

5.  Previous studies with children on the acquisition of Romanian as heritage 

language 
  

A limited number of studies have investigated the acquisition of various 

morphosyntactic aspects in child heritage speakers of Romanian. Among these phenomena, 

DOM has received the most attention, while phenomena like morphological case, clitics, 

relative clauses or wh-questions have been addressed to a lesser extent. Although the first 

available studies focused on DOM in adult heritage Romanian (in contact with English in 

the US) (Montrul 2022b and references therein), a growing number of recent studies have 

investigated the acquisition of DOM in child heritage Romanian (in contact with French, 

Spanish and Italian in Europe) (Avram et al. 2022, 2023a, b, c, Popa 2022, Babei-Popa 

2023). Furthermore, Avram et al. (2024) studied DOM in heritage Romanian across 

different age groups in the same language contact setting. Let us address these studies in 

turn. 
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Montrul and colleagues examined DOM use by adult heritage speakers 

(simultaneous and sequential bilinguals) in an English dominant language setting (Montrul 

et al. 2015, Montrul & Bateman 2020a, b, Montrul 2022b, Montrul 2023) through a series 

of comprehension and production (oral and written) tasks. The results revealed that the 

first-generation immigrants did not differ from the native speakers of Romanian living in 

the homeland. With the heritage speakers, however, the authors found omission of pe and 

of clitic doubling, both in obligatory and in optional contexts. These results are taken to 

indicate that DOM is vulnerable to omission in heritage Romanian. 
DOM in child heritage Romanian has been investigated in several language settings: 

Romanian-French, Romanian-Italian, and Romanian-Spanish (Avram et al. 2021, 2023a, 

b, c, Popa 2022, Babei-Popa 2023). These studies consistently find that first-generation 

immigrants use DOM in ways that closely resemble speakers in the homeland, with clitic 

doubling being the preferred marker. Avram et al. (2021, 2023a) examined the acquisition 

of DOM by simultaneous bilinguals living in France (age range 5;07–11;09) in a corpus of 

“Frog story” narratives (Mayer 1969). Their results provide evidence that DOM is not 

prone to erosion from the onset of acquisition. DOM use in optional contexts decreases in 

time, especially during the first school years. Since DOM is used correctly, Avram et al.’s 

results are argued to indicate that DOM in heritage Romanian is not subject to attrition or 

loss, but is only underused in optional contexts. 
Using the same “Frog story” narratives, Popa (2022) also investigated DOM in 

heritage Romanian in contact with Italian. Overall, the thirty-one simultaneous bilinguals 

(age range 6;00–14;01) in her study used clitic doubling as a marker significantly less often 

than age-matched monolingual children and first-generation immigrants. One important 

finding in her study was the effect of language dominance. The Italian-dominant children in 

the group used DOM in optional contexts to a lesser extent than age-matched monolinguals, 

similarly to the results reported in Avram et al. (2023a). No such difference was found with 

the group of balanced bilinguals. 
However, in all the studies presented above, heritage Romanian was acquired in 

contact with a language that does not have morphologically-marked DOM. At first sight, 

this might be taken to be one of the factors contributing to the vulnerability associated with 

the acquisition of DOM in heritage Romanian. An experimental study on the role of the 

animacy feature in the DOM system of Romanian revealed, however, no significant 

difference between heritage Romanian-French bilinguals and heritage Romanian-Spanish 

bilinguals (Avram et al. 2023b, c). All the children who participated in the study (age 5;00 

to 12;04) incorrectly accepted DOM with inanimate objects irrespective of whether DOM 

was morphologically marked or not in the societal language, that is in French or in Spanish. 
Avram et al. (2024) examined data on the production of DOM in heritage Romanian 

by simultaneous Romanian-French bilinguals, at different developmental stages, from 

school-age to adulthood. The study included 50 participants (age range 5;07–25;07), all 

Romanian-French bilinguals born to Romanian families living in France. Unlike previous 

studies, which focused either on adult or child heritage speakers, this study examined data 

from both children and adults, thus focusing on the developmental pattern with the aim of 

identifying to what extent DOM use in the heritage language is affected by limited input, 

especially after onset of schooling in the societal language. The study tentatively advanced 

the hypothesis that change in language dominance in conjunction with input reduction 
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during the early school years can temporarily affect DOM production. But continual 

exposure, be it only in restrictive environments and in limited amounts, was shown to have 

a cumulative effect which helps “repair” the negative effect of limited input and facilitates, 

in time, full acquisition of DOM. 
The studies presented thus far on the acquisition of DOM in heritage speakers of 

Romanian have converged on the vulnerability of DOM in bilingual acquisition in general 

and in heritage Romanian in particular. Clitic doubling is singled out as being more 

vulnerable to omission than pe (see also Montrul 2022b). However, this vulnerability may 

not necessarily lead to a loss of DOM in the heritage grammar, since continual exposure 

can repair the negative effect of limited input, facilitating full acquisition, as evidenced by 

Avram et al. (2024). 
Other domains that have received attention in the acquisition of Romanian as 

heritage language, but to a far lesser extent than DOM, are clitics and long-distance 

syntactic dependencies, such as relative clauses and wh-questions. 
The acquisition of object clitic pronouns in child heritage Romanian has been 

examined in a recent study by Pîrvulescu & Hill (2025). The study looked at both the 

production and comprehension of preverbal object clitic pronouns, using elicited 

production and picture selection tasks, in a group of thirty-one children aged 7 to 17 years 

old residing in Toronto, Canada, who are second-generation Romanian heritage speakers. 

These participants were exposed to Romanian as their L1 within the home environment, 

they attended French immersion programs between the ages of 3 and 6 and had English as 

their dominant societal language. Their results were compared to those of a group of five 

Romanian-dominant trilingual children (aged 10 to 11) residing in Romania. Compared to 

the dominant Romanian speakers, the Romanian heritage speakers in Pîrvulescu & Hill’s 

study omitted clitics more (consistent with earlier stages of L1 acquisition) and made more 

gender errors (common in bilingual acquisition) in both production and comprehension. 

Thus, although heritage speakers used clitics in the syntactically correct pre-verbal 

position, they made gender errors both in production, overgeneralizing the use of the 

masculine form, and in comprehension, where they selected the masculine form more often 

than the feminine. Literacy, operationalized as greater reading and writing skills in 

Romanian, was linked to more accurate production of object clitics among the heritage 

speakers in Pîrvulescu & Hill’s study. However, literacy did not significantly affect 

comprehension. Rather, successful comprehension of object clitic pronouns in the heritage 

speaker group was linked to an earlier age of acquisition of French and more cumulative 

exposure to French. The fact that exposure to French improved the comprehension of object 

clitics in heritage Romanian indicates a facilitative effect on the acquisition of clitics under 

CLI from French, which also has object clitics. Overall, Pîrvulescu & Hill’s findings 

emphasize the importance of supporting the maintenance of the heritage language not only 

through home use, but also through formal education. Fostering literacy skills might 

strengthen the acquisition of (vulnerable) morphosyntactic domains in heritage bilingual 

settings, such as object clitic pronouns, through exposure to formal registers where clitic 

usage is obligatory. 

Avram et al. (2023d) examined the comprehension of subject and object relative 

clauses in 22 heritage Romanian children aged between 4;09 and 10;08 and living in 

France, with the aim to evaluate the extent to which change in input following school entry 
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can affect the comprehension of relative clauses in heritage language acquisition. The 

children were tested on a binary sentence-picture matching task, in which they heard a 

relative clause and had to circle one of two images that matched the prompt sentence. Their 

results were compared to those of 22 monolingually-raised Romanian-speaking children of 

similar ages. Avram et al.’s findings reveal a subject-object asymmetry in the 

comprehension of relative clauses, with subject relative clauses yielding higher accuracy 

than object relative clauses. While the subject-object asymmetry was only present in the 

younger monolingual children aged 5 to 7 and disappeared in the older monolingual 

children aged 9 years old, who comprehend subject and object relative clauses on a par, 

this asymmetry was present in all child heritage speakers of Romania. The comprehension 

of subject relative clauses in the child heritage speakers was comparable to that of the 

monolingually-raised children already at the age of 6, whereas their comprehension 

difficulties with object relative clauses persisted at ages when monolingual speakers 

typically showed adult-like performance. However, Avram et al. (2023) also show that 

these difficulties do not worsen with age or with continued reduced exposure, since the 

older child heritage speakers in their study comprehended object relative clauses 

significantly better than the younger child heritage speakers. The authors suggest that the 

delayed mastery of object relative clauses in the Romanian–French bilingual context could 

reflect potential crosslinguistic influence from French. 

 In another study, Avram et al. (2024) investigated the production of subject and 

object relative clauses in thirty-two child heritage speakers of Romanian (aged 5 to 15) 

with French as societal language. The study aimed to determine to what extent reduced 

input in heritage Romanian, linked to increased exposure to the societal language (French) 

after the onset of schooling, affected the acquisition and maintenance of complex 

grammatical structures like relative clauses. The child heritage speakers in Avram et al. 

(2024) were thus divided into two groups, based on how long they had attended French-

speaking schools: a younger group (n = 19) aged 5;0–7;10, who had been enrolled in a 

French school for 1 to 3 years, and an older group (n = 13) aged 8;05–12;07, who had 

attended a French school for 5 to 8 years. Their responses to an elicited production task 

were compared to those of thirty-two age-matched monolingual Romanian children and 

twenty Romanian adults living in the homeland. Avram et al. found that both groups of 

heritage speakers produced a high percentage of subject relatives with similar accuracy 

rates (around 95%). On the other hand, both groups produced fewer object relatives and 

resorted to similar strategies in order to avoid producing such complex structures, but the 

frequency of certain strategies increased or decreased with age. The comparison with the 

monolingual groups showed that heritage speakers follow an acquisition route that is 

qualitatively similar to that of monolinguals, going through the same stages when acquiring 

relative clauses. Nonetheless, the child heritage speakers of Romanian seem to progress at a 

slower pace and demonstrate a preference for less computationally demanding structures, 

along with using certain non-target-like forms at higher rates. Importantly, the study 

suggests that reduced input does not necessarily lead to a divergent syntax in heritage 

Romanian, but rather influences the rate of acquisition and the choice of specific 

grammatical strategies in production. 

In a similar vein, Bentea & Marinis (2022) also showed that child heritage speakers 

of Romanian with English as societal language opted for less complex grammatical 
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strategies in production, under the influence of dominant English. Specifically, their study 

explored the online comprehension and production of multiple interrogatives in Romanian. 

Unlike English, where only one wh-phrase is fronted, Romanian requires all wh-phrases to 

be fronted in a multiple wh-question, as in Cine pe cine acoperă? (meaning “Who covers 

whom?”). Bentea & Marinis compared a group of eighteen 6 to 9-year old Romanian child 

heritage speakers (average age = 8.0 years) living in the United Kingdom and a group of 

thirty Romanian monolingual children of similar ages (average age = 8.3 years). The study 

used a self-paced listening task and an elicited production task in order to collect data on 

wh-question formation. The results indicated that heritage and monolingual children 

showed similar performance for the comprehension of multiple interrogatives, but differed 

in production. Specifically, the heritage speakers avoided fronting two wh-phrases and 

tended to form simpler multiple wh-questions, using only one fronted wh-phrase, as in Cine 

acoperă pe cine?/ “Who covers whom?”, which follows the word order found in multiple 

wh-questions in English. They also produced simple wh-questions as in Cine acoperă?/ 

“Who is covering?”, similarly to the monolingual children, but at a lower rate, their 

preferred option being to produce multiple wh-questions with one wh-fronted and one  

in-situ. This suggests that, while child heritage speakers of Romanian acquire the syntactic 

structure of multiple wh-questions and are able to process these structures in a qualitatively 

similar way to monolingually-raised children, they struggle to activate this knowledge in 

production. Moreover, the fact that differences between heritage and monolingual children 

appear only in production, while both groups exhibit similar patterns in the real-time 

comprehension of multiple interrogatives, suggests that finer-grained methods may more 

accurately reflect competence in heritage languages. 

As can be seen from this overview, most of the studies that have looked at the 

acquisition of syntax in heritage Romanian investigated these phenomena mainly in 

production, while fewer have focused on comprehension or on a comparison of both 

modalities (Pîrvulescu & Hill 2025, Avram et al. 2023d, Bentea & Marinis 2022). These 

studies converge on showing that child heritage speakers manifest more pronounced 

difficulties in production in various morphosyntactic domains, when compared to 

monolingual peers, although these difficulties seem to be less pronounced or absent 

altogether when assessing heritage speakers in comprehension. External factors such 

reduced input or literacy in the heritage language seem to affect (negatively or positively) 

the acquisition of specific morphosyntactic phenomena in heritage Romanian. Importantly, 

these studies also show that heritage speakers exhibit a similar developmental route to 

monolinguals, but at a slower pace than in monolingual acquisition. 
 

 

6. Summary of papers 
 

Against this background, the papers included in this volume bring new data on the 

acquisition of Romanian as heritage language and successfully contribute to enriching our 

knowledge of the development of heritage Romanian in a variety of societal contexts. They 

cover different language settings and phenomena, in production and in comprehension, and 

highlight both areas of stability and domains of vulnerability in the acquisition of Romanian 

as heritage language. This volume resulted from the symposium on “Romanian in the 
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Bilingual World”, organized during the International Congress for the Study of Child 

Language in the summer of 2024 in Prague. Let us turn now to the content of the individual 

contributions, which investigate various linguistic phenomena (optional DOM, generic 

subjects, null and overt pronominal subjects, which-questions) and employ various 

experimental approaches, ranging from narratives and elicited production (Babei-Popa, 

Pîrvulescu and Valenzuela) to sentence interpretation through picture selection (Avram, 

Mardale and Soare, Bentea and Marinis). 

In “Complex syntactic structures in the heritage language vs. the majority 

language: a comprehension study with Romanian-German bilinguals”, Anamaria Bentea 

and Theodoros Marinis bring further evidence in favour of the idea that exposure to reduced 

input does not result in a divergent interpretation of complex syntactic structures in the 

heritage language. Bentea and Marinis investigate the comprehension of which-questions 

in Romanian-German bilingual children and examine their use of morphosyntactic cues 

like DOM and number agreement for comprehension both in the heritage language 

(Romanian) and the societal language (German). They point to the presence of language-

specific strategies for disambiguating between a subject and an object interpretation: 

children seem to rely more on case-marking cues in German, whereas they rely less on the 

presence of DOM for comprehension in Romanian. Bentea and Marinis also show that 

comprehension of which-questions in heritage Romanian improves with age, suggesting 

that the acquisition of complex syntactic structures continues to develop throughout the 

early school years. 

  With the aim of investigating whether acquisition in a language contact situation 

can drive language change, Bianca-Elena Babei-Popa examines the use of optional DOM 

in heritage Romanian in contact with Italian, in her study “Differential object marking in 

child heritage Romanian in Italy: is language change accelerated under conditions of 

language contact?”. She finds that heritage speakers of Romanian in Italy do not accelerate 

the ongoing change in the DOM system of Romanian, which is shifting from a more 

conservative system (allowing both single pe and pe + clitic doubling) to a more innovative 

one that only permits the latter. Babei-Popa also shows that language dominance affects 

DOM use, with Italian-dominant heritage speakers marking direct objects significantly less 

than monolinguals. She argues that this could be due to CLI from Italian, which partially 

overlaps structurally with Romanian, leading Italian-dominant heritage speakers to prefer 

the simpler DOM-less option, which is also permitted in Romanian with definite DPs. 

 Larisa Avram, Alexandru Mardale and Elena Soare’s study “Anaphoric biases of 

null and overt pronominal subjects in child heritage Romanian” investigates the 

interpretation of null and overt anaphoric pronouns, also a phenomenon at the interface 

between syntax and discourse pragmatics. They assess 38 Romanian child heritage 

speakers residing in France, divided in a group of 7-year-olds (balanced bilinguals) and a 

group of 10-year-olds (French dominant). Their main contribution lies in showing that the 

child heritage speakers follow the same developmental path as age-matched monolinguals 

when resolving of pronominal anaphors: it is only at the age of 10 that the children in both 

groups displayed a matrix-subject preference when interpreting null anaphoric pronouns, 

whereas they didn’t show a matrix object bias when interpreting overt anaphoric pronouns, 

contrasting in this respect with a control group of monolingual adults. Avram et al. argue 

that exposure to reduced input does not necessarily have a negative effect on the acquisition 



18  ANAMARIA BENTEA, ELENA SOARE 

 

of some interface phenomena, as evidenced by the fact that the interpretation of anaphoric 

pronouns improves in the 10-year-old heritage speaker group included in their study.  

 Mihaela Pîrvulescu and Elena Valenzuela’s contribution “The use of generic 

subjects by Romanian heritage language speakers in multilingual contexts” also examines 

heritage speakers’ production, but focuses on a phenomenon at the semantics-syntax 

interface, namely the use of generic plural subjects. They examine this in Romanian child 

heritage speakers growing up in an English-dominant environment and show that the child 

heritage speakers overextend bare plurals where Romanian grammar requires definite 

plurals. Among the factors determining this production pattern, Pîrvulescu and Valenzuela 

also mention CLI, with potential effects from English, which uses bare plurals in generic 

contexts. 

 In the commentary paper “Heritage language acquisition: Contributions from 

Romanian children”, Silvina Montrul offers a detailed discussion of the key findings and 

specific contributions of each article to the study of Romanian as a heritage language. She 

situates these findings within the broader field of heritage language development in 

bilingual children and adults. Montrul’s paper also outlines avenues for future research on 

Romanian as a heritage language in both North American (United States and Canada) and 

European contexts, aiming to advance our understanding of the developmental trajectories 

of Romanian in heritage settings and the sociolinguistic factors that shape them. 

 To conclude, the articles included in this special issue offer valuable empirical 

insights into novel and understudied areas of heritage Romanian acquisition across 

different majority language contexts. Taken together, they underscore the need for 

continued investigation into the acquisition of morphosyntactic phenomena in less studied 

heritage languages and language pairs (cf. Scontras & Putnam 2020). Moreover, the studies 

highlight the central role of both linguistic factors (such as crosslinguistic influence) and 

extra-linguistic variables (including age of acquisition of the majority language, 

characteristics of the diaspora, family language practices, societal language policies, and 

the quantity and quality of input in the heritage language) in shaping heritage language 

development. 
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