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Prosodic markers of linguistic focus have been the object of a great deal of research in

the last few decades (see [1] for an overview), and aspects in the description of focus-related

prosodic phenomena still make the object of a lively debate. One key unresolved issue involves

establishing a taxonomy of language typologies based on how they express focus (e.g. plastic
vs non-plastic, intonation vs word-order languages): recent research has brought to light an

intricate scenario, as exemplified by [10] on focus marking in Italian. Another point of debate

is the conciliation of the phonetic and phonological dimension of this marking, i.e. what can

be reconnected to one, what to the other [3, 9].

The investigation of prosodic focus marking in L2 speech represents a captivating line for

addressing these questions in linguistics. In fact, this inquiry offers an entry point for the

exploration of languages belonging to different prosodic typologies, through strategic selection

of L1-L2 combinations [11, 2]. Furthermore, observing L1 influence on L2 can shed light on

the interplay between phonetic and phonological aspects in the source languages.

Building upon the current research on focus marking and the acquisition of L2 prosody, our

study aims at further investigating both tracks, and is articulated around two key questions:

(i) What cues do L2 speakers of Italian and French use to prosodically encode focus?

(ii) Can we interpret these cues in term of L1 transfer on the phonological level?

The novelty of our work lies in the choice of a less-explored language pair, Italian and

French, and the use a methodology designed for ecological validity, featuring task-elicited

speech, adapted from Gabriel’s protocol [6]. Stimuli were presented to 30 participants (15

L2 French + 15 L2 Italian), collecting a total of 900 target utterances: 30 speakers x 2 focus

conditions x 5 syntactic types of target constituent x 3 repetitions. Our points of inquiry are

Paris for L2 French and Turin (Piedmont) for L2 Italian. Data was transcribed by hand and

automatically segmented [7]; a layered annotation was conducted to encompass all aspects

potentially contributing to focus marking.

In a departure from constraining hypotheses, we prioritized an extensive initial qualita-

tive analysis, also informed by prior studies on L1 data collected with the same couple of

languages and methodology ([5, 4]). This phase has guided subsequent quantitative investiga-

tions, choice of parameters, and statistical analysis. Three features were chosen and extracted

for each target focus constituent, guided by what significantly emerged as distinctive in the two

native groups: (i) duration of nuclei in stressed syllables; (ii) rise-fall configurations in into-

nation (coded through Polytonia script [8]); (iii) presence of word-initial glottalisation. These

three phonetic cues were considered as indices of as many phonological phenomena: stress,

pitch accents, and presence of prosodic boundaries. The examination of these three aspects

across language groups revealed some commonalities, suggesting potential universals in L2

prosody acquisition; however, notable variations were also identified, underscoring the impact

of crosslinguistic influence in such a vulnerable area for learners. Our results show that into-

nation (pitch accents) is often used by French speakers of Italian L2, and less often by Italian

speakers in French L2. Duration behaves in the opposite way: it is exploited by Italian learners

in L2 French, but not the other way around. Insertion of prosodic boundaries seems to consti-

tute instead a shared strategy. Figures 1 and 2 allow for a comparison of all these outcomes.

Our results have potential impact on L2 acquisition models, and also help shed light on the

weight of all these different focus correlates in the two native languages.
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Figure 1: Results from group ITL2

Figure 2: Results from group FRL2
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