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Commentary

The infant’s developmental path in phonological
acquisition

Daniel Swingley*
University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA

Research on how language acquisition begins has been fragmented both in terms of

scientific communities and in terms of the phenomena that are taken to characterize

developmental progress. In her article, Marilyn Vihman argues for an integrative approach

that takes the child’s efforts at speech production as primary, and notes that infants’

knowledge of how words sound may accrue over a protracted period developmentally.

Here, I briefly discuss how reconceptualization of the process can help integrate

perspectives previously at odds.

For the past 25 years or so, there have been two distinct scientific narratives concerning

young children’s phonological learning—one dominated by research in the perceptual

tradition of cognitive psychology, and another with a heavier emphasis on naturalistic

observation and individual differences. These traditions have been approaching each

other recently, but for the most part they are separate, with practitioners in distinct
departments (psychology and cognitive science on the one hand, linguistics or speech

and communication on the other). The separation is manifested characteristically in a

divergence of views about the significance of experiments on infants’ phonetic

categorization. The target paper by Marilyn Vihman (2017) illustrates a reconsideration

of these findings that will help reconcile the two perspectives.

Over the first year, infants get better at categorizing speech sounds of the native

language andworse at categorizingnon-native sounds. Inmost of the cases studied, infants

a few months old distinguish clear instances of similar-sounding phones of any language.
Then by about 12 months, children thenceforth fail to distinguish similar non-native

phones, but do distinguish native ones (again with a few exceptions, e.g., Narayan,

Werker, & Beddor, 2010). It is typically concluded that by 12 months, infants have

developed an inventory of native speech sounds, and the ability to interpret spoken

language in terms of these categories. This perceptual adaptation is part of the foundation

of the current cognitive-psychology treatment of early language, alongside the other

‘statistical-learning’ findings of the past two decades (e.g., Aslin, Saffran, & Newport,

1998; Gerken, 2006). Language-specific speech-sound categorization would naturally be
adaptive for the learning of words and morphology.

The signature findings of the linguistic and clinical tradition, on the otherhand, include

a range of other phenomena, but two critical points are the intimate connection between

performance in phonological tasks and the structure of the vocabulary (e.g., Beckman &
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Edwards, 2000), and the convoluted path children’s words may take in going from

babbling to adultlike word production (e.g., Vihman & Croft, 2007).

With these empirical findings in mind, Vihman contributes evidence that infants’

knowledge of some words’ phonology is rather fragmentary. Although infants appear
sensitive to phonological distortions of very frequent words (e.g., Swingley, 2005),

they may only know certain aspects of many other words, focusing their attention

on salient features (such as gemination or lexical stress) and on sounds that are

actively being learned. According to the experimental evidence presented concern-

ing the articulatory filter hypothesis, children first attend more to words with sounds

they say (while developmentally they only favour one sound in production), and

then attend more to sounds they do not say yet (when they favour more sounds).

During both periods, children may elect to attempt words that contain sounds closer
to mastery.

The long-term consequences of this particular pattern are not yet clear. But the

result is interesting for two reasons. First, it shows that young children are active

learners in the domain of phonology. If Vihman’s characterization is correct, it suggests

that children have some awareness of their own abilities, and direct their attention to

the parts of the speech signal that they need to work on. They seek out patterns and

use them. Second, the result highlights a broader point about the process of early

language development. Infants’ precocious successes in native-language perceptual
learning and in detecting patterns in language materials do not imply that by

12 months infants have become analog-to-digital converters, transforming the contin-

uous speech signal into a neat list of phonologically appropriate categories ready to

engage in linguistic contrast. It is more likely that consonant and vowel categories are

salient features of some but not all instances of words.

How do we reconcile the two broad conceptualizations of infants’ language

development raised above? In part by acknowledging that the lexicon develops earlier

than once thought (Bergelson & Swingley, 2012), giving lexical patterns a role in the
development of the speech-sound categories revealed in infancy. The phonetic

distributional evidence alone appears insufficient for vowel category learning; words,

which fill the perceptual space more sparsely, may be crucial in guiding the infant to the

native phonetic categories (Feldman, Griffiths, Goldwater, & Morgan, 2013; Swingley,

2009). This hypothesis echoes long-standing arguments in the linguistic and clinical

tradition about lexical learning feeding into phonological representation (e.g., Edwards,

Beckman, & Munson, 2004).

In addition, it is important to recognize, as Vihman does, that successful categorization
of phonetic stimuli is not the same thing as encoding continuous speech in terms of such

categories; indeed, given the rampant hypoarticulation of speech outside the phonetics

laboratory (e.g., Hawkins, 2010) and in the nursery (e.g., Stoel-Gammon, 1984), requiring

segmental matches to the lexiconwould rendermuch conversation unintelligible. Infants

must learn their language’s sounds, and they do; but learning the sounds does not itself tell

infants how to use them (Swingley, 2016).

Thus, the way to reconcile the two prevailing perspectives on infant phonological

development is to consider empirically motivated changes to the classic acquisitional
timeline, bringing the dawn of the lexicon closer to the first months, but acknowledging

that although learning speech sounds is an important foundation, it is not the whole

building. Vihman’s review suggests somewelcome newways to think about how the rest

of the construction proceeds.
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