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A prominent syntactic variable in Spanish, and many other languages, is the overt 
expression or omission of subject personal pronouns (SPPs). In such languages, sometimes 
called PRO-drop languages, a subject pronoun is variably omitted, as in (1):  
(1) a. Tú tienes razón. ‘You’re right’  
b. (Ø) tienes razón.  

The subject pronoun tú ‘you’ in (1a) is omitted in (1b), with no change in meaning of the 
sentence. This variable is well-known to be differently treated in different dialects of Spanish 
(e.g., higher rates of overt subject personal pronouns are observed in Caribbean varieties than in 
those spoken in the interior regions of Latin America), and to be subject to various linguistic 
constraints (e.g., in all dialects of Spanish overt pronouns are more likely to occur when a change 
in reference has occurred than when there is intersentential continuity of reference, and certain 
semantic classes of verbs evoke more overt pronouns than others.) But previous research has not 
examined the question of lexical frequency. In light of recent work on frequency effects in 
variable linguistic processes, and especially of the theoretical claims of usage-based theories 
such as Exemplar Theory, the present paper investigates the effects of the text-frequency of 
Spanish verbs on the rates of occurrence of associated SPPs. If speakers have lexically-specific 
treatments of words depending on their actual memory exemplars of hearing those words used, 
as usage-based models predict, then individual Spanish verbs may be represented in memory 
along with collocational information as to whether any associated pronominal subjects should be 
overtly expressed.  

In a study of 12 Spanish speakers, drawn from a corpus of sociolinguistic interviews with 
Spanish-speaking immigrants in New York City, we examine the variable occurrence of SPPs in 
a total of 4,996 relevant sentences. The results do show significant effects of specific verbs and 
of lexical frequency; however, these effects interact systematically with other constraints in a 
way that suggests that frequency effects are subject to some threshhold. All the constraints we 
examine are weaker and less predictive of SPP use amongst low-frequency verbs, and stronger 
and more predictive in high frequency verbs. For example, morphologically regular (e.g. habla 
‘she speaks’) and irregular (e.g., tengo ‘I have’) verbs are undifferentiated in SPP occurrence at 
low lexical frequencies, but among high frequency verbs, the regulars show much higher rates of 
SPP occurrence than the irregulars. Similarly, the switch reference effect approximately doubles 
in magnitude in the high frequency verbs compared to the low frequency verbs. Similar results 
are obtained for constraints including the Tense/Mood class of the verb, the semantic class of the 
verb, and the differences between national dialects.  

These results suggest that abstract conditioning factors are mediated by individual lexical 
items of a certain frequency threshold. That is, in order to register information about collocations 
and other features of the individual lexical item, a speaker must encounter that lexical item at 
some minimal frequency. Beyond that level, items may be differentiated by many constraints, 
but below that level, speakers may have too few tokens to be able to accord a word much 
specific information about its patterns of occurrence.  


