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Abstract  
This paper presents an empirical study on the spontaneous production of French L2 object clitics in 
two contexts: face-to-face and through new communication technologies. This spontaneous 
production was elicited using two types of elicitation tasks: action-based and traditional. The results of 
this study show that the most successful tasks on the quantitative level involve both technology-
mediated communication and action-based elicitation.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Object clitic elicitation tasks are important both for researchers and teachers. Whereas teachers use 
them to prompt L2 learners of French to use these units, researchers use them to study acquisition 
patterns and to determine proficiency level for this kind of target language production. The main 
problem for both groups of people is the high omission and avoidance rate in French, a language 
where object clitic omission, in particular, is significantly high (like Catalan and Italian, but different 
from Spanish and Romanian). [1-4] 

There are of two types of elicitation tasks: spontaneous and non-spontaneous. In non-spontaneous 
elicitation tasks, clitic production is prompted through written tests where learners are explicitly told, for 
example, to use these pronouns in pronominalisation and translation tasks. This leads to a lower rate 
of omission, but “patterns based on elicited data may differ from those based on the production of 
spontaneous utterances, because careful elicitation generally compels the learner to commit to a 
response type, often prematurely.” [5]. 

Spontaneous tasks, on the other hand, rely more on oral production in settings that are somewhat 
natural and don’t force production or tell the learner to explicitly use the targeted form. This is done in 
two ways: traditional and action-based [3]. In traditional tasks, experimenters use “static pictures, third-
person subjects, object DPs introduced prior to the prompt” to ask questions describing the pictures at 
hand. In action-based tasks, however, they use “an activity that involved the experimenter and 
tangible objects. The [subject] was asked to retell what the experimenter did with the tangible objects”. 
While traditional elicitation tasks are widely used, action-based tasks lead to lower rates of clitic 
omission according to [3]. 

In the present study, the main hypothesis is that action-based tasks are more fruitful and lead to a 
higher production of object clitics. This hypothesis was tested in two communication settings: face-to-
face and through Skype. These two communication settings were chosen because several authors, 
such as [6-12], believe that technology-mediated communication is less anxiogenic than face-to-face 
communication and that quantitative improvements are observable in this mode of communication. 
This hypothesis was also tested. The current research question is thus: in what context does one 
observe the lowest rate of omission for clitic objects in L2 French? To answer this question, the study 
described in the next section of this paper was done.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
In [3]’s paper, all participants are French L1 children. Although the same two elicitation task types are 
used in the present study, a different category of subjects was chosen: French L2 adult learners, in a 
university setting.  

Thirty-four (34) participants took part in this study. Of these, 21 were women (61.8%) and 13 were 
men (38.2%). At the time of the data collection, the age of these participants varied between 18 and 
63, with an average age of 29.94 years. As for the participants’ L1, English is the most represented 
with 22 speakers, followed by Spanish (5), Chinese (2) and other languages (5 in all). As well, each 
participant’s proficiency level in French was identified during the interview that preceded participation 
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in the tasks. These levels varied from beginner (1 subject only) to advanced (8 subjects) with many 
intermediate level participants (25). 

To collect the data, four types of object clitic elicitation tasks1 were used. These tasks are summarised 
in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Object clitic elicitation tasks. 

 Face-to-face SCMC 

Traditional � � 

Action-based � � 

With the traditional elicitation tasks, whether face-to-face or technology mediated (SCMC), the 
following elements were used, with the images / verbs changing between the two communication 
contexts: 

− Static images representing objects, people and actions described by these images; 
− Frequent French verbs in the present tense; 
− Subjects of described actions are in the third person (he, she, it, they) 

Here’s an example of a face-to-face action-based task translated into English:  

Situation 1.1: object (glasses) & verb (to put) 

Say to the participant: Listen and look at what I do because then I'll ask you a question. These 
are glasses. 

Action: Take the glasses and put them on the table. 

Say to the participant:  Did you see what I just did? I put the glasses on the table. 

Prompt: Now tell me what I just did with to the glasses? 

Expected response: You put them on the table (Vous les avez posées sur la table). 

With action-based tasks, the following was used: 

− Actions performed by the interlocutor on tangible objects present in the context; 
− Frequent French verbs in the past tense; 
− Subjects of described actions are first person (I, me). 

Here is an example (in English) of a traditional SCMC task:   

Situation 3.3: This woman has received a rose bush for her birthday and, as you see in the 
picture, the woman is planting a rose bush. What is the woman doing with this rose bush? 

Expected response: She is planting it (Elle le plante). 

All these tasks were carried out orally with an interlocutor (a research assistant) whose L1 is not 
French, but who perfectly masters this language. This was to provide a context free from any undue 
anxiety that might result from a fear of being assessed by a teacher or a native speaker. Research has 
shown that this kind of anxiety can affect the production and perception of learners who suffer from 
foreign language anxiety [13-15]. 

  

                                                        
1 In each task type, I used 8 different sentences and two distractors. 
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3 RESULTS 
Table 2 summarizes the results: 

Table 2.  Ratio of produced object clitics vs. repetitions/omission. 

 Face-to-face SCMC 

Traditional .4669 .4890 

Action-based .4669 .6544 

As can be seen in the table above, the action-based elicitation tasks in the SCMC context gives rise to 
the greatest production of object clitics (65.44% of the responses contain an object clitic). One can 
also see that there is no difference between face-to-face traditional and face-to-face action-based 
tasks. These results are supported by statistical tests that demonstrate that there is actually no 
significant difference here. As shown in Table 3, significant differences occur only between the 
following pairs: SCMC trad. vs. SCMC action-based, and SCMC action-based vs. face-to-face action-
based. 

Table 3.  Wilcoxon signed-rank test. 

 Face-to-face 
Trad. 
vs.  

Face-to-face 
Action-based 

SCMC Trad. 
vs.  

SCMC Action-
based 

SCMC 
action-based 

vs.  
Face-to-face 
Action-based 

SCMC Trad. 
vs.  

Face-to-face 
Trad. 

Z .000 -3.298 -3.612 -.514 

Sig. (bilat.) 1.000 .001* .000* .607 

* significant difference at 0.05 level. 

As seen (shown) in this table, there is a significant difference between face-to-face and technology-
mediated communication with respect to action-based elicitation (p<0.05). In addition, when tasks are 
performed using new technologies, there is a significant difference (p<0.05) between the traditional 
and the action-based elicitation tasks. In all, it appears that the best combination is one that involves 
action-based tasks in a SCMC context. 

These results line up with what many other authors have proposed, such as [6-12]. Technology-
mediated communication provides an anxiety free context which is conducive to greater quantitative 
language production. Consequently, the participants in this study produced more clitics in this remote 
communication context. 

A virtual learning environment may constitute a more relaxed and stress free atmosphere than a 
classroom. The low level of inhibition and social anxiety, in particular, would be advantageous in 
foreign language learning, as it would result in increased language production. [11] 

In addition, these results demonstrate the importance of action-based elicitation tasks, as proposed by 
[3]. However, there was no significant difference between these tasks and the so-called traditional 
ones when communication is face-to-face. It seems that this difference is more pronounced in SCMC 
settings and that action-based tasks find their true value in this context. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
This study highlights the importance of action-based tasks in an SCMC context, which encourages L2 
learners of French to produce more clitics. And this is of course of great importance for researchers 
who are looking at clitic acquisition as well as for French L2 teachers who want to encourage clitic 
production in the target language. 

The improvement observed in this study is quantitative in nature: by using action-based tasks in a 
SCMC context, learners produce many more examples of clitics than in other contexts and resort less 
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to avoidance strategies and omission. As for the quality of these units, are the clitics produced in this 
propitious context more linguistically and pragmatically correct? This question will be addressed in 
other future studies. 
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