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SENSITIVITY TO VOWEL, CONSONANT AND TONE
VARIATION IN EARLY CHILDHOOD

Although tone language learners represent the l inguistic
majority,  much less is known about how tones are integrated
into lexical representations in comparison to more typically
studied vowels and consonants. Most of the previous work
investigating lexical processing in tone language learners has
focused on infants and toddlers. A key finding from this
research is that tones seem to be assigned less lexical priority
than vowels and consonants and that this ‘downweighting’ of
tone increases with age. In this study, 6-year-old Mandarin
monolinguals (Jinhua, China) and Mandarin-English
bil inguals (Singapore) learners growing up in Singapore were
tested on their spoken word recognition abil it ies. Results
reveal asynchronous influences of vowel,  consonant and tone
variation on spoken word recognition as well as effects of
language background (bil ingual/monolingual) on sensitivity
to phonological variation.

Thilanga Dilum Wewalaarachchi is a postdoctoral fellow at
the Department of Psychology. She completed her PhD
under the supervision of Dr. Leher Singh, and delivered the
valedictory address at her graduation ceremony in 2019. 
In her dissertation work, she explored how monolingual and
bilingual kindergarteners differed in the ways in which they
processed spoken words. She is currently working on a
project investigating how childhood bilingualism influences
language acquisition during infancy.
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