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Abstract
Aims and objectives: The present study investigates how focus is prosodically realized by 
Spanish heritage speakers, and whether they show different patterns from Spanish monolinguals 
and English second language (L2) learners of Spanish.
Design: Prompt questions were auditorily presented to elicit participants’ production of 
sentences with different scopes and locations of focus.
Data and analysis: Relative prosodic prominence between focused and non-focused constituents, 
as well as tonal alignment, were acoustically analyzed and compared across the groups. Additional 
strategies that participants used are also presented.
Findings: The results revealed that all three groups used multiple strategies, both prosodic and 
non-prosodic, to express focus in Spanish. However, the specific cues that were used differed 
in each group. Monolinguals and L2 learners clearly differed from each other in that the former 
preferred non-prosodic strategies (e.g., cleft constructions, complementizer que ‘that’), while the 
latter used various prosodic strategies (e.g., relative prosodic prominence, early peak alignment, 
post-focal deaccenting). Heritage speakers, on the other hand, used a mix of strategies that were 
observed in both monolinguals’ and L2 learners’ speech.
Originality: Prosody is an understudied area in heritage language research. This is one of few 
studies that examined Spanish heritage speakers’ use of prosodic cues in the realization of focus 
in Spanish and the first to extensively analyze various acoustic correlates of focus produced by 
Spanish heritage speakers.
Implication: The findings suggest that heritage speakers are flexible in their use of linguistic 
strategies as they are able to extract resources from their two language systems.
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Introduction

Heritage speakers are children of immigrants who speak an ethnic minority language in a society 
where a different language is spoken as the majority language. In the context of the US, Spanish is 
the most spoken non-English language at home (Gonzalez-Barrera & Lopez, 2013); thus, heritage 
speakers of Spanish constitute the largest heritage population in the country (Benmamoun, Montrul, 
& Polinsky, 2010). While Spanish heritage speakers encompass a broad spectrum of individuals 
with different Spanish proficiency, type and amount of Spanish input, schooling, etc., what they 
generally have in common is that when they reach adulthood they become more dominant in the 
majority language (English) than their home language (Spanish) (Montrul, 2008, 2012; Valdés, 
2001). Due to various socioeconomic values of Spanish (Lynch, 2014; Martinez & Schwartz, 2012; 
Stevens, 1992) and in order to stay connected to their ethnic group and culture (Carreira, 2013; 
Lacorte & Canabal, 2003), many heritage speakers enroll in Spanish second language (L2) courses 
to maintain or improve their Spanish skills (Beaudrie & Ducar, 2005; Lynch, 2014; Montrul, 2010, 
2012; Oh & Nash, 2014). However, it can be problematic to place heritage speakers in the same 
classroom as L2 learners, because, apart from receiving variable amounts of input in Spanish in a 
restricted environment (Montrul, 2012), there are clear differences between heritage speakers and 
L2 learners in the way they acquire Spanish. While heritage speakers are exposed to Spanish and 
English naturalistically since birth or in childhood (native bilinguals), L2 learners whose native 
language is English generally learn Spanish around or after puberty via classroom instructions (late 
sequential bilinguals) (Montrul, 2012). Thus, studies in heritage language acquisition often com-
pare Spanish heritage speakers and English L2 learners of Spanish to examine whether heritage 
speakers’ early and naturalistic exposure to Spanish puts them in an advantageous position com-
pared to L2 learners regarding their linguistic knowledge of Spanish and whether heritage speakers 
show divergent patterns from Spanish monolinguals due to reduced input in Spanish (Lynch, 2014; 
Montrul, 2012). Heritage speakers’ linguistic knowledge of the heritage language has been inves-
tigated in various subfields of linguistics, such as syntax and morphology, but phonology is an 
understudied area in heritage language research (Montrul, 2010; Polinsky & Kagan, 2007). The 
present study examines Spanish heritage speakers’ use of prosody when expressing focus in 
Spanish and whether they show similar or different patterns from those of L2 learners and mono-
lingual speakers of Spanish.

Background

Influence from dominant language to heritage language phonology

Heritage speakers vary tremendously in their command of the heritage language (Benmamoun 
et al., 2010). However, no matter how fluent heritage speakers are in both languages, they are not 
simply ‘two monolinguals in one person’ (Grosjean, 1989), because bilinguals seldom use two 
languages in the exact same domains of interaction or use two languages to carry out the exact 
same conversations with each person with whom they interact (Valdés, 2001). First language (L1) 
and L2 phonetic systems are constantly engaged; thus, mutual influence between the heritage lan-
guage and English sounds is inevitable (Flege, 1995; Grosjean, 1989) and the direction and strength 
of phonetic influence depends on factors such as the amount and circumstances of L1 and L2 use, 
language proficiency, etc. (Yip & Matthews, 2006). As Spanish heritage speakers are generally 
English-dominant, several studies have shown influence from English to Spanish phonology at 
both segmental (Amengual, 2012; Au et al., 2002; Henriksen, 2015; Rao, 2014; Ronquest, 2013, 
among others) and suprasegmental levels (Gries & Miglio, 2014; Robles-Puente, 2014, Zárate-
Sández, 2015, among others).
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Focus in Spanish and English

Focus is defined as non-presupposed or new information in the utterance (Zubizarreta, 1998). 
Although many languages are similar in that focused constituents contain a word that receives a 
nuclear stress, the way focus is marked varies across different languages. In English, word order is 
relatively rigid. Thus, focus is usually expressed prosodically by stressing focused constituents in 
situ. Spanish, on the other hand, is a language with flexible word order. While prosody does play a 
role in focus marking in Spanish, it can also occur in conjunction with syntactic cues by moving 
focused constituents utterance-finally (Contreras, 1976; Donati & Nespor, 2003; Steedman, 2014; 
Zubizarreta, 1998). Focus can also be realized by stressing focused constituents in situ, but this is 
considered to be a marked form and it is used mainly to express contrastive focus (Hualde, 2005).

However, recently this argument has been challenged by several experimental studies that 
argued that Spanish native speakers in fact frequently stress focused constituents in situ, as in 
English, rather than moving them to utterance-final position (Domínguez & Arche, 2014; Gabriel, 
2010; Gupton & Leal Méndez, 2013; Hoot, 2017). For instance, Hoot (2017) found that, when 
there was narrow subject focus, Spanish listeners rated S(ubject)V(erb)O(bject) order more accept-
able than the supposedly felicitous VOS order. Similarly, Gupton and Leal Méndez (2013) found 
that Spanish native speakers maintained the canonical SVO order in the majority of the cases, 
instead of moving the subject utterance-finally. The findings of these studies suggest that prosody 
may play a larger role in focus marking in Spanish than what has been expected.

If focus can be realized prosodically in both Spanish and English, what are the prosodic cues 
that speakers use to mark focus? Several factors contribute to the prosodic marking of focus, 
including pitch, duration, intensity and pitch range, which are shared across many languages (Jun, 
2005; Ladd, 2008). Focused constituents are generally produced with higher pitch, longer duration, 
higher intensity and larger pitch range, compared to non-focused constituents within the same 
utterance. There are also properties that are encoded differently in different languages. Spanish and 
English differ particularly in pitch contour. In English, words in a non-final position of a declara-
tive sentence usually bear a high pitch accent (H*), but when these words are focused, they are 
generally expressed with a rising pitch accent (L+H*) (Beckman, Hirschberg, & Shattuck-
Hufnagel, 2005) and the following non-focused words tend to be deaccented, lending prosodic 
prominence to the focused words (Burdin et al., 2015; Ito & Speer, 2008). In Spanish, while there 
is a large variation in pitch accent types (Kim & Avelino, 2003; Martín Butragueño, 2005, 2006), 
non-focused words in this position are usually produced with a rising pitch movement that contin-
ues throughout the stressed syllable until the syllable(s) that follow(s) (L+>H*) (Estebas-Vilaplana, 
2007; Prieto, van Santen, & Hirschberg, 1995). The rising pitch movement can also end within the 
stressed syllable (L+H*) when these words receive narrow focus (de la Mota, 1997; Face & 
D’Imperio, 2005; Hualde, 1999).

Focus marking strategies used by Spanish-English bilinguals

Research on focus marking in Spanish by Spanish-English bilinguals has been done mostly on the 
use of syntactic cues, particularly word order (Domínguez & Arche, 2014; Gupton, 2017; Gupton 
& Leal Méndez, 2013; Hertel, 2003; Hoot, 2017; Lozano, 2006). Studies have shown that, while 
English L2 learners of Spanish are able to acquire the SV/VS alternation in a native-like manner in 
some cases (Gupton, 2017), they often show optionality, accepting both SV and VS orders 
(Domínguez & Arche, 2014; Hertel, 2003; Lozano, 2006). That is, L2 learners are not able to com-
pletely expunge the dispreferred non-target option if it does not necessarily lead to ungrammatical-
ity but rather to pragmatic anomaly (Sorace, 2000). Optionality has also been found with Spanish 
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heritage speakers. Hoot (2017) found that, while both Spanish monolinguals and heritage speakers 
showed preference toward SVO order when the context called for narrow subject focus, the herit-
age speakers accepted VOS order with higher ratings than the monolinguals. However, as 
Domínguez and Arche (2014) argued, SV/VS alternation does not occur in a categorical manner in 
native Spanish speech. Thus, the residual optionality found in L2 and heritage language research 
may be due to variability in Spanish input (Domínguez & Arche, 2014).

Compared to syntactic cues, little research has been done on bilinguals’ use of prosody in focus 
marking. Zárate-Sández (2015) found that Spanish heritage speakers, similar to Spanish monolin-
guals, categorically perceived declarative utterances as either emphatic (narrow focus) or non-
emphatic (broad focus) at stressed syllable offset, while this threshold occurred significantly earlier 
within the stressed syllable for English L2 learners and English monolinguals. Spanish heritage 
speakers have also shown divergent patterns from Spanish monolinguals. For instance, Gries and 
Miglio (2014) found that heritage speakers produced significantly more instances of pitch move-
ment over the word when expressing new information, compared to given information. While this 
pattern was also found in English monolinguals, Spanish monolinguals did not differ in their use 
of pitch movement in the two contexts. The findings in these studies imply that Spanish heritage 
speakers perform like Spanish monolinguals in some aspects of focus marking, while they show 
divergent patterns in others (Benmamoun et al., 2010; Montrul, 2010, 2012). As various prosodic 
factors contribute to focus marking, the present study further examines Spanish heritage speakers’ 
realization of focus in Spanish by analyzing multiple acoustic cues and investigates whether their 
behaviors differ from those of English L2 learners and Spanish monolinguals.

Methodology

Participants

In total, 68 subjects participated in the study: 24 Spanish heritage speakers (HS) (18 F, 6 M) (aver-
age age: 21.04), 20 English L2 learners of Spanish (L2) (14 F, 6 M) (average age: 20.95) and 24 
monolingual native speakers of Spanish (NS) (13 F, 11 M) (average age: 22.92). All subjects were 
college students or college-educated. The HSs and the L2s were recruited at a university in the 
Midwest, US, and the recruitment of the NSs took place at a university in central Mexico.

The HSs were first generation US-born Mexican-Americans, whose parents arrived to the US 
as adults from different areas of Mexico, primarily from the central-west region of the country. All 
HSs were native bilinguals of Mexican Spanish and American English. When asked about their use 
of Spanish and English, the HSs reported that they use Spanish (22.42%) far less frequently than 
English (76.25%). Moreover, their use of Spanish was generally limited to interactions with family 
members, while English was predominantly used in most settings. The L2s were native speakers of 
American English and grew up speaking only English. All the L2s started learning Spanish at a 
mean age of 13.25 (range: 10–20 years) and were enrolled in an upper-division undergraduate 
course in Spanish at the time of testing. With regard to current use of Spanish and English, the L2s 
also reported that they use Spanish (10%) far less frequently than English (89.5%). Lastly, the NSs 
participated in the study as a control group. The NSs were native speakers of Mexican Spanish 
born and raised in central Mexico, and were monolingually raised in Spanish. None of them learned 
languages other than Spanish until age 13.29, on average (range: 9–18 years). Although many NSs 
have learned a foreign language, mostly English, since they use Spanish most of the time (82.58%) 
and do not use the other language functionally, we concluded that it would be unlikely that these 
languages would have an effect on NSs’ performance on Spanish and considered them as an ade-
quate monolingual control group.
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Participants’ language dominance was measured using the Bilingual Language Profile (BLP) 
(Birdsong et al., 2012), which is a questionnaire that produces a continuous score of global lan-
guage dominance, based on participants’ self-report on their language history, language use, lan-
guage proficiency and language attitudes in Spanish and English. In the case of the NSs, only the 
Spanish results are reported (see Figure 1). HSs’ and L2s’ BLP scores in Spanish and English were 
compared using a two-way mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) with group (HS/L2) and lan-
guage (Spanish/English) as independent variables and the BLP scores as the dependent variable. 
The aov function in R (R Core Team, 2016) was used for the analysis. For post-hoc pairwise com-
parisons, Tukey honest significance test (HSD) was conducted using the TukeyHSD function. 
Results showed that overall the BLP scores were significantly higher in English than in Spanish 
(F(1, 84) = 705.678, p < 0.001). While no main effect of group was found, there was a significant 
interaction between group and language (F(1, 84) = 127.081, p < 0.001). Post-hoc pairwise com-
parisons revealed that HSs’ BLP scores in English were significantly lower than those of the L2s, 
whereas their BLP scores in Spanish were higher than those of the L2s (p < 0.001). When compar-
ing HSs’ and L2s’ BLP scores in Spanish with those of the NSs, a main effect of group was found 
(F(2, 65) = 364.1, p < 0.001), which, as the post-hoc pairwise comparisons have revealed, was due 
to NSs’ significantly higher BLP scores than those of the HSs and the L2s (p < 0.001).

Materials

Twelve items were used as context sentences that the participants read out loud to initiate a conver-
sation (see Procedures below). The context sentences were presented in the subject (S)-direct 
object clitic (Cl)-verb (V) structure (e.g., Liliana lo preparó. ‘Liliana prepared it.’). The subjects 
were Spanish paroxytone names and the verbs were transitive verbs in third person singular of 
preterit tense, which were preceded by a direct object clitic of third person singular lo ‘it-mascu-
line’. Clitic lo was used as the direct object instead of a full nominal phrase, given that sentences 
with clitics tend to have more flexibility in word order than those with a full nominal phrase 
(Gabriel, 2010).

Each context sentence was paired with three prompt questions, creating 12 triplet target items. 
The prompt questions elicited different scopes and locations of focus: broad focus (BF) (e.g., ¿Qué 
pasó? ‘What happened?’), narrow subject focus (S-focus) (e.g., ¿Quién lo preparó? ‘Who pre-
pared it?’) and narrow verb focus (V-focus) (e.g., ¿Qué hizo Liliana? ‘What did Liliana do?’). 
Apart from the 12 triplet target items, 36 sentences that had different structures from the target 
items (e.g., sentences with prepositional phrases) were used as fillers. Prompt questions were 

Figure 1. Participants’ Bilingual Language Profile (BLP) scores in Spanish and English.
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followed by a sentence expressing failure of communication (Perdón, no te oí. ‘Sorry, I did not 
hear you.’). All the prompt sentences were produced by a male native speaker of Mexican Spanish.

Procedures

A simulated interactive elicitation task was conducted using PsychoPy2 (Peirce, 2007). The par-
ticipants were instructed to imagine they were having a conversation with someone on the phone. 
They first read out loud the context sentences presented on the computer screen, as if they were 
initiating a conversation. After reading each context sentence, the participants pressed a key on the 
keyboard and listened to the pre-recorded prompt questions described above. Their task was to 
answer the questions as naturally as possible (see Example 1). The context sentences disappeared 
as soon as the key was pressed and nothing was shown on the computer screen from then on. All 
the items were presented in a randomized order and special care was taken to make sure that the 
triplets of the same context sentence did not appear in a consecutive order. An example of the task 
format is presented below.

(1) Participant: Liliana lo preparó. ‘Liliana prepared it.’
   Prompt: Perdón no te oí. ¿Quién lo preparó? ‘Sorry, I did not hear you. Who prepared it?’
   Participant: __________________________________

Although it is not as natural as collecting spontaneous speech data, this method was used with the 
intention that, compared to reading aloud tasks, it would allow participants to have more freedom to 
use various prosodic and syntactic cues to express different focus types, while eliciting the target lexi-
cal items and controlling for interlocutor effects. Before the initiation of the main task, a practice test 
with 10 items, which were not the target items, was conducted for familiarization with the task.

In both test locations (US and in Mexico), the productions were recorded in a sound-attenuated 
booth. In the US, the recordings were collected using an AKG C520 head-mounted microphone 
and a Marantz PMD570 solid state recorder with a sampling rate of 48 kHz and 16 bit sample size. 
In Mexico, the recordings were collected using an AKG C520 head-mounted microphone and a 
Zoom H4n handy portable digital recorder with a sampling rate of 44.1 kHz and 16 bit sample size. 
The sound files collected in the US were resampled to 44.1 kHz to match with the ones collected 
in Mexico.

Acoustic analyses

Participants’ responses were first coded based on the word order of the response (S+Cl+V or 
Cl+V+S). Acoustic analyses were conducted on the stressed syllable of focused and non-focused 
constituents to examine whether focus is expressed prosodically through the relative prominence 
between them. Speech segmentation was first performed using EasyAlign (Goldman, 2011), which 
was later individually checked and manually corrected when needed. Suprasegmental information, 
that is, duration (ms), intensity (dB), pitch (Hz) and pitch range (Hz), was extracted using scripts in 
Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 2015). In order to control for individual differences, the raw values 
were normalized using z-score normalization. The relative prominence between the stressed syllable 
of the first content word (Syll_W1) and that of the second content word (Syll_W2) of each sentence 
(i.e., the subjects and the verbs) was compared across the three focus types. The idea is that if pro-
sodic prominence is used to mark focus, the difference between Syll_W1 and Syll_W2 would be 
larger when the focus is on W1 than in other contexts. For instance, it is expected that the relative 
prominence between -lia- in Liliana and -ró in preparó in the sentence Liliana lo preparó would be 
larger if the focused constituent is Liliana than when preparó is focused or in broad focus context.
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Apart from relative prominence, the degree of pitch (f0) peak displacement of W1, which was 
defined as the distance from the onset of the stressed syllable to the location of f0 peak, was analyzed. 
Since in Spanish f0 peak in non-final positions is generally displaced to a following syllable when the 
word receives a prenuclear pitch accent (L+>H*) (i.e., not focused), it was of interest to see whether 
early alignment of f0 peak (L+H*) is observed when W1 is focused, compared to when it is not. As 
the comparisons were made across tokens with varying stressed syllable durations, the f0 peak dis-
placement values were normalized by dividing them into the duration of the stressed syllables.

Tokens that were produced with unclear boundaries, hesitation, stutter, creak throughout the 
utterance, wrong subject or verb, rising contour, no response, etc., were excluded from the analy-
ses. Among the total number of 2448 tokens (68 participants × 3 focus types × 12 items), 504 
tokens (20.59%) were excluded due to the reasons above.

Results

Variability in focus marking strategies

Among the remaining 1944 tokens, an additional 609 tokens (31.33%) were excluded in the acoustic 
analyses due to the insertion of a prosodic boundary, post-focal deaccenting, cleft constructions, the use 
of complementizer que ‘that’ and the omission of subject or verb, as acoustic analyses could not be 
performed for these tokens. Nevertheless, it is worth examining them further, because this indicates that 
speakers use multiple strategies to express focus in Spanish, apart from stressing the focused constituent 
in situ and inverting word order. The overall distribution of these structures is presented in Table 1.

The most common strategy that the participants used was the insertion of a prosodic boundary 
at the right-edge of the first content word (W1) (see Figure 2). A prosodic boundary was identified 
as a silent pause or glottalization, followed by a rising pitch contour at the word edge. As the pro-
sodic boundary has a large effect on the suprasegmental information of the syllables located at the 
boundary (Cole, 2015), these tokens were not included in the acoustic analyses. Among the 387 
tokens, only 41 tokens (10.59%) were produced with Cl+V+S order and no consistent pattern was 
found. Table 2 shows the results of S+Cl+V tokens. A similar pattern was found across the groups, 
in that a prosodic boundary was placed after the subject most frequently in S-focus. That is, the 
participants used this cue to mark S-focus.

Another strategy that was used was post-focal deaccenting, which is characterized as a sustained 
glottalization (extremely low pitch) after a focused constituent (see Figure 3). Among the 67 tokens, 
only one token was produced with Cl+V+S order. In Table 3, the distribution of deaccenting is pre-
sented in S+Cl+V tokens. This strategy was most frequently found in L2s’ speech. As post-focal deac-
centing is a strategy that is commonly used in English (Burdin et al., 2015; Ito & Speer, 2008), verb 
deaccenting after a focused subject found in the L2 data is likely to be due to influence from English. 
The HSs also used this cue, but to a lesser degree. In the NSs’ speech, only two tokens were observed.

Table 1. Overall distribution of non-target structures.

NS HS L2 Total

Prosodic boundary insertion 180 (61.02%) 85 (62.96%) 122 (68.16%) 387
Post-focal deaccenting 2 (0.68%) 16 (11.85%) 49 (27.37%) 67
Cleft construction 40 (13.56%) 22 (16.30%) 0 (0%) 62
Complementizer que 48 (16.27%) 1 (0.74%) 0 (0%) 49
Subject/Verb omission 25 (8.47%) 11 (8.15%) 8 (4.47%) 44
Total 295 (100%) 135 (100%) 179 (100%) 609

NS: monolingual native speakers of Spanish; HS: Spanish heritage speakers; L2: English second language learners of Spanish.
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Figure 2. Prosodic boundary in [F Bernardo] lo grabó. ‘Bernardo recorded it.’ produced by a monolingual 
speaker.

Table 2. Distribution of prosodic boundary.

BF S-focus V-focus Total

NS 42 (25.45%) 75 (45.45%) 48 (29.1%) 165 (100%)
HS 20 (27.78%) 32 (44.44%) 20 (27.78%)  72 (100%)
L2 35 (32.11%) 52 (47.71%) 22 (20.18%) 109 (100%)

NS: monolingual native speakers of Spanish; HS: Spanish heritage speakers; L2: English second language learners of Span-
ish; BF: broad focus; S-focus: narrow subject focus; V-focus: narrow verb focus.

Figure 3. Post-focal deaccenting in [F Emilio] lo leyó. ‘Emilio read it.’ produced by a second language learner.

Table 3. Distribution of post-focal deaccenting.

BF S-focus V-focus Total

NS 0  2 (100%)  0  2 (100%)
HS 3 (20%)  9 (60%)  3 (20%) 15 (100%)
L2 7 (14.29%) 31 (63.27%) 11 (22.44%) 49 (100%)

NS: monolingual native speakers of Spanish; HS: Spanish heritage speakers; L2: English second language learners of Span-
ish; BF: broad focus; S-focus: narrow subject focus; V-focus: narrow verb focus.
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Apart from the two strategies above, the participants also expressed focus using syntactic struc-
tures that were different from the target structures. The examples of these strategies and their dis-
tributions are presented below (Table 4–6).

(2) Cleft construction to mark S-focus
  ¿Quién lo diseñó? ‘Who designed it?’
  - Leonardo fue el que lo diseñó. ‘Leonardo was the one who designed it (Table 4).’

(3) Complementizer que ‘that’ to mark BF
  ¿Qué pasó? ‘What happened?
  - Que Leonardo lo diseñó. ‘(I told you that) Leonardo designed it (Table 5).’

(4) Subject/Verb omission to mark narrow focus
  ¿Quién lo diseñó? ‘Who designed it?’
  - Leonardo. ‘Leonardo (Table 6).’

As seen in the distributions above, these strategies were mostly observed in NSs’ speech. The 
HSs also used them to express focus, but to a lesser extent. On the other hand, the L2s either never 
used these strategies or if they did they rarely used them.

Table 4. Distribution of cleft constructions.

BF S-focus V-focus Total

NS 9 (22.5%) 20 (50%) 11 (27.5%) 40 (100%)
HS 4 (18.18%) 14 (63.64%)  4 (18.18%) 22 (100%)

L2 0 0 0 0

NS: monolingual native speakers of Spanish; HS: Spanish heritage speakers; L2: English second language learners of Span-
ish; BF: broad focus; S-focus: narrow subject focus; V-focus: narrow verb focus.

Table 5. Distribution of complementizer que.

BF S-focus V-focus Total

NS 41 (85.11%) 3 (6.38%) 4 (8.51%) 48 (100%)
HS  1 (100%) 0 0  1 (100%)

L2 0 0 0 0

NS: monolingual native speakers of Spanish; HS: Spanish heritage speakers; L2: English second language learners of Span-
ish; BF: broad focus; S-focus: narrow subject focus; V-focus: narrow verb focus.

Table 6. Distribution of subject/verb omission.

S omission Total V omission Total

 BF S-focus V-focus BF S-focus V-focus  

NS 1 (4.8%) 0 20 (95.2%) 21 (100%) 0 4 (100%) 0 4 (100%)
HS 0 1 (20%)  4 (80%)  5 (100%) 0 6 (100%) 0 6 (100%)
L2 0 0  6 (100%)  6 (100%) 0 2 (100%) 0 2 (100%)

NS: monolingual native speakers of Spanish; HS: Spanish heritage speakers; L2: English second language learners of Span-
ish; BF: broad focus; S-focus: narrow subject focus; V-focus: narrow verb focus.
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Word order

The comparisons across the three focus types were done only with complete minimal triplets. 
That is, if a token was excluded due to any of the reasons above (see Acoustic analyses for 
exclusion criteria), the other tokens from the same triplet were also excluded from the analy-
ses. Six-hundred-and-fifty-four (654) tokens were excluded in this process, resulting in 681 
tokens to analyze. Figure 4 demonstrates the response rates of S+Cl+V and Cl+V+S structures 
across the groups. The majority of the participants’ responses were constructed in the canoni-
cal S+Cl+V order (87.22%), as opposed to the Cl+V+S order, which occurred 12.78% of the 
time. The effects of group (NS/HS/L2), focus type (BF/S-focus/V-focus) and the interaction 
between the two fixed factors on participants’ word order were examined using logit mixed 
effects modeling with subject and item as random effects. The best fitting model selected 
through backward elimination included random intercepts for subject and item with no slope 
terms. The glmer function in the lme4 package in R (Bates, Maechler, Bolker, & Walker, 2015) 
was used for the analyses and the levels in each fixed factor were compared using simple con-
trast coding. Further pairwise analyses were conducted using the lsmeans function in the 
lsmeans package (Lenth, 2016). Results showed that there was a main effect of focus type for 
BF (β = 1.128, SE = 0.519, z = 2.175, p < 0.05), suggesting that overall there were more cases 
of Cl+V+S order in S-focus (baseline focus type) than in BF.

Relative prosodic prominence

In order to directly compare the relative prosodic prominence of the minimal triplets, acoustic 
analyses were conducted on those that matched in word order. Among the 543 tokens that matched 
in word order, 510 tokens were produced in S+Cl+V order and only 33 tokens were produced in 
Cl+V+S order. Due to the largely unbalanced number of tokens of S+Cl+V (93.92%) and Cl+V+S 
orders (6.08%), the acoustic analyses were conducted only on those of S+Cl+V order. The remain-
ing data consist of minimal triplets produced by 43 participants (NS: 11, HS: 17, L2: 15). Since all 
the tokens were of S+Cl+V order, from now on W1 will be indicated as S and W2 will be indicated 
as V. Figure 5 shows the difference in the normalized duration, intensity, pitch and pitch range 
between Syll_S and Syll_V across the three focus types. Values higher than 0 (marked with dotted 
lines) indicate that Syll_S was produced with longer duration, higher intensity, higher pitch and 
larger pitch range than Syll_V.

The effects of group, focus type and the interaction between the fixed factors on the normal-
ized relative prominence (i.e., duration, intensity, pitch and pitch range) between Syll_S and 

Figure 4. Response rates of S+Cl+V and Cl+V+S structures.
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Figure 5. Normalized relative prominence between the stressed syllables of the subject and the verb 
(***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05).
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Syll_V were analyzed using linear mixed effects modeling with subject and item as random 
effects. For all the measures, the best fitting model selected through backward elimination 
included a by-subject random slope for focus type. The p-values were obtained via the Satterthwaite 
approximation using the lmerTest package (Kuznetsova, Brockhoff, & Christensen, 2017). Results 
showed that there was a main effect of group (HS) on duration (β = −0.808, SE = 0.357, t = 
−2.262, p < 0.05), suggesting that overall HSs’ duration difference between Syll_S and Syll_V 
was smaller than that of the NSs (baseline group). A main effect of group was also found on pitch 
for both the HSs (β = 1.137, SE = 0.35, t = 3.249, p < 0.01) and the L2s (β = 1.743, SE = 0.398, t 
= 4.385, p < 0.001). This indicates that HSs’ and L2s’ pitch difference was larger than that of the 
NSs. With regard to focus type, a main effect was found in all measures for BF (Duration: β = 
−0.844, SE = 0.282, t = −2.999, p < 0.01; Intensity: β = −0.819, SE = 0.144, t = −5.703, p < 0.001; 
Pitch: β = −0.661, SE = 0.156, t = −4.246, p < 0.001; Pitch range: β = −0.396, SE = 0.198, t = 
−1.998, p = 0.052) and V-focus (Duration: β = −1.044, SE = 0.29, t = −3.596, p < 0.001; Intensity: 
β = −0.953, SE = 0.153, t = −6.223, p < 0.001; Pitch: β = −0.69, SE = 0.168, t = −4.101, p < 0.001; 
Pitch range: β = −0.615, SE = 0.214, t = −2.874, p < 0.01). That is, the difference between Syll_S 
and Syll_V was larger in S-focus (baseline focus type) than in BF and V-focus. Apart from the 
main effects, significant or marginally significant interactions were found between group (L2) 
and focus type (BF) on intensity (β = −0.819, SE = 0.359, t = −2.28, p < 0.05) and pitch (β = 
−0.759, SE = 0.409, t = −1.856, p = 0.07), and between group (L2) and focus type (V-focus) on 
intensity (β = −0.727, SE = 0.385, t = −1.889, p = 0.065). That is, in these measures, the L2s dis-
tinguished S-focus from the other two focus types to a larger extent than the NSs.

Pairwise comparisons with group and focus type revealed that L2s’ intensity difference was 
significantly larger in S-focus than in BF and V-focus and their pitch difference was larger in 
S-focus than in V-focus, although this difference only approached significance (p = 0.063). The 
HSs demonstrated significantly larger values in S-focus than in BF and V-focus in both inten-
sity and pitch difference. The NSs, on the other hand, did not show statistically significant dif-
ference between S-focus and the other focus types in any these measures. (see Figure 5 for the 
p-value levels).

Pitch peak alignment

Figure 6 shows the degree of f0 peak displacement from Syll_S onset in the three focus types. The 
two dotted lines indicate the onset and offset of Syll_S. Thus, if a value is within the two lines, it 
suggests that the f0 peak was aligned within Syll_S. The effects of group, focus type and the 

Figure 6. Normalized distance between stressed syllable onset and pitch peak (***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01).
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interaction between the fixed factors on the normalized f0 peak displacement was analyzed using 
linear mixed effects modeling with subject and item as random effects. The best fitting model 
selected through backward elimination included a by-subject random slope for focus type. Results 
showed that there was a main effect of focus type for BF (β = 0.316, SE = 0.073, t = 4.31, p < 0.001) 
and V-focus (β = 0.332, SE = 0.082, t = 4.061, p < 0.001). This indicates that overall the f0 peak was 
displaced to a lesser degree in S-focus (baseline focus type), compared to BF and V-focus. Also, 
significant interactions were found between group (L2) and focus type (BF) (β = 0.673, SE = 0.167, 
t = 4.026, p < 0.001) and between group (L2) and focus type (V-focus) (β = 0.62, SE = 0.193, t = 
3.217, p < 0.01). That is, the L2s distinguished the S-focus from the other two focus types to a larger 
extent than the NSs.

Pairwise comparisons with group and focus type revealed that the L2s displaced the f0 peak to 
a larger extent in S-focus than in BF (p < 0.001) and V-focus (p < 0.01). A similar pattern was found 
in the HS data, but the difference did not reach significance level. Regarding the NSs, the degree 
of f0 peak displacement was similar across the three focus types. Moreover, when comparing 
across the groups, L2s’ f0 peak displacement in S-focus was significantly or marginally signifi-
cantly lower than that of the NSs (p = 0.083) and the HSs (p < 0.05). No group difference was 
found in other focus types.

Discussion

Our findings suggest that focus in Spanish can be expressed in various manners. Among the 1944 
tokens considered in the study (after excluding the tokens with hesitation, stutter, etc.), in 609 cases 
(31.33%), the participants expressed focus using strategies other than the target S+Cl+V and Cl+V+S 
structures, such as the omission of non-focused constituents, cleft construction, complementizer que 
‘that’, the insertion of a prosodic boundary and post-focal deaccenting. This implies that speakers use 
multiple strategies to express focus in Spanish, apart from stressing the focused constituents in situ 
and inverting the word order. However, while prosodic boundary insertion was the most common 
non-target structure used across the groups (NS: 61.02%, HS: 62.96%, L2: 68.16%), the use of other 
strategies differed based on their language background. As shown in Table 1, the L2s used post-focal 
deaccenting (27.37%), while the NSs barely used this strategy (0.68%). Moreover, while the NSs 
used cleft constructions (13.56%) and the complementizer que (16.27%), none of these strategies was 
found in the L2 data. The HSs showed a mixed pattern between the NSs and the L2s. Similar to the 
L2s, the HSs used post-focal deaccenting (11.85%) and rarely used the complementizer que (0.74%), 
but regarding the cleft constructions (16.3%), the usage rates were similar to those of the NSs. This 
finding indicates that, although HSs may show divergent patterns from both NSs and L2s, they are 
able to express focus in a more diverse way, using strategies from both Spanish and English.

Regarding the target S+Cl+V or Cl+V+S structures, among the 681 minimal triplets, an over-
whelming number of tokens (87.22%) were produced with the canonical S+Cl+V structure regardless 
of group and focus type. While the results showed that overall the Cl+V+S structure was produced 
more frequently in S-focus, compared to BF, due to the low response rates, it is unlikely that the par-
ticipants used this structure to mark S-focus in a consistent manner. Moreover, when examined across 
the groups, the response rates in S-focus did not show any significant difference from those in the 
other focus types. Despite the extensive use of the S+Cl+V structure, we should not jump to a conclu-
sion based on the present data that Spanish speakers, regardless of their language background, prefer 
to maintain the canonical S+Cl+V structure, because it is also possible that this was an artifact of the 
task design. While the prompt questions in the present study were designed to elicit information 
focus, the sentence preceding the prompt questions (Perdón, no te oí. ‘Sorry, I did not hear you.’) may 
have led the participants to produce emphatic stress by moving the nuclear stress from the canonical 
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utterance-final position and, as a result, stress the focused constituents in situ. Another possible expla-
nation is that the context sentences were all presented in the S+Cl+V structure. Thus, the participants’ 
responses may have followed this structure due to a priming effect. However, this seems to be less 
likely, given that a large number of responses did not follow the exact same structure as the context 
sentences. Among the 1944 tokens, 779 tokens (40.07%) were produced with a different structure. 
Further examination should be conducted to confirm this.

With respect to participants’ use of relative prosodic prominence in focus marking, the present 
study compared the difference in duration, intensity, pitch and pitch range between Syll_S and 
Syll_V across the three focus types. The findings showed that HSs’ and L2s’ pitch and intensity 
difference was significantly larger in S-focus than in other focus types, suggesting that these are the 
main acoustic correlates that they use to express focus. The NSs did not show significant difference 
across the focus types. This is in line with Gries and Miglio’s (2014) findings, which showed that 
Spanish monolinguals do not differ in their use of pitch movement when expressing new versus 
given information, while heritage speakers and English monolinguals produce new information 
with more instances of pitch movement. Although the acoustic property examined by Gries and 
Miglio (2014) (i.e., pitch movement across the word) does not exactly match with the ones in the 
present study, this finding suggests that HSs’ and L2s’ use of prosodic prominence when express-
ing focus in Spanish may be attributed to influence from English.

Interestingly, in the case of pitch, NSs’ pitch difference values were below zero in more than half 
of the cases (64.74%; see Figure 5). That is, the subjects were produced with lower pitch than the 
verbs, which goes against the downstepped trend typically found in declarative sentences across 
various languages (Féry, 2016) (compare the solid and dashed boxes in Figure 7). This pattern was 
observed in all NSs’ speech, except for one person. According to Kim and Avelino (2003), pitch 
peaks that are higher than preceding peaks often occur in Mexican Spanish, more frequently in nar-
row focus than in broad focus contexts. However, it is unclear whether the NSs used this strategy to 
mark focus, since they produced the verbs with higher pitch than the subjects regardless of whether 
they were focused or not. Rather, there may be other pragmatic values overriding the effect of focus. 
For instance, Martín Butragueño and Mendoza (forthcoming) argued that, while upsteps are favored 
by narrow focus, expressivity has a stronger effect on them than focus marking. Since the commu-
nication continued to fail (Perdón, no te oí. ‘Sorry, I did not hear you.’), it is possible that the NSs 
used upsteps to point out that they were reiterating what they had already said, rather than to mark 
focus. Unlike the NSs, the L2s produced the subjects with higher pitch than the verbs in a categori-
cal manner (97.3%) and the HSs showed a similar pattern, although to a lesser degree (70.78%). 
This may be due to some HSs following the NS pattern. Verbs with higher pitch than the subjects 
were found in the speech of seven out of 17 HSs, while this was the case for two out of 11 L2s. Thus, 
overall the HSs and the L2s followed the downstepped trend. While this may indicate that expres-
sivity was not present in HSs’ and L2s’ speech, it is also possible that their realization of expressivity 
was different from that of the NSs. That is, the HSs and the L2s may have produced emphatic stress 
using prosodic prominence as a way to add an affective nuance to the focused constituents.

Group differences were also found in subject pitch peak alignment (see the arrows in Figure 5). 
The NSs displaced the peak to a post-tonic syllable in the majority of the cases (BF: 75%, S-focus: 
69.23%, V-focus: 73.08%) and the pitch peak distribution largely overlapped across the focus 
types. For the L2s, peak displacement mainly occurred in BF (81.08%) and in V-focus (86.49%); 
in S-focus, it only occurred 29.73% of the time. This demonstrates that the L2s produced early 
peaks to express focus. With respect to the HSs, similar to the NSs, the peak was displaced most of 
the time in all three focus types. This finding supports the perception results in Zárate-Sández 
(2015) in which HSs’ and NSs’ threshold to categorically perceive declarative utterances as 
emphatic (narrow focus) or non-emphatic (broad focus) was located at stressed syllable offset, 
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Figure 7. Pitch contour of [FBernardo] lo grabó. ‘Bernardo recorded it.’ produced by a monolingual 
speaker (a), a heritage speaker (b) and a second language learner (c) (solid box: stressed syllable of subject; 
dashed box: stressed syllable of verb; arrow: pitch peak).
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while this threshold occurred significantly earlier within the stressed syllable for the L2s. While 
early peak alignment in focused constituents can occur in both Spanish (de la Mota, 1997) and 
English (Beckman et al., 2005), the parallel findings in Zárate-Sández’s (2015) perception study 
and the present study suggest that early peak alignment is a robust acoustic correlate of focus in 
English, while it is not in Spanish. Thus, influence from English may account for L2s’ sensitivity 
to early peak alignment. With respect to the HSs, although the difference did not reach significance 
level, HSs’ peak was displaced less frequently in S-focus (74.07%), compared to BF (92.59%) and 
V-focus (93.83%). This indicates that English may have an influence on HSs’ tonal alignment in 
Spanish, but to a lesser degree, compared to the L2s.

Overall, none of the three groups used word order to express focus. Rather, focus in situ was 
the most common form, which supports the findings of previous studies (Domínguez & Arche, 
2014; Gabriel, 2010; Gupton & Leal Méndez, 2013; Hoot, 2017). However, the NSs did not 
mark focus prosodically, while the HSs and the L2s clearly distinguished focused constituents 
from non-focused ones using prosodic prominence, mainly pitch and intensity. In the case of the 
L2s, they additionally used early peak alignment to express focus. The HSs and the NSs, on the 
other hand, displaced the peak to a post-tonic syllable regardless of the focus type. The findings 
of other strategies also showed a mixed pattern in HSs’ speech. While the NSs and the L2s 
clearly differed from each other, in that the former preferred non-prosodic cues (e.g., cleft dislo-
cation, complementizer que) and the latter mainly used prosody to mark focus (e.g., post-focal 
deaccenting), the HSs demonstrated patterns that were observed in both the NSs and the L2s. 
The mixed patterns found in the HS data are in line with research in heritage language acquisi-
tion (Benmamoun, Montrul, & Polinsky, 2010; Montrul, 2010, 2012). That is, HSs demonstrate 
characteristics that are observed in both NSs and L2s. In some aspects, they behave more like the 
NSs and in others more like the L2s. The findings of this study provide evidence that heritage 
speakers’ two sound systems are not independent from each other, but are constantly engaged 
(Flege, 1995; Grosjean, 1989). Thus, while heritage speakers are able to apply the same linguis-
tic strategies as Spanish monolinguals in some aspects, they also show signs of English influence 
in others, similar to L2 learners.

Conclusion

The response patterns observed in the present study are very interesting, as they suggest that it is 
not necessary to use certain cues in a categorical manner to signal focused elements. Other than 
stressing focused constituents in situ and changing word order, there are multiple ways to mark 
focus in Spanish and these strategies differ based on speakers’ language experience. The present 
study showed that, while Spanish monolinguals inserted a prosodic boundary to mark focus, they 
showed preference for non-prosodic cues, such as the complementizer que ‘that’ to mark broad 
focus and cleft constructions to mark narrow focus. English L2 learners of Spanish rarely used 
these strategies. Rather, they used various prosodic strategies, such as relative prosodic promi-
nence, early peak alignment, prosodic boundary insertion and post-focal deaccenting, which can be 
attributed to influence from their L1 (English). Regarding Spanish heritage speakers, they showed 
strategies that were observed in both monolinguals’ and L2 learners’ speech. As they are native 
bilinguals of Spanish and English, this finding suggests that heritage speakers can express focus in 
a flexible manner due to rich resources from their two language systems.
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