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Abstract 

This dissertation examines non-native Spanish direct object expressions of old 

information produced in a narrative context. It focuses on the functions that these 

expressions served in communication, using the participants’ perspectives to gain access 

to their goals and motivations in producing direct object nominal and pronominal forms. 

The participants were naïve non-native Spanish speakers and native speakers of English 

and were responsible for narrating and evaluating a cooking video to another Spanish 

learner. The methodology employed a stimulated recall following the narrative task, in 

order to gain access to the participants’ cognitive processes. A control group of native 

speakers participated in the same tasks as did the learners, in order to avoid comparing 

the learners to unrealistic native ideals. The direct object expressions that referenced old 

information in the discourse were analyzed to determine the functions that they served.  

The results indicate that the learners’ level of Spanish was important in terms of 

the expressions that they used. The greater use of null objects by the lower level learners 

suggests the presence of a stage in their interlanguage during which null objects are used 

instead of nouns or pronouns. However, the learners’ level was not the only factor that 

affected their linguistic production. The expressions that they produced were also 

affected by where the speakers wished to center their attention, taking into consideration 

their assumption of the referents’ accessibility, as well as their assessment of the 

listeners’ level of Spanish and knowledge of cooking. This other-orientation on the part 

of the speakers extended beyond the listeners to include various third parties related and 

unrelated to the task as well as the speakers’ cultural understanding of a Spanish tortilla, a 
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key referent in the task. Both the non-native and the native speakers indicated that they 

adjusted their language to achieve pragmatic goals that related to their understanding of 

their listeners’ perspective. With respect to the listeners’ perspective, their stimulated 

recalls suggested that they processed the speakers’ linguistic production principally for 

meaning rather than form, and that the direct object expressions used had little effect on 

their overall comprehension of the narration.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 The use of language in conversational settings implies not just the communication 

of information. It also involves the speaker’s ability to select and highlight information 

that s/he considers especially salient, to adopt the perspective of the listener and to 

consider what is shared and not shared between them (e.g., Chafe, 1987; Linell, 2009; 

Prince, 1981, 1992). Languages are therefore equipped with a number of morphosyntactic 

expressions that can express referents that are new or given, salient, topicalized, 

contrastive or highlighted in any other way (e.g., DuBois, 1985, 1987; Hopper & 

Thompson, 1980; Lambrecht, 1994; Ocampo, 1993). By means of such expressions, the 

speaker can best communicate what s/he wishes to say, and the listener can best 

understand what is being said. 

Spanish, like all human languages, is equipped with specific expressions that 

allow speakers to differentiate between referents based on their pragmatic status. Spanish 

imposes more constraints upon referents that are considered new to the discourse than on 

those that have already been established, and it provides speakers with a number of 

resources once the referent has been established in communication. The resources that 

speakers choose to use vary based on the referent’s animacy, specificity, saliency, 

topicality and accessibility, which provide useful instructions to the listeners on how they 

should consider the referent and its role in the discourse (e.g., Bentivoglio, 1983, 1993; 

Clements, 1994; Méndez Vallejo, 2009; Montrul & Sánchez-Walker, 2012; Ocampo, 
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2003a, 2003b, 2005, 2009; Ocampo, 2013; Schwenter, 2006; Silva-Corvalán, 1981, 1984; 

Vázquez Rozas, 2006). 

The resources that Spanish offers to speakers of the language are applicable to all 

referential expressions involved in the discourse, regardless of their specific role. 

However, this study focuses specifically on the direct object, the expression that fulfills 

the accusative function in the utterance. With respect to the direct object, speakers can 

choose to alter word order; rather than placing it in the more canonical postverbal 

position, they can place it preverbally or even utterance-initial (e.g., Bentivoglio, 1983; 

Ocampo, 2003a, 2005, 2009). Speakers also have the option of using tonic pronouns, 

atonic pronouns or null objects for the direct object, or they can continue to use full noun 

phrases (NPs) that may or may not contain certain modifiers and/or determiners (e.g., 

Bentivoglio, 1983, 1993; Clements, 1994; Méndez Vallejo, 2009; Montrul & Sánchez-

Walker, 2012; Ocampo, 2003a, 2009; Ocampo, 2013; Schwenter, 2006; Silva-Corvalán, 

1981, 1984; Vázquez Rozas, 2006). 

Spanish, therefore, offers a variety of direct object referential expressions to its 

native speakers. The question is whether non-native speakers also have access to these 

same expressions. While non-native speakers’ linguistic production is certainly affected 

by additional factors relating to their level of proficiency, it is possible that they, too, can 

modify word order and vary their nominal and pronominal forms in accordance with the 

status of the direct object referent and the pragmatic conditions under which it is being 

expressed.  
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While non-native Spanish direct objects have been the focus of multiple studies, 

these studies have not approached the issue from a communication-based perspective. 

Rather, they have sought to determine if learners of different proficiency levels are 

capable of using the atonic pronominal forms or the different word orders allowed by 

Spanish (e.g., Domínguez, 2007; Johnston, 1995; Malovrh, 2008; Malovrh & Lee, 2010, 

2013; McCarthy, 2008; Ocampo, 1990; Sánchez & Al-Kasey, 1999; VanPatten, 1990; 

Zyzik, 2004, 2006a, 2006b, 2008). Few studies have considered the speakers’ pragmatic 

purposes in using these structures; the studies that did consider pragmatics did so from 

the perspective of the researcher, rather than that of the participant. 

These studies may not have considered the speakers’ pragmatic purposes given 

that they did not always provide them with contexts, goals and motivations in speaking, 

nor with specific interlocutors. These previous studies were, in general, conducted 

without consideration of the communicative context; however, as speech is by its very 

nature a social and interactive act (e.g., Linell, 2009), it should not be assumed that 

learners are able to produce speech in a vacuum. Rather, it seems likely to assume that 

these learners would have imposed a context upon their communication if they were not 

given one by the researchers. Non-native speech is more permeable to outside influences 

than native speech (e.g., Adjemian, 1976) and is affected by and varies due to the 

specifics of the social context (e.g., Bayley & Tarone, 2011; Geeslin, 2011; Tarone, 

2008).  

 This dissertation is designed to address these issues through an investigation into 

non-native speakers’ purposes, goals and motivations in producing different 
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morphosyntactic nominal and pronominal expressions for the direct object referent. By 

providing the non-native speaker participants with a specific task and identifiable 

interlocutors, it delineates a clear context in which spontaneous, naturalistic and social 

speech can occur. The features of the task are such that the production of direct object 

referential expressions for referents that have been already established in the discourse is 

encouraged, leading to increased use of varied nominal and pronominal forms. As the 

approach taken in this dissertation centers on the cognitive and communicative 

perspective of the participants, a stimulated recall (Gass & Mackey, 2000) is done to gain 

access to the speakers’ perceptions of their motivations and purposes in speaking, as well 

as the listeners’ comprehension and interpretation of the speakers’ instructions. Finally, 

with the understanding that native speakers of Spanish have access to a wide variety of 

expressions that can be used in different communicative settings, a control group of 

native Spanish speakers is included, to avoid comparing non-native speakers to 

unrealistic native ideals.  

The results show that non-native production of Spanish direct objects is 

influenced by the communicative context and that the speakers’ level, while an essential 

factor that influences learner language, is not in itself sufficient to explain all tendencies 

observed. Rather, the speakers’ purposes and goals, their previous experiences with 

native Spanish, their assumptions about the listeners’ knowledge, the relationship that 

exists between the speakers and the listeners and the specifics of the task also contribute 

to the observed production of direct object nominal and pronominal expressions.  
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 This dissertation includes five chapters, four appendices and a bibliography. 

Chapter 2 reviews the literature relevant to the communicative pragmatics associated 

with native Spanish direct object production, the acquisition of direct object expressions 

by non-native speakers of Spanish and methodological issues inherent in obtaining 

spontaneous and naturalistic speech. Chapter 3 describes the methodology and the 

subjects who participated in this study. Chapter 4 details and discusses the results in 

terms of the different expressions used by the participants. Chapter 5 examines the 

overarching acquisition and pragmatic issues in the observed second language (L2) 

communication, offers pedagogical suggestions provided by the participants throughout 

the course of the study and presents limitations and suggestions for future research on 

non-native direct object use in communication.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 In the first section of this chapter, universal communicative principles are 

explained, as well as the ways in which Spanish uses morphosyntax to mark them. The 

special case of bilingual Spanish is also examined. In §2.2, studies that have looked at 

non-native production of Spanish direct objects are reviewed. Their assets and limitations 

are presented, as well as their contributions to the methodology of this study. The 

research questions that guided this study are given in §2.3. 

2.1 Native language 

 Before beginning this chapter, three terms that will be used throughout must be 

defined – native Spanish, non-native Spanish and bilingual Spanish.  

Native Spanish refers to the language spoken by speakers who learned Spanish as 

their first language and who live in Spanish-speaking environments. These speakers may 

or may not have learned other languages as adults; however, Spanish is the only language 

that was used in their household, and any other languages that they speak were learned 

after puberty. 

Non-native Spanish refers to the language spoken by speakers who learned 

Spanish as a second language, post-puberty and in a classroom setting. In the case of the 

participants in this study, and in most studies cited in this chapter, the participants speak 

English as a first language and live in an English-speaking environment. These 

participants may or may not have learned other languages as adults. 
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Bilingual Spanish is less easy to define, as its speakers are less homogeneous in 

nature. Bilingual Spanish, as it is used in this chapter, refers to the language spoken by 

speakers who, due to their particular circumstances, must use more than one language to 

operate in their daily lives. These speakers can be native speakers of a language other 

than Spanish, who learned Spanish as children and/or adults living in Spanish-speaking 

environments. They can also consist of speakers who speak Spanish as a native and/or 

heritage language and who live in a non-Spanish-speaking environment. The principal 

difference between bilingual Spanish speakers and non-native Spanish speakers is that 

the former use Spanish and another language daily in different domains (e.g., the home, 

the workplace, the community), while the latter use English in all domains, reserving 

Spanish for classroom and academic settings.  

2.1.1 Universals of communication 

 Speakers are guided by certain universals of communication that affect how 

different referents are identified and discussed in communication. Although every 

language is different with respect to its own morphosyntactic expressions, all speakers 

are guided by discursive preferences based on the status of the entity, how the speaker 

sees it and how the speaker perceives that the listener sees it. In general, referents can be 

grouped into those that are considered new to the discourse and those that have already 

been established. More linguistic constraints and limitations are applied to new referents 

than to established ones, allowing speakers different levels of freedom of expression 

based on how they classify discursive referents. This has been found to be the case in 
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native languages; these results are presented in this section in order to provide a basis to 

which learner languages can be later compared.  

 Prince (1981) recognizes the asymmetry in the types of information that can be 

presented in communication, as well as the way that speakers hypothesize about what the 

hearers know, assume or believe. Previous attempts to classify types of information failed 

to provide clear definitions or to explain naturalistic data. Prince (1981) proposes a 

taxonomy of the types of referents that might be found in discourse, arranged by their 

assumed familiarity to the speaker and the hearer. This assumed familiarity is an essential 

characteristic of information classification, as speakers can do nothing more than assume 

what their hearers know. Anything beyond these assumptions would require omniscient 

speakers. Prince’s (1981) taxonomy organizes information into three main categories – 

new, inferrable
1
 and evoked. New information is information not previously mentioned in 

the discourse, while information that is evoked has been previously mentioned. Inferrable 

entities can be seen as a special type of new information; they consist of new referents 

whose existence can be inferred given the specificities of the communication.  

 Chafe (1987) also recognizes three different levels of activation. Concepts can be 

active (in focus in short-term memory), inactive (in long-term memory, but not in focus 

nor in the periphery) or semi-active. This final term suggests a middle state between 

active and inactive, in which the concept is in the peripheral consciousness, due to having 

been activated at an earlier point in the discourse, or to being inferred as part of the 

general schema. Both Chafe and Prince, therefore, recognize that information can be 

assumed to have certain statuses – given, new or inferable – based on the communicative 

                                                 
1
 The spelling of “inferrable” is according to how it appears in Prince (1981).  
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context. It must be stated that the status of a particular referent should not be understood 

as an intrinsic property of that referent. Rather, the status of a referent as new or 

established comes about through a process of negotiation between the interlocutors. The 

referent’s status exists in the interlocutors’ minds and cannot be determined by anyone 

external to the communication (Ocampo, under review).  

 The status of the information being communicated has consequences for the 

means by which it is expressed. Prince (1981) finds that it is generally preferable to avoid 

introducing new referents into the discourse. If reference to a new entity must be 

introduced, speakers tend not to place it in the subject position, reserving that position for 

evoked referents. According to DuBois (1985, 1987), a new entity is more likely to be 

introduced into the conversation as a full noun phrase (NP), as either the object of a 

transitive verb or the subject of an intransitive verb. DuBois (1987) finds this to be the 

case in a number of different languages, including English, and Ocampo (1993) confirms 

his findings in Spanish. Such a sentence with its one-lexical-argument structure implies a 

certain sort of consideration for the cognitive burden that the introduction of a new 

referent has upon the listener.  

 Consideration of the listener’s perspective affects how the speaker presents the 

information necessary to communication. Prince (1992) refines her 1981 taxonomy, 

distinguishing between the perspective of the speaker and what the speaker can assume 

about the listener’s perspective. Classifying information as discourse new or discourse 

old takes the speaker’s perspective and asks: has the information been evoked previously 

or not? The categories of hearer new and hearer old, however, take into account the 
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assumed perspective of the listener, in that the speaker judges whether or not the listener 

has prior knowledge of the information being communicated. Gernsbacher (1997) finds 

that listener comprehension is slowed when new information is presented but accelerated 

when the information presented can be connected with previous discourse and/or can be 

inferred from it.  

 In Gernsbacher’s (1997) Structure Building Framework, communication consists 

of a two-step process in which cognitive structures must be built in the listener’s mind. 

The first mention of a particular referent involves the laying of a foundation for later 

cognitive processes consisting of mapping information about that referent on to the 

already-constructed foundation. Given that listeners must both process who/what the new 

referent is, as well as any information about it, this handling of multiple new details can 

be cognitively burdensome (e.g., Chafe, 1987; DuBois, 1987; Gernsbacher, 1997). 

Speakers, therefore, by dint of their sympathetic orientation towards their hearers (e.g., 

Linell, 2009), unconsciously understand this burden and accommodate their listeners with 

appropriately chosen information. According to DuBois (1987), speakers use utterances 

to either introduce new referents or advance the story line, but they tend not to do both at 

once. Chafe (1987) proposes the constraint that intonation units (a sequence of words 

pronounced in one intonation contour) contain no more than one piece of new 

information at a time. If both reference to an entity and new added information about that 

referent are being expressed, the entity in question must be already activated. The speaker 

does not present a new entity and new information about it in the same intonation unit.  
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Once a new referent is introduced into the conversation, it can be expressed with 

less consideration for memory limitations, as the cognitive burden on the listener is 

lighter. Chafe (1987) observes that given information tends to be pronounced in an 

attenuated manner, with weak stress or by means of a pronoun and/or verb morphology. 

Gundel and Tarone (1993) note that a universal feature of language is that a pronoun 

should not be used unless there is a clear and activated referent for it. Ariel (1990) finds 

that, for the listener, pronouns signal referential coherence, while full NPs imply different 

referents. This idea, which Ariel calls Accessibility Theory, is confirmed by observations 

from Gernsbacher (1997). These studies confirm that the attenuated pronunciations of 

given information is another way in which speakers take their listeners’ assumed 

knowledge into consideration. 

 Despite these tendencies, given referents are not as restricted as new ones with 

respect to how they are expressed. Activated information can be expressed via a full NP, 

if such an expression suits the speaker’s purpose. DuBois (1987) finds that, once a 

referent becomes activated in discourse, any morphosyntactic expression may be used, 

although pronouns, affixes and zero morphemes are certainly the most likely. Comrie 

(1977) hypothesizes that direct objects receive special morphosyntactic marking when 

they possess the features [+definite, +animate]. Hopper and Thompson (1980), however, 

dispute Comrie’s (1977) claim and state that special object marking occurs whenever the 

object is foregrounded, or made more relevant in the discourse. Lambrecht (1994) 

observes that the preferred topic expression is indeed an unaccented pronominal. 

However, he also notes discourse situations in which the NP is used instead of the 
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pronoun, in order to highlight an already activated topical referent, or to mark a shift 

from one to the other of two active referents. Hopper and Thompson (1980) find that 

word order can also be affected in utterances with a special focus on the object, such as 

the object fronting observed in Mandarin Chinese. Lambrecht (1994) and Ocampo 

(2003a), confirming this observation, find that preverbal and postverbal word order can 

be utilized to make topics more or less salient, respectively. 

More limitations seem to be placed upon the expression of inactive referents than 

on those that are already activated. According to DuBois (1987), discursive constraints 

are limited strictly to new referents, which are likely to be referred to by full NPs that are 

the subject or the object of a one-lexical-argument utterance. However, once the referent 

becomes activated, any morphosyntactic expression may be used, although pronouns, 

affixes and zero morphemes are more likely. DuBois’ (1987) constraints on the preferred 

expression for new referents applies only to new referents; there seem to be no such 

constraints on morphological expression of given referents. Likewise, Chafe’s (1987) 

constraint on how many pieces of information can be presented applies only to new 

information; only one piece of new information can be coded in an intonation unit, but 

multiple pieces of given information can be expressed in a single intonation unit.  

 The expression of new referents is carefully constructed so as to obey discourse 

constraints against providing too much information, in too many lexical arguments, in 

sentences that are too syntactically complex, at any one time. Previously inactive 

referents are introduced as full NPs, in cognitively simple sentences and as the sole 

lexical argument. Once the referent has become activated, the tendency is for its form to 
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be reduced to a pronoun, an affix or to a zero morpheme, with weak pronunciation. 

However, the choice of morphosyntactic expression for given referents depends on the 

speakers’ needs, their intentions, the discursive situation and what the speakers’ believe 

about the hearers’ knowledge. 

2.1.2 Spanish 

2.1.2.1 Direct object forms 

Before the pragmatics of direct object expression and the specifics of native and 

non-native Spanish can be discussed, a general overview of the native Spanish direct 

object and the means by which it is coded is necessary. The direct object is the referential 

expression that fulfills the accusative function in an utterance. In semantic terms, it is 

most often the “patient” and refers to the entity that is affected by the action or event 

expressed in the verb; however, it can also function as the “experiencer”, the “locative” 

or the “temporal” (Hualde et al., 2011). It is shown in the bolded phrase in (1), in which it 

is expressed via a full noun phrase (NP). 

(1) Ella  bebe la  cerveza. 

 She drinks the-FEM-SING beer-FEM-SING 

 She drinks the beer. 

 

Although Spanish possesses tonic pronouns for human referents, these are used only as 

subject pronouns or as objects of a preposition. In order to use a tonic pronoun for the 

direct object of an utterance, it must be a demonstrative pronoun. (2c) provides an 

example of a demonstrative pronoun, in which the speaker must identify for her friend 

the specific bottle that she requested in (2a). 
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(2) a. Tráeme mi botella   de  cerveza. 

  Bring-to-me my bottle-FEM-SING of beer 

  Bring me my bottle of beer. 

 

 b. ¿Cuál  era tu botella? 

  Which-one it-was your bottle-FEM-SING? 

  Which one was your bottle? 

 

c. Yo  estaba bebiendo esa. 

  I  I-was drinking that-one-FEM-SING 

  I was drinking that one. 

If a direct object is to be expressed pronominally without using a demonstrative, then an 

atonic clitic pronoun must be used, as in (3). This is the case whether the referent is 

inanimate, as in (3), or animate/human, as in (4). 

(3) Ella  la  bebe. 

 She it-FEM-SING drinks 

 She drinks it. 

(4) Yo la  veo. 

I her-FEM-SING see 

 I see her. 

The insertion of a clitic causes affects the syntax of the sentence. Whereas the NP and 

demonstrative pronoun in (1) and (2) are placed postverbally, resulting in SVO word 

order, the clitic does not follow this pattern. As it is considered part of the verb 

morphology, marking its agreement with the DO (e.g., Silva-Corvalán, 1981), rather than 

a separate lexical item, it is strongly associated with the verb and placed in the proclitic 

(preverbal) position. 

 The clitic pronouns that represent the direct object are part of a larger system of 

clitic pronouns in Spanish. In addition to the accusative clitics (used in the role of direct 
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object), there also exist dative clitics and reflexive clitics. The entire system is shown in 

Table 1. 

 Accusative Dative Reflexive 

1
st
 person 

singular 

me me me to me me myself 

2
nd

 

person 

singular 

te you te to you te yourself 

3
rd

 

person 

singular 

lo 

la 

him/it 

her/it 

le to 

him/her/it 

se himself/ 

herself/ 

itself 

1
st
 person 

plural 

nos us nos to us nos ourselves 

2
nd

 

person 

plural 

os2 you os3 to you os4 yourselves 

3
rd

 

person 

plural 

los 

las 

them 

them 

les to them se them-

selves 

Table 1: Spanish Clitic Pronouns 

Although the accusative, dative and reflexive clitic pronouns represent different cases, 

the only morphological case distinctions are observed in the third person pronouns. Since 

direct objects are nouns and are thus marked for number and gender, accusative clitic 

pronouns must also show agreement. In Spanish, only the third person accusative clitics 

are marked for gender, but all are marked for person and number.  

In certain dialects of Spanish, animate direct objects are expressed using dative 

clitics, rather than accusative ones (e.g., Klein-Andreu, 2000). As can be seen in the clitic 

                                                 
2
 The clitic os, the dative form of the second person informal pronoun vosotros, is used only in Spain and 

will not be discussed further. In all other Spanish-speaking countries, the accusative second person plural is 

expressed by means of los/las. 
3
 The clitic os is used only in Spain. In all other Spanish-speaking countries, the dative second person plural 

is expressed by means of les. 
4
 The clitic os is used only in Spain. In all other Spanish-speaking countries, the reflexive second person 

plural is expressed by means of se. 
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system in Table 1, this is only directly observed in the third person (the first and second 

person accusative and dative clitics are identical). An example of this phenomenon, 

known as leísmo, is shown in (5). 

(5) Yo le   veo. 

I him-MASC-SING see 

 I see him. 

While speakers of leísta dialects produce utterances such as (5), speakers of dialects that 

follow the etymological system shown in Table 1 would express the same idea by means 

of the accusative clitic pronoun, as in (6).  

(6) Yo lo   veo. 

I him-MASC-SING see 

 I see him. 

 When the NP is placed in preverbal and/or preclausal position, Spanish requires 

that it be duplicated with a clitic pronoun (e.g., Silva-Corvalán, 1981), as in (7). In certain 

dialects of Spanish, duplication can occur also when the NP is in postverbal position 

(e.g., Ocampo, 2013; Silva-Corvalán, 1981), as in (8).  

(7) La   cerveza,  ella la  bebe. 

 The-FEM-SING beer-FEM-SING  she it-FEM-SING drinks 

 The beer, she drinks it. 

 

(8) Ella la  bebe la   cerveza.   

 She it-FEM-SING drinks  the-FEM-SING beer-FEM-SING  

 She drinks it, the beer. 

The duplication of a postverbal NP with a clitic pronoun tends to occur with direct object 

referents that have certain semantic characteristics, under specific pragmatic conditions. 

An additional option in native Spanish is a null object. In most dialects of 

Spanish, omitting the direct object is acceptable only when it refers to an indefinite direct 
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object, a mass noun or a bare plural (e.g., Clements, 1994). An example is given in (9b), 

the response to the question posed in (9a). 

(9) a. ¿Compraste cerveza? 

  Did-you-buy beer-FEM-SING  

  Did you buy beer? 

 

 b. Sí,  ya  Ø compré. 

  Yes already  Ø I-bought 

  Yes, I already bought (it).  

Certain dialects of Spanish permit null objects in contexts other than those listed above, 

as long as specific semantic and/or pragmatic requirements are met.  

2.1.2.2 Direct object forms and communicative pragmatics  

 Native speakers of Spanish have been found to follow the universal tendencies 

listed in §2.1.1. New referents are expressed by morphosyntactic expressions that are 

fairly limited in their variability, but given referents can be expressed via a variety of 

expressions.  

Native Spanish speakers are loath to introduce totally new referents into the 

discourse; in informal conversational speech, most referents cannot be classified as 

brand-new, under Prince’s (1981) taxonomy (Ocampo, 2003a). However, when new 

referents must be introduced, they tend to be referenced by full NPs that are placed in 

postverbal object position (Bentivoglio, 1993; Ocampo, 2003a; Ocampo, 2005). This 

postverbal position is associated with continuity and predictability (Bentivoglio, 1983). 

The fact that these postverbal arguments are preceded by simple presentative verbs places 

less of a cognitive burden on the listener, who is not obliged to process both the new 

referent and information about it at the same time (Bentivoglio, 1983; Ocampo, 2003a).  
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In accordance with what has been found in other languages, a given referent in 

Spanish is likely to be expressed via verb agreement or pronominal expressions 

(Bentivoglio, 1983; Ocampo, 2003a). Once the referent has become activated and 

established in the discourse, its possibilities of expression become considerably more 

varied, based on its saliency, topicality, animacy, specificity and accessibility.  

Limiting this discussion only to those given referents that are syntactically 

marked as accusative direct objects, it is still apparent that speakers have a number of 

resources at their disposal. Ocampo (2003a, 2009) proposes a continuum of expression, 

based on how salient the object in question is. Objects that are less salient to the 

conversation are expressed via clitic pronouns and/or placed postverbally. Objects that 

are more salient are placed preverbally and/or expressed via full NPs.  

Topicalized direct objects tend to be placed in preverbal and/or preclausal 

position (e.g., Clements, 1994; Ocampo, 2005; Silva-Corvalán, 1984). When a direct 

object is placed not just preverbally, but also utterance-initial, it is highly topical and may 

also be highlighted in some other way, such as being contrastive (Méndez Vallejo, 2009; 

Ocampo, 2009). In dialects that favor the use of co-referential clitic pronouns and NPs, 

such as in Chilean or Rioplatense Spanish, co-referential clitics and NPs are observed 

when the object is topicalized as well as emphasized, changed or highlighted in some 

way (Silva-Corvalán, 1981; Ocampo, 2013). Schwenter (2006) also finds that topicality 

corresponds with the way in which direct objects are marked. In dialects that allow the 

use of null objects with referents that are [+definite], such as Ecuadorian and Paraguayan 
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Spanish, the distinction between overt objects and null objects is based on the referents’ 

high or low topicality, respectively.  

Schwenter (2006) observes that topicality and direct object marking correlate with 

the animacy of the referent. According to him and to Silva-Corvalán (1981), animate 

direct objects are more likely to be topics than inanimate ones, which has consequences 

for the type of expression used. Animate referents are more likely to be expressed via 

clitic pronouns, tonic pronouns or clitics that are co-referential with NPs (Vázquez Rozas, 

2006), and differential object marking (the personal a) is frequently used (Montrul & 

Sánchez-Walker, 2012; Schwenter, 2006). Inanimate referents are more often expressed 

with tonic demonstrative pronouns, definite NPs or indefinite NPs (Vázquez Rozas, 

2006), differential object marking is not used (Montrul & Sánchez-Walker, 2012; 

Schwenter, 2006), and null objects are also more likely in dialects that favor their use 

(Schwenter, 2006).  

The specificity of an object has an effect upon its expression similar to the effect 

that animacy has. A specific object is more likely than a non-specific one to be expressed 

via a clitic that is co-referential with an NP (Silva-Corvalán, 1981). Schwenter (2006) 

found that specificity is the second strongest factor (after animacy) in determining 

whether a direct object will receive special object marking or not.  

Bentivoglio (1983) proposed a scale of accessibility/topicality for Spanish, which 

is shown in (10). 
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(10) Most accessible referent 

 Verb agreement and clitics 

 Tonic pronouns (personal and demonstrative) 

 NPs with co-referential clitics 

 Unmodified definite NPs 

 Proper nouns 

 Modified definite NPs 

 Indefinite NPs 

 Least accessible referent 

Bentivoglio’s (1983) scale shows that there is a correlation between the +/- definite status 

of a referent and its accessibility; definite objects are considered by the speaker to be 

more accessible to the hearer than indefinite ones. This also has consequences for the 

object’s marking. Silva-Corvalán (1981) found that definite objects are more likely than 

indefinite ones to be expressed with a co-referential clitic and NP, while Clements (1994) 

found that indefinite objects are more likely to be omitted. Again, the idea of definiteness 

correlates with that of topicality; definite objects are more accessible and, therefore, more 

likely to be topics.  

 In general, object expression should be viewed as a continuum, as Ocampo 

(2003a, 2009) states, based on the qualities of the object itself and on the intentions of the 

speaker. Objects that are more salient, topical, animate, specific and definite tend to be 

expressed differently than those that are less salient, less topical, inanimate, non-specific 

and indefinite. The word order and the referential expression used to code the object are 

also manipulated in accordance with what the speaker wishes to highlight and call to the 

attention of the listener. 

 Native speakers of Spanish, therefore, have a number of morphosyntactic means 

at their disposal for the expression of direct objects.  Although brand-new referents are 
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more constrained in their expression, studies have shown that native speakers can 

considerably vary the coding used for given direct objects, based on their discursive and 

pragmatic values within the communicative context. 

2.1.3 Bilingual Spanish 

 Bilingual Spanish constitutes a special case when it comes to examining the how 

speakers exploit the resources that a language provides. According to Silva-Corvalán 

(1994), bilingual speakers employ a number of strategies in order to lighten the cognitive 

load that results from using and maintaining two different linguistic systems. Such 

strategies include the simplification of grammatical categories and lexical oppositions, 

the overgeneralization and regularization of forms, the development of periphrastic 

constructions, the transfer of forms and the use of code-switching. There has been debate 

over whether or not direct transfer occurs in language contact situations, but indirect 

transfer based on parallel structures in the two languages has been observed in certain 

studies (e.g., Landa, 1993; Landa & Franco, 1996; Montrul, Dias & Santos, 2010; 

Palacios Alcaine, 2005, 2007; Peace, 2012; Silva-Corvalán, 1994; Urrutia Cárdenas & 

Fernández Ulloa, 1995).  

 English and Spanish possess some parallel structures with respect to object 

expression. English word order is SVO, and, although Spanish allows flexibility in its 

word order possibilities, the order under which minimal pragmatic conditions apply is 



 

 22 

also SVO
5
 (e.g., Domínguez, 2004; Ocampo, 2009; Silva-Corvalán, 1983, 1984). In (11) 

and (12) the word order parallelism between the two languages can be observed. 

(11) Ella  bebe  una  cerveza. 

 She drinks a-FEM-SING beer-FEM-SING 

 She drinks a beer. 

 

(12) Ella  bebe  esta. 

 She  drinks this-one-FEM-SING 

 She drinks this one. 

In (11) and (12), the same word order is used in both languages with an NP and a 

demonstrative pronoun, respectively.  

When a clitic pronoun is used as the direct object, however, the parallelism 

between the two languages is only partial. In a sentence with a single finite verb and a 

clitic pronoun, the clitic is placed obligatorily in proclitic (preverbal) position, as in (13). 

When a perífrasis verbal (verb complement) is used, Spanish allows either the proclitic 

or the enclitic (postverbal position), as in (14) and (15), respectively. The enclitic position 

is obligatory when the clitic is used with a non-conjugated verb form, as in (16). When 

the clitic is used in a command, an enclitic must be used with a positive command, in 

(17), and a proclitic with a negative command, in (18). 

(13) Ella la   bebe. 

 She it-FEM-SING-ACC drinks 

 She drinks it. 

 

(14) Ella  la   quiere beber. 

 She it-FEM-SING-ACC wants to-drink 

 She wants to drink it. 

 

 

                                                 
5
 It must be stated that the unmarked order of Spanish as SVO is subject to debate. Zubizarreta (1998) 

believes that it is actually VSO. In any case, whether it is SVO or VSO, the direct object, which is the focus 

of this study, is placed in final position. In this respect, parallelism with English word order is maintained.  
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(15) Ella  quiere beberla.  

 She wants to-drink-it-FEM-SING-ACC  

She wants to drink it. 

 

(16) Ella  está  deseosa de beberla. 

 She is eager  of to-drink-it-FEM-SING-ACC 

She is eager to drink it. 

 

(17) ¡Bébela! 

 Drink-POS.COMMAND-it-FEM-SING-ACC 

Drink it! 

 

(18) ¡No la   bebas! 

 No it-FEM-SING-ACC drink-NEG.COMMAND 

Don’t drink it! 

Parallelism between English and Spanish is observed in (15), (16) and (17), in which the 

enclitic position of the Spanish clitic resembles the postverbal position of the direct 

object expression in English. 

Spanish does not only present a more complex word order than English, it also 

involves more complex morphology. In examples (11)-(18), all forms of the direct object 

must be marked with the gender and number of the referent. Additionally, when clitic 

pronouns are used, they must be marked with the appropriate case, to differentiate 

accusative clitics from dative and/or reflexive ones. Given the partial structural 

parallelism that exists between English and Spanish in terms of utterances with 

accusative referents, it is possible that indirect transfer, simplification or 

overgeneralization could occur in the Spanish direct object system of bilingual speakers.  

Such a prediction has been observed in various investigations conducted with 

Spanish-English bilinguals. In their study examining bilingual Spanish in Los Angeles, 

Gutiérrez and Silva-Corvalán (1993) observed simplification in clitic marking, in that the 
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speakers preferred to use dative, masculine and/or singular clitics for all direct objects. In 

another study conducted in Los Angeles, Silva-Corvalán (1994) found that bilingual 

speakers’ clitic system showed signs of simplification of clitic number, gender and case 

marking, and that the speakers overgeneralized the proclitic position in optional contexts. 

 Hernández (1997) examined the use of direct object referential expressions in the 

speech of Spanish-English bilinguals in Texas. He observed simplification in the clitic 

system in terms of loss of gender and number marking and the omission of obligatory 

clitics. In addition to observing the clitic system, he also analyzed the use of alternate 

means of direct object expression. He found that as English proficiency increased, clitic 

use diminished in favor of NPs, and that SVO word order was favored over SOV. Mrak 

(2003) also examined bilingual Spanish in Texas and observed similar results. Speakers 

that were more proficient in English used fewer clitics, more NPs, more demonstrative 

pronouns and made more gender, number and/or case mistakes in the clitics that they did 

use. She also observed direct object clitic omission. Gutiérrez (2008) found that 

monolingual proclitic tendencies were maintained in the speech of Texas bilinguals, but 

that more variability was observed in the speech of those who had more proficiency in 

English.  

 It must be added that social factors likely play a role in the changes observed in 

language contact situations. Silva-Corvalán (1994) claims that parallel structures in the 

two languages are necessary for there to be contact-induced change, but that the extent 

and direction of the change are based on the social factors of the speakers and the society 

in question. Such social factors include the speakers’ level of education, their 
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socioeconomic class, their professions and the intensity of diachronic and synchronic 

contact between the two languages in the specific region (e.g., Klee, 1989, 1990; Paredes, 

1996, 2001; Paredes & Valdez, 2008; Silva-Corvalán, 1994; Urrutia Cárdenas & 

Fernández Ulloa, 1997; Valdez-Salas, 2002). Both internal and external factors possibly 

play a role in how contact-induced changes affect bilinguals’ linguistic systems.  

2.2 Non-native language 

2.2.1 Non-native Spanish, native Spanish and bilingual Spanish 

 In this section, the findings on direct object expression by non-native speakers, 

both of Spanish and of other languages, will be reviewed. However, before proceeding to 

them, a question must be answered. In section 2.1, native language universals, native 

Spanish and bilingual Spanish trends were presented. The purpose of this section was to 

establish a baseline to which non-native Spanish speakers can be compared. However, 

can non-native speakers, who learn Spanish in academic settings and live in English-

speaking environments, be compared to native speakers who live in Spanish-speaking 

environments? Are linguistic universals maintained in non-native speech? Likewise, is it 

fair and justified to compare non-native speakers of Spanish with bilingual Spanish-

English speakers who use both languages daily?  

 According to Adjemian (1976), the interlanguage, which is the linguistic system 

used by a non-native learner (Selinker, 1972), can indeed be considered under the same 

rubric used for native languages. Both native languages and interlanguages are natural 

linguistic systems that are subject to the same sorts of constraints. The only difference is 

the greater permeability of the interlanguage, which allows penetration from the native 
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language and/or the incorrect application of the target language’s rules. Such 

permeability suggests that learners of Spanish may behave similarly to Spanish-English 

bilinguals, whose Spanish is also permeable to interference from English.  

 Montrul (2004, 2008, 2010) observes patterns in L1, L2 and bilingual Spanish 

acquisition that seem to confirm the fact that similarities exist between non-native 

Spanish speakers and bilingual heritage speakers
6
. Heritage speakers tend to show more 

native-like and automated knowledge than do second language speakers, but the order of 

acquisition of clitic expression is similar for both groups. The expressions that are seldom 

acquired by non-native speakers (i.e., clitic that are co-referential with left dislocated NPs 

and inalienable possessors) are those that are acquired late in first language acquisition 

and can thus be challenging for bilinguals as well. Both second language speakers and 

bilingual heritage speakers show evidence in their speech of a clitic system that has been 

incompletely acquired.  

 Additionally, Spanish-English bilinguals are not the only bilingual speakers 

whose speech shows evidence of simplification in the clitic pronoun system. Klee (1990) 

discovered that Spanish-Quechua bilinguals show patterns of simplification similar to 

those of second language speakers of Spanish. Case marking is acquired first, followed 

by number marking, and only the speakers of the highest levels of proficiency in Spanish 

show evidence of native-like gender marking. The speakers’ level of proficiency also 

comes into play in the case of bilingual Spanish-Basque speakers, who reduce 

                                                 
6
 Since heritage speakers form a heterogeneous group, they can be challenging to accurately define. 

Montrul (2010, p. 177) defines a heritage speaker as a Spanish speaker who was exposed to English before 

the age of 6, received schooling in the United States and is the child of at least one native speaker of 

Spanish who immigrated to the United States.  
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distinctions of case, definiteness, specificity and topicality to the question of the [+/- 

animate] status of the referent. Speakers more proficient in Spanish use the dative 

pronoun le for animate referents, while speakers more proficient in Basque use the null 

object pronoun for inanimate referents (e.g. Klee & Lynch, 2009; Landa & Franco, 1996) 

 Taking such findings into consideration, it seems reasonable to compare 

interlanguage Spanish object expression to the expressions used by bilinguals and by 

native speakers. Since the interlanguage is a natural language, it should be expected to in 

some way follow the linguistic universals detailed in §2.1.1. At the same time, external 

factors cannot be discounted, as previous studies have found that bilingual speakers’ 

respective levels of proficiency, their level of education and the intensity of contact that 

they have with the target language have been shown to affect their acquisition of it. Given 

evidence of these factors in patterns of acquisition and use, they must also be taken into 

account. 

2.2.2 Spanish interlanguage 

 In terms of English-Spanish interlanguage, a great deal of work has been done on 

learners’ acquisition and use of specific types of morphosyntactic direct object 

expressions. Some studies have examined learners’ use of variable word order (i.e., word 

orders other than SVO), while others have analyzed non-native acquisition and 

production of clitic pronouns and other structures. 

2.2.2.1 Word order 

 The acquisition of non-canonical Spanish word order by native English speakers 

is a process that takes time and occurs over a number of stages. Once variations on word 
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order are acquired, learners still find it challenging to produce these pragmatically-

motivated variations in spontaneous speech. 

 Johnston (1995) proposed a series of stages in which learners acquire word order. 

In the first stage, they rely solely on memorized chunks. In stage two, they use strictly 

SVO order. In the third stage, they are able to use VOS order, with topicalized 

information in the initial and/or final positions. In stage four, they show VSO order along 

with the first expression of clitics, specifically, reflexive ones. By stage five, they are 

capable of using accusative and dative clitics, but they fail to put them into sequence until 

stage six. As is seen in all languages, memory limitations come into play; the learners’ 

progression through the distinct stages is dependent upon their ability to both process and 

store information in their short-term memory. 

Ocampo (1990) examined the word order permutations produced by intermediate-

level learners of Spanish in spontaneous speech and found that the learners do not use 

variable word order in native-like ways. When expressing direct objects under different 

types of pragmatic conditions, such as contrary to expectation, topicalization and 

contrastive focus, the learners consistently used VO word order. While Silva-Corvalán 

(1983, 1984) found that native speakers of Spanish place objects preverbally in such 

cases, Ocampo’s learners never did so. Additionally, native speakers of Spanish tend to 

place additional prosodic stress on direct objects that are highlighted in some way, but the 

learners did not do this either. 

Domínguez’s (2007) results are not as promising as Johnston’s (1995), but they 

do offer more hope than Ocampo’s (1990) results in terms of learners’ eventual 
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acquisition of variable word order. Her beginning, intermediate and advanced learners all 

showed a preference for SVO word order, but the advanced learners were less adamant 

about SVO than their lower-level counterparts. Additionally, while this has less bearing 

on the direct object, Domínguez (2007) did find that the advanced learners were capable 

of using VS word order in appropriate contexts. In situations of contrastive focus, rather 

than varying the word order, they used cleft sentences, such as the one seen in (19). 

(19) Es  Juan  quien  compró  el  periódico   

 It-is Juan who bought  the newspaper  

It’s Juan who bought the newspaper 

(Domínguez, 2007, p. 50) 

She concluded that learners do show sensitivity to different types of pragmatic 

conditions, even if they do not always express them in native-like ways.  

 Some comments on Johnston (1995), Ocampo (1990) and Domínguez (2007) are 

in order. First of all, the tasks that the learners completed must be mentioned. In the first 

two studies, the learners took part in sociolinguistic interviews (i.e., informal and 

spontaneous conversation about topics of the learners’ choice). The learners in 

Domínguez (2007) provided sentences in response to a Contextualized Production Task 

and completed an Acceptability Judgment Task. 

According to Ocampo (2010), grammaticality judgments, such as those conducted 

by Domínguez’s (2007) learners, do not provide incorrect information about what 

speakers believe to be true; however, it does not provide complete information. The 

sentences selected for grammaticality judgments are often prototypical, and, unless the 

researcher is highly intuitive, do not allow for the display of all possibilities held within 

speakers’ mental grammar. Ocampo (2010) used his own conversational data to show 
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that various types of word order not predicted by grammaticality judgments are possible 

and do indeed appear. Given this, it is possible that the results obtained by Domínguez 

(2007) are limited and do not reveal all word order permutations that the participants 

were capable of producing. However, Domínguez’s (2007) grammaticality judgment 

results may indicate that the learners were in the process of acquiring word order 

variability, which the cognitive demands of the conversations in Ocampo (1990) may not 

have allowed them to produce in real time.  

Ocampo’s (2010) participants were native speakers of Spanish; when dealing with 

non-native speakers, it is especially likely that they will use certain expressions never 

predicted or even imagined by the researcher. Learner language is highly permeable to 

outside influences (e.g., Adjemian, 1976), and a basic assumption of second language 

acquisition research is that learners create their own mental representation of the second 

language grammar. This learner-created representation, the interlanguage, includes 

elements of their first language, of the second language and those that belong to neither 

language (Selinker, 1972). As this mental representation includes elements from such 

varied sources, grammaticality judgments created by someone with a different mental 

representation are unlikely to include the appropriate sentences that will plumb the depths 

of the learners’ knowledge and successfully reveal all grammatical and agrammatical 

possibilities. According to Ocampo (2010), the most successful means of fully 

determining how and why a speaker uses language is to ask him/her to produce naturally-

occurring, conversation-based data. Tarone (1985) also found that non-native English 

production of direct object pronouns improved when they were asked to participate in 
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tasks eliciting informal speech than when they were asked to take a written grammar test. 

Therefore, the task chosen by Domínguez (2007), while it does allow the researcher to 

examine possibilities unlikely to emerge in an informal conversation, also does not 

permit the learners to fully show their linguistic capabilities.  

The learners in Ocampo (1990) participated in a conversation. However, 

questions arise as to how natural and how informal the conversation could have been, as 

their interlocutor was the researcher, a native speaker of Spanish and a professor at their 

university. An issue frequently discussed with respect to the collection of naturalistic data 

is that of the observer’s paradox, in which the presence of the observer can influence the 

language produced by the observed, which Tarone (1979) found to be hold true in 

observations of learner language. While this is generally considered to be an unavoidable 

consequence of sociolinguistic research, steps can be taken to minimize it (e.g., Tarone, 

1979). The learners in Ocampo (1990) might have been asked to converse with a peer, 

rather than with a Spanish professor, to remove potential anxiety about speaking with a 

higher-proficiency speaker who is also responsible for grading one’s use of Spanish. 

Additionally, in Ocampo (1990), the control group consisted of native speakers who had 

been recorded in informal settings, such as restaurants, cafes and their homes. Therefore, 

learners speaking with a professor were compared to native speakers speaking with their 

friends and relatives. The interlocutors chosen for naturalistic speech tasks must be 

chosen with care, and with consideration for the observer’s paradox and for anxiety 

issues that may affect oral production. If the learners are to be compared to native 
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speakers, the contexts under which both groups take part in the task must be similar in 

terms of their levels of formality.  

An additional issue with Ocampo’s (1990) conversation task must be mentioned. 

DuBois (1987) noticed a universal trend that occurs when speakers are asked to perform a 

narrative task. In a narration, the number of referents per intonation unit is higher than in 

free speech. According to DuBois (1987, p. 835), as this particular ratio, the Information 

Pressure Quotient (IPQ), increases, the pressure of information approaches its maximum 

and the constraints upon roles become more obvious, much in the same way that 

increased water pressure in a pipe forces the water to assume the shape of the pipe. 

Basically, in a situation in which a great deal of information must be conveyed, speakers 

will show the true limits of their mental grammar and what sorts of expressions are 

actually allowed or not. Narrations require speakers to convey more information than 

conversations do, resulting in higher IPQs in the narrations. Therefore, speakers who 

must perform a narrative task will be forced to the limits of their mental grammar, more 

so than speakers taking part in a conversation. 

 In Johnston (1995), the learners’ word orders were categorized and organized into 

stages of acquisition. However, their word order was not considered for the particular 

types of pragmatic values that might be expressed. As has been previously discussed in 

§2.1.2, native Spanish word order can be affected based on whether a referent is new, 

given, topicalized, in focus, contrastive or highlighted in any particular manner. Ocampo 

(1990) and Domínguez (2007) both considered the pragmatics of what their learners were 
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expressing, whereas Johnston (1995) did not. As Spanish word order can be affected by 

pragmatics, it seems this is a variable that must be considered. 

2.2.2.2 Production of clitic pronouns and other expressions 

A considerable amount of work has been done on Spanish learners’ ability to 

acquire and use clitic pronouns. Researchers have focused on learners’ morphological 

production of clitics, their syntactic placement in the utterance and other nominal and 

pronominal forms that learners have used in lieu of clitics.
7
 

Johnston’s (1995) previously-discussed stages of acquisition include, in addition 

to word order, the production of clitic pronouns. Clitics are not acquired particularly 

early, appearing first in stage four. By stage five, indirect and direct object clitics show 

case, number and gender agreement, and in stage six, multiple clitics are correctly placed 

in sequence.  

Lee (2003) outlined the existing body of literature on second language acquisition 

of clitics by native English speakers, including studies that come from both generative 

and cognitive theoretical orientations. These two theoretical orientations have differing 

goals in studying clitics and different means by which they carry out their studies. The 

generative studies have mainly focused on what learners’ use of clitics reveals about their 

mental representation and/or their access to Universal Grammar. Although studies 

indicate that learners seem to have access to Universal Grammar, these learners often 

produce fewer clitics and more NPs, particularly to reference topicalized accusative 

referents (e.g., Sánchez & Al-Kasey, 1999).  

                                                 
7
 Studies have also examined non-native processing of clitics (e.g., Lee, 2003; Malovrh, 2006; Malovrh & 

Lee, 2010; Montrul, 2010). However, as the focus of this study is learners’ production of direct objects, 

processing data will not be reviewed here. 
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Much of the cognitive work related by Lee (2003) has focused on learners’ ability 

to perceive and correctly interpret clitics; very few have studies have asked learners to 

produce clitics. One of the few cognitively-based production studies included in Lee 

(2003) was done by VanPatten (1990), in which he compared naturalistic and classroom 

acquisition of Spanish clitics by native English speakers. Classroom instruction seems to 

have little effect on the order of acquisition, but it does affect learners’ abilities to 

produce clitics in different forms and contexts. VanPatten’s (1990) classroom learner 

never omitted direct object arguments and was more likely to repeat NPs instead of 

clitics. The preference for repeating NPs corresponds with Silva-Corvalán’s (1994) 

findings. She observed that bilinguals who had studied Spanish formally were more 

likely to focus on form and show signs of transfer than those who had only had natural 

exposure to the language. As has been previously mentioned, the use of NPs more closely 

aligns with native English syntactic patterns than the use of clitic pronouns. 

Several studies have appeared in the years following Lee (2003) that have 

responded to the call for more research on cognitive-based non-native clitic production. 

Although VanPatten (1990) observed that null objects are not produced by classroom 

learners of Spanish, Zyzik (2004, 2006a, 2008), Malovrh (2008) and Malovrh and Lee 

(2010, 2013) found that native English speakers produce null objects in Spanish. Zyzik 

(2004, 2006a, 2008) analyzed natural speech and grammaticality judgments, while 

Malovrh (2008) and Malovrh and Lee (2010, 2013) analyzed natural speech. The learners 

in these studies were of varying levels of proficiency, from beginners to highly advanced 

students, and they found null objects in all proficiency groups. The beginners produced 
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more than the advanced learners did; null objects tended to decline with proficiency. 

Zyzik (2004, 2006a, 2008) found that null objects were produced in contexts in which the 

referent was easily accessible. Such findings indicate that learners were sensitive to the 

needs of their hearers, in that they took into account what they assumed the listeners 

could and could not access. Null objects were also favored in situations with three 

arguments, in which a great deal of information needed to be conveyed by the learners 

(Zyzik, 2008). This corresponds to findings from Spanish-English bilinguals, in that their 

language tends to be simplified in the face of cognitively challenging linguistic tasks 

(e.g., Gutiérrez, 2008; Gutiérrez & Silva-Corvalán, 1993; Hernández, 1997; Mrak, 2003; 

Peace, 2012; Silva-Corvalán, 1994). Zyzik (2008) found that null objects were most 

frequently used with non-human referents, which corresponds to findings from bilingual 

and monolingual speakers in the Basque region of Spain, Peru, Ecuador and Paraguay  

(e.g., Fernández Ulloa, 1996; Klee & Lynch, 2009; Landa, 1993; Paredes, 1996; 

Schwenter, 2006; Urrutia Cárdenas, 2003; Urrutia Cárdenas & Fernández Ulloa, 1997). 

  Null objects were not the only expressions observed in L2 Spanish; Zyzik’s 

(2004) Spanish learners also tended to use NPs and tonic pronouns in lieu of clitics. With 

greater proficiency (i.e., after the second year of university Spanish), fewer null objects, 

NPs and tonic pronouns were produced, in favor of increased clitic production. Malovrh 

(2008) and Malovrh and Lee (2010, 2013) also found that their Spanish learners’ 

production of null objects waned with increased proficiency in Spanish. In their narration 

of a short silent film, lower-level learners produced more NPs and null objects, while 

more advanced learners (i.e., those in or past the fifth semester of Spanish) used more 
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clitic pronouns. These results correspond to those found by Escobar (2000), Klee and 

Lynch (2009), Paredes (1996, 2001) for Spanish-Quechua bilinguals in Peru and by Klee 

and Lynch (2009) and Landa and Franco (1996) for Spanish-Basque bilinguals in Spain; 

as proficiency in Spanish increased, null objects were used less frequently and the 

speakers’ use of clitic pronouns increased.  

 Clitic pronouns are a more late-acquired expression, and the use of clitics, 

therefore, is more frequent in the speech of more advanced Spanish learners (Lee, 2003; 

Malovrh, 2008; Malovrh & Lee, 2010, 2013; Zyzik, 2004, 2006a). Once clitics first 

become productive, however, they are not always marked appropriately according to their 

gender, number and case. Zyzik’s (2004) advanced Spanish learners made mistakes in 

clitic gender and case marking over 18% of the time; in particular, the dative clitics le(s) 

were most often used for animate direct objects. Malovrh’s (2008) learners of Spanish 

acquired lo first and overgeneralized it to all accusative contexts. Los was acquired next, 

and la(s) were not acquired until the higher levels. Even his most advanced speakers 

continued to make the occasional gender error. McCarthy’s (2008) intermediate learners 

struggled more than her advanced learners did in terms of Spanish gender and number 

marking; however, even the advanced learners were not capable of correctly marking all 

feminine and plural clitics. Malovrh’s and Lee’s (2010, 2013) learners of Spanish 

produced increasingly accurate clitics, in terms of gender, number and case marking, as 

their proficiency increased. However, even the most proficient learners were accurate 

approximately less than 75% of the time, and even the most advanced speakers, including 

those who had participated in study abroad programs in Spanish-speaking countries, 
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failed to achieve native-like gender morphology (Malovrh & Lee, 2010, 2013; McCarthy, 

2008). 

Again, these results correspond to bilingual speech. Spanish-English, Spanish-

Quechua and Spanish-Basque bilinguals incorrectly mark the gender, number and case of 

clitic pronouns; such incorrect marking is more likely to be found in the speech of 

bilinguals who have had little exposure to Spanish and/or have low Spanish proficiency 

(e.g., Gutiérrez & Silva-Corvalán, 1993; Hernández, 1997; Klee, 1989, 1990, 1996; Klee 

& Caravedo, 2005; Klee & Lynch, 2009; Mrak, 2003; Palacios Alcaine, 2005; Paredes, 

1996, 2001; Schwenter, 2006; Silva-Corvalán, 1994). The animate/inanimate distinction 

perceived by Zyzik’s (2004, 2006b) learners corresponds to a similar distinction found in 

Basque Spanish, although the forms both groups use to mark [+/- animate] direct objects 

are not entirely equivalent (e.g., Landa, 1993; Fernández Ulloa, 1996; Schwenter, 2006; 

Urrutia Cárdenas, 2003; Urrutia Cárdenas & Fernández Ulloa, 1997).  

 Some comments on the above studies are now necessary. Lee (2003), in his 

review on clitic-related studies, offers suggestions as to how future work ought to be 

done, taking into consideration both the design of the study and the type of participant. 

Lee states that there is a dearth of production-based studies that take a cognitive 

perspective. The interaction of morphology and pragmatics in clitic production ought to 

be examined, and studies should be longitudinal repetitions of the same task, so as to gain 

an idea of how clitic use changes over time without possible confounding factors due to 

different task types. He further advises that participants be naïve language learners, in 

that they should not have studied any languages other than Spanish at the time of task 
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completion. The presence of languages other than native English and non-native Spanish 

could introduce confounding factors, particularly if the other languages studied allow 

different expressions for referencing the direct object in speech. Malovrh (2013), in 

another review on clitic-related studies, suggests that future work ought to consider the 

effects that the task type has on clitic production, how the learning context affects 

development and the impact of native sociolinguistic variation on non-native 

performance.  

 The languages known by the learner are not the only possible confounding 

factors; different dialects can also affect direct object production. Zyzik (2004, 2006a, 

2008), Malovrh (2008) and Malovrh and Lee (2010, 2013) note that L2 learners used null 

objects in contexts not permitted by standard Spanish (cf. Clements, 1994). In regions in 

which bilingual Spanish is spoken, the use of null objects is conditioned by the 

proficiency of the speaker; less proficient Spanish speakers use more null objects (e.g., 

Gutiérrez & Silva-Corvalán, 1993; Hernández, 1997; Klee, 1989, 1990, 1996; Klee & 

Caravedo, 2005; Klee & Lynch, 2009; Landa & Franco, 1996; Mrak, 2003; Palacios 

Alcaine, 2005; Paredes, 1996, 2001; Schwenter, 2006; Silva-Corvalán, 1994; Urrutia 

Cárdenas & Fernández Ulloa, 1997). However, Schwenter (2006) found that there are 

native monolingual dialects of Spanish that also produce such “non-standard” null objects 

systematically in their language. Ecuador and Paraguay follow a system similar to that of 

Brazilian Portuguese, in that the object pronoun is omitted when the referent is [-animate, 

-specific]. This is a native feature of the dialect that, unlike the contact dialects previously 

mentioned, does not depend on the speakers’ proficiency in Spanish. 
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 Zyzik (2004, 2006b), Malovrh (2008) and Malovrh and Lee (2010, 2013) based 

their Spanish L2 learners’ accuracy on, among other features, case marking. This could 

be a possible methodological issue in their study, unless they limited their participants 

only to those who had never been exposed to leísta dialects. In many dialects of Spanish, 

the etymological dative pronoun le(s) is used to represent animate direct objects, rather 

than the etymological accusative pronoun lo(s). In northern Spain, le(s) is used to 

reference animate masculine accusative referents (e.g., García & Otheguy, 1977; Klein-

Andreu, 2000), while in the Basque region in particular, it is used for all animate 

accusative referents, regardless of gender (e.g., Landa, 1993; Landa & Franco, 1996; 

Fernández Ulloa, 1996; Urrutia Cárdenas, 2003; Urrutia Cárdenas & Fernández Ulloa, 

1997). This leísmo is not a phenomenon limited to Peninsular Spanish, however, as it has 

also been attested in Ecuadorian, Paraguayan and Peruvian Spanish (e.g., Caravedo, 

1995; Escobar, 2000; Klee, 1990, 1996; Klee & Caravedo, 2005; Palacios Alcaine, 2005; 

Paredes, 1996, 2001; Schwenter, 2006).  

This brings up questions regarding studies done with non-native speakers of 

Spanish. The participants selected for the two most proficient groups in Zyzik (2004, 

2006b), Malovrh (2008) and Malovrh and Lee (2013) were chosen specifically on the 

basis of their having studied abroad; however, no correlations were done between where 

they had studied and their use of the dative le(s) or the null object. Additionally, Zyzik 

(2004, 2006b) considered only Peninsular Spanish as a location where learners might be 

influenced by leísmo, despite the fact that it is also attested in several dialects of Latin 

American Spanish. 
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 Are these dialectal differences features that second language learners of Spanish 

might be reasonably expected to acquire? Zyzik (2004, 2006b) and Malovrh (2008) claim 

that the non-native leísmo observed in their studies is caused by the [+/-animate] 

distinction, and that native input is unlikely to affect its production. However, Geeslin et 

al. (2010) suggest that study abroad learners are capable of acquiring the variable le/lo 

distinction as it is used by native speakers in the study abroad locale. Although the 

participants in Geeslin et al. (2010) did not produce clitics in spontaneous speech, as did 

those in Zyzik (2004, 2006b), Malovrh (2008) and Malovrh and Lee (2010, 2013), they 

did show some sensitivity to the distinction as it is practiced in the region in question. 

Moreover, this sensitivity to the nuances of the [+/-animate] distinction increased over 

time throughout the study abroad program. The learners were capable both of selecting 

either the accusative or the dative pronoun (lo and le, respectively) for the direct object 

and of following, at least to a certain degree, native speaker predictors of that distinction. 

Exposure to a particular dialect of native Spanish seems to have consequences in terms of 

non-native speakers’ use of dialect-specific direct object expressions; therefore, it ought 

to be considered as a possible factor in the present study. 

Given that Silva-Corvalán (1994) found a correlation between the formal study of 

Spanish and a focus on form, it seems essential that any task given to Spanish learners 

involve natural speech and have a strong meaning component. If the learners are 

responsible for communicating actual information to their hearers, they may be less likely 

to focus so strongly on form and they may not monitor their linguistic production so 

closely, resulting in language that may be more influenced by the pragmatics of what 
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they are expressing. According to the studies presented in §2.1.2, native speakers do not 

limit themselves to producing only clitics for direct objects that have been previously 

activated in the discourse. Rather than clitics, they can choose to use full NPs and tonic 

pronouns to express different meanings, such as saliency or focus. They can also 

manipulate word order to highlight and focus specific elements in the discourse. Studies 

of non-native Spanish should seek to uncover whether learners are able to access these 

same pragmatically motivated features. To limit studies simply to the use of clitics is to 

limit our understanding of what learners do and do not know; we would learn their 

capabilities only with respect to one particular expression. Rather, all linguistic 

expressions that are used by the learners to reference the direct object should be 

examined, particularly in light of the pragmatic conditions being expressed (cf. 

Swierzbin, 2004). 

In addition to examining what non-native speakers do in their performance of 

tasks requiring natural speech with a strong focus on meaning, it is also of interest what 

native speakers do on the same tasks. Yule (1997) considers it a principle of good data 

collection, and Malovrh (2008) criticizes Zyzik’s (2004) methodology for its lack of 

native speaker production. Rather than using a control group, Zyzik compared her 

learners to an idealized native system. It is not sufficient, however, that the learners be 

compared to native speaker speech corpora or other linguistic productions, as in the case 

of Ocampo (1990). Such comparisons would be invalid, as the pragmatic conditions 

under which the native speech was produced would necessarily differ from those of the 

learners’ task. Rather, as in Domínguez (2007), Malovrh (2008) and McCarthy (2008), 
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studies of learner language must include a group of native speakers who carry out the 

same task. By doing so, the pragmatic conditions remain identical, any effects from 

different task types are nullified, and the learners’ language can be compared directly 

with actual native speaker production. 

2.2.3 Languages other than Spanish 

While the results of studies that examine non-native direct object production in 

target languages other than Spanish are not of direct interest to this study, they are worth 

including in this section. Of particular interest are the different methodologies used to 

elicit pronominal forms, which contribute to the methodology of this study. 

Erlam (2003) and Santoro (2007) analyzed non-native French and Italian clitics, 

respectively, as produced by native speakers of English. Erlam (2003) examined clitic 

use, forms and placement in production and comprehension tasks, which were both oral 

and written. Santoro’s (2007) learners completed a grammaticality judgment task.  

Unlike the studies reviewed previously, Montrul, Dias and Santos (2010) focused 

on clitic pronouns in an L3, rather than an L2. They examined L3 Brazilian Portuguese 

clitics, as produced by native speakers of English who had studied Spanish L2 

previously, and native speakers of Spanish who had studied English L2 previously. The 

learners participated in a sociolinguistic interview, role-played a situation in which they 

had to give advice to a friend, narrated a story, and completed a grammaticality judgment 

task.  

Finally, Swierzbin (2004) analyzed the production of English nominal and 

pronominal referential expressions by native speakers of Japanese. Due to the fact that 
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her study, much like this present one, analyzed the speakers’ selection of all possible 

referential expressions in spontaneous speech, it is especially worth noting her 

methodology. The learners watched a silent film in pairs; halfway through the film, one 

of the learners left the room, the second learner finished watching the movie and was then 

responsible for telling the first learner what s/he had missed.  

A number of studies on second language acquisition of clitics have used 

grammaticality judgments to determine whether the learners show acquisition of the 

clitics or not (e.g., Santoro, 2007; Montrul, 2010; Montrul, Dias & Santos, 2010). 

Grammaticality judgments offer the researcher access into what the learner believes to be 

grammatical, but only within the researcher-based limitations drawn by the selected 

sentences themselves. Ocampo’s (2010) objections to grammaticality judgments, based 

on said prescribed limitations, were discussed in §2.2.2.1. Tarone (1979) also finds that 

grammaticality judgments do not allow access to learners’ intuitions regarding the rules 

of their interlanguages.  

It must be stated, however, that the researchers who used grammaticality 

judgments did so for a specific methodological purpose. Clitics are rarely produced in 

free speech tasks (e.g., Domínguez, 2007; Erlam, 2003; Montrul, 2010; Montrul, Dias & 

Santos, 2010). Due to such a limitation, researchers must frequently rely on 

grammaticality judgments in the case that the sought-after clitics do not appear in natural-

speech tasks.  
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2.2.4 Methodological considerations 

Given the balance that must be struck between allowing naturally-occurring data 

and obtaining clitic pronouns, several adjustments were made to the design of this study. 

First, the participants are asked to complete a narration task, rather than a free speech 

task. Narration tasks have been found to elicit more clitic pronouns than conversations 

(e.g., Erlam, 2003; Malovrh, 2008; Malovrh & Lee, 2010; Montrul, Dias & Santos, 2010; 

Swierzbin, 2004; Zyzik, 2004). In her review of previous studies, Zyzik (2004) 

hypothesizes that this could be due to the general lack of cohesiveness in a structured 

interview; with nearly every question, the researcher can and often does change the 

referents, not allowing the learner opportunities to produce anaphors. As previously 

stated, according to DuBois (1987), narrations have higher Information Pressure 

Quotients in that they contain more referents per intonation unit than do conversations. 

Hence, speakers are forced to use more of the linguistic expressions that they have at 

their disposal when narrating events than when conversing. 

Another adjustment made to the design of the study was the selection of the story 

to be narrated. The story chosen for this particular study is a video designed by Malovrh 

(2008), La tortilla rag. In this silent video, an unnamed man and woman prepare a 

Spanish tortilla and various side dishes. The man and woman purposefully and willfully 

manipulate inanimate items, handling them various times and passing them back and 

forth. Given that these items are cut, cooked and eaten, they are clearly affected by the 

actions of the two people. Such situations are highly transitive, according to the Hopper’s 

and Thompson’s (1980) criteria. If the effects of transitivity truly are universal, as 
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Hopper and Thompson (1980) suggest, the learners will be more likely to use accusative 

expressions when describing such actions. Additionally, the frequent repetition of these 

items throughout the video should encourage the use of anaphoric expressions. Finally, as 

the items are masculine, feminine, singular and plural, all number and gender 

permutations of accusative forms are expected to be produced. Indeed, the video has been 

shown to promote accusative contexts in general and clitic use in particular (Malovrh, 

2008; Malovrh & Lee, 2010, 2013).  

This study also takes into consideration the role of the listener. In Zyzik’s (2004, 

2006a, 2006b, 2008), Malovrh’s (2008), Malovrh’s and Lee’s (2010, 2013) and 

Swierzbin’s (2004) studies, the participants were required to narrate the plot of a silent 

film and/or storybook. However, only Swierzbin (2004) directed that the speaker tell it to 

a listener who had been conspicuously absent during the portion of the film being 

narrated. The other studies did not clearly identify the listeners. According to Yule 

(1997), good communication tasks require that there be a listener.  

Additionally, a speaker who assumes that s/he shares knowledge with the listener 

can avoid explicitly mentioning information (cf. Dubois, 1987 for examples from native 

languages), which might limit the expressions being produced. The listener must 

therefore be unfamiliar with what the speaker is narrating, and the speaker must be able 

to assume that the listener lacks this knowledge. In a truly communicative task, the 

speaker has information that the listener does not, and both participants are aware of that 

fact (e.g., Brown & Yule, 1983; Ellis, 1997; Tarone & Yule, 1989; Yule, 1997). 

Therefore, given that the goal of the present study is to obtain naturalistic speech, then 
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speaker must have a listener and must be able to assume what the listener does and does 

not know.  

Another feature of the ideal communicative task is that the task be meaningful to 

both participants and have an actual purpose (e.g., Brown & Yule, 1983; Tarone & Yule, 

1989; Yule, 1997). The narrations done by the participants in Zyzik (2004, 2006a, 2006b, 

2008), Malovrh (2008) and Malovrh and Lee (2010, 2013) had no discernible purpose; 

the participants were instructed to retell events, with no apparent justification as to why 

they would wish to do so. Swierzbin’s (2004) participants, however, knew that their 

listeners had been watching the first half of the movie, and they could assume that the 

listeners would want to know how it had ended. In an effective task, both the speaker and 

the listener should have clearly defined roles and goals. 

The one possible issue in Swierzbin’s (2004) task relates to Yule’s (1997) 

principles of referential communication research. While she did elicit extended and 

controlled discourse that did not demand a predetermined set of linguistic forms, the 

listener had no task to complete. Although the meaningfulness of the task is obvious, it 

lacked a purpose for the listener. According to Brown & Yule (1983), assigning a task to 

the listeners allows the speakers to believe that what they have to say is of importance. 

The speakers’ performance is essential to the listeners’ successful completion of the task. 

2.2.4.1 Cognitive approaches and the stimulated recall 

In second language studies that take a cognitively-based approach, the 

researchers’ aim is to get inside the learners’ head and determine the factors that 
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influence their linguistic comprehension and production, as well as their mental 

representation of the interlanguage (Mackey & Gass, 2005). 

If it truly is of interest what learners know and what they do, the researcher must 

not only determine the expressions that will be analyzed, but also the participants’ 

reasoning, motivation and justification behind their selection. Malovrh (2008) mentioned 

that repeated NPs that reference an already activated referent are used in native speech, 

and that learners’ use of the same expression should not necessarily be considered 

incorrect. However, he did not then analyze his own learners’ use of NPs to see what 

purpose they might have fulfilled. In Ocampo (1990), Sánchez and Al-Kasey (1999), 

Zyzik (2004, 2006a) and Domínguez (2007), the researchers did attribute particular 

pragmatic values to their learners’ speech, whether these had to do with topicalization, 

contrary to expectation, contrast, focus or recently activated information. However, with 

one exception, these researchers ascribed such values themselves, assuming that their 

intuitions were sufficient to determine what the learners wished to express.  

The one exception was Zyzik (2004). Several of her learners took part in a post 

hoc metalinguistic interview. Those learners who were interested and wished to know the 

topic of her dissertation were told that it had to do with clitic pronoun usage. They were 

then asked for their insights as to why they favored le(s) over lo(s), and they cited 

animacy as their principal reason. This is certainly useful information; however, it falls 

short of what could have been done. In the first place, the learners were told what the 

researcher would be analyzing; it is possible that their responses were influenced by 

thoughts of what the researcher might want to hear. Secondly, not all learners took part in 



 

 48 

this talk. The learners who did the post hoc interview were those who had expressed 

interest in the study; therefore, only the most interested and/or outgoing learners were 

questioned. Such a sample would not be representative of the population of second 

language speakers of Spanish. Finally, the only information provided from the learners 

had to do with the animate/inanimate distinction in their use of le(s) or lo(s). These were 

not the only expressions investigated in the study.  

Zyzik (2004, 2006a, 2008) also attributed possible reasons to the learners’ use of 

null objects; she believes that the structure was used because the referents in question had 

been recently activated in the discourse and were assumed by the speakers to be easily 

accessible to the listeners. However, this particular attribution of pragmatic meaning to an 

expression was determined by the researcher, not by the speakers themselves.  

Zyzik (2004) attempted to give a more balanced picture of her data by means of 

triangulation, but she did not do so to the extent that would allow complete confidence in 

her conclusions. She did not include all learners in the post hoc interview, nor did she 

extend it to all of the expressions produced by the learners in her study.  

According to Malovrh (2008), it is not possible to get inside learners’ heads; the 

only way to determine what they truly think and do is to provide them with a variety of 

tasks. As a result, he analyzed the results from a battery of oral and written tasks given to 

the participants. However, Gass and Mackey (2000) suggest another method – a 

stimulated recall. It allows researchers to uncover what learners know and how they gain 

and use that knowledge, by shedding light upon otherwise unobservable cognitive 

processes. It provides an advantage over a post hoc interview, such as the one conducted 
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by Zyzik (2004), in that the learners are given a strong stimulus to jog their memory – an 

audio recording of their own speech. The learners are prompted with the stimulus and 

asked to reflect on their use of language, without being told the precise structure of 

interest. A stimulated recall can therefore allow the researcher to state with more 

confidence that a linguistic expression was chosen for a particular discursive purpose. It 

also can help the researcher to uncover confounding factors that might have affected the 

learners’ performance. If a stimulated recall is not done, the learners’ reasoning behind 

their linguistic choices must be inferred by the researcher, who may select an incorrect 

explanation for the observable behavior. In order to have better access to the learners’ 

cognitive processes, to get into their heads, as it were, a stimulated recall is a valuable 

methodological tool.   

The stimulated recall need not be limited only to the speaker. In studies that have 

examined the pragmatic values associated with particular linguistic forms (e.g., 

Domínguez, 2007, Ocampo, 1990; Zyzik, 2004, 2006a, 2006b, 2008), the interlocutors 

were the researchers themselves. While they could not necessarily know what the non-

native speakers were trying to express, they could at least be certain of their own 

interpretations as participants in the conversation. If the listener is a third party, however, 

the researcher’s assumptions regarding his/her interpretations could result in the same 

mistaken conclusions as those mentioned by Gass and Mackey (2000). According to Yule 

(1997), the accuracy of the expressions used in communication is of less communicative 

importance than the effectiveness of the act itself. The effectiveness of a speaker’s 

communicative acts cannot be determined without the listener’s contributions. Therefore, 
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listeners who are not the researcher should also take part in a stimulated recall, in order to 

correctly determine their interpretations and whether or not they correspond to what the 

speaker was attempting to express.  

2.3 Research questions and study design 

 The purpose of this study was to determine which direct object expressions are 

produced by non-native Spanish speakers, as well as the purposes that they serve in 

communication. The research questions that motivated this study are listed in (20). 

(20) a. What types of direct object expression of old information are used in a 

narration by English L1 learners at different years of study of Spanish L2, 

and how do these compare to the expressions used by native Spanish 

speakers? 

 

 b. What do the learners and native speakers say about why they use specific 

direct object expressions?   

 

 c. Why do the listeners think that the speakers chose the direct object 

expressions that they did?  

 

In order to develop a study that would provide data useful to the research 

questions in addition to addressing the issues raised by the studies previously reviewed, 

the methodological adjustments given in (21) below were made to the present study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 51 

(21) a. The participants will be naïve non-native Spanish speakers who are native 

  speakers of English. 

 

b. The participants will produce spontaneous, naturalistic speech. 

 

c. The speech produced will consist of a narration that includes actions with 

a high Information Pressure Quotient and high transitivity. 

 

 d. The participants will communicate with a specific listener, who will be a 

peer non-native speaker of English. 

 

 e. The task will be meaningful to both the speakers and the listeners. 

  

 f. Both the speakers and the listeners will have specific purposes in 

completing the task. 

 

 g. A stimulated recall will be done with all participants, both the speakers 

and the listeners. 

 

 h. A control group of native Spanish speakers will be included, and the 

native speakers will complete the same task as the non-native speakers. 

 

The specifics of the participants, the task and the data analysis are described in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

3.1 Participant recruiting 

 To recruit participants for this study, the researcher spent four weeks visiting 

Spanish classes of all levels, giving a brief presentation on the study in each class. While 

the topic of the study was not revealed, the students were told that it was an aspect of 

Spanish grammar with which they were familiar, but with which they often struggled. 

The students were given a general description of the task, approximately how much of a 

time commitment would be required and what the compensation would be. In terms of 

compensation, the students were offered a $10 gift card, which they could choose to be 

from Amazon, iTunes or Starbucks. They were also informed that the researcher would 

tutor them in Spanish or provide any advice relating to their academic career. As a result, 

344 non-native participants volunteered to participate in the study. Not all volunteers 

participated, and not all participants were analyzed, due to time constraints on the project. 

A subset of 86 participants was selected to participate. Of these 86 participants, 56 were 

selected for the final analysis.  

 The 56 participants who were selected for the final analysis were asked their 

reasons for volunteering. This was done for two reasons. The first was because a study in 

which all participants had volunteered due to their love of the language might suffer from 

self-selection bias, creating a group that contained only highly motivated and/or skillful 

speakers of Spanish. Secondly, the very large number of potential participants who 
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volunteered is somewhat unusual. It seems worthwhile to examine the participants’ 

motivations, in the hope that future researchers might find them useful. 

 Not all learners shared their reasons for participating in the study. Of the 56 non-

native participants who were selected for analysis, 47 provided their reasons for doing so. 

Their motivations are given in (22). 

(22) a. To receive the gift card 

 b. Interested in how research is conducted 

 c. To be helpful to the researcher 

 d. Already knew researcher personally 

 e. To figure out the topic of the study 

 f. Interested in learning more about Spanish grammar 

 g. To receive help and tutoring in Spanish 

 h. To have the opportunity to practice Spanish outside of the classroom 

 i. Researcher visited class and explained study in person 

 j. To receive academic advice for the future 

 k. Heard about study from friend who had participated 

 

The motivations given in (22) are listed from the most important to the least important for 

the 47 participants who provided their reasons for volunteering. There were minor 

differences observed among the different level groups.
8
 For instance, the lower level 

students were primarily motivated by the gift card and by the possibility of receiving 

tutoring help in Spanish. While the higher level students  were interested in the gift card, 

they were also motivated by their interest in Spanish and/or academic research and by the 

possibility of receiving advice for the future.  

 The motivations of the 47 students whose recordings were analyzed for this study, 

divided by speaker level, from lowest class placement to highest, are shown in Figure 1 

below, as well as the motivations for the non-native participants as a whole.  

 

                                                 
8
 The division of participants into level groups will be explained in §3.2.1. 
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Figure 1: Learners’ Motivations for Participating in the Study by Level 

Figure 1 above shows the raw data; the x-axis gives the students divided by level (class 

placement), with N representing the number of students of each level who provided 

answers, while the y-axis shows the number of times a particular answer was given. With 

47 participants and 85 answers represented, there are clearly more answers than 

participants. This is because many participants provided more than one motivation for 

their participation in the study. 

 The different motivations can be combined and grouped into three broad types of 

motivation – motivations that were internal to the participant, motivations that were 

provided by the recruiting researcher and motivations that were provided by a third party. 

These are shown in (23), (24) and (25), respectively. 
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(23) Motivations internal to the participant 

a. Interested in how research is conducted 

 b. Interested in learning more about Spanish grammar 

 c. To have the opportunity to practice Spanish outside of the classroom 

 

(24) Motivations personally related to the recruiting researcher 

a. To receive the gift card 

 b. To be helpful to the researcher 

 c. Already knew researcher personally 

 d. To figure out the topic of the study 

 e. To receive help and tutoring in Spanish 

 f. Researcher visited class and explained study in person 

 g. To receive academic advice for the future 

  

(25) Motivations provided by a third party 

a. Heard about study from friend who had participated 

 

Figure 2 below shows the three types of motivation, both in terms of the students’ level 

(class placement) and as a whole. Again, N represents the number of students of each 

level who provided answers, while the y-axis gives the number of times a particular 

answer within each type of motivation was given. 
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Figure 2: Source of Participant Motivation 

The students in this study appear to have been more motivated by external factors that 

were related to the recruiting researcher than they were by their own interests. Such 

results indicate that the sample was not necessarily limited to students who were 

exceptionally passionate about and interested in Spanish. Therefore, one could argue that 

the students included in the sample are more representative of the general population of 

Spanish learners than they might be in studies that do not offer any type of compensation 

and rely only on volunteers. These participant motivation profiles may be of particular 

interest to other researchers in linguistics or the social sciences, where recruiting 

participants is key to the successful completion of studies. Motivations that are personally 

related to the recruiting researcher may be important and useful in garnering a larger 

number of participants. 

 

Source of 

Motivation 
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3.2 Data collection 

Given the findings of previous published research, and in order to answer the 

research questions, this study was conducted in the following manner.  

3.2.1 Participants 

While a longitudinal study is recommended by Lee (2003), such studies usually 

have a lower number of participants, so results are less generalizable to the learner 

population. Additionally, longitudinal studies can suffer from participant attrition over 

time. To avoid this potential issue, a quasi-longitudinal design was used, with data 

gathered at a single point in time from undergraduate students of all course levels, from 

beginners to advanced learners. Clitics and word order permutations are acquired late, not 

until the intermediate or advanced levels (e.g., Johnston, 1995; Lee, 2003; Malovrh & 

Lee, 2010; Zyzik, 2004), so intermediate and advanced learners were targeted. However, 

given that this study dealt with all direct object expressions, not just clitics, beginning-

level learners were included as well. According to Yule (1997), second language 

acquisition research should focus not on the learners’ failure to acquire particular 

structures, but rather on how their ability develops over time. Therefore, the participants 

in this study ranged from learners in beginning Spanish language courses to learners in 

advanced level content courses in linguistics, literature and culture. 

The participants who were selected for final analysis in this study consisted of 56 

undergraduate Spanish students at a large Midwestern university and 14 native/near-

native speakers of Spanish. Each participant was assigned one of two roles – the speaker 

or the listener.  
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The 56 learners of Spanish were divided into 28 speakers and 28 listeners. The 28 

speakers were native speakers of English and naïve students of Spanish, incapable of 

conversing informally and spontaneously in any other language, as per Lee’s (2003) 

recommendation. They were recruited from Spanish classes at four different levels. Level 

1 consisted of seven students enrolled in the sequence of required language courses. As it 

was necessary that the participants know enough Spanish to be able to speak 

spontaneously, none were recruited from 1
st
 semester classes. Rather, the learners in 

Level 1 were selected from the 2
nd

, 3
rd

 and 4
th

 semester language classes. The seven 

learners in Level 2 were enrolled in the 5
th

 semester of Spanish, the point at which 

Malovrh and Lee (2010) find that clitics begin to be used with some frequency. The 

seven students in Level 3 were enrolled in introductory content courses that focused on 

Hispanic linguistics, literature and culture. These three introductory courses are required 

of all majors and minors and must be taken in the 6
th

, 7
th

 and 8
th

 semesters before the 

students can continue on to more advanced classes. The seven students in Level 4 were 

enrolled in upper-level linguistics, literature and culture courses and had all declared 

Spanish majors or minors.  

The 28 learners assigned to the listener group were of the same level as the 

speakers with which they were paired, to assure that they would be capable of 

comprehending the speech produced by the speakers. As oral production on their part was 

not analyzed, many of those selected to be listeners were allowed to have knowledge of 

languages other than English or Spanish. Seven listeners per group were selected and 

paired with the appropriate speakers.   
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Table 2 below displays the non-native participants’ identifying numbers, gender 

and average age. Each speaker is listed next to the listener with whom s/he was paired. 

Notice that in every case, the first digit of the identifying number indicates the 

participant’s level, and the second digit after the decimal point indicates the participant’s 

unique number within that level, while the final letter represents the participant’s task 

role (S for speaker and L for listener).  

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 

Speaker Listener Speaker Listener Speaker Listener Speaker Listener 

# G # G # G # G # G # G # G # G 

1.1S M 1.1L M 2.1S F 2.1L M 3.1S F 3.1L F 4.1S M 4.1L F 

1.2S M 1.2L F 2.2S F 2.2L F 3.2S F 3.2L F 4.2S F 4.2L F 

1.3S F 1.3L F 2.3S F 2.3L F 3.3S M 3.3L F 4.3S F 4.3L F 

1.4S F 1.4L F 2.4S M 2.4L F 3.4S F 3.4L M 4.4S M 4.4L F 

1.5S F 1.5L F 2.5S F 2.5L F 3.5S M 3.5L F 4.5S F 4.5L F 

1.6S F 1.6L F 2.6S F 2.6L M 3.6S F 3.6L F 4.6S F 4.6L F 

1.7S M 1.7L M 2.7S M 2.7L F 3.7S F 3.7L M 4.7S F 4.7L F 

Avg Age = 19.1 Avg Age = 18.7 Avg Age = 19.9 Avg Age = 21.0 

Table 2: Spanish L2 Learner Participants by Speaker-Listener Pair 

Fourteen native and near-native speakers of Spanish formed a control group for 

purposes of comparison with the learner groups. The native speaker group was divided 

into seven speakers and seven listeners. Only those participants who were native speakers 

of Spanish and had been educated in Spanish-speaking countries were assigned to the 

speaker group. The listener group consisted of near-native speakers, each of whom 

regularly communicated in Spanish with their paired speaker. The details of the pairs’ 

relationships are explained in the notes of Table 3 below, along with the participants’ 

identifying number, gender, the country in which they were educated and their average 

age. 
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Native 

Speaker Listener 

# Gender Country # Gender Country 

N.1S M Spain N.1L M USA*** 

N.2S F Mexico N.2L M USA** 

N.3S F El Salvador N.3L F USA* 

N.4S F Argentina N.4L F USA*** 

N.5S F Chile N.5L M USA** 

N.6S M Mexico N.6L F USA** 

N.7S F Colombia N.7L F USA* 

Avg. age = 29.4 
*The speaker-listener pairs are colleagues in a Spanish graduate program and speak regularly in 

Spanish. 

**The speaker-listener pairs are married and communicate regularly in Spanish. 

*** The speaker-listener pairs are colleagues in a Spanish graduate program and speak regularly in 

Spanish. The listeners’ are extremely familiar with the speakers’ particular dialects, due to their familial 

and/or educational experiences. 

Table 3: Control Group of Native Speaker Participants by Speaker-Listener Pair 

3.2.2 Tasks 

Once the participants had been appropriately paired, the speaker-listener pairs met 

to perform their tasks. The entire procedure took place in a quiet university seminar 

room. The room was small, with only enough space for a conference table and chairs. 

Background noise was minimal; with the door to the seminar room closed, only very loud 

noises in the outside hallway could be heard.  

Before beginning the tasks, the Spanish L2 learners who performed the speaker 

roles filled out a background questionnaire for the purpose of determining any possible 

external factors that might have influenced their Spanish language use. They provided 

information such as age, gender, time spent studying Spanish, use of Spanish language 

media, regular interaction with native Spanish speakers, experience in Spanish speaking 

countries and knowledge of other languages.
9
 (This last question was asked to ensure 

                                                 
9
 The background questionnaires may be found in the Appendices. 
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exclusion of any possible speakers who had studied languages other than English or 

Spanish.) The native speakers filled out a similar background questionnaire, in which 

they provided their age, gender, their daily use of English and Spanish, knowledge of 

other languages and time spent living in the United States.  

Following the speakers’ completion of the background questionnaire, they and 

their listeners were given their tasks.
10

 The speakers were told to watch La tortilla rag, a 

video clip introduced as a potential pilot show for a cooking network. Following the 

viewing, which took place on the researcher’s laptop, they were to narrate the events of 

the video to the listeners, who were assigned the role of employees at the network, and 

then provide an evaluation of the pilot’s suitability as a network show. These listeners 

were to listen to the speakers’ narrations and evaluations and take notes to give to their 

boss at the network. The listeners were told that these notes would later be turned in to 

the researcher. The listeners left the room after receiving their task, and the speakers 

watched La tortilla rag, a silent film created by Malovrh (2008) in which a man and a 

woman prepare a Spanish tortilla with side dishes.  

The listeners were brought back into the room when the video ended, to listen to 

the speakers’ narration and evaluation. During this time, both the speakers and the 

listeners were provided with a list of vocabulary words to aid in task completion.
11

 The 

purpose of this list, used by Malovrh (2008) and Malovrh and Lee (2010, 2013), was to 

avoid lack of lexical knowledge being confused for gaps in the participants’ 

morphosyntax. Additionally, the listeners’ use of the vocabulary list avoided unnecessary 

                                                 
10

 The instructions provided to the participants may be found in the Appendices. 
11

 The vocabulary list may be found in the Appendices. 
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lexical explanations and definitions on the part of the speaker. Following Malovrh (2008) 

and Malovrh and Lee (2010, 2013), the nouns in the list appeared without their article; in 

this way, the speakers were not given clues as to how to mark the gender of the forms 

that they chose to use.  

The speakers narrated the actions of the video and provided a personal evaluation 

of the video’s quality and its appropriateness for being included in the cooking network’s 

programming. The listeners likewise completed their own task by taking notes on the 

speakers’ narration and evaluation. The listeners were told that they could ask questions 

at any moments during which they were confused, but that the speakers were to provide 

the majority of the oral production. This was done to ensure that the speakers would 

produce a narration, rather than a series of answers to questions, and that they would have 

the most opportunities possible to produce anaphoric expressions. The listeners followed 

the instructions and kept their contributions to a minimum; 31 out of the 35 non-native 

and near-native listeners did not speak at all during the recorded task. The narration was 

recorded on a Marantz PMD 660 recorder. 

Immediately following the recording of the narration, the speakers and listeners 

each took part in a stimulated recall with the researcher. In preparation for the stimulated 

recall, the participants were told that they would be listening to the recording, and that 

they were to place themselves mentally in the moment in which the recording had 

happened. At certain points, the researcher would stop the tape, and they would share 

what they had been thinking at that particular point in time. They would also be permitted 

to stop the tape at any point during which they wished to share something with the 
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researcher. During the stimulated recall, the researcher stopped the tape at all points in 

time in which direct object expressions were produced. The majority of the non-native 

and native participants (53/70) also chose to stop the tape at points during the recall to 

share their thoughts with the researcher. 

The stimulated recalls were done separately. While the speaker was participating 

in the recall, the listener waited outside the room, and vice versa. This was done in order 

to allow the participants the opportunity to speak freely and without fear of offending 

their partners. The stimulated recalls were recorded in the same seminar room in which 

the narration had been recorded, using the same Marantz recorder.  

Immediately following the stimulated recall, a post hoc interview was done in 

which the object of the study was revealed. The participants were asked specific 

questions relating to their use and/or understanding of Spanish direct object expressions. 

Several examples of these questions are shown in (26).  

(26) a. “What are your feelings about direct object pronouns?” 

 

b. “Why do you avoid direct object pronouns when you speak?” 

 

c. “How did you learn about direct object pronouns? How did your teachers 

teach them to you?” 

 

d. “Did you notice particular direct object expressions while you were 

studying abroad?” 

 

e. “Did you hear that there was no direct object in this sentence?” 

 

These interviews were recorded in the same seminar room in which the narration and the 

recall had been recorded, using the same Marantz recorder. 
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The stimulated recall and interview for each participant was done in the language 

in which s/he felt the most comfortable, be it English of Spanish (cf. Gass & Mackey, 

2000 for rationale). Most participants conducted the recalls and interviews in their native 

languages. The only exceptions were the near-native participants N.2L, N.5L and N.6L, 

who were married to native speakers of Spanish and expressed their preference to do the 

stimulated recall and interview in Spanish. 

3.2.2.1 Task appropriateness 

The task is well-suited to the production of direct objects. Narrations have been 

found to be environments more fertile in terms of direct object production than 

conversations (e.g., Erlam, 2003; Malovrh, 2008; Malovrh & Lee, 2010; Montrul, Dias & 

Santos, 2010; Swierzbin, 2004; Zyzik, 2004). DuBois (1987) offers a possible 

explanation in the fact that narrations have higher IPQs than do conversations. The IPQ, 

or Information Pressure Quotient, is calculated as the ratio of new entities to clauses. 

When a particular speech event has a high IPQ, the speakers are forced to the limits of 

their grammar and obliged to use all linguistic expressions that they know. The actions in 

La tortilla rag are meant to provoke a narration about two strangers. As this constitutes a 

speech event with a high IPQ, according to DuBois (1987), such a narration is likely to 

produce utterances in which learners use all nominal and pronominal forms that exist in 

their interlanguages. 

In addition to the fact that the video is likely to provoke narrations with high 

IPQs, it also is likely to produce utterances with high transitivity. These are likely to 

occur in events like the one in the video in which two unnamed people handle and 
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prepare a variety of food items: there are at least two participants who show volition and 

agency, their actions are telic, affirmative and real, and entities are totally affected by 

their actions. As these are highly transitive actions, according to the definition of Hopper 

and Thompson (1980), a narration describing them is likely to produce utterances that 

include direct objects.  

Both the speakers’ and the listeners’ tasks were relatively relevant and 

meaningful, as the participants were given specific identities in their roles, as well as 

responsibilities concurrent with these identities. The speakers were aware that the 

listeners’ note-taking depended on their successful narration and evaluation. The 

listeners, in turn, knew that the notes were meant for the boss of the food network and 

that the researcher would collect their notes. They likewise believed that the success of 

the project depended on their accurate note-taking. Such knowledge was likely to 

generate more a more active and involved focus on information transfer (e.g., Brown & 

Yule, 1983; Ellis, 1997; Tarone & Yule, 1989; Yule, 1997). 

3.3 Data analysis  

 The data were analyzed in the following way in order to answer the three research 

questions. The first research question is repeated in (27). 

(27) What types of direct object expression of old information are used in a narration 

by English L1 learners at different years of study of Spanish L2, and how do these 

compare to the expressions used by native Spanish speakers?  

 

 The construct “direct object expression of old information” refers to the linguistic 

nominal and pronominal expressions in Spanish that can be used in direct object position 

to refer to any referent that constitutes old information (i.e., has already been established 



 

 66 

in the discourse). As the review of previous research has shown, languages offer a wider 

variety of expressions to refer to old information than to new information. Although it is 

not unheard of for inexperienced native speakers to use pronominals to reference new 

entities in the discourse (e.g., Anderson, Brown & Yule, 1982), none of the participants 

in this study did so. All of them used only NPs to introduce new referents. Therefore, 

instances that were included in the analysis consisted only of references in direct object 

position to information that had already been established in the discourse. 

In this study, the direct object expressions used to reference old information were 

NPs, clitic pronouns, demonstrative pronouns, null objects, generic NPs that were not 

direct repetitions of the antecedent, subject pronouns and any combination of the 

previous expressions. (28) provides examples of each type of expression as they were 

produced by participants in Level 4. The participants’ identifying number is given in 

parentheses following each example. 

(28) a. NP 

  pelearon las patatas  y cortaron las  

 they-peeled the potatoes and they-cut the 

 

patatas
12

 

  potatoes 
  “They peeled the potatoes and cut the potatoes.” (4.5S) 

 

 b. Clitic pronoun 

  el hombre preparó las papas.  Entonces  

  the man  he-prepared the potatoes. Then   

 

las limpió 

them he-cleaned 

  “The man prepared the potatoes. Then he cleaned them.” (4.6S) 

                                                 
12

 For the sake of readability of this dissertation, the false starts and discourse markers that appear in the 

transcripts have been removed from the participants’ speech. However, any morphosyntactic errors made 

by the learners have not been altered. 
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 c. Demonstrative pronoun 

  y unos guisantes, pues no estaban lavando  

  and some peas,  well no they-were washing  

 

estos 

these 
  “And some peas, well, they weren’t washing these.” (4.2S) 

 

 d. Null object 

  rompa  los huevos  y Ø  ponen  en  

  he-breaks the eggs  and Ø  they-put on 

 

  un plato 

  a plate 

  “He breaks the eggs, and they put Ø on a plate.” (4.1S) 

 

 e. Generic NP 

  pusieron la tortilla cocinada en su plato con  

  they-put the tortilla cooked  on their plate with  

 

  el queso y las guisantes y las uvas y  

  the cheese and the peas  and the grapes and  

 

trajeron  la  comida a la mesa  

they-brought  the  food  to the table 

“They put the cooked tortilla on their plate with the cheese and pea and 

grapes, and they brought the food to the table” (4.6S) 

 

 f. Subject pronoun 

  la mujer  empieza a comer las uvas,   

  the woman  she-begins to to-eat the grapes,   

 

  pero él  rechaza a  ella 

  but he he-rejects ANIMACY her 

  “The woman begins to eat the grapes, but he rejects her.” (4.7S) 

 

 g. Combination: Co-referential clitic and NP 

  se lo dio  el pañuelo 

  to-her it he-gave the cloth 

  “He gave her it, the cloth” (4.5S) 
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The narration/evaluation tasks were transcribed, and all instances in the transcript in 

which the speakers had a choice of direct object expression in referring to old information 

were identified.   

 During the process of analysis, several utterances were relatively difficult to 

classify as examples of choice in direct object expression. In such instances, native 

Spanish speaker input was sought. If the native speaker felt that an accusative clitic 

pronoun could be produced in lieu of the accusative expression used by the participant, it 

was counted. An example of such an expression as produced by a speaker in Level 4 is 

given in (29). 

 (29) Narration: 

hay  casi ocho o diez pedazos del  ajo,  

 there-are almost eight or ten pieces  of-the  garlic,  

 

 pero tienen   que cortarlos en pedazos más   

 but they-have that to-cut-them in pieces  more  

  

pequeños, para hacer   Ø muy  finos 

 small,  for to-make Ø very fine 

“There are almost eight or ten pieces of garlic, but they have to cut them in 

smaller pieces, to make Ø finer.” (4.3S) 

 

In consultation with a native speaker of Spanish, it was determined that an accusative 

clitic pronoun could indeed appear in the position in which 4.3S produced a null object. 

Further confirmation that this was possible comes from the learner herself. Her 

interlanguage did indeed permit the association of a clitic with an infinitive in a 

prepositional phrase, as (30), an example from later in her narration, shows. 
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(30) Narration: 

hay  unas uvas,  uvas rojas, que se     

 there-are some grapes,  grapes red, that themselves  

 

 lavan  con el agua para ponerlas en el plato 

 they-wash with the water for to-put-them on the plate 

“There are some grapes, red grapes, that are washed with water to put them on 

the plate.” (4.3S)  

 

Another speaker from Level 4 produced an expression, in (31), that did not meet 

the criteria and thus was not counted.  

(31) Narration: 

primero se limpiaron las patatas  y se   

 first  one they-made the potatoes and one  

 

 secan  las patatas 

 they-dry the potatoes 

 “First the potatoes were made and the potatoes are dried.” (4.5S) 

 

In consultation with a native speaker of Spanish, it was determined that an accusative 

clitic pronoun could not appear in the position in which 4.5S used an NP in (31). Rather, 

as the reflexive clitic se was used with a passive construction with a plural verb, the NP 

las patatas occupied the subject position, and the acceptable alternatives would be the 

subject pronoun ellas or a null subject. It is possible that 4.5S’s interlanguage would have 

accepted a clitic in the place of the NP las patatas, as comments from her stimulated 

recall indicate that she was possibly overusing the pronoun se inappropriately rather than 

producing passive constructions. However, she never produced any clitics in the plural 

verb/reflexive se construction. Given the lack of evidence that a clitic would be 

acceptable for her, the native rule was used, and (31) was not counted. 

 As Chapter 2 states, Spanish allows speakers the option to use different 

expressions, and its flexible word order permits more variability in terms of syntax. The 
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only instances in which any of the non-native or native participants produced variable 

word order occurred with NPs and clitic pronouns; an NP example produced by a speaker 

in Level 4 is given in (32) below.  

(32) Narration: 

ella preparó las papas  y el ajo lo hizo  

 she she-prepared the potatoes and the garlic it he-did  

 

 el hombre 

 the man 

 “She prepared the potatoes and he did the garlic” (4.6S) 

 

Any NPs that were placed in positions that resulted in OVS, OSV, SOV or OV word 

order were referred to as “preverbal,” as in (32) above. NPs that were placed in positions 

that resulted in SVO, VSO, VOS or VO word order were referred to as “postverbal.” 

 In terms of clitic pronoun position, the speakers had two options, both of which 

were produced. Clitics are analyzed as part of verbal morphology, so they are always 

immediately associated with the verb, either as proclitics (preverbal) or enclitics 

(postverbal). Using the rules of Spanish syntax presented in chapter 2 as the basis by 

which the participants’ speech was analyzed, clitic positioning was determined to be 

either proclitic or enclitic and either correct or incorrect.
13

 Examples of the three 

combinations produced by the participants are given in (33)-(35) and were produced by 

speakers in Level 4. An example of the proclitic/incorrect position, which was not 

produced by any speaker, is shown in (36). 

 

 

                                                 
13

 It is appropriate to refer to the clitic pronoun position as “correct” or “incorrect.” Unlike the more 

variable morphology of native Spanish, the syntax that governs clitic placement is consistent between 

dialects. 
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(33) Proclitic/correct 

 los lavan,  los secan 

 them they-wash, them they-dry 

 “They wash them, they dry them.” (4.4S) 

 

(34) Enclitic/correct 

 demuestran  cómo pelarlos 

 they-demonstrate how to-peel-them 

 “They demonstrate how to peel them.” (4.2S) 

 

(35) Enclitic/incorrect 

 pélanlos  y Ø  ponen  en un plato   

 they-peel-them and Ø  they-put on a plate  

 “They peel them and put Ø on a plate.” (4.1S)  

 

(36) Proclitic/incorrect 

 demuestran  cómo los pelar 

 they-demonstrate how them to-peel 

 “They demonstrate how to peel them.” 

 

Once the examples were transcribed, quantified and coded, the results from the 

different levels and the native speaker group could be compared. 

 The second research question is restated in (37). 

(37) What do the learners and native speakers say about why they use specific direct 

object expressions?   

 

This question sought to gain insight into why speakers selected one, rather than another, 

direct object expression. In order to answer it, their comments from the stimulated recalls 

and post hoc interviews were considered. 

 Once all of the instances of direct object expression of old information were 

tabulated, they were checked against the moments in the stimulated recalls in which the 

speakers heard themselves produce each particular expression. This was done in order to 

determine if the speakers had indicated a particular motivation or goal at that point in 

time that may have influenced the structures used. For example, in (38a), a speaker from 
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Level 1 repeated an NP immediately after establishing it in the discourse. (38b) provides 

her comment from the stimulated recall at the moment in which she heard herself produce 

(38a). That comment in (38b) gives a possible motivation for her repetition of the NP la 

tortilla española. 

(38) a. Narration: 

en este video, ellos cocinaron la tortilla española  

  in this video, they they-cooked the tortilla Spanish  

 

y prepararon la tortilla  española  

  and they-prepared the tortilla  Spanish 

“In this video, they cooked the Spanish tortilla and they prepared the 

Spanish tortilla.” (1.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“When I started to speak, I was getting really nervous, so I lost my track. I 

just wanted to make sure she got the right idea of what I was trying to set 

up, because I didn’t know how to start it, because I knew what they were 

doing, like how it had all these steps laid out, but then I didn’t know how 

to start.” (1.6S) 

 

According to her stimulated recall, at the moment in which she reproduced the NP la 

tortilla española in (38), 1.6S was struggling to find a way of beginning her narration. 

Although she had followed the actions in the video, and, as she stated later in the 

stimulated recall, she was familiar with Spanish tortillas and had even made one in Spain, 

she did not know how to begin speaking about the food and lost track of what she was 

saying. She reiterated her nervousness during the post hoc interview. Her comment is 

shown in (39b), in response to the researcher’s question in (39a). 

 

 

 



 

 73 

(39) a. Researcher’s question: 

“What did you think of [listener’s name redacted]’s level of Spanish as 

compared to yours? 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“I don’t know. She said she was in [my course level], and that’s all I 

know, so it’s probably about the same, but she probably wasn’t as nervous 

as me.” (1.6S)  

 

The stimulated recalls and post hoc interviews were used in this way, to attempt to 

connect the speakers’ comments about their communicative motivations with the 

different direct object expressions that they had used during the task.  

 The same type of analysis was used to answer the third research question, restated 

in (40), which sought to access the listeners’ perspectives. 

(40) Why do the listeners think that the speakers chose the direct object expressions 

that they did? 

 

The listeners took part in the same stimulated recalls and post hoc interviews as the 

speakers did. In the same way that the speakers’ motivations were determined, by using 

their own perspectives, the listeners’ perspectives were likewise analyzed.  

 An example comes from 1.6L, the Level 1 listener who was paired with 1.6S. Her 

response to 1.6S’s production in (38) is given in (41). (41b) provides her initial comment, 

with a follow-up question from the researcher in (41c) and her answer to the question in 

(41d). 
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(41) a. Narration: 

en este video, ellos cocinaron la tortilla española  

  in this video, they they-cooked the tortilla Spanish  

 

y prepararon la tortilla  española  

  and they-prepared the tortilla  Spanish 

“In this video, they cooked the Spanish tortilla and they prepared the 

Spanish tortilla.” (1.6S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I guess I was kind of just listening to see what she would say it was 

about, and then I caught that it was about, like it was a Spanish dish, so 

kind of a little more specific there.” (1.6L) 

 

c. Researcher’s question: 

“Do you know what she was talking about, what the dish was?” 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“No. [laughter]”  

 

1.6L’s stimulated recall indicates that she was waiting to hear the topic of the video. 

While she did not specifically reference the fact that 1.6S had repeated the name of the 

dish being prepared, she does say that she did not know what it was, and that hearing that 

it was Spanish helped her in her understanding. It is possible that 1.6S’s repetition of the 

NP la tortilla española assisted in 1.6L in determining the main topic of the narration that 

she was preparing to hear. In this way, the listeners’ perspective regarding the speakers’ 

linguistic expressions and communicative motivations was collected and analyzed. 

 The results that correspond to the three research questions are given in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

 This chapter is organized in terms of the research questions. §4.1 provides the 

data that respond to the first research question, presenting the different types of 

expressions that the speakers in the four non-native groups and the native group 

produced. §4.2 is more extensive, in that it presents the results that respond to both the 

second and the third research questions. The reason for this is because the questions ask 

for the speakers’ and the listeners’ perspectives on the specific expressions used. This 

information comes from the stimulated recall, and because the recall was done with both 

participants, their responses and comments are presented together. Finally, §4.3 presents 

the conclusions from this chapter. 

4.1 Research question 1 

The first research question is restated in (42). 

(42) What types of direct object expression are used in a narration by English L1 

learners at different years of study of Spanish L2, and how do these compare to 

the expressions used by native Spanish speakers?  

 

Figure 3 shows the different types of expressions that were used by the participants in the 

four non-native levels as well as the native speaker group. The y-axis indicates the 

percentage of use of each type of expression within the total use of each group. That is, 

out of all of the instances in which the speakers produced direct object expressions that 

referred to old information in the discourse, in what percentage of those instances did 

they produce NPs, clitics, null objects, etc.?  N refers to the total number of times that 

direct object referential expressions were produced, ranging from 41 total expressions in 
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Level 1 to 128 total expressions in Level 4. Due to the differences in the number of 

expressions produced by each group, presenting the results in terms of percentages, rather 

than raw data, allows for a clearer visual comparison between the groups.  

 

Figure 3: Direct Object Expressions Produced by all Groups (%) 

 Full NPs were the linguistic expression most commonly used by the learners in 

Level 1 and Level 2. In the instances in which these speakers preferred not to repeat the 

noun, null objects were more frequently used than clitic pronouns or any other type of 

expression. Clitic pronouns were produced by the learners in these groups, but to a lesser 

extent than either NPs or null objects.  

The speakers’ patterns changed in Level 3; clitic pronouns were the most 

frequently used expression, and the learners’ use of NPs and null objects diminished 

considerably. The use of clitic pronouns increased slightly in Level 4 and again in the 

native speaker group. In fact, all three groups used clitics more so than any other 
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expression. In these three groups, the NP was the second most-used expression, and the 

null object was used much less frequently than in Levels 1 and 2. The null object was the 

third most-used expression in Levels 3 and 4 and the least-used expression in the native 

speaker group. Nevertheless, it never entirely disappeared from the data set. 

 The remaining expressions produced were used much less frequently by all five 

groups. Demonstrative pronouns were used by participants in every group, but they were 

not commonly used. Likewise uncommon were generic NPs, subject pronouns and 

combinations of expressions, such as clitics that were co-referential with NPs.  

 Tables 4 and 5 provide the percentages of use of each type of direct object 

expression. This is the same information provided in Figure 3, presented here for two 

purposes. First of all, the numbers allow more exact comparisons between levels. 

Secondly, the tables provide the expressions in decreasing order as they were produced 

by the learners. This was done to contrast Levels 1 and 2 with Levels 3 and 4 (plus the 

native speaker group). In Table 4 below, the different expressions used by the speakers in 

Levels 1 and 2 are provided in terms of their percentage of use. N and the numbers in 

parentheses indicate the number of direct object expressions produced by the speakers in 

each group.  
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Expression used Frequency (%) 

 Level 1 

(N=41) 

Level 2 

(N=60) 

Full NPs 49% 

(20/41) 

42% 

(25/60) 

Null objects 32% 

(13/41) 

35% 

(21/60) 

Clitic pronouns 15% 

(6/41) 

12% 

(7/60) 

Demonstrative pronouns 2% 

(1/41) 

5% 

(3/60) 

Combinations of forms 2% 

(1/41) 

3% 

(2/60) 

Other NPs/pronouns 0% 

 

3% 

(2/60) 

Table 4: Direct Object Expressions Produced by Levels 1 and 2 

In contrast, Table 5 below presents the different direct object expressions used by the 

speakers in Levels 3, 4 and the native group in terms of their percentage of use. Again, 

N and the numbers in parentheses indicate the number of expressions produced by the 

speakers in each group. 

Expression used Frequency (%) 

 Level 3 

(N=66) 

Level 4 

(N=128) 

Native Speakers 

(N=78) 

Clitic pronouns 50% 

(33/66) 

52% 

(67/128) 

59% 

(46/78) 

Full NPs 29% 

(19/66) 

20% 

(26/128) 

27% 

(21/78) 

Null objects 12% 

(8/66) 

11% 

(14/128) 

3% 

(2/78) 

Other 

NPs/pronouns 

5% 

(3/66) 

9% 

(11/128) 

0% 

 

Combinations of 

forms 

3% 

(2/66) 

5% 

(6/128) 

6% 

(5/78) 

Demonstrative 

pronouns 

2% 

(1/66) 

3% 

(4/128) 

5% 

(4/78) 

Table 5: Direct Object Expressions Produced by Levels 3 and 4 and the native speakers 
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Tables 4 and 5 demonstrate the differences between the lower level learners, on one hand, 

and the higher level learners and native speakers, on the other. The lower level learners 

preferred to use NPs and null objects, while the higher level learners and native speakers 

preferred to use clitics and NPs. The repetition of the NP was common to all groups. 

However, in utterances in which the speakers did not repeat the NP, the expressions that 

they instead chose varied based on their level; the lower level learners left the direct 

object out of the sentence, while the learners with more experience represented the 

referent with a clitic pronoun. 

The results generally correspond with those obtained by the previous studies 

reviewed in Chapter 2. All speakers, non-native and native alike, used NPs in situations 

in which clitics could have been used, which Malovrh (2008) found in both non-native 

and native speech. Null objects were commonly produced by lower level learners, and the 

late-acquired clitic pronouns were preferred by higher level learners. A difference 

between this study and others is that clitics were not used regularly until Level 3. 

Malovrh and Lee (2010) found that the 5
th

 semester of language study was the point at 

which their learners began to use clitics with regularity; in the present study, learners in 

Level 2, which corresponds to the 5
th

 semester, still used clitics infrequently. Indeed, 

clitics were used less frequently by the learners of Level 2 than by those of Level 1. The 

introductory content courses of Level 3, which correspond to approximately the 6
th

-8
th

 

semesters of Spanish
14

, were found to be the stage at which clitic use increased 

dramatically, at least in the present study.   

                                                 
14

 Following the 5th semester (Level 2 in this study), the students represented by this sample have slightly 

more freedom in terms of the classes that they can take. While most tend to move straight in to the 
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4.2 Research questions 2 and 3 

 The remainder of the chapter is arranged in terms of the linguistic expressions 

used by the speakers. Since clitic pronouns are the default expression used by native 

speakers to reference old information (cf. Chapter 2 of this study), they are presented 

first, in §4.2.1. The speakers provided more information in their stimulated recalls as to 

their reasons for avoiding clitic pronouns than for choosing to use them. The matched-

pair listeners’ comments and perspectives on the speakers’ clitics are included as well. 

Various features of clitic morphology and syntax are also given, as these were cited by 

the speakers as having been principal reasons for their avoidance of the expression. 

Following this section, the other expressions are discussed. §4.2.2 deals with the 

speakers’ NPs. Moments from their stimulated recalls that provide their opinions on any 

motivations regarding NP use are included. The listeners’ stimulated recalls are included 

as well, in order to compare what the speakers said about what they did with the listeners’ 

interpretations. If the participants provided relevant information in their post hoc 

interviews, these are included as well. In §4.2.3, null objects are discussed, much in the 

same way. §4.2.4 and §4.2.5 present demonstrative pronouns and co-referential clitics 

and NPs, respectively.  

 Before continuing on to the first expression, however, the second and third 

research questions are restated in (43) and (44). 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
introductory content courses represented by Level 3, they also have the option of taking classes such as 

Spanish communication, medical Spanish and Latino immigration/community service.  
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(43) What do the learners and native speakers say about why they use specific direct 

object expressions?   

 

(44) Why did the listeners think that the speakers chose the direct object expressions 

that they did?  

 

4.2.1 Clitic pronouns 

As clitics are a late-acquired and challenging structure, it is not surprising that a 

number of learners, particularly those in Levels 1 and 2, avoided them. In the post hoc 

interview, upon learning that the topic of this study was the direct object, many 

participants expressed their distaste for clitic pronouns. In (45)-(48), speakers from 

Levels 1-4 offer such a perspective. The speakers selected for these examples were those 

who used the fewest number of clitics in the task in their level group. 1.1S, 2.1S and 3.3S 

used no clitics, and 4.5S produced 2 clitics out of 8 total direct objects.  

(45) Speaker’s interview: 

“I know [the direct object pronoun] exists, and I can, if I read it, I’d be like, 

they’re talking about something. What is it talking about? I would never include it 

[in speech] if I had the option to.” (1.1S) 

 

(46) Speaker’s interview: 

“When you’re looking at [a direct object pronoun] in a sentence, like the grammar 

workbooks or whatever, I highlight in my mind, that’s the noun, that’s who it’s 

given to, then you kind of make it like that. But you can’t really do that when 

you’re speaking it.” (2.1S) 

 

(47) Speaker’s interview: 

“[Using the direct object pronoun] might have made things more confusing. For 

me it would’ve made things more confusing because I have so many things that I 

need to just describe, so then if I, say with the example with las uvas, if I say 

ponerlas and then suddenly I’m going to another noun after that, I feel like I’d 

start to lose track of what las was actually supposed to represent.” (3.3S) 
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(48) Speaker’s interview: 

“When I’m talking to native speakers and they use all the direct pronouns, I 

always know what’s happening and they’re describing, like I understand 

everything, but I sometimes don’t understand what we’re talking about. Because 

they said it at the beginning, and then I lost track. I always understand exactly 

what they’re saying, it’s just that I don’t know the physical thing we’re talking 

about or the person we’re talking about. I guess that’s maybe me as a listener 

trying to be like, OK, well, I’m just going to make sure you know what I’m 

talking about.” (4.5S) 

 

Speakers of all levels examined in this study shared this clitic-related insecurity. They 

knew that they were often unable to match referents in the discourse to the pronouns 

used, and they thus avoided producing these pronouns. Such a modification seems to 

have been done, in part, out of consideration for the listeners; the avoidance of clitics 

would help assure that they would understand, as shown in (48). However, the clitics 

were avoided also for the speakers’ own sake, as they struggled using pronouns while 

producing a spontaneous narration in Spanish, which is shown in (45), (46) and (47). 

4.5S’s comment in (48) was reflected in some of the listeners’ comments. In 

several instances in which the speakers produced clitic pronouns, the listeners were not 

able to follow the thread of the conversation, as the following examples from listeners in 

Level 4 and the native group show. 
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(49) a. Narration: 

hacen  los huevos,  dónde están  mezclándolos,  

  they-make the eggs,  when they-are mixing-them,  

 

y la mujer   se falla  un poco y  

and the woman  herself she-fails a little  and  

 

el hombre  se   ayuda  a limpiarlo 

the man  himself he-helps to to-clean-it 

“They’re making the eggs, when they’re mixing them, and the woman fails 

a little, and the man helps her to clean it up.” (4.2S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“So that was where I thought, wait, what were they cleaning? I didn’t 

understand. I guess it doesn’t matter. He’s helping her clean something, 

whatever it is.” (4.2L) 

 

(50) a. Narration: 

cuando  las señoras en España  están   

  when  the women  in Spain  they-are 

 

viendo  los programas de cocina,  quieren  

watching the programs of kitchen, they-want 

 

tener,  primero, algo  para apuntar ellas 

  to-have, first,  something for to-note-down they 

 

también,  y segundo, alguien  que las 

  also,  and second, someone that them 

 

entretenga un poco 

he-entertains a little 

“When women in Spain watch cooking shows, they want to have, first of 

all, something that they can also note down, and second, someone who 

can entertain them a bit.” (N.1S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Yeah, I’m just picturing this kind of jolly, happy woman. You know, like 

a happy woman, like kind of beating eggs, just kind of like the Spanish 

Julia Child, just kind of like, and now we’re going to do this!” (N.1L) 

 

c. Listener’s interview: 

“Oh, then I had [the identity of the cooks] wrong. Huh.” (N.1L) 
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In (49), 4.2L commented on her inability to identify the referent of the clitic. In (50), 

N.1L indicated no misunderstanding in the stimulated recall. However, as he realized in 

his interview, he had misinterpreted N.1S’s mention of Spanish women as the identity of 

the cooks rather than the identity of the viewers. In these cases, the speakers’ switching 

immediately to clitic pronouns confused the listeners. Without the identity of the referent 

restated, the clitics used did not assist the listeners in recapturing the thread of the 

narration.  

4.2.1.1 Clitic morphology 

As has been previously discussed, and as was mentioned by the speakers in (45)-

(48), clitics are challenging for learners to acquire. This is in part based on their complex 

morphological marking. In Figure 3, all clitics, regardless of their accuracy, were 

included. Table 6 below shows the number and percentage of clitics marked with non-

standard morphology, using the direct object clitic system in Table 1 as the basis against 

which the learner-produced clitics were compared. In the speech of all five groups, there 

were clitics marked inaccurately in terms of case (e.g., dative instead of accusative), 

gender (e.g., masculine instead of feminine), number (e.g., singular instead of plural) and 

person (e.g., first instead of third). 
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 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Native 

Speakers 

Total clitics 6 7 33 67 46 

Clitics with 

non-

standard 

morph. 

1 7 8 30 23 

% non-

standard 

morph. 

16.7% 100% 24.2% 44.8% 50% 

Table 6: Clitic Pronouns with Non-standard Morphology by Group 

Figure 4 below shows the breakdown of non-standard morphological forms for each of 

the five groups and whether the forms were due to errors in case, gender, number or 

person marking. The y-axis shows the percentage of error types in all non-standard clitics 

produced, and N refers to the total number of non-standard clitics produced by each 

group.  

 

Figure 4: Clitic Pronouns with Non-standard Morphology by Group (%) 



 

 86 

The learners in Levels 1 and 2 produced very few clitics in total – 6 and 7, 

respectively. The sole clitic marked inaccurately in Level 1 was marked as feminine 

rather than masculine.
15

 All of the clitics produced by the learners in Level 2 were 

marked incorrectly; most for case, some for gender and one was marked according to the 

wrong person. 

Level 3 served as the turning point in terms of clitic pronoun production, both in 

terms of overall production and in terms of accuracy; out of a total of 33 clitics produced 

overall, the learners in this group marked 8 clitics incorrectly. The errors made consisted 

of errors in case or gender marking. The learners in Level 4 produced 67 clitics, 30 of 

which were marked incorrectly.
16

 Their mistakes – in case, gender or number marking – 

were more varied than those of the Level 3 learners, possibly because they attempted to 

use more clitic pronouns than did any of the lower level learners. The native speakers 

likewise produced non-standard forms in terms of gender and number marking in 23 of 

their 46 clitics. For the groups with the highest levels of Spanish – the native speaker 

group and Level 4 – approximately half of their clitics were marked such that they 

diverged from the Spanish clitic system shown in Table 1. These particular non-standard 

variants will now be explored one by one, using information from the stimulated recalls 

and post hoc interviews in order to better understand how and why they were produced. 

 

                                                 
15

 This was not the only clitic produced inaccurately by the learners in Level 1. Three additional clitics 

were placed incorrectly, according to Spanish syntactic rules. Placement inaccuracies will be discussed 

later in this chapter. While Table 6 and Figure 4 seem to indicate that the learners of Level 1 made very few 

errors in terms of clitics, this only considers morphological errors and does not take into account syntactic 

errors. 
16

 Like the learners in Level 1, the learners in Level 4 struggled with syntactic placement, in addition to 

morphological marking. Eight additional clitics were placed incorrectly, and these issues will be discussed 

later in the chapter. 
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4.2.1.1.1 Clitic case marking 

Table 7 below shows how the learners of Levels 2, 3 and 4 marked any direct 

object clitics that were declined using non-standard, non-accusative forms. Neither Level 

1 nor the native speakers marked direct object clitics as anything other than accusative,
17

 

and so they are not included in Table 7.  

 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 

Accusative clitics 

marked with non-

standard case 

4 2 5 

Marked as dative 1 2 3 

Marked as 

reflexive 

3 0 2 

Table 7: Clitics with Non-standard Case Marking 

Rather than producing the direct object pronouns lo(s) and la(s), the learners in 

Levels 2 and 4 used both reflexive pronoun se and the dative pronoun le(s). Group 3 used 

only the dative pronoun le(s) in situations in which direct objects with non-accusative 

marking appeared.  

These non-standard pronominal forms were generally used in situations in which 

the direct object referents were animate, as examples (51)-(53) illustrate. The speakers 

represented are from Levels 2, 3 and 4. Each segment is labelled as to whether it was 

taken from the speakers’ narrations, the speakers’ and/or listeners’ stimulated recalls or 

the speakers’ and/or listeners’ post hoc interviews.  

 

 

                                                 
17

 Case marking can only be distinguished in third person clitics in Spanish. As the only clitics produced by 

the participants in this study referenced third person referents, there were no issues in terms of not being 

able to identify the case marking on a particular pronoun.  
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(51) a. Narration: 

ella no es fuerte y entonces el hombre 

  she not she-is strong and then  the man   

 

se  ayuda 

himself he-helps 

“She isn’t strong and then the man helps her.
18

” (2.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“My high school teacher drilled it into us to say ayúdame all the time, so 

it’s one of the words I know goes with se. So it’s automatic for me to add 

se to ayuda, like I just know that that goes together.” (2.3S)  

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“When we first learned [Spanish clitic pronouns], I don’t remember what 

year of Spanish I was in, but we did them all at the same time. And in high 

school, we really only used first and second person.” (2.3S)  

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“For me, se ayuda would be too reflexive, like in my mind, so I didn’t 

write se ayuda, I just put él ayuda. To me, he was helping her. Because of 

the fact that, the context, she was weak and so the fact that he would be 

helping her made a lot of sense to me.” (2.3L) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18

 Although an accurate translation of what 2.3S had said would be “The man helps himself,” the 

translation provided instead shows what she had been attempting to say. This is confirmed in her stimulated 

recall. 
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(52) a. Narration: 

es difícil  para ella, pero él le  

  it-is difficult for she, but he to-her 

   

ayudaba 

  he-was-helping 

  “It’s difficult for her, but he was helping her.” (3.1S) 

 

 b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“So I was saying, he was helping her to cut the pineapple here.” (3.1S)  

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I feel like I didn’t use too many [pronouns], or at least if I did, it was just 

pretty natural, or I feel like sometimes I’ll use them in phrases I’ve heard a 

lot.” (3.1S)  

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall:  

“When she said le ayudaba, I wasn’t really sure what she was referring to. 

I kind of just assumed it was that the man was helping the woman cut the 

pineapple.” (3.1L)  

 

e. Listener’s interview:  

“I think her use of the direct object was pretty good, because most of the 

time I understood what she was saying. The only time it did confuse me 

was with le, and I’m not really sure why that confused me, it just did. 

Does anyone ever use se as a direct object? Like se ayudaba? I think that 

might be why I was confused, because I have heard that a lot, and I don’t 

know if it’s right or wrong, apparently.” (3.1L)  
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(53) a. Narration: 

otra vez el hombre le ayuda  a la  

  other time the man  to-her he-helps to the  

 

  mujer  con cortando la piña 

  woman  with cutting  the pineapple 

  “Again the man helps her, the woman, cutting the pineapple.” (4.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“OK, there it should have been cortar la piña. I think because I wasn’t 

even necessarily sure I was going to say con, like, le ayuda cortando. But 

then I was kind of like, this is so many random objects, whatever, le, a él, 

or la, so yeah, that just kind of slipped out.” (4.3S)  

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“We just talked about leísmo, but in my head, I always want to use le 

when it’s a person. I understand, he’s helping her, and in the sentence 

she’s almost like an object, like it should be la ayuda, but when you’re 

helping a person, the tendency is always to want to use le.” (4.3S)  

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall:  

“I was confused because right now she’s talking more about the woman 

cooking, then she said it was the man who seemed to have more 

experience or whatever, and so I got confused, I was trying to figure out 

who’s the one actually cooking.” (4.3L)  

 

Animate direct object referents tended to confuse the learners with respect to selecting 

the correct case marking. As 2.3S and 3.1L mentioned in (51) and (52), the confusion 

between the dative le and the reflexive se is prevalent among Spanish students. In (53), 

4.3S pointed out that the same confusion exists between the accusative la and the dative 

le. Given that the reflexive and the dative pronouns are used almost exclusively to refer to 

people, as the participants stated, their overgeneralization to all animate referents may be 

understandable (e.g., Zyzik, 2004, 2006b). This situation is not helped by the fact that all 

first and second clitic pronouns have identical forms. Therefore, when the students are 
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obliged to discuss third person referents, they are not sure if they should use the reflexive, 

dative or accusative system, as 2.3S mentions in (51). 

 The listeners seemed to struggle to comprehend the clitics produced. In (51) and 

(52), 2.3L and 3.1L expressed their difficulty in determining the referent of the pronoun, 

although they were able to use context to make sense of what they heard. 4.3L was 

likewise confused in (53) about the referent of the clitic, but her confusion was based on 

her inability to understand the roles of the two characters in the video.  

 Although the leísmo referenced by 4.3S in (53) above and explained in Chapter 2 

is indeed a feature of native Spanish, none of the native speakers included in this study 

produced any such utterances. The two pronominal mentions of a third person animate 

referent by the native speaker participants are shown in (54) and (55) below.  
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(54) a. Narration: 

las señoras están viendo  los programas de  

  the women  are seeing  the programs of 

   

cocina,  quieren tener,  primero, algo    

kitchen,  they-want to-have, first,  something  

 

  para apuntar  ellas también y segundo,   

  for to-write-down   them also  and second,  

 

  alguien  que las entretenga un poco 

someone that them entertains a little 

 “When the women are watching cooking shows, they want to have, first of 

all, something for them to write down and secondly, someone who 

entertains them a bit.” (N.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“No, yo no [soy leísta]. Yo soy del oeste, de cerca de Portugal. Esa región, 

específicamente, no [es leísta]. Que vas a Madrid, sí que son más. De todo 

en Valladolid, está muy cerca de Valladolid, de dónde yo vengo, y la 

mayoría son muy leístas, pero nosotros no.” (N.1S) 

 “No, I’m not [leísta]. I’m from the west, near Portugal. That region, 

specifically, isn’t [leísta]. If you go to Madrid, yes, they’re more so. Above 

all in Valladolid, it’s really close to Valladolid, where I come from, and 

most people are very leísta, but not us.” 

 

(55) Narration: 

el hombre estaba  cocinando y estornudó.  

 the man  he-was  cooking and he-sneezed. 

 

Entonces la chica lo mira y le pasa el  

Then  the girl him looks and to-him passes the  

 

repasador 

dishcloth 

“The man was cooking and he sneezed. Then the girl looks at him and hands him 

the dishcloth.” (N.4S) 

 

N.4S, cited in (55) is from Argentina, a region that does not commonly employ leísmo. 

N.1S, in (54), is from Spain, a region known for its use of leísmo (e.g., Fernández Ulloa, 

1996; Flores Cervantes, 2002; García & Otheguy, 1977; Geeslin et al, 2010; Klein-
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Andreu, 2000; Urrutia & Fernández Ulloa, 1995). However, N.1S is from Zamora, a 

Spanish city that, according to his interview, is not leísta. He references Madrid and 

Valladolid, cities that are leísta.
19

 Despite their proximity to Zamora (two and a half 

hours and one hour, respectively), they are not the same dialectal zones in terms of 

pronoun use. In any case, whether or not N.1S tends to use or avoid leísmo, it would most 

likely have been avoided in a situation with a feminine referent, as leísmo applies mainly 

to animate referents that are masculine (e.g., García & Otheguy, 1977; Klein-Andreu, 

2000). 

 Errors in case marking, therefore, were limited to the non-native participants. The 

speakers’ reasons for having done so seem to be based on their incomplete understanding 

of the Spanish clitic pronoun system and not on exposure to native-like leísmo. The 

listeners, while they were able to understand the speakers’ message, expressed difficulty 

understanding the particular clitics chosen by the speakers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19

 N.1S’s anecdotal observations regarding leísmo in Zamora, Madrid and Valladolid are confirmed by 

Klein-Andreu (2000). 
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4.2.1.1.2 Clitic gender marking 

Table 8 shows how participants in all five groups mismarked clitic pronouns for 

gender.  

 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Native 

Speakers 

Clitics 

marked 

with non-

standard 

gender 

1 2 6 23 14 

Marked as 

masculine 

0 2 1 22 14 

Marked as 

feminine 

1 0 5 1 0 

Table 8: Clitics with Non-standard Gender Marking 

Examining the clitics used by the participants, particularly those in Level 4 and the native 

speaker group reveals that gender mismarking favored the masculine forms more than the 

feminine ones. This is unsurprising, as masculine is the default gender in native Spanish 

(e.g., Clegg, 2010) and the one to which non-native speakers overwhelmingly default 

(e.g., McCarthy, 2008). 

Defaulting to masculine was not frequently mentioned by the learners or the 

native speakers. However, some participants from Level 4 and the native speaker group 

remarked on their having done so, in examples (56)-(58).  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 95 

 (56) a. Narration: 

empiezan a pelar  y cortar las papas   

  they-begin to to-peel  and to-cut the potatoes  

 

  para prepararlos  para cocinarlos 

  for to-prepare-them for to-cook-them 

“They begin to peel and cut the potatoes to prepare them and cook them” 

(4.7S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“So I was trying to remember if papas was feminine, because obviously it 

ends in an a, but potato always ends in o, so I was thinking, is it one of 

those weird words, like los papas? I said para cocinarlos for papas again, 

so again the los kept coming through, and I’m like, no it’s las, but for 

whatever reason, the masculine form kept coming through on the articles I 

was using.” (4.7S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I don’t feel like any of my [direct object pronouns] are very well done.” 

(4.7S) 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I was just pretty much imagining me doing that. It made sense, 

understood it. The los didn’t agree with las papas, which is why I didn’t 

write that down. Whenever she messed up, I would either switch to 

English, because I didn’t want to write it inaccurately, or I just didn’t write 

it down.” (4.7L) 
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(57) a. Narration: 

lavaron uvas y picaron  una piña  y  

  they-washed grapes and they-chopped a pineapple and  

  

lo  dejaron, lo  pusieron en un bol 

it  they-left, it  they-put in a bowl 

“They chopped a pineapple and they placed it to the side, they put it in a 

bowl” (N.5S) 

  

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“En eso lo que estaba pensando, bol, y estaba pensando en la palabra y 

cómo se escribe [en Chile]. Pero allí se dice un bol y es para la cocina. 

Uno de los grandes.” (N.5S)  

 “That’s what I was thinking about, bol, and I was thinking about the word 

and how you write it [in Chile]. But there we say bol and it’s used in the 

kitchen. It’s one of the big ones.” 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“Eso me interesa, lo de la fruta cuando dije, ‘lo pusieron.’ Yo creo que me 

refería al bol de fruta. En vez de decir, ‘y pusieron la fruta,’ yo creo que en 

mi mente yo estaba pensando, ‘el bol.’” (N.5S) 

 “That’s interesting, that thing with the fruit when I said, ‘they put it.’ I 

think that I was referring to the fruit bowl. Instead of saying, ‘and they put 

the fruit,’ I think that in my mind I was thinking, ‘the bowl.’”  

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall 

“Pues la verdad es que no escuché la parte de la fruta. Estaba anotando 

tanto y escuchando la parte del bol y cuando escuché ‘bol,’ dije, oh, sí, es 

una palabra que se usa en Chile, pero probablemente la gente va a pensar 

que estaba usando una palabra inglesa.” (N.5L) 

 “Well, the truth is that I didn’t hear that part about the fruit. I was writing 

so much and listening to the part about the bol and when I heard bol, I 

said, oh, yeah, that’s a word they use in Chile, but everyone will probably 

think that she was using an English word.” 
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(58) a. Narration: 

para la cebolla, la señora estaba  usando un  

  for the onion,  the lady she-was using a 

  

 cuchillo de carnicero y lo cortaba  todo  

 knife  of butcher and it she-cut  all  

 

 mal, y el chef lo estaba cortando de una  

 badly, and the chef it he-was cutting  of a  

 

 manera  fina 

 manner fine 

“for the onion, the lady was using a butcher knife and she was cutting it 

all badly, and the chef was cutting it in a skilled manner” (N.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Sí, porque cuando estaba cortando, la señora tenía un cuchillo que era 

claramente carnicero no más. Y empezaba a cortar y era, ¡pah, pah, pah! Y 

el chef, miraba en que se enfocaba en mostrar cómo el chef cortaba 

lentamente, tenía un cuchillo adecuado para eso, y ella no, como que se 

enfocaba mucho en las técnicas de ambos.” (N.6S) 

 “Yes, because when she was cutting, the woman had a knife that totally a 

butcher’s knife. And she started to cut and it was, pah, pah, pah! And the 

chef, I watched how it focused on showing how he was cutting slowly, he 

had an appropriate knife for it, and she didn’t, how it focused a lot on the 

their techniques.” 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“Puedo decir, ‘estás cortando las cebollas y papas, y lo cortas mal.’ Por 

ejemplo, mi hermano corta cebolla o corta papas, lo corta mal. Sí, sí, [las 

corta mal] no me suena bien. Es ‘lo corta mal’, eso.” (N.6S) 

 “I can say, ‘you’re cutting onions and potatoes, and you’re cutting it 

badly.’ For example, my brother is cutting an onion or he’s cutting 

potatoes, he’s cutting it badly. Yes, yes, [cutting them badly] doesn’t 

sound right. It’s ‘cutting it badly’, that’s it.” 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Nada.” (N.6L) 

 “Nothing.”  

 

In (56) and (57) above, 4.7S and N.5S seemed to switch to masculine forms for similar 

reasons; they produced masculine morphology based on what they perceived to be the 
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antecedent of the pronoun. In (58), N.6S seemed to use the masculine clitic for a different 

reason; it referenced an entity that was more generic than the specific potatoes and 

onions. Rather than interpreting the ingredients as specific and individualized elements, 

he saw them as one generic whole; in this case, defaulting to the masculine clitic was 

appropriate to express his perceptions. In what seems to be a contradiction of the data in 

the present study, none of McCarthy’s (2008) native speakers produced any clitics with 

non-standard gender morphology. However, the nature of McCarthy’s task did not allow 

the speakers to see the referents as anything other than specific and individualized 

elements. Given this, they had no opportunity to default to the masculine form.  

 Although N.5S stated in (57) that she had used the masculine clitic to reference 

the bowl, rather than the fruit, it is possible that she was, without realizing it, following 

the same strategy as did N.6S. Throughout her stimulated recall and interview, all of 

which were conducted in Spanish, she continued to use the masculine clitic pronoun for 

feminine referents, as in (59). 

(59) Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Me acordé que no picaban la piña, sino que la pelaron primero y lo cortaron las 

partes finales y después lo picaron” (N.5S) 

 “I remembered that they weren’t chopping the pineapple, but rather that they 

peeled it first and cut it, the end parts, and then afterwards they chopped it.” 

 

It seemed that N.5S did the same in (59) as N.6S did in (58). In referencing the generic 

set of pineapple pieces, rather than the individual pineapple, she defaulted to the 

masculine clitic.  

 Although the participants in Level 4 and the native speaker group behaved 

similarly with respect to the gender marking of the clitic pronouns, it seems that they did 
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so for different reasons. The learners’ production seems to have been affected by their 

lack of native-like proficiency, as indicated by 4.7S’s acknowledged lack of knowledge 

about the gender of las papas in (57b). Klee (1989) found that gender is one of the final 

and most challenging features to be acquired by non-native speakers of Spanish, whether 

their native language is English or Quechua. While the native speakers of Spanish in this 

study may have defaulted to the masculine gender in situations to reference generic 

combinations, the non-native speakers did so for a reason that was less pragmatic in 

nature. They did not always know what the gender of the concrete referent was, and they 

therefore used a masculine clitic, which, beyond being the default form in Spanish, is 

acquired earlier than its feminine variant (e.g., Klee, 1989; Malovrh, 2008). Although the 

results were similar from the two groups, their reasons for defaulting to masculine 

marking were perhaps not. 

 4.7L’s comment in (57d) was unusual in that she was the only listener in the data 

set who noticed her speaker’s gender error without having been first prompted by the 

researcher. However, she pointed out that she was still able to understand the ideas that 

were being expressed. The listeners in the other non-native groups, as well as the listeners 

in the native group, did not mention anything about inaccuracies in clitic gender marking.   

The clitics that were incorrectly marked as feminine were produced only by non-

native speakers, who more often than not had a specific reason for doing so. (60)-(62) 

show examples from Levels 1, 3 and 4, the three learner groups that mismarked clitics as 

feminine. The listeners’ comments are not included, as none of them had anything to say 

regarding the clitic pronouns’ gender-related inaccuracies.  
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(60) a. Narration: 

ella hizo  un sucio y tuvo  que  

  she she-made a dirty and she-had that  

   

limpiarla 

  to-clean-it 

  “She made a mess and had to clean it” (1.2S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“La is kind of my go-to gender for some reason. I just think that it’s, 

mostly because of masculine ones, I can get pretty well, but if I’m not 

sure, then I’m going to go with la, because it’s obviously not masculine. I 

just kind of know off-hand that if it’s weird-looking, it’s going to be la.” 

(1.2S) 

 

(61) a. Narration: 

luego los huevos, necesita añadirlas en un  

  later the eggs,  he-needs to-add-them on a  

 

  plato 

  plate 

  “Later the eggs, he needs to add them to a plate” (3.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“I think I was stuck on las papas, las cebollas.” (3.5S)  

 

(62) a. Narration: 

después de tener  un poco de éxito  

  after  of to-have a little of success  

 

  con los huevos, ella puede  mezclarlas 

  with the eggs,  she she-can to-mix-them 

  “After having a little success with the eggs, she can mix them” (4.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview:  

“It should have been mezclarlos, but I think part of it is just trying to speak 

fluidly and I don’t think of that necessarily. But also having just said so 

much about the papas, I remember having los and las, and as I was saying 

the sentences, I was like, oh, which one am I telling her about?” (4.3S) 

 

While defaulting to the masculine gender was commonly done by the native speakers and 

higher level learners, switching to feminine was less common, and many of the individual 
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cases were given rationales by the learners who had done so. In (61) and (62), 3.5S and 

4.3S both stated that they had been primed by previously mentioned feminine referents, 

while, in (60) 1.2S found the feminine gender to be precisely the opposite of a default. In 

fact, his strategy in terms of determining gender was to consider any “weird-looking” 

words to be feminine, whereas all others were masculine.  

 The non-native speakers who marked their clitics incorrectly for gender, whether 

they defaulted to masculine or switched to feminine, generally did so for proficiency-

based reasons. Similar to their case-related errors, the speakers’ incomplete 

understanding of the clitic pronoun system and their relative lack of ability in managing 

clitic morphology were the likely causes of gender-related errors. In this way, they were 

unlike the native speakers, who used the masculine clitic as a generic expression. In terms 

of the listeners’ perspectives, they were less aware of gender-based errors than case-

based errors, neither of which prevented them from understanding the speakers’ message.  

4.2.1.1.3 Clitic number marking 

 Clitics marked with non-standard number morphology were observed only in the 

speech produced by the learners in Level 4 and the native speakers. Table 9 shows these 

participants’ clitics.  

 Level 4 Native Speakers 

Clitics marked with non-

standard number 

2 9 

Marked as singular 2 9 

Marked as plural 0 0 

Table 9: Clitics with Non-standard Number Marking 

The only observed non-standard forms were found when the speakers used a singular 

pronoun to refer to plural referents. The alternative did not appear in the data set. The fact 
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that non-standard number marking was observed in only Level 4 and the native speaker 

group suggests that number mismarking is perhaps less affected by lack of Spanish 

proficiency. While Malovrh’s (2008) learners of lower proficiency tended to 

overgeneralize the masculine singular clitic lo to all direct object contexts, the learners in 

this study conformed to those in McCarthy (2008), in that very few non-native speakers 

made errors in number-related morphology. In fact, such an overgeneralization hardly 

appeared in the non-native data set at all, with the exception of the two instances 

produced by speakers in Level 4. 

 These two instances were produced by the same Level 4 speaker, and they are 

given in (63) and (64) below. 

(63) a. Narration: 

en  el  primero, él  preparó las papas    

  in the first,  he he-prepared the potatoes 

 

  y el ajo, y para  la segunda porción,  

and the garlic, and for the second  portion,  

 

ella lo hizo  las papas  y el ajo 

  she it  she-did  the potatoes and the garlic 

“For the first portion, he prepared the potatoes and garlic, and for the 

second portion, she did it, the potatoes and the garlic” (4.6S) 

 

 b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I don’t think I thought anything during the time.” (4.6S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“But now that sounds wrong. I said, ‘She did it, the potatoes and the 

whatever.’ I think that was more of a mistake. I can’t be certain right now, 

but I feel like that could have been something where I was like, ‘She did 

it,’ and then I was like, oh, I should actually clarify this.” (4.6S) 

 

 d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

  “I wasn’t thinking anything at the time.” (4.6L) 
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(64) a. Narration: 

después llevaron algunas uvas,  para una  

  after  they-carried some  grapes,  for a 

 

fruta,  y lo pusieron en otro  plato 

fruit, and it they-put on another plate 

“Afterwards, they got some grapes, for the fruit, and they put it on another 

plate” (4.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I didn’t know, is pusieron, is that just preterit? I remember thinking when 

I was using poner, I was like, for some reason it sounded like subjunctive, 

and I didn’t know.” (4.6S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I understood her trying to say side dish, main course kind of thing. And 

then when she said llevaron, I caught her accent, kind of. It’s not like I 

didn’t understand it, but I just noticed something about the way she 

spoke.” (4.6L) 

 

4.6S’s use of a singular clitic for a plural referent in (63) seems to have been an attempt 

to clarify her speech. According to her interview, she was starting to say, “the woman did 

it,” in which the pronoun “it” referred to the action of preparing potatoes and garlic. Her 

desire to clarify what exactly the woman had done led her to duplicate mention of the 

referent with the original clitic lo and the NP that provided a list of the specific foods that 

had been prepared. She spoke more precisely than was strictly necessary, in order to 

provide her listener with appropriately clear information.  

In (64), 4.6S’s stimulated recall indicates a preoccupation not with the direct 

object, but rather the verb. Her concentration on the correct conjugation of the verb poner 

may have had an effect on the clitic pronoun in one of several ways. She may have been 

placing too much attention on one morphological characteristic to devote any attention to 

another one. It is also unclear what, exactly, is the antecedent of the pronoun lo. The clitic 
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could have referred to the grapes, in which case the number marking is indeed inaccurate 

(as is the gender marking). However, it also could have referred to word fruta, in which 

case 4.6S committed an error in gender marking, but not one in number marking. Finally, 

she could have been following native-like patterns in the sense that she reduced the clitic 

pronoun to the default – masculine and singular – form. With so few examples, it is 

impossible to come to a conclusion. However, based on the paucity of examples in the 

data set, it seems safe to observe that number morphology was not problematic for the 

non-native speakers of Spanish. 

The listener in (63) and (64) did not notice any number-related inaccuracies in 

clitic production. Her comprehension was unaffected, and she paid more attention to 

4.6S’s pronunciation. Like case-related and gender-related errors, number-related errors 

did not affect comprehension. Unlike them, number-related errors went entirely 

unnoticed by the listeners in the data set.   

The native speakers, unlike the Level 4 speaker, produced more clitics with non-

standard number marking. An examination of these examples seems to indicate that such 

clitics served pragmatic functions in communication that were not unlike what was 

observed in the native speakers’ clitics that were marked with non-standard gender. (65) 

and (66) provide examples from the native speakers’ task. 
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(65)  a. Narration: 

después ellos colocaron en la sartén la papa,  

  afterwards they they-put in the pan the potato,  

 

el ajo y la cebolla  y lo frieron 

  the garlic and the onion  and it they-fried 

“Afterwards the put the potato, garlic and onion in the pan and fried it” 

(N.2S) 

 

 b. Speaker’s stimulated recall 

“Oh, allí lo dije todo. Todo. Lo frieron todo.” (N.2S) 

  “Oh, there I said, ‘It all. All. They fried it all.’” 

 

 c. Listener’s stimulated recall 

  “Nada.” (N.2L) 

  “Nothing.” 
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(66) a. Narration: 

se fríen   las papas  y, bueno, lo   

  one they-fry  the potatoes and, good, it  

 

  sofríen  las papas,  las cebollas y 

  they-sauté  the potatoes, the onions  and  

   

usaban  los huevos, ¿no? Y después que  

  they-used the eggs,  no? And after  that  

 

  lo sofríen, lo  cocinan y lo sirven 

  it they-sauté, it  they-cook and it they-serve 

“The potatoes are fried and, OK, they sauté it, the potatoes, the onions 

and they were using eggs, right? And after they sauté it, they cook it and 

serve it.” (N.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall 

“Freír es realmente bañar con aceite caliente. Sofreír no implica tanto 

aceite. Es sautear, así los sauteas y normalmente se hace con vegetales. No 

puedes sofreír una carne. Fríes una carne, pero no sofríes una carne. Sí.” 

(N.6) 

 “Freír si really bathing it in hot oil. Sofreír doesn’t involve so much oil. 

It’s sautéing, so you sauté them and normally you do it with vegetables. 

You can’t sofreír meat. You fry meat, but you don’t sofreír the meat. Yes.” 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“Puedo decir, ‘estás cortando las cebollas y papas, y lo cortas mal.’ Por 

ejemplo, mi hermano corta cebolla o corta papas, lo corta mal. Sí, sí, [las 

corta mal] no me suena bien. Es ‘lo corta mal’, eso.” (N.6S) 

 “I can say, ‘you’re cutting onions and potatoes, and you’re cutting it 

badly.’ For example, my brother is cutting an onion or he’s cutting 

potatoes, he’s cutting it badly. Yes, yes, [cutting them badly] doesn’t 

sound right. It’s ‘cutting it badly’, that’s it.” 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall 

“¿Cuál es la diferencia entre sofreír y freír?” (N.6L) 

 “What is the difference between sofreír and freír?” 

 

The same comment from N.6S that is shown in (58c) is restated here in (66c). He 

employed the masculine, singular clitic pronoun lo for feminine and plural referents, 

possibly for the same reason in (66) as in (58). This reason was shared by N.2S in (65b). 
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The native speakers’ use of the masculine, singular clitic lo seemed to result from a shift 

in how they viewed the ingredients that were the referents of the clitic. Rather than seeing 

them as separate and individualized elements, they perhaps saw them as a more abstract 

combination.  

 This particular motivation for defaulting to singular clitics was almost entirely 

unshared by the non-native speakers. Unlike case and gender agreement, number 

agreement was not challenging for the non-native participants; they produced clitics 

marked accurately for number in nearly all instances. In terms of the listeners, none of 

them noticed any number-related inaccuracies; rather, they were focused on other aspects 

of the speakers’ speech, or they did not say that they noticed anything at all. 

4.2.1.1.4 Clitic person marking 

 The final instance of morphologically non-standard clitics deals with the 

inaccuracies that result from assigning the wrong person to the pronoun. This was highly 

uncommon; only one participant in the entire data set, a speaker in Level 2, made such an 

error. It is given in (67) below.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 108 

(67) a. Narration: 

después de lavar  las uvas,  necesitas  

  after  of to-wash the grapes,  you-need 

 

  separaros 

  to-separate-you-PL 

  “After washing the grapes, you need to separate them” (2.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I don’t know how to say, or describe to her, because in the video, they 

didn’t wash a bunch of grapes and stick them in a bowl. They picked them 

one by one, so I was like, poner individualmente.” (2.5S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“Separarlos. I don’t know if I said los or nos. I think I said nos and 

corrected myself and said los. Os doesn’t really mean anything. I think I 

was trying to go for los, and it was kind of like nos, because it sounded 

like os. I don’t know. [Using a masculine pronoun for a feminine thing is] 

something I’m really bad at.” (2.5S) 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall:  

“Llevar. That verb always, I’m getting it more and more, now that I’ve 

gotten into the upper levels of Spanish, but that one. I was thinking, does 

she mean like limpiar or something?” (2.5L) 

 

The one instance in which a speaker marked the clitic incorrectly by person, using the 

second person plural form instead of the third person plural form, seems not to have been 

an error of person at all. In fact, her interview in (67c) makes it clear that she did not even 

recognize os as a word, despite being in class with an instructor from Spain.
20

 Although 

the example in (67) was classified as an error of person, based on what was produced by 

the speaker, it is much more likely an error of gender, in that 2.5S says in (67c) that she 

attempted to use los instead of the correct feminine form las. The listener’s stimulated 

                                                 
20

 As explained in Chapter 2, the clitic pronoun os is used only in Spain and not commonly taught in 

university language courses in the United States. Judging from the curriculum of the students who 

participated in this study, unless these students had had personal contact with instructors or friends from 

Spain, they would be unlikely to have ever heard the pronoun os, much less be able to produce it in 

spontaneous speech.  
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recall in (67d) show that she was unaware of the morphological error, focusing instead on 

the vocabulary used by 2.5S. 

 Judging from the analysis of the non-native participants’ speech and reflective 

statements, the morphology of clitic pronouns is challenging principally due to case and 

gender marking. These were the most common sources of clitic morphological error, 

unlike number and person, which were generally managed without any serious issues by 

the participants. The native participants, on the other hand, produced clitic forms that 

were non-standard in their gender and number. Unlike their non-native counterparts, they 

appear to have reduced the clitic to its default form in reference to a combination of 

referents that was more abstract and generic than the specific individual referents. The 

Spanish learners, unlike the native speakers, reduced the clitic to its masculine form out 

of a lack of knowledge or ability to manage Spanish gender morphology.  

 The listeners’ comprehension was relatively unaffected by morphological 

inaccuracies. Several listeners were aware of case-related errors, and one listener noticed 

a gender-related error. However, they still stated that they had been able to understand the 

speakers’ message. No listeners at all stated that they had noticed number-based or 

person-based errors. A comment from a listener in Level 3 provides a possible 

explanation. 

(68) Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I think I was just focusing on the main parts. Just like stuff with the most 

communicative meaning. You know, so like, cut the onion peel and prepare the 

eggs, as opposed to thinking exactly, or like, he did this next, and that stuff.” 

(3.3L) 
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Clitic pronouns are very short lexical items, they are unaccented, and they are used as 

anaphoric expressions, to reference an entity that has already been established in the 

discourse. It is not surprising that these linguistic elements would go unnoticed by 

listeners who were more focused on the major meaning-bearing moments of the 

narration. Although the Spanish learners in this study struggled to produce 

morphologically correct clitic pronouns, they did not struggle to understand them.  

4.2.1.2 Clitic syntax 

In addition to learning clitic morphology, Spanish learners must also learn the 

syntactic rules of clitic placement, or word order rules. Considering the rules of clitic 

placement reviewed in Chapter 2, the speakers have four word order options – 

proclitic/correct, enclitic/correct, proclitic/incorrect and enclitic/incorrect, as summarized 

in Table 10 below. 

Clitic placement options Proclitic Enclitic 

Correct  Clitic placed before 

verb 

 Position correct 

according to 

Spanish syntax 

 Clitic attached to 

end of verb 

 Position correct 

according to 

Spanish syntax 

Incorrect  Clitic placed before 

verb 

 Position incorrect 

according to 

Spanish syntax 

 Clitic attached to 

end of verb 

 Position incorrect 

according to 

Spanish syntax 

Table 10: Clitic Pronoun Placement Options 

Three of the options appeared in the data set; only the proclitic/incorrect option was not 

used by any of the speakers. Figure 5 shows the different positions that were used by the 

speakers of the five groups. The y-axis indicates the percentage of use of each position 
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within the total clitic use of each group, and N refers to the total number of times that 

each group produced clitics. 

 

Figure 5: Clitic Positions Produced by all Groups (%) 

The enclitic position, whether correct or incorrect, was generally preferred by the non-

native speakers. In this case, it seems likely that that English word order did have an 

effect on the learners, as the native group produced opposite results, favoring the proclitic 

position. These results correspond with those obtained by Hernández (1997) in a 

population of English-dominant bilinguals; the speakers in that case avoided situations in 

which the only correct option for the pronoun was the proclitic position. Montrul (2004, 

2008, 2010) found that non-native speakers of Spanish struggled with placement in their 

production of proclitic pronouns. Although the participants in the present study are non-

native speakers, unlike the heritage speakers in Hernández (1997), the results are similar. 

The tendency in all levels was to favor the enclitic position, suggesting that their 
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placement of clitic pronouns may have been motivated by their status as native speakers 

of English and non-native, less-proficient speakers of Spanish. 

 The fact that the clitic pronouns’ word order position was motivated by the 

speakers’ native knowledge of English was confirmed in their interviews. English word 

order and its effects on Spanish clitic pronouns were mentioned by participants of all 

levels, as the following examples demonstrate. 

(69) Speaker’s interview: 

“I was translating things pretty directly from what I was thinking, so I was 

thinking, well, they cut the potatoes and then they cut them.” (1.2S) 

 

(70) Speaker’s interview: 

“If it sounds right in English, that’s what I do, but I feel like it’s not always right. 

Usually, like when I’m writing, like we’re doing the gerundio forms, I always put 

it at the end. It’s just a habit for me now.” (1.6S) 

 

(71) Speaker’s interview: 

“It comes before the word, and that’s why I have a lot of trouble with that.” (1.7S)  

 

(72) Speaker’s interview: 

“It’s tough to master. I like attaching them to the infinitive. That’s easier. I 

remember when I was first learning, oof, it’s tough.” (3.7S) 

 

(73) Speaker’s interview: 

“I still am not really used to it. I do word order changes, but only in writing. 

Because I know that it’s common in writing, and so I try to emulate what I’ve 

learned. But I can’t think of it in speaking, because it’s so backwards.” (4.1S) 

 

(74) Speaker’s interview: 

“I would put it at the end, most often. We’ve talked about that’s because it’s the 

same order as English, but when I do it, it’s more just, like, [to put it in the 

proclitic position] sounds funny.” (4.3S) 

 

(75) Speaker’s interview: 

“I’m getting better at [word order]. This isn’t how you say it in English.” (4.6S) 

 

Considering the learners’ preferred word order position for clitics and their comments in 

the interview, it seems that English word order exerts a strong influence over clitic 
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placement. Even at the highest levels examined, producing anything other than enclitics 

results, in the words of 4.1S in (73), in “backwards” structures.  

 The non-native participants’ production opposes the tendencies observed in the 

native speakers’ speech, as well as in other studies of native Spanish. The proclitic 

position has been found to be the preferred position in informal native Spanish (e.g., 

Davies, 1995, 1998; Gudmestad, 2006; Gutiérrez, 2008; Gutiérrez & Silva-Corvalán, 

1993; Myhill, 1989; Peace, 2012; Torres Cacoullos, 1999). None of the native speakers in 

this study provided information as to their reasons for preferring the proclitic position in 

structures that allowed variable syntax. The studies cited above, however, provide further 

information on this topic, and it is clear that this is the position most often utilized in 

native Spanish speech.  

Fewer listeners than speakers commented on the difficulties related to word order 

in their post hoc interviews. Two from Level 3 who did so are cited in (76) and (77).  

(76) Listener’s interview: 

“Ponerla’s really easy to say, instead of like la pusieron. If you don’t have to 

conjugate, then you don’t have to change the order.” (3.5L) 

 

(77) Listener’s interview: 

“When I’m speaking with people, I try and avoid those situations where I would 

have to use [clitic pronouns], just because it takes me so long. When I have to 

think of conjugating a verb, I can do it in maybe a snap or two. But when it’s 

thinking about where to put the pronoun, that gets really confusing. I will sit there 

for a second, like, se lo, se lo, se lo, right.” (3.7L) 

 

Only one listener indicated noticing syntactic inaccuracies in clitic production. This is 

unsurprising. Most of the errors made in clitic positioning occurred in Level 1, and it is 

possible that the listeners in this group were not advanced enough to notice such errors. 
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Other syntactic errors occurred in Level 4, and it was a listener from this group who 

noticed them, as shown in (78).  

(78) a. Narration: 

lavan  las papas  y también   

  they-wash the potatoes and also   

 

  pélanlos,  ellos pélanlos 

  they-peel-them, they they-peel-them 

  “They wash the potatoes and also they peel them, they peel them.” (4.1S) 

 

 b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I forgot to put the pronoun in front of the verb, which I do all the time.” 

(4.1S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall 

“I was trying to figure out what he was saying, with the pelar, you know, 

they were peeling, but once he said it again, I was like, OK, I know what 

they’re doing. They’re cleaning the potatoes. I wasn’t entirely sure what 

the word was at first, what he was saying. Because the way he pronounced 

it.” (4.1L) 

 

d. Listener’s interview: 

“I wasn’t paying attention to the little grammar bites, [like] pélanlos. It 

seems like for understanding, you have to understand the context. You 

have to pay attention to the big picture vs. the little, so that’s probably why 

I didn’t notice the little things, like a native speaker would. The grammar’s 

not necessarily important, it’s the general idea of what they’re trying to 

say, is what’s important.” (4.1L) 

 

Although 4.1L recognized the 4.1S’s error in clitic placement and it caused her a 

moment’s hesitation, she was able to use the information provided to understand the 

message being communicated.  

4.1L’s final comment in (78d) is typical of the listeners’ reactions as a whole to 

the clitic pronouns produced by the non-native speakers. Due to their complex 

morphology and syntax, neither of which resemble the features of English object 

pronouns, clitic pronouns were challenging for the non-native participants. The speakers 
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who did not choose to avoid clitics made a number of errors in their form and placement, 

which did not conform to certain non-standard patterns in gender and number marking 

found in the native group. However, the listeners’ did not seem to notice most of these 

errors. While several listeners noticed case, gender and placement errors, these did not 

affect their comprehension. In general, they did not pay attention to clitic inaccuracies 

and, if they did, they recognized the fact that clitics are challenging to produce and 

indicated that they had still been able to understand the speakers’ message.  

4.2.2 NPs 

 Malovrh (2008) found that NPs were the most common expressions in native and 

non-native speech and, although he did not pursue the topic, surmised that it might be due 

to a need for greater communicative transparency. The two higher level learner groups 

and the native group in this study used clitic pronouns more than they used NPs, but NPs 

were still used in about 20-30% of the narration, as can be observed in Figure 3 and Table 

5. Although there may have been a proficiency effect among the lower level learners, the 

use of NPs by the learners of Levels 3 and 4 at rates similar to those of native speakers 

indicates that the speakers may have been motivated by pragmatic purposes associated 

with the repetition of the NP. These motivations, as well as Malovrh’s (2008) suggestion, 

will be explored here. 

 The narrations and the stimulated recalls of the lower learners indicate that their 

use of NPs was likely due to their inability to produce pronominal anaphoric expressions. 

(79) is an example from a participant in Level 1. 
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(79) a. Narration: 

llevaba  las papas  y cortar las papas    

  he-washed the potatoes and to-cut the potatoes  

 

  y, no, llevaba, secaba  y preparaba los  

  and, no, he-washed, he-dried and he-prepared the  

 

  papas 

  potatoes 
“He washed the potatoes and cut the potatoes and, no, he washed, dried 

and prepared the potatoes” (1.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“So they washed, they dried and they prepared the potatoes. I wanted to 

list it off, and I didn’t want to have to repeat myself. I didn’t want to say, 

‘they washed potatoes, then they dried the potatoes,’ and I didn’t want to 

use the pronouns.” (1.5S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I think [I am avoiding the pronoun]. I mean, I know how to do it, but if 

I’m writing, then I could do me, te, lo, la, like that stuff. I know how to do 

that. But when I’m speaking, I just don’t. I don’t know, I don’t think I 

have proficient enough practice.” (1.5S) 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“OK, so I knew she prepared, washed them and cut them, the potatoes.” 

(1.5L) 

 

 In general, the listeners did not comment on the speakers’ repeated use of NPs. As 

her stimulated recall suggests, 1.5L’s comprehension was unimpeded. 1.5S might have 

worried about being repetitive, but 1.5L was unaware of these preoccupations and did not 

express any such concerns. In general, the listeners tended not to pick up on such 

overuse; the information that they provided in the stimulated recalls only indicated their 

general understanding.  
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However, not all listeners behaved in this manner. For some, the speakers’ 

repetition of NPs seemed excessive. (80) provides such an example from another speaker 

in Level 1.    

(80) a. Narration: 

Llego,  secar las papas  y pelar  las  

  Later, to-dry the potatoes and to-peel  the  

 

  papas.  También cortar  las papas. 

  potatoes. Also  to-cut  the potatoes. 

“Later, they dried the potatoes and peeled the potatoes. They also cut the 

potatoes.” (1.3S) 

 

 b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I don’t know. Definitely repeated papas a lot.” (1.3S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I don’t use [direct object pronouns] much. Like, I know they can attach to 

the end of verbs. I can name them off, but I’m not very comfortable!” 

(1.3S) 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“There were a lot of las papas. Yeah, it was a lot of potatoes, like it was a 

lot of the same. I think that was just like she didn’t know how much she 

could, what she was trying to do, I don’t know. I’m sure it’s really hard, 

but it was just a lot of listing what they were doing with the food. It’s 

probably the easiest way to do it.” (1.3L) 

 

e. Listener’s interview: 

“[It’s hard] to put together those sentences [with direct object pronouns] 

and get it right. It’s not natural. It’s much easier to say [the nouns]. I 

remember going over [direct object pronouns], and it’s just like, OK, I 

know it, but I’m not going to go out and actually say that. I’m going to say 

the noun. I’m going to say the words.” (1.3L) 

 

Although 1.3S did not specifically state that she had chosen to repeat las papas as an 

avoidance technique, she did mention during the interview that she was uncomfortable 

using pronouns. It is likely that this is the reason that she chose to repeat the NP, which 
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1.3L found to be noticeably excessive and indicative of the low level that the two of them 

shared.  

The speakers’ repetition of NPs was not only the result of proficiency-driven 

clitic-avoidance, however. Both non-native and native speakers indicated that they had 

worried about the order in which they were telling the events of the video, fearing that 

their listeners would not be able to follow the sequence. During these moments, NPs were 

often repeated. The following examples, from participants of all five groups, demonstrate 

this. 

(81) a. Narration: 

Cortar la mantequilla y poner la mantequilla en 

  to-cut the butter  and to-put the butter  on  

 

el plato   

the plate 

“They cut the butter and put the butter on the plate.” (1.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I started just naming off what I saw in the video. I was like, oh, I see 

cheese, but then I was like, oh, you know, I see peas, I’m putting peas on 

the plate, and I knew it wasn’t in a particular order, like it wasn’t really 

making sense. I just started naming off what I saw in the video. I think I 

didn’t want to leave anything out of the video.” (1.3S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall:  

“Going from the grapes to the butter, that’s probably where I was kind of 

trying to guess what was going on in the video, or if she was just kind of 

going down the list of the notes that she took, and I think that’s kind of 

what she was doing.” (1.3L) 
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(82) a. Narration: 

necesitas poner cebollas en  la mezcla  y 

  you-need to-put onions  in the mixture and 

 

  necesitas cortar también y quita  el piel  

  you-need to-cut also  and remove the skin 

 

  del cebolla,  es un cebolla. Y después  

  of-the onion,  it-is an onion.  And after   

 

  de cortar  y quita  el piel, la mujer   

  of to-cut  and she-removes the skin, the woman   

 

  en el video  está llorando porque  está  

  in the video  she-is crying  because she-is  

   

cortando un cebolla 

  cutting  an onion 

“You need to put onions in the mixture and you need to cut them also and 

take the skin off the onion, it’s an onion. And after cutting and removing 

the skin, the woman in the video is crying because she’s cutting an 

onion.” (2.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I think I forgot the part. I think I was envisioning while I was talking 

there about the lady crying. That’s probably what I was thinking about, 

then obviously later I remembered, but I was trying to, and then looking at 

my notes, I don’t know, I think this was the part. I don’t know if it was 

exactly, but I was kind of getting mixed up, because I was trying to write 

them in order, just so I could remember what they did. Because I wanted 

to get everything right, in order, because I don’t like to be [doing the task], 

and then be like, oh! I feel it makes it more confusing for her.” (2.5S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“[laughter] I was just thinking that it was kind of like adding a comical 

effect, like I was thinking Rachael Ray, like, oh, oh my goodness! 

[laughter] Way overdramaticized.” (2.5L) 
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(83) a. Narration: 

Una cebolla, usa una cebolla 

  An  onion,  use an onion 

  “An onion, use an onion” (3.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I knew there was something before the onion, I just couldn’t figure out 

what it was. I think I realized it too late.” (3.5S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Then he was just mixing everything together with the onion and the eggs 

right now.” (3.5L) 

 

(84) a. Narration: 

cortó  el cebollo, la cebolla en trozos  

  she-cut  the onion,  the onion in pieces  

 

  pequeños  también y durante la mujer   

  small   also  and during  the woman   

 

  estaba  cortando la cebolla, ella lloró 

  she-was  cutting  the onion,  she cried 

“She cut the onion, the onion in small pieces also, and while the woman 

was cutting the onion, she cried.” (4.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“At that point I was like, oh! I forgot to tell her there was an onion! 

They’re already making the second tortilla, and I forgot to say there was 

an onion before. Then I didn’t know how to go back and be like, yeah, so 

when the guy was preparing his tortilla, he actually had an onion, too.” 

(4.5S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I thought it was cute. She’s just like, una cebolla! More at this point, I 

think she’s realizing how pointless all of this detail is.” (4.5L) 
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(85) a. Narration: 

empezaron a pelar  y a picar cebollas, 

  they-started to to-peel  and to to-cut onions,  

 

  no, papas,  lo primero las papas. Pelaron  

  no, potatoes, the first  the papas. They-peeled  

 

  las  papas,  lavaron las papas,  pelaron  

  the  potatoes, they-washed the potatoes, they-peeled  

 

  las  papas,  después las picaron 

  the  potatoes after  them the-cut 

“They started to peel and cut onions, no, potatoes, first were the potatoes. 

They peeled the potatoes, washed the potatoes, peeled the potatoes, after 

that they cut them.” (N.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Estaba tratando de pensar en el orden. En qué ocurrió. Eso estaba 

pensando. Por eso vengo allí y patrás. So lo siento.” (N.5S) 

 “I was trying to think about the order. What happened. That’s what I was 

thinking. That’s why I was going back and forth. So I’m sorry.”  

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Yo iba para atrás y para adelante, para atrás, para adelante, patrás, papas, 

cebolla, papas, cebolla. Y luego las papas hizo y pelaron y lavaron todo, 

pero el orden no me quedó claro.” (N.5L) 

“I was going backward and forward, backward and forward and 

backward, potatoes, onion, potatoes, onion. He did the potatoes and they 

peeled and washed everything, but the order wasn’t clear to me.”  

 

In these examples, speakers from all groups worried about not only remembering the 

order of actions portrayed in the video, but also accurately conveying them to their 

listeners.  

4.5S, who is cited in (84), explained the situation further in her interview; she 

specifically stated her communicative reasons for using NPs and how this was meant to 

help her listener. 
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(86) Speaker’s interview: 

“I was feeling like I wasn’t being that much of a good communicator, so I think 

that’s why I kept saying everything. Because I felt like I was being very unclear. 

When I’m talking to native speakers and they use all the direct pronouns, I 

understand everything, but I sometimes don’t understand what we’re talking 

about. Because they said it at the beginning, and then I lost track. I always 

understand exactly what they’re saying, it’s just that I don’t know the physical 

thing we’re talking about or the person we’re talking about. I guess that’s maybe 

me as a listener trying to be like, OK, well, I’m just going to make sure you know 

what I’m talking about. Because I struggle with that.” (4.5S) 

 

While speaking to her listener, 4.5S recalled her own experiences and difficulties 

listening to and attempting to comprehend spoken Spanish. Considering the listener’s 

perspective, she realized that it can be challenging to remember the specific referent of a 

clitic pronoun. This conforms to Vázquez Rozas’ (2006) findings in which native Spanish 

speakers tend to use NPs for referents that they consider to be less accessible to their 

interlocutors. It also relates to Anderson, Yule and Brown (1984), which finds that native 

English speakers perform better on tasks if they have had previous experience in the 

hearer role and can adopt the hearer’s perspective. This indicates that the non-native 

speakers’ use of NPs may be the result of general cognitive and communicative 

mechanisms, rather than being specific to English-speaking learners of Spanish.  

 As Yule (1997) mentions, the effect of a speech act is of greater importance in 

communication than the accuracy of the forms used. Based on the listeners’ stimulated 

recalls, the speakers’ repetition of NPs is somewhat successful. In (83), 3.5L followed the 

narration; at the very least, she said nothing to indicate that she had struggled with what 

3.5S was trying to express. In (81) and (85), 1.3L and N.5L understood that the speakers 

were confused. Although the listeners did not entirely understand what exactly the 

speakers wanted to communicate, they understood that they were making an attempt to 
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communicate in spite of the confusion. (82) and (84) show that 2.5L and 4.5L completely 

missed the fact that the speakers were trying to help them to understand a perplexing 

situation. Rather, the listeners believed that the speakers were providing extraneous 

detail, which they found amusing and/or irrelevant to the task at hand. 

 The NP was also repeated in situations in which the speakers indicated a 

particularly strong mental focus on the direct object. The following examples from 

speakers in Level 3, Level 4 and the native group indicate this. 

(87) a. Narration: 

limpian las comidas también, como uvas y  

  they-clean the foods  also,  like grapes and 

  

hay  una parte cómica en que ella quiere   

there-is a part funny in that she she-wants  

 

comer  las uvas 

to-eat  the grapes 

“They also clean food, like grapes, and there’s a funny part in which she 

wants to eat the grapes.” (3.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“OK, there were a couple of highlights in my mind, impressions and the 

two funny parts. So here I’m explaining the thing with the grapes. It was 

kind of funny how he pushed her away.” (3.1S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“So one thing I’m noticing now is that I heard her talk about cleaning food 

and cutting food, but I don’t know what they actually made. Did they 

make something?” (3.1L) 
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(88) a. Narration: 

se limpiaron las patatas  y se secaron  

  one they-cleaned the potatoes and one they-dried  

 

  las  patatas  con un paño, y después   

  the  potatoes with a rag, and after   

 

  pelearon las  patatas y cortaron las 

  they-peeled the  potatoes and they-cut the  

   

patatas 

  potatoes 
“The potatoes were cleaned and the potatoes were dried with a rag, and 

afterwards they peeled the potatoes and cut the potatoes.” (4.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Honestly, at that point, I was thinking about my host mom in Spain, 

cutting potatoes.” (4.5S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“All I was wondering was why she was telling me so much about food 

prep. Why such detail?” (4.5L) 

 

(89) a. Narration: 

después necesitas ajo y aquí puedes  ver  

  after  you-need garlic and here you-can to-see  

 

el  ajo también 

the  garlic also 

“Afterwards you need garlic and you can see the garlic here also.” (N.2S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Es que estaba yo pensando en la secuencia, de qué es lo que utilizó. 

Entonces él deshizo todo el ajo para empezar y sólo necesitaba un diente 

de ajo. Y lo peló todo también, le quitó toda la cáscara, entonces estaba yo 

pensando en la imagen, en que él estaba pelando todo el ajo.” (N.2S) 

 “It’s that I was thinking about the sequence, about what he used. So he 

tore apart the entire garlic bulb to start and he only needed one clove of 

garlic. And he peeled it all also, he took off all the skin, so I was thinking 

about that image, that he was peeling that entire bulb of garlic.” 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Yo no pensaba en nada.” (N.2L) 

 “I wasn’t thinking about anything.” 
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(87)-(89) show that the speakers repeated NPs when they had particularly vivid mental 

images of the referents during the task. The listeners did not seem to be aware of the 

speakers’ choices; however, in (88), 4.5L does indicate that she finds the narration overly 

detailed.  

 Another use of repetitive NPs seems to relate to the relative specificity of the 

referents. The speakers repeated NPs when they switched between a mention of a specific 

item used in the video to the general concept of that food. The following examples come 

from speakers in all groups except for Level 1. 
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(90) a. Narration: 

hay  comidas comunes pero con combinaciones 

  there-are foods  common but with combinations  

 

  o mezclas diferentes, como las papas,  pero 

  or mixtures different, like the potatoes, but 

 

  es interesante que ellos sirvieron las papas   

  it-is interesting that they they-served the potatoes 

 

  con uvas y queso 

  with grapes and cheese 

“There are common foods but in different combinations or mixtures, like 

potatoes, but it’s interesting that they served the potatoes with grapes and 

cheese” (2.7S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“OK, so there I think I was just trying to describe something other than the 

cooks with the simple ingredients that they were using. So, I was trying to 

talk, develop more about what I was saying about it being a distinct recipe, 

how they served it with different foods than I would be used to eating 

potatoes with.” (2.7S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“When he talked about mezclas diferentes, when I hear mezcla, because 

we’re talking about mestizos and stuff in my class, my mind automatically 

jumps to people. I understood it, but he would use the word mezcla. I was 

like, OK, what does he mean by mezclas diferentes? Like the food that’s 

different or just the way they’re doing it, and so I was kind of like that, but 

mostly because my mind just completely took off in a different direction, 

and I had to bring it back.” (2.7L) 
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(91) a. Narration: 

la mayoridad del video es el  proceso de  

  the majority of-the video it-is the process of  

 

  cortar  las comidas. No es muy interesante para  

  to-cut  the foods.  Not it-is very interesting for  

 

  personas  que no están  interesadas en cómo  

  people   that not they-are interested in how  

 

  cortar y  limpiar  las comidas 

  to-cut and  to-clean the foods 

“The majority of the video is the process of cutting the food. It isn’t very 

interesting for people who aren’t interested in how to cut and clean food.” 

(3.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I just wanted to get across that they were simple tasks that they were 

showing, and they weren’t focusing on doing too complicated a dish. It 

was just like watching very simple cooking things that most people who 

cook would be able to do.” (3.1S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“When she first started saying that to me, it sounded really long, and I 

thought, oh my god, I’m not going to understand this at all. But I think I 

understood it, that she was just saying that it wouldn’t be great for 

someone who already knows how to cook, because it’s for simple things, 

and that it would have a small audience. So just that people wouldn’t be 

interested in how to clean and cut vegetables, which seems valid.” (3.1L) 
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(92) a. Narration: 

después con lavando las uvas y ver cómo, 

  after  with washing the grapes and to-see how, 

 

porque  es importante a limpiar  las uvas 

because it-is important to to-clean the grapes 

“Afterwards with washing the grapes and seeing how, because it’s 

important to clean grapes.” (4.2S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“So if somebody’s trying to find a show for the Food Network, you should 

be well aware that some things there are sanitary but other things are not.” 

(4.2S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“At that point, I might have been catching up, because I know I left this 

sentence half off, but at this point, I just put it into washing the grapes. But 

I was following what she was saying, it was just hard to get the detail 

down.” (4.2L) 

 

(93) a. Narration: 

porque  yo uso bastante aceite para freír y  

  because I use enough  oil for to-fry and  

 

  allí  no se veía  aceite 

  there  not one did-not-see oil 

  “Because I use a lot of oil to fry and you didn’t see oil there.” (N.4S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“No le estaba nada más comparando cómo yo lo hago y cómo ellos lo 

estaban haciendo, y no me parecía una tortilla.” (N.4S) 

 “I wasn’t doing anything other than comparing how I do it and how they 

were doing it, and it didn’t seem like a tortilla to me.”  

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“She kept bringing in her personal experiences, so I kept wondering why 

she wasn’t telling me more about the video.” (N.4L) 

 

The four speakers in (90)-(93) attempted to accomplish the same communicative goal, 

comparing and contrasting the specific referents used in the video with their general 
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understanding of the food item in order to present their opinions about the video. In all 

four instances, they repeated the NPs to discuss referents of varying specificity.  

 The listeners seemed to have had few problems understanding what the speakers 

were trying to communicate. Although the listeners in (90) and (92) lost track of what 

was being said, this was due to reasons other than the expressions used by the speakers. 

The listeners in (91) and (93) followed what was being said without problems; the latter 

complained about the excessive nature of the information given, but she understood the 

speaker’s message.  

 Although NPs were used by lower level speakers probably as a means of avoiding 

clitics, this was not the only reason that they appeared in the data. In general, according 

to the non-native and the native speakers’ comments, the repetition of NPs served to 

highlight and disambiguate the referents in the narration. These repeated NPs allowed the 

speakers to grant greater importance to referents that had already been mentioned in the 

discourse. This greater importance was for the speakers’ sake, as they narrated something 

particularly salient to them, or for the listeners’ sake, so that they could follow the thread 

of the speakers’ narration and make connections between ideas. As for the listeners’ 

perspective, they expressed few difficulties in understanding the speakers. Despite this, 

several listeners mentioned that they found the speakers to be overly detailed at moments 

in which repeated NPs were produced.  

4.2.2.1 Generic NPs 

 Most of the NPs that were used by the speakers were NPs that repeated the 

referent in question. However, some speakers also produced generic NPs that referenced 
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a more abstract combination of the different entities in the discourse, as the following 

examples from listeners in Levels 2, 3 and 4 show. 

(94) a. Narration: 

ellos hicieron la cena con muchas cosas  

  they they-made the dinner with many  things  

   

diferentes 

  different 
  “They made the dinner with many different things.” (2.7S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

 “I’m using my simple vocabulary because I was out of my comfort zone 

with what I was supposed to be doing. I was just explaining the simple 

things that were fresh in my mind.” (2.7S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“And then I noticed when he was talking about muchas cosas diferentes, I 

realized that he kept using the word diferentes and very vague words. His 

vocabulary could be wonderful, but it’s like he keeps repeating diferentes 

y cosas y cena and, like, really vague and ambiguous words. And so I 

picked up on that, like when he said that phrase, they made it with a lot of 

different things, and I was just, OK, that’s really vague.” (2.7L) 

 

(95) a. Narration: 

en el  video limpian las comidas también 

  in the video they-clean the foods  also 

  “In the video they clean the foods too.” (3.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

 “I just wanted to get across what exactly I was seeing. Just because I feel 

like for a viewer of a show, they want to picture it, and so I started 

explaining what they were doing.” (3.1S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I heard her talk about cleaning food and cutting food, but I don’t know 

what they actually made. Did they make something? Yeah, I didn’t catch 

that.” (3.1L) 
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(96) a. Narration: 

el hombre le ayuda  y ellos completan  

  the man  to-her he-helps and they they-complete  

 

  la  tarea 

  the  task  

  “The man helps her, and they complete the task.” (4.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

 “I was trying to say he helps her with the task.” (4.3S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I don’t know, when she said tarea, I didn’t really know what that meant. 

So I was assuming that she meant, like, finished cooking everything, but I 

didn’t know if that meant combining that or putting everything in the 

sartén or what tarea meant in this cooking instance.” (4.3L) 

 

(97) a. Narration: 

empiezan a comer la piña  y es claro  

  they-begin to to-eat the pineapple and it-is clear  

 

que  se   disfruten. Y después ponen   

that  themselves they-enjoy. And  after  they-put  

 

mantequilla  en los sartenes para cocinar  las  

butter   in the pans  for to-cook the  

 

cosas 

things 
“They begin to eat the pineapple, and it’s clear they’re enjoying 

themselves. And afterwards, the put butter in the pans to cook the things.” 

(4.7S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

 “I wasn’t really sure what more to say about that.” (4.7S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I thought that was vague. They put butter in the pans, to cook the things, 

and I wasn’t sure. I don’t know. Coming after the pineapple, I wasn’t 

really clear on what we’re doing, cooking. I’m not a cooking expert, so 

maybe you cook pineapple, but [laughter].” (4.7L) 
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In (94), 2.7S admitted that he had been using simple vocabulary to explain the video, 

such as cosas diferentes “different things.” However, in (95)-(97), the speakers did not 

indicate that they had produced the generic NPs las comidas “the foods,” la tarea “the 

task” and las cosas “the things” for lack of other options. Rather, 3.1S in (95) stated that 

she had been trying to give her listener a general impression of the video, and 4.3S and 

4.7S in (96) and (97) did not indicate any issues in communication. 

However, these generic NPs did confuse the listeners and negatively affect their 

comprehension of the message. When the speakers used generic NPs to describe the 

referents in the videos, the listeners struggled to comprehend exactly what was being 

expressed. The listeners wanted more specific information than that which the speakers 

provided. 

In certain instances, the speakers produced generic NPs that resulted from their 

own confusion about the cooking process shown in the video, as in the following 

example from a speaker in Level 3 shows. 
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(98) a. Narration: 

 papas,  ajo, huevos  y la cebolla  y  

  potatoes, garlic, eggs  and the onion  and  

 

  poner  la mezcla  en el sartén 

  to-put  the mixture in the pan 

 “Potatoes, garlic, eggs and onion and put the mixture in the pan.” (3.5S) 

 

 b. Speaker’s stimulated recall:  

  “I was trying to get the whole thing in there, and I have no idea.” (3.5S) 

 

 c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I don’t know what [the food] is called. All I know is it’s some type of 

mixture of eggs, onion, potatoes, garlic. I have no idea. I just thought it 

was some kind of mix of food, and they just somehow threw it together.” 

(3.5S) 

 

 d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“OK. They just put everything now in to cook, the potatoes, the eggs, the 

onions and I guess there’s garlic. That’s all going in the pan.” (3.5L) 

 

The speaker could not identify the food being prepared and, in his inability to define it, 

after listing the ingredients used, he referred to it as la mezcla “the mixture.” Although he 

did not know what he was saying, his listener indicated being able to understand him. 

According to her stimulated recall in (98d), this is probably due to the fact that he 

explicitly provided the ingredients used, and not due to his use of the generic NP la 

mezcla. 

 The non-native participants, both speakers and listeners, seemed to be more 

comfortable with NPs that repeated the referent being discussed rather than generic NPs. 

While some listeners found the repeated NPs to be overly detailed, most followed their 

use without any indication of issues. However, the generic NPs did cause issues in 

comprehension, in that the listeners could not always connect them with the referents to 

which they referred. The speakers sometimes chose generic NPs as a means of summing 
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up the referents being discussed, and other times the generic NPs were indicative of 

issues in comprehension and/or comprehension on their part.  

4.2.2.2 NP word order 

 Although the participants produced direct object NPs at different rates and for 

different purposes, there was very little variability in terms of the word order used. Even 

among the native speakers, postverbal placement of accusative NPs was the preferred 

option. As explained in Chapter 2, direct object NPs can be placed in postverbal position 

or preclausal/preverbal position (e.g., Ocampo, 2009). Figure 6 shows the NP position for 

the speakers in all five groups. The y-axis indicates the percentage of use of either the 

postverbal position or the preverbal
21

 position, and N indicates the number of NPs used to 

denote old information in each group. 

 

Figure 6: NP Syntactic Placement by Group (%) 

                                                 
21

 The term “preverbal” is used here to indicate any utterance in which the NP appears earlier than the verb. 

This can include utterances in which the NP immediately precedes the verb ((S)OV) and those in which the 

NP appears at the beginning of the utterance (O(S)V and/or OV(S)). 
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In particular among the non-native speakers, the postverbal placement of the accusative 

NP was overwhelmingly preferred. This is unsurprising, as the less flexible nature of 

English might have had an effect on the learners’ ability to produce preverbal direct 

objects. Such L1 influence was observed in Spanish learners by Domínguez (2007), 

Johnston (1995) and Ocampo (1990). Additionally, SVO is the word order that generally 

applies in native Spanish under minimal pragmatic conditions (e.g., Ocampo, 2005; 

Ocampo, 2009). This could have influenced the non-native speakers’ production and may 

also explain why the native speakers favored the postverbal position for the direct object 

as well.  

Ocampo (2005, 2009) found that, for native speakers of Spanish, placing the 

object preverbally applies in situations in which the speakers have particularly marked 

pragmatic goals. In these situations, the preverbal object is more discursively salient. 

Only two learners, one in Level 2 and one in Level 4, chose this option. Their utterances 

are given in (99) and (100).  
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(99) a. Narration: 

cortar la cabeza primero  y después el piel 

  to-cut the head first  and after  the skin 

  

  de cortar 

of to-cut 

  “Cut the head first and afterwards cut the skin” (2.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall” 

“I was trying to get the process right. I remember they started off, and they 

chopped off the head of the pineapple, so I was trying to get it right to her 

that first you have to take off the spiny part, and then they did the skin.” 

(2.5S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I wasn’t thinking about [putting the NP preverbally]. Maybe it’s like, I 

feel, does it have to do with if you hear it, but you don’t really notice that 

you repeat it or pick it up until you start speaking yourself?” (2.5S) 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I put quiña, and I didn’t know what that was! But piña makes way more 

sense! I was like, I knew it was some kind of fruit, but for some reason I 

made that a q.” (2.5L) 
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(100) a. Narration: 

ella preparó las papas  y el ajo lo  

  she she-prepared the potatoes and the garlic it 

 

  hizo el hombre 

  he-did the man 

  “She prepared the potatoes and the man did the garlic” (4.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I don’t remember thinking anything specifically. I just know that I 

wanted to use, what do you call them? Like lo, la? Direct object pronouns. 

I was trying to use them, but while I was using them, I was like, am I 

doing this right?” (4.6S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I’m getting better at word order. This isn’t how you say it in English. But 

I’m not even going off a structure when I think like that. I think I’m 

getting this just from being used to how it sounds. Which is awesome. 

Because that, I think, was Ecuador, and then where I’m volunteering right 

now, because I’ve noticed that. It’s funny that I didn’t notice it here, but 

usually when I say something like that, I don’t know, just in conversation 

now, I’ll be like, oh, cool! Yeah, I’ll just do it, it will be this natural thing, 

and then I’ll be like, oh, cool! That’s how they talk in Ecuador!” (4.6S) 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall 

“I was a little confused about the portions, at first, and what those all were, 

but I think I understood it in the end. I thought, when she said two portions 

and she was explaining what the man was doing and what the woman was 

doing, I thought they were each making a different portion. That’s how I 

started to organize my notes. And then I realized that they were together 

working on one portion and then later worked on another portion.” (4.6L) 

 

The learners appeared to have used the preverbal placement of the NP to mark situations 

in which they were narrating a contrastive situation. In (99), 2.5S explained that she was 

trying to distinguish between cutting the head of the pineapple and its skin. According to 

her comments in the stimulated recall, getting the contrast correct for her listener was of 

considerable importance for her while speaking. In (100), although she did not say 

anything about it in her stimulated recall, 4.6S seemed to contrast the different tasks that 
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the woman and the man did in the video. If the speakers did indeed produce preverbal 

NPs to highlight and contrast the referents, then their speech corresponded with what 

native Spanish speakers would do (e.g., Ocampo, 2005, 2009).  

The speakers in (99) and (100) also demonstrated a certain level of awareness of 

preverbal NPs, perhaps due to their previous studies of Spanish. 4.6S not only recognized 

the structure as something that she had heard in Ecuador, but she used it appropriately, 

adding a co-referential clitic pronoun in a native-like manner (e.g., Clements, 1994; 

Silva-Corvalán, 1981). Another possibility is that they placed the NP preverbally due to 

the fact that preverbal NPs exist in their native language. Although preverbal direct 

objects are fairly uncommon in English, they are attested in situations of focus and/or 

contrast (e.g. Caballero Benito, 2009).  

 The listeners were unaware of the preverbal word order, but it’s possible that it 

was effective, at least in the latter case. In (99), 2.5L had lost track of the narration due to 

mishearing the word piña used by 2.5S, and her attention was therefore not centered on 

the particulars of cutting the pineapple. 4.6L, however, did recognize that a contrast had 

been set up in (100). While she was perplexed about the details, she was able to make a 

distinction between the food that the woman prepared and the food that the man prepared. 

 This same pattern seemed to hold in the instances in which the native speakers 

produced preverbal direct object NPs. An example from N.6S is shown in (101).  
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(101) a. Narration: 

en un plato sirve  ese queso con chícharos  

  on a plate he-serves that cheese with peas  

 

y después  se  pone  a lavar   

and after  himself he-puts  to to-wash  

 

uvas y  también hay,  las uvas las  

  grapes and  also  there-are  the grapes them  

 

  ponen  en una taza roja  

  they-put in a  cup red 

“On a plate he serves that cheese with peas, and afterwards he starts to 

wash grapes and there are also, they put the grapes in a red cup” (N.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Bueno, sí, que lo estaba terminando de prepararlo, pero que estaba 

sirviendo en otro plato, en otro cubierto.” (N.6S) 

 “OK, yes, that he was finishing preparing it, but that he was serving it on 

another plate, in another dish.” 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“Las uvas las ponen. Pues no, yo no me voy a fijar en eso” (N.6S) 

 “They put the grapes. Well no, I’m really not paying attention to that.” 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Nada.” (N.6L) 

 “Nothing.”  

 

Contrast also seems to have been at play in the native examples. In (101), N.6S 

contrasted the grapes that were placed in a cup and the cheese and peas that were placed 

on a different plate. N.6S stated in his stimulated recall that his intention was to show that 

the different foods were being placed in different receptacles, although he was not 

capable of discussing the expression further in the interview. 

His listener did not have much to offer in the stimulated recalls, mentioning 

neither the structure nor its purpose in communication. Indeed, N.6L did not say anything 

in the stimulated recall about the segment in which the preverbal NP appeared.  
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It appears to be that the speakers produced preverbal direct object NPs for the 

same purpose, to contrast those referents with some other entity or entities. In the same 

way that the repetition of the accusative NP highlights a particular referent, the action of 

not only repeating it but also placing it preverbally gives it even more prominence in the 

discourse. 

The listeners never mentioned noticing any NP word order that deviated from 

SVO. This indicates that the pragmatic effects of word order may have been more salient 

than the word order itself. If this is the case, then it is necessary to determine what 

learners actually notice. Are they able to express an understanding of the pragmatics 

without the ability to clearly explain it, or is their attention centered on other elements in 

the discourse? 

Only two non-native speakers in the data set produced preverbal NPs. This, 

combined with the listeners’ lack of awareness, suggests that NP direct object word order 

is not an aspect of Spanish that learners tend to find relevant. The fact that the non-native 

speakers who produced preverbal NPs mentioned possibly having heard them previously 

provides evidence that word order changes must be noticed in order to be later produced 

in spontaneous speech.  

4.2.3 Null objects 

 Null objects were the second most utilized expression in the two lower level 

learner groups and the third most utilized expression in the two higher level learner 

groups. Null objects are fairly uncommon in native Spanish (e.g., Clements, 1994; Zyzik, 

2006a), and they were produced by only one of the native speakers in this study. The 
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learners in this study, therefore, did not follow native patterns in null object use, and, 

based on the differences observed in the groups, their use of null objects appears to have 

been driven by their respective levels of Spanish. 

 Example (102), taken from a speaker in Level 1, shows an instance in which the 

speaker produced a null object. 

(102) a. Narration: 

limpian los papas  y Ø pelean,   

  they-clean the potatoes and Ø  they-peel,  

  

  después  Ø cortan  y Ø ponen  en  

  afterwards  Ø they-cut and Ø they-put in  

   

un sartén 

  a pan 

“They clean the potatoes and they peel Ø, afterwards they cut Ø and they 

put Ø in a pan” (1.4S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I was looking for the correct word, because I didn’t know it. I don’t 

know. I get nervous and try to hurry up and get things out and just get 

through it really quickly, as easily as possible, to make it as simple for 

people to hear, or like, just get it out as fast as I can.” (1.4S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I think that with English, you always say, ‘Wash and cut the potatoes.’” 

(1.4S) 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“She said that the people cleaned the potatoes, they peeled them and they 

cut them, and that’s what I got.” (1.4L) 

 

e. Listener’s interview: 

“I just think [repeating the NP] sounds weird, especially if you’re talking 

about directions, like stuff where you’re kind of doing the same thing over 

and over, like washing and peeling and putting the same thing in 

something. It just sounds awkward to be saying that. I noticed [that she 

left out the NP] when I was hearing it, too, because it sounds better. 

Because if I notice things, if things sound bad, like in Spanish, I feel like 

you notice right away, if something sounds unnatural.” (1.4L) 



 

 142 

(102) is typical of what the participants in Levels 1 and 2 produced. They used null 

objects frequently, but in general, neither they nor their listeners indicated awareness of 

it. Only in the post hoc interviews, after the researcher had explained what null objects 

are, were the participants able to provide any specific information as to their use. In fact, 

only one participant among all speakers and listeners noticed the absence of the direct 

object without being prompted by the researcher, in (103). 

(103) a. Narration: 

llavar  uvas y Ø  añadir a un plato 

  to-wash grapes and Ø  to-add to a plate 

  “Washing grapes and adding Ø to a plate” (2.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I was thinking about that last part of the sentence, and then as I said a un 

plato, I was just like, ‘Wait, you didn’t add the la.’ I didn’t reintroduce 

uvas, I said añadir, that she added, but I didn’t say what she added. So I 

was going to be like, I should have done la or repeated uvas, but you just 

didn’t!” (2.3S) 

 

This learner, 2.3S, was the only participant who recognized the absence of a direct object; 

no other speakers or listeners at those levels mentioned null objects without prior 

prompting from the researcher.   

 While null objects were the second most commonly used form among the 

speakers in Levels 1 and 2, they fell to third place among speakers in Levels 3 and 4. This 

indicates that increased proficiency was likely responsible for this decline, but the fact 

that they continued to be used also indicates that these speakers did not yet have the 

ability to produce direct objects in a native-like manner. (104) shows a null object 

produced by a speaker in Level 3. 
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(104) a. Narration: 

y el  hombre huele  el ajo antes de  

  and the man  he-smells the garlic before of  

 

  cortar  Ø y necesita cortar Ø  en piezas 

  to-cut  Ø and he-needs to-cut Ø  in pieces  

 

  pequeños 

  small 

“And the man sniffs the garlic before cutting Ø and he needs to cut Ø in 

small pieces” (3.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“They were more, like, dicing it, and that’s not on [the vocabulary sheet], 

so I was trying to say, like, well, OK, I’ll just say they cut it into tiny 

pieces. I don’t know how to say that. So that she would kind of 

understand, I guess.” (3.6S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I feel like I’m not confident in using [clitic pronouns] in speech. I think 

when I’m thinking, I just am like, ‘Put it in the pan.’ Maybe it’s just like 

trying to dumb it down, or you’re simplifying it. ‘Put in the pan’ kind of 

makes sense, in your head, at the time, as you’re thinking.” (3.6S) 

 

 d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I had no idea what huele was. I was like, ‘What?!’” (3.6L) 

 

e. Listener’s interview: 

“Oh! [Null objects] are so interesting. I think because it’s a small article 

and a lot of the times you just completely forget it. [You’re] just grabbing 

at big chunks of comprehension.” (3.6L) 

 

Like the learners in Levels 1 and 2, the learners in Levels 3 and 4 also failed to notice 

null objects. In (104), 3.6S and 3.6L were primarily concerned with their vocabulary and 

were unaware of null objects until the researcher made the expression known to them. 

They both pointed out that the lack of direct objects did not impede the successful 

production and comprehension of the message, which seems to be confirmed by the 

almost entire lack of notice paid to the expression by the participants.  
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 At the higher levels, no speaker or listener commented during the stimulated 

recall on the lack of object pronouns, unlike what was found in 2.3S’s recall in (103). 

However, there was on instance in which a null object did confuse a listener; this is 

reproduced in (105). 

(105) a. Narration: 

el hombre estorna  y es un poco cómico  

  the man  he-sneezes and it-is a little funny 

 

  porque  Ø tiene en sus nariz y la mujer  

  because Ø he-has on his nose and the woman 

 

  ayuda  a limpiarlo 

  she-helps to to-clean-it 

“The man sneezes and it’s a little funny because he has Ø on his nose and 

the woman helps to clean it” (4.2S)  

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“He had, uh, butter on his nose. So just lost train of thought, maybe. 

[laughter]” (4.2S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I knew she was trying to say sneeze. There was a little bit left, and the 

woman helped clean it up. [laughter] That’s what it sounded like to me. Is 

that right? He sneezes?” (4.2L) 

 

At no point in the narration did 4.2S say what was on the man’s nose. In (105), therefore, 

she used a null object for a referent whose antecedent had never been mentioned. 4.2L’s 

confusion comes less from the fact that a null object was used, and more from the fact 

that she had no antecedent in the discourse with which to connect it. She thus had to 

assume that the characters in the video cleaned up the most logical result of someone’s 

sneezing, which led her to an interpretation that was entirely incorrect. Other than this 

instance, there were no cases of a speaker or listener in Levels 3 and 4 noticing, 

commenting on or being confused by the absence of a direct object noun or pronoun.  
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 Although the examples in (102)-(105) show null objects that accompany a variety 

of verbs, the majority of null objects found in the non-native set accompanied verbs such 

as poner. Poner “to put” is a verb that can be classified as complex transitive, in that it 

requires a subject, an object and an additional complement in order for its meaning to be 

expressed (Matthews, 1997). Other such verbs that appeared with null objects were 

añadir “to add” and transferir “to transfer.” Figure 7 shows the breakdown of the verbs 

that the non-native participants used to accompany null pronouns – those of the type 

poner and those that are not complex transitive verbs. The y-axis indicates the percentage 

of null objects that were used with complex transitive and non-complex transitive verbs, 

and N indicates the number of null objects produced in each group. 

 

Figure 7: Verb Types Used with Null Objects (%) 

Although the division is fairly equal in Levels 2 and 3, Levels 1 and 4 show a clear 

preference for using null objects with complex transitive verbs of the type poner, which 
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confirms Zyzik’s (2008) results. It is possible that the presence of three arguments – the 

subject, the direct object and the locative complement – presented a syntactically 

challenging situation for the learners. 

 The learners’ levels and Spanish abilities, however, were not the only factors that 

could explain their use of null objects. Another possibility has to do with communicative 

pragmatics. This was observed in both non-native and native Spanish, as shown in (106) 

and (107). 

(106) a. Narration: 

hay  guisantes, pero no Ø  necesitas cortar,  

  there-are peas,  but no Ø you-need to-cut,  

 

  porque  son  pequeñas 

  because they-are small  

“There are peas, but you don’t need to cut Ø, because they’re small” 

(2.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I decided to clarify there, because they didn’t cut the peas. They just kind 

of put them on the plate, so I was like, oh, they don’t need to cut those.” 

(2.5S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Guisantes. I butchered the spelling on that one, and I didn’t look at [the 

vocabulary sheet] beforehand, so I was like, I don’t know what these are!” 

(2.5L) 
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(107) a. Narration: 

el chef cortando el queso, Ø empieza a  

 the chef cutting  the cheese, Ø he-begins to  

 

 rebanar  en pedazos delgados 

 to-slice  in pieces  thin 

 “The chef cutting the cheese, he starts to slice Ø in thin pieces” (N.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Estaba pensando en el acto de cortar, ¿no? Sí, porque rebanar puede ser 

trozos grandes, puede ser, pero quería decir trozos pequeños, especificar 

porque haces como, delgados, son muy delgados, que puedes agarrar uno 

no más y comerlo.” (N.6S) 

 “I was thinking about the act of cutting, wasn’t I? Yes, because rebanar 

can be big pieces, it can be, but I wanted to say small pieces, specify 

because you do it like, thin, they’re very thin, so you can grab just one and 

eat it.” 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall 

“Pero después él dice ‘rebanar en pedacitos,’ ¿entonces cómo? No sé 

cómo sería eso. Fueron rectángulos, ¿no?” (N.6L) 

 “But then he said ‘rebanar en pedacitos,’ so how? I don’t know how that 

would be? They were rectangles, right?” 

 

In (106) and (107) the speakers were discussing the action of cutting (or not cutting) 

previously-mentioned foods. Their stimulated recalls indicate that they had shifted their 

center of attention from the items themselves to the action that was performed on them. 

Using the null object to shift attention away from the direct object referent, therefore, 

seems to be done in both non-native and native Spanish. This conforms to Ariel’s (2001) 

Accessibility Theory, which finds that higher accessibility markers (in this case, null 

objects) are used for referents that the speakers consider to be easily recoverable from the 

discourse.  

If the speakers in (106) and (107) were indeed using null objects with the 

assumption that the referents would be accessible to their listeners, the listeners’ reactions 
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seemed to prove them right. In (106), 2.5L was more focused on the vocabulary word that 

she had not understood, but N.6L seemed to follow N.6S’s shift in attention. Her 

confusion in (107) had to do with her attempting to understand N.6S’s specifics about 

how the cheese was cut. Neither listener indicated not being able to recover the direct 

object referent. 

 The question remains why N.6S would produce a null object in (107). 2.5S was a 

non-native speaker in Level 2; her level of Spanish might explain her use of the null 

object instead of a clitic pronoun. In native Spanish, however, null objects are seldom 

observed (e.g., Clements, 1994; Zyzik, 2006), a pattern that is confirmed by this data set. 

N.6S was the only native speaker who used any null objects, and he only produced two.  

In this situation, N.6S’s linguistic and familial background must be considered. 

Null objects that refer to definite entities are a feature of contact varieties of Spanish 

(e.g., Fernández-Ordóñez, 1994; Klee, 1989; Zyzik, 2006a), and N.6S speaks such a 

variety. The following information, taken from his interview, sheds light on this 

particular phenomenon. 

(108) Speaker’s interview: 

“Si vas a la región Yucatán, yo creo que es muy común eso. Porque somos casi 

mayas, entonces no existe objeto directo, indirecto en maya, entonces mis papás 

hacían, el artículo sueña raro. Y yo hablo como ellos. Cuando era niño, supe 

bastante [maya] y lo perdí y no lo hablo. Pero sí uso mucho la gramática. [Mis 

padres] eran completamente mayahablantes. Sí, no sé, yo creo que sería, si dices a 

un hablante nativo, sí, no creo que tenga pronombres a veces.” (N.6S) 

 “If you go to the Yucatan region, I think that is very common. Because we’re 

almost all Maya, and there aren’t direct or indirect objects in Mayan, so my 

parents did it, the article sounds weird. And I speak like they do. When I was 

little, I knew some [Mayan], and I lost it and I don’t speak it anymore. But I do 

still use a lot of the grammar. [My parents] spoke Mayan entirely. Yes, I don’t 

know, I think that it would, if you said it to a native speaker, yes, I don’t think that 

they would use pronouns all the time.” 
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N.6S speaks a contact dialect, and he himself recognized the possibility that this was a 

factor in his production of null objects. Therefore, both he and 2.5S in (106) and (107) 

had cause to use null objects rather than other pronominal expressions in situations in 

which they shifted their attention away from the direct object referent. 2.5S, as a non-

native speaker of Spanish, used null objects as a result of her lower proficiency. N.6S 

produced them as a result of having grown up hearing and speaking a contact dialect of 

Spanish. 

 The learners’ use of null objects seems to have been driven almost entirely by 

their Spanish level. The two lower level groups produced a higher percentage of null 

objects than did the two higher level groups. With one exception, none of the non-native 

participants made any indication of having noticed null objects, and their use did not 

seem to impede communication. Unlike the non-native speakers, the native speakers did 

not use null objects, with the exception of one speaker who had had exposure to a contact 

dialect. There were similarities between this dialect of native Spanish and the non-native 

Spanish in that null objects could be used when the speakers placed their center of 

attention elsewhere in the utterance and considered the direct object referent highly 

accessible. However, in general, the learners’ proficiency was the driving force behind 

their production of null objects. 

4.2.4 Demonstrative pronouns 

 While NPs, clitic pronouns and null object pronouns were used with a certain 

degree of frequency, depending on the level of the learner in question, demonstrative 

pronouns were infrequently used by all speakers, both native and non-native. It is still 
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worthwhile to examine their production, however, to determine if conclusions can be 

drawn as to the type of communicative situation in which demonstrative pronouns were 

used. 

 The following examples show demonstrative pronouns produced by speakers in 

Levels 2-4 and the native speakers. 

(109) a. Narration: 

pon ese (1.9)
22

 m (0.9)  la cosa que tú  

  put that (1.9) m (0.9)  the thing that you  

 

  cocinas  cosas en la cocina  con  fuego. No  

  you-cook  things in the kitchen  with fire. No  

 

  sé  la  palabra, pero tú cocinas este  

  I-know  the  word,  but you you-cook this 

 

  a una sartén 

  to a pan 

“Put that (1.9) m (0.9) the thing that you cook things in the kitchen with 

fire. I don’t know the word, but you cook this in a pan.” (2.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Oh, what is the English word for it? Stove! Yes! I don’t even know what 

the English word is! [laughter] I think I was beating myself up over not 

knowing the words.” (2.1S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I understood that after you mix the raw ingredients, it goes in the oven or 

is cooked. I didn’t understand what word she was trying to get at. I knew 

she wanted me to put it in the oven and cook it, so that’s about all I could 

understand.” (2.1L) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22

 The speakers, particularly those of lower levels, frequently paused in their narrations. These pauses have 

been left out of the transcriptions reproduced here for improved readability. However, the pauses are 

included when they may help shed light on factors that may have influenced the participants’ speech.  
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(110) a. Narration: 

ella quiere  comer las uvas,  pero el  

  she she-wants to-eat the grapes,  but the  

 

  hombre  es no, no puede,   no  puedo,  

  man  is no,  no she-can, no I-can,   

 

no puede hacer esto 

  no she-can to-do this 

“She wants to eat the grapes, but the man isn’t, she can’t, I can’t, she 

can’t do this” (3.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“So I wanted to say how he was gesturing, but I couldn’t really think of 

how to say that, to not do it. I couldn’t just say what he said, because he 

didn’t say anything. So at that point, I was just like, oh, he just, no, don’t 

do it, and kind of using gestures to explain what I couldn’t say in Spanish 

at the moment.” (3.1S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I noticed that she got a little bit confused or mixed up with the puede and 

puedo part, but other than that, it was pretty clear.” (3.1L) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 152 

(111) a. Narration: 

empieza con mantequilla en el sartén y se 

 he-begins with butter  in the pan and one 

 

muévalo en todo el sartén. Pero está haciendo  

he-moves-it in all the pan. But he-is doing   

 

eso  con el mano, que tal vez no es el más  

that  with the hand, that maybe no it-is the most  

 

sanitario 

sanitary 

“He begins with butter in the pan and he moves it all around the pan. But 

he’s doing that with his hand, which maybe isn’t the most sanitary thing” 

(4.2S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“They spread the butter with their hands. Couldn’t think of ‘spread,’ so I 

just said they moved it around with their hand. But yeah, I meant to say 

that they add the butter, or they put butter in the pan and spread it with 

their hands.” (4.2S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“So yeah, my understanding was that they put the butter in the pan and 

were moving it around. What I wrote down was that they put butter in the 

pan. I didn’t write it down, but I knew that they were it around the whole 

pan, but then he used his hands, and it was maybe unsanitary. In my head, 

when she said it, I pictured someone holding the handle and moving [the 

pan] around. Why would that be unsanitary and how wouldn’t you use 

your hands for that? (4.2L) 
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(112) a. Narration: 

ellos aplicaron la mantequilla dura todavía  sobre 

  they they-applied the butter  hard still  on 

 

  la cacerola. Y después de que hicieron  

  the pan.  And after  of that they-did  

 

  esto, calentaron la cacerola 

  this, they-heated the pan 

“They put the butter that was still hard in the pan. And after that did this, 

they heated the pan” (N.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Esta parte la encontré difícil de explicar, porque nunca había tenido que 

explicar antes algo sobre aplicar la mantequilla en una cacerola. 

Generalmente lo que estaba acostumbrada a ver es que ya la mantequilla 

está derretida y se le agrega. Pero ponerla uno con las manos, me pareció 

fuera de lo normal y me costó encontrar las palabras adecuadas para 

transmitirlo.” (N.3S)  

 “That part was difficult to explain, because I had never before had to 

explain anything about putting butter in a pan. Usually what I’m used to 

seeing is that the butter is melted already melted and you add it. But to put 

it in with your hands, that didn’t seem normal to me, and it was hard to 

find the right words to get the idea across.” (N.3S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“It really helped that she said that, because the first time she says 

mantequilla, you’re thinking that it’s already melted or something. And 

then she explains it, what they actually did. And then it changes, because I 

don’t think she tells you before that they warmed up the pan. That’s why I 

couldn’t tell if it was melted or not. And then at the end of it, she says, 

después calentaron la cacerola, so that sounds like they kind of did it 

backwards.” (N.3L) 

 

The speakers in (109)-(112) seemed to resort to demonstrative pronouns in situations in 

which they struggled with communication and were unable to express certain words or 

ideas. In (109) and (110), 2.1S and 3.1S could not think of the words that they wanted to 

say. 4.2S and N.3S in (111) and (112) were baffled by the scene in the video in which the 

characters put cold butter in a pan and spread it around with their hands. This particular 
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scene is odd and is meant to indicate a lack of cooking experience.
23

 The participants 

were struck by it, and their confusion was reflected in the type of language that they used 

to attempt to convey it. The participants’ confusion, in general, was noticed by the 

listeners. With the exception of 3.1L in (110), the listeners likewise struggled to 

understand the concepts being expressed. 

 An additional comment on the use of demonstrative pronouns comes from 4.7S, 

who used a number of different nominal and pronominal structures. However, she did not 

produce demonstrative pronouns, and this seems to have been done deliberately. In her 

interview, she shared the following when asked about her having avoided demonstrative 

pronouns. 

(113) Speaker’s interview: 

“I avoid doing that consciously. I find that it’s very vague. I’m doing my senior 

project, so I’m currently working on it with [professor’s name redacted]. That was 

one thing, he’s like, ‘Don’t use such vague words. Do not use algo, do not use 

cosa, do not use things like that.’ And he’s very right. It does really take away 

from the academic level.” (4.7S) 

 

The general infrequency of demonstrative pronouns is possibly due to their status as 

“vague words.” They were not the preferred form by any single group or individual in the 

study, only being used in situations in which speakers felt that they had few other 

options. The listeners tended to be confused by demonstratives, indicating that the 

expression was not a successful communicative choice.  

4.2.5 Co-referential clitics and NPs 

 A clitic pronoun that was co-referential with an NP was, in general, seldom 

produced by any participant in any group. However, it seems worthwhile to dedicate a 

                                                 
23

 In a personal conversation with Paul Malovrh, the creator of the video, he noted that he had instructed his 

actors to display ineptitude in the kitchen.  
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section to the expression and the particular purpose that it served in communication, both 

in non-native and native speech. The following examples are taken from the most 

advanced speakers, those in Level 4, and the native speakers, as they were the ones who 

most often used such expressions.  

(114) a. Narration: 

otra  vez el hombre le ayuda  a  

  another time the man  to-her he-helps to  

 

  la  mujer 

  the  woman  

  “Again the man helps her, the woman” (4.3S) 

  

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“This is so many random objects, whatever, le, a él or la.” (4.3S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I didn’t remember if I had said the man is helping the woman, or the 

woman is helping the man. I don’t remember if I had said the subject 

before ayuda. So I was trying to doubly emphasize if it’s being helped to 

the woman, it’s got to be by the man.” (4.3S) 

 

d Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I was confused because right now she’s talking more about the woman 

cooking, then she said it was the man who had more experience or 

whatever, and I was thinking, so I got confused, I was trying to figure out 

who’s the one actually cooking.” (4.3L) 
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(115) a. Narration: 

el hombre se lo dio  el pañuelo 

  the man  to-her it he-gave the cloth 

  “The man gave her it, the cloth” (4.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I was going back to that textbook of the evil pronouns and trying to put 

them in the right order and make it work right. OK, that has to come first 

and then it switches, then you put that there. Yeah, but that’s right, right? 

Se lo dio?” (4.5S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I said it because I realized that I didn’t, before that. I don’t even know 

what I was talking about before that, but I just remembered that I hadn’t 

mentioned the paño in a really long time.” (4.5S) 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I wasn’t sure. Se lo dio el pañuelo? That’s what I heard, which would not 

make sense. Oh, now I know what she said. OK. So he was giving her a 

handkerchief, OK. For some reason I was still thinking of food, and I was 

like, that’s not food. Why is it involved? What is this?” (4.5L) 

 

(116) a. Narration: 

la tortilla  la prepararon primero 

  the tortilla  it they-prepared first 

  “They prepared it, the tortilla, first” (N.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Yo estaba preocupada por comunicar en orden cronológico la forma en 

que prepararon la tortilla. Eso era mi preocupación, porque yo tenía en 

mente que la persona era la encargada de ese canal de comida, entonces yo 

estaba preocupada porque esa persona tuviera la información clara porque 

yo sabía que mi opinión iba a tener un impacto en si aceptaban el 

programa o no.” (N.3S) 

“I was worried about making sure to communicate the correct order in 

which they prepared the tortilla. That was my concern, because I had in 

mind that this person was the one responsible for the food channel, so I 

was worried about her having clear information, because I knew that my 

opinion was going to have an effect on whether or not they would accept 

the program” 
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c. Speaker’s interview: 

“Cuando yo acabo de llegar aquí, yo tenía problemas porque la gente no 

me entendía, porque me decían, ‘¿Qué es lo que estás exactamente 

tratando de decir?’ Supongo que quizá por la influencia del inglés, la gente 

está acostumbrada a escuchar las frases nominales más que los objetos, 

entonces yo sentía que la gente no me entendía. Entonces yo, a lo largo de 

estos once años, he tratado de desarrollar mecanismos que me ayuden a 

ser, aunque yo crea que no es necesario, un poco más específica para que 

la gente me entienda. Y cuando voy a El Salvador, y si mi mamá me está 

hablando, por ejemplo, me estoy acostumbrando demasiado, creo, a las 

frases nominales. Yo siento que a ella le falta la especificidad que a mí me 

faltaba cuando yo acabo de llegar.” (N.3S) 

 “When I first came here, I had problems because people didn’t understand 

me, because they said, ‘What exactly is it that you’re trying to say?’ I 

suppose that, due to the influence of English, people are more used to 

hearing noun phrases than objects, so I felt that people didn’t understand 

me. So I, during these past 11 years, have tried to develop mechanisms to 

help me to be, even when I don’t think it’s necessary, more specific so that 

people understand me. And when I go to El Salvador, and if my mother is 

talking to me, for example, I’m more used to hearing noun phrases. I think 

that she lacks the specificity that I lacked when I first came here.” 

 

d. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Yeah, so she said uvas y piña, then I was like, what are you going to do 

with them? And then she went back to talk about the tortilla, and I was 

like, this is either a really disorganized video, or she doesn’t know where 

to start with her narration. So I wasn’t sure what was going on there, but I 

was just like, well, just go with it. I didn’t want to ask any questions, 

because I wasn’t sure if the video was like that on purpose.” (N.3L) 

 

In general, co-referential clitics and NPs seemed to serve a similar purpose for all 

speakers. It was done in order to emphasize, clarify or correct information, in situations 

in which the speakers were especially concerned that the listeners have the right 

information. It is possible that the speakers assumed that the redundancy inherent in 

repeating the referent twice would lead the listener to pay particular attention to it. This 

conforms to Ariel’s (2001) Accessibility Theory, in she argues that speakers use more 

elaborate referential expressions when they consider a referent to be less accessible. This 
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seems to be the case especially in (114) and (115) above, according to 4.3S’s and 4.5S’s 

comments in the interview. 

 An additional factor to notice is that the actions in the video are likely to produce 

utterances that are highly transitive, in that the subject acts with intention upon an object 

that is individualized and completely affected (Hopper & Thompson, 1980). Ocampo 

(2013) examines the use of co-referential clitics with postverbal NPs in Buenos Aires 

Spanish and finds that it occurs more frequently in situations that are highly transitive in 

this way. In examples (114)-(116), the utterances produced all described situations of 

high transitivity. Although high transitivity seems not to have been sufficient on its own 

to motivate co-referential clitics and NPs across the board (as nearly all of the utterances 

produced in describing the video were highly transitive), it certainly may have 

contributed to the speakers’ occasional use of the expression.  

 The listeners’ struggle (if they did struggle with the expression) reflected that of 

the speakers at that point in the narration, in terms of the referents’ accessibility. In (114)-

(116), the speakers wanted to make the referent more salient in case there had been any 

confusion as to which one was being discussed. The listeners in these examples did seem 

to be affected by this same confusion; 4.3L, 4.5L and N.3L all struggled to follow the 

speakers’ shift from the previous referents to the ones featured in the examples. Although 

the listeners were not always able to follow the speakers’ shift, as in (115) in which 4.5L 

did not figure out what had been said until the moment of the stimulated recall, the 

speakers were at least able to correctly predict that the shift in referents would make the 

new referents less accessible and, as a result, cause confusion for the listeners. They 
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therefore co-referenced the clitic with its corresponding NP in an attempt to alleviate the 

listeners’ predicted confusion.  

4.3 Conclusions 

 This chapter has examined the different direct object expressions utilized by the 

non-native and native participants alike. It has attempted to uncover the motivations 

behind the speakers’ choice, as well as the listeners’ perceptions of what they heard. 

Although proficiency played a role in the speakers’ choices, there were found to be 

similarities between the non-native speakers, particularly those in the two higher level 

groups, and the native speakers.  

 Clitic pronouns were challenging for the learners in the two lower level groups. In 

fact, learners at all levels cited the insecurity that they felt using clitics as a reason for 

avoiding them. Some reported avoiding clitics out of consideration for their listeners, 

fearing that they too would struggle with clitics. However, the learners in the two higher 

level groups, like the native speakers, used clitic pronouns more frequently than any other 

forms. It should be mentioned that, despite these learners’ ability to use clitics, they did 

not follow native patterns in terms of either morphology or syntax. They frequently 

marked animate clitics incorrectly for case; although this is attested in native Spanish, 

none of the native speakers in this study did so. While both the learners and the native 

speakers showed a tendency to favor masculine clitics, they reported doing so for 

different reasons. The learners used masculine forms due to their relative lack of 

proficiency. The native speakers, however, defaulted to masculine, singular clitics in 

situations in which they seemed to see the referent as a generic and abstract combination 
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of referents, rather than separate and individualized referents. Finally, the position in 

word order of clitic pronouns revealed differences between the non-native and the native 

speakers. The non-native speakers preferred the enclitic position, even in situations in 

which it was syntactically incorrect; this was perhaps due to the similarity between the 

enclitic position and postverbal direct object pronoun positions in English. The native 

speakers, as is common in native spoken Spanish, favored the proclitic position in 

optional contexts. Despite the difficulties that the non-native speakers faced in producing 

clitics, the listeners’ comprehension was relatively unaffected. Several listeners 

mentioned that they had been aware of inaccuracies in clitic form and/or placement, but 

they stated that this had not affected their comprehension of the message. Most of the 

listeners did not mention any issues understanding the clitics used by the speakers. Given 

that non-native participants did not comment on clitics other than to remark on the 

difficulty of forming them, it can perhaps be assumed that, for the participants capable of 

producing them, clitics were the default for previously mentioned referents, as they are in 

native Spanish.  

 The repetition of the NP in question was either the first or second most commonly 

used expression in all five groups. While the lower groups possibly preferred it due to 

their relative inability to produce clitic pronouns in spontaneous speech, there were also 

reasons behind the use of NPs that were shared by all speakers. NPs tended to be used, as 

Malovrh (2008) surmises, in situations in which greater communicative transparency was 

required. The speakers repeated the NPs when they were concerned about accurately 

remembering and conveying the order of the actions in the video, when they wished to be 
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clear and specific and/or when they were discussing referents assumed to be less 

accessible to their listeners. Speakers also repeated NPs at moments in which they had a 

particularly vivid mental image of the referent or when they attempted to set up a contrast 

between the referents that varied based on their specificity. In general, NPs were used 

when the speakers’ center of attention was on the direct object referent. In terms of word 

order, while few native or non-native speakers placed NPs in preverbal position, those 

that did so did it in situations in which they were establishing a contrast between 

referents. In general, however, SVO was the word order for NP direct objects 

overwhelmingly preferred by the participants. As for the listeners’ comprehension, it was 

generally unaffected by the speakers’ repetition of NPs. While several listeners found NP 

repetition to be overly detailed and not relevant, most did not indicate any issues 

comprehending what the speakers had said.  

 Speakers and listeners in general seemed to prefer NPs that repeated the referent 

in question to generic NPs. Generic NPs were produced far less frequently than repeated 

NPs, as Figure 3, Table 4 and Table 5 in this chapter show. Although some uses of 

generic NPs occurred without any mention of issues on the speakers’ part, other speakers 

chose to use them in situations in which they could not find appropriate words or 

understand the referents being discussed. The listeners stated that they did not understand 

the generic NPs that were produced, being unable to connect them with the referents to 

which they referred.  

 Null objects were produced at very different rates by the lower level learners, the 

higher level learners and the native speakers. The two lower level groups used null 
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objects in approximately 30% of their total direct object expressions, while the use of null 

objects dropped to approximately 10% in the two higher level groups. Only one native 

speaker in the study produced any null objects. The learners, both speakers and listeners, 

were almost entirely unaware of the null objects that were produced, despite their 

infrequency in either their L1 English or their L2 Spanish. This indicates that their use of 

null objects was likely due to their level. The one native speaker who used null objects, 

on the other hand, did so as a result of speaking a contact dialect of Spanish and having 

lived in a bilingual Spanish-Mayan context. Pragmatically speaking, in certain non-native 

and native utterances, null objects were used when the speakers’ center of attention was 

not on the direct object referent.  

 Demonstrative pronouns and co-referential clitics and NPs were produced 

infrequently by all participants, whether learners or native speakers. However, the 

motivations behind these expressions seemed common among the speakers that did 

produce them. Demonstrative pronouns were used in situations in which the speakers 

struggled to express words, phrases or concepts. They lacked an understanding of what 

they wished to express, and they resorted to demonstrative pronouns in these instances. 

Their struggle was reflected in the listeners, who likewise found it challenging to 

understand what had been said. 

Clitics that were co-referential with NPs were used in situations in which the 

speakers were especially concerned about transmitting their ideas. They were worried 

that their listeners would not have access to the referent being represented, which may 

have been their reason for repeating a reference to it in the same utterance. Like repeated 



 

 163 

NPs, co-referential clitics and NPs were used when the speakers’ center of attention was 

on the direct object referent. In addition to being used to clarify the direct object referent 

being discussed, it is possible that the use of the expression was motivated by the high 

transitivity of the situations described. The speakers seemed to predict the listeners’ 

reactions appropriately. The referents that they had felt would be inaccessible for the 

listeners actually were, according to the listeners’ comments in their stimulated recalls.  

While the non-native speakers’ direct object expressions was determined in part 

by their level of Spanish, proficiency was not the only factor that played a role in choices 

that they made. They, like the native speakers, were influenced by their desire to produce 

information that would be clear and useful to their listeners. The following chapter will 

analyze more in depth the pragmatic motivations alluded to in the present chapter. 

Additionally, the listeners’ perspective will be more closely examined, the importance of 

the task will be discussed, and suggestions for improved teaching will be presented. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion and Conclusions 

This study contributes to the field of second language acquisition of Spanish in 

terms of the direct object expressions that learners produce and the functions that these 

expressions serve in communication. Previous studies have considered the acquisition of 

different direct object expressions, particularly clitic pronouns, and learners’ rates of use 

of accurate and inaccurate forms. However, few have considered the functions that the 

different expressions served in communication and the goals that the speakers were 

attempting to achieve. Those that have considered communication functions of direct 

object expressions have tended to rely more on the researchers’ intuitions than on the 

learners’ own contributions. The present study takes a learner-centered approach that 

analyzes their linguistic production and comprehension within a specific context, taking 

into consideration the specifics of the communicative task, the participants’ identities, the 

learners’ comments on their goals and preoccupations during the task and their previous 

experience in Spanish. Additionally, the production of a native speaker control group is 

included in the analysis in order to compare the non-native speakers to native speakers 

within the same communicative context. The results indicate that the learners’ level of 

Spanish is not the only factor that affects their linguistic production of direct object 

expressions. 

The present chapter explores information uncovered in the analysis that goes 

beyond the research questions and identifies other factors that influenced the participants’ 

speech in the narration as well as their comprehension of it. §5.1 examines more closely 
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the null objects produced by the learners and suggests the presence of a null object stage 

in the acquisition of Spanish. §5.2 discusses the broader pragmatic considerations that 

affected the participants’ speech, such as other-orientation, the influence of native 

dialects of Spanish, task effects and the effects of +/- animate direct objects. §5.3 shifts 

its focus from the speakers to the listeners to examine their general comprehension of the 

speakers’ narration as well as factors that did or did not contribute to this. §5.4 considers 

the data from an applied linguistics/language pedagogy perspective, using the non-native 

participants’ comments as sources for suggestions to improve the teaching of Spanish 

direct objects. Finally, §5.5 summarizes the findings of the present study, discusses its 

limitations and offers suggestions for future research.  

5.1 Acquisition of null objects 

 As the results in Chapter 4 show, null objects were more frequently produced by 

the learners in Levels 1 and 2 than by those in Levels 3 and 4. Additionally, almost no 

learners commented on or noticed the absence of any direct object nominal or pronominal 

forms. Such results suggest the possibility of a null object stage of acquisition in Spanish. 

Gundel and Tarone (1993) examined the acquisition of pronominal anaphora by 

native speakers of Spanish who were in the process of learning English. They found that 

the learners used overt and/or null forms in situations in which neither their native 

language nor their second language allowed them. This is similar to what was observed in 

the results of the present study. Gundel and Tarone theorized that learners may go 

through a process of hypothesis formulation and testing. After discarding the hypothesis 

that pronominal anaphors occur in the same position in their second language as in their 
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first language, learners hypothesize that L2 pronouns might be null. It is at such a stage 

that the learners in this study, particularly those in Levels 1 and 2, may have found 

themselves. The final stage in learners’ pronominal hypothesis testing, according to the 

Gundel and Tarone, is to recognize that pronouns are overt, but that they are in a different 

syntactic position than in the native language. This could be the case for some of the 

learners in Levels 3 and 4, who did not produce any null objects. 

Zyzik (2008) attempts to respond to the question of whether or not there is a null 

object stage of acquisition in the Spanish interlanguage of English native speakers. She 

finds this not to be the case; rather, she attributes her participants’ use of null objects to 

performance factors. Her evidence includes the low frequency of null objects (i.e., below 

10% of all direct object expressions produced) across all levels in her data set, the fact 

that null objects occur more frequently with complex transitive verbs and the fact that her 

participants attempted to self-correct following the production of null objects.  

 The present study, however, suggests that L2 learners’ production of null objects 

is not performance-driven and rather that there is a null object stage of acquisition in 

Spanish learners’ interlanguage. Although the learners in this study did tend to produce 

null objects with complex transitive verbs, the other pieces of evidence do not concur 

with Zyzik’s (2008) study. First of all, null objects were produced much more frequently 

by the lower level learners (32-35%) than by the higher level learners (11-12%). 

Secondly, with the exception of 2.3S, no speakers noticed its absence or attempted to 
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self-correct.
24

 Even in the interview, after null objects were explained to the participants, 

they did not indicate noticing them as wrong, as the following conversations between the 

researcher and the participants show. 

(117) a. Researcher’s question: 

  “So, like, to say ponen en un plato sounds OK to you?” 

 

 b. Listener’s interview: 

  “Right.” (1.4L) 

 

(118) a. Researcher’s comment: 

“You don’t really fully have these pronouns yet, and so you kind of drop 

them out.” 

 

 b. Speaker’s interview: 

  “Right. Is that bad?” (2.5S) 

 

(119) a. Researcher’s comment: 

“Brazilian Portuguese does that. Like if somebody asks you você tem un 

livro? You don’t say o tenho, you say tenho.” 

 

 b. Listener’s interview: 

“Yeah, nope you don’t. Sometimes when I write it, I do it, but I never say 

it when I speak it.” (2.7L) 

 

 c. Researcher’s comment: 

“Yeah! Because that’s what Brazilian Portuguese does. It drops it out. 

Spanish really doesn’t. You would say ¿tienes el libro?, sí, lo tengo.” 

 

 d. Listener´s interview: 

  “OK! Interesting. This is so neat.” (2.7L) 

 

In (117), 1.4L confirmed, even after having been told that null objects are incorrect in 

Spanish, that an utterance with a null object sounded all right to her. 2.5S’s comment in 

(118) indicates that she did not know whether null objects were correct or not, even after 

having had them explained to her. Finally, in (119), 2.7L was surprised to learn that null 

                                                 
24

 Additionally, the use of self-correction on the part of the speaker can have its cause in the speaker’s 

desire to produce more comprehensible and useful input for the listener. As this study shows, not all self-

corrections are due to the speaker’s attempting to correct a morphosyntactic mistake. 
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objects exist in Spanish and that she had heard them produced in the narration, despite the 

fact that she was well aware of them in Brazilian Portuguese. If null objects were indeed 

performance errors and were not part of the speakers’ interlanguage, the speakers should 

have self-corrected, and both the speakers and the listeners should have commented 

during the stimulated recall and/or the interview on the absence of a direct object 

expression. However, they did not. The data from the present study, therefore, lends 

support to the idea that there is a stage of interlanguage development in which null 

objects are part of the system; thus, there is a proficiency-based null object stage in the 

acquisition of Spanish.  

5.2 Communicative pragmatics 

5.2.1 Other-orientation 

 Other-orientation is a concept that is part of the theory of dialogism (Linell, 

2009). The presence of dialogism in human communication is based upon the idea that 

any type of sense-making entails a dialogue with others, the self, ideas, artifacts and/or 

the environment. In this way, language and the use of it always involves some sort of 

interdependence, whether it is external or internal. Through other-orientation, the key 

notion of dialogism, “the individual responds to another and his or her prior actions and 

utterances, addresses the other and anticipates possible next actions from him or her. 

External dialogue gets internalized” (Linell, 2009, p. 355). In other words, the speaker 

attempts to see the communication from the perspective of the listener, anticipating and 

responding to any comments, questions or confusion.  
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 Anderson, Yule and Brown (1984) identified factors influencing other-orientation 

in language produced by native speakers of a language. They found that teenaged native 

speakers of English performed better in communicative tasks if they were more capable 

speakers, if they had hearers and if they had had prior experience as hearers in the task 

that helped them better adopt the perspective of their own hearers. Other-orientation, 

therefore, seems to be a feature of communication that can strengthen with improved 

linguistic skills, time and experience.  

 The results of the present study provide evidence of other-orientation in non-

native speech, as well. The speakers indicated anticipating and responding to their 

listeners’ needs, as well as the needs of other third parties. This other-orientation that 

reflected the speakers’ anticipation of their listeners’ needs had to do with any previous 

experience the participants had had with each other, the speakers’ assumption of the 

listeners’ level of Spanish, the speakers’ responses to the listeners’ reactions during the 

task and the speakers’ assumption of the listeners’ knowledge of cooking.  

 Linguistic experience appears to affect native other-orientation; does it also affect 

non-native other-orientation? To respond to this question, the stimulated recalls of the 

different non-native levels were examined for moments in which the speakers, 

unprompted, stated that they had been taking their listeners’ perspectives into 

consideration. Figure 8 below shows the number of times the speakers in each level 

commented during the stimulated recall on their listeners’ perspectives. 
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Figure 8: Times Speakers Reported Considering Listeners’ Perspective by Level 

Although there is not a sustained increase throughout the levels, a comparison of the 

speakers in Level 1 with those in Level 4 shows that the speakers with more experience 

in Spanish did express more concern for the listeners’ perspective. In (49) and (88) in 

Chapter 4, 4.5S reflected upon how her own experiences listening to native speakers had 

made her more sensitive to her own listener’s needs, similar to what Anderson, Yule and 

Brown (1984) find in their results. 

 Due to the logistics of scheduling speaker and listener participants, it was not 

possible to pursue a task design in which all pairs either knew each other or did not know 

each other. As a result, some of the pairs were strangers, while others had met previously 

or were even in the same class at the time of the recording. The following examples from 

two Level 4 speakers suggest that their familiarity (or lack thereof) with their listeners 

had an effect on the language that the speakers chose to use.   
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(120) Speaker’s interview: 

“I know she can speak [Spanish] well, and she’s good. She’s in the same class as I 

am, and so I know she has good listening skills, because our teacher’s very fluent 

in Spanish, from Spain, so it’s very difficult to hear. I definitely took shortcuts 

and assumed that she knew words on [the vocabulary list]. And I knew she would 

understand errors too.” (4.1S) 

 

(121) Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I guess for starting the activity, I thought it was really hard to know what I could 

say or how fast I should be talking, because you’re not familiar with the speaker.” 

(4.3S) 

 

The speakers with prior knowledge of the listeners were better able to gauge the sort of 

language that would be comprehended than those who had never met their listeners 

before the day of the task. An example of this comes from the speaker in Level 4 who 

commented in (120) on his knowledge of his listener’s abilities in Spanish.  

(122) a. Narration: 

Y, uh, ellos pónenlos,  los ponen   esos,  

  And,  uh,  they they-put-them, them they-put those,  

 

esas  comidas en un plato  

  those  foods  on  a plate 

“And, uh, they put them, they put them, those, those foods on a plate.” 

(4.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“See, that’s when I started to realize that I was doing it wrong. Putting the 

pronoun at the end. It kicked in that I was like, why am I doing that? I was 

like, it’s so stupid, it just sounds wrong, it totally throws off everything, 

actually. It’s wrong, and I realized I was making such a big mistake, even 

though it’s so simple, you know? Like it totally changes the context. I 

wasn’t trying to change the tense, but it sounded like it. It just throws off 

the general tone of what I was saying. If I throw in a command, and she’s 

like, what?” (4.1S) 

 

 In (122a), 4.1S used several different expressions to refer to the direct object. It is 

possible that his repetition of the referent with clitic pronouns and an NP was his attempt 

to clarify his meaning for his listener. Initially he placed a clitic pronoun enclitically. He 
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then moved it to the proclitic position and added a co-referential NP that was modified 

with a demonstrative adjective. Such a quantity of expressions might be considered 

redundant to refer to the cheese and peas he had mentioned in the previous sentence. 

However, in the stimulated recall, he expressed his concern about the clitic’s position. An 

enclitic attached to a conjugated verb in modern Spanish always denotes a command. In 

(122), 4.1S stated that he was not attempting to give commands to his listener. Rather, he 

had placed the clitic incorrectly. According to (120), he knew his listener and knew that 

she had a good command of Spanish grammar. His comment in (122) indicates his 

assumption that she would understand an enclitic as a command and possibly be 

confused.  

4.1S was able to adjust his speech based on previous knowledge of the listener 

and her abilities. However, other speakers, such as 4.3S, who was cited in (121), did not 

have such knowledge. These speakers used this lack of knowledge about the listeners’ 

abilities to moderate their language. An example of this comes from 4.3S and is provided 

in (123) below. 
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(123) a. Narration: 

acabo  de ver una programa  de   

  I-finish  of to-see a-FEM program-MASC of  

 

  cocinar, pero  había   una  programa    

  to-cook, but  there-was a-FEM program-MASC  

    

  sin  palabras  y  por  eso  sólo podía   

  without words  and for  that  only I-could  

 .    

verlo.   Y durante esto,  esto   

to-see-it-MASC.  And during  this-NEUT, this-NEUT  

 

programa 
program-MASC  

“I just watched a cooking show, but it was a show without words, and so I 

could only see it. And during this, this, show” (4.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I remember thinking, oh, I know programa is a masculine word, and I 

just said esto instead of este, and I wasn’t correcting it, because I feel like 

that would confuse her.” (4.3S) 

 

Throughout (123), 4.3S used feminine and neuter expressions to reference the masculine 

word programa. However, despite the fact that she realized it as she was speaking, she 

did not attempt to self-correct, fearing that her listener would not be able to understand 

her.  

 The speakers made initial assessments of their listeners’ proficiency, but these 

assessments were not static. Rather, the speakers made adjustments throughout the task in 

response to their listeners’ responses, reactions, facial expressions and gestures. An 

example from a speaker in Level 2 is shown in (124) below. Since the example comprises 

several different moments from the recall, the entire narration is given in (124a), and then 

the separate narrative moments with their accompanying stimulated recalls are shown in 

the successive sub-bullets. 
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(124) a. Narration: 

primero cortas  queso (3.5) y luego añadas   

  first  you-cut cheese (3.5) and later you-add  

 

  (1.4) um guisantes, es un um (1.5) m, es  

  (1.4) um peas,  it-is a um (1.5) m, it-is  

 

  parte de  una (1.2) m,  no sé.  Es un,  

  part of  a (1.2) m, no I-know. It-is a,  

 

es una  comida. Entonces (1.5) vas  a  

it-is a  food.  Then  (1.5) you-go  to  

 

limpiar  uvas. 

to-clean grapes. 

 

Mm hm 

Mm hm 

 “First you cut cheese (3.5) and later you add (1.4), um, peas. It’s a, um 

(1.5), m, it’s part of a (1.2), m, I don’t know. It’s a food. Then (1.5) you’re 

going to clean grapes.” (2.1S) 

“Mm hm” (2.1L) 

 

 b. primero cortas queso (3.5) 

 

  Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I think I paused there to make sure that he was getting it. I looked up at 

his face, just because sometimes you get that face of confusion, so I 

wanted to make sure I wasn’t losing him yet.” (2.1S) 

 

 c. añadas (1.4) um guisantes 

 

  Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I know I kind of looked at him, and I don’t know if he actually got the 

word peas. I couldn’t think of vegetables. His face just told me that he 

didn’t understand, so I was like, shoot, I don’t know how to explain this 

either. I looked up and I kind of got the impression that he didn’t 

understand it, so I was like, oh, how do I explain this? And then it kind of 

fumbled. And then, I’m just gonna go on!” (2.1S) 

 

 d. entonces (1.5) vas a limpiar uvas (4.1) 

 

  Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

  “And again another pause to look up at his face.” (2.1S) 
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 e. Mm hm 

 

  Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I liked when he said ‘mm hm.’ I like when people give me feedback that 

they’re understanding what I’m saying.” (2.1S) 

 

Throughout this section of the narration, 2.1S was extremely aware of her listener and his 

actions. She kept assessing his facial expressions, pausing and describing the NPs that 

denoted the food items in the video. His comprehension of the material was important to 

her, and she was pleased when he indicated that she had successfully communicated the 

information. 

 The previous examples have shown examples of how the speakers assessed their 

listeners’ proficiency as a whole and at certain moments in the task. There were other 

examples that demonstrate how the speakers oriented themselves toward the listeners’ 

perspectives and attempted to determine their level of understanding. (125) and (126) 

document what the evidence was that the speakers said they used to determine whether 

their listener was of higher or lower proficiency. Assessments made based on the 

listeners’ actions and reactions throughout the task are given in (127). Both native and 

non-native speakers’ comments are included, as such other-based preoccupations were 

found in both groups. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 176 

(125) a. Speaker’s interview: 

“He seemed really older, so I was thinking, this is going back to my days 

of psychology, what if he’s secretly in 3000 level, knows so much, and 

I’m just making a fool of myself.” (1.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“She was taking avid notes the entire time, so I assumed she was 

absorbing the information that I was saying. It seemed like she was 

definitely keeping up. I almost thought for a minute, like, oh my gosh, 

she’s probably like, this kid is so bad at Spanish, so I’d say, yeah, she’s at 

my level, or at times I thought she was above.” (2.7S) 

 

(126) a. Speaker’s interview: 

“I guess I kind of just assumed that she was in a lower Spanish class than 

me, because I’m the speaker and she was the listener.” (2.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“She looks younger, so I assumed that it would be a more basic level, plus 

these are very basic words [on the vocabulary list], so I wasn’t sure if we 

would have a range of understanding or different levels. To have simpler 

words here, I mean, I’m familiar with almost all the words, so I thought, 

maybe if we’re providing simpler words, maybe it’s not known to both.” 

(4.7S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“No la conozco bien. Yo, mi preocupación central era que ella entendiera 

lo que yo le estaba diciendo porque probablemente ella no está 

acostumbrada a la variedad salvadoreña.” (N.3S) 

 “I don’t know her well. For me, my principal concern was that she 

understand what I was telling her because she’s probably not used to 

Salvadoran Spanish.” 
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(127) a. Speaker’s interview:  

“Some parts, I could tell she was kind of, because she would scrunch her 

eyebrows a bit, sit there and be like, I could tell she was confused, so I 

tried to describe it in a different way.” (2.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I was expecting a response from [speaker’s name redacted]. I just got 

nervous, and I was like, am I supposed to be waiting for her?” (2.7S) 

 

 c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I glanced at her notes as I was speaking, and it seemed to be fairly fluid. 

She wrote down the big things that I tried to hit with it. There was no 

blank slate that I was staring at, so I wasn’t too concerned.” (4.4S) 

 

 d. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Estoy narrando algo, y en ningún momento [ella] está interviniendo, 

entonces le miro la cara, pero no hay un diálogo, entonces es más difícil. 

Creo que en ciertos momentos cuando paro la conversación, es porque en 

ese momento esperaría que ella hiciera algún comentario y yo la miraba y 

seguía relatando.” (N.4S) 

“I’m telling her something and [she] isn’t intervening at all, so I’m 

looking at her face, but there’s no dialogue, so it’s more difficult. I think 

that when I stop the conversation, it’s because at that time I was expecting 

her to make some comment, and I was looking at her, and I kept on 

talking.” 

 

According to their comments, the speakers made assumptions about their listeners’ 

knowledge of Spanish and evaluated it throughout the task. While certain speakers 

demonstrated more other-related concern than others, a preoccupation about producing 

comprehensible input was observed in speakers at all levels, both native and non-native. 

 The listeners’ comprehension of Spanish was not the only element that concerned 

the speakers. The video showed the process of cooking a Spanish tortilla, and the 

speakers stated that they had been worried about their listeners’ cooking abilities and 

understanding of food preparation. Again, the speakers made assumptions about their 
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listeners’ abilities and attempted to select language that would be appropriate. (128) 

provides an example from a speaker in Level 4. 

(128) a. Narration: 

después ponen  mantequilla en los sartenes  

  after  they-put butter  in the pans   

 

para  cocinar  uh las cosas 

for  to-cook uh the things 

“Afterwards, they put butter in the pants to cook, uh, the things.” (4.7S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I wasn’t really sure about what more to say about that. I mean, there’s 

obviously butter as a cooking agent, but I was like, OK, do I need to say 

more about this? And I thought, no, I think she probably understands why 

there’s butter in the pan, because it’s not really an ingredient, but it’s just 

used, you know, to mix everything together.” (4.7S) 

 

In the stimulated recall in (128b), 4.7S indicated that, at the moment, she had been in the 

process of deciding how much cooking-related information to give. It is possible that she 

produced the discourse marker “uh” as a means of delaying the narration while she made 

an assessment of her listener’s ability to understand why there would be butter in the pan. 

After taking a moment, she decided that her listener most likely already knew that and 

that no further clarification was necessary. 

 The opposite result occurred in the narration produced by another speaker in 

Level 4 and is shown in (129). 
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(129) a. Narration: 

la mujer  empieza a cortar pedazos de  

  the woman  she-starts to to-cut pieces  of  

 

  cebolla  y como siempre las cebollas se  

  onion   and like always  the onions  one  

 

  hacen   llorar un poco 

  they-make  to-cry a little 

“The woman starts to cut pieces of onion, and like always, onions make 

you cry a little.” (4.3S) 

  

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I was just trying to have her relate that to an experience, so I was saying 

like always, you know, cutting onions makes you cry. I wasn’t sure how 

much was making sense and how much I needed to relate it back. So here 

I was like, you know, people cry when they cut onions. You might not 

need to explain it to someone, but yeah, it was kind of like those 

redundancies were to make sure that it hopefully made sense to her.” 

(4.3S) 

 

c. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Well, this is where I got confused. Is it a scrambled egg or is it an 

omelet? Because, as of right now, she talked about the eggs, but she never 

really said how they got to be put in the sartén and so, I have eggs here, 

then I have ajo, cebolla y papas. Because I didn’t know how this 

connected with all that.” (4.3L) 

 

4.3S’s comment about the onions was meant to be clarifying, in that she tried to connect 

what she had seen in the video with a cooking-related experience that she assumed 4.3L 

had had. Unlike 4.7S in (128), 4.3S in (129) assumed that her listener was not capable of 

making connections regarding the process of cooking without extra explanations. 

However, as 4.3L points out, 4.3S’s comment only confused her more, in that the onions 

were mentioned without enough discursive linking to the other food items in the video.  

As has been shown in (121), (123) and (129), 4.3S was extremely sensitive to her 

listener’s abilities and knowledge, or rather, to the assumption that her listener was worse 



 

 180 

than she was. At the beginning of the interview, she was asked for her assessment of 

4.3L’s abilities, and her response is given in (130). 

(130) Speaker’s interviews: 

“I knew she had been a Spanish speaker for a while, but just watching her take 

notes, I was like, am I even giving you the right ideas to take notes on? And 

again, it was hard without the feedback to judge, but I definitely got the 

impression that she knew less Spanish than I did, you know?” (4.3S) 

 

Given that 4.3S began with the assumption that 4.3L had a lower level of Spanish, it is 

unsurprising that she attempted to modify and clarify her language throughout the 

narration. This assumption affected not only the language that she used but also the way 

in which she produced language and the extra information that she chose to include.  

The listeners were not the only people who influenced the language produced by 

the speakers. Other people, who were not present, nonetheless were present in the minds 

of the participants and in the language that they produced. As Linell (2009) states, the 

theory of dialogism does not deal only with dialogues that take place between 

interlocutors who are in the same place at the same time; rather, dialogues can be internal 

and involve third parties who are present only in the speaker’s mind. Included in these 

third parties were the speakers’ Spanish instructors and any native Spanish speakers 

whom they had previously met.  

The examples below present situations in which the speakers produced certain 

non-standard clitic pronouns. Following each example is evidence from the speakers’ 

stimulated recalls in which they explain the effect that their instruction in Spanish had 

had on their language. 
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(131) a. Narration: 

ella no puede  cortar porque  ella no es  

  she no she-can to-cut because she no she-is  

 

  fuerte  y entonces el hombre se    

  strong  and then  the man  himself  

   

ayuda 

he-helps 

  “She can’t cut because she isn’t strong, and the man helps her.” (2.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“My high school teacher drilled it into us to say ayúdame all the time, so 

it’s one of the words I know goes with se. So it’s automatic for me to add 

se to ayuda, like I just know that that goes together.” (2.3S) 

 

(132) a. Narration: 

lo pone  lo todo en el sartén otra   

  it he-puts  it all in the pan another  

   

vez 

  time 

  “He puts it all in the pan again.” (4.4S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Lo pone lo todo, yeah. Incorrect use of indirect object pronoun.
25

 Lo 

pone, as opposed to ponen or se pone lo todo. It’s dialectal. I know in 

Spain that was something that we did go over in our linguistics class. 

Sometimes they, if I recall correctly, sometimes they just go straight to se 

pone lo todo. I believe that was in my linguistics class that we did talk 

about the evolution of certain trends.” (4.4S) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25

 4.4S is referring to incorrect use of the direct, rather than the indirect object pronoun and had made a 

mistake in identifying the clitic. This is clear from the context of his stimulated recall. 
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(133) a. Narration: 

se hicieron la tortilla  patata y primero 

  one they-made the tortilla  potato and first   

 

se  limpiaron las patatas  y se secan   

one  they-cleaned the potatoes and one they-dry  

 

   las  patatas  con el paño 

  the  potatoes with the towel 

“They made the potato tortilla y first they cleaned the potatoes and dry the 

potatoes with the towel.” (4.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“In my class we learned about all the personal pronouns and then how 

there’s all these different uses of se. And they put that part on the test, and 

I was really frustrated because they were like, OK, you need to know all 

the pronouns and their uses, OK, well, se, then there’s a page in the 

textbook that was like, the se that wasn’t a pronoun and all of its different 

uses. And so then that part was on the test. So I was thinking of all the 

se’s, and last night I was doing research for pronouns, so I think it was just 

really prevalent. As I was saying it, I was like, yeah, they’re not washing 

their own, that’s not reflexive, that’s not working! But it just came out. I 

kept saying se, se, se, se and because I just kept saying it, I guess I was 

kind of just not going to correct it. I just kind of left it. I was like, this is 

weird. Why am I doing this? Because I don’t usually do that!” (4.5S) 

 

In the three examples cited, the speakers produced pronominal forms that were not 

correct. In (131), 2.3S used a reflexive clitic rather than the appropriate accusative or 

dative clitic.
26

 She had learned ayúdame, “help me,” from a previous Spanish teacher and 

had misinterpreted the pronoun me as a reflexive rather than an accusative or dative. 4.5S 

made a similar mistake in (133), in that she overused reflexive pronouns in situations in 

which they would not be warranted.
27

 Again, she cited a classroom situation as a possible 

                                                 
26

 According to Mauder (2008), in native Spanish, either the accusative or the dative clitic is acceptable 

with the verb ayudar. 
27

 It could be argued that 4.5S was using the passive, rather than the active voice. However, the third person 

plural verb hicieron with the third person singular object la tortilla patata calls this hypothesis into 

question. Additionally, the information provided in her stimulated recall indicates that she had not been 

producing the passive se; rather, she recognized that she had been overusing the pronoun inappropriately. 
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reason for why she would have done that: in the class in which she had been enrolled at 

the time of the recording, the students had been taught the reflexive and non-reflexive 

uses of the clitic se. As a result of the emphasis placed upon the pronoun in class, 4.5S 

found herself overusing it inappropriately. In (132), 4.4S referenced the same direct 

object twice in the sentence, once with the proclitic lo and again with the postverbal co-

referential phrase lo todo, having failed in his attempt to produce the passive sentence se 

pone lo todo en el sartén, “everything is placed in the pan.”  He had been attempting to 

use the passive voice that he had learned in his Spanish classes in Spain. All three 

learners cited their Spanish instruction as a reason for the expressions that they produced. 

These examples demonstrate how transfer of training affects the interlanguage. 

According to Selinker (1972), transfer of training occurs when learners use what they 

have learned in class to create language rules that do not exist in the L2.  

 Other third parties who were present in the speakers’ minds during the task were 

native speakers with whom the participants had or had had regular contact. A number of 

participants cited the influence of native-speaker friends as reasons that they had used 

certain words or phrases, and several participants produced certain dialect-specific direct 

object forms. These participants were able to recognize the specific native influences 

during the stimulated recall and/or post hoc interview. Several examples from speakers in 

Levels 3 and 4 are included below. 
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(134) a. Narration: 

la cebolla  la hizo  la mujer  a  

  the onion  her it-made the woman to  

   

llorar 

  to-cry 

  “The onion made her, the woman cry.” (3.2S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I don’t [know what I’m doing]. It’s just that’s how they all do it 

Argentina.” (3.2S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“Now, thinking about what I did, in Argentina I noticed that a lot of times 

they did it, and I didn’t really know why. I just thought that’s how they did 

it. But I didn’t realize that now I do it too. Because when I first got there, I 

noticed it and thought that it was really strange.” (3.2S) 

 

(135) a. Narration: 

ella  preparó las papas  y el ajo lo  

  she she-prepared the potatoes and the garlic it  

 

  hizo  el hombre 

  he-did  the man  

  “She prepared the potatoes and the man did the garlic.” (4.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I don’t remember thinking anything specifically. I just know I wanted to 

use, like, what do you call them? Like, lo, la.” (4.6S) 

 

c. Speaker’s interview: 

“I’m getting better at [word order]. This isn’t how you say it in English. 

But I’m not even going off a structure when I think like that. I think I’m 

getting this just from being used to how that sounds. Which is awesome. 

Because that, I think, was Ecuador, and then where I’m volunteering right 

now, because I’ve noticed that. It’s funny that I didn’t notice it here, but 

usually when I say something like that, just in conversation now, I’ll be 

like, oh cool! Yeah, I’ll just do it, it will be this natural thing, and then I’ll 

be like, oh, cool! That’s how they talk in Ecuador!” (4.6S) 

 

The two speakers both recognized the co-referential clitics and NPs that they had 

produced as being characteristic of the speech of specific native speakers. In (134), 3.2S 
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produced a clitic that was co-referential with a postverbal animate NP, which is a feature 

of Argentine Spanish (e.g., Ocampo, 2013; Silva-Corvalán, 1981). She indicated being 

aware of having heard it in the Spanish spoken in Argentina. 4.6S produced a clitic that 

was co-referential with a preverbal NP in (135), which is common in all dialects of 

Spanish, not just Ecuadorian Spanish (e.g., Silva-Corvalán, 1981). However, given that 

she was the only non-native participant in the entire data set who produced such a 

expression, it seems logical to assume that it is uncommon in L2 speech, it would not 

have been in her input prior to studying abroad and that she would have noticed it 

initially in Ecuador. When she produced it in the narrative task, she recognized it as 

belonging to the dialect(s) that her Ecuadorian friends and her volunteer companions 

speak.  

 Two native speakers also produced direct object expressions that had been used 

by specific people with whom they had had contact. Their examples are provided below. 

(136) a. Narration: 

yo creo  que sí  lo deberían aceptarlo 

  I I-think   that yes it they-should to-accept-it 

  “I think that yes, they should accept it.” (N.5S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“Hay gente, yo creo que sí hay gente que lo hace, pero no [lo hice yo]. 

Gente campesina. Gente que trata de, el énfasis en algo que ya les están 

dando el énfasis, sí les ponen el lo o el le, whatever. Sí, pero cuando no lo 

necesita.” (N.5S) 

 “There are people, I think that there are people who do it, but [I didn’t do 

it]. Rural people. People who try to put emphasis on something that 

they’re already emphasizing, yes, they’ll put the lo or the le, whatever. 

Yes, but when it doesn’t need it.” 
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(137) a. Narration: 

si Ø deberían aceptar  el Food Network,  

  if Ø  they-should to-accept the Food Network,  

 

  pienso   que sí 

  I-think   that yes 

  “If the Food Network should accept Ø, I think so.” (N.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“Si vas a la región Yucatán, yo creo que es muy común eso. Porque somos 

casi mayas, entonces no existe objeto directo, indirecto en maya, entonces 

mis papás hacían, el artículo suena raro. Y yo hablo como ellos. Ellos eran 

completamente mayahablantes, pero ellos, sí, a veces. Papi lo usa, ¿no? Sí, 

no sé, yo creo que si dices a un hablante nativo, sí, no creo que tenga 

pronombres a veces.” (N.6S) 

 “If you go to the Yucatan región, I think that that is very common. 

Because we’re almost Maya, so the direct object, the indirect object don’t 

exist in Mayan, so my parents do that, the article sounds weird. And I 

speak like them. They totally spoke Mayan, but they, yes, sometimes. Dad 

does it, doesn’t he? Yes, I don’t know, I think that if you talk to a native 

speaker, yes, I think that you wouldn’t hear the pronouns sometimes.” 

 

Much like the non-native participants, the native speakers N.5S and N.6S also reproduced 

expressions specific to certain dialects. In (137), N.6S recognized the null object, a 

feature of Spanish dialects that are in contact with indigenous American languages (e.g., 

Fernández-Ordóñez, 1994), as belonging to his parents’ Spanish/Mayan contact dialect, 

even stating specifically that he speaks like his parents do. In (136), N.5S produced 

pleonastic clitics, which is a feature of Chilean Spanish (Silva-Corvalán, 1981). While 

she did recognize these as Chilean, she, unlike N.6S in (137), did not accept that she had 

produced it, claiming that it is characteristic of rural dialects and used by people who do 

not speak correctly.
28

 

                                                 
28

 It was later confirmed with a native speaker of Argentine Spanish that N.5S had indeed produced a 

pleonastic clitic, despite her insistence to the contrary. 
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 The examples in which the speakers reproduced the speech of certain people, 

groups and/or dialects is evidence of other-orientation, in that their speech was at least 

partially directed to/reacting to specific others who were not involved in the narrative 

task. They are also examples of Bakhtin’s construct of “double-voicing” (1981). In 

double-voicing, the speaker reproduces the voice/words/style of speech of another, rather 

than using his/her own voice. This can be observed in the speakers’ use of dialect-

specific accusative forms; 3.2S used the voice of people in Argentina in (134), 4.6S the 

people in Ecuador and/or the people whom she had met volunteering in (135), N.5S the 

rural people of Chile in (136) and N.6S his Mayan-speaking parents in (137).  

 The results indicate that, like a native language, learners’ interlanguage is affected 

by the presence of others and the learners’ consideration of them. The speakers in this 

study made assumptions about their listeners’ level of Spanish, the likelihood that they 

would understand the expressions used and any past experience that they had had with 

cooking. Throughout the task, the speakers observed the listeners and used their facial 

expressions, gestures and comments to gauge their ongoing understanding and moderate 

the language used. The listeners were not the only others who were present in the 

speakers’ minds, however. The speakers’ stimulated recalls and post hoc interviews 

indicated that their speech had also been affected by Spanish instructors and native 

speakers with whom they had had previous contact.  
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5.2.2 Task-related effects 

 The listeners, Spanish instructors and native Spanish speakers were not the only 

others who affected the speaker’s language in performing the task. According to Linell 

(2009): 

What one says here-and-now may have consequences for possible future 

conversations and situations, in which some of the same participants will take part 

or be talked about. In other words, what gets said or done here-and-now (or, of 

course: what does not get said or done) can be used and responded to at later 

opportunities. (p. 99) 

The speakers’ language in the present study was affected by their understanding of 

possible third parties, both fictitious and real, that might have been related to the task and 

who might have responded to the information conveyed in the narration.  

 Based on the task instructions, the fictitious people imagined by the speakers 

included the listeners’ boss and other co-workers at the Food Network to whom their 

evaluations were supposedly being sent. The speakers had these people very much in 

mind while they were narrating and evaluating the video, as can be seen in the following 

examples.  
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(138) a. Narration: 

yo creo que el Food Network no acepta   

  I I-think that the Food Network no it-accepts 

 

  el programa, porque  no es muy profesional 

  the program, because no it-is very professional 

“I think that the Food Network shouldn’t accept the program, because it 

isn’t very professional.” (1.7S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I was trying to think of how to say that this show was not going to be that 

good. Or accepted by the Food Network. Because, yeah, they’ve got high 

standards from what I remember.” (1.7S) 

 

(139) a. Narration: 

no hay  muchas personas que solamente  

  no there-are many  people  that only   

 

  quiero  aprender cómo cortar vegetables o otras cosas 

  I-want  to-learn how to-cut vegetables or other things 

“There aren’t many people who only want to learn to cut vegetables or 

other things.” (3.1S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“So here I’m thinking like TV show talk, like how people are looking for 

target audiences, but I’m thinking, like, oh, food executives would want to 

know how many people would be interested in this or what type of people, 

and I feel like for this sort of thing it would be pretty small.” (3.1S) 
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(140) a. Narration: 

la tortilla la prepararon primero 

  the tortilla it they-prepared first 

  “They prepared the tortilla first.” (N.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Yo estaba preocupada de comunicar en orden cronológico la forma en 

que prepararon la tortilla. Eso era mi preocupación, porque yo tenía en 

mente que la persona era la encargada de ese canal de comida, entonces yo 

estaba preocupada porque esa persona tuviera la información clara porque 

yo sabía que mi opinión iba a tener un impacto en si aceptaban el 

programa o no.” (N.3S) 

 “I was worried about making sure to communicate the correct order in 

which they prepared the tortilla. That was my concern, because I had in 

mind that this person was the one responsible for the food channel, so I 

was worried about her having clear information, because I knew that 

opinion was going to have an impact on whether or not they would accept 

the program.” 

 

In (138)-(140), the speakers expressed their concern that their listeners have appropriate 

information to complete the task and provide a useful assessment of the video to their 

imagined audience at the Food Network. 1.7S wanted to underline that the program was 

particularly unsuited to the Food Network in (138), 3.1S mentioned in (139) that the 

show would not find a sufficiently large target audience, and N.3S attempted to be very 

clear in (140) about the order in which the food items were prepared. All three speakers 

had in mind the fictitious boss and network employees to whom the listeners were to 

deliver the information about the video, and the care that they took with their speech 

reflected this. 

 The other third party that mattered to the speakers was a real person, the 

researcher, who was present in the room during the narrative task.
29

 Although all 

                                                 
29

 The researcher was present in the room for two reasons. First of all, hearing the task prior to conducting 

the stimulated recall permitted her to make a more comprehensive list of all direct objects produced in 

order to successfully carry out the stimulated recall. Secondly, given that the participants were using 
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participants knew that the recording would be analyzed, the presence of the researcher 

was an additional reminder. This is shown in the stimulated recall conversation given in 

(141) between the speaker and the researcher. 

(141) a. Narration: 

(4.5) ¿Vídeo, parte dos? (1.6) Sí. 

  (4.5) Video,  part two? (1.6) Yes. 

  “(4.5) Video, part two? (1.6) Yes.” (2.4S) 

 

b. Researcher’s question: 

“Now, were you looking at me at that point?” 

 

c. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Yeah, I was like, second part?” (2.4S) 

 

The long pauses both before and after the question posed by 2.4S are confirmed in the 

stimulated recall as moments in which he attempted to seek help and clarification from 

the researcher. Another moment in which a participant pointed out the presence of the 

researcher is given in (142), with his stimulated recall in (b). 

(142) a. ellos usaron,  um (2.1) sí, muchos cosas,   

  they they-used, um (2.1) yes, many  things,  

  

muchas  cosas para  preparar, uh, la cena  

many   things for to-prepare, uh, the dinner  

“They used, um (2.1) yes, many things, many things to prepare, uh, the 

dinner.” (2.7S) 

 

b. “I have a lot more pauses in this than even for some of my graded 

recorded interviews and things. I definitely started spacing out more 

towards the end, and I was just like, what are you thinking? I hope it’s still 

valuable to the research. I just hope this doesn’t change my perception or 

something.” (2.7S) 

 

Like 2.4S in (141), 2.7S in (142) paused frequently in his speech. In (141), 2.4S stated 

that he had paused to seek clarification from the researcher. In (142), 2.7S paused 

                                                                                                                                                 
recorders, the presence of the researcher was judged necessary in the case of any technology-related 

malfunctions. 



 

 192 

because he was losing focus; because of this, he worried that the researcher would have a 

negative impression of him and his Spanish. In these ways, the researcher’s presence 

influenced the participants during the task. 

 Speakers are capable of orienting themselves towards not only their listeners and 

other real and/or fictitious third parties but also towards particular artifacts. Other-

orientation does not apply only to human others; any item or idea that the speaker can 

imagine can be the focus of their other-orientation (Linell, 2009). The artifact presented 

in the video, the Spanish tortilla, demonstrates how the speakers’ familiarity (or lack 

thereof) with cultural artifacts can affect their speech.  

 The Spanish tortilla, also known as a Spanish omelet, is a popular dish in Spain. It 

is a thick, almost cake-like, food that is prepared with potatoes, eggs and onion. It is 

entirely different from the thin flatbread made of wheat flour or corn that is more 

commonly referred to as “tortilla” in the United States. The Spanish tortilla is fairly 

unknown in the United States. In fact, of the 28 non-native speakers in this study, 14 

stated that they did not recognize the dish that was being prepared. The native speakers 

were understandably more familiar with the Spanish tortilla; however, N.5S from Chile 

and N.6S from Mexico also did not recognize the dish.  

 The speakers’ efforts to deal with the discussion of a dish that they could not 

identify were evident in the language that they used, as can be seen in the examples 

below, in which the speakers referred to the dish in terms of its ingredients rather than its 

name. 
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(143) Narration: 

los dos cocinan los papas,  cebollas en  el   

 the two they-cook the potatoes, onions  in the  

  

sartén 

 pan 

 “The two cook the potatoes, onions in the pan.” (2.3S) 

 

(144) Narration: 

ellos sirvieron las papas  con uvas  y queso 

 they they-served the potatoes with grapes  and cheese 

 “They served the potatoes with grapes and cheese.” (2.7S) 

 

(145) Narration: 

para cocinar  todo, ponen  la cebolla, las  

 for to-cook all, they-put the onion,  the  

 

papas   y el ajo en el sartén 

potatoes  and the garlic in the pan 

“To cook everything, the put the onion, potatoes and garlic in the pan.” (3.7S) 

 

(146) Narration: 

ponen  mantequilla en los sartenes para cocinar   

 they-put butter  in the pans  for to-cook 

 

las cosas y  ponen  la mezcla  de huevos   

the things and they-put the mixture of eggs   

 

y  papas  en el sartén para cocinarlo 

and  potatoes in the pan for to-cook-it 

“They put butter in the pans to cook the things, and they put the mixture of eggs 

and potatoes in the pan to cook it.” (4.7S) 

 

 However, why did the speakers not use the term tortilla española, provided in the 

instructions, or the appropriate clitic la, whose gender should have been apparent from 

the feminine endings on tortilla and española and the feminine article una used in the 

instructions? The speakers’ lack of familiarity with the food should not have prevented 

them from using the term that was provided to them.  
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 A possible reason for this lack of use comes from a speaker in Level 4 and is 

shown below. 

(147) a. Narration: 

añaden  las papas,  las cebollas,  para  

  they-add the potatoes, the onions, for to- 

 

  cocinarlas  y finalmente se ponen  los huevos  

  cook-them  and finally  one they-put the eggs  

 

  encina  de  la  mixta   de las cebollas  

  on-top-of of  the mixture of the onions   

 

y las papas.  Y después de cocinar   

  and the potatoes. And after  of to-cook 

  

esto por un rato vemos  que se ponen   

this for a time we-see  that one they-put  

 

esto en la plata 

this on the plate 

“They add the potatoes, the onions, to cook them, and finally the eggs are 

put on top of the mixture of onions and potatoes. And after cooking this 

for some time, we see that they put this on the plate.” (4.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“I do not know the name of the dish. I remember thinking at the end, why 

is this called la tortilla or whatever? I remember, after reading the 

instructions and seeing the title of the video, I was like, I don’t want to 

confuse her by telling her it’s a tortilla, because I don’t get why it’s a 

tortilla. I never heard of the actual dish.” (4.3S) 

 

In her stimulated recall in (147), 4.3S clearly states that she was well aware of the name 

given to the dish in the instructions. However, she could not reconcile its name with the 

entity that that name denoted for her. According to Andersen (1984), second language 

learners tend to associate only one meaning with any given form and resist learning more 

than one meaning for a form. 4.3S’s lack of cultural familiarity with the Spanish tortilla 

and her previous association of the name tortilla with a different referent resulted in 
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moderation to her language to avoid any issues that could arise from the two different 

meanings of the word tortilla. 

 Even the speakers who were familiar with Spanish tortillas struggled with the 

specific video used in the task. In La tortilla rag (Malovrh, 2008), the man and the 

woman who are preparing the tortilla are not particularly talented cooks. The food that 

results from their efforts bears little resemblance to the Spanish dish; in fact, a series of 

mishaps occurs throughout the preparation, making it clear that these people are not 

professional chefs. In the following examples, the speakers discussed their reservations 

with their use of the word tortilla.  

(148) Speaker’s interview: 

“I kept struggling for the word tortillas, because I kept wanting to say papas, for 

some reason.” (3.7S) 

 

(149) Speaker’s interview: 

“Yo, que soy purista de la tortilla de patatas, ¿sabes? Quedaba un poco, una 

especie de revuelto de huevos con patatas y cebolla.” (N.1S) 

 “I am a tortilla purist, you know? It was kind of, a sort of egg, potato and onion 

scramble.” 

 

(150) Speaker’s interview: 

“Para empezar tampoco ellos parecían españoles, entonces también eso es un 

poco fuera de contexto para mí. Me pareció que la tortilla no salió auténtica, ¿me 

entiendes?” (N.2S) 

 “To start, they didn’t seem like Spaniards either, so that was also a bit out of 

context for me. It seemed like the tortilla wasn’t authentic, you know?” 

 

(151) Speaker’s interview: 

“Estaba nada más comparando como yo lo hago y como ellos lo estaban haciendo, 

y no me parecía una tortilla.” (N.4S) 

 “I wasn’t doing anything more than comparing how I do it and how they were 

doing it, and it didn’t seem like a tortilla to me.” 
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Even the speakers who were familiar with Spanish tortillas found it challenging to use the 

lexical term tortilla to refer to the specific tortilla that was prepared in the video, as it did 

not resemble their cultural understanding of a tortilla.   

 Malovrh (2013) recommends that task be considered a possible influence upon 

non-native linguistic production. This study provides evidence that task can indeed affect 

the language that is produced. Certainly, the fact that the participants narrated a video that 

contained highly transitive actions led to a greater production of clitic pronouns than 

might have been observed in conversational settings (e.g., Erlam, 2003; Hopper & 

Thompson, 1980; Malovrh, 2008; Malovrh & Lee, 2010; Montrul, Dias & Santos, 2010; 

Swierzbin, 2004; Zyzik, 2004). However, the effects of the task go beyond this. 

According to Linell (2009), communicative acts cannot be understood without 

recognizing the social context in which they occur. In this study, the communicative 

particulars of the task, the participants’ purpose in speaking, the presence and/or absence 

of involved third parties and the participants’ familiarity with the topic under discussion 

all seem to contribute to and affect the participants’ language. 

5.2.3 +/- Animate direct objects 

 In certain dialects of native Spanish, as previously reviewed, animate direct 

objects are marked differently than inanimate ones. Previous research (e.g., Malovrh, 

2008; Malovrh & Lee, 2013; Zyzik, 2004) has found that non-native speakers tend to 

favor dative and reflexive pronouns, rather than accusative ones, for animate direct 

objects.  
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The participants in the present study were also found to show certain preferences 

based on the animacy of the direct objects in question. Table 11 presents the different 

expressions that they used for animate referents, and Table 12 shows those used for 

inanimate referents. In Table 11 below, the different expressions used for animate direct 

object referents are provided in terms of their percentage of use. N and the numbers in 

parentheses indicate the number of animate referents produced by the speakers in each 

group. 

 Level 1 

(N=1) 

Level 2 

(N=2) 

Level 3 

(N=5) 

Level 4 

(N=14) 

Native 

Speakers 

(N=4) 

NP 100% 

(1/1) 

0% 0% 7% 

(1/14) 

50% 

(2/4) 

Accusative 

clitic 

0% 0% 20% 

(1/5) 

7% 

(1/14) 

50% 

(2/4) 

Dative 

clitic 

0% 50% 

(1/2) 

40% 

(2/5) 

14% 

(2/14) 

0% 

Reflexive 

clitic 

0% 50% 

(1/2) 

0% 43% 

(6/14) 

0% 

Accusative 

clitic + NP 

0% 0% 20% 

(1/5) 

0% 0% 

Dative 

clitic + NP 

0% 0% 0% 7% 

(1/14) 

0% 

Subject 

pronoun 

0% 0% 20% 

(1/5) 

21% 

(3/14) 

0% 

Table 11: Expressions Used for Animate Direct Object Referents 

In contrast, Table 12 below presents the different expressions that the participants in each 

group used for inanimate referents in terms of their percentage of use. Again, N and the 

numbers in parentheses indicate the number of inanimate referents produced by the 

speakers in each group. 
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 Level 1 

(N=40) 

Level 2 

(N=55) 

Level 3 

(N=62) 

Level 4 

(N=120) 

Native 

Speakers 

(N=74) 

NP 50% 

(20/40) 

49% 

(27/55) 

36% 

(22/62) 

29% 

(35/120) 

27% 

(20/74) 

Accusative 

clitic 

15% 

(6/40) 

7% 

(4/55) 

48% 

(30/62) 

52% 

(62/120) 

60% 

(44/74) 

Dative 

clitic 

0% 0% 2% 

(1/62) 

0% 0% 

Accusative 

clitic + NP 

0% 0% 0% 4% 

(5/120) 

6% 

(4/74) 

Null object 33% 

(13/40) 

38% 

(21/55) 

13% 

(8/62) 

12% 

(14/120) 

3% 

(2/74) 

Demon-

strative 

pronoun 

3% 

(1/40) 

6% 

(3/55) 

2% 

(1/62) 

3% 

(4/120) 

6 % 

(4/74) 

Table 12: Expressions Used for Inanimate Direct Object Referents 

Tables 11 and 12 show that the native speakers did not seem to use clitics or NPs to 

differentiate between animate and inanimate accusative referents, despite the fact the 

some of them were from regions that have been found to do so. In general, they used 

either the NP or the accusative clitic for all direct object referents, regardless of their 

animacy.  

The non-native speakers, on the other hand, did tend to differentiate between 

animate and inanimate referents in the expressions that they used. Table 13 summarizes 

the different percentages of use of each expression produced by the speakers in Levels 1-

4 for animate and inanimate referents.  
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 Animate referents Inanimate referents 

NPs 

(including clitic + NP) 

27.3% (6/22) of all animate 

referents produced 

39.4% (109/277) of all 

inanimate referents 

produced 

Accusative clitic 

pronouns 

(including clitic + NP) 

13.6% (3/22) of all animate 

referents produced 

38.6% (107/277) of all 

inanimate referents 

produced 

Dative and/or reflexive 

clitic pronouns 

(including clitic +  NP) 

59.1% (13/22) of all 

animate referents produced 

0.4% (1/277) of all 

inanimate referents 

produced  

Subject pronouns 18.2% (4/22) of all animate 

referents produced 

Never produced 

Null objects Never produced 20.2% (56/277) of all 

inanimate referents 

produced 

Demonstrative pronouns Never produced 3.2% (9/277) of all 

inanimate referents 

produced 

Table 13: Frequency of Non-native Speakers’ Expressions for +/- Animate Referents 

In general, in a pattern that resembles previous findings, Spanish learners preferred dative 

and reflexive clitic pronouns and subject pronouns for animate referents, and accusative 

clitic pronouns, null objects and the occasional demonstrative pronoun for inanimate 

referents. It must be stated that there were far more obligatory contexts for inanimate 

accusatives than animate ones (277 inanimate referents vs. 22 animate referents were 

produced in the non-native speaker groups). However, there are observable differences in 

the forms used.  

Previous research has speculated that the animate/inanimate distinction is more 

salient to learners than the dative/accusative one and that lower-level learners see 

reflexive pronouns as part of a verbal chunk. However, these are speculations on the part 

of the researchers, based in their intuitions and not necessarily supported by data from the 

learners themselves. A subset of Zyzik’s (2004) participants did share that they preferred 
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the dative pronoun for animate direct objects. However, this subset was self-selected in 

that the participants chosen to be interviewed were those who had specifically questioned 

the researcher about the topic of the study. It is possible that the learners interviewed did 

not represent the full spectrum of participants included in the study. 

 In an attempt to address the shortcoming in Zyzik’s (2004) post hoc interview, the 

present study included all participants in the stimulated recall. These learners cited 

particular factors related to the animacy of the referents in question that influenced their 

choice of expression. Several learners’ statements supported Zyzik’s (2004) surmise that 

the animate/inanimate distinction was more salient to them than the dative/accusative 

distinction that would govern the correct use of le(s).  

 The following examples show that the speakers used animacy as the primary 

factor in assigning pronominal forms. 

(152) a. Narration: 

ella no puede  y él necesitó   

  she no she-can and he needed   

 

  ayudarle,  ayudarla 

  to-help-to-her, to-help-her 

  “She can’t and he needed to help to her, to help her.” (3.6S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“OK, because I always have it in my head that a person will always be an 

indirect object, but that’s not always the case, so I’ll always say that at 

first. And then, and now I have to think about it, because then I’m like, 

OK, there wasn’t a direct object, so I can’t have an indirect object, so then 

I was like, OK, it’d be la.” (3.6S) 
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(153) a. Narration: 

otra  vez el hombre le  ayuda   

  another time the man  to-her  he-helps 

  

  a la mujer 

  to the woman 

  “Again the man helps her, the woman.” (4.3S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“OK, again, we just talked about leísmo, but, in my head, I always want to 

use le when it’s a person. So we learned it’s for “to whom” or “for 

whom,” and I understand, like, he’s helping her, and in that sentence she’s 

almost like an object, like it should be la ayuda. But, when you’re helping 

a person, the tendency is always to want to use le. Especially when you’re 

not mixing le with la, you know what I mean? Or lo and la.” (4.3S) 

 

Both speakers provide evidence of the cognitive link that they make between an animate 

and human referent, the indirect object and the pronoun le. There seems to be a 

reluctance to refer to animate direct objects with the accusative pronouns lo and la, 

perhaps, as 4.3S states in (153), because learners believe that this objectifies the person 

that is referenced. Certainly, the fact that animacy is a salient factor did have an effect on 

the forms chosen by the learners. 

 Zyzik (2004) had surmised that the animate/inanimate distinction was the cause of 

her learners’ pronominal use. In the present study, however, the learners provided 

additional factors that related to their choice of pronouns for animate direct objects. One 

such factor had to do with the learners’ level of Spanish and their lack of ability to 

manage clitic pronouns. The previous chapter presented the learners’ difficulties marking 

the correct case, showing that they tended to use reflexive and/or dative clitics for 

animate direct objects. They may have done this because the identical morphology in the 

first and second person clitics did not allow them to differentiate the third person clitics 
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correctly, and they possibly overgeneralized reflexive and dative pronouns to all animate 

contexts.  

 Case is not the only issue that led less-proficient learners to choose reflexive and 

dative clitics rather than accusative ones. Gender had a similar effect. As has been 

previously mentioned, the third person accusative clitics are the only ones that are 

marked for gender, and the learners in the present study struggled with accurate gender 

marking. Choosing to use dative or reflexive clitics freed the learners from the obligation 

of marking the gender of the referent, a task that they generally disliked, as the following 

example from a speaker in Level 4 shows.  

(154) Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“Direct object pronouns. I was trying to use them, but while I was using them, I 

was like, am I doing this right? I don’t know. And I’m usually really bad with, 

what do you call it? Like gender.” (4.6S) 

 

The comment in (155) below comes from an undergraduate student with a similar profile 

as the participants in this study. He was not a participant in the study, but he attended a 

presentation of this research and provided his own reason for using dative clitics instead 

of accusative ones.  

(155) Undergraduate student’s comment: 

“I like le because I don’t have to worry about gender and picking lo or la.” 

(personal communication, January 27, 2014) 

 

It would not be unusual for native speakers of English, a language without morphological 

gender, to avoid gendered pronouns. Native speakers of other languages without 

morphological gender, such as Quechua, Guarani and Basque, also prefer dative clitics 

over accusative ones when speaking Spanish (e.g., Fernández Ordóñez, 1994; García & 

Otheguy, 1983; Klee, 1990). 
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 Several non-native participants in this study also selected certain forms for 

animate direct objects due to their previous exposure to certain dialects of native Spanish. 

A speaker in Level 3 who had studied abroad in Argentina produced an utterance in 

which the clitic was co-referential with a postverbal NP. This feature has been noted in 

Argentine Spanish for animate direct objects (e.g., Ocampo, 2013; Silva-Corvalán, 1981). 

The example is provided in (156) below. 

(156) a. Narration: 

pero la cebolla  la hizo  la mujer   

  but the onion  her it-made the woman 

 

  a llorar 

  to to-cry 

  “But the onion made her, the woman, cry.” (3.2S) 

 

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“Now, thinking about what I did, in Argentina I noticed that a lot of times 

they did it, and I didn´t really know why. I just thought that´s how they did 

it. But I didn´t realize that now I do it too. Because when I first got there, I 

noticed it and thought that it was really strange.” (3.2S) 

 

The second participant who cited dialect-specific forms as a possible influence for the 

utterance that she produced was a speaker in Level 4 who had studied abroad in Spain. 

She used a dative clitic for the animate direct object, as shown below in (157). 
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(157) a. Narration: 

ella  necesitaba  más  fuerza y el hombre le  

  she she-needed more force and the man  to-her  

 

  ayudó 

  he-helped 

  “She needed more force and the man helped her.” (4.5S) 

  

b. Speaker’s interview: 

“Why did I use le? Honestly, it just came out. I was thinking, and I still 

don’t even know what’s correct. The leísmo thing is really confusing me, 

so I still don’t know what’s actually correct. But in Spain I remember 

them saying le for the guy and me being like, shouldn’t it be lo?” (4.5S) 

 

4.5S did not produce the prototypical Peninsular leísmo in (157) in that she used le for a 

feminine animate direct object rather than a masculine one. However, she did cite her 

studies of Peninsular Spanish as a source of knowledge, and she stated that she did not 

entirely understand leísmo. It should also be noted that certain dialects of Spanish, such 

as Basque Spanish, Andean Spanish and United States Spanish, use leísmo for all animate 

direct objects, both masculine and feminine (e.g., Fernández Ulloa, 1996; Gutiérrez & 

Silva-Corvalán, 1993; Klee, 1989, 1990; Schaff, 1982; Schwenter, 2006; Urrutia 

Cárdenas, 2003). It is possible that 4.5S overgeneralized the Peninsular leísmo that she 

had learned to all animate contexts, perhaps based on input from native speakers of other 

dialects. 

 The final factor that seemed to influence the participants’ lack of use of 

accusative clitics for animate direct objects does not have to do with the pronominal. 

Rather, the particular verb used in the utterance seems to have played an important role. 

In each one of the six instances in which a dative clitic was used to reference an animate 
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direct object, the verb that it accompanied was ayudar “to help.” These six utterances 

from speakers in Levels 2, 3 and 4 are shown below. 

(158) Narration: 

el hombre sabía  cómo y le ayudó 

 the man  he-knew how and to-her he-helped 

 “The man knew how and helped her.” (2.6S) 

 

(159) Narration: 

él le ayudaba a cortar 

 he to-her he-helped to to-cut 

 “He helped her cut.” (3.1S) 

 

(160) Narration: 

él necesitó ayudarle 

 he he-needed to-help-to-her 

 “He needed to help her.” (3.6S) 

 

(161) Narration: 

pero el hombre le ayuda 

 but the man  to-her he-helps 

 “But the man helps her.” (4.3S) 

 

(162) Narration: 

otra  vez el hombre le ayuda  a la  

 another time the man  to-her he-helps to the  

 

mujer  

woman 

 “Again the man helps her, the woman.” (4.3S) 

 

(163) Narration: 

y el hombre le ayudó 

 and the man  to-her he-helped 

 “And the man helped her.” (4.5S) 

 

In examples (158)-(163), the speakers seem to have made a mental association between 

the verb ayudar and the dative pronoun le. A possible reason for this comes from 2.6S, 

who cites her interpretation of the expression le ayudó, which she produced in (158).  
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(164) Speaker’s interview: 

“I thought ayudar was, well, he helped her, like he didn’t help himself, so it 

wasn’t reflexive. I guess I thought, like, he gave her help.” (2.6S) 

 

It should be noted first of all that 2.6S seems to feel that there are two possibilities for the 

clitic pronoun – the reflexive se or the dative le. The accusative la does not enter into her 

internal debate about pronoun choices. With respect to her interpretation of le ayudó, 

rather than analyzing it as “he helped her [accusative],” she analyzed it as “he gave help 

to her [dative].” Given the similarity of the two different analyses, such an interpretation 

seems a reasonable explanation for the ayudar + dative observed in the speech of the 

non-native participants. 

 However, there is another explanation for ayudar + dative that comes from native 

Spanish. While the native speaker participants in this study did not produce the specific 

verb/clitic combination (in fact, they did not use the verb ayudar at all), it is not foreign 

to native Spanish. According to Mauder (2008), clitics associated with ayudar are 

particularly susceptible to variation between the accusative case (lo/la) and the dative 

case (le). While native speakers have their own reasons for selecting which clitic pronoun 

to use with this particular verb, the fact remains that ayudar + dative is a structure that is 

used natively. It is not impossible to assume that non-native speakers of Spanish would 

have heard the structure in native input.  

 The participants’ stimulated recalls and post hoc interviews provide information 

as to possible factors behind their favoring the reflexive se and the dative le over the 

accusative lo/la for animate direct objects. However, the speakers provided no 

explanation for the disparity observed in the other expressions used – namely, the use of 
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subject pronouns only for animate accusatives and the use of null objects and 

demonstrative pronouns only for inanimate accusatives.  

 A possible reason for this distinction may be found in the levels of activity 

associated with the different pronominal forms. In a prototypical transitive sentence, the 

referent associated with the subject has a higher activity level than the referent associated 

with the direct object; the subject acts with volition and agency to perform an action on 

an object that is totally affected by the action (Hopper & Thomson, 1980). A human 

referent is more likely to act with volition and agency than an inanimate one; therefore, 

humans are generally the most active entities in an utterance. A connection may have 

been made in the learners’ minds between human referents (the most active entities) and 

subject pronouns (the form generally used for the most active entities); the learners’ use 

of the subject pronoun for human direct objects may be thus explained. Likewise, forms 

associated with more inactive entities (e.g., the demonstrative pronoun and null objects) 

would then be selected for inanimate direct objects. 

 While native speakers certainly do not use the same forms as the learners did, the 

same ranking of referents’ relative activity levels is observed in their speech. García 

(1975) and García and Otheguy (1977, 1983) find that the variability in native Spanish 

between le and lo/la for direct objects is related to the referents’ relative animacy and 

activity in the discursive situation.  

Both native speakers in general and the learners in the present study make 

distinctions between animate/active referents and inanimate/inactive referents. This 

speaks to a basic cognitive distinction that seems unrelated to the specific properties of 
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Spanish. However, the expressions that they use to do so are not identical, suggesting that 

the learners’ level of Spanish also contributes to the observed animate/inanimate 

distinction.  

5.3 The listeners’ perspective 

 As was shown in Chapter 4, the listeners’ comprehension of the speakers’ 

narratives was generally unaffected by the different direct object expressions used. 

Several listeners found repeated NPs to be overly detailed, while others found generic 

NPs to be too uninformative. However, in general, the speakers’ use of NPs served the 

listeners well. In terms of clitic pronouns, several listeners were not able to follow them, 

while others noticed case- and gender-based inaccuracies. Nevertheless, most listeners’ 

comprehension was relatively unaffected by the speakers’ use of clitic pronouns, possibly 

due to the fact that they are short, unaccented lexical items that reference old information 

in the discourse. As long as the listeners had not already lost the thread of the narration, 

their comprehension tended to not be negatively affected by clitic pronouns. Null 

pronouns also did not impede the listeners’ comprehension of the speakers’ message. 

Demonstrative pronouns and NPs with co-referential clitics caused some issues in 

comprehension, but these expressions were used seldom, and the listeners did not indicate 

any serious communicative breakdowns. 

 What, then, did negatively affect the listeners’ comprehension of the speakers’ 

narration? Although the focus of this study is the production, use and comprehension of 

direct objects, it seems worthwhile to examine the general factors that affected listeners’ 

overall comprehension that are unrelated to direct object expressions. Figure 9 tallies the 
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number of times during the stimulated recalls in which the listeners expressed their lack 

of comprehension as well as the reasons that they gave for it. The y-axis indicates the 

number of times that a particular type of response was given, while N represents the 

number of times that listeners in each group stated that they had not understood the 

speakers. 

 

Figure 9: Causes of Listener Incomprehension 

 In the non-native groups, the principal cause of listener incomprehension appears 

to have been the vocabulary that the speakers used. More than any other element, the 

listeners cited unfamiliar words as the reason that they could not understand what the 

speakers had said. Although identical vocabulary lists were provided to both the speakers 

and the listeners, not all listeners were aware of the translations available, at least during 

the moment of the narrative task. Additionally, speakers used other words that the 
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listeners did not know. The following examples demonstrate moments in which listeners 

in Level 4 were confused by the vocabulary used by the speakers. 

(165) a. Narration: 

lo pone  en la cuenca 

  it he-puts  in the bowl 

  “He puts it in the bowl.” (4.4S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“Um, what is cuenca? [sees it on the vocabulary list] Oh, OK. There’s 

that. I don’t know. That’s not a dialectal thing, is it? I kind of knew what 

he was saying, because, like, context-wise, it all made sense, but I was 

like, wait? [laughter]” (4.4L) 

 

(166) a. Narration: 

vimos  que ambos o ambas personas ponen   

  we-saw that both or both people  they-put  

 

mantequilla en  el sartén 

butter  in the pan 

“We saw that both, or both people put butter in the pan.” (4.3S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I have no idea what she said! She said, like, something with a lot of 

people came into the room or something? I thought ambas was, like, a lot 

of people. When I thought ambas, I thought a lot of people were then 

coming into the room. Yeah, I didn’t know what ambas meant. I thought 

ambas meant a bunch.” (4.3L) 

 

In (165), the listener did not see the word on the vocabulary list during the narration. In 

(166), the listener was confused because the speaker had used an unfamiliar word that 

was not on the vocabulary list. 

Another cause of listener incomprehension that had to do specifically with the 

task at hand was confusion that resulted from not understanding the food that was being 

prepared. While the Spanish tortilla has already been discussed as a source of 
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misunderstanding, the other food items in the video were not always clearly explained, as 

the following examples from speakers in Levels 1 and 4 show. 

(167) a. Narration: 

también los dos comían  queso y guisantes 

  also  the two they-ate cheese and peas 

  “Also, the two of them ate cheese and peas.” (1.7S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“So, cheese and peas. I was trying to imagine that. Like what that dish 

would look like. [laughter]” (1.7) 

 

(168) a. Narration: 

también  tienen  guisantes para comida  extra 

  also  they-have peas  for food  extra 

  ¨They also have peas for an extra dish.” (4.1S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall:  

“I wasn’t entirely sure where the peas had come in. I don’t remember if he 

had mentioned them before. Peas with your eggs? Ew. I’m like, there’s 

peas in this dish? I thought it was in the dish.” (4.1L) 

 

 Other causes of confusion that were not specific to the video, especially in Levels 

1, 2 and 4, deal with the listeners’ general lack of comprehension of what the speakers 

had said. Whether this was due to their having lost track of the narration, not hearing the 

speaker or simply not understanding what the speaker said, such misunderstandings were 

somewhat common among the listeners. The following examples from listeners in Levels 

1 and 4 provide explanations of their confusion. 
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(169) a. Narration: 

cortaron, um, los pat-, los, los papas  y,  

  they-cut, um, the pot-, the, the potatoes and,  

 

um, p-, pon-, ponieron en, um, un, uh, un  

um, p-, pu-, they-put in, um, a, uh, a  

 

sartén 

pan 

“They cut, um, the pot-, the, the potatoes and, um, p-, pu-, they put in, um, 

a, uh, a pan.” (1.6S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall 

“So it was easy to understand the specific things, but I kind of had a hard 

time keeping track of the order, with a lot of pauses. Because I’d wrote 

down, like, OK, this is the first thing, and then as each step, I would kind 

of be like, wait, where are we?” (1.6L) 

 

(170) a. Narration: 

no sé  si son  esposos o sólo  

  no I-know  if they-are spouses or only 

 

amigos,  pero durante el programa, parece   

friends, but during  the program, it-seems  

 

que  el hombre  tiene más habilidades  en la  

that  the man  he-has more abilities in the 

 

cocina   que la  mujer 

kitchen  than the woman 

“I don’t know if they’re married or just friends, but during the program, it 

seems that the man is more talented in the kitchen than the woman.” 

(4.3S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“And so there was a guy, and she didn’t say that there was a woman. She 

was like, there was a wife or a friend, and I was like, wait, how many 

people are in the room then? It was awkward to me, how she set it up. I 

did understand that the man that was in the kitchen was better at cooking 

than the woman. So then I was like, maybe it’s the guest, so I didn’t even 

know whose show it was. And I didn’t understand what she was telling 

me.” (4.3L)  
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 Finally, several listeners became confused due to the specific linguistic elements 

used by the speakers. In general, elements of the verb phrase (including verb forms, verb 

endings and associated clitic pronouns) were what most perplexed listeners. Other 

listeners cited elements of the noun phrase (such as determiners and gender marking), 

adverbs, prepositions and pronunciation as issues that impeded their successful 

comprehension of the speakers’ narration. The following examples show instances in 

which inaccuracies in the production of the linguistic element caused listeners in Levels 

2, 3 and 4 to not comprehend the message. 

(171) a. Narration: 

cortar las papas  y entonces añadir en una  

  to-cut the potatoes and then  to-add in a  

   

sartén 

  pan 

  “Cutting potatoes and then adding them in a pan.” (2.3S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“And, I have no idea if it’s, like, is sartén feminine? Yeah, the feminine 

version just didn’t sound right, so I wrote that down as masculine.” (2.3L) 

 

(172) a. Narration: 

las dos personas ponen  guisantes? en el 

the two people  they-put peas?  on the  

  

plato?
30

 

  plate? 

  “The two people put peas? on the plate?” (3.3S) 

  

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“So that was kind of confusing, why he put it in a question mark. I was 

like, OK, do I put them on the plate? OK? Is this what I do?” (3.3L) 

 

 

 

                                                 
30

 The question marks in the transcription indicate the speaker’s rising intonation both the noun phrase and 

the prepositional phrase. 
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(173) a. Narration: 

una piña  también para cortarla y   

  a pineapple also  for to-cut-it and  

 

ponerla  en el plato 

  to-put-it  on the plate 

  “And a pineapple to cut it and put it on the plate.” (3.5S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“He uses only infinitive forms, so you actually don’t know who’s doing 

any of this. I think it’s one person.” (3.5L) 

 

(174) a. Narration: 

rompa  los huevos y ponen  en un sartén 

  he-breaks the eggs and they-put in a pan 

  “He breaks the eggs and they put them in a pan.” (4.1S) 

 

b. Listener’s stimulated recall: 

“I noticed that the grammar was kind of switching between third person 

and third person plural. That was just one thing I noticed that, you know, 

the grammar was like, OK, so who was he talking about?” (4.1L) 

 

While 2.3L was confused about the gender of sartén in (171), she did still understand the 

basic point of the message. However, the listeners in (172)-(174) were not able to entirely 

grasp what the speakers were trying to communicate. 3.3S spoke with rising intonation in 

(172), which typically signals an interrogative utterance, rather than a declarative one, in 

most dialects of English and Spanish (e.g. Alvord, 2006; Face, 2008; Ladd, 2008; Levis, 

1999; Willis, 2004, 2005). 3.3L, therefore, perceived the utterance as a question, which 

resulted in confusion on her part. In (173) and (174), 3.5L and 4.1L were unable to match 

the particular verb endings with their understanding of the specific people in the video 

and their actions. Therefore, they could not determine who or how many people 

performed which action.  
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It should be noted that incomprehension due to the linguistic form used was very 

uncommon in Group 1; these learners did not apparently perceive 

morphosyntactic/phonological elements as much as they did lexical ones. This 

corroborates what has been found in previous work, in that meaning is processed before 

form, that lower level learners are less likely to have the processing capabilities to 

process both meaning and form, and that these learners are therefore more likely to 

process meaning and ignore form (e.g., Gass & Selinker, 2008; VanPatten, 2007; 

Williams, 1999). 

The listeners’ comprehension of the different direct object expressions used by 

the speakers generally proceeded without issue. Rather, the majority of their 

misunderstandings was due to the lexical items associated with food preparation and the 

speakers’ explanations of the processes and actions performed in the video. These results 

suggest that they processed what they heard based on meaning, rather than on form. This 

was especially true in the case of the learners in Level 1, whose comprehension issues 

sprang almost entirely from meaning-related elements. 

5.4 Implications for pedagogy 

 The participants in this study were not asked specifically about their experiences 

learning direct object pronouns in classroom settings; however, a number of participants 

commented on such pedagogical issues. Their comments were deemed relevant enough to 

be included here, in the hopes that future studies may make use of the students’ 

perspective in teaching and learning object pronouns. 
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 First of all, the participants pointed out that pronouns generally receive less 

attention in the classroom than other linguistic elements, as the following examples from 

speakers in Levels 1, 2 and 3 show. 

(175) Speaker’s interview: 

“I’m afraid about things called articles, like the el and the la. I took three years of 

Spanish in high school, but really, I had the same teacher, and we just played 

Battleship the entire time in Spanish. Battleship and Scrabble in Spanish, so I 

didn’t actually learn anything.” (1.1S) 

 

(176) Speaker’s interview: 

“Previously in my Spanish, they’ve never emphasized adding the lo or the la onto 

whatever verb you’re using. They never emphasized it, they were like, you can, 

but it’s OK if you don’t, so we never did. So that’s why it always takes me a 

while to even think to do it in the first place, but once I try to do it, it’s like, is that 

right? I don’t do that on a regular basis.” (2.3S) 

 

(177) Speaker’s interview: 

“A lot of times, the focus is on learning all the verb tenses.” (3.3S) 

 

Three speakers in Levels 1, 3 and 4, however, mentioned that object pronouns had 

received considerable attention in their previous Spanish courses.  

(178) Speaker’s interview: 

“We spent most of our time [in high school] reviewing stuff that I felt they 

should’ve already known. So that might be why. That’s probably why I even 

know them. Because we did them maybe two or three times. Because we had to 

review for the other students.” (1.2S) 

 

(179) Speaker’s interview: 

“I know we worked on that a lot, like in high school, like in AP, and then I took 

[the speaking course] last semester. So, I know we worked a lot with that. [The 

speaking course] is basically all grammar.” (3.5S)  

 

(180) Speaker’s interview: 

“I wasn’t really thinking about anything in particular there, just the form, the way 

that I had it drilled into my head by [professor’s name redacted]. Love him and 

hate him. He is without a doubt one of the professors that helped me the most 

with grammatical things, but at the same time, I hated his guts, because you 

couldn’t get a single thing by the guy.” (4.4S)  
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The same three speakers who mentioned having received intensive and repeated 

instruction on clitic pronouns produced more clitic pronouns than any other expression. 

1.2S, cited in (178), used clitics in 5/6 instances in which a clitic could have been used, 

3.5S, in (179) used clitics in 13/17 instances, and 4.4S, in (180), used clitics in 8/12 

instances. Based on this limited sample, it is possible that students are able to use clitics 

more readily if they have spent considerable time reviewing them in a classroom setting. 

 However, the teaching of the clitic pronoun system must proceed carefully, as its 

morphological and syntactic complexity can confuse students. In the example below, a 

speaker in Level 2 discussed her experiences learning clitics and the confusion that 

resulted. 

(181) Speaker’s interview: 

“Because when I first learned this, I don’t remember what year of Spanish I was 

in, but we did them all at the same time. And, in high school, we really only used 

first and second person. Never third person.” (2.3S)  

 

In (181), 2.3S expressed her confusion differentiating between accusative, dative and 

reflexive clitics. Given this confusion, a recommendation that may lead to improved 

understanding of the clitic pronoun system is to teach the three sets of clitic pronouns 

separately. According to Klee (1989) and Malovrh (2008), the order of acquisition of 

morphological clitic marking is case, number and finally gender. Such an order suggests 

that it would be best to teach reflexive pronouns first, as the third person forms are not 

marked for either number or gender. Dative pronouns would be taught next, as their use 

entails number marking, and accusative pronouns would be taught last, as learners must 

be able to control both number and gender marking in order to produce them properly. 

(Of course, given that accusative clitic pronouns are necessary to express situations with 



 

 218 

high transitivity, a case could be made for teaching them first.) At any rate, to preempt 

students’ confusion about the three sets of clitic pronouns, they should be very clearly 

differentiated in instruction and special attention should be paid to the third person forms. 

 The speakers’ level should also be taken into consideration. Assuming that there 

is a null object stage of acquisition, as the present study indicates, clitic pronouns should 

be taught and reviewed at the higher levels and not only in lower level language courses. 

In the present study, clitics began to be produced at more frequent rates by the learners in 

Level 3, who were in the 6
th

, 7
th

 and 8
th

 semester of Spanish and were enrolled in content 

courses. In (182) below, a speaker in Level 4 commented on the difficulties of studying 

clitic pronouns in an advanced content course in Spanish linguistics.  

(182) Speaker’s stimulated recall: 

“OK, well, in my other class, we just finished learning about all the personal 

pronouns and how there’s all these different uses of se ... that textbook of the evil 

pronouns … the book is confusing, because it tells you all the common errors, and 

so you’re thinking of those and so then it’s like, now I’m producing those errors, 

and I’m like, oh!” (4.5S) 

 

The struggle that 4.5S had learning about different uses of clitic pronouns in native 

speech was augmented by the fact that she herself did not have a firm understanding of 

the clitic system. Rather, the shakiness of her interlanguage clitic system allowed the 

system to be destabilized by advanced study of clitics. Therefore, a suggestion to improve 

teaching would be to review the basic three sets of clitic pronouns at higher levels and 

reserve advanced study of clitics until the learners have achieved a solid understanding of 

the basics.  
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 At the higher levels, students should still be given activities in which they can 

produce clitic pronouns, unlike the sorts of activities that the following speaker from 

Level 4 mentions, which can be common in higher-level courses. 

(183) Speaker’s interview: 

“You never really use pronouns like that when you’re talking, like in class. 

There’s no need to. Because when you’re talking about Spanish immigration, 

you’re not talking about, like, first they did this, and then they put things on a 

boat, and you never talk about things like that. You just talk about broad 

concepts.” (4.1S) 

 

It has already been mentioned that conversations are unlikely to produce clitic pronouns. 

A conversation, with its inherent turn-taking and referent-switching, is more likely to 

produce discourse with lower transitivity and a lower Information Pressure Quotient 

(IPQ). In both cases, object pronouns are less likely to be used. In a discussion-based 

class that consists mostly of conversations and turn-taking, students are likely to have few 

opportunities to produce clitics. Therefore, in these types of classes, students should to be 

given sustained opportunities to speak and narrate in Spanish.  

Additionally, during such narrations, students should be made aware of the 

different linguistic structures that they have at their disposal to reference the different 

entities involved in the discourse. Given the fact that several participants in the present 

study addressed specific moments in the classroom in their stimulated recalls, language 

instructions seems to play a role in what students produce and/or notice. Seeing the 

grammatical form as a means of producing comprehensible and useful speech is the goal 

of focus on form instruction (e.g., Long, 1991), which seeks to integrate form and 

meaning and contextually-based language.  
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 Several participants pointed out the importance of having regular exposure to 

native Spanish in terms of hearing and noticing clitic pronouns, as the following 

examples from participants in Level 3 demonstrate. 

(184) Speaker’s interview:  

“If I’m speaking Spanish for an extended period of time, like when I went to 

Argentina, I used direct objects more than the noun. But if I’m in class and I’m 

explaining something, I don’t use it as much. I use the nouns more. I think native 

speakers drop [NPs] really quickly, like if they’re explaining the same thing for a 

long period of time, so I think I learned a lot of it just by hearing it. So if someone 

I was talking to in Argentina hardly ever uses the noun, it’ll probably work its 

way into my Spanish. Because I noticed that when I came back. As I started going 

to Spanish classes more, I started using nouns more and more again.” (3.1S) 

 

(185) Listener’s stimulated recall:  

“Whenever I hear non-native Spanish speakers speak, it’s really easy for me to 

understand, because their Spanish is basically formed in English syntax. Whereas 

when I hear my other friends speak that are native Spanish speakers, and when 

I’m interacting with them, the way they use the pronouns and stuff like that, and 

the indirect object pronouns … then it’s like, OK, hold on. I have to actually be 

thinking in Spanish for me to recognize.” (3.6L) 

 

Learners should be given opportunities for regular and sustained contact with native 

speakers, as this seems to allow them to better notice, understand and use clitic pronouns. 

Additionally, the learners should have the opportunity to interact with native speakers 

from different dialectal regions. Several participants in this study cited their interactions 

with native speakers as the impetus behind their production of certain expressions, and 

“double-voicing” (Bakhtin, 1981) in their repetition of dialect-specific forms was 

observed. The value of native input and interactions is recognized in second language 

acquisition research (e.g. Larsen-Freeman, 1991), and interactions with native speakers 

were useful in terms of the present study’s participants’ noticing, comprehending and 

producing clitic pronouns in general and dialect-specific forms in particular.  
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5.5 Conclusions 

5.5.1 General conclusions 

 An examination of direct object expressions produced by non-native speakers of 

Spanish reveals that the learners’ level of Spanish is important, but not the only factor 

that affects their linguistic production. The learners’ level played a role in their 

production of anaphoric direct object expressions. The learners in Levels 1 and 2 favored 

NPs and null objects, while the learners in Levels 3 and 4 favored clitic pronouns and 

NPs, suggesting that there is a null object stage in their interlanguage, during which time 

null objects replace clitic pronouns.  

However, although the speakers’ level affected their ability to produce accurately-

marked clitic pronouns, their linguistic production was also motivated by their desire to 

center their attention on certain referents in the discourse, given the stipulations of the 

task and their assumptions about the listeners. This other-orientation consisted of the 

speakers’ assessment of their listeners and included assumptions of the listeners’ level of 

Spanish, their comprehension throughout the task, their knowledge of the food being 

prepared and their general familiarity with cooking. The speakers used any gestures, 

comments or expressions that were made by the listeners as clues in making and 

adjusting their assumptions throughout the task. The speakers likewise took into 

consideration the perspective of third parties both related and unrelated to the task, such 

as the researcher, the fictitious boss at the Food Network and certain native and/or non-

native speakers with whom they had previously communicated in Spanish. The speakers’ 

use of different expressions was affected by their cultural understanding (or lack thereof) 
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of a key referent (the Spanish tortilla) as well as the animacy characteristics of the 

referent being discussed. Animate, human referents were referred to using different direct 

object expressions than inanimate ones. While this is a distinction that is also found in 

certain dialects of native Spanish, the non-native speakers in this study did not seem to 

conform to native-like patterns.  

 The listeners’ perspective was included in this study, to determine whether or not 

different nominal and pronominal direct object expressions used by the speaker affected 

their comprehension of the message. In general, this was not found to be the case. Rather, 

the listeners’ incomprehension was based on elements other than the direct object 

expressions used – unfamiliar lexical items, confusion relating to the preparation of food, 

not hearing what the speakers said and losing track of the speakers’ narration. The higher 

level learners also had moments of confusion based on morphosyntactic and phonological 

features of the speakers’ language, but confusion based on form in the lowest level was 

almost nonexistent.  

 Finally, the participants in this study offered comments and suggestions with 

implications for language pedagogy and the teaching of clitic pronouns. Learning to 

successfully comprehend and produce the clitic pronoun system is challenging under the 

best of circumstances, and the participants cited various elements of teaching 

methodologies that made it more challenging for them. Based on their comments, 

recommendations for improved teaching include giving pronouns more attention and 

repetition in the classroom, giving students activities that practice the separate sets of 

clitic pronouns and the third person forms in particular, continuing review and practice at 
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the upper levels with meaning-appropriate, narrative-based tasks and providing the 

learners with opportunities to hear native input and interact with native speakers.  

5.5.2 Limitations and suggestions for future research 

The principal limitation of this study has to do with the fact that it examined 

direct object production and comprehension in a very specific communicative setting. 

The task consisted of a single, spontaneous, oral narration and evaluation of one 

particular video, which was produced by a single speaker and provided for a single 

listener. There was little to no interaction or negotiation between speakers and listeners, 

and the two participants were peers in terms of their Spanish abilities and experiences. A 

stimulated recall and a post hoc interview were conducted, and all segments were audio 

recorded. Therefore, the conclusions drawn about direct object forms and the 

communicative purposes that they serve are not necessarily generalizable to other 

contexts.  

 Future studies should take each communicative feature into account and carefully 

analyze how much influence it has over direct object expressions, as context has been 

shown to influence non-native language (e.g., Bayley & Tarone, 2011; Geeslin, 2011; 

Tarone, 2008). The task can be changed to a conversation, in which negotiation of 

meaning can occur and both participants can introduce and center their attention on 

different referents in the discourse. The task can be conducted in the written mode, which 

can entail either hand-written or computer-mediated tasks. Many participants in this study 

alluded to the difficulties inherent in producing clitic pronouns spontaneously; a written 

task would allow more time to consider all aspects of clitic production and would provide 
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a more complete picture of learners’ abilities. Indeed, Malovrh (2008) and Zyzik (2008) 

cite the importance of providing learners with a battery of tasks that provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of their abilities, skills and specific challenges.  

 One specific way in which the task should be modified is to find one that 

promotes the production of an equal number of animate and inanimate referents. The 

results from this study indicate that learners do use different forms for [+/- animate] 

direct objects; however, with a total of 26 animate referents and 351 inanimate referents, 

these results are based on skewed data. A modified task with equal animate and 

inanimate referents would provide a stronger set of data points on which to base such 

results. 

 The speaker/listener dyads should also be reconsidered. The speakers were 

grouped and paired with their listeners according to the course level in which they had 

enrolled. However, course levels do not always indicate proficiency in a language. Future 

studies should group and pair non-native participants on the basis of their results on a 

proficiency test. Due to the logistics of scheduling a large number of participants in a 

short period of time, some dyads in this study had prior knowledge of each other’s 

abilities from previous and/or current Spanish classes, while others had never met before. 

Future studies should carefully consider the effect of whether or not participants already 

know each other on the speakers’ use of direct object expressions. Ideally, comparisons 

could be conducted between speaker/listener dyads with previous experience 

communicating and working together in Spanish, perhaps in classroom settings, and 

dyads consisting of strangers. Secondly, the dyads in this study consisted of non-native 
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speakers and non-native listeners. The speakers, therefore, assumed that their own 

struggles speaking and comprehending Spanish also applied to their listeners, imagining 

that the listeners would struggle with the same aspects of the language they did. This 

factor would be mitigated in situations with non-native speakers and native listeners. 

Non-native speakers might be less inclined to avoid clitic pronouns in favor of NPs with 

native listeners who could be assumed to easily understand clitics. Finally, the idea of 

using dyads should be questioned. This study shows that speakers’ production is 

motivated by other-orientation. In a situation in which one speaker must communicate an 

idea to a group of listeners, each one with a different background and level of 

understanding, how will the speaker adjust his/her language? Assuming that other-

orientation is a factor in non-native speech, can speakers maintain such an orientation 

toward not one but multiple listeners?  

 Lee (2003) recommends the use of longitudinal studies to better track how 

learners acquire and use pronominal forms. Due to logistical limitations, this study used a 

cross-section of learners to gain access to beginning, intermediate and advanced non-

native Spanish. The results indicate that the speakers’ level plays a role in non-native 

direct object production, particularly in terms of null objects. However, given the fact that 

different learners produced these forms, it is possible that individual factors other than 

their level affected the results. A longitudinal study would allow access to individual 

patterns and their changes over time, and it would provide more compelling evidence in 

support of certain stages of pronoun acquisition.  
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Given that several speakers’ production was influenced by native speakers whom 

they had encountered previously during study abroad programs, and that native Spanish 

direct object expressions vary considerably by geographical region, the ideal longitudinal 

study would be done in a study abroad setting and examine learners’ social networks in 

that setting. The speakers would be recorded prior to leaving, in order to establish their 

particular patterns, they would be recorded throughout the program to determine if and 

how these patterns change and if they conform to native patterns, and they would be 

recorded following their return, to determine if the patterns persist in their speech. Their 

communicative interactions with native speakers would be examined as well, to 

determine if sustained contact with specific native speakers of a certain dialect has an 

effect on the direct object forms produced.  

Communication consists of much more than simply the words spoken (e.g, 

Duranti, 1997). Interlocutors’ gestures and facial expressions also play a role in providing 

meaningful input. However, with the exception of a very small number of participants 

who mentioned such elements, non-verbal communicative forms went largely ignored in 

this study. The audio recording that was made did not allow access to non-verbal 

communication, and, therefore, its effect upon the ideas that were expressed and the 

language that was or was not produced could not be measured. Future studies should 

videorecord their participants, rather than audiorecord them, in order to better access the 

totality of the ways in which non-native speakers of a language are able to express 

meaningful ideas.  
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In a discussion of the multiple ways in which speakers can express meaning, it 

seems disingenuous to leave out of consideration the effect of phonology, specifically, 

intonation. Speakers’ prosody can serve the same function that the different nominal and 

pronominal expressions do in this study; it can focus and defocus different referents in 

communication (e.g., Face, 2003; Rao, 2006, 2009). Relatively new research is 

considering the syntax-phonology interface in native Spanish, examining how native 

speakers use both word order and intonation to highlight certain referents in 

communication (e.g., Domínguez, 2004; Face, 2000; Face & D’Imperio, 2005). These 

studies show that native speakers use word order, intonation or a combination of both 

strategies in their speech. Face and D’Imperio (2005) find that Spanish and English differ 

in terms of their preferences; Spanish speakers choose to use word order to focus objects, 

while English speakers rely almost entirely on intonation. There are very few studies that 

examine non-native Spanish intonation (e.g., Nibert, 2005; Peace, under review; Trimble, 

2013a, 2013b) and none that examine how non-native speakers of Spanish manipulate 

both syntax and intonation in order to express meaning. Future studies would do well to 

consider specific pragmatic messages, such as narrow or contrastive focus, and examine 

the strategies and resources that non-native speakers have at their disposal to 

communicative these messages. Given that the speakers’ English L1 and Spanish L2 

differ in terms of their word order/intonation preferences, will these speakers use 

intonation, syntax or a combination of both to express focused objects in speech? 

The final suggestion for future work comes from §5.4, in which the learners in 

this study provided pedagogy-related comments. Given the suggestions made by learners 
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on how clitic pronoun instruction could be improved, it seems worthwhile to consider 

implementing several carefully chosen pedagogical measures and examining the effects 

that these have on the students’ production of clitics. It is clear from the results of this 

study, and from previous studies, that clitic-related issues persist at the highest levels 

examined, long after the learners have finished formal instruction in Spanish language. 

Clitics are produced with a multitude of morphosyntactic errors, and learners remain 

insecure about them. The suggestions provided offer possible avenues on how to modify 

the teaching of clitics and the activities done in class that would allow learners more 

opportunities to produce them spontaneously, at lower and higher levels of proficiency.  
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Appendix A: Consent Forms 

 

Speaker consent form 

 

You are invited to be in a research study of how second language speakers use Spanish to 

express ideas. You were selected as a possible participant because you are/have been a 

student in a Spanish class at the University of Minnesota. We ask that you read this form 

and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 

 

This study is being conducted by: Meghann M. Peace, Department of Spanish and 

Portuguese, University of Minnesota Twin Cities 

 

Background Information 

 

The purpose of this study is to learn more about the way in which people learn a second 

language and use it to express their ideas. After you have completed the study, you will 

be told the precise focus of the study and asked for any insights into your own language 

learning. 

 

Procedures: 

 

If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 

 Take a proficiency test to establish your level of Spanish 

 Fill out a questionnaire about your language learning and travel experiences 

 Watch a short silent film 

 Narrate the plot of the film in Spanish to someone who has not seen it while being 

recorded 

 Listen to the recording made of your narration 

 Respond to questions in English about your language use during the narration 

while being recorded 

 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 

 

You will incur no risks participating in this study. 

 

You will incur no benefits participating in this study. 

 

Compensation: 

 

You will receive compensation: Once you have completed the entire study, you will 

receive a gift card for Starbucks, Amazon or iTunes. 
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Confidentiality: 

 

The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, I will 

not include any information that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research 

records, questionnaires and recordings will be kept anonymous, stored securely and only 

the researcher will have access to the records. Study data will be encrypted according to 

current University policy for protection of confidentiality. 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 

not affect your current or future relations with the Department of Spanish and Portuguese 

or the University of Minnesota. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer 

any questions or withdraw at any point in time without affecting those relationships.  

 

Contacts and Questions: 

 

The researchers conducting this study are: Meghann M. Peace. You may ask any 

questions you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at 

404 Folwell Hall, peace008@umn.edu, 434-825-9981. The researcher’s advisors are 

Francisco Ocampo, 203c Folwell Hall, 612-625-5822, and Elaine Tarone, 140a 

University International Center, 612.625.8882.  

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to 

someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ 

Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455, 

612-625-1650. 

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I 

consent to participate in the study.  

 

 

Signature:_____________________________________________ Date: _____________ 

 

Signature of Investigator:_________________________________ Date: _____________ 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:peace008@umn.edu
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Listener consent form 

 

You are invited to be in a research study of how second language speakers use Spanish to 

express ideas. You were selected as a possible participant because you are/have been a 

student in a Spanish class at the University of Minnesota. We ask that you read this form 

and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 

 

This study is being conducted by: Meghann M. Peace, Department of Spanish and 

Portuguese, University of Minnesota Twin Cities 

 

Background Information 

 

The purpose of this study is to learn more about the way in which people learn a second 

language and use it to express their ideas. After you have completed the study, you will 

be told the precise focus of the study and asked for any insights into your own language 

learning. 

 

Procedures: 

 

If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 

 Listen to the narration of a silent film 

 Listen to the recording made of the narration 

 Respond to questions in English about your comprehension of the narration while 

being recorded 

 Repeat the procedure with one other narrator  

 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 

 

You will incur no risks participating in this study. 

 

You will incur no benefits participating in this study. 

 

Compensation: 

 

You will receive compensation: Once you have completed the entire study, you will 

receive a gift card for Starbucks, Amazon or iTunes. 

 

Confidentiality: 

 

The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, I will 

not include any information that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research 

records, questionnaires and recordings will be kept anonymous, stored securely and only 

the researcher will have access to the records. Study data will be encrypted according to 

current University policy for protection of confidentiality. 
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Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 

not affect your current or future relations with the Department of Spanish and Portuguese 

or the University of Minnesota. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer 

any questions or withdraw at any point in time without affecting those relationships.  

 

Contacts and Questions: 

 

The researchers conducting this study are: Meghann M. Peace. You may ask any 

questions you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at 

404 Folwell Hall, peace008@umn.edu, 434-825-9981. The researcher’s advisors are 

Francisco Ocampo, 203c Folwell Hall, 612-625-5822, and Elaine Tarone, 140a 

University International Center, 612.625.8882.  

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to 

someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ 

Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455, 

612-625-1650. 

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I 

consent to participate in the study.  

 

 

Signature:_____________________________________________ Date: _____________ 

 

Signature of Investigator:_________________________________ Date: _____________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:peace008@umn.edu
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Appendix B: Background Questionnaires 

 

Non-native speaker questionnaire 

 

I. Background 

1. Sex ________ 

2. Age ________ 

3. Where were you born? ________________________ 

4. How long have you lived in the Twin Cities area? ________________________ 

 

II. Language background 

1. How long have you studied Spanish? _______________________________________ 

2. Have you traveled to any Spanish speaking countries? __________________________ 

Where did you go? How long were you there? How frequently did you speak in 

Spanish? 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

3. Why did you decide to learn Spanish? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Have you found Spanish to be useful in your life? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Why or why not? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Do you speak or study any languages other than Spanish? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Which language? How did you learn it?  How long have you spoken it? 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

 

III. Language use 

1. Do you regularly interact with native Spanish speakers? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Whom?   How often?    In which language? 

_____________________ ___________________________ __________________ 

_____________________ ___________________________ __________________ 

_____________________ ___________________________ __________________ 

2. Do you speak in Spanish outside of the classroom? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Please provide a numeric value for the following sentence. 

Of the time that I spend talking, I speak in Spanish _____% of an average day. 
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3. Do you listen to/watch/read Spanish-language media? 

What?       How often? 

______________________________________ ______________________________ 

______________________________________ ______________________________ 

______________________________________ ______________________________ 

3. Do you have children? ___________________ 

If you do have children: 

What language do you use to speak to them? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

What language do they use to speak to you? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

When they are in their 20s, will they speak Spanish as well as you do? _______________ 

Why or why not? _________________________________________________________ 
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Native speaker questionnaire 

 

I. Background 

1. Sex ________ 

2. Age ________ 

3. Where were you born? ________________________ 

4. How long have you lived in the United States? _______________________ 

5. How long have you lived in the Twin Cities area? _______________________ 

 

If you were born in the United States: 

Where was your mother born? ________________________ 

Where was your father born? ________________________ 

 

II. Language background 

1. How long have you studied English? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Do you speak or study any languages other than English? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Which language? How did you learn it?  How long have you spoken it? 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

________________ _____________________ ______________________________ 

 

III. Language use 

1. Do you regularly interact with native Spanish speakers? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Whom?   How often?    In which language? 

_____________________ ___________________________ __________________ 

_____________________ ___________________________ __________________ 

_____________________ ___________________________ __________________ 

2. Please provide a numeric value for the following sentence. 

Of the time that I spend talking, I speak in Spanish _____% of an average day. 

3. Do you have children? ___________________________________________________ 

If you do have children: 

What language do you use to speak to them? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

What language do they use to speak to you? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

When they are in their 20s, will they speak Spanish as well as you do? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Why or why not? _________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Instructions for the Participants 

 

Instructions for the speaker 

 

Tu amigo/a trabaja en los medios de comunicación y es responsable por la selección de 

nuevos programas en el Food Network. Acabas de ver un programa piloto sobre la cocina 

española, en que dos personas prepararon una tortilla española. Dile a tu amigo/a lo 

siguiente: 

 Qué prepararon los cocineros y cómo lo hicieron 

 Si el Food Network debe aceptar o no el programa y por qué 

Tu amigo/a tomará apuntes sobre tu descripción y tus sugerencias 

 

Your friend works in the media and is responsible for reviewing candidates for potential 

new shows on the Food Network. You just watched a pilot for a cooking show about 

Spanish cuisine, in which two people prepared a Spanish tortilla. Tell your friend the 

following: 

 What the cooks prepared and how they did it 

 If the Food Network should or should not accept the program and why 

 Your friend will take notes on your description and your suggestions. 

 

 

Instructions for the listener 

 

Trabajas en los medios de comunicación y eres responsable por la selección de nuevos 

programas en el Food Network. Tu amigo/a acaba de ver un programa piloto sobre la 

cocina española y quiere decirte si el Food Network debe aceptar o no este programa. 

Basado en lo que te cuente, toma apuntes (en el idioma que prefieras) para presentar a tus 

jefes.  

 

You work in television and are responsible for reviewing candidates for potential new 

shows on the Food Network. Your friend just watched a pilot for a cooking show about 

Spanish cuisine and wants to give you a recommendation on whether or not the show 

should be aired on the Food Network. Based on what you hear, take notes (in any 

language you want) to present to your supervisors.  
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Appendix D: Vocabulary List 

 

Helpful Vocabulary 

 

Video: Part I 

Potatoes  =  papas 

Garlic   =  ajo 

Eggs   =  huevos 

Onion   =  cebolla 

Towel   =  toalla 

Rag   =  paño 

Plate   =   plato 

Bowl   =  plato / cuenca 

Frying pan  =  sartén 

Pieces   =  trozos / pedazos 

To put   =  poner 

To peel  =  pelar 

To cut   =  cortar 

To add   =  añadir 

To wash  =  lavar 

To clean  =  limpiar 

To give  =  dar 

To dry   =  secar 

To cry   =  llorar 

 

Video: Part II 

Cheese   =  queso 

Peas   =  guisantes 

Pineapple  =  piña 

Butter   =  mantequilla 

Grapes   =  uvas 

Wine   =  vino 

Pieces   =  trozos / pedazos 

Plate   =  plato 

To put   =  poner 

To add   =  añadir 

To wash  =  lavar 

To clean  =  limpiar 

To cut   =  cortar 

To sneeze  =  estornudar 

To toast  =  brindar 

To tell   =  decir 

To eat   =  comer 

 


