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Abstract 
Words written with the initial graphic sequences “es+C” and “ex+C” raise many 
problematic questions to the phonology of European Portuguese since the 
production of these sequences is changing (Delgado Martins et al, 1996:302). This 
paper focuses on the analysis of how the speakers produce and segment these –sC 
clusters and on the variables that might affect these tasks. Therefore, we conducted a 
study to perceive what might influence the speakers’ phonological knowledge. 
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Introduction 
Words with the initial –sC clusters are definitely a controversial topic in the 
phonology of European Portuguese, as in other Romance 
languages, especially when the syllabic status of the cluster has to be 
defined since the production of these sequences is being modified 
(Delgado Martins et al. 1996:302) by the loss of the initial vowel. The 
difficulty arises when the speakers have to identify the syllabic 
constituents, since the word initial -sC clusters cannot be accepted as 
tautosyllabic (Veloso 2002), because they violate the Sonority Principle 
(Selkirk 1982:343; 1984:110).  

The problem only arises in initial clusters of words with the 
graphic sequences “es+C” and “ex+C”, as the initial vowel tends to 
disappear and they are also produced differently due to the dialectal origin 
of the speakers, especially among speakers from the septentrional 
(Northern area-Oporto) and central meridional dialect (Southern area-
Lisbon). There is a clearer tendency to vowel deletion in the central 
meridional dialect, while in the septentrional dialect vowel insertion is 
more frequent, according to the dictionaries and the characteristics of the 
two dialects (Barros Ferreira et al. 1996: 495, based on Cintra 1970).  

Some of the core concerns in the study of these sequences, as well of 
this paper, are: 

i) If these sequences are considered tautosyllabic, we are facing a violation
of the Sonority Principle (Selkirk 1984:110) and of the Dissimilarity
Condition.
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ii) It may be a difficult task for speakers to clearly define the syllable
boundaries.

iii) There may be some variation due to the dialectal origin of the speakers.
iv) There may be some influence of the orthographic knowledge in the way

the speakers produce and segment these words, since there is an initial
graphic vowel, <e>.

v) The orthographic knowledge may be changing the dialectal traits.

Experimental study 
Elaborating on the analyses available in the literature for European 
Portuguese (Freitas 1997, 2000; Andrade and Rodrigues 1999; Rodrigues 
2000; Rodrigues 2003; Freitas and Rodrigues 2003), we considered to be 
fundamental to conduct an experimental study which was orientated with 
following aims:  

i) to find evidence that the orthographic knowledge interferes with the
phonological knowledge (Veloso 2003) and with the changing trend in
the production of these sequences;

ii) to determine if we can talk about variation in case the sequence fricative
plus plosive may be considered tautosyllabic by the speakers;

iii) to test the influence of the dialect in the two orthographic sequences
(“es+C” and “ex+C”).

Having these purposes in mind, we selected some speakers from different 
age groups and from different dialectal origin. We chose 10 speakers who 
attended the 5th grade and the 9th grade from Lisbon (central meridional 
dialect) and Oporto (septentrional dialect). The speakers were asked to 
produce the words with –sC clusters (e.g. espada/sword; escola/school; 
exposição/exhibition; experiência/ experience) and segment the syllables of 
those words, after some images were shown. 

All the interviews were recorded; then, the recordings were carefully 
heard several times and finally the data were analysed with SPSS16, in order 
to see what were the statistically significant differences. We have chosen the 
Mann-Whitney test because we were testing two independent variables: the 
orthographic knowledge and the dialect. 

Results 
The results of the production of the –sC clusters without initial vowel were 
not statistically significant among the speakers of the 5th grade from the two 
dialects (z=-0,506; n.s.). While the results of the production without initial 
vowel of the –sC clusters among the speakers of the 9th grade of the two 
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dialectal groups were statistically significant (z=-2,834; p<0,005). The 
results of the task of segmentation were not statistically significant in both 
groups, regardless of the dialectal origin. 

Conclusions 
Some of the data showed that the dialectal traits may be disappearing due to 
the influence of learning to read and write. Therefore, one must conclude 
that some of the dialectal traits may be changing, when the speakers produce 
and segment these sequences. While there was a clear tendency to vowel 
deletion in the production (e.g. [ʃkɔlɐ]-escola/school), the segmentation led 
to vowel insertion (e.g. [iʃ-kɔlɐ]). Nonetheless, some dialectal traits still 
persist, such as: the speakers from Oporto attending the ninth grade showed 
a clear tendency to the insertion of vowels ([i],[ɨ] and diphthongs [ɐj], [ej]) 
both in the production and segmentation of these clusters. 

After the experimental study we can conclude that: 

i) The speakers from the Northern dialect tend to produce these sequences
with an initial vowel but there is no statistically significant difference,
with the exception of the speakers attending the 9th grade.

ii) Words with initial -sC clusters are segmented as heterosyllabic.
iii) Speakers introduce a vowel in the segmentation.
iv) The results were similar among the different groups regardless of the

school year or dialect. So, the dialect differences are fading as a
consequence of the process of learning to read and write.

v) There was a certain influence of the orthographic knowledge, especially
in the words with the graphic sequence “ex+C”.

On the other hand, some of the early predictions proved to be wrong or at 
least inconclusive, such as: 

i) The possibility of tautosyllabic segmentation, based on Delgado-Martins
(1996:302). This hypothesis did not occur in this study.

ii) The possibility of change and variation. The only change is the fact that
the results of both dialectal groups are similar, which was unexpected
since there are some clear differences in the production of these
sequences. This is possibly the result of orthographic knowledge.

To sum up, the similar results among the different groups from different 
dialects may be due to the influence of the orthographic knowledge acquired 
at school.  

Nonetheless, there are still questions related to the ‘grey area’ of the 
position of the fricative [ʃ] in the syllable. These can be some of the topics to 
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be considered in a future study with more data from language acquisition, 
tests with larger number of speakers and also with different tasks, such as 
reading and spontaneous speech. 
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