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We investigate children’s processing of Italian subject and object relatives and show that (1) children’s decisions during processing are based on structural principles; (2) developmental effects are found, especially in the use of number morphology. 

The Italian relative clause (1) il ragazzo che ha visto il pagliaccio (lit. The boy that has seen the clown) is ambiguous bewtwen a subject and an object relative (with il pagliaccio being in the postverbal subject position). Number on the embedded verb can disambiguate it toward a subject relative as in (2-RA) i ragazzi che hanno visto il pagliaccio, (lit. The boys that have seen the clown) or an object relative as in (3-RB) i ragazzi che ha visto il pagliaccio, (lit. The boys that has seen the clown). Object relatives can also be as in (4-RC) i ragazzi che il pagliaccio ha visto (the boys that the clown has seen). 

Ninety-two children (5, 7, 9 and 11 years) and 12 adults were involved a picture selection task (PST) and a memory test (involving a double task) (plus a grammaticality judgement task (GJT) to examine sensitivity to number agreement for 5 and 7 year olds only). The PST included 36 unambiguous relative clauses (plus fillers): 12 subject relatives in (2-RA), 12 object relatives in (3-RB) and 12 object relatives in (4-RC). Results show that subject relatives are the easist at all ages; a developmental trends is observed for object relatives, with (4-RC) being easier than (3-RB) at 5 and 7 and 9. No difference is observed among (2-RA), (3-RB) and (4RC) between 11 year olds and adult. We suggest that children, based on Minimal Chain principle (De Vincenzi, 1991), attempt to posit a gap as soon as possible, i.e., in the embedded subject position. When this decision is in conflict with the presence of a preverbal subject, some of the 5 and 7 year olds revise their decision and interpret the sentence as a (4-RC). Revision for (3-RB) has to take place later, at the embedded verb, when material may have decayed from memory in younger children with more limited memory resources. To investigate the processing course of object relatives at the disambiguating sites, we conducted a second experiment, a self paced listening experiment with 48 nine year olds and 48 adults. Preliminary results show difficulty in processing number agreement in the embedded relative clause. Our results show that Italian children finds it easier to use position (4R-C) than number agreement on the verb (3-RB) to process object relatives (in contrast with the cue based model). 
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