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Letters

Sounds heard in the womb

We would like to clarify several points with
regard to our neural net model of early speech
perception development (“Speech lessons in
computero,” SN: 8/13/94, p.111).

Empirical studies have established that the
auditory system is functioning prenatally and
that the prenatal auditory environment carries
significant amounts of speech information, the
mother being a primary source. The most
basic features, hence those likely to be learned
first, may be features of speech common to all
human languages. It is one of these features,
place of articulation, that we show may be
learned in a manner consistent with prenatal
auditory experience.

The assumption that the fetal auditory sys-
tem works poorly relative to the adult system
is an important part of our model. Because this
has the effect of removing some complexity, it
may actually be of help in learning elementary
distinctions. One also might expect a postnatal
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period of transition in the perception of speech
features learned in the womb. Development of
finer distinctions (including the preference for
native language) may need to wait until after
birth, when elementary distinctions have been
learned, auditory centers of the brain are more
mature, and the infant’s auditory experience
becomes much richer. The learning mecha-
nism we propose may continue to be active
during this postnatal period.
Bradley S. Seebach
Stony Brook, N.Y.

Nathan Intrator
Tel Aviv, Israel

Philip Lieberman
Leon N. Cooper
Providence, R.I.

Irreproducible results?

“The high cost of having some babies gets
higher by the numbers” (SN: 8/6/94, p.95)
raises some interesting questions. First, if
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infertility is a heritable trait, those using in vi-
tro fertilization techniques would be more
likely to produce infertile offspring. Thus, we
could be creating a generation that depends
on modern medicine to reproduce.

And second, since these treatments are
unnecessary, should they be covered by a
health care system?

Tim Ziesmer
Healdsburg, Calif.

Fishy fish feet?

I was surprised to see Hynerpeton bassetti dis-
playing six digits on its front feet as it emerged
from the Devonian swamps (“Walking away
from a fish-eat-fish world,” SN: 7/30/94, p.70). 1
was under the impression that early tetrapods
had five digits on both their front and back feet.

Daris R. Swindler
Edmonds, Wash.

Actually, the oldest known tetrapods had seven

toes, and another early tetrapod had six (SN:
9/22/90, p.191). — R. Monastersky
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