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 Hauser et al. (2002), Chomsky (2005), Samuels (2011) 
Phonological representation and computation lie outside the 

Faculty of Language in the Narrow sense (FLN). They only 
belong of the Faculty of Language in the broad sense (FLB). 

- 

FRENCH DATA 
•  ESRC PSPT project : longitudinal data from 6 French children 
aged 17-29 months recorded once a month in 30-minute sessions 
of naturalistic, non-elicited interaction with a parent. Recordings 
began at the ‘25-word point’  
• Longitudinal Claire corpus, from sessions taken at the age of 
22-31 months, when she had a at a vocabulary level higher than 
what is reflected at the 25-word point (cumulative lexicon of some 
200 words) 

Acquisition of syllables 
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Putting syllables in the reach of animals 
 Syllables are groupings of consonants and vowels 
  open vs. closed syllables 
 = do not vs. do bear a coda 
  most important and most trivial syllabic distinction 
 the coda 
 a consonant is a coda iff it occurs either string- 
(word‑)finally, or before another consonant. Again, let’s 
not complicate the picture with further sonority- or 
position-related intricacies, if we want to give animals a 
chance.  

  disjunction __{#,C}.  
 the coda is a marked structure 
 cross-linguistically and in acquisition (later acquired 
than onsets, Fikkert et al. 2004). 

As and Bs in human phonology and animals 
 if animals can do phonological “grouping” 
 - given two sets of items A and B (A being consonants 
in phonology, B vowels) 

 - they should either naturally produce or are able to 
extract from a linear stimulus, and without any explicit 
learning, those A-tokens that occur before another A 
and string-finally  

 A2 and A5 in  
 #A1BA2A3BA4BA5# 
 to the exclusion of all other As.  

A little more sophisticated than telling Cs from Vs 
 bird- or whalesongs group patterns that are made of 

series of notes bordered by silences and produced in 
repetitive motives by copy (Samuels, 2011). 

 the coda pattern is non-linear 
 and a little more sophisticated than the top tamarin 

performance, which appears to be able to tell A from B. 

We are talking about a specifically human cognitive 
pattern 

 syllable structure is purely grammatical/cognitive. It is 
not predictable from the phonetic signal. All attempts to 
derive syllabic patterns from phonetics are 
unsuccessful (e.g. Steriade (1999)).  

Children output does not exhibit the kind of grouping patterns 
but rather reflects a templatic organization which allows them 
to ultimately build syllable structure from the linear input 
(Macken, 1992)  
The templatic hypothesis : from the 25 words-stage on, and 
whatever the input language, each child seems to begin with 
a few systematic structural shapes built on the basis of a 
small inventory of features, as if s/he had to match her/his 
incomplete segmental content onto a predefined number of 
structures 

Examples of two main templates (CVC and CVCV) with either 
a velar or a labial consonant melody and two vowels [a,o] 
Beryl, 1;7 

•  The question is not WHETHER animals and humans "group" 
but HOW they « group » and what for 

Animals should perceive, acquire and produce codas. 
Human babies do, animals do not 

• Pinker & Jackendoff (2005) 
  phonology lies inside UG 
  its workings cannot be reduced to third factor effects 
  major characteristics of phonology are specific to language, 

uniquely human and discretely infinite. 

• WHAT ABOUT MARKEDNESS AND PHONOLOGICAL 
UNVERSALS ? 

 i.e. There is no closed syllable lengthening, compensatory 
shortening etc. 
  is there anything animals systematically avoid when they 
"group", although their cognitive abilities would allow them 
to:  humans don’t "group" __{V,#}, babies do no "group" CVC 
in the first stages => WHY ? 

Let’s look at “grouping”  Animal Phonology ? 1-Children do not begin with chunks resulting from surface 
« grouping » otherwise they will also produce at the first stages 
« CVC groups » that are available and frequent in the french 
input (i.e  [pul] « poule » hen, [vaʃ] « vache » cow, 
 As it has been observed in different languages (Fikkert et 
al.), the acquisition of codas is late and seems to be guided by 
markedness rather than by a surface-guided chunking of the 
speech 

2- At the later stages, they seem to develop not by copying flat 
grouping patterns but by spreading consonants and vowels on 
two separate tiers in a phonological abstract representation as 
regularly observed in the phonological development patterns 
as consonant/vowel harmony, dissociation, reduplication, 
onset/nucleus dissociation, metathesis  
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Types of syllables  6 children / 5 sessions 
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Example of production of a long word with 
internal and final codas at later stage 
(Claire, 2;7) 

⇒  Phonology only uses resources that are also instrumental 
for non-linguistic cognitive activity (third factor) 

⇒  FLB is made of cognitive capacities that pre-existed and 
were “recruited” to externalize ready-made language (i.e. 
the output of FLN) 

⇒ The same more general, language-unspecific cognitive 
resources used in language should produce the same 
structural patterns in other areas of human cognition, and in 
non-human animals (e.g. primates, whales and birds) 

THE QUESTION 
To acquire the phonology of a natural language, human 
babies need to group sounds by natural classes, to compute 
statistical distributions from transitional probabilities, to learn 
arbitrary patterns of distribution, and to segment a linear 
speech signal into syllables, feet, words, phrases and to 
combine them hierarchically in production (Yip, 2006).  

Other species (and especially mammals) are indeed able to 
perceive and produce patterns that suppose a « grouping » 
activity on the basis of an elementary vocabulary: cotton-top 
tamarins can chunk a speech signal into strings of alternating 
consonants and vowels, birds and whales produce branching-
structured songs (Samuels 2011).  
Can we thus argue for animal phonology ? 

OUR RESPONSE 
 “Animal phonology” is possible if other species are able 
to do the same things than humans : do animals acquire 
and manipulate codas that are very specific  patterns 
that humans acquire, produce perceive and manipulate 
very easily without any explicit learning ?  


