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Summary of Doctoral Dissertation

This dissertation investigates experimentally the pronunciation of the consonantal length contrast in Japanese by
learners whose native languages have different phonological properties with regard to the presence/absence of
such a contrast: Italian, French and English. Specifically, it explores the role of L1 influence on L2 production

with regard to accuracy and acoustic cues.

Geminate consonants are found in abundance in the Japanese lexicon and contrast with singleton ones (e.g. kata
‘shoulder’ vs. katta ‘had a pet’). This consonant type is well-known for both having a high functional load in
Japanese and being challenging for learners to acquire, especially when their L1s don’t have such a contrast. It
appears therefore that a specific attention is needed for this contrast in language teaching and accordingly, this
dissertation investigates the acquisition of geminate consonants for learners of three different L1s: Italian, French
and English. The three L1ls of the learners were chosen for their specific phonological properties: In Italian
consonantal length is contrastive, while it is not in English. The case of French is more complex as it has a few

cases of phonemic gemination although their reality in native speakers’ perception and production is questionable.

Based on the phonological properties of each L1, the assumption in this dissertation is that the acquisition of the
Japanese consonantal length contrast is less challenging for Italian learners that have the same contrast in their L1
than for English learners who don’t. Furthermore, for French, in which the status of geminate consonants is more

problematic, the expectation is that it would be less challenging than for English but more than for Italian learners.

This dissertation aims at (i) identifying language-specific difficulties and production cues and (ii) providing data
from understudied learner groups, in order to understand better L1 influence on L2 acquisition mechanisms and

difficulties.

A production experiment was conducted in order to investigate the singleton-geminate contrast in the
pronunciation of the three learner populations. 25 learners and 8 native speakers participated in the experiment and
were recorded while doing a proficiency test and a reading task. The proficiency test, designed for this study,
evaluated the pronunciation level of the learners based on native judgement which allowed to avoid the use of

writing or reading skills which have been shown to be not very reliable predictors of learners’ oral proficiency.

The collected data was first analyzed in terms of accuracy. Results indicated that Italian learners were the most
accurate, and English the least. Furthermore, no significant difference was observed in terms of accuracy between
French and Italian learners. When looking at accuracy by consonant manner, no significant difference was

observed.

The investigation of the acoustic patterns in native speakers and learners allowed to shed light on the following
characteristics. First, the results for Japanese native speakers were consistent with those of previous studies and
confirmed the closure/frication duration as the primary cue, and vowel duration as the secondary cue: Preceding

vowels are longer and following vowel shorter in a geminate environment. Although the results indicated that
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similarly to native speakers, all learner groups (regardless their L1) rely on closure duration as a primary cue for
production of geminate consonants, the situation was different for the secondary cue. The analysis of the data
allowed to identify different cues depending on the learner group: The duration of surrounding vowels was not an
active cue in French and English native speakers’ production. However, for Italian learners, the duration of
surrounding vowels was a secondary cue, but with a pattern different from the one observed in native speakers’
pronunciation. Namely, Italian learners rely on their L1 production cues for L2 production of geminate

consonants.

The last chapter of this dissertation proposes a theoretical model to account for the present results. I divide the
acquisition process of the phonemic contrast in two phases: (i) the building of phonological representations

between short (singleton) and long (geminate) consonants and (ii) the phonetic implementation of the contrast.

The fact that all learners were able to make a clear distinction in their pronunciation between singleton and
geminate consonants with a consistent ratio constitutes a piece of evidence indicating that they were able to build
two separate phonemic representations for short and long consonants. That is, the learners acquired the
singleton-geminate contrast. However, the use of secondary production cues suggests that although the contrast is

acquired, differences between learners appear in the way they phonetically implement the contrast.

Italian learners, who have a consonantal length contrast in their L1, don’t need to build phonological
representations because they are already available for them. However, when it comes to phonetic implementation,
owing to the fact they are using L1 phonological representations, they rely on their L1 cues. For English and
French native speakers on the other hand the absence of contrastive gemination in their L1 makes it more
challenging to create separate phonemic categories, but they do not suffer from the influence of a linguistic

conditioning from some L1 cues.

What the results from this dissertation suggest is that contrary to predictions, phonemic category building is easier
for learners who have the contrast in their L1, while phonetic implementation of a native-like language specific

timing control is more challenging for them.



Summary of the Dissertation Evaluation

The final meeting to evaluate the dissertation submitted by Ms. Céleste Guillemot was held between 10:10 and
11:20 am on December 21st, 2018 at the Education Research Building I -247. Having reviewed and carefully
evaluated the dissertation and interviewed the researcher, all the members of the Dissertation Evaluation
Committee agreed that Ms. Guillemot has produced a quality dissertation with regard to the overall presentation,
research focus, and results, and added value to the areas of second language phonology research. The committee
members also agreed that Ms. Guillemot has developed competencies required for a confident researcher and
practitioner in her field. Thereby, the Committee unanimously approved that Ms. Céleste Guillemot passed the

Ph.D. final evaluation.

Overall this Ph.D. dissertation is well structured and properly presented. It consists of 8 chapters. In Chapter 1, the
problem and dissertation topic are clearly presented. In Chapter 2, review of literature is done in a logical manner,
issues concerning geminate consonants are clearly presented, and methods for investigating these consonants fully
explored. In Chapter 3, goals of experiments are presented to address research problems. In Chapter 4, procedures,
data collection and experimental methods are meticulously described. In Chapter 5, research findings from
accuracy studies are reported. In Chapter 6, results on production cues in Japanese native speakers and in learners
with background in French, English or Italian are thoroughly presented. In Chapter 7, discussions on key findings
of the study are carried out in relation to previous literature, focusing on major aspects; the acquisition of
phonemic contrast doesn’t result in native-like phonetic implementation. In Chapter 8, the results of the study are

summarized and future directions of the research are discussed.

This study examines and reports on the pronunciation of the consonantal length contrast in Japanese by learners
whose native languages have different phonological properties with regard to the presence/absence of such a
contrast: presence of geminates (Italian), absence of geminates (English) and no contrastive geminates (French).
Specifically, it explores the role of L1 influence on L2 production with regard to accuracy and acoustic cues. The
study proposes that the acquisition of phonemic contrast such as consonantal length is independent of phonetic
implementation of the contrast. Based on the findings, the study proposes a model of phonological acquisition that

aims to account for the asymmetry between phonetics and phonology.

The Committee members believe that this study will contribute to further understanding of how the acquisition of
phonemic contrast is tightly connected with phonetic implementation The phonological acquisition model
proposed in the study will help us to understand why certain foreign accents are more prominent even if learners

have advantage from their own L1.

The dissertation is well written. However, the Committee made minor remarks for further improvement of the

dissertation. In particular, there is need to check consistent use of pronunciation symbols.

Based on these observations, we recommend that the candidate be awarded the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.



To close, the Committee acknowledges extensive efforts made by Ms. Céleste Guillemot and offers her warm

congratulations for successful completion of the dissertation.



