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Infant speech perception research has highlighted the fact that infants perform outstandingly well in various speech discrimination tasks. Moreover, they have been shown to be extremely sensitive to various frequency effects: phonotactic probabilities, patterns of word stress, transition probabilities, etc. in the input (for reviews see Jusczyk 1997, Gerken 2002, among others). This knowledge is useful for word segmentation, but does not necessary refer to representations of words. Evidence from word learning studies and studies addressing the recognition of known words is not as clear-cut. In their important study Stager and Werker (1997) showed that 14-month-old infants are able to discriminate bih and dih in a speech perception task, but fail to do so in a word learning task, using the switch procedure, suggesting that they either do not have phonetic detail stored or do not use phonetic detail in the task. Other research too has argued that children can perceive and use fine phonetic detail in word recognition tasks (Swingley & Aslin 2000, Swingley 2003), as children’s looking time to mispronounced words is shorter than to correctly pronounced words in a picture fixation task. 

In this paper, we will argue that children’s representations contain less phonetic detail than assumed in the above-mentioned studies. Rather, words are stored as highly abstract units. Children’s discrimination abilities may be very accurate, but mapping the perceived features to stored lexical items is a different matter. Underspecified representations lead to asymmetrical patterns in perception. We report on a large set of experiments, which together strongly suggest that children do not store all phonetic detail in phonological representations in the mental lexicon. Additional evidence comes from early spontaneous production data. These data furthermore suggest that representations develop over time, and that simultaneously a phonological grammar emerges. 

