
 

Clusters by Spanish-Speaking Children 
 

Jessica A. Barlow 
San Diego State University 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 
There have been numerous studies on children’s acquisition of consonant clusters. The available 

published research shows that systematic reduction patterns are common in the process of acquiring 
such structures (McLeod et al., 2001; Smit, 1993). This systematicity occurs not only within children’s 
sound systems, but also across children’s sound systems, specifically in terms of the nature of the error 
patterns on clusters. 

To be precise, there is one trend identified in the literature on cluster acquisition which is referred 
to as “sonority-based onset selection” (Pater and Barlow, 2003), in which the least sonorous segment 
of the target cluster is preserved (e.g., Barlow, 1997; Chin, 1996; Gnanadesikan, in press; Ohala, 1996; 
Ohala, 1999), following a sonority scale such as that in (1). To take an example, a cluster such as /br-/ 
would reduce to [b], while /-nt-/ would reduce to [t]. 

 
(1) Sonority scale (Blevins, 1995; Selkirk, 1984) 

vowels > glides > liquids > nasals > fricatives > stops 
 
The majority of evidence of this sonority pattern comes from studies of tautosyllabic clusters, that 

is, those that are part of the same syllable (e.g., /br-/ in ‘bring’). Few studies have considered 
acquisition patterns for heterosyllabic clusters, that is, those that are split across two syllables (e.g., /-
nt-/ in ‘winter’) (but see Chervela, 1981; Ohala, 1998). Furthermore, while there is some evidence in 
support of the sonority pattern from other languages (e.g., Fikkert, 1994; Goldstein and Cintrón, 2001; 
Jongstra, 2003; Lleó and Prinz, 1996; Ruke-Dravina, 1990), there is still the need for more cross-
linguistic research to evaluate the pattern in other languages. 

The purpose of this paper is therefore to consider children’s acquisition of both tautosyllabic and 
heterosyllabic clusters of Spanish, for which not a lot of evidence exists. In doing so, asymmetries in 
reduction strategies within and across children’s grammars will be considered as they compare to 
findings cross-linguistically. These strategies will be accounted for within an optimality theoretic 
framework (OT; Prince and Smolensky, 1993/2002). Under that framework, cluster reduction is 
attributed to high ranking syllable markedness constraints which outrank certain faithfulness 
constraints in children’s grammars (e.g., Gnanadesikan, in press; Smolensky, 1996).  

 
2. Data Sources 
 

The data for this study come from three Spanish-speaking children, one who was developing in a 
typical fashion (BL4), and two with phonological delay (SD1 and SD2). Characteristics of these 
children are described briefly here; for more specific details about each child’s sound system and data 
collection procedures, see Barlow (2003b; 2003c; in press). 

Data from BL4 (female, aged 2;8) were drawn from the archives of a descriptive study of 
typically-developing Spanish-English bilingual children. BL4 was learning Southern Californian 
dialects of Spanish and English and was dominant in Spanish (which was the home language). A 120-
word speech sample was obtained using picturable images or objects that represented the targeted 
words. The goal was to elicit a spontaneous production of the target word (without a model from the 
investigator) whenever possible. In some cases, however, it was necessary to elicit a delayed imitation, 

Sonority Effects in the Production of Consonant 

© 2005 Jessica A. Barlow. Selected Proceedings of the 6th Conference on the Acquisition of Spanish and 

Portuguese as First and Second Languages, ed. David Eddington, 1-14. Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Proceedings 

Project.



 

in which case the investigator elicited the target word (e.g., manzana ‘apple’) in the following manner: 
Es una manzana. ¿Qué es? (‘It is an apple. What is it?’). 

Data from SD1 (female; aged 3;4) and SD2 (female; aged 3;9), were drawn from an ongoing 
treatment study that experimentally evaluates monolingual Spanish-speaking children’s phonological 
acquisition following phonological treatment. Both children were acquiring a Southern California 
variety of Spanish. Because there are currently no standardized measures available for a quantitative 
diagnosis of phonological delay in Spanish-speaking children for this particular dialect, classification 
of these children as delayed was based on parent/teacher concern that the children’s use of speech 
sounds was not developing appropriately. This is a method of diagnosis that has been reported to be 
highly reliable (Gutiérrez-Clellen and Kreiter, 2003; Restrepo, 1998). Both children were developing 
normally in all other respects, and this was based on formal and informal assessments of receptive and 
expressive language, hearing, intelligence, and oral-motor skills. Data for SD1 and SD2 were drawn 
from their pretreatment evaluations, prior to any experimental manipulation of their sound systems. 
The 214-word speech sample was elicited in the same manner as for BL4.  

The productions of all three children were transcribed by two different students in the graduate 
program in speech-language pathology at San Diego State University. The transcribers were bilingual 
in Spanish and English and trained in phonetic transcription of both languages using the IPA. 
Interjudge transcription reliability on 20% of the data was calculate at 91% for BL4; 89% for SD1; and 
88% for SD2. 

 
3. BL4 

 
We consider BL4’s sound system first. For tautosyllabic clusters, BL4 reduces to the least 

sonorous singleton, following the sonority pattern. Examples of this pattern are found in (2), where 
both word-initial and word-internal tautosyllabic clusters are reduced. 

 
(2) Sonority pattern in tautosyllabic cluster reduction 

 
Target Production Gloss  
plato [pato] ‘plate’ 
cumpleaños [kumpanos] ‘birthday’ 
bloque [boke] ‘block’ 
sombrero [sombelo] ‘hat’ 
tren [ten] ‘train’ 
cruz [kus] ‘cross’ 
chicle [tike] ‘gum’ 
negro [neo] ‘black’ 
tigre [tike] ‘tiger’ 
fresa [fesa] ‘strawberry’ 
flor [fole] ‘flower’ 
 
To account for this general pattern of cluster reduction within OT, it is assumed that a constraint 

against marked syllable structure, in this case complex onsets, outranks faithfulness constraints 
requiring that input and output representations be identical. These constraints are *COMPLEX and 
MAX, respectively, as defined in (3).  

 
(3) *COMPLEX: No branching onsets (Prince and Smolensky, 1993/2002) 

MAX: No deletion (McCarthy and Prince, 1995) 
 
Ranking *COMPLEX over MAX only accounts for the reduction of the cluster; it does not 

account for which segment is deleted. Accounting for which segment is deleted requires an appeal to a 
set of sonority constraints, ranked in a universal order, that show a preference for low sonority 
segments in the onset (Pater and Barlow, 2003; adapted from Prince and Smolensky, 1993/2002). As 
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shown in (4), given the fixed ranking, a glide in the onset is worse than a liquid, which is worse than a 
nasal, and so on. 

 
(4) *G-ONS >> *L- ONS >> *N- ONS >> *F- ONS 

 
A sample tableau in (5) shows how ranking *COMPLEX over MAX and the sonority constraints 

accounts for the sonority pattern exhibited in BL4’s productions for tautosyllabic clusters:  
 

(5) /fesa/ → [fesa] 
 

/fesa/ ‘strawberry’ *COMPLEX MAX *L-ONS *F-ONS 
a.  [fesa] *!  * * 
b. 
c.  [esa]  * *!  

 
The tableau shows how candidate (b) [fesa] is selected over (a) [fesa] and (c) [esa] for input /fesa/. 
Thus, violation of *COMPLEX is not tolerated in BL4’s grammar, while violation of MAX is. 
Similarly, it is worse to violate *L-ONS than it is to violate *F-ONS. 

While BL4’s grammar disallows tautosyllabic clusters, heterosyllabic clusters surface target 
appropriately, and this is shown in the data in (6). 

 
(6) Preservation of heterosyllabic clusters 

 
Target Production Gloss  
estampa [tampa] ‘stamp’ 
cumpleaños [kumpanos] ‘birthday’ 
elefante [elefante] ‘elephant’ 
lengua [lea] ‘tongue’ 
manzana [manzana] ‘apple’  
sombrero [sombelo] ‘hat’ 
dulces [dulses] ‘sweets’ 
delfín [elfin] ‘dolphin’ 
falda [falta] ‘skirt’ 
árbol [albol] ‘tree’ 
 
To account for BL4’s production of heterosyllabic consonant clusters, it is assumed that MAX is 

outranking the markedness constraint *CODA (defined in (7)), which prohibits the occurrence of coda 
consonants. Codas are allowed in BL4’s sound system, given the occurrence of heterosyllabic 
consonant sequences (as well as word-final consonants, but see following sections for further 
discussion of the status of word-final consonants). This motivates the low ranking of *CODA below 
MAX. A sample tableau that illustrates this ranking is shown in (8). 

 
(7) *CODA: No codas (Prince and Smolensky, 1993/2002) 
 
(8) /dulses/ → [dulses] 
 

/dulses/ ‘sweets’ MAX *CODA 
a. ** 
b.  [du.ses] *! * 

 
The overall ranking for BL4 is shown in (9). This ranking allows for heterosyllabic clusters to 

surface, while tautosyllabic clusters are reduced to singletons following the sonority pattern.  
 

 [fesa]  *  * 

 [dul.ses]  
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(9) Overall ranking for BL4 
 
 *COMPLEX 
 
 MAX 
 
 *CODA *L-ONS 
 
  *N-ONS 
 
  *F-ONS 

 
A sample tableau in (10) shows how a heterosyllabic cluster would be preserved, but a 

tautosyllabic cluster would be reduced. (Here only relevant segments are shown for clarity purposes, 
given additional changes that occur.) 

 
(10) Illustrative tableau for BL4’s grammar: /-mb-/ → [-mb-] 
 

/sombeo/ ‘hat’ *COMP MAX *COD *L-ONS *N-ONS 
a.  [...m.b...] *!  * *  
b. * *   
c.  [...m....]  * * *!  
d.  [...b...] *! *  *  
e.  [...m...]  **!   * 

 
Let us now consider the second child, SD1, who shows the opposite patterning in her productions 

of tautosyllabic and heterosyllabic clusters. 
 

4. SD1 
 
Contrary to that of BL4, SD1’s sound system allows tautosyllabic clusters to be produced intact, 

without reduction, as shown in (11). 
 

(11) Preservation of tautosyllabic clusters 
 
Target Production Gloss  
plátanos [plata] ‘bananas’ 
plato [plato] ‘plate’ 
bloque [bloke] ‘block’  
brinca [bika] ‘jumps’  
estrella [eteja] ‘star’ 
tren [ten] ‘train’  
chanclas [taklas] ‘sandals’ 
chicles [tikles] ‘gum’  
cruz [kus] ‘cross’  
fresa [feda] ‘strawberry’ 
 
To account for the preservation of clusters in onset position, it is assumed that SD1’s grammar 

ranks MAX over *COMPLEX, allowing for the more faithful form to surface, as shown with the 
example of plato ‘plate’ in (12).  

 

 [...m.b...]  
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(12) /plato/ → [plato] 
 

/plato/ ‘plate’ MAX *COMPLEX 
a. * 
b.  [pato] *!  

 
Despite the fact that tautosyllabic clusters are allowed in SD1’s system, heterosyllabic clusters are 

disallowed. In (13), SD1’s productions of heterosyllabic clusters are shown. In each case, the target 
cluster is reduced to the least sonorous segment, regardless of the cluster type. Again, this is an 
example of the sonority pattern. 

 

 
Target Production Gloss   
campanas [kapanas] ‘bells’  
fuente [fuete] ‘water fountain’ 
gente [exetes] ‘people’ 
pintura [putua] ‘painting’ 
brinca [bika] ‘jumps’ 
blanca [blaka] ‘white’ 
chanclas [taklas] ‘sandals’ 
gancho [ato] ‘hook’ 
tambor [tabo] ‘drum’  
lengua [leua] ‘tongue’ 
delfín [ofi] ‘dolphin’ 
dulces [dues] ‘sweets’ 
 
At first glance, it appears that this pattern in (13) could be accounted for by appealing to the same 

constraints that account for tautosyllabic cluster reduction patterns, namely, MAX and the sonority 
constraints, plus *CODA. Ranking *CODA above MAX and the sonority constraints would account 
for the pattern nicely, as shown in (14). 

 
(14) /bika/ → [bika] 
 

/bika/ ‘jumps’ *CODA MAX *N-ONS 
a.  [bi.ka] *!   
b.  
c.  [bi.a]  * *! 

 
However, this analysis might appear problematic when we consider that word-final consonants are 

allowed to occur in SD1’s grammar; this is clear from her productions of tren ‘train’, chanclas 
‘sandals’, dulces ‘sweets’, and other forms in (11) and (13). Assuming word-final consonants are 
codas, an apparent ranking paradox is observed, because MAX must outrank *CODA in order to 
account for those consonant-final forms, as shown in (15). 

 
(15) /ten/ → [ten]: A ranking paradox for *CODA and MAX? 
 

/ten/ ‘train’ MAX *CODA 
a. * 
b.  [te] *!  

 
Therefore, an alternative explanation is needed in order to account for the asymmetry between 

word-internal codas and word-final consonants in SD1’s grammar. 

(13) Sonority pattern in heterosyllabic cluster reduction 

 [plato]  

 [bi.ka]  * 

 [ten]  
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SD1’s grammar is similar to languages such as Luo, Yapese, and Yucatec Maya, which disallow 
word-internal syllables closed with a consonant, but allow final consonants (Harris and Gussmann, 
2002; Kaye, 1990; Piggott, 1999). The asymmetry observed in these grammars has been explained in a 
variety of ways. For instance, many have proposed that word-final consonants are extraprosodic in 
certain languages. More recently, researchers have proposed that word-final consonants actually are 
onsets to syllables lacking a vowel (e.g., Goad and Brannen, 2003).  

There is much disagreement regarding whether Spanish is an onset-final or coda-final language 
(Harris, 1983; Harris and Gussmann, 2002). Nevertheless, regardless of the status of Spanish as a 
fully-developed system, children’s sound systems often differ from the adult systems in a variety of 
ways by allowing certain nonambient structures to occur while disallowing other ambient structures. 
Thus, it possible that a child’s sound system could allow word-final onsets, even when the 
corresponding adult sound system does not.  

In fact, Goad and Brannen (2003) propose that word-final onsets are unmarked relative to word-
final codas. As a result of this markedness relationship, Goad and Brannen argue that final consonants 
are first analyzed by children as onsets, regardless of how they appear to pattern in the adult language 
(but see Lleó, 2003, for an alternative account). Their evidence comes from their evaluation of the 
sound systems of five children learning English, who exhibit commonly-occurring patterns of 
epenthesis (e.g., [b] ‘up’), word-final aspiration (e.g., [mith] ‘meat’), and nasal release (e.g., [dædn] 
‘dad’). They argue that these patterns are revealing of how final consonants behave as onsets more 
than as codas, given that the release properties of these consonants are more similar to onsets rather 
than codas. Goad and Brannen assume that these children are producing relatively unmarked forms as 
compared to those with codas. 

Returning to SD1, since no word-internal codas are allowed, but final consonants do occur, it is 
assumed that final consonants are onsets in her sound system. Following that assumption, it is further 
assumed that *CODA is in fact responsible for the heterosyllabic cluster reduction pattern, as 
originally considered (refer to the tableau in (14)). Accordingly, a word like tren ‘train’ would surface 
with a final consonant, in spite of high-ranking *CODA; but the final consonant would violate a lower-
ranked constraint against empty-headed syllables, as defined in (16) and illustrated in (17).  

 
(16) *EMPTY: Syllabic positions must be phonetically interpreted (Harris and Gussmann, 2002) 

 
(17) Word-final onsets: /ten/ → [ten] 
 

/ten/ ‘train’ *CODA MAX *EMPTY 
a.  [ten] *!   
b.  * 
c.  [te]  *!  

 
This also allows for reduction of heterosyllabic clusters, as with tambor [tabo] ‘drum’, shown in 

the tableau in (18). 
 

(18) Illustrative tableau for SD1’s grammar: /tambo/ → [tabo] 
 

/tambo/ ‘drum’ *CODA MAX *EMPTY *L-ONS *N-ONS 
a.  [tam.bo] **!     
b.  [tam.bo.] *!  * *  
c. *  
d.  [ta.mo.]  * * * *! 
e.  [ta.bo]  **!    

 
The final ranking shown in (19) is posited to account for SD1’s productions of tauto- and 

heterosyllabic consonant clusters.  
 

 [te.n]  

 [ta.bo.]  * * 
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(19) Overall ranking for SD1 
 
 *CODA 
 
 MAX 
 
 *COMPLEX *EMPTY *L-ONS  
 
    *N-ONS 
 
    *F-ONS 

 
Thus far, two rather systematic grammars, though with opposite cluster production patterns, have 

been described. While BL4 reduces tautosyllabic clusters and maintains heterosyllabic clusters, SD1 
maintains tautosyllabic clusters and reduces the heterosyllabic clusters. Despite these opposing 
patterns of production, one factor holds constant: When reduction does occur, the sonority pattern 
accounts for their productions in all cases. 

Next, the third child is considered. SD2 reduces both tauto- and heterosyllabic clusters. The 
sonority pattern generally accounts for this child’s productions; however, in specific contexts this 
pattern is disrupted. 

 
5. SD2 

 
Starting with tautosyllabic clusters we see that, similar to BL4, SD2 also reduces tautosyllabic 

clusters. In each case, the reductions adhere to the sonority pattern, as shown in the data in (20). 
 

(20) Sonority pattern in tautosyllabic cluster reduction 
 
Target Production Gloss  
plato [pato] ‘plate’  
princesa [pisesa] ‘princess’ 
bloque [boke] ‘block’ 
libro [libo] ‘book’ 
bruja [buxa] ‘witch’ 
tren [ten] ‘train’  
clavo [kao] ‘nail’  
bisicleta [bisiketa] ‘bicycle’ 
crema [kema] ‘cream’ 
globos [oos] ‘balloons’ 
grande [ane] ‘large’ 
flecha [feta] ‘arrow’ 
frente [fete] ‘forehead’ 
 
It is therefore assumed that the same ranking that accounts for BL4’s reduction of tautosyllabic 

clusters also accounts for SD2’s productions, as illustrated in the tableau in (21). 
 

(21) /fleta/ → [feta] 
 

/fleta/ ‘arrow’ *COMPLEX MAX *L-ONS *F-ONS 
a.  [fleta] *!  * * 
b. *  * 
c.  [leta]  * *!  

 

 [feta]  
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SD2’s grammar disallows heterosyllabic clusters as well, similar to SD1. Generally, the sonority 
pattern of reduction is followed for these clusters, as shown in (22). 

 
(22) Sonority pattern for most heterosyllabic clusters 

 
Target Production Gloss  
campana [kapana] ‘bell’  
cumpleaños [kupano] ‘birthday’ 
gente [xete] ‘people’ 
llanta [tata] ‘tire’ 
pintura [pitula] ‘painting’ 
brinca [bika] ‘jumps’ 
blanco [bako] ‘white’ 
manzana [masana] ‘apple’ 
sarten [saten] ‘pan’  
dulces [duses] ‘sweets’ 
dormida [nomija] ‘slept’ 
 
As with SD1’s grammar, final consonants do occur in SD2’s productions (e.g., dulces [duses] 

‘sweets’, as well as other examples in (20) and (22)). This is another example of a grammar that allows 
final consonants but not word-internal codas. It is therefore assumed that final consonants are onsets in 
SD2’s grammar, as with SD1’s. Following that assumption, *CODA must be ranked relatively high in 
her grammar, while *EMPTY is ranked relatively low. Refer to the tableau in (23) for this ranking. 

 
(23) /ten/ → [ten] 
 

/ten/ ‘train’ *CODA MAX *EMPTY 
a.  [ten] *!   
b.  * 
c.  [te]  *!  

 
The same ranking that accounts for SD1’s reduction of heterosyllabic clusters accounts for the 

reduction of the majority of such clusters in SD2’s grammar as well. This is illustrated in the tableau in 
(24). 

 
(24) /bika/ → [bika]  
 

/bika/ ‘jumps’ *CODA MAX *N-ONS 
a.  [bi.ka] *!   
b.  
c.  [bi.a]  * *! 

 
While this proposed ranking accounts for most heterosyllabic clusters in SD2’s productions, there 

are, however, certain cluster reduction patterns which diverge from the sonority pattern. The data in 
(25) show how nasal + voiced stop clusters instead reduce to the most sonorous segment in SD2’s 
productions. This is a pattern that deviates from the general sonority pattern; but in fact, a similar 
asymmetry has been observed in diary studies of children learning Spanish and English (Hernández-
Chávez et al., 1975; Macken, 1979; Smith, 1973).  

 

 [te.n]  

 [bi.ka]  * 
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(25) Reduction to most sonorous segment: nasal + voiced stop clusters 
 
Target Production Gloss  
grande [ane] ‘big’  
bandera [aneja] ‘flag’ 
llorando [dolano] ‘crying’ 
lengua [lenua] ‘tongue’ 
prende [pene] ‘turn on’ 
tamborito [tamolito] ‘little drum’ 
 
With the ranking as it currently stands, we incorrectly predict that the obstruent [d], rather than the 

sonorant [n] would be chosen by the grammar, as shown in (26). 
 

(26) SD2’s nasal + voiced obstruent clusters: /ande/ → *[ade] 
 

/ande/ ‘big’ *CODA MAX *N-ONS 
a.  [an.de] *!   
b.  [ade]  *  

 
To account for this asymmetry in reduction for the two different types of clusters, it is necessary 

to assume that some constraint interaction is occurring, which is disrupting the general sonority 
pattern.  

Since the nature of the asymmetry between the two cluster types relates to the voicing of 
obstruents, it is assumed that this asymmetry is the result of the interaction between the sonority 
constraints and segmental constraints related to voicing. Specifically, two additional constraints, 
defined in (27), are appealed to in order to account for these differential patterns of reduction 
(Lombardi, 1991; Lombardi, 1999). *VOICE, which is a markedness constraint against voiced 
obstruents, is in conflict with IDENT-VOICE, a faithfulness constraint requiring preservation of voice 
feature specifications. 

 
(27) *VOICE:  No voiced obstruents  
 IDENT-VOICE: Preserve voice features  

 
Independent motivation for *VOICE and IDENT-VOICE can be found in cross-linguistic patterns 

related to laryngeal phenomena. For instance, voicing plays a role in the differential patterning of 
certain heterosyllabic clusters in fully developed languages. Voiced nasal + consonant (NC) clusters, 
such as [nd], [mb], tend to be preferred cross-linguistically over voiceless NC clusters, such as [mp], 
[nt] (e.g., Archangeli et al., 1998; Pater, 1999). Yet, NC devoicing patterns also have been observed 
(Hyman, 2001); and, furthermore, a preference for voiceless versus voiced NC clusters have also been 
observed in acquisition (Barlow, 2003a, 2003d). Thus, the relative markedness of the two types of 
clusters is less clear. Regardless, the asymmetries in the patterning of these two cluster types appear to 
relate to voicing (Herbert 1986; Hyman 2001).  

For target nasal + voiced stop clusters, SD2’s grammar reduces to sonorants rather than voiced 
obstruents, which motivates the ranking of *VOICE over the sonority constraint *N-ONS, allowing for 
lengua ‘tongue’ to surface as [lenua], as shown in (28). 

 
(28) /leua/ → [lenua] 
 

/leua/ ‘tongue’ *VOICE *N-ONS 
a.  [le.ua] *!  
b.  * 

 
 [le.nua]  

c. ( ) [ane]  * *! 
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The independent rankings thus converge on the final ranking shown in (29), and two sample 
tableaux are shown in (30). 

 
(29) Overall ranking for SD2 
 
 *CODA  *COMPLEX  
 
  MAX 
 
 IDENT-VOICE  *L-ONS *EMPTY 
 
  *VOICE 
 
  *N-ONS 
 
  *F-ONS 

 
(30) Illustrative tableaux for SD2: /ande/ → [ane], /xente/ → [xete] 
 

/ande/ ‘big’ *COMP *COD MAX *L-ON *VOI *N-ON 
a.  [an.de] *! *  * **  
b.  [a.de]   **  **!  

 **  * * 
d.  [a.de]   ** *! *  
e.   [a.ne]   ** *!  * 

 
/xente/ ‘people’ *CODA ID-VOI MAX *VOI *N-ONS 
a.  [xen.te] *!     

 *   
c.   [xe.ne]   *  *! 
d.  [xe.de]  *! * *  

 
This ranking also predicts the emergent sonority pattern for sonorant + sonorant clusters in SD2’s 

productions, as in the case of dormida ‘slept’ shown in (31) (where only relevant segments are shown 
for simplicity, given additional changes that occur). 

 
(31) Emergent sonority: /-m-/ → [-m-] 
 

/domia/ ‘slept’ *COD MAX *L-ONS *N-ONS 
a.  […o.mi…] *!   * 
b.  […o.i…]  * *!  
c.  *  * 

 
6. Discussion 

 
To summarize, each child’s grammar treated consonant clusters in a unique but systematic 

fashion. BL4 reduced target tautosyllabic clusters, but preserved both segments in her productions of 
target heterosyllabic clusters. This motivated the ranking of *COMPLEX over MAX, which in turn 
was ranked over *CODA. SD1 preserved both segments of target tautosyllabic clusters, but reduced 
heterosyllabic clusters. This was accounted for by ranking *CODA over MAX, which was ranked 
above *COMPLEX. The third child, SD2, reduced both tautosyllabic and heterosyllabic clusters to 
singletons, which motivated the ranking of both *COMPLEX and *CODA over MAX. 

c.   [a.ne]  

b.  [xe.te]  

 […o.mi…]  
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These cluster production patterns do not appear to reflect characteristics specific to bilingualism 
(in the case of BL4) or to phonological delay (in the case of SD1 or SD2), given that these patterns 
have been reported to occur in the speech of other monolingual Spanish-speaking children, not to 
mention children from other language backgrounds. Of course, other aspects of BL4’s sound system 
may be reflective of her bilingualism (e.g., cases of transfer as reported in Barlow, 2003b). And, 
indeed, SD1 and SD2 differ from normally developing children in that they required phonological 
treatment to help eliminate their error patterns. To address the cluster production patterns specifically, 
a child such as SD1 would require treatment on syllable-final consonants, while a child like SD2 
would require treatment on both syllable-final consonants and complex onsets. This would result in the 
subsequent demotion of relevant markedness constraints (*CODA and *COMPLEX) below the 
faithfulness constraint MAX, thereby bringing the children’s sound systems more in line with the adult 
Spanish grammar. (For a detailed evaluation of the longitudinal change in SD2’s grammar following 
phonological treatment, see Barlow, 2003c.) 

Importantly, since the reduction of heterosyllabic clusters was independent of the reduction of 
tautosyllabic clusters, it appears that there is, not surprisingly, no universal ranking between the 
markedness constraints *COMPLEX and *CODA with respect to the faithfulness constraint MAX. To 
be more precise, BL4, SD1, and SD2 represented three possible rankings of the three constraints, 
which are similar to grammars of fully-developed systems (Blevins, 1995). Some examples of this are 
shown in the table in (32). Specifically, BL4’s grammar is not unlike those of Cairene and Finnish, 
which have coda consonants but not complex onsets. SD1’s grammar resembles that of Arabela and 
Mazateco, which have onset clusters but not coda consonants. SD2’s grammar is similar to Fijian, 
which does not allow complex onsets or codas. Of course, adult Spanish, allowing both types of 
clusters to occur, represents a fourth grammar, and this is the grammar that all three children are 
expected to settle on once acquisition is complete. 

 
(32) Cluster typology 
 

Ranking Cluster status Child Language 

a. *COMP >> MAX >> *CODA *tautosyllabic 
√heterosyllabic BL4 Cairene 

Finnish 

b. *CODA >> MAX >> *COMP √tautosyllabic 
*heterosyllabic SD1 Arabela 

Mazateco 

c. *COMP, *CODA >> MAX *tautosyllabic 
*heterosyllabic SD2 Fijian 

d. MAX >> *COMP, *CODA √tautosyllabic 
√heterosyllabic 

all 3 
(later) 

Spanish 
English 

 
Recall that SD1 and SD2 both produced word-final consonants. Despite that fact, we assumed that 

*CODA ranked high in both their grammars, given that heterosyllabic clusters reduced to singletons. 
To account for the asymmetry between word-internal codas and word-final consonants, it was 
proposed that word-final consonants in these two children’s sound systems were actually onsets, thus 
motivating the ranking of *CODA over *EMPTY. As stated previously, SD1’s and SD2’s grammars 
resemble other fully developed grammars, such as that of Yucatec Maya (Harris and Gussmann, 2002), 
by allowing final consonants but not word-internal codas.  

There are likewise languages that allow both word-internal codas and final consonants (e.g., 
English), or neither such forms (e.g., Zulu) (Harris and Gussmann, 2002). Assuming that those 
languages that have both word-internal codas and final consonants also vary in terms of how those 
final consonants pattern (as codas or as onsets), we have all possible rankings of *CODA and 
*EMPTY. It remains to be determined if all such rankings are observed in acquisition as well. 

We cannot be certain whether final consonants were analyzed as codas or onsets by BL4’s 
grammar, given that both word-internal codas and final consonants occurred in her productions. 
Therefore, it is also uncertain where *EMPTY ranks in her grammar. According to Goad and Brannen 
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(2003), we might predict that, early on in development, final consonants patterned as onsets in her 
grammar, following the assumption that they are relatively unmarked.  

Recall that all three children showed a general preference for low sonority in the onset position, 
which appears to be a general cross-linguistic preference. As mentioned previously, the sonority 
pattern has been established as a pattern for acquisition of a variety of languages. Thus, despite 
differences in constraint rankings, all three children in this study showed reduction patterns that 
resulted in syllable unmarkedness, which is common in developing grammars and is accounted for 
generally within optimality theory by ranking markedness constraints over faithfulness constraints 
(e.g., Gnanadesikan, in press; Smolensky, 1996). 

Yet, SD2 showed an asymmetry in terms of her reduction patterns. For the tautosyllabic clusters 
and most of the heterosyllabic clusters, she generally followed the same sonority pattern as BL4 and 
SD1, where the least sonorous segment was maintained. However, SD2’s productions showed a 
different pattern of reduction for target nasal + voiced stop clusters, which reduced to the most 
sonorous segment. This required an appeal to segmental constraints noted to be responsible for the 
differential patterning of voiced and voiceless obstruents cross-linguistically (*VOICE and IDENT-
VOICE).  

Similar such deviations from the sonority pattern have been observed for phonological acquisition 
of English, due to effects of markedness constraints against fricatives and dorsals, as well as 
faithfulness constraints pertaining to place (Pater and Barlow, 2003) or manner (Barlow, 2003a, 
2003d). In each of these cases, as with the present one, the more general pattern that prevailed was the 
sonority pattern. 

Given the constraints appealed to in the present study, it might be predicted that other types of 
cluster asymmetries may emerge. For example, the ranking in (29) allowed for nasal + voiced stop 
clusters to reduce to the most sonorous segment. Other rankings are also predicted to occur as shown 
in the typology in (33). We have evidence for these rankings for the three children in the present study, 
and a child in a related study (Fabiola, discussed in Barlow, 2003a, 2003d). BL4 and SD1 show no 
asymmetries with respect to the reduction of sonorant + voiced versus voiceless obstruent clusters, 
which motivated the relatively low ranking of *VOICE. SD2, on the other hand, shows an asymmetry 
with respect to nasal + voiced versus nasal + voiceless obstruent clusters, while other sonorant + 
obstruents show no such asymmetry. This motivated the ranking of *VOICE above *N-ONS, but 
below *L-ONS. Finally, a third child, Fabiola, discussed in Barlow (2003a, 2003d), showed an 
asymmetry for all sonorant + voiced versus voiceless obstruent clusters, and this motivated the ranking 
of *VOI above *L-ONS. 

 
(33) Factorial typology of *VOICE and sonority constraints 
 

 /lt/ /ld/ /nt/ /nd/ 
a. *VOI >> *L-ONS >> *N-ONS t l t n Fabiola 
b. *L-ONS >> *VOI >> *N-ONS t d t n SD2 
c. *L-ONS >> *N-ONS >> *VOI t d t d BL4, SD1 

 
For future research, it is necessary to continue to evaluate typological predictions such as this, not 

only in acquisition of Spanish, but also in other languages. In fact, there is still much to learn about 
cross-linguistic patterns of cluster acquisition. Further establishment of the sonority pattern as a 
general pattern, as well as the corresponding deviations, is especially warranted. Finally, further 
evaluation of the status of final consonants, and even final clusters and the way in which they pattern 
in acquisition, is also necessary. 
 
 
Notes 
 
* A longer, more detailed version of the analyses presented herein will appear in Barlow (in press). 
This research was supported in part by a grant from the National Institutes of Health to San Diego 
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State University (NIDCD 05754) and a Grant-in-Aid from San Diego State University. Special thanks 
to those who assisted with data collection, transcription, and analysis: Jennifer Gallegos, Carolina 
García, Marci Greim, Claudia Horita, Chenoa Perkins, Laura Sendek, Michele Snead, and Tim Tipton. 
 
References 
 
ARCHANGELI, DIANA, MOLL, LAURA and OHNO, KAZUTOSHI. 1998. Why not *NC 9. Chicago Linguistic Society, 

34.1-26. 
BARLOW, JESSICA A. 1997. A constraint-based account of syllable onsets: Evidence from developing systems, 

Indiana University: doctoral dissertation. 
—. 2003a. Constraint conflict in medial cluster reduction in Spanish phonological acquisition, paper presented at 

the 8th Southwestern Workshop on Optimality Theory, University of Arizona, Tucson. 
—. 2003b. The stop-spirant alternation in Spanish: Converging evidence for a fortition account. Southwest Journal 

of Linguistics, 22.51-86. 
—. 2003c. Phonological change and the representation of consonant clusters in Spanish: A case study. 

Manuscript, San Diego State University 
—. 2003d. Variation in cluster production patterns by Spanish-speaking children, paper presented at the 28th 

Annual Boston University Conference on Language Development. 
—. in press. Asymmetries in the acquisition of consonant clusters in Spanish. Canadian Journal of Linguistics. 
BLEVINS, JULIETTE. 1995. The syllable in phonological theory. The handbook of phonological theory, ed. by John 

A. Goldsmith, 206-44. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell. 
CHERVELA, NIRMALA. 1981. Medial consonant cluster acquisition by Telugu children. Journal of Child Language, 

8.63-73. 
CHIN, STEVEN B. 1996. The role of the sonority hierarchy in delayed phonological systems. Pathologies of speech 

and language: Contributions of clinical phonetics and linguistics, ed. by Thomas W. Powell, 109-17. New 
Orleans, LA: International Clinical Phonetics and Linguistics Association. 

FIKKERT, PAULA. 1994. On the acquisition of prosodic structure. The Hague: Holland Academic Graphics. 
GNANADESIKAN, AMALIA E. in press. Markedness and faithfulness constraints in child phonology. Fixing 

priorities: Constraints in phonological acquisition, ed. by René Kager, Joe Pater and Wim Zonneveld. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

GOAD, HEATHER and BRANNEN, KATHLEEN. 2003. Phonetic evidence for phonological structure in syllabification. 
The phonological spectrum, Vol. II: Suprasegmental structure, ed. by Jeroen van de Weijer, Vincent van 
Heuven and Harry van der Hulst, 3-30. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

GOLDSTEIN, BRIAN A. and CINTRÓN, PATRICIA. 2001. An investigation of phonological skills in Puerto Rican 
Spanish-speaking 2-year-olds. Clinical Linguistics & Phonetics, 15.343-61. 

GUTIÉRREZ-CLELLEN, VERA F. and KREITER, JACQUELINE. 2003. Understanding child bilingual acquisition using 
parent and teacher reports. Applied Psycholinguistics, 24.267-88. 

HARRIS, JAMES W. 1983. Syllable structure and stress in Spanish. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
HARRIS, JOHN and GUSSMANN, EDMUND. 2002. Word-final onsets. University College London. Available: 

http://roa.rutgers.edu/files/575-0203/575-0203-HARRIS-0-0.PDF 
HERNÁNDEZ-CHÁVEZ, EDUARDO, VOGEL, IRENE and CLUMECK, HAROLD. 1975. Rules, constraints and the 

simplicity criterion: An analysis based on the acquisition of nasals in Chicano Spanish. Nasálfest: Papers 
from a Symposium on Nasals and Nasalization, ed. by Charles A. Ferguson, Larry M. Hyman and John J. 
Ohala, 231-48. Stanford, CA: Language Universals Project, Department of Linguistics, Stanford University. 

HYMAN, LARRY M. 2001. On the limits of phonetic determinism in phonology: *NC revisited. The role of speech 
perception phenomena in phonology, ed. by Elizabeth Hume and Keith Johnson, 141-85. New York: 
Academic Press. 

JONGSTRA, WENCKJE. 2003. Variation in reduction strategies of Dutch word-initial consonant clusters, University 
of Toronto: doctoral dissertation. 

KAYE, JONATHAN. 1990. ‘Coda’ licensing. Phonology, 7.301-30. 
LLEÓ, CONXITA. 2003. Prosodic licensing of codas in the acquisition of Spanish. Probus, 15.257-81. 
LLEÓ, CONXITA and PRINZ, MICHAEL. 1996. Consonant clusters in child phonology and the directionality of 

syllable structure assignment. Journal of Child Language, 23.31-56. 
LOMBARDI, LINDA. 1991. Laryngeal features and laryngeal neutralization, University of Massachusetts: doctoral 

dissertation. 
—. 1999. Positional faithfulness and voicing assimilation in optimality theory. Natural Language & Linguistic 

Theory, 17.267-302. 

13



 

MACKEN, MARLYS A. 1979. Developmental reorganization of phonology: A hierarchy of basic units of 
acquisition. Lingua, 49.11-49. 

MCCARTHY, JOHN J. and PRINCE, ALAN S. 1995. Faithfulness and reduplicative identity. University of 
Massachusetts Occasional Papers, 18, ed. by Jill N. Beckman, Laura Walsh Dickey and Suzanne Urbanczyk, 
249-384. Amherst, MA: Graduate Linguistic Student Association, University of Massachusetts. 

MCLEOD, SHARYNNE, VAN DOORN, JAN and REED, VICKI A. 2001. Consonant cluster development in two-year-
olds: General trends and individual differences. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 
44.1144-71. 

OHALA, DIANE K. 1996. Cluster reduction and constraints in acquisition, University of Arizona: doctoral 
dissertation. 

—. 1998. Medial cluster reduction in early child speech. Proceedings from the Annual Child Language Research 
Forum, ed. by Eve V. Clark, 111-20. Stanford, CA: Center Study for the Language and Information. 

—. 1999. The influence of sonority on children’s cluster reductions. Journal of Communication Disorders, 32.397-
422. 

PATER, JOE. 1999. Austronesian nasal substitution and other NC9 effects. The prosody morphology interface, ed. by 
Harry van der Hulst, René Kager and Wim Zonneveld, 310-43. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press. 

PATER, JOE and BARLOW, JESSICA A. 2003. Constraint conflict in cluster reduction. Journal of Child Language, 
30.487-526. 

PIGGOTT, GLYNE L. 1999. The right edge of words. The Linguistic Review, 16.143-85. 
PRINCE, ALAN and SMOLENSKY, PAUL. 1993/2002. Optimality theory: Constraint interaction in generative 

grammar. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Center for Cognitive Science, Rutgers University. 2002 version 
available: http://roa.rutgers.edu/view.php3?id=698. 

RESTREPO, MARIA ADELAIDA. 1998. Identifiers of predominantly Spanish-speaking children with language 
impairment. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 41.1398-411. 

RUKE-DRAVINA, VELTA. 1990. The acquisition process of consonantal clusters in the child: Some universal rules? 
Nordic Journal of Linguistics, 13.153-63. 

SELKIRK, ELISABETH. 1984. On the major class features and syllable theory. Language sound structure: Studies in 
phonology presented to Morris Halle by his teacher and students, ed. by M. Aronoff and R. T. Oehrle, 107-
36. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

SMIT, ANN B. 1993. Phonologic error distributions in the Iowa-Nebraska Articulation Norms Project: Word-initial 
consonant clusters. Journal of Speech and Hearing Research, 36.931-47. 

SMITH, NEIL. V. 1973. The acquisition of phonology: A case study. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University 
Press. 

SMOLENSKY, PAUL. 1996. On the comprehension/production dilemma in child language. Linguistic Inquiry, 
27.720-31. 

 

14



Selected Proceedings of the 6th Conference
on the Acquisition of Spanish and
Portuguese as First and Second Languages

edited by David Eddington
Cascadilla Proceedings Project     Somerville, MA     2005

Copyright information

Selected Proceedings of the 6th Conference on the Acquisition
of Spanish and Portuguese as First and Second Languages
© 2005 Cascadilla Proceedings Project, Somerville, MA. All rights reserved

ISBN 1-57473-404-0 library binding

A copyright notice for each paper is located at the bottom of the first page of the paper.
Reprints for course packs can be authorized by Cascadilla Proceedings Project.

Ordering information

Orders for the library binding edition are handled by Cascadilla Press.
To place an order, go to www.lingref.com or contact:

Cascadilla Press, P.O. Box 440355, Somerville, MA 02144, USA
phone: 1-617-776-2370, fax: 1-617-776-2271, e-mail: sales@cascadilla.com

Web access and citation information

This entire proceedings can also be viewed on the web at www.lingref.com. Each paper has a unique document #
which can be added to citations to facilitate access. The document # should not replace the full citation.

This paper can be cited as:

Barlow, Jessica A. 2005. Sonority Effects in the Production of Consonant Clusters by Spanish-Speaking Children.
In Selected Proceedings of the 6th Conference on the Acquisition of Spanish and Portuguese as First and Second
Languages, ed. David Eddington, 1-14. Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Proceedings Project.

or:

Barlow, Jessica A. 2005. Sonority Effects in the Production of Consonant Clusters by Spanish-Speaking Children.
In Selected Proceedings of the 6th Conference on the Acquisition of Spanish and Portuguese as First and Second
Languages, ed. David Eddington, 1-14. Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Proceedings Project. www.lingref.com,
document #1121.




