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One of the remarkable characteristics of spoken language is that it is constantly undergoing
change. The speakers of a community continually influence each other in the phonetic nuances
of their speech, leading to the emergence and drift of accents in a language and continuous sound
change. The plasticity of sound patterns is driven by processes of covert mutual adaptation
among those who interact in conversations. It thereby reflects a constant interplay of perceptual
and motor processes of spoken language within and across social or regional groups and a
malleability of the sensorimotor goals of speech across lifetime. Existing models of speech motor
control largely neglect this plasticity by focusing on internal sensorimotor adaptation processes
that aim to protect the suspected invariance of phonological goals against variability and change
in the motor system. Sensorimotor and neuroanatomic mechanisms of adaptation to others’
speech are still underrepresented in research.
I will present studies that investigate the propensity of patients with dysfunctions in different
regions of the brain to align with or adapt to others’ speech. Patients with left and right hemisphere
stroke, Parkinson’s disease and cerebellar ataxia were examined to investigate the contributions
of cortical and subcortical structures in the covert imitation of fine phonetic detail and in temporal
alignment with model speakers. Theoretical and clinical implications will be discussed.
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