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During the course of language acquisition, children often produce an output syllable that has 

no corresponding syllable in the target word, as in Hebrew ken → [əˈken] ‘yes’ (RM 

1;05.22). These additional syllables, generally termed filler syllables, are attested in the early 

speech of children acquiring various languages, in ways that appear to be systematic to some 

extent (Veneziano and Sinclair 2000, Peters 2001, Demuth 2001 to name a few). The 

following work reviews the phenomenon of filler syllables in the early speech of a 

monolingual Hebrew-acquiring girl. The attested patterns of filler syllables’ dispersion 

indicate their role as potential tools for prosodic adjustments in developing grammars, during 

acquisition phases of prosodic constituents. 

 For this study, we focus on speech recordings of one typically developing 

monolingual Hebrew acquiring girl, RM. We present longitudinal corpus-based data collected 

throughout 33 weekly sessions recorded over 10 months, from age 1;03.13 to 2;00.09. The 

data are based on corpora from the longitudinal Child Language Project headed by Outi Bat-

El and Galit Adam
1
. The filler syllables (tokens) found in the data comprise 6.3% (313/4,979) 

of the total number of productions during that period.  

Filler syllables have a variety of definitions, each of which is critical for the set-up of 

the relevant data for further analysis. Our criteria for defining filler syllables do not 

presuppose that fillers are limited to prefixed positions (as many previous studies did), yet we 

take measures to ensure that actual fillers are not overlooked while general epenthesis 

processes are not confused with augmentation processes (only the latter are considered as 

fillers).  

 The obtained data are analyzed against pre-defined stages in RM’s acquisition of 

prosodic units to show that the distributional patterns of filler syllables can be attributed to 

prosodic requirements such as minimal word and foot type preferences during early stages of 

acquisition, and the emergence of concatenative morpho-syntax at later stages, where 

prosodic units above the phonological word begin to appear.  

 The appearance of filler syllables at later stages of acquisition is commonly attributed 

to the development of early morpho-syntactic units, and, therefore, bears theoretically 

problematic interactions with various domains of grammar, such as morphology and syntax 
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(Peters 2001). In our view, a proper analysis of filler syllables is possible with “pure” 

phonological devices that rely on the prosodic hierarchy (Selkirk 1978, 1986, Nespor and 

Vogel 1986), since the prosodic hierarchy already encapsulates an underlying interaction with 

morpho-syntactic domains, i.e., there is no explicit need to address morphological or 

syntactic entities in order to explain the interaction of morpho-syntax with the appearance of 

fillers at later stages. 
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