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This study investigates the role of chunking in the acquisition of verbal morphology among young 

learners of French as a second language (L2). To this end, we collected a longitudinal corpus of 

spontaneous speech (≈360 hours) by recording ten children in compulsory schooling contexts every 

three months over a four‑year period. Each child was recorded individually on eleven occasions, from 

ages 5 to 9, spanning kindergarten to Grade 2. 

The research takes place in French‑speaking schools where 70–80% of pupils come from immigrant 

backgrounds. Most participants spoke under‑documented first languages (e.g., Tigrinya, Kurdish, Syrian 

Arabic, Amharic, Turkish) and were beginners in French at the onset of the study. Although French is 

the exclusive language of instruction from the first day of compulsory schooling, teachers constituted 

the main source of French input: few of their classmates had any proficiency in French, and French was 

not a family language. 

A major methodological challenge concerned automatic speech recognition (ASR). Initial 

transcription with Whisper‑small yielded error rates of around 80%, consistent with reports of poor ASR 

performance on English child speech (Jain et al., 2023). Using 70 hours of manually transcribed data 

and in collaboration with a specialist in automatic speech recognition, we fine‑tuned Whisper‑large, 

reducing the word error rate to approximately 15%, in line with benchmarks proposed by Jain et al. 

(2024). For the present study, all analyses were conducted on manually corrected ASR outputs. 

Verbal chunks were manually identified for five French verbs (avoir, être, aller, faire, and venir) used 

by the learners across the first and later recordings. Chunks are lexical units composed of two or more 

words that are processed, stored, and retrieved as single units (Wray, 2000). They can be recognized 

through their phonological coherence (Lin, 2010), typically observable through stable intonation 

patterns and the absence of disfluencies. In French, prosody is organized around accentual groups within 

which specific sandhi phenomena—liaison, enchaînement, and elision—occur, but which do not 

manifest across group boundaries. Importantly, learners tend to acquire mastery of these sandhi 

processes only at advanced proficiency levels (Avanzi et al., 2011). Consequently, the presence of a 

sandhi phenomenon within a verbal accentual group serves as evidence that a group of words is being 

processed as a chunk (e.g., tu l’as [tyla]; elle est [ɛl’le]; on a [ɔ’̃na]). In this study, we therefore identified 

a verbal chunk whenever a sandhi phenomenon was produced or when a sequence was pronounced 

fluently within a single intonational unit. 

To address our research question, “Does efficient verbal chunking at the initial stage of L2 acquisition 

facilitate later mastery of verbal morphology?”, we compare the percentage of correctly produced 

morphological verb forms across the four school years, depending on whether each verb appears within 

a chunk or not. In light of the considerable time required for this analysis, we have focused on six 

speakers and selected five recordings (out of eleven) in this first step analysis. Data analysis is still 

currently underway. 

In this presentation, we will highlight several key challenges and propose a framework for systematic 

coding. For example: 1) Can a verbal chunk be considered “known” if its exemplars that are pronounced 

by the same speaker within a single recording may be either accurately or inaccurately pronounced? 2) 

How should we classify chunks that could be attributed to more than one possible lemma due to 

pronunciation difficulties? 3) Can a chunk produced in an ungrammatical context still be considered as 
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a verbal chunk? These questions represent only a subset of the issues encountered, and additional 

challenges will need to be addressed. 

Preliminary results highlight the high proportion of verbal chunks in L2 children’s speech across the 

four school years (Figure 1), suggesting that less frequent verbs1 are less likely to be integrated into 

chunks early in L2 acquisition. 

 
 

Figure 1: Proportion of verbal chunks in spontaneous speech of L2 French young learners across 4 school years 

(T1-T11) 

This bottom‑up approach to L2 oral verbal morphology acquisition seeks to shed light on how 

grammar emerges in young L2 learners whose first languages differ typologically from the target 

language. The study is framed within a usage‑based perspective, focusing on how chunking may support 

the development of verbal morphology. 
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1 Lexical frequencies in French (lexique.org, version 4, lemma frequency): aller 9’796; avoir-aux 19’742 ; avoir- 

verbe 13’032; être-aux 8403, être-verbe 35’040;  venir 2424; faire 9062. 
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