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Abstract

Current linguistic challenge datasets for lan-
guage models focus on phenomena that exist
in English. This may lead to a lack of attention
for typological features beyond English. This
is particularly an issue for multilingual mod-
els, which may be biased towards English by
their training data and this bias may be ampli-
fied if benchmarks are also English-centered.
We present the syntactically and semantically
complex language phenomenon of Differen-
tial Object Marking (DOM) in Romanian as a
challenging Masked Language Modelling task
and compare the performance of monolingual
and multilingual models. Results indicate that
Romanian-specific BERT models perform bet-
ter than equivalent multilingual one in repre-
senting this phenomenon.'

1 Introduction

Increasingly high benchmark scores achieved by
recent large language models have led to discus-
sion as to whether models need more difficult or
‘creative’ testing tasks to reveal their weak points
(Cifka and Liutkus, 2023). While benchmarks have
become increasingly complex (MMLU, Hendrycks
et al. (2020); Big-Bench HARD, Srivastava et al.
(2023); GLUE, Wang et al. (2018); and many oth-
ers) and state-of-the-art language models perform
well on them, real-world observations, as well as
recent literature (e.g. Rauh et al., 2022), reveal mis-
matches between benchmark and real-world per-
formance and suggest that language models do not
generalise as well as the benchmark scores might
imply. This has motivated benchmarks and evalua-
tion studies that examine the linguistic capabilities
of language models at a more detailed level.

As a prominent example, the BLiMP benchmark
(Warstadt et al., 2020) contains minimal pairs of
very similar sentences where one is grammatical
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and the other is not, based on linguist-crafted gram-
mar templates. Models are evaluated by comparing
probabilities assigned to the paired sentences. In re-
cent LLM evaluation studies, authors have focused
on specific phenomena that have been extensively
studied by linguists, such as the dative alternation,
investigating whether models are able to accurately
predict (Yao and Todd, 2024) or encode (Veenboer
and Bloem, 2023) these constructions in order to
gain insight into the models’ linguistic capabili-
ties. However, these efforts are typically focused
on English, on phenomena that occur in various lan-
guages including English such as negative polarity
items (Bylinina and Tikhonov, 2022) and the noun-
preposition-noun construction (Scivetti and Schnei-
der, 2025), or on phenomena that presumably exist
in all languages such as structural priming (Jumelet
etal., 2024). This is unfortunate, because English is
one of the least challenging languages for multilin-
gual language models due to its over-representation
in the available training data and their Anglocen-
tric nature. For example, although multilingual
BERT (mBERT; Devlin et al., 2019) was trained
on 104 languages, English is the largest one and the
model performs far better on downstream tasks for
English, while for the 30% least represented lan-
guages, pretrained mBERT vectors decrease perfor-
mance (Wu and Dredze, 2020). Phenomena that do
not exist in English should be a greater challenge
to a multilingual language model.

We focus on Differential Object Marking (DOM,
Bossong, 1991), a phenomenon where certain di-
rect objects are marked differently than others. Dif-
ferences are based on semantic and syntactic fac-
tors, such as animacy. For example, in Spanish,
direct objects that are both human and specific are
marked with the preposition a, while other direct
objects are not:

Elena ve a Gabriela.
Elena sees to Gabriela.

(D a.
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b. Elenave el rio.
Elena sees the river

DOM does not occur in English. It does occur in
major languages spanning different language fam-
ilies, including Spanish, Hindi, Turkish, Persian,
Tamil, Amharic and Hebrew, as well as Romanian.
The Romanian version of DOM is among the more
complex ones because there are two mechanisms in-
volved. One is inherited from Romance languages
(the accusative marker pe) and the other is drawn
from Balkan languages (clitic doubling). Therefore,
we use Romanian as a case study.

We perform a linguistically informed compara-
tive evaluation of both the original mBERT model
(Devlin et al., 2019) and the two language-specific
Romanian BERT models (Dumitrescu et al., 2020;
Masala et al., 2020) available at the time of writing
that have comparable parameter sizes. We focus
on bidirectional encoders as these continue to be
widely used, as discussed by the authors of Mod-
ernBERT (Warner et al., 2025) and shown by the
recent release of the similarly sized multilingual Eu-
roBERT (Boizard et al., 2025), which unfortunately
does not incorporate Romanian. Furthermore, bidi-
rectionality is necessary for our experimental setup
of antecedent prediction where object markers fol-
low the antecedent that we probe for.

Multilingual models are often used for under-
resourced languages as transfer learning from
higher-resource languages can occur (Guarasci
et al., 2022), but as there is no DOM in English,
we expect there to be limited use for transfer. The
language-specific training datasets of monolingual
Romanian models should yield more refined lin-
guistic representations, more accurate tokenization,
and better scores on our benchmark.

2 Related work

Language models learn to represent words and
their contextual meanings as multidimensional vec-
tors in a semantic space. At present, these rep-
resentations are typically learned by transformer-
encoder models using a masked language mod-
elling (MLM) training objective, such as BERT
(Devlin et al., 2019), or by transformer-decoder
models that use an autoregressive causal language
modelling (CLM) objective, such as GPT-4 (Ope-
nAl, 2023). CLM models have become very popu-
lar for their text generation capabilities, but are out-
performed by MLM models on various fundamen-
tal NLP tasks, such as information extraction and

sequence labeling (Duki¢ and Snajder, 2024). The
bidirectional nature of MLM encoders has been
argued to promote the learning of syntactic and
semantic representations (Wang et al., 2022).

2.1 Testing linguistic capabilities

It remains rather unclear how these models achieve
their performance, as well as what the nature of
their underlying linguistic representations are. This
has lead to the emergence of a sub-field within NLP
research (‘BERTology’) that is focused on using
linguistically-informed tasks to infer the nature of
model representations based on the model’s per-
formance on these tasks (Rogers et al., 2020). As
Zhou et al. (2024) point out, the lack of a strong
theoretical foundation and unclear grounding of the
semantic representations means that we cannot pre-
dict how well large language models will perform
in various scenarios, such as in new domains or pro-
cessing understudied linguistic structures, without
targeted evaluation and probing. The level of syn-
tactic and semantic granularity in BERT represen-
tations has been studied especially for English phe-
nomena. It seems that BERT representations are
hierarchical rather than linear, but syntactic struc-
ture does not appear to be explicitly encoded in the
weights of BERT’s self-attention heads (Htut et al.,
2019). BERT represents semantic roles, but strug-
gles with pragmatic inference (Ettinger, 2020).

2.2 Romanian language modelling

Language models reflect their training data. There-
fore, many domain-specific and language-specific
models have been trained, and domain-specific or
language-specific BERT variants usually outper-
form the general or multilingual BERT model on
most evaluation tasks when model size remains
the same. However, this is task-dependent and
there are advantages to cross-lingual models as well
(Deode et al., 2023). While multilingual BERT
(mBERT) can be used for Romanian text, two dedi-
cated language-specific Transformer-based models
have been developed; Table 1 summarises their
parameter and training data sizes. Dumitrescu
et al. (2020) introduce Romanian BERT as the
first model trained exclusively on Romanian text.
The training data comprises about 15.2GB of thor-
oughly cleaned text data from several internet cor-
pora, such as OPUS (Tiedemann, 2012), OSCAR
(Suérez et al., 2019), and Wikipedia, amounting
to roughly 2.4B tokens after preprocessing. In
comparison to the mBERT models (both cased
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Model TrainTokens Parameters
mBERT ? 178M
Rom. BERT 2.42B 124M
RoBERT-small 2.07B 19M
RoBERT-base 2.07B 114M
RoBERT-large 2.07B 341M

Table 1: Language model sizes and data sizes

and uncased versions), Romanian BERT shows
improved performance across a range of extrin-
sic tasks (simple universal dependencies, joint
universal dependencies, and POS-tagging), albeit
by relatively small margins. A second language-
specific BERT variety was published shortly after —
RoBERT (‘small’, ‘base’, and ‘large’, Masala et al.,
2020), with small additions in training data, dif-
ferent training tasks, and an identical architecture
to domain-general BERT models. RoBERT, just
like mBERT, is trained on the masked language
modelling (MLM) and next sentence predictions
(NSP) tasks. The model was tested by the authors
on a variety of tasks, including sentiment analy-
sis, cross-dialect topic identification, and diacritics
restoration; ROBERT-small, at 19M parameters,
performs similarly to mBERT (177M parameters)
across tasks, while RoOBERT-base performs bet-
ter than mBERT, but very similarly to Romanian
BERT. Lastly, RoBERT-large outperforms all other
investigated models. RoBERT is not to be con-
fused with RoOBERTa or XLM-RoBERTa, which
we do not use in our study as there is no Romanian
RoBERTa variant to compare it to.

The Romanian BERT models have been evalu-
ated on several extrinsic tasks. Results are task-
specific but favour the monolingual models. Pais
et al.’s (2021) dependency parsing evaluation and
Buzea et al.’s (2022) fake news detection evalu-
ation did not include multilingual models. Du-
mitrescu et al. (2021) present a benchmark of ten
tasks, several of which have multilingual and mono-
lingual models on the same leaderboard. Romanian
BERT is shown to outperform mBERT on a seman-
tic textual similarity task (Dumitrescu et al., 2021),
dependency parsing, tokenization and named en-
tity recognition (Dumitrescu et al., 2020). On
emotion detection, Romanian BERT outperforms
the larger multilingual XLM-RoBERTa (Ciobotaru
et al., 2022). On Romanian dialect identification,
Ro-BERT outperformed mBERT (Zaharia et al.,
2020), but on question answering, mBERT outper-

formed monolingual models (Nicolae et al., 2023).
Marinescu and Fellbaum (2024) use Romanian
BERT in comparison to human judgements as a
tool to analyse the syntax-semantics interface of
Romanian noun compounds, though there is no ex-
plicit evaluative perspective adopted regarding the
language model’s performance. We are not aware
of any studies that use specific linguistic properties
of Romanian for language model evaluation.

2.3 Differential Object Marking in Romanian

Differential Object Marking (DOM), a term in-
troduced by Bossong (1991), refers to the phe-
nomenon where certain direct objects are marked
differently based on semantic and syntactic factors.
This marking typically involves prepositions, parti-
cles, or case markers to signal distinctions such as
animacy, specificity, definiteness, or referentiality
of the noun in direct object position. DOM is cross-
linguistically attested; for instance, both Spanish
and Romanian prominently mark animate and spe-
cific objects, though the conditioning factors vary.
Romanian exhibits a particularly intricate DOM
system due to its interaction with clitic doubling
(Tigdu, 2010) and the interplay of semantic and
syntactic constraints. While specificity and ani-
macy largely govern DOM, syntactic constraints
sometimes override these factors — for example,
the presence of a definite article blocks the occur-
rence of DOM markers. The system has evolved
from Old Romanian (OR) to Modern Romanian
(MR) through a process of stabilization, incorpo-
rating both Romance-specific mechanisms (e.g.,
pe-marking, derived from Latin per) and Balkan
influences (e.g., clitic doubling, specificity-driven
marking) (Hill and Mardale, 2021).

In Modern Romanian, the marking of direct ob-
jects is realised through the grammaticalised par-
ticle pe (DOM-p), without (2-c), but mostly with
(2-b) co-occurring clitic doubling (CD; the occur-
rence of a clitic pronouns, co-referent with the noun
in direct object position) for direct objects. In other
cases, the direct object remains unmarked (2-a):

) a. Am vizutun film.
have seen a movie
‘I/We have seen a movie’
b. L-am chemat pe  Mihai.

CDssc.masc-have  called DOM-p

Mihai
‘I called Mihai.’
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c. N-am chemat pe nimeni.
not-have called DOM-p nobody
‘I did not call anybody.’

As described in reference grammars (GBLR —
Dragomirescu et al., 2016), as well as experimen-
tal and corpus studies (Hill and Mardale, 2019,
2021; Tigau, 2010; Montrul et al., 2015a; Montrul
and Bateman, 2020), the main semantic triggers of
DOM in Romanian include referentiality, animacy,
specificity, and definiteness. Highly referential NPs
(e.g., personal pronouns, proper names) obligato-
rily receive DOM-p, except for city names:

3) Mama a vizut-o pe
mom-the has seen-CDss¢. r gy DOM-p
Andreea / pe ea / *(pe
Andreea / DOM-p her /*(DOM-p London)
Londra).

‘Mom saw Andreea / her / *(London).’

For indefinite NPs (4), DOM-p is optional, pro-
vided that they are animate; inanimate NPs gener-
ally remain unmarked, regardeless of whether they
are definite specific or indefinite.

()] Am 1ntalnit (pe) un student
have met  (DOM-p) INDEF.ART. student
‘I/We met a student.’

5) Am vizitat (*pe) muzeul.
have visited (*DOM-p) museum-the
‘I/We visited the museum.’

CD alone does not occur in DOM contexts in
Modern Romanian, while pe-marking alone is
highly restricted to bare quantifiers as in (6). Fur-
thermore, inanimate objects usually do not undergo
DOM, with some marginal exceptions, but strong
pronominal objects are obligatorily pe-marked re-
gardless of animacy (rather, their anaphoric or de-
icitic nature does not make animacy information
directly accessible), as in (7).

(6) Adina nu(*-1)
Adina nOt(*-CDgs(;_MAsc)kHOW
nimeni de acolo.
nobody from there
’Adina does not know anyone there.’

@) il cumpdr pe celdlalt.
CD3ssq.mrascbuyisqg DOM-p the-other-one
"I’ll buy the other one.’

cunoaste pe
DOM-p

Without being exhaustive, the number and nature
of the constraints presented show the intricate se-
mantic and syntactic triggering contexts for DOM

in Romanian, as it reconciles two typological pat-
terns in a continuous stabilisation process. Corpus
studies (Mardale, 2015), as well as experiments
with heritage speakers (Montrul et al., 2015b) fur-
ther underscore the volatility of DOM in both Old
and Modern Romanian. This complexity makes
Romanian DOM a promising avenue for bench-
marking language models.

3 Method

As discussed above, there is a variety of methods
for probing and evaluating language models for
linguistic capabilities. An option often used in
benchmarks such as BLIMP (Warstadt et al., 2020)
is to compare probabilities of minimal pairs that
differ in grammaticality. This is quite scalable,
but provides limited insight into what tokens the
model would produce, as only the sentences and
words provided as input are considered. An alter-
native that elicits tokens from the model is LAMA
(LAnguage Model Analysis) proposed by Petroni
et al. (2019), which involves masking specific to-
kens in controlled experimental sentences to get
predictions for the mask. This is similar to the
Cloze task (Taylor, 1953) that is widely used in
psychology and linguistics, where human partic-
ipants also have access to both the left and right
context, and it is similar to the training objective
of masked language modelling. It has been used
in many investigations of linguistic capabilities of
BERT-based models, such as to predict relativiz-
ers and antecedents for English relative clauses
(Mosbach et al., 2020). This is also a complex
phenomenon involving several factors such as ani-
macy and definiteness, exhibiting optionality and
potentially involving both the right and left context,
similar to Romanian DOM. Lee and Bloem (2023)
used this method to test BERT-based models for
indeclinable nouns in South Slavic languages, a
phenomenon that does not exist in English. To con-
trol prediction contexts on both sides of the mask,
we use bidirectional transformer-encoder models.

To design such an experiment, we need to choose
what to mask while giving the model enough con-
text to make predictions. This is nicely demon-
strated by Mosbach et al.’s (2020) study, where
two types of masking are used:

(8) This is the dress [MASK] I saw.
9) This is the [MASK] that I saw.

In (8), they mask the grammatical element (rela-
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tivizer) and evaluate whether a correct one is pre-
dicted — that rather than who. However, although
they don’t mention it, it is not possible to evaluate
zero predictions with this setup (This is the dress |
saw) as the model always predicts something. In
(9), the antecedent is masked and they evaluate
whether it has fitting semantic properties.

3.1 Test sentences

Our setup resembles that of Mosbach et al. (2020),
but the grammatical marker is more complex. Not
only is it sometimes optional or ungrammatical,
it can also involve multiple morphemes (and thus
tokens) and they may be discontinuous, making
them difficult to target with masking. Therefore,
we focus on providing the model with DOM mark-
ers and masking the noun in direct object position.
This approach yields more insight into the factors
involved as many possible nouns can be predicted
and more samples per template can be obtained.
We designed a set of sentence templates containing
DOM cases in such a way that each type of marking
is given across sentences (DOM-p + CD, DOM-p)
and the NP in object position is masked. These tem-
plates were hand-crafted by a Romanian linguistics
expert on our team, based on examples from the
Romanian DOM literature. This gives more control
over potentially interfering factors such as sentence
length. We vary the word order in our templates
(SVO or OVS), so that the masked objects occur
both pre- and post-verbally. All the templates and
sentences we used throughout the project can be
found as supplementary material in the provided
Github repository. We also experiment with elicit-
ing the DOM markers while providing the objects,
following specific syntactic and semantic criteria
to test the limits of the LAMA approach for evalu-
ating linguistic knowledge. However, this strategy
proved to be less robust and too sensitive to specific
masking choices. We briefly discuss the outcomes
below, with extended explanations provided in the
supplementary materials online. Overall, we aim
to probe whether the predicted noun matches the
semantic (animacy, specificity) and syntactic (e.g.
presence or absence of definite articles) constraints
of Romanian DOM.

We passed six templates with masked objects to
each of the investigated model versions, accounting
for the top k = 50 predictions for each mask thus
yielding a sample size of 300 sentences for each
model version. We retrieved the pre-trained mod-
els using the HuggingFace API: mBERT (cased

and uncased), Romanian BERT (Dumitrescu et al.,
2020) (cased and uncased), and RoOBERT (Masala
et al., 2020) (small, base, large). The resulting sen-
tences were assessed and manually annotated by a
native Romanian speaker using four labels:

* ‘incorrect’ — ungrammatical and / or nonsen-
sical sentence: The predictions were filled in
a such a way that the resulting sentence is
ungrammatical, nonsensical, or both.

* ‘correct non-DOM’ — grammatical and se-
mantically valid, but not intended: The predic-
tions yielded a sentence that is grammatical
and semantically sound, but the intended struc-
ture (object marking or object itself) was not
elicited.

* ‘correct DOM’ — grammatical and semanti-
cally valid, as intended: The masked token(s)
were filled in such a way that the sentence
is grammatical and semantically sound; the
intended structure was successfully elicited.

* ‘ambiguous’ — ambiguous: The sentence has
questionable or uncertain grammaticality or
is case-sensitive, but comes from an uncased
model version; the sentence potentially yields
different readings, of which not all are gram-
matical or semantically valid.

The primary annotator was a linguistics expert
who was instructed to annotate based on what is
considered grammatical in the literature on Roma-
nian DOM, rather than based on native speaker
intuition, as this might be affected by regional vari-
ation. Accuracies per model version were com-
puted as the ratio of ‘correct DOM’ labels to the
total number of sentences. A secondary annota-
tor annotated a batch of 140 sentences in parallel.
We observed strong inter-annotator agreement (Co-
hen’s k: 0.801).

4 Results

Figure 1 and Table 2 summarize the results of the
main experiment (the DOM markers are provided
and the noun is masked), as percentages of each
label per model version, as well as accuracy scores
for the predictions. The multilingual model ver-
sions have much fewer ‘correct’ predictions com-
pared to each of the Romanian models, with the
uncased multilingual version yielding the fewest
syntactically and semantically correct predictions.
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Label Percentages Across Models

= incorrect
correct non-DOM

Rom.BERT-unc
e correct DOM

= ambiguous

Rom.BERT-c

ROBERT-S

ROBERT-L

ROBERT-B

MBERT-unc

mMBERT-c

(=}

20 40 60 80 100
Percentage (%)

Figure 1: Percentages of each annotated label per model
version, when providing DOM markers and masking
the noun position.

Model Version Accuracy
mBERT uncased 9.33%
cased 16.33%

RoBERT small 52.67%
base 61.67%

large 72.67 %

Romanian uncased 63.00%
BERT cased 69.67%

Table 2: Accuracy per model on object prediction.

Among the language-specific model versions, the
highest number of grammatical sentences with
the intended morphsyntactic structure came from
RoBERT-large, which brings the overall highest
accuracy obtained across all models to 72.67%.

These results clearly show that the poorest-
performing language-specific model (RoBERT-
small) outperforms the best-performing multilin-
gual one (mBERT-cased), despite having much
fewer parameters — 19M for RoBERT-small and
130M for mBERT. Language-specific models in-
deed perform better at handling the uncommon or
complex object marking system in Romanian, com-
pared to their multilingual counterparts.

One potential concern is that considering the
top 50 predictions may be too high of a number
to consistently yield suitable candidates. Models,
especially multilingual ones, may run out of fitting
Romanian vocabulary to predict. In our test sen-
tences, the pool of suitable candidates is typically
expected to be larger than 50, covering all nouns re-
ferring to human entities, the full personal pronoun
paradigm, and other grammatical classes. Never-
theless, to check the validity of our experimental
setup, we conducted an additional analysis on the
top-performing monolingual and multilingual mod-

Number of grammatical predictions across index

mMBERT
N RoBERT

Number of correct predictions (all sentences)
- 8 8 8 5

Prediction index bins

Figure 2: Number of total correct predictions across all
test sentences, progressively throughout the 50 samples.

els. Specifically, we examined (1) the distribution
of grammatical predictions within these 50 sam-
ples, plotted in Figure 2, and (2) the distribution
of assigned probabilities for the top 50 predicted
tokens for each sentence, displayed in Figure 3.

Prediction Probabilities - mBERT Cased

°

Assigned Probability
°

20 30 40 5
Prediction Index (1 to 50)

(a) mBERT-c — best performing multilingual model.

Prediction Probabilities - ROBERT Large

°
2

°

Assigned Probability
°

°

10 40 5

20 30
Prediction Index (1 to 50)

(b) RoBERT-L — best performing monolingual model.

Figure 3: Distributions of assigned probabilities for
the top 50 predictions, per sentence, across the best
performing models from each category.

We observe a relatively even distribution of cor-
rect predictions throughout the sample of 50 for
both models in Figure 2, indicating that there is a
similar amount of correct predictions for the top as
for the bottom of the batch; this leads us to believe
it is unlikely that the lower scores of the multilin-
gual models are due to an insufficient number of
available felicitous tokens.
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Label Percentages Across Models
. in

Rom.BERT-unc

W ambiguous

Rom.BERT-c

ROBERT-S

ROBERT-L

ROBERT-B

MBERT-unc

mMBERT-c

0 20 40 60 80 100
Percentage (%)

Figure 4: Percentages of each annotated label per model
version, when providing nouns and masking object
markers.

As for the complementary task (providing the
nouns in object position and eliciting the DOM
markers), the setup yielded significantly fewer cor-
rect predictions, potentially due to the limited set
of valid predictions available for such masked posi-
tions (the marker ‘pe’ or the doubling clitic). Ini-
tial model performances were very poor, ranging
between 0% and 26.2% accuracy. We discuss po-
tential reasons for this below.

5 Discussion

Our results show that even the language-specific
model versions with the poorest scores outper-
formed the best version of the multilingual one,
mBERT-cased, despite having far fewer parame-
ters. Language-specific training appears to make
a large difference for Romanian DOM, a complex
phenomenon that has no parallels in English.

As previously mentioned, we also experimented
with a different elicitation strategy, by masking
the DOM markers and providing different types of
nouns, yet this has proven to be unsuccessful. The
sentence pair below shows that the object elicitation
strategy (10) and marker elicitation strategy (11)
yield very different outcomes:

(10) Pe [MASK] am vdzut-o azi, dar pe Ileana,

nu. — A.2., template (21)

a. Pe ea am vizut-o azi, dar pe Ileana,
nu. — RoBERT-large, top prediction,
grammatical

b. Pe Maria am vézut - o azi , dar pe
Ileana , nu . — mBERT-cased, top
prediction, grammatical

(1 [MASK] Ana am vazut [MASK] azi, dar

pe lleana, nu. — A.1., template (4)

a. pe ana am vazut si azi, dar pe ileana,

nu. — RoBERT-large, ungrammatical
b. . Anaam viazut pe azi, dar pe Ileana,
nu. — mBERT-cased, ungrammatical

Specifically, example (10) yields grammatical sen-
tences for both the multilingual and the monolin-
gual model, as one predicts a personal pronoun
and the other a proper name. For example (11),
where the markers are masked, both models form
ungrammatical sentences, except the monolingual
one predicts actual words in the masked positions,
while the multilingual BERT predicts both a word
and a punctuation symbol. Instances such as this
lead us to believe that this elicitation strategy did
not necessarily reveal performance differences be-
tween monolingual and multilingual models, but
rather failed to elicit grammatical sentences alto-
gether.

Romanian object markers often involve more
than one morpheme (or, token) per sentence. Nu-
merous ungrammatical cases were annotated as
such because the CD + DOM-pe marking was not
predicted entirely; although DOM-p in front of the
object is quite often correctly filled, the CD is not.
As such, the marking as a whole was not grammat-
ical in that context, and this may have made the
task more difficult than our initial task of predict-
ing just a single object. Furthermore, our follow-up
experiment showed that the approach of eliciting
markers was quite sensitive to tokenizer effects.
We added an additional mask, which seems like it
should make the task more difficult, but it led to
drastically improved accuracy scores because the
clitic was often presented as two tokens. Another
issue with the approach of eliciting markers is that
it is difficult for a model to predict no marking in
a template where a mask for a marker is specified.
This may make it easier to predict correct marking
compared to an unconstrained generation scenario,
resulting in inflated accuracy scores. Therefore, we
find that LAMA-based probing is more reliable and
informative when content words are targeted, while
questions regarding markers and morphology may
benefit more from BLiMP-style perplexity compar-
ison.

Romanian is among the less frequent languages
that use hyphenation (*-’) to orthographically mark
contraction, as opposed to the apostrophes used
in Italian or English, among other languages. Fur-
thermore, in Romanian there are numerous cases
where only the contracted form is acceptable: L-
am vdzut., but * [l am vizut. for ‘I/We have seen
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him’. The clitic doubling often involved in object
marking is one of those cases. This may impede
token classification-based NLP tasks such as re-
lation extraction for Romanian, and the observa-
tion that this type of hyphenation is challenging
for tokenization has also been made by Vasiu and
Potolea (2020). Injecting language-specific mor-
phological knowledge in tokenizers for Romanian
text improves their performance in that study. We
observe that this is a problem not only for mBERT,
but also for the Romanian-specific models. Several
examples of tokenized sentences per model show
that all three tokenizers separate the clitic from its
corresponding hyphen, splitting it into two tokens:

(12) Te-am vazut ieri.
a. mBERT: [‘Te’, *-°, ‘am’, ‘v’, ‘##a’,
‘HHzat’, ‘ie’, ‘i,
b. RoBERT: [‘te’, ‘-’, ‘am’, ‘vazut’,
‘eri’, ]
c. Romanian BERT: [‘Te’, ‘-’, ‘am’,

‘vazut’, ‘ieri’, ‘]

This applies to the whole pronominal paradigm
involved in clitic doubling. Therefore, surpris-
ingly, this tokenization issue does not explain the
monolingual-multilingual performance gap, but
it might explain why even RoBERT-large only
reaches 72.67% accuracy at object prediction. All
three Romanian models could benefit from a more
morphologically-informed tokenization strategy.

6 Conclusions

The primary aim of this study was to address
the research gap that exists when it comes to
linguistically-informed evaluations of language
models on phenomena that do not occur in English,
using the performance of multilingual BERT and
Romanian-specific BERT models on Romanian dif-
ferential object marking as a case study.

Our findings show that monolingual models
outperform the multilingual model on this task.
For accurate representation of language-specific
grammatical phenomena, models appear to bene-
fit greatly from language-specific datasets, which
allow a more targeted representation of structures
less frequently found in other languages. More mor-
phologically informed language-specific tokeniza-
tion might also benefit downstream tasks based on
token labeling tasks for morphologically richer lan-
guages. This aligns with observations from other
studies where monolingual Romanian BERT mod-

els outperform mBERT on most extrinsic tasks
(Section 2.2). However, whether DOM knowledge
specifically affects downstream task performance
cannot be established without further experiments
involving models trained on synthetic data.

We might expect similar benefits from language-
specific data for other languages with DOM such as
Spanish, though the phenomenon is less complex
in most other languages. Furthermore, our findings
regarding the trade-offs between eliciting gram-
matical markers versus the thing that they mark in
Cloze-style experiments with language models will
also apply to future investigations into language
models’ linguistic knowledge of morphosyntactic
phenomena in specific languages.

It would be interesting to investigate whether
fine-tuning multilingual models on more target lan-
guage data could further improve performance on
language-specific phenomena, although this would
not solve the tokenization issues. Additionally, ex-
ploring decoder-only architectures like GPT in this
context could be valuable, as their autoregressive
mechanism aligns more closely with certain as-
pects of human language processing; however, chal-
lenges related to the cognitive plausibility of lan-
guage models remain (Connell and Lynott, 2024).
Furthermore, the high degree of control we get
from targeting specific open slots in the MLM task
would not extend to a generative setup, requiring
a different experiment based on unidirectional sen-
tence completion or minimal pair probabilities.

While our results show far better performance
for language-specific models, there are also disad-
vantages to pre-training new models for every spe-
cific scenario as this is costly in terms of resources
and environmental cost. Multilingual models may
still be a better choice for these reasons.

The fact that our approach requires post-hoc
annotation of model output, rather than auto-
mated comparison to a gold standard, makes it
more labour-intensive and difficult to scale than
benchmark-based approaches. Results using this
approach are also affected by the chosen definition
of grammaticality - we chose to rely on expert an-
notation rather than the native speaker intuitions
of multiple annotators, but this approach is influ-
enced by prescriptive norms and may not always
reflect actual language use. A further limitation is
that our method is not applicable to decoder-only
language models such as the GPT model family, as
right context is required for proper prediction on
our test templates.
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