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Acoustical Analysis of Infant-Directed Speech and Speech
Directed to Chinese Language Learners
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Abstract

According to Uther, Knoll, & Burnham (2007), “Speech has been shown to be
modified to meet the communicative and emotional needs of the target audience.” For
instance, when we talk to infants, we may exaggerate our emotion, lengthen the sounds or
raise our voice to produce much clearer utterance for better communication. We wonder if
the same situation applies to Chinese language teaching. AKG wireless microphones and
Roland wav recorders were used for data collection and about 70 clear utterances of each
of the three corner vowels /i, u, a/ were put into acoustical analysis with PRAAT. Our
preliminary results indicated that the mother used longer vowel duration when talking to
the infant (247.38 ms vs.157.17 ms), and the Chinese language teacher also produced
longer vowel duration in teaching (330.32 ms vs. 226.49 ms). However, there are
discrepancies with regard to pitch and vowel area in these two communication systems.
Although the mother tended to use higher pitch when talking to the infant (257.14 Hz vs.
231.39 Hz), the Chinese language teacher used lower pitch when talking to foreign
students (226.53Hz vs. 258.37Hz). As to vowel area, the Chinese language teacher used
more distinct vowel space, whereas the mother produced more restricted vowel space
when talking to the infant. The possible reasons for these discrepancies and directions for
further studies are discussed. The study results might be significant for the training of
Chinese language teachers and the development of self-learning software.
Keywords : infant-directed speech ~ pitch ~ vowel area - Chinese language teaching
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