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Individuals who learn a second language (L2) seldom manage to negotiate the full
range of differences between the sound systems of their native language (L1) and
that of the second language if they begin learning the L2 beyond early childhood.
Most speech errors in an L2 can be traced to differences in the inventory of sounds
used in the L1 and L2, or to differences in the possible sequences in which those
sounds can be arranged to form syllables and words. Also, many of the position
sensitive allophones (or “sounds”) that any two languages might be said to “share”
are likely to differ in their phonetic realisation. The nature of the phonetic and
phonological differences that distinguish any L1-L2 pair is principally responsible for
the kind of foreign accent one will hear. A German accent in English, for example,
is very different from an Italian accent because English differs from German and
Italian in different ways.

Listeners, once they have acquired an L1, are language-specific perceivers of speech.
In early stages of L2 acquisition, at least, bilinguals process L2 phonetic segments
through the grid of their L1 phonology. Through a process called “interlingual
identification”, words heard in the L2 are decomposed into familiar L1 sounds, then
produced accordingly. L2 phonology is thus like new wine in old bottles. For
example, French /y/ may be produced as /i/ by native Portuguese speakers, but as
/u/ by native English speakers. This is because Portuguese speakers identify French
/y/ with Portuguese /i/ whereas English speakers typically identify French /y/ with
English /u/. The influence of L1 phonology on L2 production may even be present
when one does not hear segmental substitutions. For example, Spanish speakers may
produce all four segments of the English word “taco” with Spanish phonetic charac-
teristics (Flege and Munro, 1994). Among other things, they are apt to produce /t/
with voice onset time (VOT) values that are too short for English (Spanish /t/ is
realised with short-lag VOT), and to produce /a/ with F, values that are too high
(because Spanish /a/ may be used in place of English /a/).

A question of great interest is whether segmental substitutions, and phonetic errors
not resulting in perceived sound substitutions, arise from an inability to motorically
realise sounds not found in the L1, or whether they have a perceptual basis. It seems
reasonable to think that L2 learners will not generally produce what they do not

perceive. One might hypothesise that at least certain L2 production errors arise
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