


1.1 THE IMPORTANCE OF PSVL IN 

SETSWANA 

Since there is no difference in the meaning of words 

with lengthened or without lengthened penultimate 

syllable vowel, it is debatable that a change to the 

penultimate syllable vowel length is likely to result in 

misunderstanding in communication on the one hand. 

On the other hand, misplacement of the syllable 

length could result in changes to the tone necessary in 

discriminating between meanings of words because 

PSVL has an effect on the tone. Any changes to the 

tone could result in a situation where homographs 

such as in (1) above are pronounced in the same way, 

and so the meanings of these words will not be 

distinguishable. This could lead to communication 

breakdown. 

In addition, misplacement of the syllable length 

could give rise to issues with lexical retrieval, as it is 

a predictable element of the Setswana word. This 

shows that PSVL is important in parsing language in 

Setswana and any disruption to the expected patterns 

may cause problems in this respect.  

This argument is based on the finding that, like 

other Bantu languages, stress in Setswana is 

manifested in the lengthening of the penultimate 

vowel [9]. Word stress is an integral part of the 

phonological system of a language. Transferring of 

lexical stress from the penultimate syllable vowel to 

other vowels may affect the vowel quality and so 

there is a possibility that word recognition would be 

affected. This assumption is supported by Cutler and 

Clifton [5] findings of English that words with wrong 

stress placement were difficult to recognise, leading 

to the conclusion that correct placement of word 

stress is vital in word recognition. 

1.2 ACQUISITION OF VOWEL LENGTH 

Salidis & Johnson [16] found that, by the age of 14 

months, infants are able to control vowel length in 

their speech. Equally, Kehoe and Stoel-Gammon [11] 

investigated vowel length errors in English children 

who were around two years of age. The results 

indicated that there was a low mean percentage of 

vowel length errors in the production of the children. 

Where bilingual children are concerned, lack of 

the development of prosodic patterns in one or other 

language could indicate acquisition delay, as 

indicated by Kehoe [10] in a study of German-

Spanish bilingual children. Kehoe [10] attributed 

acquisition delay in the acquisition of the German 

vowel length contrast relative to monolinguals to the 

more marked vowel system of German, which was a 

source of difficulty for the bilinguals to acquire, 

whereas Spanish, which is less marked in terms of 

vowels, was easier to acquire. 

1.3. The present study 

This paper addresses the following research 

questions: 

1. What is the pattern of penultimate syllable 

duration in Setswana multisyllabic words in 

the speech of Setswana-English bilingual 

children aged 6-7 years in comparison with 

Setswana monolingual peers? 

2. In the bilingual Setswana-English 

population, to what extent will the children in 

Standard 1, aged 6 years, have a different 

pattern of penultimate syllable duration in 

Setswana in comparison with the children in 

Standard 2, aged 7 years, who will have had 

increased exposure to English, being older? 

The following hypotheses were formulated: 

  

1. The pattern of the penultimate syllable 

duration in Setswana multisyllabic words in 

the speech of Setswana-English bilingual 

children aged 6-7 years will be different from 

their monolingual peers with the bilinguals 

not lengthening the penultimate syllable. 

2. The bilingual children in Standard 2, aged 7 

years, will lengthen the penultimate syllable 

vowel in Setswana multisyllabic words less 

on average in comparison with bilingual 

children aged 6 years who are in Standard 

One, because of increased exposure to 

English by Standard 2. 

3. METHOD 

3.1. Participants 

The study employed twenty 6-7-year-old Batswana 

children with no speech and language impairment, ten 

of whom were sequential bilingual Setswana-English 

speakers, and ten who were Setswana monolinguals. 

The monolinguals are considered as such because 

they were in the first and second year of public school 

primary where English is not the main medium of 

instruction. Therefore, they were exposed to minimal 

English. The Setswana-English bilinguals have been 

exposed to high English input through private 

English-medium schools from the age of three. All 

the children were born in Botswana and had never 

lived outside the country. The children were recruited 

from schools through consent letters that were given 

to the children to give to their parents. The children 

were also given The Language and Social 
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