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Infant recognition of mother’s voice
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Abstract, Each of a group of one-month-old infants was reinforced, contingent upon nonnutritive
sucking, with its mother’s voice and the voice of a stranger. In this experiment, two conditions
were applied. Under the first, the mother’s speech was aimed at communicating with the infant,
while, under the second, the mother’s speech lacked prosodic and intonational aspects of normal
speech. It was shown that infants will suck more for their mother’s voices under the intonated
conditien-only. [t was concluded that a young infant prefers its own mother’s voice provided
the mother speaks normally.

1 Introduction

The capacity of very young infants to handle acoustic stimuli is an area which is
beginning to be fairly well known. Eimas et al (1971), Moffitt (1971), and Morse
(1972) have shown that these abilities extend into the phonological domain. Very
young infants seem to perceive phonologically similar stimuli as belonging to
categories which are quite like those employed by the adult language user. In
addition, the boundaries between categories are determined in part by initial
dispositions (Lasky et al 1975) and in part by the environment (Streeter 1976).
Since the early work of Mattingly et al (1971), other authors have furthermore
attempted to prove that initial dispositions may be specific to the language mode.
Whatever the evidence for these claims may be, it must be pointed out that it has
already been challenged. Recently, Cutting and Rosner (1974) and Jusczyk et al
(1977) have found instances of categorical perception for nonspeech sounds. For
instance, a sound wave with a rise time below 35 ms sounds like a plucked chord
but is perceived as a bowed chord for longer rise times. Eimas (1975) showed that
infants discriminate between stimuli sounding like /r/ and /l/ in linguistically
motivated ways, i.e. they make the distinction if the relevant cues for categorization
are present in the normal linguistic context and are not isolated. This experiment,
furthermore, may have some importance in the understanding of the mechanisms for
phonological growth. Morse (1972) demonstrated that infants between one and two
months of age distinguish the acoustical cues for place of articulation and for rising
or falling intonation in linguistically relevant ways.

Thus, though initial dispositions for classifying phonologically similar stimuli are
well established in the very young infant, other equally relevant dispositions
contributing towards language growth may also be present in infants even if they are
less well known. For instance, some mothers claim that their infants are capable of
recognizing their voices even when they are not in sight. Other mothers maintain
that their infants are sensitive to changes in the intonational patterns of their speech.
Some of our own pilot work in the area tends to confirm such intuitions.
Furthermore, Miles and Meluish’s (1974) work in the area having shown that very
young children tend to respond to their mother’s voices with greater sucking rates






