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The appearance of optional constructions is quite a pervasive phenomenon in L2 near-native grammars (Papp 2000, Prévost and White 2000, Sorace 2000) and their source still remains unclear. In Spanish, word order variation is ruled by both syntactic and pragmatic constraints: whether subjects appear preverbally (SV) or postverbally (VS) depends on both the syntax of the verb (unergative (1a) vs. unaccusative (1b)) and the type of information encoded in the sentence (broad (2) vs. narrow focus (3)). Thus, these structures present an ideal scenario for investigating optionality in non-native grammars which has been previously explained as a result of deficits in the syntax-pragmatics interface (Hertel 2003, De Miguel 1993, Lozano 2006). In this paper, however, we show that a deficit account cannot satisfactorily explain the optionality of SV/VS structures in L2 developing grammars.
An experiment involving 20 native Spanish speakers and 60 speakers of English learning Spanish at different levels of proficiency was carried out to investigate whether learners acquire the syntactic and pragmatic restrictions of word order variation and are able to accept inverted (VS) constructions when required. The results show that the acceptability of VS orders is in strict correlation with the level of proficiency of the learners since subject-verb inversion (an option not allowed in their L1) is not selected by learners in the lower two groups but is correctly preferred by the advanced group. More importantly, there is a sharp contrast in the advanced group between their consistent preference for the inverted VS order in clitic left dislocations (4) on the one hand, and sentences with intransitive verbs on the other, where both inverted and non-inverted forms were allowed by the native controls. The syntax of the verb (i.e. unergative or unaccusative) barely affects the answers of the advanced group. This is relevant since the acceptability of both SV and VS clause types in sentences with unaccusative verbs weakens previous hypotheses that the syntactic constraints ruling inversion are properly acquired from early on and, consequently, mismatches between native and non-native forms have to be analysed as the result of a pragmatic deficit. If this was the case, inversion involving unaccusatives (only affected by syntactic constraints) would be allowed more consistently than inversions with unergatives (affected also by pragmatic constraints), but this was not attested in the data. Moreover, if a pragmatic deficit was the source of problems in the acquisition of focus-driven constructions, the acceptability of VS in clitic left dislocations would be unexpected as they are subject to pragmatic constraints also. 
The results show that the availability of optional forms in L2 developing grammars can be analysed as the result of an overgeneralisation of one of the options in the target language to contexts where neither syntactic nor pragmatic rules would allow them. Consequently, we propose that the optionality shown by advanced learners should be understood as an intermediate stage showing grammar restructuring, rather than a case of fossilization as a result of a pragmatic deficit.
Examples

(1)
 a. 
Juan ha estornudado 

(unergative) SV
          

‘Juan has sneezed’
      
b.
 Ha llegado Juan 

(unaccusative) VS
          

 has arrived Juan

         

‘Juan has arrived’

(2)  
What happened? 
(broad focus)

a.    
[F Juan ha estornudado]
SV             
            
  ‘Juan has sneezed’

 b.   
[F Ha llegado Juan]

VS

                    
   has arrived Juan



‘Juan has arrived’

(3) 
Who has sneezed? 
 (narrow focus)

a. 
Ha estornudado [F Juan]        VS
           

has sneezed        Juan


‘Juan has sneezed’

Who has arrived?
b.
 Ha llegado [F Juan]  

VS
    

 has arrived Juan 



‘Juan has arrived’
(4)  
Who brought the dog?  (narrow focus)

a.
El perro, lo  trajo [F Juan]      O(, Cl-V- S 


The dog, it  brought Juan



‘The dog, John brought it’  


b.
*El perro, Juan lo trajo  
O(, S-Cl-V
