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The present case study is a preliminary investigation aimed to make an attempt to verify how prosody can help 

adult listeners to understand young children. A 1.5-hour conversation of a three-year-old Russian girl and her 

mother was audiotaped and analysed. The speech of the girl is not typical of her normally developing peers, as 

many vowels and consonants are substituted, and segmental information is no longer sufficient for adequate 

semantic interpretation. However, the girl’s mother manages to fully understand what her child is saying. It 

seems interesting to investigate what perceptual cues are responsible for the mother’s adequate interpretation. 

The child widely uses suprasegmental information during the acquisition of the native language phonological 

system. It is possible that the girl has adopted the “expressive” strategy in language acquisition. Children 

adopting this strategy focus on “horizontal”, syntagmatic information in perceiving and producing speech 

(Sikorsky, 1899; de Boisson-Bardies, 1996; Jusczyk, 1997). Acoustic characteristics of the child’s speech were 

analysed by means of computer programmes. The experimental analysis comprised generating pitch contours of 

the utterances, correlating accented and unaccented syllable duration, calculating the number of different vowels 

and consonants used by the child, and producing substitution matrixes for consonants and vowels. Three 

properties of the child's speech were identified as probable contributors to the mother's success in understanding 

her daughter. First, the main Russian intonation types are present in the girl’s speech production, well matched 

with appropriate syntactic constructions. Acoustic analysis revealed that pitch contours of the utterances 

produced by the child look very much like Russian “adult” intonation patterns. Secondly, the temporal 

proportion of accented, pre-accented and post-accented syllables is almost the same as in adults’ speech. This is 

important, as duration is the main acoustic correlate of word accent in Russian, and accounts not only for 

perception of word accent, but may also be relevant for listeners in segmenting speech. Finally, the child has 

several recurrent patterns of segment substitutions, which might serve as perceptual cues for the mother. Future 

work will include perceptual experiments involving Russian adults other than the girl's mother. It would be 

especially interesting to compare adults' perception of this girl's speech with their perception of other children's 

speech who are considered easier to understand, in order to elucidate the extent to which adults use the same or 

different acoustic properties to understand children's speech.   
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