Bilingualisms and phonetic compliance
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Certain types of bilingualism could facilitate the acquisition of a third language (Cenoz, 2003;
Sanz, 2000) and more specifically, may improve phonetic learning, at least for certain foreign
phonetic contrasts (Antoniou et al., 2015). This advantage in foreign language learning could be
due to specific experience with two phonemic systems as well as to cognitive advantages generally
associated to bilingualism, such as increased executive functioning (Barak & Bialystok, 2011)
and/or greater functional awareness of language (Rutgers & Evans, 2015), likely to have an impact
on speech perception and production skills. Following this, it may be assumed that some bilinguals
could demonstrate enhanced phonetic compliance — the inherent ability to produce speech sounds
unusual in their native language(s) (Delvaux et al., 2014) — in comparison to monolinguals, or at
least that this ability woud develop differently in bilingual and monolingual speakers.

In order to assess phonetic compliance in bilingual and monolingual adults, we collected data
from four Dutch-French Belgian bilingual participants that were subsequently compared to the data
of four monolingual participants gathered from a previous study (Delvaux et al., 2014). The data
collection paradigm was based on 10 repetitions of French and Dutch vowels and 6 reproductions of
94 synthesized vowel-like stimuli distributed accross the entire vocalic space. Formants values were
automatically measured in the middle of productions and manually verified. Following Delvaux et
al. (2014), three indices were computed to : (i) assess the distance betwen the stimuli and the
corresponding productions, (ii) take account of the structure of each individual’s native
phonological system(s), (ii1) assess the participants’ degree of phonetic control.

Results revealed no significant difference between monolinguals and bilinguals but still, proved
interesting. Indeed, the ranking of bilingual participants differed across the three indices, suggesting
more diversified profiles than among monolingual participants. Actually, the productions’
distributions over the vocalic space demonstrated differences in performances among bilinguals,
that were captured by the indices. In conclusion, these results confirm the multidimensionality and
complexity of phonetic compliance, particularly in bilingual speakers, and emphasize the interest of
a multi-componentional approach in assessing phonetic compliance, as well as the need for further
refinements of the theoretical underlying reflection.
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