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1. ORIGINS
In 2014, the first Handbook of Corpus Phonology
[10] was published by Oxford University Press,
including a chapter describing the field of L2
corpus-based phonology written by Ulrike Gut [14],
five years after the publication of her monograph
about the LeaP corpus [13], which can be considered
as a landmark corpus in the area. The inclusion of
such a chapter in the handbook is an
acknowledgement of the need to extend the methods
and principles of corpus phonology to the field of
non-native speakers, at a time when L2
pronunciation research is getting over the past
theoretical or disciplinary boundaries (phonology vs
phonetics; linguistics vs psycholinguistics; L2
acquisition studies vs L1 variationist sociolinguistic
studies) and benefits from a new momentum.
Unsurprisingly, L2 English has been the focus of
most L2-oriented corpus-based phonology-phonetics
projects (e.g. LeaP [13], AESOP [21]), but L2 Dutch
has also been a proficient domain in connection with
educational objectives in the field of ComputerAssisted Pronunciation Training programmes [16]. It
is only recently that similar ventures have been
launched for French [2, 15], with the
Interphonologie du Français Contemporain (IPFC)
project at its forefront. The IPFC project originally
stemmed from the Phonologie du Français
Contemporain (PFC) research programme [11]: a
large-scale phonological survey across the Frenchspeaking world launched in the late 1990s by three
French phonologists, Jacques Durand, Bernard Laks
and Chantal Lyche, who had become wary of the
often limited set of data on which most French
phonology had been relying. Standing against
‘armchair’ linguistics and in tune with the technical
developments of oral databases and advances in
sociophonetics, they designed a recording protocol
inspired by William Labov’s work which could be
used with most speakers to ensure data
comparability. The PFC corpus (www.projetpfc.net) turned out to include multilingual speakers

(in Africa, Canada, Louisiana), whose status as
‘native’ speakers of French could sometimes be
debatable. Hence the launch of a dedicated ‘nonnative’ avatar of PFC in 2008, the first of its kind for
L2 French, with a Japanese team [5], immediately
followed by a Spanish team, trying to combine the
principles of PFC with the lessons learned from
other projects, particularly in L2 English [13, 14].
The IPFC project now includes different teams
representing 16 first languages (German, Alemanic,
English, Arabic, Korean, Danish, Spanish, Greek,
Italian, Japanese, Dutch, Norwegian, Portuguese,
Russian, Swedish, Turkish) (Fig. 1), whose members
(linguists and language educators) share an interest
in L2 French pronunciation and are keen on
exploring non-native varieties as part of the
sociolinguistic continuum on which native,
plurilingual and non-native speakers can be
examined. It is important to note that the educational
perspective is an integral part of the project, which
partly explains some of its methodological
orientations [9].
Figure 1: The website of the IPFC project with the
different teams and survey points.

2. METHODOLOGY
2.1. Recording protocol

Figure 2: An example of a sequence from the PFC
text coded for nasal vowels by two different coders,
and for liaison by one coder in a TextGrid file
opened with Praat.

The protocol is made up of 6 tasks, two of which (b
and d) are common to the PFC project for
comparability purposes: a) repetition of an L1specific wordlist1, b) reading out of the PFC wordlist,
c) reading out of the L1-specific wordlist 2 , d)
reading out of the PFC text, e) interview with a
native speaker, f) interaction between two nonnative speakers. A sociolinguistic questionnaire as
well as a consent form are also included.
2.2. Data processing

Following the rationale adopted in PFC regarding
data interoperability on the one hand and the pitfalls
of phonetic transcriptions for large data-sets on the
other hand, the audio recordings are orthographically
transcribed with text-to-sound alignment in Textgrid
files used with Praat [1]. Specific transcription
conventions were designed to handle the
characteristics of non-native speech [20].

Figure 3: The Dolmen interface for the nasal
vowels in the IPFC project.

2.3. Data analyses

Since one of the objectives of the corpus was to
process as automatically as possible large sets of
data, and following PFC’s stance on variation, with
a strong educational perspective in the case of IPFC,
we decided to adopt and extend the coding system
used in PFC for schwa and liaison, as an
intermediate step between rough perceptual
categorization (correct/incorrect) and fine-grained
acoustic analysis (with its limits) [4]. The overall
structure of each code is divided into four sections:
1) target structure, 2) left context, 3) right context, 4)
perceptual assessment, primarily in terms of targetlikeness (e.g. for nasal vowels: nasality, quality,
postvocalic
consonantal
excrescence
[8]).
Alphanumeric codes were designed for consonants,
oral vowels, nasal vowels, liaison and consonant
clusters, and human coders, on the basis of their
perceptual assessment of the production, insert the
code in the orthographic transcription right after the
structure under scrutiny, using separate tiers for each
phenomenon (Fig. 2). The files are then analyzed
with Dolmen, a phonological concordancer
developed for the project by Julien Eychenne [12]
(Fig. 3), which allows users to perform queries in the
coded corpus and recover the requested items with
several options. Dolmen provides descriptive
statistics for code-based queries, and digs out the
corresponding occurrences in concordance lines with
the possibility of opening the sound files in Praat. A
multiple-blind assessment option is included in the
system.

Despite its obvious limitations in terms of phonetic
description accuracy, this approach has proved
successful so far (congruency between multiple
subject psycholinguistic tests and coded results for
isolated words), offering several advantages
(especially for continuous speech): it can delineate
specific data subsets for extensive analyses, and be
used in the framework of perceptual studies, with a
clear connection to perceptual norms. Last but not
least, it really fits, in our view, with the overall
objective and method of corpus phonology (but not
laboratory phonetics at this stage).

3. ILLUSTRATIONS
Among the common objects of interest for all IPFC
teams, nasal vowels and liaison, two typically
difficult structures to be mastered by learners of
French, have been extensively studied in the project
[4, 7, 17, 18]. For several reasons (e.g. the relative
difficulty of acoustical measures), the French nasal
vowels have been a good benchmark to test and
develop our approach, both with beginners and
advanced learners. As for liaison, which has been a
central object of study in the PFC project, it is also
of particular interest in the case of L2 learners since
it must be analyzed in a multidimensional manner:
both from a segmental and a suprasegmental
perspectives, but also at the interface between
phonology, morphosyntax, lexis and orthography.
Other elements have also been studied (high rounded
vowels, voiced plosives, liquid consonants, lexical
stress), and each team has its own focus (e.g. final
consonant devoicing among Germanic languages
speakers and vocalic epentheses among Japanese
learners). Having a common coding system for all
L1-specific surveys, with the Dolmen application to
perform cross-corpus queries, is one of the main
methodological assets of the IPFC project to carry
out comparative analyses between different groups
of learners (e.g. liaison production by Italian and
Spanish learners of French, with 4788 coded liaison
sites [19]).

4. PERSPECTIVES3
Building up an international database such as the
one we are striving to achieve in IPFC takes time.
Even though most of the methodological features of
the project are now set, we are still in the process of
developing: (i) a full-fledged searchable database,
(ii) automatic functions in Dolmen to provide richer
descriptions of the learners’ productions, (iii)
guidelines to evaluate our data with semi-manual
acoustic analyses on the one hand and automatic
machine assessment on the other hand, (iv)
pedagogical applications for syllabus design and
pronunciation training. For more information about
the IPFC project, see: http://cblle.tufs.ac.jp/ipfc/.
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1

The lists include items common to all surveys (e.g.
words with nasal vowels, since these vowels are difficult
to acquire for most learners of French) and words
specifically chosen for specific groups of learners (e.g.
items with consonantal clusters for Japanese learners).
2
The L1-specific wordlist repetition-reading tasks
included in the protocol aim at taking into account the
impact of the orthographic factor in the elicitation process
[3, 6].
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