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German Sign Language (DGS) like other signed languages has verbs which can be inflected to indicate subject and object (‘agreeing verbs’). The arguments the verb agrees with can be lexically empty (‘pro’). Another group of verbs which are not overtly marked for agreement (‘plain verbs’) also allows null arguments. I claim that they are best analyzed as “deficient pros”. 
The present paper focuses on the acquisition of null arguments in two Deaf children growing up with DGS as a first language. Following current linguistic theorising (Meier et al. 2002) the analysis is based on two ideas. First, there is no difference of internal language representation between signed and spoken languages. Second, the target-like omissions of arguments are related to the (partial) activation of functional heads. 
I claim that the development of target-like argument omissions with agreeing verbs, i.e. the acquisition of morphological agreement markers, is related to INFL (i.e. TP or AgrP). The development of target-like argument omissions with plain verbs is related to a topic position within CP. Assuming that the agreement morphology is the overt reflection of an abstract grammatical relation, children should not make any difference with respect to present and non-present referents. A correlate of this prediction is that syntax is an independent component and grammatical competence is not constrained by spatial abilities such as establishing locations into the signing space. 
The results will be described in two phases: During the first acquisition phase no child produces agreement markings productively, i.e. agreement forms do not appear with more than one agreeing verb and do not show up in several subsequent recordings. Both children show a lot of target-deviant argument omissions with both verb types:
*EI   

 SUCHEN.

 egg

looking for






'[I] am looking for an egg.'

*NEIN   
ZEIGEN. 
  no

show

‘No, [I] show [you] (this)topic.’

*BÄR 

GEBEN 
 PNT_3(Bild:Mädchen).






  bear

give

her
‘[She] gives her the bear.’
At the same time establishment of an index is not used productively. I propose that the early omissions are licensed via discourse as a universal (pragmatic) strategy in early stages of language acquisition. Children’s structural representation is underspecified with respect to INFL: 
plain verb 

PROj PROi [Vmax Øi[default+pron] [SpecVP Øj[default+pron][V' ej SUCHEN]]]

agreement verb
PROj PROi [Vmax Øi[default+pron] [SpecVP Øj[default+pron][V' ej HELFEN]]]

Productive use of agreement markings starts at ages 2;8 and 2;4. It signalizes the second acquisition stage. Both children begin to establish non-present referents and use correct agreement markings with non-present referents. As a consequence the target-deviant omissions with agreeing verbs decrease:




ANDREA

PNT_IX
1BESUCHENIX 





Andrea


IX

visit





‘(I) visit Andrea.’


IXBESUCHEN1
PNT_IX
IXBESUCHEN1         ANDREA..

     visit


she

visit
          Andrea



    ‘She visits (me)... Andrea visits (me).’

FRAU    IX(Frau)GEBEN1. 





woman 
give

'The woman gives (it) to me.'

I argue that from this point onwards the functional category INFL is available in children’s grammar. It marks the second acquisition phase. Interestingly, at the same time the non-target-like omissions with plain verbs also dramatically decline. Note that adult argument omissions with plain verbs will be labeled as deficient pros which undergo binding with PRO in CP. The results of child data lead to the following hypothesis: At the same time when INFL is available certain features of the C-system are also activated. I propose that this simultaneous activation of a topic position within CP is due to a modality effect. The grammatical phi-feature ‘R-locus’ must be made visible through overt indices. I argue that the overt realisation of discourse-grammatical features, which is unique to signed languages, results in the coincident feature activation of two functional categories. 
