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Abstract

This experimental study investigates the acquisition of Italian clitic case morphology by Anglophone
speakers to determine whether clitic morphological properties are fully or partially acquired through
learners’ L1 grammar or through their universal knowledge. English and Italian pronominal systems are so
strikingly different that an analysis of their morpho-syntactic features should provide compelling evidence
to determine UG availability in adult age. Results from a grammaticality judgment task show that Italian
clitic case properties are acquired in a slow but consistent manner. Such acquisition delay has been
attributed to several factors: (i) difficulty to ‘convert’ the syntactic information into appropriate
morphological forms, (ii) L1 transfer, and (iii) intrinsic complexity of the case-assignment process.
Regarding UG accessibility, data justify some form of continuity since clitic case properties, absent in L1,
can be still acquired.

Bibliographical References

Adger David et al. (eds.) 1999. Minimalist Approaches on Specifiers. Oxford: O.U.P.

Ayse Giirel 2000. Missing case inflection: Implication for second language acquisition. In Snow et al.
2000. 379-390.

Baltin Mark & Chris Collins (eds.) 2001. The Handbook of Contemporary Syntactic Theory. Molden, MA.:
Blackwell Publishers.

Belletti Adriana 2001. Agreement projections. In Baltin & Collins 2001. 483-510.

Beninca Paola (ed.) 1989. Dialect Variation and the Theory of Grammar. Dordrecht: Foris.

Bley-Vroman Robert 1989. The logical problem of second language learning. In Gass, Schachter & Long
1989. 45-717.

Borer Hagit 1984. Parametric Syntax. Dordrecht: Foris Publications. Borer Hagit 1986. Italian Syntax: A
Government-Binding Approach (chapt. 4). Dordrecht: Kluwer.

Bruhn-Garavito Joyce & Silvina Montrul 1996. Verb movement and clitic placement in French and Spanish
as a second language. In Hughes et al. 1996. 123-134.

Cardinaletti Anna & Michael Starke 1999. The typology of structural deficiency: A case study of three
classes of pronouns. In van Riemsdijk 1999. 145-230.

Chomsky Noam 1995. The Minimalist Program. Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press. Clahsen Harald (ed.) 1996.
Generative Perspectives on Language Acquisition. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Clahsen Harald & Peter Muysken 1996. How adult second language learning differs from child first
language development. Behavioral and Brain Sciences 19. 721-733.

Clahsen Harald, Sonja Eisenbeiss & Anne Vainikka 1994. The seeds of structure: a syntactic analysis of the
acquisition of case marking. In Hoekstra & Schwartz 1994. 85-118.

Costa Juan (ed.) 2000. Portuguese Syntax: New Comparative Studies. Oxford: O.U.P.

Duarte Miguel & Ana Matos 2000. Romance clitics and the Minimalist Program. In Costa 2000. 116-141.

Duffield Nigel & Lydia White 1999. Assessing L2 knowledge of Spanish clitic placement: converging
methodologies. Second Language Research 15. 133-160.

Duffield Nigel, Silvina Montrul, Joyce Bruhn-Garavito & Lydia White 1998. Determining L2 knowledge
of Spanish clitics on-line and off-line. In Greenhill et al. 1998. 177-188.

Duffield Nigel, Philippe Prévost & Lydia White 1997. A psycholinguistic investigation of clitic placement
in second language acquisition. In Hughes et al. 1997. 148-159.

Epstein Susan, Suzanne Flynn & Gita Martojodono 1996. Second language acquisition: theoretical and
experimental issues in contemporary research. Brain and Behavioral Sciences 19. 161-186.

Friedemann Mark & Tal Siloni 1997. Agrobject is not Agrparticiple. The Linguistic Review 14. 69-96.

Herschensohn Julia 2004. Functional categories and the acquisition of object clitcs in L2 French. In Prévost
& Paradis 2004. 207-243.

Hoekstra Teun & Bonnie Schwartz (eds.) 1994. Language acquisition studies in generative grammar.
Amsterdam: John Benjamins.



Huang James & Robert May (eds.) 1992. Logical Structure and Linguistic Structure: Cross Linguistic
Perspective. Dordrecht: D. Reidel.

Hughes Mary et al. (eds.) 1997. Proceedings of the 21 BU Conference on Language Development.
Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Press.

Gass Susan, Jacquelyn Schac hter & Michael Long, eds. 1989. Linguistic Perspective on Second Language
Acquisition. Cambridge: C.U.P.

Granfeldt Jonas & Susan Schlyter 2004. Cliticization in the acquisition of French as L1 and L2. In Prévost
& Paradis 2004. 333-370.

Greenhill Anne et al. (eds.) 1998. Proceedings of the 22 BU Conference on Language Development.
Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Press.

Kayne Richard 1989. Facets of Romance past participle agreement. in Beninca 1989. 85-103.

Kayne Richard 1991. Romance clitics, verb movement, and PRO. Linguistic Inquiry 22. 647-86.

Kayne Richard 1994. The Antisymmetry of Syntax. Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press.

Lardiere Donna 1998b. Dissociating syntax from morphology in a divergent end-state grammar. Second
Language Research 14. 359-375.

Leonini Chiara & Adriana Belletti 2003. Adult L2 acquisition of Italian clitic pronouns and ‘subject
inversion’/ VS structures. (ms. University of Siena).

Lightfoot David 1991. How to Set Parameters.Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Montrul Silvina 1998. The L2 acquisition of dative experiencer subjects. Second Language Research 14.
27-61.

Montrul Silvina 1996. The second language acquisition of dative case: from absolute L1 influence to
optionality. In Stringfellow et al. 1996. 506- 517.

Munnich Edward, Suzanne Flynn & Gita Martohardojono 1994. Elicited imitation and grammaticality
judgment tasks: what they measure and how they relate to each other. In Tarone Elaine, Susan Gass &
Andrew Cohen 1994. 227-243.

Prévost Philippe & Johanne Paradis (eds.) 2004. The Acquisition of French in Different Contexts.
Amsterdam: John Benjamin Publishing Company.

Prévost Philippe & Lydia white 2000b. Missing surface inflection or impairment in second language
acquisition? Evidence from tense and agreement. Second Language Research 16. 103-33.

Rizzi Luigi 2000. Comparative Syntax and Language Acquisition. London: Routledge.

Rooryck Johan & Laurie Zaring, eds. 1996. Phrase Structure and the Lexicon. Dordrecht: Kluwer.

Santoro Maurizio 2004. L2 acquisition of Italian accusative and dative clitics by English speaking college
students. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. City University of New York.

Schwartz Bonnie 1999. Some Specs on Specs in L2 acquisition. In Adger et al. 1999. 299-348.

Schwartz Bonnie & Rex Sprouse 1996. L2 cognitive states and the transfer/full access model. Second
Language Research 12. 40-72.

Skarabella Stella et al. (eds.) 2002. Proceedings of the 26 BU Conference on Language Development.
Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Press.

Snow Catherine et al. (eds.) 2000. Proceedings of the 24 BU Conference on Language Development.
Somerville, MA.: Cascadilla Press.

Sportiche Dominique 1996. Clitic Constructions. In Rooryck & Zaring 1996. 213-287.

Stringfellow Andy et al. (eds.) 1996. Proceedings of the 20 BU Conference on Language Development.
Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Press.

Sufier Margarita 1992. Two properties of clitics in clitic double constructions. In Huang & May 1992. 233-
253.

Tarone Elaine, Susan Gass & Andrew Cohen (eds.) 1994. Research Methodology in Second Language
Acquisition. Hillside, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Towell Richard & Roger Hawkins 1994. Approaches to SLA. Clevedon. Mulitlingual Matters.

Uriagereka Juan 1995. Aspects of the syntax of clitic placement in Western Romance. Linguistic Inquiry
26.79-123.

Vainikka Anne & Martha Young-Scholten 1994. Direct access to X-Theory: Evidence from Korean and
Turkish adults learning German. In Hoekstra & Schwartz 1994. 317-368.

van Riemsdijk Henk (ed.) 1999. Clitics in the Languages of Europe. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

White Lydia 2002. Morphological variability in endstate L2 grammars: The question of L1 influence. In
Skarabella et al. 2002. 758-768.

White Lydia 1996. Clitics in L2 French. In Clahsen 1996. 335-368



