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Main finding. Bilingualism has no impact on syntactic complexity in Russian: heritage speakers produce 
as much embeddings as monolinguals do. 

Intro. Heritage languages are particularly open to linguistic variation (Montrul 2016). In some areas, 
such as syntax, heritage speakers (HSs) often show noncanonical patterns (Polinsky 2018). We want to 
look at syntactic complexity as a possible domain of dynamicity in heritage languages. Embedded 
(subordinate) clauses are often considered to indicate syntactic complexity (Sánchez Abchi & De Mier 
2017 for heritage Spanish; Levy et al. 2013, for relative clauses in monolingual Russian, Lintunen & 
Mäkilä 2014 for L2 English by Finnish monolingual speakers). For instance, a high number of 
embeddings is associated with a high degree of syntactic complexity (s. ibid.). According to Karlsson 
(2007:366), “[t]he notion EMBEDDING refers to all types of clauses occurring as subordinate parts of 
their superordinate clauses (which themselves may be either main or subordinate).” Previous research 
on embeddings/ syntactic complexity under language contact suggests differences between bilingual 
and monolingual speakers (Pavlenko 2000, Treffers-Daller et al. 2008, Schmid 2010). One possible 
mechanism behind this discrepancy might be the concept of simplification or reduction (Dussias & 
2004, Pavlenko 2010, Ribbert & Kuiken 2010). Also, embedded clauses are acquired later than main 
clauses (Kuiken & Vedder 2019, for L2 acquisition, Cejtlin 2000 on acquisition of syntax by monolingual 
Russian-speaking children, Ovčinnikova 2011, on monolingual Russian and heritage Russian in Israel, 
Čirševa 2011 on Russian-English simultaneous bilinguals) and later acquired structures are potentially 
prone for attrition (Slobin 1986). However, there are only few studies investigating embeddings in 
bilinguals and their results are somewhat contradictory. For instance, a study conducted by Treffers-
Daller et al. (2008) reports that Turkish-German bilinguals (heritage speakers and returnees) produce 
less embeddings in their narrations as compared to monolingual Turkish speakers. In contrast, a study 
run by Yılmaz (2011) concludes that (sequential) Turkish-Dutch bilinguals and monolingual Turkish 
speakers produce equal number of subordinate clauses in their L1 Turkish. To our knowledge there has 
been no research on embedding rate in productions of HSs of Russian. This study aims to fill this gap. 

RQ: Which factors contribute to the production of more complex clauses in terms of a higher rate of 
embeddings in narrations of monolingual and bilingual heritage Russian speakers? 

Hypothesis: Based on the literature, HSs of Russian are expected to produce less embeddings as 
compared to monolinguals or they will tend to avoid them, since embedded clauses are acquired later 
(Kuiken & Vedder 2019, Cejtlin 2000, Ovčinnikova 2011, Čirševa 2011) and might be therefore prone 
to reduction (Dussias & 2004, Pavlenko 2010, Ribbert & Kuiken 2010). Hence, we expect the factor 
bilingualism to have an impact on embeddings. 

Method. We tested our RQ on the data of 20 monolingual speakers of Russian, 36 bilingual HSs of 
Russian in Germany and 55 bilingual HSs of Russian in the US. Each speaker produced 4 documents in 
4 different language situations (formal spoken, formal written, informal spoken, informal written). The 
data were driven from the RUEG-RU_0.4.0 corpus (Wiese at al. 2020) and contained manual 
annotation of clause type, which was subsequently merged into two levels: main vs. embedded 



clauses. Hence, we included the following factors, namely bilingualism (bilingual vs. monolingual 
speakers), number of main clauses per document, formality (formal vs. informal) and mode (spoken 
vs. written) in our analysis, since the latter belong to the RUEG communicative situations experiment 
design (Wiese 2020). To account an inter-individual speaker variation, we applied linear mixed-effects 
modelling using R package lme4 (Bates et al. 2015). The dependent variable was the number of 
embedded clauses per document, the independent variables were the number of main clauses per 
document, bilingualism, formality and mode. 

Results. The results showed no main effect of bilingualism and also no interaction of bilingualism with 
other factors. However, formality and mode seem to have impact on the number of embeddings across 
the groups. Specifically, formal and spoken communicative situations involve more embeddings as 
compared to informal and written communicative situations in our data sample. Interestingly, 
differences in the degree of syntactic complexity across different communicative situations are more 
pronounced in monolingual than in bilingual speakers of Russian. Also, the number of main clauses 
positively correlates with the number of embedded clauses. 

Figure 1: Mean percent of embeddings by monolingual and bilingual (HSs) speakers of Russian, error 
bars represent SE.  

 

  



Figure 2: Mean percent of embeddings by monolingual and bilingual (HSs) speakers of Russian grouped 
by communicative situations, error bars represent SE.   

 

Discussion & Conclusion. The study aimed at investigating whether bilingualism and other factors such 
as formality, mode and the number of main clauses play a role in syntactic complexity in narrations in 
Russian. The results showed that participants across the groups behaved similarly - monolinguals did 
not quantitatively differed from the bilingual HSs of Russian. This finding reveals no impact of 
bilingualism on syntactic complexity. Instead, the number of main clauses, formality and mode seem 
to have an influence on the number of embeddings in Russian. That means, that the degree of syntactic 
complexity in terms of number of embeddings is dependent on the communicative situation. Besides, 
syntactic complexity is not exclusively a feature of the production of monolingual speakers. 

Model description 

Model formula:  

mem.01f <- lmer (emb ~ main + bilingual + formality + mode + (1|speaker), data=main) 

The interactions of fixed effects were not included since the model with interactions were not 
significantly better than the model without interactions.  
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