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While research on the production of the VOT of voiceless stops in a learner’s second 
language (L2) abounds, the third language (L3) production of VOT has received far less 
attention. The aim of this study is to investigate the role of Spanish as a heritage language (HL) 
in the acquisition of French as an L3 in comparison to the role of Spanish as an L2. We 
additionally consider to what degree the VOTs produced by those two participant profiles vary 
from their L1 English production and to learners of French as an L2. French and Spanish are 
typologically similar to one another in that they have short-lag VOT while English differs, 
having long-lag VOT (Llama et al., 2010). Given that HL speakers learn both English and 
Spanish in naturalistic settings, their Spanish VOT values have a tendency to more closely 
resemble those of native Spanish speakers than do Spanish L2 VOTs (Llama & López-Morelos, 
2016). Thus, we predict that HL participants’ pronunciation of French /ptk/ should be more 
target-like.  

Taking as a starting point the research studies by Llama and colleagues (Llama & López-
Morelos, 2016; Llama & Cardoso, 2018), this project adds to the literature on the phonological 
acquisition of /ptk/ by L2 and L3 college students in the United States. Participants in this study 
were divided according to the following classifications: English native/Spanish heritage with 
French as their additional language; English native/Spanish L2 with French as their L3; and 
English native/French L2. All students were enrolled in intermediate courses of French at a 
university in the Southwestern United States. This is part of a larger study that also incorporates 
different levels of proficiency.    
 The instruments selected for this study consist of two different tasks. The first one is a 
language background questionnaire that also serves to identify participants' experience or lack 
thereof with English, Spanish, and French. Then, participants read aloud word lists in the 
languages previously mentioned. The word lists contain real target words that include voiceless 
stops in stressed onset position (Llama & López-Morelos, 2016; Llama & Cardoso, 2018). A 
short production activity in the form of questions was completed between languages to reduce 
non-target language activation. 

The main goal of analyzing their VOT values was to evaluate if speakers create separate 
phonological categories in each language they speak and to gauge if the influence of having 
Spanish as a HL or L2 has an impact on the production of French. Results are currently being 
analyzed and they will be finalized by the time this conference takes place. We predict that the 
L2/L3 French VOTs will be based on language background and L2 Spanish and L2 French will 
produce long-lag VOTs mirroring English values as opposed to HL who will mirror Spanish 
monolingual natives and produce short-lag VOTs. Moreover, teaching implications will be 
discussed in order to design courses to meet the needs of students with diverse linguistic 
backgrounds.  
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