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Within the large family of tone languages, differences exist with respect to the 

importance and phonetic realization of tones. It remains an interesting question how 

these differences influence the acquisition and processing of lexical tone.  

Limburgian, spoken in the south of the Netherlands, is assumed to have lexical tone, 

albeit in a rather restricted way as it has relatively low functional load. Moreover, lexical 

tone in Limburgian is subject to an intriguing amount of surface variation.  

We compared performance of native Limburgians to native non-tonal Dutch controls 

on a series of behavioral experiments: Discrimination of lexical tone in the first year of 

life (Exp. 1) and in adulthood (Exp. 2), and the encoding of lexical tone during word 

learning in toddlers and adults (Exp. 3).  

Our results partly deviate from previous research on tone languages like Mandarin, but 

are on a par with findings on Japanese children, suggesting that the acquisition and 

processing of lexical tone indeed seems to be influenced by functional load and 

phonetic variability. 
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