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ABSTRACT
This paper reviews findings of some studies of heritage Portuguese bilingualism (both European and 
Brazilian Portuguese), with a focus on morphosyntax, and reflects on some theoretical observations 
about heritage bilingualism. We conclude that there is mostly successful heritage language acquisi-
tion among the heritage speakers considered in each study, although one can still observe variability 
depending on the linguistic phenomenon, similarly to what happens in other speaker communities. The 
picture emerging from these studies indicates that there is no overarching trend towards incomplete 
acquisition, reduced ‘complexity’ or simplification across linguistic domains. This is particularly rel-
evant regarding appeal to incomplete acquisition, given that it is not possible to apply such a concept 
formally and epistemologically, because one cannot define deterministically what counts as a complete 
grammatical system (Pires 2011).
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1. INTRODUCTION

Some heritage speaker populations have been more extensively studied than others. 
According to Scontras and Putnam (2020), in the past 12 issues of the Heritage Language 
Journal, 26 out of the 54 (48%) articles focused on Spanish as a heritage language and 
the remaining 28 articles spanned 17 other heritage languages, with only one article 
on heritage Portuguese. Therefore, theories applied to heritage bilingualism also have 
been tested within a limited set of heritage bilingual contexts. This paper reviews find-
ings of some studies of heritage Portuguese bilingualism (both European and Brazilian 
Portuguese), with a focus on morphosyntax, and reflects on some theoretical observations 
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about heritage bilingualism. Based on these studies on Heritage Portuguese, we will indi-
cate that there is mostly successful heritage language acquisition, although one can still 
observe variability depending on the linguistic phenomenon, similarly to what happens 
in other speaker communities. The picture emerging from these studies indicates that 
there is no overarching trend towards incomplete acquisition, reduced “complexity” or 
simplification across linguistic domains. This is particularly relevant regarding appeal to 
incomplete acquisition, given that it is not possible to apply such a concept formally and 
epistemologically, because one cannot define deterministically what counts as a complete 
grammatical system (Pires 2011).

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a brief overview of previous 
theories. Section 3 reviews some of the findings on heritage Portuguese and Section 4 of-
fers a brief assessment of relevant theories.1

2.  OVERVIEW OF HERITAGE LANGUAGE MODELS

Various theories have been applied to explain observable differences between herit-
age speakers (henceforth HSs) and monolinguals. Some of these include: the Interface 
Hypothesis (Sorace 2004, 2011; Tsimpli et al. 2004), the Dynamic Systems Theory (De 
Bot et al. 2007), the Incomplete Acquisition Hypothesis (Polinsky 1997, 2006; Montrul 
2002, 2008), the Activation Approach (Putnam, Sanchez 2013) and theories of heritage 
grammar simplification (Benmamoun et al. 2013; Scontras et al. 2015, 2018; Polinsky 
2018; Lohndal, Putnam 2021; Putnam et al. 2021).

De Bot et al.’s (2007) Dynamic Systems Theory emphasizes variability among bi-
linguals. Under this view, heritage bilingualism is also a constantly evolving process 
influenced by numerous factors, including exposure to each language, language use, and 
sociolinguistic context. Variation in these factors leads to changes in language abilities.

According to the Incomplete Acquisition Hypothesis (proposed and led by Montrul 2002 
and 2008, and Polinsky 1997 and 2006), HSs, due to factors such as reduced exposure, 
language dominance or societal pressure, may not fully acquire their heritage language, 
displaying a wide spectrum of linguistic outcomes that differ from monolingual speakers. 
Rothman (2007) and Pires and Rothman (2009) have added that factors such as amount 
of schooling and literacy are also important in the development of heritage grammars. 
That is, HSs may be exposed to non-standard varieties of their heritage language which 
can result in divergences from standard monolingual varieties. As such, divergences in 
heritage grammars are not necessarily a result of reduced input or incomplete acquisition.

Also, in response to the Incomplete Acquisition Hypothesis, Putnam and Sanchez 
(2013) propose an Activation Approach: besides the amount of input, the frequency 
of processing input and output in comprehension and production matters. Simply be-
ing exposed to input does not guarantee acquisition, if not all input is processed by the 
learner. Adapting Lardiere’s (2009) Feature Reassembly Hypothesis, Perez-Cortes et al. 
(2019) suggest that heritage bilingual speakers may reassemble the linguistic features of 

1  Space constraints significantly limit the scope of the discussion in this paper.
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their heritage language in a distinct way, creating new linguistic structures and patterns 
to fill in gaps caused by changes in proficiency. The Interface Hypothesis (Sorace 2004, 
2011; Tsimpli et al. 2004) suggests instead that interface related features (e.g., the syntax-
semantics interface) may pose greater difficulty for bilinguals and language learners than 
non-interface related features.

Others have suggested that heritage grammars trend towards reduced “complexity”, or 
simplification (Benmamoun et al. 2013; Polinsky 2018; Scontras et al. 2015, 2018), and 
increased analyticity (Polinsky 2018), showing overgeneralization or reduction in mor-
phosyntax, to produce more 1:1 mappings (Polinsky 2018). These trends are moderated by 
factors such as saliency. However, Lohndal and Putnam (2021) recognize the challenges 
in using the term ‘complexity’ and that seemingly reduced complexity of a feature can 
trigger increased complexity of another.

Cheng et al. (2021) have also argued for more careful criteria to identify (heritage) 
bilinguals, as small variations in definitions can result in varied participant pools that 
are not entirely comparable (see also Solís-Barroso and Stefanich, 2019). Therefore, we 
highlight the importance of remaining mindful of such variation. In the next section we 
review some studies of heritage European Portuguese (EP) and Brazilian Portuguese (BP) 
to assess how they align with some of these theories.

3 . PORTUGUESE HERITAGE BILINGUALISM

We start with discussion of two studies focusing on the acquisition of clitics in EP. Previous 
research speculates that properties that have a late acquisitional stage are more susceptible 
to variation in bilinguals (Kupisch 2012). Other research shows that clitic placement is 
acquired relatively late by both monolingual and bilingual children (Costa et al. 2015). 
First, Flores and Barbosa (2014; henceforth F&B) explored the knowledge of clitic place-
ment in child German-EP HSs and age-matched EP monolinguals. EP pronominal clitics 
are always adjacent to the verb, in enclisis or proclisis. German pronominal objects are 
instead free forms, not clitics, with syntactic position dependent on information structure, 
rather than just adjacency to the verb. F&B tested heritage EP-children in Germany vs. 
monolingual children (both groups’ age 7–15). The HSs had German as dominant language. 
F&B used an oral production task in EP with sentences that required the use of clitics. 
HSs had an accuracy of 50% and significant variability, with some performing within 
monolingual range (range = 0–91.7%, SD = 30.99) while monolinguals had an accuracy 
of 93.1% (range = 83.3–100%; SD = 6.97). F&B argue that the HSs go through similar 
stages of acquisition as monolingual children with variation in the input partially accounting 
for the observed differences. Importantly, HSs are able to reach native-like performance.

Second, Rinke and Flores (2014; henceforth R&F) explore possible connections by 
testing the knowledge of clitics in teenage/adult German-EP HSs. R&F use a grammati-
cality judgment test (GJT) to test participants’ knowledge of (un)grammatical sentences 
with clitics in EP. Participants were EP monolingual speakers (age 15–49; mean = 27.67; 
SD = 11.27) and German-EP HSs (age 14–43; mean = 27.17; SD = 7.94). Mean accuracy 
was 92% for monolinguals (SD = 4.40, range 85–99%) and 67% for HSs, who show much 
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higher variability (SD = 14.36, range 43.26–91.30%). Like F&B’s results, some HSs 
performed within monolingual range. The authors found that lack of consistent exposure 
to the formal register (via formal instruction) was a determining factor of performance, 
matching proposals by Pires and Rothman (2009).

Now we consider a series of studies on morphosyntactic acquisition that also involve 
semantics interface phenomena (and pragmatics, in a couple of cases). Starting with verb 
movement, Santos and Flores (2016; henceforth S&F) compared HSs and late second 
language learners (L2s) of EP on their knowledge of verb movement, considering VP 
ellipsis and adverb placement, to shed light on acquisitional differences between groups. 
Their focus was whether phenomena dependent on interfaces are more or less variable 
than phenomena that rely solely on syntax. Adverb placement is primarily dependent on 
syntactic conditions. Portuguese has V-to-T movement, whereas German has V-to-T-to-C 
movement, so they have different constraints on the distribution of adverbs (e.g., Chu and 
Schwartz 2005). VP-ellipsis, on the other hand, depends on both syntactic and semantic 
conditions (Merchant 2001). In EP, VP-ellipsis has been used to test the acquisition of 
verb movement, and EP-speaking children produce adult-like VP-ellipsis at a very young 
age (Santos 2009), and this indicates the acquisition of V-to-T movement (Duffield and 
Matsuo 2009). Importantly, German does not allow VP-ellipsis, unlike EP.

S&F tested German-EP heritage children (mean age 9.8; range = 9–11; SD = 0.62), 
L2 EP learners (German L1) in Austria, EP monolingual children (mean age 8.95; range 

= 8–9; SD = 0.22), and adult EP native speakers, undergraduate students in Lisbon. The 
tasks were: a sentence reordering task centred on adverb placement; a grammaticality 
judgment task on adverb distribution; a task eliciting the production of VP-ellipsis. HSs 
and L2s both demonstrated a general competence in adverb placement, but EP HSs were 
more faithful than L2s to the native-like patterns of verb movement within sentences and 
exhibited a higher degree of accuracy using VP ellipsis, while L2s tended to employ VP 
ellipsis less appropriately, including overusing it in some contexts. 80% of HSs used VP 
ellipsis, whereas only 52% of L2 did. The significant differences between HSs and L2s 
highlight the importance of early exposure to a language in achieving target-like proficiency.

Rinke, Flores and Barbosa (2018; henceforth RF&B) investigated omissions in object 
realization in heritage EP. Both EP and BP allow null objects constrained by semantic and 
syntactic features. Features like “animacy”, “specificity” and “definiteness” help determine 
the null/overt pronoun realization in BP (Cyrino 1997; Cyrino et al. 2000; Schwenter, 
Silva 2002) and possibly in EP (Schwenter 2014). Along these lines, Duarte and Costa 
(2013) and Schwenter (2014) predict that in both EP and BP, inanimate direct objects 
are more likely to be null than animate direct objects. Furthermore, Costa and Duarte 
(2003) show that animate null objects are not accepted by EP speakers in strong syntactic 
islands, as opposed to weak islands. While definite null objects are not grammatical in 
German, it does permit Topic Drop (Flores 2012), which creates a similar structure with 
omission of a topic object. According to RF&B this superficial similarity could lead to 
cross-language influence.

RF&B tested four EP groups: (1) second-generation German-EP HSs (mean age 27.38; 
SD = 4.03) (2) L2 German first-generation EP migrants (mean age 59.88; SD = 6.94) 
(3) older EP monolinguals (mean age 64.25; SD = 5.92) with low education and similar 
demographics to the first-generation immigrants, and (4) younger EP monolinguals (mean 
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age 25.25; SD = 5.39) with high school or university level education, similar to the second 
generation heritage speakers.

RF&B analyzed oral interview data and considered the object omission type, the 
syntactic construction, and semantic, pragmatic factors. All groups produced all types 
of object omissions (null objects, unspecified objects, and VP ellipsis), but null objects 
were the most common omission type. Both younger HSs and monolinguals had a higher 
proportion of null objects than the older generations. The authors interpret this as evi-
dence for diachronic change independent of contact. The data supports proposals that 
inanimate anaphoric null objects are much more likely to occur than animate anaphoric 
null objects, but also show that null objects can in fact occur inside strong islands. There 
was no production of null objects in constructions parallel to the German Topic Drop, 
ruling out cross-language interference in this domain.

In the same vein, Rinke and Flores (2018; henceforth R&F) investigated null subjects, 
with a specific focus on the interpretation of overt and null subject pronouns in EP across 
four groups: German- EP heritage children in Germany (mean age 12.9; SD = 2.6), Spanish-
EP heritage children in Andorra (mean age 13; SD = 2.7), EP monolingual children (mean 
age 12.1; SD = 2.6) and monolingual adults (mean age 21.4; SD = 1.9) in Portugal. In 
topic continuity the topic of a main clause extends as the topic of the following clause. 
According to Barbosa et al. (2005), topic continuity is assumed by EP monolinguals for 
null subjects in subordinate clauses (like Spanish). R&F wanted to determine whether 
knowledge of another null subject language (Spanish vs. German) has an influence on the 
interpretations of heritage speakers. Participants were presented with ambiguous sentence 
clauses in an offline sentence comprehension task. Three variables were considered: null 
vs. overt subject pronoun, inter- vs. intrasentential clauses, and anaphoric vs. cataphoric 
conditions in the intrasentential contexts. In the intrasentential contexts the target subject 
pronoun was always in the subordinate clause.

All groups differentiated between overt and null subjects, intrasentential vs. intersen-
tential context, and anaphoric vs. cataphoric conditions. All groups showed a preference 
for the topic continuity interpretation of null subjects, with higher degrees of preference 
by the monolinguals speakers. Statistically, the only significant differences occurred in 
the intersentential condition between the bilinguals in both countries and the EP mono-
lingual adults. The amount of contact of the children with their heritage language did not 
significantly impact the results. The comparison between the two heritage groups also 
suggests that contact with another null subject language and the amount of EP input did 
not affect their knowledge of anaphora resolution.

Rinke et al. (2019) added to this work by comparing the production of referential ex-
pressions in the heritage language of German-EP (mean age 8.3; SD = 1.33) and German-
Polish (mean age 7.8; SD = 1.27) heritage children in Germany. They also calculated an 

‘input index score’ (scale 0-100) as a measure of use and exposure to the heritage language 
(range 43.8-100, mean = 78.3; SD = 17, for Heritage EP; 20-100, mean = 63.9; SD = 25.6, 
for Heritage Polish). EP and Polish referential expressions have identical object realiza-
tion options (i.e., definite noun phrases (NPs), clitic pronouns, null objects), modulated 
by syntactic (e.g., availability of null objects or clitic pronouns) and semantic/pragmatic 
features (e.g., animacy). The study was an elicited production task with a picture story and 
questions designed to elicit responses with direct objects. There were three experimental 
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conditions: 1. The referent is an inanimate entity mentioned in the previous context but 
not the question (NIA condition), 2. The referent is inanimate and is mentioned in the 
question (IA Inanimate condition), and 3. The referent is animate and is mentioned in the 
question (IA Animate condition). The results show an effect in the production of direct 
objects based on the condition (p < 0.0001), a marginal effect of input (p = 0.056), and 
no group effect (p = 0.178). In the NIA condition, participants in both groups used full 
noun phrases more than (clitic/null) pronouns. EP-German bilinguals had a 63.4% use of 
target-like definite NP and Polish-German 54.9%. Participants produced more null objects 
and clitics in the IA inanimate condition than in the NIA condition. This shows that par-
ticipants in both groups are sensitive to the accessibility and referential properties of the 
referent and there are no significant differences across the two groups. Taken together the 
results demonstrate that the contact language, German, does not play a significant effect 
on the production of direct objects in heritage bilinguals of EP and Polish. Further, the 
similarity between the two heritage languages lead to similar acquisitional pathways in 
the two groups, though amount of input does play some role.

Silva (2008) compares the perception and production of the subjunctive mood by 
Portuguese HSs (71.5% of EP; 28%.5 of BP) and L2s enrolled in Portuguese courses in 
Southeastern Massachusetts. In Portuguese the subjunctive mood is morphologically distinct 
and generally very productive, whereas in English it appears only residually. Furthermore, 
some studies on L1 acquisition show that the subjunctive mood is acquired relatively late 
by children and becomes subject to changes (or weakening) relatively early when speakers 
are in substantial contact with another language. Silva tested students enrolled in the low 
advanced level, intermediate level, and high beginner level, using 4 tasks: multiple choice, 
cloze-type, short paragraph writing, and grammaticality judgment tasks. HSs performed 
better than L2s across all tasks. In the multiple-choice task, HSs identified uses of the 
subjunctive at a higher rate than L2s, especially in the lower-level classes. In the cloze-
type task both HSsand L2s were able to produce the subjunctive in all levels of instruction, 
though HSs were more accurate. In the short paragraph tasks, the HSs produced more 
accurate subjunctive forms of the subjunctive and used the subjunctive more often. In 
the acceptability judgment task, HSs performed better than L2s across all levels, though 
the L2s improved significantly with increasing levels of instruction.

Some research on heritage BP investigated inflected vs. non-inflected infinitives. 
Rothman (2007) considered heritage BP speaker knowledge to test the theory that collo-
quial dialects of BP have lost inflected infinitives (e.g., Pires 2002, 2006) while standard 
dialects have not. BP HSs were considered because they do not normally receive (extended) 
formal education in the standard dialect. Therefore, if the aforementioned theory is cor-
rect, inflected infinitives will not be a part of BP HSs knowledge. Rothman (2007) used 
two tasks: a grammaticality judgment task (GJT) and a context-sentence matching task. 
The test items varied regarding the use of inflected or uninflected infinitives. Rothman 
(2007) tested BP educated native speakers and advanced L2s with the same materials.

The results showed variation in the acceptability of inflected infinitives by HSs, de-
pending on the position of the infinitives in a sentence (e.g., with declarative and factive 
matrix predicates, in relative clauses, etc.). The results showed that HSs had no knowl-
edge of inflected infinitives, treating them as finite verbal forms. HSs also performed 
significantly differently from BP educated native speakers and advanced L2s, accepting 
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inflected infinitives less often or differently in most sentence contexts. Overall, the results 
indicated that inflected infinitives are not a part of BP HSs knowledge, suggesting that 
formal education, i.e., exposure to the standard BP dialect, is a critical determiner of the 
presence or absence of inflected infinitives.

Pires and Rothman (2009) tested the grammar of EP HSs, adapting the tasks from 
Rothman (2007), to conclude that EP HSs do have inflected infinitives in their gram-
mars, unlike BP HSs. Pires and Rothman (2009) argued that this was the case given that 
both colloquial and standard varieties of EP have widespread use of inflected infinitives, 
therefore inflected infinitives are also acquired as part of heritage EP, unlike heritage BP. 
This supports the conclusion that lack of knowledge of inflected infinitives in heritage 
BP is not an inherent product of “heritage bilingualism”, but is rather due to the features 
present in the colloquial input that HSs are usually exposed to.

In another study considering both BP and EP, Castro, Rothman and Westergaard 
(2016) investigated anaphora resolution in HSs and L2 bidialectal bilinguals of BP and 
EP. The two Portuguese varieties are mutually intelligible, though significant morpho-
syntactic differences exist between them (Barbosa et al. 2005; Costa et al. 2009). For 
example, EP is a null subject language, and BP is a partial null subject language. The 
study was relevant to test the interface hypothesis, given that anaphora resolution in-
volves both syntactic and pragmatic knowledge. There were 2 experimental groups: L2s, 
whose first language was BP, who learned EP after moving to Portugal as adults (age 
range 25–58, mean = 37.9), and HSs whose first language was BP, who learned EP in 
childhood (age range 18–52, mean = 29.1). The control groups were BP monolinguals 
in Brazil (BPCs, age range 18–54, mean = 31), and EP monolinguals in Portugal who 
had little to no exposure to BP (EPCs, age range 20–52, mean = 30.5). All participants 
completed a Picture Verification Task (adapted from Sorace, Filiaci 2006). Participants 
completed the experiment twice, a week apart, once in EP and once in BP. Two condi-
tions were analyzed in the study: overt embedded subject and null embedded subject, 
and participants had to decide which interpretation (picture) best matched the sentence. 
The L2s patterned with BPCs in BP mode but not with EPCs in EP mode. This result 
was taken to support the interface hypothesis which predicts that features related to 
the syntax-pragmatics interface are challenging for L2 acquisition. On the other hand, 
the HSs patterned closer to EP monolinguals, in both modes. The BP HSs were able 
to acquire EP-like syntactic-pragmatic knowledge unlike the L2 bilinguals, while also 
moving away from BPCs regarding their heritage dialect.

4.  BRIEF ASSESSMENT OF THEORETICAL ISSUES

This selection of studies makes valuable contributions to the understanding of heritage 
language bilingualism by providing insights into the robustness of heritage language 
morphosyntactic acquisition. For instance, Silva (2008) and Santos and Flores (2016) 
show that HSs are closer to monolingual speakers than L2s. Even when both groups 
are enrolled in the same language classes and receive similar input and instruction, HSs 
perform better than L2s (Silva 2008).
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Studies such as Rinke and Flores (2018), Rinke, Flores and Barbosa (2018), Rinke, 
Flores and Sopata (2019), and Santos and Flores (2016) indicate that HSs go through 
similar acquisitional pathways as monolinguals, although quantity and nature of input also 
play an important role. These studies show that HSs can attain target-like knowledge of 
various morphosyntactic features akin to monolingual speakers. Only in some cases among 
the studies considered here do they show more differences in knowledge or acquisition 
delay (Flores, Barbosa 2014; Rinke, Flores 2014). The general results highlight the fact 
that these HSs successfully attain knowledge of properties of the heritage language that 
are distinct from their dominant language, usually more successfully than L2 learners, 
sometimes matching aspects of variability found in monolingual dialects (e.g., Rinke, 
Flores, Barbosa 2018).

Considering what accounts for variability in HS knowledge, several studies point to 
some effect of differences in quality and quantity of input. For example, Rothman (2007), 
Pires and Rothman (2009) and Rinke and Flores (2014) highlight the role of literacy or 
exposure to formal registers. Therefore, the variability in heritage bilingualism can also 
partially reflect variability in monolingual varieties. For instance, Pires and Rothman 
(2009) show that HSs of different varieties (EP and BP) also reflect differences between 
the monolingual varieties. As such, it is very important to consider the source of input 
that HSs receive, even though other studies indicate a more limited role of differences in 
the amount of input (e.g., Rinke, Flores 2018).

Furthermore, it seems that some features and domains of the target heritage language 
are more ‘stable’ than others and the amount of variability is largely dependent on the 
linguistic domain. Morphosyntactic knowledge in heritage bilingualism seems relatively 
stable. However, in most of the studies reviewed, the resistance to transfer or cross-linguistic 
influence from the hegemonic language onto the heritage language is quite robust (Rinke, 
Flores 2018; Rinke et al. 2018; Rinke et al. 2019).

Castro et al. (2016) pointed out the possible role played by interface challenges, which 
would also apply not only to L2 differences from monolingual EP, but also to heritage BP 
differences from monolingual BP, in support of the Interface Hypothesis (Sorace 2004, 
2011; Tsimpli et al. 2004). However, the typological similarity between the BP and EP 
varieties may have played a more significant role. More generally, various other studies 
investigating interface properties did not indicate substantial challenges for the HSs (e.g., 
Santos, Flores 2016; Rinke, Flores 2018; Rinke et al. 2018; Rinke et al. 2019), undermin-
ing the notion that interface phenomena would necessarily raise challenges for successful 
heritage language acquisition.

Pires and Rothman (2009) and Rinke et al. (2018) observe that communities of herit-
age speakers show patterns of acquisition that reflect diachronic change, which can be 
a source of within group variability independent of language contact. This highlights that 
the variability observed in heritage bilingual communities can be the result of factors not 
exclusive to heritage bilingualism.

In sum, consideration of these studies on Heritage Portuguese mostly offers evidence 
of successful heritage language acquisition, although multiple factors are at play, yielding 
variability and change depending on the linguistic phenomenon, similarly to what hap-
pens in other speaker communities (partially in line with De Bot et al.’s 2007 Dynamic 
Systems Theory). As some of the reviewed studies also indicate, there is no overarching 
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trend towards incomplete acquisition, reduced ‘complexity’ or simplification across 
linguistic domains, although some of these limitations have been argued to apply specifi-
cally to morphological domains in other heritage languages (Montrul 2008; Benmamoun 
et al. 2013; Polinsky 2018; Lohndal, Putnam 2021; Putnam et al. 2021; Scontras et al. 
2015, 2018). This is a positive outcome also because it may not be possible to formally 
and epistemologically implement notions such as incomplete acquisition, since it is not 
possible to define deterministically what counts as a complete grammatical system (Pires 
2011). The nature and amount of the input and production of the heritage language may still 
play a substantial role in some grammatical domains, supporting aspects of an Activation 
approach to heritage language acquisition (e.g., Putnam and Sanchez 2013). These dif-
ferences in input and production can also be a source of the variability in knowledge and 
performance that can still result among heritage speakers (e.g., Flores, Barbosa 2014; 
Rinke, Flores 2014).
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