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Roadmap 

n In this talk, I will present a similar grammatical  
phenomenon:  Clitic Left Dislocation (CLLD) in Spanish 
(French) and Topicalization in English.  

n This is the phenomenon where an object that is 
previously mentioned in the discourse (a Topic) moves 
to the beginning of the sentence, and is / is not doubled 
by a clitic agreeing in person, number, and gender. 

n Because such sentences are acceptable or not 
depending on the previous discourse, we consider this 
linguistic construction to be at the interface of syntax 
and discourse. 
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+
Roadmap 

n I will consider ways of teaching this construction in 
Spanish, 

n and exercises that can highlight this linguistic 
construction for the learners of Spanish.  
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+
The interaction of structure and 
language use 

n This interaction has been a neglected area of study 
for most of the 80ies and 90ies in the generative 
framework. 

n Increased interest in form-function mapping 
these days 

n Understanding that attention only to narrow 
grammatical properties in L2 acquisition is not 
sufficient; it is important and interesting to study 
grammar-discourse integration 
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The big-picture issue 

A central issue in the formal approaches to SLA in 
the last decade has been: 

n What is easy and what is hard in second 
language acquisition? What are some 
principled reasons for differential difficulty? 

Why is that important? Because we can pay more 
attention to the difficult things in the language 
classrooms, and not waste time teaching the easy 
stuff, that will come to the learners for free. 

The generative approach to SLA is in a good position 
to contribute substantially to this debate. 
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+
Clitic Left Dislocation and 
Topicalization 

Context: I need to buy a newspaper and some bread.  

a.The newspaper, I will buy (*it) before work.   

 
b. El periódico,     lo      compraré    antes de ir al trabajo. 
   The newspaper Cl.Acc buy.Fut.1sg before work 
  ‘The newspaper, I will buy before work.’   

The newspaper is mentioned in the context: discourse 
antecedent. The Topic object is fronted. The clitic agrees 
with the fronted object in person, number and gender. 
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+
Clitic Left Dislocation and 
Topicalization 

Context: What did the movers do with the furniture? 

a. The chairs, they left (*them) in the hallway, but I don’t 
know what they did with the tables .   

 
b. Las sillas   las      dejaron en el pasillo, 
   the chairs Cl.Acc  left-3pl  in the hallway 

 pero no     sé              dónde están las mesas.  
 but   NEG know-1sg where are the tables 

 
Fronted Topics are more acceptable when contrastive 
(Gundel 1988) 

7 



+
Syntactic differences? 

There are syntactic differences between Topicalization 
and CLLD (Cinque, 1983):  

n a specificity restriction present in Spanish but not in 
English;  

n multiple fronted objects in Spanish versus only one in 
English;  

n occurrence in main and embedded clauses in Spanish 
while main only in English (with some exceptions);  

n fronting from embedded questions. 
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+
Specific Fronted objects are 
doubled with a clitic 

Estos zapatos, los compré en Madrid. 
these shoes, Cl I-bought in Madrid 
‘These shoes, I bought in Madrid’ 

   
    Specific fronted object 

 
Agua, (*la) bebo todos los días. 
water, (*Cl) I-drink everyday 
‘Water I drink every day.’ 

    Generic fronted object 
 
(*XXX) = unacceptable in that position 
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+
Specific objects can be indefinite 

 

[Context: María is in a crowd of strangers. Suddenly, 
she recognizes one of them. She says to herself]: 

 
A una chica, la conozco de la escuela. 
To a girl, CL I-know from school 
One girl, I know from school. 
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+
Change in specificity when clitic is 
present 

 

[Context: I like to cook. I make meat, rice, beans, and 
vegetables on a regular basis. However, I am 
concerned about bacteria. Therefore:] 
 
Carne, (la) preparo con mucho cuidado. 
Meat, CL    I prepare with much care 
‘Meat, I prepare carefully’ 
 
Native speakers prefer this sentence without the 
clitic. 
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+
Multiple objects can be fronted in 
Spanish 

 
A mí    dinero Juan nunca me       deja.  
To me money Juan never Cl.Dat lends 
‘Juan never lends me money.’ 
 
 
Dinero, a mí, Juan nunca me       deja. 
money to me Juan never Cl.Dat lends 
‘Juan never lends me money.’ 
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+
Can we front multiple objects in 
English? 

 

 

 

??? To me money Mary never gives, (but she gives 
presents to Sam). 
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+
Embedded clauses 

 
 
Estoy segura que, la cartera, la he dejado en el metro. 
am certain that,    the wallet, Cl      have left on the subway 
‘I am certain that I left my wallet on the subway.’ 
 
Me pregunto que, tarjetas, a amigos, quién se las   mandará 
Me I-ask that cards, to friends,             who    Cl Cl will send 
‘I wonder who will send cards to friends’ 
 
 
??I am sure that my wallet, I left on the subway. 
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+
Fronting out of embedded 
questions 

 
 
Los documentos, dime   dónde los has colocado 
The documents, tell-me where Cl you-have filed 
‘Tell me where you have filed the documents.’ 
 

 

 *The documents, tell me where you have filed. 
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+
Construction Frequency in Spanish 

Many problems with corpora… but 

NOCANDO is a spontaneous speech corpus specifically 
created to study Information Structure across languages 
(Brunetti et al. 2011), roughly 3 800 segments.  

Relevant numbers: Spanish narratives contained 39 
CLLDs, which amounted to 1.35% of all finite clauses. 
Furthermore, there were 61 clitic doubling constructions, 
2.1% of all finite clauses. Brunetti (2009), reports 29 
fronted focus constructions which makes them half as 
frequent as CLLD. 
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Construction Frequency in English 

n Gregory and Michaelis (2001) annotated 250 000 words 
from the 2.4 million word Switchboard Telephone 
Speech Corpus. There were only 44 Topicalizations 
among finite utterances, so only .00134% of sentences. 

n Age, dialect, and gender of the speakers did not affect 
the use of Topicalizations.  

n Postolache (2005), the Wall Street Journal corpus 
containing 1 107 392 words and the novel 1984 by 
George Orwell, containing 104 136 words. She found 14 
FFs and 10 Topicalizations in the WSJ corpus; 29 FFs and 
29 Topicalizations in the novel. 

. 
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How does frequency compare? 

n Although not directly comparable, the corpus studies 
suggest that indeed Spanish CLLD is much more 
frequent than English Topicalization.   

n However imperfect our comparison, 1.35% and 
0.00134% differ by a factor of 1000, which is bound 
to constitute a significant difference.  
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If so frequent, why is CLLD hard to 
learn? 

n There are many constructions in which an object is 
fronted, and some of them may be confused with 
the CLLD. 

n For example, Fronted Focus 

n Focus is NEW information while Topic is OLD 
information in the discourse 
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+
Topic versus Focus 

[Context: I need to buy a newspaper and some bread.] 
 
El periódico, lo compraré antes de ir al trabajo. 
The newspaper CL.ACC FUT.1SG buy before going to work 
‘The newspaper, I will buy before work.’ 

[Context: Did you see Ana at the library?] 
 
A ALICIA (*la) vi en la biblioteca (no a Ana). 
TO ALICIA CL saw.1SG in the library (not to Ana) 
‘ALICIA I saw at the library (not Ana).’ 
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+Slabakova, Kempchinsky & 
Rothman (2012) 
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+Slabakova, Kempchinsky & 
Rothman (2012) 

n Standardized  proficiency test 

n Forced-choice clitic-knowledge test (n=50), used as a 
criterion for inclusion of participants in main test 

n Felicity Judgment Task: a short dialogue in context. 
Context stories and test sentences were presented both 
aurally and visually. Participants were asked to judge 
sentences as felicitous or infelicitous in the context of the 
story on a scale of 1 to 4 or “I don’t know.”  
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+
The Felicity Judgment task 

A Alfredo no le gusta comer ensalada. Su mamá Mónica lo tiene que 
obligar a comerla. Para el almuerzo, le dejó preparada una 
ensalada. Desde su oficina, Mónica llama a la casa y le pregunta a 
Alfredo: 
Alfredo doesn't like to eat salad. His mother, Monica, has to make him 
eat it. For lunch, she left a salad prepared. From her office, Monica 
calls home and asks Alfredo: 

 Mónica:   ¿Te comiste la ensalada? 
          Did you eat the salad?   
 Alfredo:   La lechuga la comí. No me gustaron los tomates. 
         The lettuce it I-ate. I didn't like the tomatoes. 
 Alfredo: *La lechuga comí. No me gustaron los tomates.  

                      The lettuce  I-ate. I didn't like the tomatoes. 
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+ CLLD felicity judgments: group 
means 
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Spanish NS 
(n=21) 

Near-native 
(n=22) 

Advanced 
n=(22) 

Intermediate 
(n=23) 

Acceptable 3.56 3.56 3.38 2.88 
Unacceptable 1.96 2.43 2.81 2.95 

1 

2 

3 
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FF felicity judgments: group means 

25 

Spanish NS 
(n=21) 

Near-native 
(n=22) 

Advanced 
n=(22) 

Intermediate 
(n=23) 

Acceptable 3.07 3.3 3.26 3.23 
Unacceptable 1.87 2.31 2.81 2.34 

1 

2 

3 

4 



+
Significant difference ? 

  Acceptable versus 
unacceptable CLLD 

Aacceptable 
versus 
unacceptable FF 

Native speakers  YES YES 

Near-natives  YES YES 

Advanced  YES Marginal 

Intermediate NO YES 
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Summary of findings 

n The near-native and the advanced groups of learners 
have acquired the Spanish requirement that fronted Topic 
have to be clitic-doubled. 

n Still, there were differences at the intermediate level with 
the Fronted Focus, because the latter is easily transferred 
from English. 
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How can we teach CLLD? 

 

Context is indispensable! because both Focus and 
Topic (CLLD) constructions may have fronted 
objects. 

 

Testing materials can be teaching materials 
(Slabakova and Garcia Mayo 2013) 
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Forced Choice Test item  
from Valenzuela (2005)  

Ayer por la mañana, Eva se fue a la universidad y vio 
a su amigo Pedro y a su amiga Inés, pero como tenía 
muchas cosas que hacer... 
‘Yesterday morning, Eva went to the university and saw 
her friend Pedro and her friend Inés, but since she had 
many things to do…’ 
a. A Pedro, no lo saludó.  DESIRED RESPONSE 
   To Pedro, not CL greeted 
b. A Pedro, no saludó. 
    To Pedro, not greeted 
c. Ni a ni b    d. Ambas a y b 
    Neither a nor b        Both a y b 
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+
Possible teaching item? 

Ayer por la mañana, Eva se fue a la universidad y vio 
a su amigo Pedro y a su amiga Inés, pero como tenía 
muchas cosas que hacer... 
 
a. A Pedro, no lo saludó.   
   To Pedro, not CL greeted 
 
b. A Pedro, no saludó. 
    To Pedro, not greeted 
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+
Possible teaching item? 

Ayer por la mañana, Eva se fue a la universidad y vio 
a su amigo Pedro y a su amiga Inés, pero como tenía 
muchas cosas que hacer... 
 

a. A Pedro, no lo saludó.  ✔ 
   To Pedro, not CL greeted 
 

b. A Pedro, no saludó.      ✗ 
    To Pedro, not greeted 
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+
Sentence Completion Task from 
Valenzuela (2005) 

Eric sale con sus amigos los fines de semana. Van a 
ver películas y van a restaurantes. Su amigo le 
pregunta qué actividad prefiere. Eric contesta: 
‘Eric goes out with his friends on weekends. They go 
to movies and they also go to restaurants. His friend 
asks him which activity he prefers. Eric answers:’ 
 
“Películas, __prefiero______ porque me canso de 
restaurantes.” 
‘Movies, ___________________ because I get tired of 
going to restaurants.’ 

32 



+
Teaching issues 

n Do we need to teach the Fronted Focus?  NO, it 
comes from the native language 

n Do we need to teach the contrast between CLLD 
and Fronted Focus?  YES, because CLLD works 
differently in English 

n Do we need to teach the specificity restriction? Yes, 
but not as a restriction on CLLD. It’s better to teach 
it as:  

When doubled with a clitic, the fronted object is 
SPECIFIC 
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+
Teaching issues 

n Do we need to teach the possibility of multiple 
fronted objects? NO, L2 speakers will hear it and 
pick it from Spanish input. 

n Do we need to teach the possibility of fronting in 
embedded clauses? NO, L2 speakers will hear it 
and pick it from Spanish input. 

n Do we need to teach the possibility of extractions 
from questions? NO, L2 speakers will hear it and 
pick it from Spanish input. 
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Bottom Line 

n Teach the basic construction, and its more 
complex variants will take care of themselves. 

n Teach the construction in meaningful context! 
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+

 

Thank you       ¡Muchas gracias! 
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