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Assimilatory processes temporally reorganize articulation and the distribution of feature cues in the speech 

signal. In recent years researchers have demonstrated that this reorganization does not interfere with spoken 

word recognition, as long as the observed modification is contextually appropriate. A variety of progressive 

and regressive context effects have been found in the processing of assimilated segments in phonologically 

appropriate and inappropriate contexts, suggesting that context plays a significant role in this processing. 

These effects have alternatively been attributed to inference based on phonological knowledge, or 

perceptual grouping processes that rely on acoustic factors, but do not require specific linguistic 

knowledge. In this poster I probe the roles of phonological knowledge and acoustic/perceptual factors in 

these context effects by examining native and non-native processing of two assimilation processes with 

contrasting acoustic properties. In Hungarian voicing assimilation, a word-final voiceless segment may 

assimilate the voicing of the following word-initial voiced segment. Like English coronal place 

assimilation, this process produces an acoustic hybrid with characteristics intermediate between those of 

voiced and voiceless segments. In Korean place assimilation, a word-final labial may assimilate the velar 

place of a subsequent segment. This process produces a segment that does not share equal acoustic 

resemblance with both its assimilated and underlying forms. Neither of these processes occur in English. In 

Experiment 1 English speakers with no familiarity with Hungarian monitored for syllable-initial voiced 

stop targets in bisyllabic sequences gated from fluent Hungarian. Subjects showed shorter monitoring 

latencies when targets followed voiced fricatives or canonically unvoiced fricatives with assimilated 

voicing than they did when the same targets followed unvoiced stops. This result parallels similar findings 

in studies of English speakers monitoring for non-coronal stop targets following segments with canonical 

non-coronal, assimilated coronal, or canonical coronal place. In Experiments 2 and 3, native speakers of 

Korean, and English speakers with no familiarity with Korean, monitored for syllable-initial velar stops 

following canonical velar, assimilated velar or canonical labial stops in bisyllabic sequences gated from 

fluent Korean. For both groups of subjects reaction times were the same for all three context conditions. 

There was no evidence of context effects, despite the fact that Korean place assimilation is a productive, 

lawful phonological process. The fact that non-speakers of Hungarian show context effects in the 

processing of Hungarian voicing assimilation but Korean speakers do not show such effects in the 

processing of Korean place assimilation suggests that these effects do not reflect the application of 

language-specific phonological knowledge. Rather, the fact that context effects are found in acoustically 

interpolating processes such as those found in English and Hungarian, but not a non-interpolating process 

(Korean place assimilation) supports the claim that these effects are the result of perceptual processes that 

interact with acoustic structure. [Funding provided by NIH grant R29DC03108.] 
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