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This paper presents a study on the acquisition of object clitics in L2 Spanish by native speakers of English in an instructed setting. Specifically, we examine the onset of the use of clitics and whether learners show knowledge of the morphological properties of these forms (i.e. number and gender). .

Experiment 

An experiment involving both a picture-based oral production task and a computer-based comprehension task was conducted with 60 English learners of Spanish at three different levels of proficiency: beginner, intermediate and advanced. Data from 10 native controls were included as well. For the production task, participants were asked to describe 32 situations based on a sequence of pictures forcing the use of clitics instead of full DPs. For the comprehension task, the learners heard and read a sentence containing a clitic and had to choose its referent from among four options with different morphological features (number, gender and morphological transparency).

Results and Discussion
The results of the experiments show that accurate responses correlate with the level of proficiency of the learners. Beginners perform very low in both the use of clitics (less than 5% of total responses) and recognition of their morphological properties (less than 40%). At the other extreme, advanced learners show very high rates of accurate responses in their production (around 80%) and comprehension (higher than 80%). However, the accuracy of intermediate learners in the clitic comprehension task (around 80%) strongly contrasts with their low usage of clitics (around 20%), where learners more commonly  resort to a full DP. This shows that, at the intermediate level, the acquisition of the morphological properties is targetlike, while the acquisition of the pragmatic properties corresponding to the use of these pronouns is still problematic. The fact that intermediate learners produce rates similar to advanced learners in the comprehension task shows that the acquisition of the morphosyntactic properties of the clitics takes place earlier than the pragmatic ones. We will discuss these results in light of recent papers discussing issues regarding the syntax-pragmatics interface and its relevance for SLA (see Sorace 2004).

