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Abstract

The paper investigates the production of third-person
dative (3DAT) and accusative (3ACC) clitic
pronouns in Slovenian school-aged children,
focusing on whether cognitive factors influence their
acquisition, despite the morphological similarities of
these clitics in Slovenian. Previous research in Italian
suggested that dative clitics in Italian are acquired
earlier than the accusative due to their morphological
differences, a pattern tested within the Slovenian
context. Using elicited production tasks with 71
Slovenian children, the study reveals that in Slovene
3ACC clitics are produced more frequently than
3DAT clitics, challenging the idea that acquisition is
driven solely by morphological complexity. The
research is framed within cognitive science, drawing
on Universal Grammar and connectionist models to
explore how cognitive processes, such as working
memory and language processing demands, interact

with linguistic structures.
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1 Introduction

Language acquisition is a fundamental aspect of
cognitive development, providing a window into
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how and when the human mind processes and
structures information. The acquisition of clitic
pronouns, such as the third person dative (3DAT) and
accusative (3ACC) clitics in Slovenian, involves
complex cognitive processes that reflect both innate
linguistic  capacities and the influence of
environmental factors. In the first part, this
assignment explores these processes through the
lenses of prominent cognitive science theories,
including Universal Grammar and connectionist
models, while also considering the role of working
memory in language development. In the second
part, the conducted experiment, which tested
proposed research hypothesis from Italian on
Slovenian school-aged children, is presented.

2 Experiment

Cardinaletti et al (2021) claim that the Italian dative
clitics are acquired faster than their accusative
counterparts because of a morphological difference
between lItalian dative and accusative clitics. Since
there is no comparable difference between Slovenian
dative and accusative clitics, their proposal predicts
that the observed difference in acquisition should be
absent in Slovenian. | tested this prediction among
Slovenian children. The prediction was not
confirmed, since children produced 3DAT clitics
significantly less often than 3ACC.

2.1 Goals and predictions of the study

This study aims to examine the production of third
person dative (3DAT) and third person accusative
(3ACC) clitic pronouns among Slovenian school-
aged children. Acquisition of the two clitic pronouns
had been studied in Italian, where it was determined
that the acquisition of the 3DAT clitics precedes the
acquisition of 3ACC clitics [3]. The authors argue
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that the difference in the time of acquisition stems
from different morphological makeup of the two sets
of clitics. Italian dative clitics do not differentiate
between gender (gli is used for both feminine and
masculine gender), while accusative clitics differ for
the two genders and are thus morphologically more
complex. They argue that gender features, or better
the lack of them, must be the reason why Italian
children produced more 3DAT clitics than 3ACC
clitics.

In Slovenian both 3ACC (ga “him”, jo “her”) and
3DAT (mu “to.him”, ji “to.her”) clitics are
comparable in their morphological complexity as
they both also spell-out the gender feature. Given the
analysis in [3] it is predicted that there should be no
difference in the production of 3ACC and 3DAT
clitics in Slovenian. The purpose of this research is
to test this prediction by exploring whether there is a
difference in the production of 3ACC and 3DAT
clitics among Slovenian school-aged children.

2.2 Methodology

The methodology for this study is structured around
two main elicited production tasks, each tailored to
evaluate the production of dative and accusative
clitic pronouns in Slovenian. These tasks are adapted
from those used in the study [3], ensuring
consistency in approach while accommodating the
unique aspects of Slovenian. Slovenian stimuli
consist of translations, and where necessary,
adaptations of the Italian sentences used in [3] and of
mostly unmodified drawings also from [3].

2.3 Participants

71 Slovenian typically developing (TD) children
took part in the study. They were divided into six age
groups, as shown in the following table. Written in-
formed consent was obtained from the children’s
parents prior to testing. Parents provided information
about the languages spoken at home, which enabled
us to exclude bilingual and L2 Slovenian speakers
from the study.

Elicited Production — Accusative Task

This task is designed to elicit the use of 3ACC clitic
pronouns. Children were presented with a series of
visual stimuli featuring one or two characters
engaged in various actions. For each set of images,
the initial scene was described to the child using a
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recorded narrative. Following this, a second image
was shown, and the child was asked to describe the
action occurring, specifically focusing on the
interaction between the characters. The aim is to
prompt responses that naturally incorporate
accusative clitic pronouns, reflecting the child’s
understanding and wuse of these grammatical
structures.

Example Stimulus for Accusative Task

The first drawing shows a boy (agent) destroying a
sand castle (patient), (Figure 1). The narrative
describes the first scene, and the child is asked,
"What is the boy doing to the castle?" (Figure 2). The
expected response should include the accusative
clitic pronoun corresponding to the castle sand,
indicating the action directed towards the patient.

Figure 1: “V tej zgodbi je fantek, ki zeli podreti
peséeni grad.”
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Figure 2: “Poglej, kaj pocne fantek gradu?”

Similar elicited production task was made for the
dative.

2.4 Procedure
Each child participant was individually tested in a
quiet room within their school, ensuring a
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comfortable and distraction-free setting. All
responses were audio- recorded and subsequently
transcribed for analysis, with verification by two
separate reviewers to ensure accuracy.

2.5 Response coding

We have classified the answers into three categories:
target, production of full noun phrases (NP),
clitic/NP omission. Every answer containing a clitic
pro- noun was considered as target. Children have
produced a good amount of target answers. In most
of the answers they produced the same verbal form
they had heard in the question, present tense, or
sometimes produced sentences containing past tense.
The most frequent non-target answer was the
production of full NPs (in both, accusative and dative
tests). The answers are grammatical, though
redundant and pragmatically infelicitous, since the
elicitation context requires clitic pronouns. There
were some instances where clitics were omitted,
either in the accusative or dative tests. In the
accusative test, clitic omission led to ungrammatical
sentences. In the dative test, ungrammatical
responses occurred with verbs like dati “give,”
podariti “give,” and prinesti “bring,” all of which
require a goal argument. Conversely, verbs such as
brati “read” and metati “throw” resulted in
grammatical sentences that were, however,
contextually inappropriate for elicitation.

3 Results and discussion

All children’s responses were compared using
student t-test: the difference in the amount of 3DAT
and 3ACC produced between the tested children is
statistically significant (p < .001). Table 2 gives an
overview of percentages of production of clitics, full
NPs and omission in both tasks. Four instances of
gender agreement error were found within the
youngest group TD1 and two such errors within the
TD3 group. Overall, children produced a good
amount of target answers. The analysis within each
group shows that the difference between 3DAT and
3ACC is noteworthy in all groups, except in TD6.
The youngest groups produced significantly more
3ACC clitics than 3DAT clitics, namely TD1 28,7%
more, TD2 26,19% more, TD3 25,0% more. As for
the analysis between groups, we found significant
differences for 3ACC, where the use of a 3ACC clitic
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is very low in TD1 group with 57,4%, TD3 group
with 62,5% and TD5 with 76,19%. The omission was
always higher with the 3DAT pronoun than 3ACC,
TD1 omitted 3DAT with 16,67% more, TD2 with
25% more, TD3 with 8,34% more, in group TD4 no
case of 3ACC omission was noted, TD5 omitted with
significantly higher percentage of 20,23% more and
TD6 with 4,54% more.

TARGET FULL NP OMISSION

ACC |DAT| ACC | DAT | ACC |DAT

TD1| 57,4 | 28,7 | 28,7 | 40,74 | 13,89 |30,56

TD2| 83,33 |57,14] 7,74 | 8,93 | 8,93 |33,93

TD3] 62,5 | 37,5 36,67 | 53,33 | 0,83 | 9,17

TDA4] 85,89 |71,15] 14,1 | 22,44 0 6,41

TD5] 76,19 |64,29] 20,83 | 12,5 | 2,98 |23,21

TD6] 82,58 |81,82] 16,67 | 12,88 | 0,76 | 5,3

Table 1: Percentages of target and non-target answers
for all groups
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