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Dialect Contact and Accommodation  

Among Southern Illinois University Students 

 

 

 

Douglas Stephan Bigham, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2008 

 

Supervisor:  Robert D. King 

 
Southern Illinois University at Carbondale (SIUC) is a site of linguistic diversity 

where speakers of three major dialects of American EnglishðNorthern, Midland, 

and Southernðare brought into contact with one another.  The speech of 

undergraduates at SIUC is subject to the processes of dialect contact and 

accommodation; as a result, regional speech features are lost in favor of an 

overarching SIUC dialect norm or koiné.  

 

The linguistic contact that takes place at Southern Illinois University at 

Carbondale is unique.  Previous studies of dialect contact involve situations 

created by migrations of large populations of settlers moving to a new area.  

These ñmigrantsò settle permanently in the new area and become isolated from 

their original anchor dialects.  The dialect mixture that arises from countless 

single instances of interpersonal accommodation will, under many 

circumstances, lead to koinéization or new dialect formation.  However, the 

dialect contact situation at SIUC is different from these previous studies.  First, 

the contact situation at SIUC is made up of fluid populations of highly mobile 

individualsðundergraduates.  While the groups in contact remain consistent, 

individual students comprising the populations of these groups come and go 
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every year.  Additionally, rather than permanently relocating, the contact between 

the different groups at SIUC is interrupted by students leaving for three months of 

summer break and one month of winter break every year, thereby preventing 

speakers of the displaced dialects from becoming isolated from their original 

anchor dialects.  The presence of these factors at SIUC provides a way to test 

and expand our existing models of language use and language attitudes in 

regards to dialect contact, accommodation, self- and group- categorization, and 

individual- and community-level notions of linguistic variation and language 

change.   
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PART ONE ï FOUNDATIONS 

Epigraph: The Other Illinois 

Southern Illinois sits on the back doorstep as poor as Job's turkey, as beautiful as redbud 

trees in spring. . . more passionate, more violent, stubborn, stingy. . . a sweeter Illinois with 

soft southern linguals, magnolia blossoms, and a generous heart. . .  

(Baker Brownell, 1958, The Other Illinois, p.3). 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

This dissertation focuses on linguistic variation and mechanisms of language change as 

viewed through dialect contact and interspeaker accommodation.  The speakers who provide 

the principle data for this investigation are seven emerging adults from Southern Ill inois who 

were undergraduates at Southern Illinois University ï Carbondale (SIUC) during the Fall and 

Spring semesters of the 2006-2007 school year.  Secondary data to support and provide 

background for the speech of Southern Illinoisans at SIUC include data from 41 Southern 

Illinois high school students, 22 SIUC undergraduates from other regions of Illinois, and over 

22 years of personal experience I had growing up in Southern Illinois, 5+ of which were 

spent as undergrad at SIUC, as well as countless anecdotal and informal observations I 

made on the SIUC campus from 2005 to 2008. 

 

Southern Illinoisans, by and large, sound different than those Illinoisans from upstateð

anyone who has made a trip up I-57 from Cairo to Chicago will attest to that.  As Baker 

Brownell pointed out in his The Other Illinois (1958), the speech of Southern Illinoisans has 

more ñsoft southern lingualsò than one typically associates with this most Midwestern of 

states.  But even if Southern Illinoisans sound more southern than their urbanite Chicagoland 

and corn-husking central Illinois neighbours, their speech is still a degree or two removed 

from the prototypical ñSouthern Accentò heard just south of the Ohio River in Kentucky, or 

further still in Tennessee.  And the more carefully one listens to these inhabitants of Illinoisôs 

ñback doorstepò, the more one hears a variety neither Northern, nor Southern, nor even 

particularly Midwestern.  Southern Illinois is, and has always been, a transition area between 

North and South, East and West, and the language of its inhabitants reflects that. 
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1.1.  BACKGROUND OF THE RESEARCH LOCATION AND PURPOSE OF STUDY 

Southern Illinois, known locally as ñLittle Egyptò or just ñEgyptò, consists of that area of 

Illinois é to the south.  For Brownell (1958), ñsouthern Illinoisò comprised the lower 32 

counties of Illinois, below the 39
th
 parallel, roughly bordered by Interstate Highway I-70 or the 

old National Road to the north, the Ohio River to the south, the Mississippi River to the west, 

and the Wabash River to the east (giving Southern Illinois its other nicknameðñthe land 

between the riversò).  However, the opinions coming from within the region would not be so 

generous as to what the term ñSouthern Illinoisò covers geographically.  Instead, for native 

ñEgyptiansò, Southern Illinois usually includes only the 16 southernmost counties of Illinois 

(E.C.S.I., 1949; Horrell et al., 1973).  Data from interviews and informal observations support 

this view.  Responses from local Southern Illinoisans to the question "What or where is 

Southern Illinois?" often cite I-64 or the cities that lie along it as the northern border for 

Southern Illinois (non-locals often have a very different view of ñSouthern Illinoisò, a sensitive 

topic to which we will return shortly).   

 

Southern Illinois University ï Carbondale (SIUC), the site for the majority of the research 

presented here, represents the only four-year public university in this smaller 16-county 

ñLittle Egyptò area of southern Illinois, and Carbondale, Illinois, is the largest city in Little 

Egypt.  According to many local accounts (both those of interview subjects for this 

dissertation and those making up the ñlocal loreò of Southern Illinois), Carbondale is the de 

facto ñcultural hubò or ñcapitalò of Southern Illinois.  Map 1.1 shows the location of 

Carbondale and Southern Illinois with respect to the rest of Illinois and the United States.  

However, even though Carbondale and SIUC are firmly within the boundaries of ñsouthern 
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Illinoisò, every year, from September to May, SIUC hosts a population of nearly 6,500
1
 

students from the "Chicagoland" area
2
, representing nearly 35% of the total Illinois-based 

student population at SIUC.  These Chicagoland-based students interact with 4,500 students 

native to Southern Illinois (~25% of SIUC), 6,000 students from central Illinois, and an 

additional 3,500 students from elsewhere in the US and 1,500
3
 from other countries.   

 

 
Map 1.1: Detail of Illinois, Southern Illinois, and Carbondale 

 

Linguistically, Southern Illinois has been grouped as part of the "South Midland" dialect 

(Dakin, 1966; Frazer, 1987; Labov, 1997), the generalized "South" (Preston, 2003), the  

                                                             
1
 Estimated from the Southern Illinois University Factbook 2004-2005.  All numbers have been rounded to 

the nearest 100. 
2
 "Chicagoland" is defined as the greater Chicago metropolitan area.  See p. 52 of this dissertation for 

details. 
3
 The ~5,000 speakers at SIUC from other states and other countries, while contributing something to the 

SIUC dialect contact situation, can be ignored here as they do not form sufficiently large sub-groups to play 
a substantial role in SIUC's linguistic marketplace. 
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ñUpper Southò (Carver, 1987), the generalized "Midland" (Labov, Ash, & Boberg, 2006), and 

the Appalachian-Ozark "Southern Mountainò dialect (Klienman, 1980; cited in Dickson, 2000).  

However, since previous linguistic data for the speech of Southern Illinois is virtually non-

existent (Dakin, 1966, and Frazer, 1987, being two major exceptions), the truth of any of 

these claims is open to question.  Data from this dissertation shows that the speech of 

Southern Illinoisans contains features resembling Southern US, Midland US, and Northern 

US dialects, with Southern and Midland dialect features typically playing a greater role than 

Northern dialect features in the speech of ñnativeò Southern Illinoisans.  On a broader scale, 

the linguistics of Illinois includes at least two major dialect regions: the Northern Cities dialect 

spoken in the Inland North (ñChicagolandò) region and the Midland US dialect spoken 

throughout the rest of the state.  However, when one takes into consideration the research 

suggesting a North Midland/South Midland split (see, e.g., Davis & Houck, 1992), or the 

research suggesting a corridor of Northern Cities dialectal influence from Chicago to St. 

Louis (see, e.g., Labov, Ash, & Boberg, 2006) and the expanding influence of St. Louisôs 

unique dialect into Illinoisôs ñMetro Eastò area (see, e.g., Goodheart, 2004; Labov, Ash, & 

Boberg 2006), then Illinois could have as many as five separate dialects cutting through it, 

representing a good chunk of overall American English dialect variation. 

 

Because of the confluence of US dialect geography and university population, SIUC has 

become a unique site of linguistic contact for varieties of North American English.  First, 

SIUC, being located in Illinois, allows for contact among nearly equal numbers of students 

from three major dialects of the US, one of only four states
4
 that might be able to make this 

claim (the others being Missouri, Indiana, and Ohio).  Second, in contrast with the dialect 

contact situations described by Kerswill (1994; 2001), Trudgill (1986; 2004), and others 

                                                             
4
 While the often arbitrary division of state borders does not necessarily influence dialect boundaries, it has a 

great influence on student populations at state colleges, and therefore on the mechanics of dialect contact at 
state colleges. 
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(Evans, 2004; Britain, 1997), the contact situation at SIUC is one of contact among fluid 

populations comprising interactions among highly mobile individuals.  However, while 

individual students at SIUC may come and go every year, the linguistic varieties represented 

at SIUC remain stable because the overall population dynamics remain consistent.  

Therefore, the linguistic contact at SIUC represents a heretofore un-described dialect contact 

milieu, with aspects of both temporary and permanent settlement.  Additionally, unlike the 

displaced Stril dialect speakers in Kerswill (1994) or the displaced regional dialect speaker in 

Trudgillôs (2004) study of post-colonial Englishes, where speakers had left their "native" 

region permanently, the dialects in contact at SIUC, because of the yearly influx of new 

students and the long summer and winter breaks, are never fully isolated from their original 

anchor dialects. 

 

Finally, SIUC provides a linguistic contact situation the opposite of most studies of dialects in 

contact.  Previous studies of community-wide dialect contact involve either situations that are 

created by large group migrations of workers from a rural to an urban setting (as in Kerswill, 

1994; Evans, 2004) or situations that are created by large migrations of multiple dialect 

groups to a single ñnewò area lacking a unified ñtraditionalò dialect (as in Trudgill, 2004).  In 

the first case, these immigrated workers settle in the new urban area and their speech 

constitutes a kind of "enclave dialect" (Wolfram & Thomas, 2002).  Because rural speech 

varieties are typically less prestigious than urban varieties, these studies of migrated worker 

populations have been able to be framed in terms of the local, urban, prestigious dialect 

being adopted by speakers of the displaced non-local, rural, low prestige dialect.  In the 

second case, where speakers from different dialects are present in similar amounts, the 

effects of dialect contact have been framed in more mechanistic terms of systemic effects 
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and markedness, with the resulting new dialect being described as the outcome of these 

mixed systems. 

 

However, the situation at SIUC fits neither of these descriptions completely.  First, at SIUC 

the "non-local" population is comprised of speakers of the more prestigious urban variety 

whereas the "local" population is comprised of speakers of the rural lower-prestige dialect (in 

fact, things are not this simple: the evaluation of the local dialect in terms of ñstatusò works 

out in complicated ways; this is discussed at length in Chapter 2).  However, given the 

ñbubble-likeò existence of college campuses, it is often as if these speaker groups at SIUC 

have founded a new colony, but with the presence of local dialects remaining in any 

interaction with the local ñtown marketò.  Therefore, the intergroup
5
 distinctions at SIUC take 

on heightened and new meanings, with ñlocalò students existing as simultaneously as both 

outsider and insider to the speech community at SIUC.   

 

In support of these complex intergroup interactions, findings indicate that one of the major 

intergroup distinctions at SIUC is in terms of the regional identities "Southern Illinoisan" and 

"Chicagolander".  For example, in both my pilot study (conducted December 2005) and in 

interviews conducted during the main phase of research, when asking SIUC students to 

describe the different "groups of students" that are at SIUC, the first and most common 

response was to separate native Southern Illinoisans from Chicagolanders.  This response 

was found even among those students from the central part of Illinois who claim to be in 

neither category.   

 

 

                                                             
5
 In this work, "intergroup" behaviour is understood following Sherif (1966; cited in Tajfel, 1982) as those 

interactions among individuals that are characterized in terms of the individuals' group memberships.   
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1.2.  HYPOTHESIS 

Specifically, while not all of the SIUC students from Chicagoland speak with an archetypical 

Northern Cities accent, and not all of the students from the local area speak with a "Southern 

drawl", the main hypothesis guiding this research is that the linguistic variation of Southern 

Illinoisans who attend SIUC will be altered as a result of living and interacting with the 

predominantly northern population at SIUC, and that the particulars of this alteration can 

shed light on how processes of dialect contact and accommodation can shape the linguistic 

variation that forms the basis of language change. 

 

In order to test this hypothesis, three main research questions must be posed: (a) What is 

the linguistic variation of emerging adults in Southern Illinois initially (i.e., before attending 

SIUC)? (b) What happens to this variation when Southern Illinoisans attend SIUC and begin 

living and interacting with speakers who are not from Southern Illinois? And (c) What can the 

answers to (a) and (b) tell us about how the mechanisms of dialect contact and 

accommodation contribute to language change?  The first two questions are deceptively 

simple, but the data presented here will show that finding the answers is much more 

complicated.  The third question, however, is deceptively complexðit seems as though 

linguistic mechanisms of contact, accommodation, and change should be difficult to 

quantifyðbut the data, and the theory developed to support it, show otherwise.  It turns out 

that the effects of dialect contact, accommodation, and language change are incredibly 

simpleðand in accord with Darwinôs evolutionary algorithm for explaining the role of variation 

in the nature of change. 

 

In addition to the main research questions, this dissertation also sheds light on a number of 

issues important to both linguistics and dialectology.  First, data regarding patterns of 
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variation in emergent communities, such as college campuses, is provided.  Second, the 

data here represent patterns of variation among emerging adults, a speaker group still 

under-represented in current research.  Third, the data here specifically address the speech 

of the largely undocumented rural U.S. Midlands region and add support to the notion that 

the North Midlands and South Midlands exist as two distinct entities.  And fourth, data from 

this dissertation can speak to the difference between word list recitation and interview 

speech, especially as this difference impacts findings of dialect contact and accommodation.   

 

1.3.  OUTLINE OF PROBLEM AND PURPOSE OF STUDY 

Since this dissertation poses three distinct research questions, the background information is 

necessarily fractured.  While I feel that answering any of these questions tacitly requires 

asking (and answering) the other two, the particular constellation of these questions has not 

yet been posed.  The problems surrounding each will be addressed separately first, and then 

as a combined issue.  For ease of reading and maintaining a steady flow of argumentation, 

citations of previous literature are postponed until Chapter 2, when the issues outlined here 

are discussed in full. 

 

Regarding the linguistic variation of emerging adults in Southern Illinois, very little previous 

data is available.  Though the debate regarding how or if the US Midlands should be 

subdivided is one of the longest-lasting debates in US dialectology, no major modern 

linguistic studies of variation have presented the data necessary to address this issue.  

Earlier studies addressing the issue of US Midlands speech are typically of a more traditional 

style of dialectology, noting the distribution of lexical and small grammatical items, and 

remain largely unattached to theoretical linguistics proper.  Likewise, though more recent 

wide-scale studies of linguistic variation are deeply connected to linguistic theory, these have 
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instead under-sampled US Midlands speakers, either including far too few speakers for any 

definitive description of the possible North Midland/South Midland split, or focusing instead 

on urban centers and ignoring the vast linguistic variation of the remaining 51% of the US 

population.  This focus on urban centers is even more problematic for descriptions of US 

Midlands speech due to the relative lack of major Midland cities (St. Louis might be the only 

true ñMidland metropolisò).  Although this dissertation includes data for 13 speakers from the 

Chicagoland and St. Louis Metro East urban regions, the remaining 16 college subjects and 

41 high school subjects are instead drawn from Illinoisôs rural populations, providing an 

important counterpoint study of American English variation, testing how far the changes 

begun in American cities have spread beyond their urban origins, and directly tying modern 

studies of urban linguistic variation to traditional studies of rural dialect features. 

 

Additionally, though 18-25 year-olds have long been recognized as a distinct demographic 

group in functional fields of study (such as marketing and advertising), the recognition of 

ñemerging adultsò as a distinct population in the humanities and social sciences has only 

recently begun.  Although most major linguistic studies of variation include at least some 

speakers from this age range, emerging adult subjects are most often inappropriately lumped 

with other age ranges, usually splitting this demographic by the incredibly arbitrary and 

under-theorized ñdecade-basedò categorization of age.  Even in those studies where ñlife 

stagesò are given priority over numerical age, the difference between (late) adolescence and 

emerging adulthood or emerging adulthood and (young) adulthood has been largely ignored.  

The speakers in this dissertation, however, are all members of the emerging adult 

demographic, providing the first major linguistic study of this population in its own right. 
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Regarding the effects of dialect contact and accommodation, though more previous work is 

available, with a few notable exceptions this work has largely been the province of European 

scholars.  The issue here is that, for a variety of historical reasons, any two Old World 

dialects are typically already more distinct than any two ñpost-Colonialò dialects.  Therefore, 

the extent to which the mechanisms of dialect contact, including both short- and long-term 

accommodation, apply to varieties that are already incredibly structurally similar has yet to be 

explored.  Furthermore, within the dialect contact literature, in studies of both Old World and 

post-Colonial varieties of English, only permanent populations have so far been studied; the 

study of contact effects in non-permanent settings has been largely relegated to micro-

studies of interspeaker accommodation.  At SIUC, however, we have a situation where 

speakers of (remarkably) similar yet distinct varieties of American English come into intense 

contact with one another, but only on a temporary basis.  Though some SIUC graduates stay 

in the Carbondale area after graduation, most move away, either returning home or moving 

to an altogether new location.  While the effects of dialect contact in permanent settlements 

(such as in European colonies or new-town formations) has made a significant contribution 

to studies of language change (especially as regards the mechanism of language drift), 

semi-permanent communities (such as in a university setting) are actually closer in nature to 

both pre-historic linguistic settings, and, given the ever-increasing mobility of human beings, 

likely closer in nature to future linguistic settings as well.  

 

Finally, as regards the role of dialect/language contact and accommodation in a theory of 

language change, the work of this dissertation rests on a vast body of previous literature.  As 

such, the theory of language change proposed here is less a novel approach than a novel 

application, drawing from and expounding upon the previous literature.  Briefly, the problem 

itself can be seen as arising from this surfeit of literature.  That is, out of the numerous 
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theories of how language changes or is changed, no single theory has yet been able to claim 

superiority of explanation and, as such, no accurate predictive model has been advanced.  

This excess of theories has contributed, in my opinion, not only to a fractured object of 

inquiry within linguistics, but to the divorce of linguistics from both the other sciences and 

other humanitiesðnot since generative grammar (over 50 years ago!) has theoretical 

linguistics contributed to the academy at large.  While this dissertation certainly cannot claim 

to ameliorate this problem in one fell swoop, it is an attempt to provide the beginnings of a 

more unified approach, both in terms of data collection and theoretical application. 

 

1.4.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK; SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 

Because of the interdisciplinary nature of this work, many different theoretical approaches 

and findings have been considered.  However, this dissertation is first and foremost a study 

of linguistic variation in the face of dialect contact.  Therefore, the framework of this 

dissertation is essentially that of sociophonetics and the analysis of data is drawn from the 

tradition of dialect and language contact studies.  The speech of individual subjects is 

recorded and coded, these subjects are organized according to sex/gender and regional 

groups, and a comparison of the linguistic features of these different groups is presented.  

This research focuses on vowel variables in speech and presents measurements of the first 

and second formant of each vowel (F1 and F2) on a Cartesian grid, with F1 correlated to 

tongue height and F2 correlated to tongue advancement.  Then, drawing from theories of 

language and dialect contact, the linguistic systems of different speaker groups are 

compared and contrasted with a view to locating processes of koinéization, reallocation, and 

focusing while considering the differential status of speaker groups and the featural 

markedness and structural compatibility of the linguistic systems represented. 
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Although the majority of modern variationist approaches to sociophonetics includes a 

discussion of the consonantal or supra-segmental effects on vowel variation, these factors 

are largely ignored in this dissertation.  The ignoring of these effects is possible because the 

majority of data presented here comes from word list recitations, where such effects are held 

constant.  However, in the investigation of speaker case studies, natural speech data are 

included and these additional effects must be considered.  The reliance on word list 

recitation data was chosen due to the novel subject nature of the research, providing the 

most accurate base-line possible for the speech of Southern Illinoisans on the one hand and 

dialect contact effects among different regional groups on the other.  Furthermore, this 

approach is justified upon consideration of the case studies; it appears that word list 

recitation data and natural speech data present two very different patterns of dialect contact 

effects. 

 

Additionally, this research makes heavy use of the comparative method of inquiry rather than 

the longitudinal method.  Specifically, though it was hoped that the speakers recorded during 

high school would go on to become the Southern Illinois speakers recorded at SIUC, this did 

not always happen in practice.  Therefore, the assumption is that the data from high school 

speakers is representative of Southern Illinois high school students more generally and is not 

reflective of hyper-local regional variation.  Likewise, since no data from northern Illinois high 

school speakers was collected, it is assumed that the variation of northern Illinois speakers 

described in previous research is directly comparable to the data from northern Illinois 

speakers presented here.  Though this method of using comparative data is common (for 

linguistics and most other sciences), it does have some potential drawbacks.  These 

drawbacks are outlined and discussed where applicable. 
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As regards speaker motivation and attitudes towards dialect variation and interspeaker 

accommodation, the research framework of this dissertation is drawn principally from work 

on language attitudes and accommodation theory.  Briefly, the combined work on attitudes 

and accommodation has shown that language variation will fluctuate as a result of who is 

speaking to whom, where they are speaking, and what their previous attitudes towards their 

interlocutor(s) are.  Part of the tradition of language attitudes research is found here in the 

collection of attitudes surveys and asking specific attitudes-based questions during 

interviews, while the traditions of accommodation and find purchase here in viewing the 

variation of Southern Illinois college students as drawn from the linguistic features not only of 

their own dialect, but also the features of the other dialects represented by SIUC speakers 

with whom they interact. 

 

Finally, the model of language change that frames the presentation and description of data in 

this dissertation, though drawing upon previous research, is assembled in an original way.  

This assemblage combines previous research and theories in historical linguistics through 

the notion of emergence and the applicative models of evolutionary and connectionist 

theories.  Since this theoretical composition is novel, its contribution to the research 

framework of this dissertation is described in full in Chapter 2. 

 

The design of this study also entails a set of specific limitations.  Perhaps the most apparent 

limitation from a variationist sociolinguistics point of view is the completely absent treatment 

of the variable rules acting upon the vowel variation described.  That is, there is at no point a 

discussion of contextual or supra-segmental features favoring or disfavoring the production 

of certain forms of a vowel variable.  Likewise, most modern studies of linguistic variation 

and change often rely upon data gathered from speakers at various time-points, comparing 
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the findings of new data to the finding of previous data.  These comparisons allow an 

assessment of language change, either by comparing data from the same speakers through 

ñreal timeò or data from different speakers through ñapparent timeò (see Milroy & Gordon, 

2003).  Data presented in this dissertation, however, are limited in time-depth.  First, as this 

dissertation is focused on the changes occurring in a speech community of college 

undergraduates, the 4~5 year time depth of an undergraduate career is of a different sort 

from the generational changes typically described by works in variationist sociolinguistics.  

Second, because of the general lack of previous data from Southern Illinois speakers and 

lack of strong empirical data for any of Illinoisôs possible dialects, no wide-ranging apparent 

time changes can be assessed. 

 

The second major limitation of this dissertation is that no perceptual measures of vowel 

variation were collected, other than the tacit perceptual evidence provided by word-list 

recitations and performance speech.  Therefore, though the findings may indicate shifts in 

the ranges of variation for certain vowel categories, it is unknown whether these shifts are of 

perceptual significance or even indicative of conscious salience.  This limitation is most 

severe during the discussion of the low-back vowel merger among certain speakers, where 

the nearness of / / and / / in F1xF2-defined space may be mitigated by other perceptual 

features, such as duration or dynamic formant transitions. 

 

Finally, as will be described in Chapter 3, this dissertation focuses on only eight of the 

possible fourteen vowel variables of American English and, of those, only variation along the 

F1 and F2 dimension are given primary consideration.  Any variability in duration, dynamic 

formant transitions, or lip-rounding is unaccounted for.  Also, aside from a brief and 

superficial discussion in the final chapters, no other linguistic variables, such as consonantal, 
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lexical, or syntactic features are discussed.  Much of American English variation lies outside 

an F1xF2 vowel plot, but, unfortunately, also remains outside the scope of this dissertation. 

 

Though this dissertation will draw upon a number of reports in the previous literature, and 

provide data for a wide range of speakers from Illinoisôs different regional dialects, it must be 

remembered that Southern Illinoisan speakers, and specifically Southern Illinoisans at SIUC, 

are the proper object of study.  Furthermore, even the speakers themselves are of somewhat 

secondary focus, being merely the vessels by which language variation is accessed in the 

real word.  This has allowed the work here to take a somewhat ñfast and looseò approach to 

the often sticky issues of phonemic vs. phonetic variation and change as well as the 

possibilities of speaker intent and awareness.  However, the lack of overt theorizing or 

testing of these (and other) mechanisms or aspects of variation should not be taken as an 

implication that these issues have gone unconsidered.  It is simply that at this stage of 

research, the difference between two or more theoretical options would require a discussion 

too excessive and far-ranging for the current work.  However, because different 

terminologies or symbologies can and do vary by according to different theoretical traditions, 

an explicit description and delineation of terms is provided in the following section. 
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1.5.  DEFINITION OF TERMS 

In this section, the terms and usages specific to this dissertation are outlined.  Specific terms 

are in bold in this section for ease of reading. 

 

Regional terms 

Regional terms include names for dialect regions, Illinois ñculturalò regions, and SIUC-

specific regions.  As was mentioned above, the term ñSouthern Illinoisò can have any number 

of meanings, depending on whom one asks.  For many (though not all) residents of Illinoisôs 

16 southernmost counties, ñSouthern Illinoisò comprises all and only these counties.  For 

many Chicagoland residents, however, ñSouthern Illinoisò is a much broader region, often 

including all of Illinois below I-80.  Although a complete discussion is postponed until Chapter 

2, in this dissertation the term Southern Illinois serves a dual function.  First, it describes 

the ñculturalò region defined as these southernmost 16 counties of Illinois: Randolph, Perry, 

Jackson, Williamson, Union, Johnson, Franklin, Hamilton, White, Saline, Gallatin, Hardin, 

Pope, Massac, Pulaski, and Alexander.  Second, however, Southern Illinois refers to a 

dialect region including these 16 counties, plus the four counties of Marion, Jefferson, Clay, 

and Wayne. 

 

Additional regional terms (described in full in Chapter 4) include Chicagoland, the Central 

Prairies area, and the St. Louis Metro East.  Broadly speaking, Chicagoland is that 

urbanized/suburban area of Illinois centered around Chicago, while the St. Louis Metro 

East includes those urbanized parts of Illinois (and Missouri) centered around St. Louis and 

bordering Missouriôs St. Louis County.  The remaining Central Prairies region encompasses 

a vast area of farmland in Illinoisôs middle-northern part, and includes the smaller cities of 

Peoria, Bloomington-Normal, and Champaign-Urbana. 
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For the remainder of this dissertation, Southern Illinois University ï Carbondale is referred to 

as SIUC and includes only the Carbondale, Illinois location of Southern Illinois Universityôs 

campuses and programs.  Finally, to avoid confusion between Southern Illinois high school 

subjects and Southern Illinois college subjects, high school subjects are referred to simply as 

ñhigh school subjectsò, with no regional label attached. 

 

Additional regional terms are described and defined as necessary. 

 

Phonetic terms 

In this dissertation a distinction is made between vowel variants/tokens, vowel variables, 

and vowel categories and forms.  A vowel variable is a theoretical construct, interpreted 

here as neither necessarily phonemic nor phonetic in representation, that describes a vowel 

and its multiple different rule-driven spoken realizations; extreme outlier or hapax forms are 

not usually contained as part of a vowel variable.  A vowel variant or token, however, refers 

to any non-mistaken production of a vowel category, including rule-driven, outlier, and hapax 

forms.  In literate societies, where spelling pronunciation can affect vowel production, the 

relationship of vowel variants to vowel variables is often detached, and those vowel 

variants that appear only in a small set of words or a single word are often excluded from 

consideration of a vowel variable (see, e.g., the exclusion of certain lexical items in Eckert, 

2000; Gordon, 2001a).  Finally, the variation of a vowel refers to the range of vowel 

variants/tokens/forms, emphasizing the most common variants over outlier and other 

uncommon productions.   
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Additionally, it is often necessary to speak of a vowel category.  Here, category refers to a 

psycho-perceptual construct defined by the central tendency of the multiple vowel 

productions after contextual and fast-speech effects have been corrected for (that is, a vowel 

variable without the variability).  This is contrasted with vowel forms, which are defined as a 

collection of the realized production variants of a vowel that share traditional descriptive 

features, i.e., the retracted form of the / / vowel, as seen in variants/tokens produced 

lower and backer than the majority of productions in the / / category. 

 

Another way to view these terms is that vowel categories and vowel variables are 

necessarily emergent constructs of a speech community, while vowel variants are 

necessarily the single-speaker realizations that are drawn upon when building categories 

and variables.  Vowel variation and vowel forms, then, are the speaker-level 

implementations of community-level categories and variables upon a speakerôs own range 

of vowel production variants. 

 

Vowel symbols and labeling practices 

Phonetic and phonemic notation follows as closely as possible the guidelines of the 

International Phonetics Association.  For example, phonemes are indicated by slanted 

brackets (e.g., the vowel phoneme in the word ñbackò is //) while phonetic realizations are 

indicated by square brackets (e.g., the vowel sound in the word ñbackò is pronounced as []).  

Both of these systems are used with a fairly broad transcription bias.  However, there are 

some exceptions, such as the use of arrowheads (
< > ^ v

) to describe the movement of certain 

vowels, rather than the standard IPA diacritics (e.g., the vowel in the word ñbackò might 

sound retracted, like [
>
]).  Additionally, following the practices of variationist sociolinguistics 
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(Milroy & Gordon, 2003), vowel variables are indicated with parentheses (e.g., for many 

speakers, the ( ) variable includes productions ranging from an [ ]-like to an [ ]-like quality).  

For the labeling of certain iconic vowel shifts, such as the raised pronunciation of / / in 

Northern Cities dialects, vowel symbols are given with slanted brackets, as with phonemes.  

Finally, these notations are supplemented when appropriate with the use of Wellsôs key-

words for vowels (Wells, 1982), indicated by the use of small-caps (e.g., the vowel sound in 

ñbackò is a member of the TRAP class).   

 

As regards specific vowel symbols, a few notes are needed.  For / / and / /, this dissertation 

remains agnostic as to their status as phonemic vs. phonetic diphthongs.  Additionally, while 

the representation of front vowels is mostly unproblematic (except, perhaps, for the 

phonemic status of ( ) in Northern Cities dialects), the representation of back and central 

vowels is more complicated.  There is, for example, no simple way to represent the variable 

rounding of / /; though [ ] is used, this symbol does not here imply concomitant lowering or 

backing of unrounded / / productions.  For the vowels of LOT and THOUGHT, this dissertation 

represents the former with / / and the latter with / /, both representing low back vowel forms.  

Fronted variants of / / are sometimes labeled as [ ], though this vowel is not necessarily as 

front as IPA ñò.  However, especially for the THOUGHT vowel, the use of ñò is not the most 

perfect solution.  In many dialects (and for many speakers), the LOT and THOUGHT vowels 

have merged, and though this is often represented as merger to / /, the reality is a single 

low-back vowel produced somewhat intermediate between [ ] and [ ].  Additionally, for most 

of the speakers represented here, / / is somewhat lower than open-mid (occasionally 

produced as [ ]) and is quite often unrounded.  Unfortunately, the symbol most appropriate 
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for an unrounded / / is the upturned-v, [ ].  However, for the description of American English, 

the use of ñò (upturned-v) has long been adopted to represented the open-mid central 

stressed vowel, equivalent to stressed schwa, phonetically more like [ ] or [ ] than true [ ].  

This is particularly ironic when one also needs to describe the ñbacked- ò of Northern Cities 

dialects.  While this situation has always struck me as both bizarre and frustrating, it will not 

be corrected here; in this dissertation ñò represents an open-mid, central, unround vowel, as 

in STRUT. 

 

Together, then, the 11 stressable monophthongs common to American English dialects, 

represented both with IPA characters and Wellsô key-words, include: / / as in FLEECE, / / as in 

KIT, / / as in FACE, / / as in DRESS, / / as in TRAP, / / as in LOT, / / as in THOUGHT, / / as in 

GOAT, / / as GOOSE, and / / as in STRUT.  To this are added the three diphthongs / / as in 

PRICE, / / as in MOUTH, and / / as in CHOICE.  These fourteen vowels comprise what I will 

refer to throughout this work as American English Common.  This term is preferable to 

ñGeneral Americanò, ñNewscaster Englishò, or ñStandard American Englishò because it does 

not imply that any one person or one group of people speak this particular variety, only that 

the vowels here are those common to, connecting, and composing, the multiple varieties of 

American Englishes.  An abstraction of the American English Common monophthongal 

vowel system can be represented as in Figure 1.1.  It is to this basic configuration of vowel 

space that this work refers when the vocalic features of different dialects are described. 
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Figure 1.1:  Stylized Vowel Chart for American English Common 

 

 

Additional terminology 

The major additional terminology of note concerns the social categorization of speakers, 

including age, sex/gender, and race/ethnicity. 

 

Concerning categorization of race/ethnicity, participants in this study indicated their own race 

and ethnicity during interviews.  While there were a variety of responses (e.g., white, 

Caucasian, black, German, Irish, half-Dutch/half-French/half-Scottish), these responses 

could be coalesced into three main categories: white/Caucasian, black/African-American, 

and Hispanic.  As is described in Chapter 3, all speaker subjects included in the final 

participant pool for analysis indicated themselves to be white/Caucasian.  Because of this 

mono-racial data set, no further discussion of race is provided, save for the description of 

speaker subject culling in Chapter 3. 

 



23 

 

The age group defined here is that of emerging adults or people experiencing emerging 

adulthood.  These terms are defined as in Arnett (2000; 2001).  Emerging adults are those 

individuals in industrialized societies ranging from roughly 18-25 in numerical age, 

characterized most typically as existing in a transitional period between the parental care and 

stability experienced during adolescence and the self-sufficiency and stability experienced 

during adulthood.  Emerging adulthood is characterized by individuals who have not yet 

settled into the long-term choices and life-paths that make up adulthood.  Emerging adults 

often are university students, highly mobile, actively engaged in large but not necessarily 

dense social networks, and generally unmarried (or, perhaps, not in the long-term marriage 

that will be found in adulthood).  Though typically made up of individuals aged 18-25, 

emerging adulthood can span a number of years on either side, encompassing for some a 

period of life from age 16 to 36, or for others, a short period of only one to two years.  This is 

a distinct psychological-developmental period marked by people who are ñtrying out different 

experiences and gradually making their way toward enduring choicesò (Arnett, 2007).  The 

distinctions between emerging adulthood and adolescence and (young) adulthood are too 

numerous to describe here (the reader is referred to Arnettôs 2004 book-length treatment of 

the subject).  As mentioned above, though no major linguistic study has yet focused on this 

age group, I feel that the characteristic indeterminacy of emerging adults is well matched to 

the findings reported here. 

 

Finally, as regards speaker sex and speaker gender.  Speaker sex refers to the biological 

realization of human physiology.  Speaker gender, however, refers to the social 

manifestation and presentation of a speakerôs sex and sexuality.  Although many works 

have shown a difference in ñmaleò and ñfemaleò realizations of vowel categories (e.g., 

Peterson & Barney, 1952), the basis of this difference has been much debated.  Originally it 
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was assumed that the majority of this difference was determined by the biology of speaker 

sex (females, being generally shorter than males, have generally shorter vocal tracts), and 

that a direct, uniform, relationship of speaker height to vowel production differences could be 

found.  However, Fant (1975) showed that these male-female differences are decidedly non-

uniform and, therefore, the biology of sex is not the driving factor behind male-female 

differences in vowel production (see also, Diehl et al., 1996). 

 

This discovery has allowed research in sociolinguistics to instead describe male-female 

speech differences in terms of speaker gender, allowing for both biology and social norms to 

factor into male-female differences.  In most research (e.g., Eckert, 2000; Milroy & Gordon, 

2003; Gordon, 2001a, Wolfram & Schilling-Estes, 2006; Cameron & Kulick, 2003; Tannen, 

1990), presumed or apparent biological sex is taken to coincide with gender (see Labov, 

2001:263 for a reasonable defense of this approach).  However, as Butler (1999) points out, 

this "presumption of a binary gender system implicitly retains the belief in a mimetic relation 

of gender to sex whereby gender mirrors sex or is otherwise restricted by it".  Although a 

defensible position, by using only biological sex to determine a speakerôs gender category, 

researchers have lost potentially interesting data and, in effect, washed the distinction 

between sex and gender of its significance.  Therefore, in this work, while I accept and 

support the findings that speaker gender can account for many of the male-female 

differences in speech, I approach the notion of gender without reliance on the binary 

sex=gender paradox.  Instead, by considering recent work in Queer Theory on the 

relationship of sexuality to sex and gender (see, e.g., Jagose, 1996; Dilley, 2005), and 

following the suggestion by Labov (2001:263, fn. 8), I have instead adopted the five-way 

gender categorization outlined in Table 1.1.   
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SEXŸ 
SEXUALITYŹ 

biologically male biologically female n/a 

normative ñmaleò ñfemaleò  
n/a   ñtransò 

non-normative ñgay maleò ñlesbianò  
Table 1.1:  Gender Categorization 

 

For the ease of reading, I have allowed normative sexuality
6
 to remain the unmarked 

sexuality, thereby allowing the terms ñmaleò and ñfemaleò to refer exclusively to subjects of a 

normative sexuality, though this is a less than perfect solution.  This requires the reader, 

however, to never forget that the use of the terms ñmaleò and ñfemaleò in this dissertation are 

merely a kind of short-hand for the categorization described above and do not have the 

same referents as the terms ñmaleò and ñfemaleò in most other linguistic works.  Additionally, 

the fifth category, that of ñtransò, currently refers to a range of individuals drawn from 

combinations of all kinds of biological sex and sexuality.  Since there are no ñtransò speakers 

represented in this dissertation, the complications of this catch-all category can, for now, be 

avoided.  However, in future works this category must be deconstructed and properly defined.  

Furthermore, the shaded gray areas in Table 1.1 should not be taken to represent 

ñimpossibleò categories, but rather categories that did not arise in my research.  Again, in 

future work the growing recognition of asexual individuals (Prause & Graham, 2007) should 

be considered.  Finally, recognizing the slippery relationship of sexual behaviour to identified 

sexuality (see, e.g., Kulick, 2000), future research would do well to operationalize these 

categories as social constructs, above and beyond their attachment to individualsô sexual 

practices (that is, ñgay maleò might be a useful gender category for a range of individuals, 

both biologically male and female, who practice a range of sexual behaviors, both normative 

and non-normative). 

                                                             
6
 Although also less than perfect, for the female sex ñnormative sexualityò refers to heterosexuality and 
bisexuality, while ñnon-normative sexualityò refers to homosexuality; for the male sex, however, ñnormative 
sexualityò refers to heterosexuality while ñnon-normative sexualityò refers to homosexuality and bisexuality.  
This is based on the most recent findings in psycho-sexuality; see, e.g., Buss (2003) for a discussion of the 
issue.  
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1.6.  OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS 

Now that the basic tenets and aspirations of this work have been described, it is time to 

proceed to a detailed investigation of dialect contact and language change among emerging 

adults in the SIUC speech community.  The remainder of this dissertation is as follows: Part 

One-Foundations continues as Chapter 2 provides a summary and discussion of the 

previous literature on (a) American English dialects in Illinois as well an overview of 

dialectological applications of phonetic studies; (b) theories and studies of dialect contact 

and accommodation; and (c) models for how language changes.  The chapter is concludes 

with the introduction and outline of a new model for language change, the evolutionary-

emergence model.  Next, Chapter 3 details the methodology behind data collection, review, 

and analysis for this dissertation.  Part Two ï Findings begins with the description of 

phonetic findings in Chapter 4.  First, findings from Southern Illinois high school speakers are 

presented in overview, followed by findings from SIUC students, presented in terms of 

individual vowel variables.  Chapter 5 continues the presentation of findings with a 

discussion of speaker attitudes and compares the findings of vowel variation to attitude 

variation.  Since it appears that there is no straight forward relationship between speaker 

attitudes and speaker vowel variation, Chapter 5 is rather brief.  Next, Chapter 6 investigates 

the specific outcomes of dialect contact by comparing the variation of Southern Illinois 

subjects at SIUC to both their Southern Illinois high school and non-Southern Illinois college 

counterparts.  Chapter 6 ends with a presentation of individual speaker case studies detailing 

the group-level effects previously described, concluding Part Two.  Part Three ï Discussion 

begins in Chapter 7 with a summary of the findings of Part Two, recast in light of the 

evolutionary-emergence model of language variation and change, and presents a broader 

discussion of how the findings and analyses reported here fit within the larger literature on 

dialect contact and language variation.  Finally, the dissertation is concluded in Chapter 8 
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with suggestions for future research and the treatment of other kinds of linguistic variation 

found in these data beyond the effects of dialect contact. 



28 

 

Chapter Two: Background Literature Review 

In this chapter, I review the previous work and literature relevant to the themes outlined in 

Chapter 1.  We begin with the cultural background for this study in §2.1.  This section 

includes a discussion of the cultural geography of Illinois and a short history of Southern 

Illinois and SIUC.  Next, §2.2 outlines the regional linguistic variation of North American 

English, focusing on the regional dialects of Illinois.  This section begins with a brief recount 

of the findings of traditional dialectology before moving into a more comprehensive review of 

modern sociolinguistic and phonetic accounts of North American English variation.  In §2.3 

we move to a review of findings and theories for the linguistic variation of individual speakers, 

beginning with categorical speaker variationðsuch as age-based and social class-based 

differences, then moving to intra-individual variationðsuch as speaker identity and speaker 

attitudes.  Then, §2.4 shifts the focus to the findings of linguistic accommodation and dialect 

contact, providing an overview of the kinds of changes that result from the interactions of 

different linguistic varieties.  This theme of ñcauses and mechanisms for changeò is 

continued in §2.5 where an introduction to my own theory of linguistic variation and language 

change, the evolutionary-emergence model, is outlined. 

 

2.1.  CULTURAL & HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Cultural geography and history of Illinois 

The geography of Illinois can be divided into three sections, northern, central, and southern, 

with three distinct settlement patterns.  These patterns can be seen in Map 2.1, taken from 

Carver (1986:246). 
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Map 2.1:  Settlement Patterns of Illinois.  Taken from Carver (1986:246). 

 

The northern region includes the more urbanized areas of industrial and white-collar workers, 

dominated by Chicagoland to the east and Rockford to the west.  This northern region is part 

of the larger Great Lakes cultural geography (ñextended New Englandò in Zelinsky, 1973); 

settled by way of the Great Lakes by migrants from upper New England and New York.  

Northern Illinois is also the ñyoungestò area of Illinois, with most settlements dating from after 

1830 (Pooley, 1908).  Racially and economically, Northern Illinois is the most diverse region 

of Illinois, due largely to mix of inhabitants in the Chicagoland and greater Rockford areas 

(U.S. 2000 Census data; my analysis). 
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Central Illinois, the largest region as defined by this dissertation, consists of Illinoisôs great 

expanse of prairie and farm land.  Settled in large part after the 1820s (Pooley, 1908), and 

after the acquisition of the Illinois Military Tracts of 1812, settlement patterns first followed 

the Mississippi, LaMoine, and Illinois Rivers (Pooley, 1908).  Carver (1986:245) states that 

this area of Illinois was dominated by ñthe central influx of settlers from Pennsylvania, Ohio, 

and Indiana by way of covered wagonò; a great part of this influx owes to the completion of 

the Old National Road (a.k.a. the Cumberland Road) in Illinois during the 1830s.  Settlement 

of central Illinois from 1830-1850 nearly doubled the population of the state (Pease, 1949; 

cited in Frazer, 1987), and it is during this time (~1850s) when northward expansion from 

originally southern settlers met first resistance or competition from the southern expanding 

settlers from northern Illinois.  Culturally, Frazer (1987) shows the western regions of central 

Illinois being dominated by settlers of Scandinavian, German, and Irish descent, while 

Zelinsky (1973) considered central Illinois as part of his ñMidwest IVbò region, containing 

Midland, Upland Southern, and extended New England cultural influence.  The central part of 

Illinois now also contains the entirety of Illinoisôs ñmajor urban areasò outside northern Illinois: 

Bloomington-Normal, Peoria, and Champaign-Urbana (Springfield and Decatur may also be 

included in this list, though they exist just outside of the ñCentral Prairiesò region of central 

Illinois used in this dissertation). 

 

The third geographical area of Illinois, southern Illinois
7
, is that part of Illinois that lies below 

the prairie grass vegetation line as well as below the line of Pleistocene glaciation.  The most 

economically depressed region of Illinois, labor forces include a mix of farming, factory, coal 

mining, and prison work (many towns in southern Illinois now have a higher population of 

prisoners than residents).  This is also the least densely populated and most rural region of 

                                                             
7
 In this dissertation, ñSouthern Illinoisò, capital S, is a specific term for a dialect region of Illinois, as 

described in Chapter 1, not a geographical term.  Geographical terms for northern, central, and southern 
areas of Illinois are printed with lower-case lettering to help clarify the homonymous uses. 



31 

 

Illinois (US 2000 Census data, my analysis; Adams, 1987).  Geologically and topographically, 

southern Illinois is part of the larger Pennsylvanian Uplift that contributed to the rise of the 

Appalachian and Ozark mountain ranges, and formed the great bluffs of southern Illinoisôs 

Shawnee National Forest (Horrell et al., 1973).  Likewise, while the northern and central 

regions of Illinois are climatologically part of the humid continental climate, southern Illinois 

exists on the northern border of the humid subtropical climate (Peel, et al., 2007).  As for 

flora and fauna, southern Illinois is the only region of Illinois sporting large swaths of kudzu 

(ñthe plant that ate the southò).  Considering these factors together, southern Illinois more 

closely resembles Kentucky and southern Missouri than it does the northern and central 

parts of Illinois.   

 

The settlement history of southern Illinois is likewise separate from northern and central 

Illinois.  The southern area of Illinois is by far the ñoldestò Illinois, with settlements dating from 

the beginning of 18
th
 century.  This early settlement was largely French in origin, following 

from the Louisiana Territory up the Mississippi River (Pooley, 1908), with later (mainly Scots-

Irish) settlers in the early 19
th

 century coming from other Upland South regions, like 

Tennessee, Kentucky, Virginia, and North Carolina (Carver, 1986).  After the War of 1812, 

more settlers came and the Illinois population explosion of 1830-1850 included a great 

number of settlers from the Upland South into southern Illinois.  Further, it was these settlers 

from southern Illinois who would begin the first northward expanse into (south-)central Illinois 

(Frazer, 1987).   

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, Brownell, a historian, considers "southern Illinois" to be the lower 

32 counties of Illinois, below the 39
th

 parallel, roughly bordered by Interstate Highway I-70, or 

the Old National Road (Brownell, 1958).  Dakin (1966), in his Ohio River Valley survey, 
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supports this regional division of Illinois, citing evidence from settlement history and further 

topographic evidence such as the prairie grass vegetation which does not extend below a 

line at or around the Old National Road in Illinois.  Dakin further subdivides ñsouth Illinoisò 

into the four regions he labels the Western Wabash Valley, the American Bottoms, the 

Shawnee Hills, and the Pennyroyal-Purchase.  Later work by Frazer (1987) uses roughly 

these same regional divisions for ñsouth Illinoisò but collapses Dakinôs Shawnee Hills and 

Pennyroyal-Purchase areas in to a single region he labels "Egypt
8
ò.  Use of the term 

ñSouthern Illinoisò by participants in this dissertation and its pilot study typically includes only 

the southernmost 16 counties of Illinois, not the larger 32 county ñsouth Illinoisò of Dakin and 

Brownell.  This smaller account marks ñSouthern Illinoisò by the 38
th

 parallel, coterminous not 

with the prairie vegetation line, but with the glaciation line.  This nearly corresponds to 

Frazerôs ñEgyptò, but the overlap is not exact (see Map 2.2). 

 

 

                                                             
8
 There are many stories recounting how Southern Illinois got the nickname ñEgyptò or ñLittle Egyptò, two of 

which are cited most often.  The first claims that the appearance of the muddy Mississippi River colliding 
with the blue Ohio River around the peninsular city of Cairo (=[ ]), Illinois, is reminiscent of the 

appearance of the Nile Delta in Egypt.  The second claims that the name comes from the grain shortage 
following the winter of 1830-31, when Southern Illinois supplied grain to central and northern Illinois, similar 
to the Biblical story of traveling to Egypt to buy grain.  As with much folklore, the ñtruthò is likely found 
somewhere between these two popular accounts.   
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Map 2.2:  Dialect Regions of Southern Illinois. 

 
Map adapted from the Northern Illinois University Center for Government Studies archive.  
ñSouthern Illinoisò (as used in this dissertation) is in white.  Frazer's (1987) "Egypt" 
boundary is line 1 (the solid line); Dakin's (1966) "Shawnee Hills" and "Pennyroyal 

Purchase" are lines 2 and 3 (dashed lines), respectively. 
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Culturally, Zelinsky (1973) includes southern Illinois with the South (his ñUpland South IIIcò 

region, specifically) rather than the Midwestern culture of northern and central Illinois; this is 

echoed in both the primary cultural geography research of Gastil (1975) and Frazerôs (1987) 

summary analysis of Illinoisôs settlement history and cultural geography.  During the Lincoln-

Douglas debate that took place in Jonesboro, Illinois (one of the sites of this dissertationôs 

research), though Lincoln was the ñnative sonò, the southern sympathies of southern Illinois 

aligned the crowd more towards Douglas, who took the ñvictoryò (Nunes, 2001).  During the 

Civil War, opinions were split, with a roughly equal contingent of Northern and Southern 

supporters (Cole, 1919).  During this time, a grassroots movement for southern Illinois to 

secede from the rest of Illinois formed, but was then quashed mostly due to the efforts of 

John A. Logan (Jones, 1995).  To this I would add that a ñsouthern affinityò remains strong in 

southern Illinois.  The supposed ñsecession movementò continues, with the Committee to 

Form the State of South Illinois recently circulating a petition and planning to mount a 

campaign in the US Congress to establish a state separate from the rest of Illinois (as 

reported in the Daily Egyptian, November 17, 2005). 

 

As one last piece of Illinoisôs cultural geography, an interesting note can be found in the 

Associated Pressôs recent analysis of US Census data (A.P., May 16, 2007).  As it turns out, 

the demography of Illinois is the ñmost averageò of any state in the U.S.  That is, the 

population of Illinois more closely represents the overall population of the U.S. than does any 

other state.  This includes demographic divisions by race, age, income, education, 

urban/rural mix, industrial mix, and immigration.  The position of this dissertation is that this 

ñaverage-nessò extends to the linguistic realm as well, with portions of Illinois representing all 

three major American English dialects east of the Mississippi River. 
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Finally, one caveat for the history given above is warranted.  These regions have been 

described in only the broadest possible strokes.  Especially as concerns the settlement of 

areas not covered by the data in this dissertation, specifically south-central, west-northern, 

and north-southern Illinois, the history above is largely lacking. While much more could be 

said about the history, settlement, topography, and culture of Illinois, since this work is 

primarily a linguistic report, these issues are beyond the scope of this work.  Readers are 

referred to Adams (1994), Brownell (1958), Dakin (1966), Frazer (1987), Pooley (1908) and 

the further references in these.     

 

ñHistoryò of Southern Illinois University ï Carbondale  

Southern Illinois University ï Carbondale (SIUC) has a somewhat more recent history
9
, 

though it is deeply tied to the southern/northern Illinois split that this dissertation is based 

upon.  And for some, the recent history of SIUC represents a microcosm of the political 

history of Illinois.  

 

Chartered in 1869 as ñSouthern Illinois Normal Collegeò, SIUC was a teacherôs college until 

the appointment of President Delyte W. Morris in 1948.  During his tenure from 1948-1970, 

President Morris transformed the teacherôs college into Illinoisôs second-ranked major 

research institution.  Currently, the Carnegie Foundation lists SIUC as ñRU/H: Research 

Universities (high research activity)ò.   

 

During the late 1950s and early 1960s, SIUC saw a slow influx of non-local students, though 

SIUC at that time remained primarily a smaller regional university, with most of the student 

                                                             
9
 The history of SIUC given here is distilled from numerous SIUC press releases, informative campus 

plaques, and oral histories obtained during interviews with SIUC alumni (especially the stories recounted by 
WIDB alumnus, Gary Goldblatt).  Therefore, no specific sources are listed and this information should be 
considered as existing somewhere between fact and lore. 
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body comprised of local Southern Illinoisans.  During the mid to late 1960s, however, the 

student body of SIUC change dramatically: in 1964, SIUC had ~4,000 students, the 

population tripled to over 12,000 in 1965, and by 1968, SIUC had a student body of over 

20,000 people.  The cause for this massive growth was a combination of (a) easy admission 

into SIUC, (b) a ñrelaxedò academic atmosphere (legend has it that SIUCôs loose academic 

atmosphere was the model for the experimental Evergreen State College in Washington 

state), and (c) the exemption from the Vietnam War draft for college students.  By the 

beginning of the 1970s, the demography of SIUC was essentially as it is today, with students 

from Chicagoland and other northern and central areas outnumbering local Southern 

Illinoisans at a ratio of nearly 3:1. 

 

While campus politics and ideologies have certainly shifted since these early expansion days, 

and not forgetting the vast diversity the SIUC student body represents, the ñfeelò of SIUC is 

basically unchanged.  For local Southern Illinoisans, SIUC remains the ñeasy optionòðclose 

enough to home for safety, yet far enough away for independence.  When asked about why 

they chose SIUC, most Southern Illinoisans talk about it as a kind of inevitabilityðliving is 

cheap and families are close.  As one subject responded, ñI mean, itôs just SIU.  You just go 

here.  EVERYONE goes here.  I didnôt really have to think about it.  And itôs not a bad school, 

yôknow?ò  For Chicagoland and other non-southern Illinoisans, however, SIUC is a different 

kind of ñeasy optionòðoften viewed more like a vacation home than a school.  SIUC 

represents, ñwhere the drunks and the stoners can come together for one big partyò and 

where ñitôs just a really beautiful place to chill for a couple yearsò.  Though plenty of non-

locals come for the academics (SIUCôs Cinema & Photography program, especially), for 

many others, SIUC is where a student goes when he or she ñcouldnôt get in anywhere elseò. 
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Though SIUC has been involved in a major push recently to rid its ñparty schoolò image 

(including the canceling of Halloween Break since 2003), the ñloose climateò of SIUC forged 

in the early 1970s is pervasive.  And with that climate comes the northern/southern division; 

the ñSouthern Illinois vs. Chicagolandò ideology that continues to mitigate intergroup 

interactions among ñSalukisò at SIUC. 

 

2.2.  REGIONAL LINGUISTIC VARIATION 

This section reviews the previous literature relevant to the regional dialect divisions of North 

American English.  Findings of traditional dialectology are outlined first, followed by more 

ñmodernò sociolinguistic and phonetic reports. 

 

2.2.1.  Regional Variation of American English: Approaches and Findings of 

Traditional Dialectology 

The tripartite division of American English dialects was first described by Kurath (1949); a 

work of traditional dialectology, based on the use and familiarity of rural vocabulary items as 

represented in the LAMSAS
10

 data.  This work established the major dialects of American 

English running through the Atlantic states as Northern, Midland, and Southern.  Recently, 

these findings have gained renewed support by more sophisticated computer analysis of 

LAMSAS data by the Humanities Computing in Groningen team at the University of 

Groningen (Netherlands), lead by John Nerbonne
11

.  The ñLAMSAS in the Netherlandsò 

reports of Nerbonneôs team show the same tripartite division, and along essentially the same 

lines, as Kurathôs original analysis.  This North-Midland-South division was reaffirmed and 

extended west to the Mississippi River (more or less) by the works of (to name but a few) 

                                                             
10

 LAMSAS stands for the Linguistic Atlas of the Middle and South Atlantic States, one phase of data 
collection for the Linguistic Atlas of the United States and Canada project (LAUSC), which began in 1929.  
All Linguistic Atlas projects will be referred to by their acronym forms. 
11

 http://www.let.rug.nl/~kleiweg/lamsas/ 
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Davis (1951), Marckwardt (1957), Shuy (1962), and Dakin (1966) (though Dakinôs work also 

supports Carverôs (1987) findings, described below). 

 

Later, Carver (1987), analyzing lexical data from the Dictionary of American Regional English 

project (DARE), and comparing DARE data from New England with that of LAUSC, instead 

suggested that there are only two true dialect divisions in the east-of-the-Mississippi region 

of the United States: North and South.  However, owing a debt to geography (cultural 

geography, especially), Carver described the dialect divisions of American English not in 

absolute terms of the ñNorthernò or ñSouthernò dialect, but rather as ñlayersò of Northern and 

Southern influence.  This ñlayeringò provided for a four-way division of American English: 

Upper North, Lower North, Upper South, Lower South.  The ñdialect layersò described by 

Carver not only come from notions of cultural geography, they also overlap with the findings 

of that field; Carverôs map of American English variation is very close indeed to Zelinskyôs 

(1973) map of cultural layers.   

 

While traditional ñlexical dialectologyò has received much negative criticism (see, e.g., Bailey, 

1972), it has also shown a great deal of empirical stamina.  For example, even though the 

divisions of Kurath (and later, Carver) are based mostly on rural lexicons of NORM
12

 

informants, Johnson (1996) has recently shown that although the vocabularies have indeed 

changed, the major dialect divisions have remained stable, as have the impact of factors like 

age, rurality, education, and sex.   

 

Of the reports from traditional dialectology, both those following Kurathôs (1949) tripartite 

division and those following Carverôs (1987) dichotomous layers, one of the most heavily 

                                                             
12

 NORM = Non-mobile Older Rural Male, the ideal research subject in traditional dialectology. 
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debated areas is that of Kurathôs ñMidlandò and Carverôs ñLower Northò and ñUpper Southò.  

The validity or reality of a ñMidlandò dialect was first questioned by Bailey (1968).  Bailey 

claimed that Kurathôs ñMidlandò was ñan unsustainable artifact of word geographyò and 

should therefore be re-labeled ñLower Northernò or ñNorth Midlandò (corresponding to 

Carverôs later ñLower Northò) and ñOuter Southernò (including both Carverôs later ñUpper 

Southò as well as the western variety of southern speech found in, e.g., Texas and 

Oklahoma).  Later, Davis & Houck (1992) supported Bailey (1968) and Carver (1987),  

further advancing the suggestion that no ñMidland dialectò exists as such by providing an 

analysis of linguistic features showing that speech from far north to far south in the Mid-

Atlantic states exists as a continuum with Northern and Southern forms representing the two 

extremes. 

 

Support for a ñMidlandò dialect region, meanwhile, could be found in Shuyôs (1962) report on 

the Northern-Midland boundary in Illinois, though Dakinôs (1966) description of the ñSouth 

Midlandò boundary in Illinois and Frazerôs (1987) report on ñMidland Illinoisò can be taken as 

support for either Kurathôs three-way division (by employing the ñMidlandò label) or Carverôs 

(and Baileyôs) binary dialect layers, by softening the ñMidlandò label with the appending of the 

ñNorth-ñ and ñSouth-ñ prefixes.  Additionally, in response to Davis & Houckôs (1992) report, 

though Johnson (1994) counters that ñthere is indeed a distinct [Midlands dialect] speech 

areaò, she, too tempers this with the use of North-Midland / South-Midland divisions.  More 

recently, Flanigan (Flanigan & Norris, 2000) approached the ñMidlandsò with much the same 

ambivalence, making strong claims in favor of a ñMidlandò dialect, but yet again resorting to a 

North-/South- distinction within this ñMidlandò. 
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There is a vast amount of further literature discussing the dialectal gerrymandering of the 

United States (see the works and references in, for example, Davis & Houck, 1992; Flanigan, 

2000; Frazer, 1993; Wolfram, 2003; Kretzschmar, 2003; Labov, Ash, & Boberg, 2006).  

However, the ñMidlandsò question is of particular importance to the regional dialect 

classifications of Illinois and of speakers in this dissertation.  While this debate is far from 

resolved, regardless of the labels used, most researchers agree that the Northern/Midland 

(or Northern/North-Midland) boundary is far more clear than either the Midland/Southern or 

the North-Midland/South-Midland boundaries (see, e.g., Frazer, 1993; Callary, 1990; 

Johnson, 1994; Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006).  Ultimately, Frazer (1994) gives the most 

metered treatment of the ñMidlandò issue, stating that the notion of a ñMidlandò dialect is 

useful describing the speech of those individuals (ostensibly, east of the Mississippi River) 

who are definitely neither fully Northern nor Southern.   

 

2.2.2.  Regional Variation of American English:  Approaches and Findings 

of Modern Sociolinguistics  

As the sway of traditional dialectology methods waned in light of the variationist methods 

pioneered by William Labov (e.g., Labov, 1963; Labov, Yaeger, Steiner, 1972), new analyses 

of American English were presented.  Rather than considering the ñshallow levelò of lexicon, 

modern sociolinguistic accounts are based on notions of linguistic systems and the structural 

connectedness of a dialect.  As noted in the Atlas of North American English (hereafter, the 

ANAE; Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006), when determining dialect boundaries, ñfeatures should be 

systematic, rather than isolated, reflecting relations among two or more elements of the 

phonological systemò (p. 40).  While the early reports of the ANAE pilot project TELSUR 

more closely resemble Carverôs (1987) dialect layers, dividing the ñMidlandsò into separate 

North Midland and South Midland regions (Labov, 1997), the recent finalized version of the 
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ANAE more closely resembles Kurathôs (1949) original tripartite divisionðNorth, Midland, 

South-- as characterized by the participation in certain systemic vowel shifts (indeed, one 

landmark paper explicitly supporting the three-way division of American English dialects is 

Labovôs 1991: ñThe Three Dialects of Englishò). 

 

Although the complexity of the findings of the ANAE cannot be fully discussed here, three 

major points must be considered.  First, in findings for the ñInland Northò, the ANAE confirms 

the findings of earlier reports (e.g., LYS, 1972; Labov, 1991) and shows that speakers 

appear to be engaging in a shift of the overall vowel system.  Dubbed the ñNorthern Cities 

Shiftò (hereafter, NCS), this is a pattern whereby the vowels //, / /, / /, / /, / /, and / / are 

linked in a series of movements that dramatically alter their phonetic forms.  Speakers 

showing the NCS pattern of variation are typically located in the major urban areas of the 

U.S. north, especially in those areas bordering the Great Lakes (such as Chicagoland), but 

Eckert (1989) and Gordon (2001a) have also show the NCS to be operative in suburban 

areas and smaller northern towns as well.  The movements of vowels in the NCS are shown 

in Figure 2.1. 
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Figure 2.1:  Northern Cities Shift. Based on Labov (1994) 

 

In its classic description (i.e., that of Labov, 1991), the NCS represents a chain-shift: first / / 

raises and fronts, followed by / / fronting to the now-vacant lower front part of the vowel 

space, followed by / / lowering, etc.  However, work by Gordon (2001a) in Michigan has 

produced data that challenge the ñchain shiftò element of the NCS.  Gordon points out not 

only that most reports describe / / backing before / / backing (forming a two-element ñpush-

chainò in what is otherwise a vast ñpull-chainò), but presents data that show a much more 

complex pattern of variation, notably with forms of / /, / /, and / / being both backed and 

lowered.  Figure 2.2 presents Gordonôs (2001a) revision of the NCS. 
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Figure 2.2:  Northern Cities Shift, Revised.  Based on Gordon (2001a) 

 

However, regardless of whether the NCS represents a ñchain shiftò or not (and the 

discussion in 2.6, below, will show that such a distinction does not actually matter), the 

finding that this pattern of variation exists among speakers in northern urban areas is robust 

(see, e.g., Labov, 1972; Callary, 1975; Eckert, 1989, Gordon, 2001a; Labov, Ash, Boberg, 

2006). 

 

A second major ñshiftò of vowels in American English has more recently been found (Labov, 

1991) to represent the speech of ñthe Southò.  The Southern Shift (hereafter, SS) is 

somewhat more extensive than the NCS, including movements of every vowel in the 

American English vowel system, though some vowels shift only in allophonic forms.  Later 

work by Fridland (e.g., 1998, 2000; Fridland & Bartlett, 2006) supports the movements first 

described by Labov (1991).  The vowel shifts characterizing the SS can be seen in Figure 

2.3. 
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Figure 2.3: Southern Shift.   

Based on Labov (1991); Fridland (1998); Fridland & Bartlett (2006) 

 

The first stage in the SS is the monophthongization of / / to [ ].  Next, the ñtenseò front 

vowels / / and / / centralize and lower.  Then, the ñlaxò front vowels //, / /, and / / undergo 

fronting and raising.  In later stages, / /, / /, and / / are fronted, while in the most advanced 

stages, allophones of / / and / / raise (primarily those allophones occurring before [ ]).  More 

recent reports (i.e., Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006) make little or no mention of the fronting of the 

high-back vowels or the pre-[ ] raising of the low-back vowels in connection to the Southern 

Shift proper (though it is not contested that these shifted forms are found in the speech of 

ñSouthernersò).  Therefore, their relation to the Southern Shift is questionable, though their 

occurrence in Southern speech is not. 

 

Finally, the third variety of American English (the ñThird Dialectò), corresponding to speakers 

in Kurathôs (1949) Midland region, is characterized by a third series of vowel shifts, though 

these shifts are supposedly not linked in the way the shifts of the NCS and SS are.  These 

shifts include the fronting of / / and / /, the unconditioned merger of / / and / /, and the split 
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of / / into raised forms for pre-nasal allophones and unshifted forms for all other allophones 

(Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006).  The ñThird Dialectò can be seen in Figure 2.4
13

.  Since these 

shifts are not systematically linked, they are free to appear in any order (though whether or 

not they do appear in any order is open to question; new work presented in the ANAE may 

indicate that / / and / / fronting form a chain shift, see, e.g., ANAE p.17). 

 

 
Figure 2.4: Vowel Shifts of The Third Dialect.   

Based on Labov (1991); Labov, Ash, Boberg (2006) 

 

The uniformity of ñthe Third Dialectò however, has been criticized since its introduction in 

Labov (1991).  Particularly, work on Canadian English (Clarke, Elms, & Youssef, 1995), the 

east-U.S. Midlands English (McElhinny, 1999), Western English (DiPaolo & Faber, 1990; 

Faber & DiPaolo, 1995) and Californian English (Moonwomon, 1987; Eckert, 2004; Hinton et 

al., 1987) have shown that there is much more variation in North American English than is 

accounted for in Labov (1991) and that the notion of a homogenous ñThird Dialectò is 

unsupported.  The most recent report by Labov (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006) appears to 

                                                             
13

 Additionally, the report for the US Midlands variety of English in the ANAE (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006) 
includes / / fronting as a characteristic Midland vowel shift. 
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concede this point for Canadian English and Western and Californian varieties as well 

(though more so for the Canadian English dialect than others), but remains staunch on the 

description of ñthe Midlandsò east of the Mississippi River, which is now considered the 

epitome of the ñThird Dialectò (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006; see also, Labov, 2006).   

 

Of the vowel shifts taking place among ñde-homogenizedò Third Dialect varieties, those of 

Northern California have been described most fully (see, e.g., Eckert, 2004).  Since these 

shifts are oddly similar to those of the Southern Illinois speakers (as will be seen in Chapter 

4), they are described here.  The principle movements of this shift are: the merger of low-

back vowels / / and / /, the retraction of / /, the lowering of the ñlaxò front vowels // and / /, 

the fronting of the mid-central vowel / /, the fronting of the high back vowels / / and / /, and 

the fronting and lowering of / /.  Figure 2.5 shows this ñNorthern Californian Vowel Shiftò.  

Eckert also describes the allophonic raising of / / before nasals and / / before velar nasals, 

though these shifts are not included here
14

. 

 

                                                             
14

 I exclude the conditioned shifts of / / and / / for the following reasons.  The pre-nasal raising of / / is a 

common phenomenon cross-linguistically and is generally pervasive in American English.  The pre-velar 
nasal raising of / / is, in my experience, likewise common across American English for any speaker under 

~30.   
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Figure 2.5: Northern Californian Vowel Shift.   

Based on Eckert (2004). 

 

In addition to the critiques of a single homogenized ñThird Dialectò, or the adequacy of 

sampling for the maps produced, another critique I would suggest is that modern variationist 

studies have essentially replaced rural lexicon data with urban phonological data.  On the 

urban/rural dichotomy, though traditional dialectology has been criticized for the reliance on 

NORM informants (Chambers & Trudgill, 1998), the switch to urban speakers has brought its 

own set of complications.  Not only does the switch from rural to urban studies complicate 

the comparison of sociolinguistic studies to dialectological studies, but it potentially skews 

the regional data.  That is, given what we know of dialect contact (Trudgill, 2004; or, per 

Labov, 2001, the ñdensity principleò), not only should the dialect systems of ñlocally bornò 

speakers in an area be considered, but so should the mix of non-locally born ñimmigrantsò 

into that area, who will inevitably affect the speech of ñlocalsò if these immigrants are in 

sufficient numbers.  Furthermore, though variationist sociolinguistics claims to focus on 

systemic differences, most studies are concerned only with the description of phonological 

variables.  Therefore, a truly systematic investigation that comprises all levels of the linguistic 

system, including lexical, semantic, pragmatic, syntactic, and phonological, has yet to be 
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conducted on a wide scale (and this dissertation is no exception).  These points seem 

infrequently addressed in the literature, though they must not be ignored. 

 

Finally, a series of studies at right angles to those above have recently been conducted by 

Preston and colleagues, under the heading ñperceptual dialectologyò (see, e.g., Preston, 

1996; Niedzielski & Preston, 1999; Benson, 2003).  Rather than considering data on what 

people say or how they say it, Preston has instead shifted the focus to what and how people 

think about American English regional variation.  By playing tapes of speakers collected 

along a north-south axis from Michigan to Alabama, participants are asked to label (among 

other things) what ñdialectò the speaker has.  Although these findings are discussed further 

below, it turns out that the main perceptual division of American English dialects is, again, 

simply North vs. South (Preston, 2003).  We will return to the more speaker-specific findings 

of Prestonôs work below. 

 

Focus on the regional dialect variation of Illinois 

Regarding dialectal variation in Illinois specifically, Dakin (1966), drawing from LANCS data 

collected for the LAUSC project, includes Southern Illinois in his study of ñthe dialect 

vocabulary of the Ohio River Valleyò.  His final claim regarding larger dialect regions shows 

the northern border of Southern Illinois (his Shawnee Hills and Pennyroyal-Purchase 

sections, specifically) to be coterminous with the northern border of the South Midland dialect.  

Dakin also shows a tentative southern border of the North Midland dialect mostly in line with 

the northern border of his and Brownell's (1958) 32-county ñsouth Illinoisò, although this is 

somewhat lower than Shuy's (1962) southern boundary of the North-Midland, or Labovôs 

(1997) division of the North Midland and South Midland found in the TELSUR project report.  

Likewise, Frazer (1987) supports the view that "Egypt" is the only area of Illinois to be purely 
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South Midland, but points out the extreme difficulties in charting the dialect areas in south 

and central Illinois, claiming the larger 32-county south Illinois is the "absolute limit" of the 

South Midland dialect. 

 

Carver's (1987) reinterpretation of Dakin's (1966) boundaries shift the South Midland 

boundary down to the Ohio River, including Southern Illinois only in a "transitional" region
15

.  

Carver (1987) also points out the difficulty of delimiting the Southern (and South Midland) 

dialect boundaries, which are traditionally much less sharp than the Northern dialect 

boundaries.  Additionally, though Carver is in favor of expanding ñlayersò of Northern or 

Southern influence, he nonetheless includes a ñMidlandò layer of influence, though it is not 

ñextensiveò enough to make it onto Carverôs much reproduced maps.   

 

As the findings of Labov (e.g., 1991; 1997; Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006) relate to the regional 

linguistic variation of Illinois, the picture is allegedly quite clear.  The NCS-typified urban 

Inner North includes the Chicagoland region of Illinois, follows a path of influence down 

Interstate Highway I-55 (the ñI-55 Corridorò), through Bloomington-Normal, until it reaches St. 

Louis, a once Midland city that has since adopted more NCS-like variation.  The remainder of 

Illinois is subsumed under the homogenous ñMidlandsò dialect, though, as Preston (2003) 

points out, the actual sampling of speakers in Illinoisôs southern-most areas is non-existent 

and ñyou canôt map where you donôt goò (Preston, 2003:239). 

 

When these varied findings are taken together, this problem is compounded.  For example 

(summarizing from above), using traditional dialectology methods, Carver (1987) divides 

Illinois into two broad regions: the North and the Midland while Frazer (1987) divides Illinois 

                                                             
15

 In light of the data presented here, it is interesting that in an earlier publication, Carver (1986), Southern 
Illinois is claimed to reflect a ñNorth-and-Westò influence layer in addition to the Southern and Northern 
layers mentioned above. 
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into 11 regionsð10 named regions plus Chicagoland.  Based on modern sociophonetic data, 

the TELSUR Project (Labov, 1997), divides Illinois into four regions: Inland North, North 

Midland, South Midland, and a dialect zone emanating out from St. Louis, while the ANAE 

(Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006) divides Illinois into a region (roughly from Chicagoland to St. 

Louis along the ñI-55 Corridorò) where NCS variation is expected to occur and a region 

(everywhere else) where ñMidlandò variation is expected to occur.  Further complicating 

matters, however, though the St. Louis Metro East, Chicagoland, and the I-55 Corridor are all 

regions where NCS-type variation has been found to occur (see Labov, 2007, for details of 

NCS-type variation in St. Louis), there is a growing body of research that suggests that the 

particular ways in which NCS features are produced are themselves variable from one major 

ñNorthern Cityò to the next (see, e.g., Goodheart, 2004; Gordon, 2001a, 2001b; Eckert, 1989).  

This complicated composite of opinions can be seen in Map 2.3. 
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Map 2.3: Composite Map of Illinois Dialect Boundaries 
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Therefore, with this diverse range of opinions in mind, the following regional categorizations 

of Illinois were chosen: 

¶ Southern Illinois: This area is equivalent to Frazerôs (1987)  ñEgyptò region, but 

including Randolph County.  This incorporates the common ñlocal definitionò of 

Southern Illinois (see §1.5), with the addition of Jefferson, Wayne, Clay, and Marion 

counties.   

¶ Chicagoland: This is the area included in Frazerôs (1987) implicit ñChicagoò area, 

Pedersonôs (1965) report, and the ANAEôs ñInland Northò region of Illinois (Labov, 

Ash, Boberg, 2006).   Explicitly, this is the area of Illinois that falls under the 

jurisdiction of the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (C.M.A.P., 2008): the 

counties of McHenry, Lake, Kane, DuPage, Cook, Kendal, and Will.   

¶ Central Prairies: This area includes those counties in Frazerôs (1987) ñEastern 

Prairie (EP)ò, ñIllinois River Valley (IRV)ò, ñNorthern Military Tract (NMT)ò, and 

ñSouthern Military Tract (SMT)ò where half or more of the county lies above the 

TELSUR North-Midland / South-Midland boundary (Labov, 1997).  This region is 

perhaps the most contentious with the previous research on Illinoisôs dialect regions: 

Carverôs (1987) North/Midland boundary cleaves this region in two; the I-55 Corridor 

of the ANAE (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006) encompasses only the middle of this region. 

¶ St. Louis Metro-East: This area is based on Frazerôs (1987) ñAmerican Bottoms 

(AMB)ò region, but excluding Randolph County and including St. Louis County proper 

in Missouri.  This region is smaller than the expansion of St. Louisôs zone of influence 

in prior TELSUR reports (Labov, 1997).  

 

Regardless of the label applied, be it distinct dialect or merely dialect layer, the regions I 

have called Southern Illinois, the Central Prairies, St. Louis Metro East, and Chicagoland 
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represent four different varieties of North American English.  Illinois represents a microcosm 

of American English diversity, and the student body at SIUC reflects that diversity.  By this 

massive confluence of historical, cultural, and dialectological crossroads, SIUC has become 

the premier site for the study of American English variation. 

 

2.2.3.  Regional Variation of American English:  Phonetic Accounts 

Recently, another view of American English variation has arisen.  Taking their cue not from 

traditional dialectology or modern sociolinguistics (but certainly considering the findings of 

such), for the last 10-15 years, a small but growing number of researchers have developed a 

body of literature that uses traditional phonetic descriptions and methodologies to shed light 

on American English variation.  In these studies, vowel production data (usually taken from 

word list recitations) are analyzed and ñbasicò vowel systems of different regional dialects are 

described.  Since these works are still few in number, and since the methods of this 

dissertation are most closely aligned with this traditional phonetic approach, the major 

studies of this approach are described here in full, beginning with the work of Peterson & 

Barney (1952) that started it all.  

 

Peterson & Barney (1952) 

Peterson & Barney (1952; hereafter P&B) is a hallmark publication for phonetic research.  

P&B presents findings from the analysis of vowel formant frequencies in two repetitions of 

the h_d stimulus set (described in more detail in §3.3.1
16

) for 33 males and 28 females,
17

 

said to represent ñgeneral American Englishò.  The P&B findings show the composite vowel 

                                                             
16

 The P&B-token set used in this dissertation, as described in §3.3.1, is not exactly the same as the 
stimulus set used by P&B, but instead is similar to the revision described by Hagiwara (1997).  P&B also 
includes the / / vowel, as in herd, and excludes the / / and / / vowels of hayed and Hode.    The minor 

differences between stimulus sets are inconsequential for this dissertation.  
17

 P&B also presents data from 15 children which are unimportant for this discussion. 
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system of their subjects to be generally equivalent to a traditional IPA-like "vowel chart" 

representation of vowel space (see Figure 2.6).  

 

 
Figure 2.6: Vowel Formant Frequency Means for ñGeneral American Englishò 

Open squares represent male speakers, filled circles represent female speakers.  
Based on data presented in Peterson & Barney, 1952 

  

Indeed, since the publication of P&B, the formant frequency norms and distributions 

presented therein are often taken as a starting point in many discussions of American 

English vowels, within both the phonetics and sociolinguistics literature.  For example, when 

sociolinguists talk of " -fronting" or " -backing", it is in relation to the P&B data that these 

concepts are understood
18

.   

                                                             
18

 More specifically, when no previous research is available, a tacit assumption seems to be that the more 
closely the vowel system for a set of speakers aligns to the standards set forth in P&B, the more 
ñconservativeò and ñunshiftedò that vowel system can be considered. 
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Hillenbrand, Getty, Clark, & Wheeler (1995) 

However, recent work by Hillenbrand, Getty, Clark, & Wheeler (1995; hereafter HGCW) 

called into question the generality of the P&B findings.  Noting an awareness of the reports of 

sociolinguists (Labov, Yaeger, Steiner, 1972, in particular) regarding the importance of 

speaker dialect on vowel variables, HGCW replicated the P&B study among a group of 

Northern U.S. (mostly Michigan) speakers screened for dialect background.  45 males and 

48 females participated in the HGCW study; elicitations of the P&B token set were 

recorded
19

; only one repetition per vowel per speaker was analyzed.  As can be seen in 

Figure 2.7, although the HGCW findings diverged from the P&B findings for a number of 

vowels, the most striking difference regards the / / vowel, which in the HCGW data shows a 

shifted F1 value that places it above or equal to the F1 value for / /.  This "raised- " in 

HGCW coincides with reports on Northern U.S. dialect(s) from the sociolinguistic/dialectology 

literature (see, e.g., Labov, 2001). 

 

                                                             
19

 HGCW also recorded and analyzed 46 children (see fn. 17); HGCW add the / / and / / vowels to the P&B 

token set, otherwise, see fn. 16. 
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Figure 2.7: Vowel Formant Frequency Means for ñNorthern U.S. Speakersò 

Open squares represent male speakers, filled circles represent female speakers.  
Based on data presented in Hillenbrand et al., 1995 

 

 

Hagiwara (1997) 

Further work by Hagiwara (1997; hereafter H-SC) continued to show the importance of 

regional dialect background on formant frequency values.  For H-SC, three repetitions of the 

P&B stimulus set (see fn. 16, above) were recorded by six males and nine females.  If 

HGCW can be seen as a P&B-type benchmark for a generalized ñNorthern U.S. dialectò, 

then H-SC does the same for the English of Southern California (hence the abbreviation H-

SC).  Confirming earlier sociolinguistic literature on California (e.g., Hinton et al., 1987), H-

SC shows more ñfrontedò productions (i.e., higher mean F2 values) for // and / / than either 

P&B or HGCW and shows the canonically central/back vowel / / is also ñfrontedò in Southern 



57 

 

California speech (diverging again from the findings of both P&B and HGCW).  Overall, the 

report given in H-SC shows a more ñcontractedò front-back dimension for Southern 

Californian speech than either the ñGeneral Americanò dialect of P&B or the ñNorthern U.S.ò 

dialect of HGCW (see Figure 2.8).   

 

 
Figure 2.8: Vowel Formant Frequency Means for ñSouthern California Speakersò 
Open squares represent male speakers, filled circles represent female speakers.  

Based on data presented in Hagiwara, 1997 

 

 

Clopper, Pisoni, & de Jong (2005) 

Finally, Clopper, Pisoni, & deJong (2005, hereafter CPJ), represents a more expansive 

description of modern American English vowels, which, while not a replica of the P&B study, 

is still aligned to the methods of Peterson & Barneyôs original phonetic description of 
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American English.  Sampling data from 48 speakers (four males and four females for each of 

six dialect regions) drawn from the Nationwide Speech Project corpus (Clopper, 2004), CPJ 

reports the male and female vowel systems for six different regional dialects of the U.S: New 

England, Mid-Atlantic, North, Midland, South, and West (see Map 2.4, below).   

 

The results of CPJ verify the findings of HGCW and H-SC and provide additional evidence 

that the regional dialect differences described by sociolinguists are generally upheld and 

supported by traditional acoustic phonetic methods.  For example, CPJ finds a significant 

three-way interaction between dialect, vowel, and speaker sex
20

, which they interpret as 

evidence that men and women produce characteristic vowel variants of a given dialect 

somewhat differently.  Generally speaking, the CPJ data show women producing more 

"advanced" variants of phonetic shifts indicative of a given dialect than men do (e.g., if ñ-

raisingò is indicative of a Northern U.S. dialect, then Northern women will have a more raised 

/ /ðlower F1ðthan Northern men, etc.).  However, as is pointed out elsewhere in this 

dissertation, without additional comparable studies with different time-depths, any claims 

implying a specific trajectory of these phonetic shifts are unfounded.   

 

Additionally, CPJ find that the greatest phonetic differences between dialects come from 

comparing speakers from ñthe Northò, who exhibit typical NCS-like vowel productions, with 

speakers from ñthe Southò, who exhibit typical SS-like vowel productions.  The overall 

findings of CPJ are summarized in Table 2.1
21

.  In this table, blank spaces indicate that a 

feature was not mentioned for a particular group in CJP; this lack of mention can be 

interpreted as indicating that the vowel category is roughly similar to P&B findings for 

                                                             
20

 Clopper, Pisoni, & de Jong (2005) report speaker "gender" as a variable rather than speaker "sex".  
However, "gender" in the Nationwide Speech Project corpus is categorized as a binary variable equivalent to 
biological sex. 
21

 This summary of findings is my interpretation. 
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ñGeneral Americanò.  For the sake of brevity, only those regions applicable to the current 

study are reported.   

 

 North Midland South West 

 Males Females Males Females Males Females Males Females 

low-back 

merger 
distinct distinct distinct distinct distinct distinct close close 

/ /  
lowered & 

fronted 
 

lowered & 
fronted 

  raised  

/o/      
slightly 
fronted 

  

/ /   
slightly 
front 

fronted front  
slightly 
front 

 

/ / lowered 

fronted 
       

/ /    backed  central   

/ / raised 
raised 
fronted 

 
slightly 

raised & 
fronted 

  

lowered 
& 

slightly 

backed 

 

/ /  lowered   
slightly 
raised 

   

Other 
notable 
features 

 

/ / very 

slightly 
lowered 

   

/ / backed; 

large 
/ /~/ / F2 

difference 

/ / 

lowered 
/ / lowered 

Table 2.1: Vowel Production Features by Dialect as reported in Clopper et al., 2005 

 

However, as it concerns this dissertation, there are two main drawbacks in CPJ that must be 

addressed: the selection of research participants and the delineation of the dialect regions 

chosen for sampling.   

 

First, as mentioned above, the participants for the CPJ study were drawn from the 

Nationwide Speech Project Corpus (Clopper, 2004), which recruited participants from the 

ñIndiana University communityò (Clopper, 2004:42).  Though CPJ chose corpus speakers 

who ñhad lived in Bloomington, Indiana for less than two years at the time of recording to 

reduce the effects of dialect leveling" (Clopper, Pisoni, & deJong, 2005:1662), as this 

dissertation points out, the mechanisms behind dialect leveling and interspeaker 

accommodation are still far from fully understood.  Furthermore, as this dissertation will show, 
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the processes of accommodation and leveling in a university dialect contact situation can 

appear extremely rapidly, given the intense and intimate contact among speakers in college 

dormitories.  Given these considerations, it is, perhaps, premature for CPJ to assume that 

the speakers chosen lacked these accommodative effects, though it is commendable that 

this variable was at least monitored
22

. 

 

The second drawback of CPJ is more of a theoretical issue: the categorization of "Midland" 

and "South" dialect regions.  The categorization of speaker dialect in the Nationwide Speech 

Project Corpus (Clopper, 2004) follows the report on North American English dialects given 

in the ANAE (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006).  A reproduction of this map is presented here  as 

Map 2.4.    

 

 
Map 2.4: Speakers in Clopper et al. (2005) by Dialect Region 

 

                                                             
22

 Indeed, the argument against CPJôs participant recruitment procedures may be considered a ñstraw manò 
since the basis for participant recruitment across the studies discussed in this section (P&B, HGCW, H-SC, 
CPJ, and Thomas, 2001) are far from exactly similar.  However, since the explicit methods of CPJ directly 
contradict the assumptions and findings of this dissertation, they alone were singled out for critique. 
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While the ANAE is an excellent beginning point for dialect classification, it is by no means the 

final word on the subject (a point explicitly discussed in Clopper, 2004).  Multiple works have 

been published, both before and since the ANAE (and its predecessor, TELSUR), 

questioning the delineation of both the ñMidlandò region and the upper ranges of the "South" 

region (see, e.g., §2.2).  While the resolution of these debates remains to be seen, when 

classifying speakers according to "regional dialect", such considerations must be accounted 

for.  CPJ, however, provides neither rationalization nor operationalization for the plotting of 

dialect boundaries, beyond citing the ANAE.  Finally, among CPJôs results for speakers from 

the ñMidlandò dialect region, both typically ñNorthernò and typically ñSouthernò features can 

be found, even within a single speakerôs vowel productions.  CPJ points out that this co-

mingling of features may be indicative of the North-Midland / South-Midland split that has 

been coalesced into the single ñMidlandò category.  

 

Therefore, while CPJ reports vowel formant frequencies for six U.S. regional dialects, the 

representativeness of the speaker sample and the generalizability to speakers in other 

communities (within the "Midland" and upper "South" boundaries especially) awaits further 

study.  This critique is, of course, intended not as a condemnation of CPJ, but as a reminder 

that the methodology behind CPJ's report takes but one viewpoint on some major 

unresolved debates and unanswered questions in the field of sociophonetics. 

 

Thomas (2001) 

Finally, though not replicating the work of P&B, recent work by Erik Thomas has shown how 

the findings of dialectology can be supplemented by traditional phonetics-based approaches.  

Thomasôs (2001) work on vowel variation in ñNew World Englishesò is one such report.  

Providing individual vowel plot for data from nearly 200 speakers, coded for sex, 
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race/ethnicity, and region of origin, Thomas (2001) represents the largest published 

collection of phonetic data for both Mexican American and African American speakers and is 

nearly unrivaled in size for Caucasian speakers in the U.S.  Thomasôs data are drawn 

primarily from speakers in North Carolina, Ohio, and Texas with multiple points drawn from 

various regions along the East Coast, the South, and the West.   

 

There are, however, several limitations to the use of Thomasôs study for describing the 

phonetic properties of the vowel systems of regional American Englishes.  First, though the 

number of speakers and tokens analyzed is quite large, the data for any single speaker 

category (i.e., speakers matched for age, region, race, and sex) are small or sometimes 

completely lacking.  Especially problematic for comparison with the current study is that, 

within speakers from Ohio (i.e., Midland speakers), Thomas unevenly samples the three 

(possible) dialects of OhioðNorthern, North-Midland, and South-Midlandðand unevenly 

samples speaker categories within each of those
23

.  These absences and inconsistencies in 

the data are not a fault of Thomas's methods, but rather a limitation of the source material 

from which he draws.   

 

The main limitation of Thomas's work, as it relates to this dissertation, is the presentation of 

findings.  The difference in presentation between Thomas (2001) and other major phonetic 

works (such as P&B, HGCW, H-SC, CPJ) arises from the different theoretical goals and 

approaches of each.  Two strongly limiting factors of Thomas (2001), for example, are the 

lack of phonetically contextual equivalent tokens for the vowels presented and the lack of 

presentation of overall "vowel systems" for the speakers analyzed.  Essentially, rather than 

providing a phonetic description of any one dialect, Thomasôs work provides multiple case 
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 Specifically, the only five possible South-Midland speakers in Thomas (2001) are: two males born 
between 1890-1920, one female born in 1933, and one male and one female born in the 1950s. 
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studies from which inferences about larger dialect patterns might be made.  Still, the clarity of 

overall presentation makes the findings of Thomas (2001) an excellent source of checkpoints 

for generalizations coming out of this dissertation.  

 

2.3.  LINGUISTIC VARIATION AT THE LEVEL OF THE SPEAKER  

In addition to the regional patterns of variation described in §2.2, patterns of linguistic 

variation can also be found at the speaker level, encompassing factors such as age, gender, 

style of speech, speaker identity, and speaker attitudes.  These issues are outlined here. 

 

Age 

Age has long been a factor in considering the variation of linguistic data.  Traditionally it has 

been assumed that the speech of older speakers represents the speech of an older time 

period.  The idea here is that language change is primarily a generational process, through 

the ñimperfect learningò of children during the critical age for language acquisition (see, e.g., 

Labov, 1994).  This ñgenerational mis-analysisò model in turn forms the basis for the 

apparent time hypothesis, which claims that by comparing the speech of older and younger 

speakers, we are comparing the forms of a language at different diachronic points, frozen in 

the minds of speakers who then acquired the language.   

 

Speaker age also plays an important role in the phenomenon of age grading.  In age-graded 

variation, speakers use a certain form of a linguistic variable for a certain period of life then 

later abandon it.  This ñusage periodò remains relatively stable through speaker generations 

and so does not have a permanent effect on language change.  The typical view of age-

graded phenomena is as in Milroy & Gordon (2003), who state that ñage grading seems to 
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pertain to features that involve a high degree of social awareness and would therefore be 

more readily subject to conscious manipulationò (2003:36-37). 

 

Furthermore, two views of how best to categorize speaker age are used in linguistic studies, 

the ñnumerical ageò model and the ñlife stageò model.  In the numerical-age model, speaker 

age is classified via a straight forward chronology, either by year or by decade.  However, in 

the life stage model proposed by Eckert (1997), a speakerôs chronological ñageò takes a 

backseat to the ñlife-stageò of the speaker.  These life-stages include childhood, adolescence, 

and adulthood.  While the methodology and theoretical foundation of this dissertation clearly 

supports the ñlife stageò model over the ñnumerical ageò model, two points of contention arise.  

First, the life-stages as described by Eckert (1997) must be revised.  Second, we must now 

begin to ask whether or not the characteristics of each life stage are similar through historical 

time and, if not, what effect this will have on language use and our theories of language 

change.  

 

As outlined in Chapter 1, most uses of the life stage model of speaker age are inadequate in 

that none have yet considered the ñemerging adulthoodò (Arnett, 2000) stage as unique and 

separate.  While the transition period between high school and college has long been 

recognized as a formative and important life-stage for the overall psychology of an individual 

(e.g., Boyer, 1987), the continuation of this transitional period through college and into what 

most consider ñyoung adulthoodò (see, e.g., Erikson, 1950) has only recently been 

acknowledged as the distinct stage of ñemerging adulthoodò.  Arnett first proposed the notion 

of ñemerging adulthoodò as a time of rapid and complex changes in beliefs, behaviors, and 

overall self-identity that has come about as a distinct life stage through the social 

mechanisms of industrialized societies (Arnett, 2000).  As Arnett has most recently pointed 
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out, calling this time-period a ñtransitional stageò is misleadingðconservatively, emerging 

adulthood lasts from age 18-25, making this period ñlonger than infancy, longer than early or 

middle childhood, and as long as adolescenceò (Arnett, 2007:70).   Furthermore, the notion 

that ñemerging adulthoodò is not only a new concept but an entirely new stage of 

development for people in industrialized societies can be seen in ñlonger and more 

widespread participation in postsecondary education and training, greater tolerance of 

premarital sex and cohabitation, and later ages of entering marriage and parenthoodò (Arnett, 

2007:70).  Emerging adulthood, then, is not only a new term for a life-stage, but is an entirely 

new stage, having fully come about only in the last two decades (Arnett, 2000). 

 

According to Arnettôs analyses, people who are in the emerging adulthood life-stage display 

a ñself focused freedom from role obligations and restraintsò (2007:70) and ñemerging adults 

have fewer social roles and obligations than children and adolescents, whose lives are 

structured by their parents and other adults, or adults (beyond emerging adulthood), whose 

lives are structured by work, family, and community roles and obligationsò (2007:71).  Finally, 

it is crucial to note that emerging adulthood, as a distinct life-stage, is made up of individuals 

whose ñdemographic diversity and unpredictability é is a reflection of the experimental and 

exploratory quality of the periodò (Arnett, 2000:471). 

 

Now, considering that the bulk of sociolinguistic research over the last ~50 years has 

repeatedly shown that possibly the major factors in language variation (and ultimately, 

language change) are the normative pressures that develop from exactly these ñsocial roles 

and obligationsò which are largely absent among emerging adults, what does this mean for 

the linguistic variation of people within this life-stage?  My suggestion is that the 

ñdemographic diversity and unpredictabilityò that is characteristic of emerging adults can also 
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be found in their language use.  As will be seen with the data from high school speakers 

(presented in Chapter 4), it may be that the once tried-and-true notions of regional- and age-

based linguistic differences no longer wholly apply to the current generation of emerging 

adults.  With the proliferation of online social networking, the omnipresent ñconnectednessò 

via cellular and other wireless technologies, and the ever increasing spread of globalization, 

emerging adults are no longer tied to their regional communities in ways that previous 

generationsðsuch as Eckertôs  subjects at Belten High (Eckert, 1989, 2000)ðhad been.  

That is, though this ñfreedom of choiceò among emerging adults is certainly still constrained 

by the linguistic variation of their regional and immediate speech communities, part of being 

a member of this new generation entails the ability to ñappear like youôre from nowhereò and 

ñerase geographical differencesò (á la Douglas Coupland, the eternal zeitgeist of mid-twenty-

somethings). 

 

Gender 

Like age, gender
24

 has long been recognized as an important factor in linguistic variation.  As 

shown above, the report of Peterson & Barney (1952) was the first to show that females and 

males display dramatically different formant targets for a given vowel category, even though 

speakers hear these different targets as ñthe sameò.  However, the findings of 

sociolinguistics have added to these phonetic differences by showing that males and females 

also participate in language change differently.  Typically, this is as in Labov (1990, 2001) 

where females use more conservative and standard language than men but are likewise 

more often early adopters of change than men.  These findings lead, however, to an 

apparent contradiction (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes; 2006), which Labov (2001) labels the 

Gender or Conformity Paradox: 
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 See Chapter 1 for the use of ñgenderò vs. ñsexò.  Here ñgenderò is taken as it is in the rest of this work as 
implicitly excluding non-normative sexualities. 
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Gender/Conformity Paradox: 
Women deviate less than men from linguistic norms when the deviations are 
overtly proscribed, but more than men when the deviations are not 
proscribed. 
(Labov, 2001:367) 

 

This is quickly revised, however, with the non-gendered statement that ñthe leaders of 

linguistic change differ consistently from the rest of the populationò (Labov, 2001:376), and 

Labov goes on to show that, in Philadelphia at least, these leaders of change can be either 

male or female.  However, why studies continue to find the robust pattern of ófemale leadersô 

leading ómale leadersô remains unanswered.  Though the following chapter of Labov (2001, 

ch.12) provides a description of the leaders of language change, it provides little in the way 

of explanation for why or how leading linguistic change, or following overtly proscribed norms, 

should be more common among females than males. 

 

The relationship of gender to linguistic variation is examined more fruitfully by the discussion 

of gender given in Milroy & Gordon (2003).  Reviewing the interaction of gender and class 

factors, Milroy & Gordon state that it may ñnot be that women favor prestige variants; rather, 

they create them, as the variants that females prefer become ideologized as prestige 

variantsò (Milroy & Gordon, 2003:103).  Not only does this resolve the gender paradox, but it 

fits nicely into the notion of language as an emergent structure, as described in §2.6, below.  

Milroy & Gordon go on to note that, as regards linguistic variation overall, ñwomen seem very 

generally to prefer supralocal variantsò while ñmen appear to favor localized variantsò (Milroy 

& Gordon, 2003:103), however, they emphasize Eckertôs (1998) observation that gender-

based patterns of variation can only be fully understood in the context of the particular 

speech community and the particular linguistic variables being observed. 
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Therefore, as regards gender-based variation, we are left with the findings that male and 

female speakers produce different patterns of linguistic variation and that these patterns 

arise from the particular meanings given to linguistic variables within a particular community, 

but we are no closer to understanding why this should be the case (i.e., returning to Milroy & 

Gordonôs summation, why are female variants those that become ideologized as prestige 

variants?). 

 

Style and social class 

Another set of general findings regarding how speakers differ in their language use concerns 

(a) the social class of the speaker, (b) the style in which the speaker is speaking, and (c) the 

interaction of social class and speaking style.  Regarding social class, very broadly, the 

method of variationist linguistics typified by the work of William Labov has found that people 

of different social classes speak differently: lower-class
25

 individuals use more non-standard 

(i.e., progressive and changing) forms and upper-class individuals use more standard (i.e., 

conservative and non-changing) forms.  Regarding style, Labov (1972) first developed the 

notion of a ñstylistic continuumò whereby language ñstyleò was ranked according to the level 

of formality and assumed ñattention paidò for different forms of speech, with non-standard 

speech increasing as the formality of speaking/attention paid to speech decreases.  Finally, 

social-class and speaking style are claimed to interact in that, while the relationship of style 

to standard speech shows roughly the same correlation slope for lower- and upper-class 

speakers, middle-class speakers markedly diverge and the relationship of style to standard 

speech takes on a much steeper correlation slope.  Labov (1972) equates speaking style or 

formality to the amount of ñattention paid to speechò by speakers (see Figure 2.9) and claims 
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 The delineation of social-classes has been drastically simplified here to three: lower, middle, upper. 
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that middle-class speakers steep changes from casual to formal speech is indicative of their 

own ñlinguistic insecurityò. 

 
Figure 2.9: Stylistic Continuum, based on Labov (1972) 

 

However, the notion of "style" as it has been treated by Labov (e.g., 1972, 2001) has been 

called into question by some researchers (e.g., Bell, 1984), while others have likewise 

criticized the importance of the Labovian notion of "attention paid to speech" (Schilling-Estes, 

1998).  Likewise, though the apparent influence of ñsocial classò on linguistic variation can be 

of little doubt, ñclassò, like ñgenderò, is a variable that is mostly locally constructed, drawing 

different meanings for different communities (Eckert, 2000).  To this I would add that, while 

social class may exhibit surface-level correlations with patterns of variation, it is important to 

reflect on the many and varied other factors that an analysis of ñsocial classò tacitly entailsð

speakers of different social classes have different social networks, different intertextual 

frames, different kinds and levels of non-local exposure, and many other factors which may 

be at work in determining patterns of linguistic variation.  To equate linguistic variation with 

ñsocial classò only serves to erase the importance of the social structures that build and reify 

these so-called class distinctions and does not further the explanation of linguistic variation 

or ultimately language change.  A full consideration of both speech style and social class 

would necessarily incorporate these many and varied factors, and the current study was 

simply not designed to achieve this goal.  Therefore, neither factors of speech ñstyleò nor 

speakersô ñsocial classò are considered in this dissertation. 
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Speaker identity, intergroup interaction, and the speech community 

It was noted in the discussions above on gender and social-class that there has been a push 

recently to recognize that the factors researchers use in categorizing speaker subjects 

should be considered as having locally constructed meanings, with the practices of the 

speakers themselves both constructing and reifying those meanings (Eckert, 2000; Eckert & 

McConnell-Ginet, 1992).  Furthermore, it is not simply these social categories that are 

undergoing processes of construction, deconstruction, and co-construction, but even 

speakersô individual identities, with each subject continually engaged in strategic persona 

management, which Coupland defines as "the deployment of different personal identities and 

interpersonal images" (Coupland, 1988; cited in Coupland, 2001:348). 

 

Furthermore, though speakers continue to be united under these social category labels, it 

must never be forgotten that these categories (and communities) consist of individuals (J. 

Milroy, 1992).  Each individual, in turn, may align with or subvert the expectations of their 

social category (/categories) at any time.  As Trudgill (1986) points out, even when 

considering the allegedly deterministic nature of dialect-contact, the timespan and pattern of 

dialect accommodation for individual speakers is widely idiosyncratic, even though the 

outcomes of leveling at the dialect-community level may be slower and more predictable.   

 

When social structures and participant identities are realized for the inherently ephemeral 

processes that they are, the researcher must come to grasp with his or her dwindling ability 

to fully understand the specific meanings of the categories being formed (indeed, the 

continual acts of production and reproduction of categories entails that even in-group 

members can never fully define their own social categories).  Even with strong ethnographic 
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observation of the speech community at hand, there remains the likelihood that certain kinds 

of linguistic variation reflect not the creation of these social categories, but a kind of 

intertextual discourse (Sunderland, 2004) to which a research is rarely privy.   

 

One solution is to only approach those social categories that are given meaning by research 

subjects and accept that while we, the researchers, may not fully understand the categories, 

we can at least recognize them.  While there are multiple ways of describing this social 

category building and recognition process, the framework followed by this dissertation is that 

of intergroup interaction.  That is, following Sherif (1966; cited in Tajfel, 1982), intergroup 

interactions are those interactions among individuals that are characterized in terms of the 

individuals' group memberships.   

 

An obvious example of a kind of intergroup interaction is that of the social category of gender.  

While we may not fully understand how gender is constructed in any given speech 

community, that does not prevent our awareness that gender, as a social category, is 

strongly salient and much of the behaviours exhibited by our participants (linguistic or 

otherwise) can be characterized in terms of or as displays of gender (what Eckert, 2000:17, 

calls the ñheterosexual marketò or ñcompulsory heterosexualityò). 

 

As it concerns this dissertation, the major intergroup interactions at SIUC, besides the more 

global intergroup distinctions such as gender, are regionally-based: students characterized 

the SIUC community in terms of Chicagoland vs. Local Southern Illinois.  Further, while 

subjects in this dissertation had likely developed ingroup-outgroup distinctions among the 
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students at their local high schools, these group identities are still dramatically homogenous 

when compared to the myriad of group identities expressed by the student body at SIUC.
26

   

 

Furthermore, while speaker behaviours may be fruitfully interpreted against the notions of 

intergroup interaction, so may speaker beliefs and attitudes.  Much as findings on how 

speaker attitudes towards linguistic variation (see, e.g., Preston, 2003) can shed light on the 

behavioural differences investigated in sociolinguistics, so too can intergroup attitudes shed 

light on intergroup behaviour. 

 

Speaker attitudes 

While a person's attitudes and behaviors are deeply related, the effects of these attitudes on 

actions are more complex (Allport, 1954; Ajzen, 1988).  Attitudes toward, about, and coming 

from intergroup interaction can be organized around two overarching dimensionsðpower 

and affect (see, e.g., Locke, 2003); in language-based studies these dimensions often 

termed "status and solidarity" (Woolard, 1985; Preston, 2004).   

 

One relationship between behavior and attitudes that has been found within the variationist 

framework of sociolinguistics concerns the evaluations of speech varieties and factors 

contributing to language change (Labov, 1972; J. Milroy, 1992).  According to Labov (1966), 

speakers whose linguistic variety lacks ñstatusò in a linguistic market suffer from "linguistic 

insecurity".  One of the most consistent findings of Labov's early work (Labov, 1963, 1966, 

1972; see also, 2001) is that speakers of lower-status linguistic varieties can be viewed as 

likely leaders of language change via their attempts to adopt the forms of a higher-status 
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 See, e.g., Gándara et al. (2001) for the homogeneity of identity in rural vs. urban high schools; my main 
research locations are rural high schools while SIUC can be considered demographically equivalent to a 
large urban high school. 
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linguistic variety  (though, see, e.g., Kroch, 1978; Kerswill, 1994; and the discussion of 

social-class, above, for problems with the specific ways in which the Labovian model of 

ñlinguistic insecurityò is applied and realized).   

 

Later, J. Milroy (1992) addressed the issue of "linguistic insecurity" and language change 

from the perspective of solidarity and provided evidence of how speakers of lesser solidarity 

varieties can also be viewed as leaders of linguistic change due to their large number of 

weak network ties compared to speakers of higher solidarity varieties, who are said to have a 

larger number of strong network ties (on ñnetwork tiesò see L. Milroy, 1980; Milroy & Milroy, 

1985).  Therefore, one can see how both intergroup behaviours and intergroup attitudes play 

a role in linguistic variationðalong both the status (power) and the solidarity (affect) 

dimension of language evaluation, a model of linguistic change develops that begins among 

speakers who characterize themselves in terms of ñbeingò lower status and lesser solidarity.   

 

In addition to intergroup effects on speaker attitudes, we can add more general findings that 

relate attitudes to linguistic variation, including language change, language maintenance, 

language shift / language loss, and new dialect formation.  For example, framed in terms of 

new dialect formation, Schneider (2003) shows how language attitudes can be predictive of 

dialect shift (and language loss) in contact situations.  Likewise, Garrett et al. (1999) find 

evidence that a speaker's evaluation of Welsh is related to her retention of Welsh-language 

variants over English-language variants.  In Prestonôs studies of speaker attitudes and 

dialect evaluation, he claimed that the reluctance of certain participants to rate 

geographically close varieties as ñSouthernò is related to the general negative evaluation of 

southern speech as ñincorrect but pleasantò (Preston, 2003). 
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Directly relevant to this dissertation, Dickson (2000) investigated the language attitudes of 

native Southern Illinoisans and found that her research participants associated the "Southern 

Illinois dialect" with more negative than positive labels.  Based on this evidence, Dickson 

claims that the "large number of negative or derogatory terms used [by locals] to describe 

the local dialect indicates that there is much linguistic insecurity among Southern Illinoisans 

regarding their own language" (Dickson, 2000:27).  However, complicating the issue, when 

asked to rate where the "most correct" English was spoken, Dickson's participants rated both 

Southern Illinois and Chicagoland as equally correct.  Dickson also found that the dialect of 

Southern Illinois was judged first as "Southern", and that participants rated Southern Illinois 

as the region where the most pleasant English was spoken.   

 

Finally, although these previous studies on language attitudes have shown a clear link 

between the perception of linguistic variation and hearer attitudes or beliefs about the 

speaker, the extent to which the production of linguistic variation reflects or is subject to a 

speakerôs own attitudes is often treated somewhat differently.  In addition to works explicitly 

concerned with language attitudes, the findings on the indexical nature of vowel production 

variation may be considered to be an implicit study of attitudes (see, e.g., Eckert, 1989; 

Campbell-Kibler et al., 2002), as may the findings related to audience design (e.g., Bell, 1984) 

and dialect performance (Preston, 1992; Schilling-Estes, 1998; Coupland, 2001).  However, 

the most extensive work by far on how a speakerôs attitudes can directly influence his or her 

linguistic variation is in work on interspeaker accommodation (e.g., Giles & Coupland, 1991).  

Work on interspeaker accommodation, likewise, has fed into research on dialect contact, 

which is the main focus of this dissertation.  Therefore, these two theories are addressed 

separately in the next section.  
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2.4.  ACCOMMODATION AND DIALECT CONTACT 

In accommodation theory, developed by Giles & Powesland (1975; revised and expand in, 

e.g., Giles et al., 1987; Coupland et al., 1988; Giles & Coupland, 1991), accommodation is 

the act of adjusting one's linguistic production to match more closely that of the person to 

whom one is talking
27

.  Accommodation theory, based on the social psychological concept of 

"similarity attraction" (Byrne, 1971), posits a direct functional relationship between 

accommodation and attitudes in that the degree to which one does or does not 

accommodate depends on how positively one views one's interlocutorðthe more positive 

the evaluation the more likely one will accommodate to that person's linguistic variety.   

 

Furthermore, though there have been numerous revisions to the accommodation model (as 

in the citations above), the core of accommodation theory claims that the frequency of 

interaction is the greatest predictor in terms of the extent of accommodation.  That is, the 

more frequently you interact with someone, the more likely and more deeply you will 

accommodate to their speech.  Niedzielski & Giles (1996) have stated that this ñfrequency of 

interactionò model of accommodation should become a ñmajor frameworkò for explaining the 

mechanisms of language change. 

 

The relationship of accommodation to dialect contact is made explicit via Trudgill's (1986) 

notion of "long-term accommodation".  Long-term accommodation, the result of repeated 

short-term acts of accommodation, is defined as "semi-permanent changes in a personôs 

habitual speech after a period of contact with speakers using different varieties" (Kerswill, 

2001:680).  In recent work by Trudgill (2004; Trudgill et al., 2000), this idea has been taken 

even further with the suggestion that this kind of long-term accommodation in dialect contact 
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  Although most often viewed in a sociological context, Krauss & Pardo (2006) have recently outlined the 
importance of understanding accommodation in a speech perception setting as well. 
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is ñdeterministicò enough that were we privy to the specific demographics and interactional 

networks of a population, we could predict how the speech of that population would change 

over time. 

 

Because the degree of accommodation, short- or long-term, will be inherently attitudes-

based (i.e., one will accommodate more quickly and more thoroughly the more one ñlikesò 

oneôs interlocutor), one might predict that the outcomes of accommodation in a dialect 

contact situation will reflect the differences in attitudes between the groups in contact 

(Kerswill & Williams, 2000).  However, two counters to this suggestion have recently 

surfaced. 

 

First, Trudgill (2004) provides a detailed description of new-dialect formation (in post-Colonial 

English communities) that concludes with the claim that the processes of accommodation 

and change in these settings are ñmechanical and inevitableò (2004:149), following Labovôs 

ñprinciple of densityò (Labov, 2001), and therefore that ñsocial factors such as prestigeéhave 

no role to playò (Trudgill, 2004:153).  However, as Trudgill makes explicit, he is considering 

the role of dialect contact and accommodation in tabula rasa new-dialect formations, not the 

garden-variety dialect contact and accommodation that is normally encountered.   

 

The second problem for the accommodation modelôs role in dialect contact and language 

change has been suggested by Auer & Hinskens (2005). Re-analyzing works in speech 

accommodation and comparing the predictions of accommodation theory to that of identity-

projection (as in, e.g., LePage & Tabouret-Keller, 1985),  Auer & Hinskens find that the 

effects of interspeaker accommodation as explained by the interactional-frequency model of 

accommodation theory have been overestimated and that, ñthe best predictor of 
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accommodation is not frequency of interactioné but, instead, a strong attitudinal orientation 

towards the group with whom one wants to associateò (Auer & Hinskens, 2005:356).  While 

this is not problematic for the framework of this dissertation as described thus far, we will see 

in Chapter 5 that the role of speaker attitudes is much less easy to quantify than one might 

expect.  This ñfuzzinessò of the concept of speaker attitudes means that we run the risk of 

reducing ñattitudinal factorsò to a mere label rather than an explanation for linguistic variation 

and eventual language change. 

 

Regardless of whether accommodation is more relevant/applicable via the frequency of 

interaction model or the attitudinal model, a second question is how we can predict which 

linguistic variables will be accommodated to and which will not.  That is, perfect 

accommodation of all linguistic variables is obviously impossible (that would be mimetic 

speech), therefore, only some variables come under the aegis of accommodation.   

 

Trudgill (1986) suggests that in dialect contact situations, the order in which linguistic 

variables are adopted in long-term accommodation is as follows (the pattern varies slightly 

depending on the mother language of the dialects which are in contact; the order given 

below is for dialects of English): 

 

(1) Lexical variables (e.g., Americans living in London learning to say English English ñflatò 

for American English ñapartmentò). 

(2) Phonological variables: 

(2a) ñnaturalò and phonetically predictable differences (e.g., Americans in London 

learning to ñunflapò their intervocalic //) 

(2b) regular phonemic differences in simple lexical sets (e.g., Americans in London 

using [ :] for / / in the BATH set) 
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(2c) ñcomplexò changes; these changes may never be accommodated to and, as 

Payne (1980) shows, may not be fully learnt until the third generation.  These 

include: 

(2c-i) reversal of mergers (e.g., Canadians in London learning to ñundoò the 

low-back vowel merger 

(2c-ii) use of forms that violate native phonotactic constraints (e.g., English 

speakers trying to accommodate to initial [ ]) 

(2c-iii) phonemic differences in unpredictable lexical sets (e.g., Londoners in 

Philadelphia learning the ñPhiladelphia short-aò pattern) 

 

As Kerswill (2002) points out, this is essential a difficult hierarchy, with ñeasierò features 

being more quickly accommodated to (Kerswill, 1996, provides an expansion of this 

hierarchy which adds grammatical and prosodic features as well).   

 

Trudgill notes, however, that only those linguistic variables that are ñmarkersò (Labov, 1972) 

will be available for accommodation, while mere ñindicatorsò (Labov, 1972) will not.  Trudgill 

additionally adds the notion of ñsalienceò which he states ñattaches to [linguistic] markers and 

indeed turns variables into markers in the first placeò (Trudgill, 1986:11).  This notion of 

ñsalienceò in turn interacts with the accommodation hierarchy.  Kerswill (2001:686) 

summarizes the features of a linguistic variable that give it the potential to become salient: 

 

1.) the variable has at least one variant which is overtly stigmatized; 

2.) the variable has a high-status variant reflected in the orthography; 

3.) the variable is undergoing linguistic change; 

4.) variants are phonetically radically different; 

5.) variants are involved in the maintenance of phonological contrast in the 

accommodating speakerôs variety.   

(Kerswill, 2001:686) 
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Trudgill (1986:12) further mentions that we can access the salience of a variable by noting 

whether or not it is affected (or effected) in performance/imitative speech, but cautions that 

some salient linguistic variables may resist accommodation if they are ñtoo salientò (Trudgill, 

1986:18).  Noting the apparent circularity in Trudgillôs original description, Kerswill & Williams 

(2002) provide a more detailed treatment of ñsalienceò, though at the level of this dissertation 

the distinction is unimportant.   

 

Additionally, from my own work in performative speech, I would likewise caution that the 

relationship of performative/imitative speech to linguistic salience is not as straightforward as 

Trudgillôs discussion affords.  First, some variables affected during performative speech may 

remain consciously non-salient for the performers.  For example, in interviews with subjects 

for this dissertation, the ( ), ( ), and ( ) variables were often affected in Southern Illinoisansô 

imitations of Chicagolandersô (and Californiansô) speech.  However, only the () and ( ) 

variables were explicitly mentioned, never ( ).  In fact, the ñChicago aò was mentioned, which 

could be interpreted as both ( ) and ( ).  As Preston (1996) points out, lay people do not 

necessarily have the terminology needed to label linguistic variation in the way that linguists 

do; we can expect that variables without these explicit labels would remain at a lower level of 

consciousness than variables with some kind of label (even if the label is not wholly accurate, 

e.g., ñsounding flatò).  Furthermore, not all performances accurately imitate the target variety.  

For example, one speaker routinely produced what he called ñsome weird Minnesota thingò 

for all the accents he imitated (including the worst attempt at an Irish accent I have ever 

heard).  What does this kind of ñmissed targetò mean for the use of imitation to access 

linguistically salient features?  While there are a few additional issues as well (especially the 

notion of intertextual reference, see Chapter 8), we can clearly see that the notion of using 
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performance/imitative speech to access salience is not as simple as Trudgillôs original 

discussion makes it seem. 

 

Moving now from accommodation to dialect contact proper, Trudgill (1986) conceptualizes 

the various stages and processes in dialect contact situations, and provides a framework for 

the different possible kinds of dialect contact.  Since the details of Trudgillôs dialect contact 

are more relevant with respect to the actual data at hand, a full discussion of this model is 

postponed until the evaluation in Chapter 7.  However, I will briefly outline the major aspects 

of the dialect contact model here.  

 

One of the overarching themes of Trudgillôs dialect contact model seems to be that we can 

make a distinction between the smaller effects of contact, which give rise to regional dialect 

leveling, dialect mixing, and interdialect forms, and the larger effects of dialect contact, which 

can lead to koinéization and new dialect formation (Trudgill, 1986, 2004).  These are, of 

course, not necessarily hard-and-fast categories, but rather, they are idealized ófuzzyô notions, 

subject to the differing factors that go into their creation. 

 

Briefly, regional dialect leveling results in the reduction of overall linguistic variation over a 

given geographic area.  Although not explicitly stated as such, it appears as though Trudgill 

intends that the leveling process take place to some degree in all of the dialects that are in 

contact.  Otherwise, if only one dialect were to engage in leveling, we would eventually find a 

case of either dialectal diglossia or dialect shift.  Kerswill (2001) points out that dialect 

leveling should be kept separate from dialect diffusion, where a given linguistic feature (or 

set of features) spreads across a geographic area (also known as dialect spread). 
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Dialect mixing is the process whereby a linguistic feature is adopted in only a fraction of its 

original distribution.  Trudgill (1986:59; Chambers & Trudgill, 1998) gives the example of the 

alternation between southern English English / / and northern English English / /, as 

occurring in the words but, up, cup, butter, love, come.  In southern English English, each of 

these words has / /, while in northern English English each has / /.  In mixed dialects, 

however, some of these words have / / (the southern form) and some have / / (the northern 

form).  Again, dialect mixing takes place in each of the dialects in contact, and draws 

features from more than one dialect. 

 

Finally, interdialect forms (also called ñfudged ólectsò in Chambers & Trudgill, 1998) represent 

a kind of midway point between two realizations of a single linguistic feature.  Drawn from the 

same southern/northern example above, an interdialect or fudged realization of love, butter, 

cup, etc. would be neither / / nor / / but / /.  Trudgill further points out that these interdialect 

forms are by no means restricted to vowel variation, but can take place at any level of 

linguistic variation (Trudgill, 2004). 

 

Although many of these processes can go into eventual koinés or new dialects, they remain 

separate because they are of a more piecemeal kind of acquisition or change.  The 

processes of koinéization and new dialect formation, however, follow a set trajectory of 

processes and are, overall, more deterministic. 

 

The three main process in dialect contact situations that lead to koinéization and new dialect 

formation, then, are labeled mixing, leveling, and simplification (Trudgill, 1986; Kerswill, 

2001), and, crucially, these processes should take place in this order.  In his description of 

the formation of New Zealand English (and other Southern Hemisphere post-Colonial 
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Englishes), Trudgill points out that these three processes are roughly equivalent to the first 

three generations of speakers in a dialect contact situation. 

 

Mixing is the process whereby multiple realizations of a linguistic feature are mixed at the 

level of the speech community, drawing from the dialects in contact in roughly the proportion 

of speakers of those dialects.  Leveling, similar to dialect leveling as described above, is the 

process whereby features in the dialect contact mixture are reduced in number, with the 

majority variants being preferred over minority variants.  Finally, simplification is the loss of 

marked forms (though Trudgill points out the caution that must be used when describing 

simplification processes, cf. Trudgill, 1986:102). 

 

Additionally, new dialect varieties also frequently exhibit the process of reallocation, whereby 

more than one variant in the dialect contact mixture survives, but these variants are 

refunctionalized to appear only in specific linguistic or social contexts (Trudgill, 1986; Britain 

& Trudgill, 1999).   

 

A slightly different version of these processes, however, is presented in Trudgill (2004).  

Here, Trudgill states that there are six steps in new dialect formation: mixing, leveling, 

unmarking, interdialect development, reallocation, and focusing.  The only of these not 

described thus far is focusing, which is derived from the work of LePage & Tabouret-Keller 

(1985).  Trudgill states that ñfocusing is the process by means of which the new variety 

acquires norms and stabilityò (Trudgill, 2004:88). 
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Finally, as mentioned above, the formation of new dialects relates directly to stages in the 

contact setting that can be equated to the first three generations.  As Kerswill (2001:679) 

summarizes: 

 

Stage  Speakers Involved  Linguistic Characteristics 

I  adult migrants   rudimentary leveling 

II  first native-born speakers extreme variability and further  

leveling 

III  subsequent generations focusing, leveling, and  

reallocation 

 

Kerswill further points out that in koinéization, although these processes still occur in this 

order, the fixedness to speaker generations is less strong than in tabula rasa new dialect 

formations, such as in post-Colonial Englishes.  Though Kerswill (2002) suggests that the 

focusing process is especially variable with respect to generation or time-depth in 

koin®ization, Trudgill claims that focusing is not present in koin®ization and that ñkoin®ization 

plus focusing é constitute new-dialect formationò (Trudgill, 2004:89). 

 

One of the major themes of Chapter 7, then, will be a discussion of the extent to which the 

dialect contact situation at SIUC is similar to and different from these previously described 

kinds of dialect contact.  For example, since there is no ñnormalò generational transmission of 

language among the SIUC student population, is it still valid to describe the situation as one 

of koinéization or new dialect formation?  Additionally, if we find that the situation at SIUC is 

applicable to one of the later stages of new dialect formation, how does that inform our 

understanding of these process and of language change more generally?  Again, only the 

most skeletal version of Trudgillôs dialect contact model has been explored here.  A more 

detailed account will be developed in Chapter 7. 
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2.5.  LANGUAGE CHANGE 

The description of dialect contact and accommodation at SIUC, though the focus of this 

dissertation, is not, in fact, the actual object of inquiry.  The reason that I have investigated 

dialect contact and accommodation is to attempt to advance our understanding, ultimately, of 

how language changes as a result of the effects of contact and accommodation.  Therefore, 

this final section of Chapter 2 presents an outline of the major current models of language 

change, and, in the end, attempts to unify these models under the larger processes of 

evolution and emergence. 

 

There are many models, theories, and suggestions as to how it is that language changes.  

There are many models, theories, and suggestions as to who it is that changes language.  

Though these theories are often juxtaposed as being in opposition to one another (e.g., 

functional vs. anti-functional explanations; community-based vs. speaker-based 

explanations), there really is no principled reason why these theories couldnôt all be right.  

The evolutionary-emergence model sketched here takes the position that most current 

models of language change are, in fact, correct, and that in order to understand how this is 

so, we must take a new view of what language actually is.  It will be shown that language has 

properties similar to an organism, a structure, and a tool, but is beyond each of these.  

Language is, instead, an emergent system.   

 

By calling language an emergent system, I am not simply intending to provide a new label or 

buzz-word to be tossed into the language change debate.  Instead, this term brings with it an 

explanatory force of its ownða way of viewing language that, I feel, is the only way to 

account for both the implementation of change at the level of the speaker and the 

continuation and organization of change at the level of the community.  Calling language 
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emergent entails that language is a complex system overall, but that this complexity is built 

out of smaller simple processes.  Tiny single speaker, single moment utterances which follow 

from and build upon past utterances, constrained by what has come before but not beholden 

to it.   

 

This is by no means a new view in linguistics; no one would deny that ñlanguageò is built from 

ñsentencesò, built from ñphrasesò, built from ñwordsò, built from ñphonologiesò, built from 

ñphonesò, built from even smaller (spoken or signed) gestural movements.  But by searching 

for language change in any one of these processes alone, without recognizing the 

importance of the interaction between them, is doomed to fail.  It is only by recognizing that 

each of these forces operates at a distinct level of the perception/production cognitive 

mechanism, and that these levels are in constant interaction with one otherðproviding 

feedback both up and down the processing mechanism, that we can begin to find an 

explanation for the often disparate findings regarding language change.  It is only when seen 

as united under one emergent system that we can achieve a satisfying and complete 

explanation for the forces behind Ohalaôs (1993) idea of misperception, Trudgillôs (2004) 

notion of drift, Martinetôs (1933) notion of functional load, Lindblomôs (1990) H&H Theory, 

Gilesôs and Couplandôs (e.g., 1991) work on accommodation, Labovôs (1972; 2001) findings 

regarding social class and hypercorrection, and Eckertôs (2000) work showing the indexicality 

of language variation and change. 

 

The problem with previous models and theories of language change, then, is not that they 

fail to accurately characterize the potential ways in which language change might happen, 

but rather, that none of them fail at this characterization.  That is, for each of the models 

mentioned above we can find evidence that supports the conclusions of that specific model.  



86 

 

As Labov (1994) points out in his discussion of the competing notions of the Neogrammarian 

regularity of sound change vs. dialectological evidence of lexical diffusion, ñcareful 

consideration of the competing bodies of evidence leads to the conclusion that a higher-level 

theory is neededò (Labov, 1994:422). 

 

Viewing the competing theories of language change in another way, we might ask whether or 

not any previous models of change provide both the necessary and sufficient conditions for 

change.  I would suggest that they do not, and many would agree with this suggestion.  

Thomason (2000), for example, claims that ñalthough it is often possible to state necessary 

conditions for change, it is never possible to state sufficient conditions for changeò.  However, 

I would suggest that the opposite is more accurate.  That is, I would suggest that any of the 

previous theories of language change contain mechanisms for change that are conditions 

sufficient but not necessary.   This echos, but is separate from, Lassôs assertion that ñéno 

change is ever necessary.  If it were, it would already have happenedéò (Lass, 1980:131).  

 

The idea of sufficient but not necessary conditions is best explained with reference to death.  

A person could die by being shot, fatally stabbed, starved, deprived of oxygen, or teleported 

to the center of the sun.  Any of these is sufficient to cause death, but, as most people die of 

none of these causes, none can be said to be necessary conditions for death. 

 

I would argue, then, that the causes of language change are much like the causes of death.  

Because the forces described in previous models and theories (hearer mis-perception, 

language drift, social network interactions, socio-psychological factors, H&H-type factors, 

dispersion and functional load considerations) have all been shown to be at work in language 

change, then perhaps any of these are sufficient to cause language change.  As Thomason 
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& Kaufman point out, ñchange can occur at any and all levels of the linguistic systemò 

(Thomason & Kaufman, 1988:9).  Therefore, any theory for language change must be able to 

account for any and all levels of the linguistic system before it can be claimed to truly have 

described the mechanism of language change.  All else is simply a description for an aspect 

of that system. 

 

My suggestion for the evolutionary-emergence model of language change has three major 

aspects that separate it from previous theories.  First, it assumes that the object of inquiry, 

language, is not a stable structure or an organism, but a dynamic collection of properties 

which produce an emergent pattern.  Formulated as such, the model described here is most 

closely aligned to the work of Björn Lindblom (e.g., Lindblom, 1990; Lindblom et al., 1995) 

and William Croft (e.g., Croft, 2000)
28

.  Second, it recognizes the crucial importance that 

every level of the emergent linguistic system plays in the cause of language change at every 

other level.  In this respect, it is not enough to consider factors of the sound system when 

looking at sound change, but factors of the semantic, syntactic, and social systems as well.  

Finally, linguistic change is approached via the principles of evolution, which, in its most 

basic form, states that the differential success of competing variants is a result of their 

differential rates of reproduction and fidelity.  In this dissertation I will refer to this model as 

the evolutionary-emergence model of language change. 

 

In the end, the evolutionary-emergence model is essentially no more than an explicit 

formulation of Kingôs (1972) dictum that: 

 

                                                             
28

 Also, recent work by Nikolaus Ritt (e.g., Ritt, 2004) and Bart de Boer (de Boer, 2000) have developed 
promising and tantalizing work that supports the notions outlined here. 



88 

 

It is the highly complex mechanism underlying the production and 

comprehension of sentences, not the units alone, that is the locus of 

language and language change.  In other words, it is the units and the rules 

operating on these units in context that account for the essential facts, not 

only of the synchronic side of language (producing and understanding 

sentences), but of its diachronic aspect as well (how and why languages 

change). 

(King, 1972:928) 

 

Emergence at the level of the utterance, speaker, and community 

The evolutionary-emergence model sketched here owes directly from Bjºrn Lindblomôs 

conception of the ñH&H Theoryò of phonetic variation (Lindblom, 1990; see also Lindblom et 

al., 1995) 

 

The first part of the evolutionary-emergence model concerns the level of the phonetic signal.  

While this is currently represented in linguistics as well approximated by values of F1 and F2, 

if it should be found in the future to rely instead or additionally on F3, duration, dynamic 

formant contours, or some other aspect of the speech signal, this does not present a 

problem.  As long as the phonetic signal exists in some form, the evolutionary-emergence 

model will use that signal as the raw input base. 

 

Second, the evolutionary-emergence model draws on the work of William Croft (Croft, 2000) 

in viewing each individual utterance as providing the crucial building materials for larger 

linguistic categories.  In Croftôs terminology, these utterances are called ñlinguemesò and the 

larger categories that emerge from them are the ñlingueme poolsò (Croft, 2000:28-29).  In 

modern society, however, we need a further constraint so that every utterance is not 

included in the lingueme pool.  During the course of human evolution, small band societies 

were the de facto norm until very recently (Dawkins, 2004).  Therefore, we can assume that 

the language processing system, like all natural human systems, evolved to meet the 
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requirements of these small bands and not, necessarily, the unique conditions provided by 

modern societies (Buss, 2005).  These small bands are essentially similar to the concept in 

sociolinguistics of a ñspeech communityò, defined as ñany human aggregate characterized by 

regular and frequent interaction by means of a shared body of verbal signsò (Gumperz, 

1968:114). 

 

While there has been much debate in sociolinguistics as to the concept of a ñspeech 

communityò, it is a notion which has nevertheless proven incredibly useful.  Furthermore, the 

usefulness of a ñspeech communityò gains support from the ñprinciple of densityò (Bloomfield, 

1933; cited in Labov, 2001).  The ñprinciple of densityò states that the features of a personôs 

speech can be deduced from the speech of her or his interlocutors and, essentially, that we 

sound most like those around us.  This notion is echoed in nearly every conception and re-

conception of the ñspeech communityò and the role of this speech community in language 

change, including Gilesôs work on accommodation (see, e.g., Giles & Coupland, 1991), 

Eckert & McConnel-Ginetôs (1992) description of ñcommunities of practiceò, Trudgillôs 

explanation of behavioural co-ordination (Trudgill, 2004), etc. 

 

Each individual utterance of a speech community, then, goes into and contributes to the 

shape of the ñlingueme poolò.  However, because the categories being built from this ñpoolò 

are emergent categories, we can expect to find a kind of ñfeedback loopò whereby the shape 

of each linguistic category will constrain the lingueme variants drawn from it.  That is, every 

utterance of, e.g., an / / vowel, of every speaker both creates and is drawn from the 

community-level / / category.  Because of this ñfeedbackò inherent in emergent systems, 

stable categories will tend to remain stable while categories undergoing change will tend to 

continue undergoing change until a new stable point has been reached (Saperstein, 1996; 
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Elliott & Kiel, 1996; Matthews et al., 1999).  This effect explains why dialects of a language 

tend to ñdriftò in similar ways over time (Trudgill et al., 2000; Trudgill, 2004). 

 

This dual interaction between individual speakers and the normative power of a ñspeech 

communityò, however, is not the same for both sides.  There is a fundamental inequality 

between speakers and their interlocutors.  This inequality for phonetic variability is described 

in Lindblomôs (1990) ñH&H Theoryò, though the inequality would apply to any level of the 

linguistic system.  In the H&H Theory, Lindblom claims that because speech is physical effort, 

ñdefaultò speech will be produced with as little physical effort as possible.  That is, speakers 

produce phonetic signals with only those features necessary and sufficient for accurate 

communication.  However, an inequality arises between speakers and hearers because of 

the way in which the phonetic level interacts with the other linguistic levels, such as lexical, 

semantic, and syntactic processing.  Specifically, in certain strings of speech certain lexical 

items may be more or less ñrecoverableò or ñpredictableò depending on the lexical, semantic, 

and syntactic information available.  The example given by Lindblom is the word ñnineò 

(Lindblom, 1990:403).  In an utterance like ñA stitch in time saves ____ò, the lexical item 

ñnineò is much more easily recovered by speakers than in an utterance like ñThe next word 

is_____ò.   

 

One assumption for the evolutionary-emergence model is that the H&H continuum described 

by Lindblom is contained as a part of the speakerôs grammar described by Croft, and this 

appears to be supported by Croftôs own definition of the ñTheory of Utterance Selectionò: 

 

éreplication of linguemes in utterances is fundamentally a cognitive process, 

mediated by activation of some mental structure and articulatory motor 

routineé acquired from exposure to prior occurrences of the linguemes in 

language useé      (Croft, 2000:30) 
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My suggestion is that this same kind of inequality predicted by Lindblomôs H&H Theory can 

be found at the social level of speechðthe interaction between two people.  This is where 

the evolutionary-emergence model outlined here diverges from Croftôs (2000) description of 

evolutionary processes in language change.  Croft states:  

 

The Theory of Utterance Selection for normal language change puts linguistic 

convention at center stage.  Normal (i.e. identical) replication of linguemes in 

utterances is conforming to the linguistic conventions of the speech 

community.  Altered replication of linguemes in utterancesðthe creation of 

variantsðis a causal consequence of not conforming to the linguistic 

conventions of the speech community. 

(Croft, 2000:30) 

 

I would suggest, however, that altered replication of ñlinguemesò is the only way of 

conforming to both a speakerôs own needs and the norms of the speech community.  

Because every speaker cannot have strictly identical ñlingueme poolsò, there must be some 

way of reconciling the H&H forms of a speakerôs ñlingueme poolò to that of a hearerôs 

ñlingueme poolò.  The example given here will draw from (and re-interpret) Labovôs (1990) 

example of / / fronting as constrained by probability matching.  Here I quote Gordonôs 

(2001a) summary: 

 

Suppose that a token of / / is fronted so that it appears within the usual 

range of / /.  In such a case, there is a chance this item will be 

misinterpretedé oré not recognized é In either of these two cases, that 
token, because it was not identified as a token of / /, cannot influence the 

listenerôs conception of the acoustic profile of / /éSuch cases are predicted 

to have a conservative impact on the system, retarding any fronting of / /.  

 
If, however, the same fronted token of / / appears after the distribution of / / 

has moved forward and up, it is more likely to be correctly interpreted as an 
instance of / /é When the fronted token is correctly interpreted, it stretches 
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the listenerôs conception of the acoustic range of // to include variants that 

are more fronted.  As a result of this adjustment, listeners refigure their sense 

of what an average / / sounds likeé [and] the mechanism serves to promote 

innovation.  
(Gordon, 2001a:11-12) 

 

Though I agree with Labovôs claim for probability matching as a crucial component of 

language processing and change, there is much that the example of / / fronting ignores.  

First, since it appears to ignore any of the linguistic processes beyond the 

phonetic/phonological level, it likely overstates the range of cases in which misinterpretation 

may occur.  Second, it entails that language change in vowel systems can only operate by 

the movement of vowels into ñempty spaceò (as noted by Gordon, 2001a).  The use of 

probability matching as described in Labov (1990) cannot function for other mechanisms of 

change, such as apparent push-chains or vowel mergers.  Third, it predicts that in apparently 

linked vowel chain shifts, each individual speaker should participate in the shifts in the same 

order (also noted by Gordon, 2001a), or, stated in terms of the linguistic system, it predicts 

that the speaker-level linguistic system should mirror the community-level linguistic system. 

 

On this third point, we now have clear evidence in vowel variation research that putative 

chain shifts at the community level are not, in fact, always replicated at the speaker level.  

Aside from the assertion that the speaker level does not matter, no evidence has been put 

forth to support this claim.  In the current state of research on American English vowel 

variation, there exists a growing body of research showing both that chain-like series of 

changes are present at the community level but not at the speaker level and no attempt to 

reconcile this juxtaposition has been advanced. 
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Returning to the evolutionary-emergence model, however, might lend a solution to this 

problem.  Returning to the / /-fronting example, Labov (1994) claims that / / fronting will only 

be favored after / / has moved forward and up, giving / / a wider ñmargin of securityò for 

variation.  But since we are aware of interspeaker variation within a speech community, we 

must ask, after / / has moved forward and up for whom, the speaker or the hearer?  And 

with this, we return to the H&H continuum of variation.   

 

Imagine two speakers drawn from Labovôs hypothetical //-fronting community.  Speaker A, a 

young middle-class female, produces raised and fronted / / (/ /=[ ]) and concomitant 

fronted / / (/ /=[ ]; as explained above).  Speaker B, a young middle-class male, produces 

an unshifted / / (/ /=[ ]) and, as such, an unshifted / / (/ /=[ ]).  Given what we know about 

variation along gender lines, this is a more than plausible scenario.  If Speaker Aôs most 

common interlocutors have all raised their / /s, a fronted-/ / (/ /=[ ]) in her speech is fineð

no misinterpretation problems arise.  However, what happens if Speaker Aôs interlocutors 

include people like Speaker B, who have not raised their / /?  In these cases, as predicted 

by H&H, Speaker Aôs fronted // is no longer sufficient for communication; it sounds like an 

[ ] to Speaker B and is therefore misinterpreted as an / /.  When Speaker A is talking with 

Speaker B, then, we should expect Speaker A to produce an unshifted / /.  Conversely, and 

this is the crucial point, when Speaker B is speaking with Speaker A, he is more free to vary 

his [ ] along the H&H continuum to something more [ ]-like because this shifted form does 

not cause communication problems with his interlocutor, Speaker A.  While it may cause 

problems for his own linguistic system (e.g., overlapping with forms of / /), he is not the 

intended target and therefore any clashes his speech causes to his own system is negligible.  
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If Speaker B talks to enough people like Speaker A, because each vowel is an emergent 

category, his own / / vowel becomes, overtime, an ( ) variable, with multiple forms.  Once 

these multiple forms have ñtaken holdò, the lingueme pool for // from which Speaker B 

draws will have the probability of choosing [ ]-like or [ ]-like forms in proportion to the 

number of his interlocutors who have raised or unshifted / /, respectively.  That is, the 

ñchoiceò of // forms is directly related to both the / / forms of the speakerôs own linguistic 

system and the / /, / /, etc. forms of the communityôs aggregate linguistic system. 

 

It seems, then, that the evolutionary-emergence model is able to explain both speaker-level 

and community-level phenomena.  Furthermore, it not only accounts for why individual 

speakers appear not to exhibit putative chain shifts in the ñcorrect orderò, but it explains that 

there is no reason why they necessarily should.  Additionally, it predicts that, at incipient 

stages of change we should expect to find these vowel shift occurring ñout of orderò.  This 

notion that shifts are first acquired piecemeal and only later continue advancing in the 

ñcorrectò order was advanced by Gordon (2001a), and here an explanation of why this 

should be has been advanced. 

 

Returning to the problem with Croftôs (2000) ñTheory of Utterance Selectionò, then, we can 

say that both normal and altered reproduction of linguemes in utterances are a consequence 

of conforming to the norms of the speech community.  Normal forms and altered forms 

originally exist to serve to separate ñlinguistic nichesò, but later become ñhybridizedò in the 

lingueme pool.  Though evolutionary principles of selection work as Croft described (and are 

therefore not rehashed here as the ñevolutionaryò side of the model), the process of 

reproduction is not evolutionary, but emergent. 
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Emergence at the levels of norms and fashions 

But what of the ñsocialò or ñstylisticò aspect of language use and language variation?  So far, 

the evolutionary-emergence model has been described as a fairly deterministic model, one in 

which variation and change in the linguistic system ñmay occur despite any intentional goal of 

the speakerò (Croft, 2000:74).  Though many sociolinguists have recently argued for finding 

deterministic and unintentional explanations of language change before turning to intentional 

mechanisms (e.g., Labov, 2001; Trudgill, 2004), there is no denying the findings that 

language use and language variation also operate under the more ñintentional mechanismsò 

such as prestige, solidarity, and identity-projection.  I would suggest that these intentional 

mechanisms are not only contained by the evolutionary-emergence model, but need no 

special exceptions (such as the ñperformanceò label) for explanation. 

 

Returning to Lindblomôs H&H Theory, we have thus far been interpreting the H&H continuum 

as functioning only as per the needs of communication (cf. Jakobsonôs referential function).  

Lindblom explicitly defines one end of the H&H continuum as ñpurpose-driven and 

prospectively organizedò (Lindblom, 1990:404).  Although not formulated in terms of social 

action, I suggest that this end of the H&H continuum can be validly interpreted as also 

containing those more intentional or ñstylisticò uses of language (cf. Jakobsonôs, 1971, 

discussion of phatic and poetic functions
29

).  Though there are a great deal of explanations
30

 

for the stylistic aspects of language, the common theme of these explanations can be 

reduced to Kellerôs maxim to ñtalk in such a way that you are noticedò (Keller, 1994:101).  

That is, speaker may actively and intentionally choose a linguistic form (a ñlinguemeò) that 

violates the category boundaries of a different from in both their own and their interlocutorôs 

                                                             
29

 These Jakobsonian functions are also explained in Croftôs evolutionary approach to language change 
(Croft, 2000:73-78).  The explanation given here is only superficially related to Croftôs position.  
30

 Some of which include: Bellôs (1984) ñaudience designò; Ramptonôs (1995) ñcrossingò; Couplandôs (2001) 
ñstrategic persona managementò; and Eckertôs (2000) ñindexingò. 
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linguistic systems purely for effect/affect.  When speakers engage in this intentional speech, 

sometimes they obtain the form of their target, sometimes they do not.  When speakers aim 

for a specified linguistic target and miss, they have engaged in hyperadaptation (Trudgill, 

2004), a common form of which is hypercorrection (Labov, 1972).  

 

Originally formulated, hypercorrection should have the effect of promoting language change.  

But, there is no reason this should necessarily be the case.  For example, returning to our 

hypothetical / /-fronting community, we saw that some speakers, like Speaker A, produce / / 

fronted, as [ ], while other speakers, like Speaker B, produce / / unshifted, as [ ].  Although 

framed in terms of male/female, it could just as easily be that A-type speakers are 

prestigious (for whatever reasoné they are the ñstar-bellied sneetchesò) and B-type 

speakers are stigmatized.  When Speaker C, who comes from a conservative non-fronting 

/ / community, enters the / /-fronting community, he hypercorrects and produced / / too far 

front or perhaps produces / / as fronted as well (his original community engaged in the low-

back merger, say).  This kind of hypercorrection indeed spurs language change.  But there 

converse is just as possible.  Suppose also that Speaker D enters the / /-fronting community.  

Speaker D is from a non-local community where / / is so far front that it is realized as [
v
].  

Upon entering the / /-fronting community, he, too, wants to ñblend inò.  He therefore 

hypercorrects, ñmissesò the intended []-target and produces [ ] instead.  This would have a 

conservative impact on language change.  Though it may very well be that the former is 

more common than the latter, there is nothing inherent in hypercorrection (or any kind of 

hyperadaptation) that necessarily promotes language change. 
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The point is that these intentional uses of language do not a priori have any greater or lesser 

impact on the linguistic system (of the speech community or the individual) than the more 

unintentional mechanisms of effort, interlocutor density, functional considerations, etc.  They 

are all valid mechanisms for language change, any one of which may beget, promote, or 

retard language change.  That is, any of these mechanisms is a sufficient condition for 

language change; any of these mechanisms can, but not must, produce altered forms of a 

linguistic category.  The necessary condition for language change, then, is only that these 

altered forms of speakers be reproduced by communities.  Again, in this aspect I agree fully 

with Croftôs (2000) evolutionary approach to language change. 

 

Summary and Predictions 

Summarizing, we can say about the evolutionary-emergence model that: 

¶ A linguistic system is comprised crucially of the interaction between a community-

level system and individual-level systems (e.g., King, 1972); 

¶ Because of this crucial individual-community interaction, language change can only 

be effected via interpersonal communication
31

; 

¶ The linguistic forms an individual hears will create the emergent categories of her or 

his individual level system (e.g., lingueme pool: Croft, 2000); 

¶ The linguistic forms an individual produces contribute to the emergent categories of 

the speech community (e.g., probability matching: Labov, 1994);  

¶ Speakers will vary their default production of linguistic forms to the full extent that 

communication allows (e.g., H&H Theory: Lindblom, 1990); 

                                                             
31

 The term ñcommunicationò often carries with it the notion of being ñusefulò or ñgoal directedò etc.  In this 
way it is often contrasted with ñgossipò or ñmere talkò.  I vehemently do not support that definition and do not 
intend it here. 
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¶ Speakers will vary their specified production of linguistic forms to the extent that they 

want to be noticed (e.g., H&H Theory, Lindblom, 1990; Keller, 1994); 

¶ As a result, apparent changes in the linguistic system of an individual will be more 

directly constrained by the linguistic systems of her or his interlocutors than that of 

her or his own system;  

¶ Deviation from the strict central tendency of a linguistic form for any reason is alone 

sufficient for language change; the replication of deviation is alone necessary for 

language change. 

 

Furthermore, from the evolutionary-emergence model we can predict that: 

¶ Systemic-level changes will be implemented by individual speakers, but only fully 

realized by speech communities (e.g., vowel shifts may reflect a speakerôs own 

linguistic system, but must reflect the linguistic system of her or his speech 

community as a whole); 

¶ Since language change requires interpersonal communication between speakers, it 

follows naturally that media should have little overall effect (though, to the extent that 

the speech community hears the same media, it will have some effect) and that the 

linguistic systems of speakers more remote in time and space should be more 

different than those close in time and space; 

¶ In cases of language or dialect contact, shifts in the linguistic system of the individual 

speaker are inevitable to the extent that he or she engages in personal contact with 

out-group speakers; 

¶ Because language contact is contact between two (or more) radically different 

linguistic systems, the long-term effects will (nearly) always be mediated by bilingual 

speakers; 
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¶ The stylistic use of language will be employed only to the extent that a speaker 

assumes this ñstyleò is noticeable; 

¶ Language change at the level of individuals may proceed at any point in the 

individualôs lifespan (depending on how often he or she interacts with new individuals, 

etc.).  However, because linguistic categories emerge first during childhood, the 

properties of the childôs ñspeech communityò will have the greatest effect on an 

individualôs linguistic system.  This is specified by the notion that initial conditions 

have the greatest impact on the eventual form of emergent systems (Elliott & Kiel, 

1996). 

 

Benefits over previous models 

A major added benefit to the evolutionary-emergence model is that, essentially, it ñkillsò much 

of the debate regarding the principles of Neogrammarian sound change vs. lexical 

diffusionist sound change.  In the evolutionary-emergence model these theories both 

describe possible outcomes of the same additive process that forms the emergent categories 

of a language.  Sound change may appear to be gradual in that it may proceed in small 

micro-steps from, e.g., [ ] to [ ], or that it may proceed in small increases in the probability of 

ñchoosingò [] vs. [ ].  However, because each level of the linguistic system interacts, sound 

change can likewise appear to be lexically abrupt, and apparently spread from one word to 

another, given the frequency of the words under investigation.  The incorporation of the H&H 

Theory into the evolutionary-emergence model allows us to assume that those words most 

easily recovered from the speech signal (because of lexical, semantic, and syntactic 

information) will be those words most likely to change.   
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The point to which we should expect the predictions/findings of Neogrammarian regularity 

and lexical diffusionist changes to agree or diverge could, in principle, be reduced to a 

formula relating the frequency of lexical token in the whole lexicon, frequency of the lexical 

token as a member of a given vowel category, frequency of the vowel category as a member 

of the vowel space, and the composition of interlocutor speech.  However, because language 

is an emergent system, even if this formula is possible in principle it is not possible in reality.  

Even very minor differences at earlier points in the system can, through the additive effects 

of emergence, produce major differences at a later point in time. 

 

One last issue in studies of language variation and change that the evolutionary-emergence 

model can address is the actuation problem (J. Milroy, 1992; Lass, 1997).  That is, while the 

ongoing processes of language change may be explainable, what is it that gets these 

processes started in the first place?  But, like the debate over the phonetic regularity of 

sound change vs. lexical diffusion of sound change, by recognizing that language is above 

all else an emergent structure, the actuation problem simply vanishes.  Drawing from our / /-

fronting example, we must recognize that even though our hypothetical speech community 

contains both speakers who produce / / as [ ] and those who produce / / as [ ], at an 

earlier point in time, it must have been such that all speakers only produced / / as [ ].  But 

this is a tacitly false observation.  Correctly formed, we must recognize that even at that past 

time when all speakers produced / / as [ ], there would have been a variety of forms, such 

as [
<
], [ ^], [ ], [

v
], [

>
], etc.  Though we have been aware of the inherent variability in 

speech communities for over forty years (e.g., since Labov, 1963), by limiting our conception 

of the linguistic system to a rigid ñstructureò (e.g., Structuralist linguistics) or a wholesale 
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ñgrammarò (e.g., Generative Grammar), we are forced into theoretically ad-hoc and 

empirically untenable claims.   

 

Returning now to the passage from King that began §2.5, by the outline of the evolutionary-

emergence model given here, ñlanguage change is anything but a paradox; it is rather the 

predictable consequence of alterations of the mechanism that combines, and modifies in 

contexté forms expressed in basic units.ò (King, 1972:929).  It is with this model of linguistic 

variation and language change, then, that we proceed with the description of dialect contact 

and accommodation among individuals in the SIUC speech community.  
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Chapter Three: Methods & Practices of Research 

In this chapter, the particulars of the research setting, research participants, data collection, 

and data analysis are described and evaluated.  Briefly, data for this dissertation draw from a 

combination of word list recitations, attitudes surveys, and interviews from both high school 

students living in Southern Illinois and college students at SIUC.  

 

In §3.1, the two main arenas in which research was conducted are described: high schools in 

Southern Illinois and Southern Illinois University Carbondale.  Participant selection criteria, 

interactional methods with participants, and the participant pool(s) used for analyses are 

described in §3.2.  Next, §3.3 details the instrumental methods for data collection and 

provides specifics on the types of data collected.  Measurement methods for collected data, 

including criteria for accepting or rejecting specific data, and procedures for phonetic, 

attitudinal, and qualitatively reviewed data are described in §3.4.  Then, in §3.5, the statistical 

and other analytical tools for data analysis are explained.  Finally, the assumptions and 

limitations of these methodologies are addressed in §3.5, along with a general 

methodological summary.  Chapter Three begins with a brief outline of the linguistic 

background of me and my research assistant, Cindy Morris, as well as a brief recount of 

findings from the pilot study for this dissertation. 

 

3.0.  RESEARCHERSô BACKGROUNDS & PILOT TESTING 

The majority of this research was performed by me.  All data collection, instrumental analysis, 

and write-ups are completely my own.  However, for the impressionistic coding of ñdialect 

featuresò and the qualitative assessment of speaker attitudes, I was lucky enough to have a 

research assistant, Cindy Morris.  Because even the most objective researchers can never 
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fully overcome their personal backgrounds and, as such, can fall bias to certain aspects of 

interpretation, a brief background of the researchers is now provided. 

 

Cindy Morris (undergraduate research assistant) 

Ms Morris was born in Oakland, California, but moved to Springfield, Massachusetts before 

age 1.  At age 9, she moved to Modesto, California, where she finished grade school, middle 

school, and high school.  She moved to Austin, Texas for her undergraduate education and 

had been in Austin for about three years before working on this research. 

 

Ms Morrisôs father was born and lived in Texas (mainly the Houston and Dallas areas) until 

his thirties.  Ms Morrisôs birth mother was also from Texas, but her step-mother was born and 

lived in Massachusetts until her late thirties.  Ms Morris has lived with her father and step-

mother since around age 2. 

 

In her linguistics coursework at the University of Texas at Austin, she had done research on 

Californian English and the low-back vowel merger before joining this project.  In her own 

speech, Ms Morris does not have the low-back vowel merger nor, in my opinion, many other 

features of Californian English.  Overall, I would describe her speech as ñstandard American 

Englishò. 

 

Doug Bigham (principle investigator and author) 

I was born and raised in Southern Illinois, about thirty miles from SIUC (though I am from 

neither of the towns where high school research was conducted).  I attended SIUC for five 

years as an undergraduate and then moved to Austin, Texas for graduate school.  Both of 
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my parents are from Southern Illinois, as are my grandparents and great-grandparents.  

Much of my previous research has focused on features of ñSouthern Illinois Englishò. 

 

Pilot testing and previous research 

Because of my background in researching ñSouthern Illinois Englishò, methods for this 

dissertation was culled from a number of sources.  Specifically, however, pilot testing was 

conducted during Winter 2006.  Pilot testing involved interviewing SIUC students and alumni 

who were either personal friends or friends-of-friends.  32 total subjects were interviewed 

during pilot research.  Questions focused on how SIUC students and alumni defined 

ñSouthern Illinois, what they thought the major intergroup differences were on campus, what 

kinds of differences they noticed in the ñSIUC speech communityò, and what kinds of 

changes they noticed in their own speech as a result of attending SIUC. 

 

Of the 32 subjects interviewed, all but five mentioned the Chicago vs. Southern Illinois split 

as the major intergroup distinction at SIUC, even those students who were from neither area.  

Additionally, racial/ethnic/national divisions were mentioned by six subjects and differences 

in studentsô ñhabitsò or ñactivitiesò were mentioned by 17 subjects. 

 

The biggest linguistic difference mentioned was the soda/pop difference, with (obviously) 

northern students preferring ñpopò and southern students preferring ñsodaò.  For those 

subjects who did mention the soda/pop difference, strong opinions and personal preferences 

were voiced.  Phonological variables that were mentioned included the ñChicago aò, which 

could be taken to indicate NCS-like pronunciations of either / / or / /, the ñslower tempoò of 

southern speech at SIUC, and, frequently, ñfrat-boy slangò. 
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In addition to targeted questions about the linguistic variation on the SIUC campus, I also 

asked interviewees to ñperformò or ñimitateò different ñaccentsò.  From this 

performance/imitative speech, I noted that, indeed, / / and / / were often altered as part of a 

ñChicago accentò, with fronted and raised variations being the most common.  Variations of 

/ / were also noticeable, for both ñChicagoò and ñCaliforniaò speech, though these were not 

of any consistent sort (some lowered, some backed, some roundedé!).  Imitations of 

Southern Illinois speech was generally slower and ñdoltishò (to use Prestonôs 1996 term for 

insufficient nasalization) and also exhibited a lot of vowel-breaking kinds of pronunciation 

(see Feagin, 1987). 

 

The productions of / / and / / are easily related to NCS-like variation while the slower and 

diphthongized speech is easily related to perceptions of Southern speech.  The variation in 

/ / is more difficult to understand, except that perhaps the lowered and backed NCS-like / / 

and the lowered Californian / / are more ñcomplexò than we have previously assumed.  This 

may cause them to be both ñsalientò and ñunconsciousò for listeners.  These findings are 

discussed further during the presentation of findings and the discussion of variation. 

 

The findings from these interviews formed the basis upon which the following methods were 

designed, especially in regard to the attitudes survey. 

 

3.1.  THE RESEARCH SETTING(S) 

Data collection occurred in two distinct stages.  The first stage of data collection was 

completed with local Southern Illinois high school students; the second stage of data 
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collection was completed with SIUC university students.  This section briefly describes these 

two stages.   

 

3.1.1.  Stage One: Southern Illinois High School Subjects  

The first stage of data collection was conducted during spring 2006, interviewing senior-class 

(final year) students in two local Southern Illinois high schools, referred to as ñWildcatsò and 

ñTigersò in this work.  Both schools are relatively small (400-700 students total), rural by 

comparison to most of the high schools attended by participants in the second stage of 

research, and both schools are approximately equi-distant from the SIUC campus.  

Furthermore, both schools are the only high schools available to students in their respective 

districts, so the student body can be considered fairly free from ideological or demographic 

bias (that is, bias that would be non-representative of these regions).  With the assistance of 

principals, administrators, and teachers, students were invited to participate in research 

regarding ñpeopleôs attitudes about areas of Illinoisò.  No compensation was given for 

participants in this first stage of research.   

 

3.1.2.  Stage Two: SIUC College Subjects  

The second stage of data collection was conducted during fall 2006 and spring 2007, 

interviewing SIUC college students.  Participant recruitment for the second stage of research 

was a combination of a cold-call method, approaching students in commons areas of the 

SIUC campus, and a modified ñfriend of a friendò method, approaching students via online 

social networking sites.  I also introduced myself to a few university core-curriculum lecture 

classes, briefly explaining my research and asking for participants.  Participation was 

encouraged with the establishment of a ñparticipant lotteryò whereby any participant would be 

entered into a random drawing for $100 at the end of my research; additionally, teachers of 
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two of the lecture classes I attended offered to let participation in my research count towards 

one of the extra credit options
32

. 

 

 3.1.3.  Summary and Goals of Having Two Research Stages 

The original goal for having these two stages of research was to track individual students 

from their last year of high school through their first years at SIUC.  In practice, there was 

only a small sub-set of the initial high school participants who planned to attend SIUC, and 

most of these either did not attend, attended but dropped out during their first semester, or 

were unable or unwilling to participate in additional interviews.  In the end, I was only able to 

follow one student from high school through his first year at SIUC
33

.  However, I was able to 

conduct interviews with SIUC students from other towns, who attended other high schools, in 

Southern Illinois.  Although it is possible that these studentsô data represent sub-local 

dialects that are somewhat different from the high school studentsô data I collected, it is 

unlikely that these differences would be of a sort that would preclude the assumed 

comparison. 

 

3.2.  PARTICIPANT SELECTION 

Broadly speaking, participant recruitment for both high school and college subjects was blind 

with respect to any and all common identity categories, such as race, ethnicity, sex, gender, 

sexuality, etc.  The only requirements for initial participation were the subjectôs willingness to 

cooperate and lack of major
34

 problems with speech or hearing.  This provided an initial 

                                                             
32

 Since participation in my research was only one extra credit option of many, there should be no cause for 
ethical objections. 
33

 Finally, in a frustrating twist, this subject only at the end of the research process told me that he had lived 
in Atlanta, Georgia, until 3

rd
 grade.  When I asked why he had not mentioned this before he said that he did 

not want me to think he was ña hickò.  Since both parents were originally from Southern Illinois and he had 
lived in Southern Illinois since ~age 8, he is still included in the final analysis. 
34

 Many subjects reported minor speech problems in childhood, which were ñalleviatedò in grade school 
speech therapy classes (i.e., inability to pronounce initial /s/ or problems with liquid sounds).  Likewise, 
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subject pool of 126 recorded participants, with the demographic breakdown as shown in 

Table 3.1. 

 

 SEX SEXUALITY RACE TOTAL 

High School A 
ñWildcatsò 

26-f 
23-m 

47-heterosexual 
  2-homosexual 

47-white/Caucasian 
  1-black/African American 
  1-latina/Hispanic 

49 

High School B 
ñTigersò 

15-f 
15-m 

27-heterosexual 
  2-homosexual 
  1-bisexual 

29-white/Caucasian 
  1-black/African American 

30 

SIUC 
17-f 
30-m 

36-heterosexual 
  6-homosexual 
  5-bisexual 

44-white/Caucasian 
  2-black/African American 
  1-latino/Hispanic 

47 

     

TOTAL 
58-f 
68-m 

110-heteroseuxal 
  10-homosexual 
    6-bisexual 

120-white/Caucasian 
    4-black/African American 
    2-latino/Hispanic 

126 

Table 3.1: Demographic Breakdown of Participants 

   

From this subject pool, the following additional speaker selection criteria were used:  Any 

subjects who had lived outside their ñhome regionò (i.e., within a ~25 mile radius of what they 

reported for their ñhometownò) past middle school (roughly, age 11, or 5
th

 grade) were 

excluded.  Using this elementary/middle school dividing point is based on the idea that this 

break represents a life-stage (Eckert, 1997) division in adolescence when students typically 

transition from the single teacher ñself-contained instruction modelò of elementary school to 

the more diverse, multiple teacher ñdepartmentalized instruction modelò of high school and 

college.  This division is further supported in sociolinguistics in work by Payne (1980), 

Trudgill (1986), and Chambers (1992), which show that simple phonological processes and 

variants are acquired easily up to ~age 12-14, while acquisition of complex phonological 

processes and acquisition beyond ~age 12-14 is generally more difficult.   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
many subjects reporting having ñsome tinnitusò, though when questioned on the issue, no cases had been 
medically diagnosed.  Reports of ñminorò problems like these did not exclude a subject from participation or 
inclusion in the final analysis. 
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Additionally, any subjects who did not report their race as white/Caucasian or their sexuality 

as normative were excluded from primary analysis (see the discussion of terminology in 

Chapter 1).  The choice to exclude from primary analysis any non-white, non-sexually-

normative subjects reflects the desire on my part to have fewer initial axes of difference 

among my subjects and is also a natural reflection of the data obtained (especially as 

regards ñraceò among high school subjects; for the Wildcats high school, the 2 non-white 

speakers recorded represent the entire non-white student body).  However, given the larger 

amount of data available from non-sexually-normative subjects, findings from gay men and 

lesbians subjects will be discussed in future research
35

.   

 

These first-elimination methods left a participant pool of 96 subjects.  It is from this smaller 

group to which the participant selection procedures below refer. 

 

3.2.1.  High School Participants 

From the pool of high school subjects, 10 female subjects and 10~11
36

 male subjects from 

each school (Wildcats and Tigers) were included for analysis (41 total high school subjects).  

Subjects were first selected based on the quality of word list and interview recordingsð

subjects whose recordings included excessive background noise were removed.  Second, 

subjects who had never lived outside of Southern Illinois and whose parents were also from 

Southern Illinois were given priority over other subjects.  Third, those subjects who 

completed the full range of data collection (longer interviews, word-list recitations, and 

attitudes surveys) were chosen for analysis over subjects who lacked one of these kinds of 

                                                             
35

 No discussion of non-white racial groups can be included in this dissertation as there were no non-white 
local Southern Illinoisan participants among the data collected from participants at SIUC.  
36

 ñWildcatsò high school participants include 11 males. 
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data.  Finally, subjects were balanced as well as possible for overall positive/negative 

attitudes towards Southern Illinois.   

 

3.2.2.  College Participants 

The selection of SIUC college students for inclusion in the final analysis was based more on 

practical concerns than methodological issues.  That is, nearly all of the participants who 

were not eliminated at the outset (as described above) were included for analysis.  Although 

each speaker was asked to provide background on where their parents and/or primary care 

givers were from, not all speakers knew this information.  Therefore, the possible influence of 

parentsô/care giversô dialect patterns on the dialect patterns of SIUC college speakers is 

unaccounted for in this study.  A total of 13 female and 20 male SIUC college subjects were 

included in the final analysis.  The breakdown of these speakers by dialect region is 

described here. 

 

Detail of SIUC speaker subjects 

A listing of SIUC speaker subjects by gender and county of origin are presented here, in 

Table 3.2 and Map 3.1
37

.  Table 3.2 is organized alphabetically by county.  Each point on 

Map 3.1 represents a single speaker analyzed for this dissertation; squares represent male 

subjects, circles represent female subjects. 

                                                             
37

 Map 3.1 is adapted from "Map Illinois G-1", taken from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Economics 
and Statistics Administration, Bureau of the Census. County boundaries are as of January 1, 1990. 
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Speaker 
Code 

Gender Hometown 
County of 

Origin 

kmm0044 f Chicago Cook 

lpv8925 m Chicago Cook 

wjl8080 m Bartlett Cook 

bjc7457 f Naperville DuPage 

tmn6858 f Glen-Ellyn DuPage 

alr8786 f Murphysboro Jackson 

ars1848 f Makanda Jackson 

cpk1685 m Carbondale Jackson 

klb42241 m Murphysboro Jackson 

cts0048 f Vernon Hills Lake 

rwd3463 m Waukegan Lake 

baw9559 m Alton Madison 

jld8835 m Centralia Marion 

kat3679 f Hopewell Marshall 

acm0122 m Macomb McDonough 

thp6032 m Cary McHenry 

anc5183 f Bloomington McLean 

kaw0551 f Bloomington McLean 

rds2034 m Heyworth McLean 

smu6525 m Bloomington McLean 

mab0678 m Waterloo Monroe 

vro1036 f Tamaroa Perry 

afm4653 m Belleville St.Clair 

jdh8324 m St.Louis County St.Louis 

leb8763 f Tremont Tazewell 

tcv8808 f Green Valley Tazewell 

mcg0887 f Danville Vermilion 

rva4270 m Joliet Will 

dmm2617 m Herrin Williamson 
Table 3.2: SIUC Speaker Subjects 

 

Unfortunately, after the collected data had been culled via the selection criteria described 

above, the remaining subject pool is both small (only 29 total speakers) and uneven in terms 

of the number of subjects in any given speaker-category.  Furthermore, this sparseness of 

data is exacerbated to a greater or lesser extent depending on which model of Illinoisôs 

dialect regions one adheres to (see §2.2).  Therefore, the issue of dialect-region 



112 

 

classification must be addressed in light of speaker subject hometowns.  Although mentioned 

briefly in §2.2, dialect divisions for this dissertation are presented again here.   

 

Categorization of SIUC subjectsô dialect regions 

As pointed out in Chapter 2, previous reports of empirical data for the phonetic properties of 

the different dialect groups of Illinois (indeed, for Midland dialects west of Ohio and Indiana 

as a whole) are severely limited.  Furthermore, the ways in which previous researchers have 

grouped and divided Illinois in terms of dialect are inconsistent.  With this diverse range of 

opinions in mind, the following regional categorizations chosen for this dissertation are 

repeated here, with additional information regarding speaker subjects (see Map 3.1): 

 

¶ Southern Illinois: The red area on Map 3.1.  This area is equivalent to Frazerôs 

(1987)  ñEgyptò region, but including Randolph County.  This incorporates the 

common ñlocal definitionò of Southern Illinois (see Ä1.5), with the addition of Jefferson, 

Wayne, Clay, and Marion counties.  Data from this region include all data from high 

school speakers as well as four SIUC male speakers and three SIUC female 

speakers.  

¶ Chicagoland: The blue area on Map 3.1.  This is the area included in Frazerôs (1987) 

implicit ñChicagoò area, Pedersonôs (1967) report, and the ANAEôs ñInland Northò 

region of Illinois (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006).  Explicitly, this is the area of Illinois that 

falls under the jurisdiction of the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (C.M.A.P., 

2008): the counties of McHenry, Lake, Kane, DuPage, Cook, Kendal, and Will.  Data 

from this region include five SIUC male speakers and four SIUC female speakers.  

¶ Central Prairies: The green area on Map 3.1.  This area includes those counties in 

Frazerôs (1987) ñEastern Prairie (EP)ò, ñIllinois River Valley (IRV)ò, ñNorthern Military 
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Tract (NMT)ò, and ñSouthern Military Tract (SMT)ò where half or more of the county 

lies above the TELSUR North-Midland / South-Midland boundary (Labov, 1997).  

This region is perhaps the most contentious with the previous research on Illinoisôs 

dialect regions: Carverôs (1987) North/Midland boundary cleaves this region in two; 

the I-55 Corridor of the ANAE (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006) encompasses only the 

middle of this region.  Data from this region include six SIUC female speakers and 

three SIUC male speakers.   

¶ St. Louis Metro-East: The yellow area on Map 3.1.  This area is based on Frazerôs 

(1987) ñAmerican Bottoms (AMB)ò region, but excluding Randolph County and 

including St. Louis County proper in Missouri.  This region is smaller than the 

expansion of St. Louisôs zone of influence in prior TELSUR reports (Labov, 1997).  

Four SIUC males are included in this region; note that data from this region are 

biased in that no female speakers are represented. 

 

Excepting the two speakers at the edges of the Central Prairies region, it is unfortunate that 

most of the speakers outside the Southern Illinois region are from an area of Illinois that the 

ANAE describes as having NCS-like patterns of variation.  Additional speakers, especially in 

the undefined white areas in Map 3.1, would have allowed for a much stronger examination 

of the North-Midland/South-Midland split.  This regional skewing of speaker subjects, 

however, closely reflects the regional skewing of SIUC students (SIUC Factbook, 2006), as 

discussed in §2.0. 
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Map 3.1: SIUC Speakers by Illinois Dialect Region  
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3.3.  DATA COLLECTION 

Two main kinds of data were collected for this project: acoustic phonetic data and attitudes-

assessment data.  Phonetic data were collected from both word list recitation speech and 

interview speech.  Attitudes data were collected via surveys and broad discourse analysis.  

The methods for collecting each type of data are described in this section.   

 

Recording sessions for high school subjects (Stage One) were held in a small conference 

room at each school, free from outside disturbances.  Recording began with each subject 

reading the word lists recitation sets.  After finishing the word lists, a brief interview was 

conducted with each subject, eliciting only basic biographical and background information.  

After the brief interview, the recording was stopped and subjects were asked if they would be 

willing to participate in a longer interview off campus.  Longer interviews were typically 

conducted within one or two days of the initial interview, though longer interviews for a few 

participants were conducted several months after the initial interview.  These secondary 

longer interviews were conducted in quite local cafes and restaurants and followed the 

interview format outlined in §3.3.3, below.  Attitudes surveys for most high school subjects, 

unfortunately, were not administered at the same time as the interview and/or word list 

recordings.  Due to time constraints, attitudes surveys for this first stage of research were 

instead administered en masse to the majority of the senior class for each school, about one 

month after initial interviews had been conducted.   

 

For college student participants (Stage Two), each participant session began with completion 

of the attitudes survey, followed by recording of the word list recitation task, and ending with 

a long interview.  Participation sessions were conducted either in quiet areas of the SIUC 

student center or in quiet nearby coffeehouses.  The same directions for the surveys and 
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word list recitations were given to the college students as were given to the high school 

students.  Interviews followed the same basic format for both stages of research as well, 

however, college subjects were additionally asked during the interview for specific feedback 

regarding the attitudes survey. 

 

3.3.1.  Phonetic Data Collection 

The primary phonetic data investigated were the realizations of vowel production variation; 

data collection procedures were structured with this in mind.  Phonetic data were sampled 

primarily from word list recitations. 

 

Instrumental methods 

All subjects were recorded using a Sennheiser USB microphone/headphone combination 

headset (model PC135).  The headset uses a unidirectional microphone with a frequency 

response of 80-15000Hz, -38dB sensitivity, and a 2kÝ impedance.  The USB headset was 

connected to an Averatec Tablet PC running a built-in RealTek ACô97 soundcard, with 

recording controlled directly through the Praat software (Boersma & Weenink, 2006), 

recording at 44.1kHz.  Since recordings were made directly via the Praat software and each 

saved as a *.wav file, no data compression or loss was encountered.   

 

Word list recitation data 

Word list recitation data were collected using a Peterson & Barney (1952)-type study.  Each 

subject read a simple word list with tokens of the 11 stressed vowels of American English 

( ) in two contexts (h_d, b_t), repeated five times (110 tokens total 

per speaker; referred to as ñPB tokensò hereafter).  Participants were asked to read the word 

lists as naturally and normally as possible, making sure not to ñstrongly pronounceò or speak 
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ñany more clearly than [they] normally wouldò.  Actual and common English words were used 

whenever possible, however, certain tokens deserve special mention.  The / / vowel was 

represented with the words hod and bot, the / / vowel with hawed and bought; in the h_d 

context, the /o/ vowel was represented with the proper noun Hode (as in Hagiwara, 1997) 

and the / / vowel with the word hud
38

; lastly, since /b t/ is a nonsense word in English, put 

(/p t/) was substituted in the b_t context for / /.   

 

The word list recitation task was structured into five sets of words; in addition to the PB 

tokens (in semi-random order in each set), words were included to elicit data that are 

diagnostic of relevant regional dialect systems.
39

  There were 220 words total in the word-list 

recitation task (see Appendix A).  Participants were allowed as much time as they needed 

between word group readings, though no participant took more than a few seconds break; 

this task took each participant around 10 minutes to complete. 

 

While the pronunciation of most of the non-PB token words were only analyzed 

impressionistically (see §3.4.2), for a subset of speakers, acoustic instrumental 

measurements were also made for the following tokens: nine instances of the diphthong / /, 

two instances each of pre-nasal tokens of / , /, two instances each of pre-/ / tokens of /u, /, 

the final syllable schwa in the word powerless, the vowel of get, the final syllable vowel of 

alphabet, and two instances of the vowel in the word dog.   

 

                                                             
38

 ñHudò is an acronym for ñhead-up displayò.  As a videogame enthusiast, I perhaps overestimated the 
familiarity of this word to most people.  Subjects didnôt seem to have problems with it, though. 
39

 Including various contextual vowel mergers and consonantal production features.  For a full list of these 
ñdialect diagnostic featuresò, see Appendix A. 
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Interview speech data 

Additional phonetic data representing ñnatural speechò were taken from interviews.  Only 

those subjects presented as case studies in Chapter 6 were sampled for the analysis of 

interview speech.  From interview speech data, the following vowels were measured: the 

initial vowel in the words Illinois, freshman, sophomore, get, on, room, dog, the penultimate 

vowel in the word Chicago, pre-nasal productions of / , , /, pre-/ / productions of / , , , /, 

and additional productions of the vowels / , , , , , , , / in any context not preceding 

liquids, glides, or sonorants (except those mentioned above).   

 

Interview speech token selection began with the participantôs first full conversational turn 

after the elicitation of basic biographical information.  Only fully stressed tokens were 

sampled, with a preference for nouns and verbs over adjectives and prepositions.  When 

possible, monosyllabic words were chosen for sampling over polysyllabic words.  No more 

than two tokens per conversational topic and no more than three repetitions of a single 

lexical item for any one vowel were sampled (with the exception of the specific lexical tokens 

mentioned above).  Final counts for the number of vowels sampled from interview speech 

varied by speaker.  Procedures for measurement and analysis of vowel tokens are described 

in §3.4.2. 

 

Explanation of token selection 

While nearly all of the 11 vowels represented by the PB tokens play a role in at least one 

major sound change in North American English, they are not all necessary to determine a 

dialectôs particular quality.  Therefore, for the token selection of additional non-PB tokens 

from the word list recitation task, I chose not to sample every vowel.  Instead, token selection 
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focused on those vowels and features that I find interesting or are most likely to show vowel 

variation specific to the ñSouthern Illinois dialectò. 

 

The vowels / , / are the principle players in the low-back vowel merger, common through 

most of the Midlands, as is fronting of / , , /.  Fronting of / / (and / /) and raising/gliding of 

/ / are typical of Southern U.S. dialects while the vowels / , , , / are the key points of 

variation in NCS-type variation.  Regarding / /, I have found in previous work that the height 

of / / might be salient for Southern Illinois speakers.  Additionally, both pre-nasal productions 

of / , , / and pre-/ / productions of / , / show considerably different patterns of variation 

than these vowels in other contexts
40

.  

 

The specific lexical choices (from both word list and interview data) are based on a 

combination of the needs of this dissertation, previous research, and personal interest.  

Since this dissertation focuses on the ñcollege experienceò of emerging adults, the lexical 

tokens Illinois, Chicago, freshman, sophomore, and room were chosen because they were 

produced in sufficient numbers by most subjects to provide high quality comparison.  

Additionally, the ANAE (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006) claims that the vowel of on sharply 

divides the Northern dialect region (on = [ ]) from the Midland (on = [ ]).  The 

pronunciation of dog is locally salient in Southern Illinois and especially at SIUC, where it is 

often rendered in eye-dialect as ñdawgò (Fuller, p.c.)  as in ñGo Dawgs!ò, a popular SIUC 

                                                             
40

 Although pre-nasal contexts are often cited as one of the first environments to exhibit many phonetic 
dialect features (such as NCS / /-raising), the work of Beddor (e.g., 1993) makes clear that the phonetic 

effects of contextual nasality on vowel height are much more complicated than most sociophonetic reports 
have addressed; disentangling those effects is well beyond the scope of this dissertation, therefore, nasal 
environments are treated separately. 
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cheer
41

.  Finally, the vowel of get, though canonically the / / vowel, is, for many speakers, 

realized closer to [ ] than [ ].  While this [ ] pronunciation is salient as a ñSouthernismò in the 

command form of get (e.g., commanding a dog to ñGit!ò), it seems to be below the level of 

awareness otherwise (e.g., ñCan I get (=[]) your number?ò).  The schwa of the final 

syllable of powerless and the final vowel of alphabet are included as contrasts with the 

production of the get vowel. 

 

3.3.2.  Attitudes Data Collection 

For the investigation of participant attitudes, the primary concern was comparing attitudes 

toward two geographically and demographically distinct regions of Illinois: Southern Illinois 

and Chicagoland.  Participantsô attitudes concerning ñthe ways people talkò (dialect attitudes) 

and ñthe people who liveò (interpersonal attitudes) in these two regions were assessed using 

a both a structured attitudes survey and a broad analysis of participant discourse in response 

to specific interview questions.  Further, since this research is concerned first with the 

adaptations of native Southern Illinoisans in response to contact with speakers from northern 

Illinois/Chicagoland, and only secondarily with the converse condition, the data collection 

methods are biased towards eliciting attitudes from a native Southern Illinoisanôs perspective. 

 

Detail of attitudes survey 

The attitudes survey consisted of a six page questionnaire (see Appendix B).   The first page 

is a 40-item Likert-scale task designed to assess each participantôs relationship and attitudes 

toward (a) Southern Illinois, (b) Chicagoland, and (c) a local, Southern Illinoisan, identity.  

The statements included on this scale come from data collected during my pilot study and 

                                                             
41

 These eye-dialect representations give the impression that the / / has an [ ]-like quality, or even the [ ] 

quality of Southern US dialects.  It doesnôt.  My personal best-guess at the IPA value of the Southern Illinois 
/ / in ñdogò would be closer to [] while formant measurements indicate something closer to [ ]. 
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parameters defined in Kerswillôs (1994) study of dialect contact in Norway.  The statements 

can be seen as relating to three major areas of possible attitudes: eight statements relate to 

the subjectôs perception of the dialects of southern Illinois and Chicagoland, eight statements 

relate to the subjectôs perception of the southern Illinois and Chicagoland regions, twelve 

statements relate to the subjectôs ñconnectednessò to southern Illinois (use of and 

dependence on southern Illinois ñresourcesò), six statements assess if a subject is more 

ñurbanò or ñruralò oriented, and finally, six statements are included as a set of checks and 

balances to ensure that the subject is actually paying attention to the survey and not simply 

ticking off boxes at her/his whimsy.  Statements in the Likert scale were balanced for 

positive/negative evaluation and two different orderings of statements were used. 

   

The second part of the attitudes survey consisted of a semantic differential task using terms 

of polar opposites (based on Preston, 2001; Zhan & Hopper, 1985) to describe the "ways 

people talk" and "people who live" in the southern Illinois and Chicagoland regions of Illinois.  

The semantic differential sections for the dialect attitudes (ñthe ways people talkò) contained 

21 term-pairs for each region; the sections for the interpersonal attitudes (ñthe people who 

liveéò) contained 20 term-pairs for each region.  In total, there are 82 semantic differential 

responses per survey (see Appendix B).  The second part of the attitudes survey is not 

analyzed in this dissertation. 

 

The final page of the survey collected basic biographical/demographic information from the 

participant and asked participants to: ñPlease characterize what kind of person or kinds of 

people you were thinking of when responding to this survey.  You might mention sex/gender, 

race/ethnicity, wealth, employment, etc.ò.  This short-answer section was included to ensure 

that subjects were responding to attitudes about the same general kinds of people in each 
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region rather than, say, African American men in Chicagoland vs. white women in southern 

Illinois.  

 

Problems with the administration of surveys 

Because of the disjoint between recording sessions and survey administration for high 

school subjects, not all recorded subjects completed a survey, and many surveys were 

completed by students who were not recorded.  Also, given the group-seating arrangement 

in the rooms where the surveys were administered (a cafeteria and an auditorium), I cannot 

guarantee that high school subjectsô responses were not biased by the responses of those 

around them.  In fact, some surveys surely were biased in such a way-- I overheard subjects 

discussing survey questions and responses.  It is with these issues in mind that the attitude 

survey responses from high school subjects should be considered.  The administration of 

surveys to college students did not involve these kinds of problems. 

 

3.3.3.  Interview Methods 

Interviews were structured to provide a principled qualitative assessment of each speakerôs 

attitudes, while maintaining overall comparability between interviews.  Each interview 

followed the same basic outline.  Participants were first asked about themselves: where they 

were from, where else they had lived, where their families were from, etc.  Participants were 

then asked about their high school experiences: what groups or cliques they noticed in high 

school, what was noticeable about these different groups/cliques, and which group/clique 

they belonged to.   

 

Next, subjects were asked about college: what kinds of groups of people they noticed or 

expected to find in college, either what they expected college to be like (for high school 



123 

 

students) or what they thought of college so far (for SIUC students), and why they chose the 

college they had (or the college they were considering attending).  Additionally, SIUC 

students were asked what they thought the best and worst aspects of SIUC were.   

 

Participants were then asked about the Southern Illinois region: if they would like to continue 

living in Southern Illinois or return to Southern Illinois to ñsettle downò later in life, and, for 

native Southern Illinoisans, what they thought about growing up in Southern Illinois.   

 

Towards the end of the interview, subjects were asked about language specifically.  This 

included questions about whether or not they changed how they spoke around different 

people, what they thought of people with ñdifferent accentsò, what they thought the prettiest, 

smartest, ugliest, and dumbest accents were, and whether or not they thought themselves to 

have an accent and how said accent might be characterized.  In cases where participants 

had clear ideas about certain accents, they were encouraged to ñperformò the accents in 

question. 

 

Finally, each interview ended with the subject asking me any questions he or she had about 

my research.  While most subjects had no questions for me, of those who did, the questions 

most often asked entailed how I would characterize the subjectôs accent (at which point I 

cocktail-party summarized the ñcoke/soda/popò dialect boundaries). 

 

3.4.  MEASUREMENT METHODS 

In this section, measurement methods for both phonetic and attitudes data are described.  

Measurement procedures for phonetic data are described first (§3.4.2), with subsections 

detailing token acceptance/rejection, and formant measurement specifics.  The 



124 

 

measurement procedures for attitudes surveys are then described (§3.4.3), including 

methods for survey coding and the broad analysis of interview discourse as it relates to 

speaker attitudes. 

 

3.4.2.  Phonetic Analysis 

Phonetic data were primarily analyzed via acoustic instrumental methods.  However, a 

number of phonetic features were also analyzed via impressionistic coding methods.  The 

advantages and disadvantages of each method as they relate to this dissertation are 

described here (for a more thorough overview of each technique, see Milroy & Gordon, 

2003); the specific practices for the implementation of these two methods  are described in 

the subsections below. 

 

Impressionistic coding entails the judgement of the quality and type of a given phonetic token 

by a trained listener.  Until fairly recently (e.g., before the publication of Labov, Yaeger, 

Steiner, 1972), most sociophonetic studies were based on impressionistic coding methods, 

and many studies continue to favor impressionistic coding over acoustic instrumental 

measurement (see, e.g., Gordon, 2001a; Eckert, 2000; Kerswill, 1994; Kerswill & Williams, 

2000; Trudgill, 2004).  Each methodology has its own advantages and drawbacks, however, 

and a researcher must weigh those considerations against both the practical limitations of 

the research setting and the goals of the study.   

 

One of the major advantages of impressionistic coding is that it allows the researcher to 

score nearly all speech (regardless of phonation type or energy level) from all individuals 

(regardless of age or sex) on the same scoring plane.  This then allows a researcher to 

directly compare the phonetic ñscoresò from one speaker with another in statistical analysis.  
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For phonetic features that show binary variation (such as presence or absence of final / / 

deletion), this method often surpasses acoustic instrumental techniques.  For more fine-

grained phonetic features (such as the degree of / / raising), the effectiveness of 

impressionistic coding is more directly limited by the training and reliability of the 

researcherôs own ear.  However, even for well-trained listeners, there are still major 

drawbacks to impressionistic coding.  As Lass (1984) points out, in impressionistic phonetics 

there is not necessarily an agreed upon relationship between the graphemes used in 

phonetic notation and the acoustic events that they are supposed represent (at least not in 

practice).  Furthermore, the preconceived vowel category boundaries of the researcherôs 

own linguistic background can be difficult for even the most well-trained listener to overcome.  

This lack of direct and perfect representational mapping can then lead to unconscious 

normalization of the variety of (assumed) allophones.  This 'researcher-bias normalization' 

not only destroys potential data, but also makes the transcriptions from one study not wholly 

comparable with any other study; this exact kind of problem has been noted in the early 

collection of US dialect atlases such as PEAS and LANCS (Thomas, 2001).  This is, of 

course, not a problem with the works, per se, but a more general problem within the field of 

phonetic description.  In dialect areas where certain sounds are undergoing shifts and 

mergers, unconscious normalization of this sort is an even more dangerous pitfall (described 

in, e.g., Labov, Karen, & Miller 1991, DiPaolo & Faber 1990, Faber & DiPaolo 1995). 

 

One advantage of acoustic instrumental measurements, on the other hand, is that they allow 

these more fine-grained phonetic details to be quantified.  For example, Speaker S seems to 

show a vowel merger among pre-nasal tokens of / / and / / and, using impressionistic 

coding, has been marked as having ñmergedò these two vowel categories in this environment.  

However, acoustic instrumental measurements may show that / / tokens are consistently 
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~40ms shorter in duration than / / tokens.  Without acoustic instrumental analysis, such a 

distinction would have been lost and Speaker Sôs vowel system may have been mis-

categorized.   

 

However, as has been pointed out (Labov 2001, Ladefoged 2003), acoustic analysis 

techniques may be introducing their own biases.  One major question surrounding acoustic 

instrumental techniques is whether or not these fine grained distinctions that are now being 

brought to light are actually relevant (perceptually and/or physically) to the speakers under 

investigation.  A second major issue regarding vowel measurement is that, typically, vowel 

formant frequency targets for different speakers are different in acoustic space even if they 

are heard as ñthe sameò by speakers and well trained researches alike.  While these 

acoustic difference in vowel space are most exaggerated when comparing men, women, and 

children, they are present to some degree when comparing any two speakers with non-

identical physiologies.   

 

Finally, more recent work comparing the different instrumentation used by researchers has 

shown that microphone choice (Hansen & Pharao, 2006), digitization algorithms (Gonzalez & 

Cervera, 2001), and the particular settings of analysis programs (Harrison, 2004) each 

introduce their own bias into the analysis, sometimes creating discrepancies of 200Hz or 

more in comparing what should be exactly the same formant frequency.  These concerns 

only strengthen the observation that quantitative acoustic instrumental measurement 

methods must be checked against, and supported by, additional qualitative impressionistic 

analysis (Labov, 2001:154). 
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While all of these issues must be kept in mind, both when doing and reviewing research, in 

the end it was decided that the majority of phonetic data presented here would be analyzed 

using acoustic instrumental techniques.  Because I wanted to describe the phonetic 

phenomena of speakers more precisely, and because the issues surrounding impressionistic 

coding are most problematic in exactly those areas under investigation (i.e., small degrees of 

vowel movement among speakers from my own dialect region, indeed, from within 30 miles 

of where I grew up), it was decided that the advantages of acoustic instrumental techniques 

outweighed both the disadvantages of instrumental techniques and the advantages of 

impressionistic coding.  However, in order to provide a wider breadth of analysis than is 

possible with only acoustic instrumental measurement, binary features of variation were still 

coded impressionistically.  Finally, to ensure that the errors introduced by acoustic 

measurement would not be compounded during analysis, all acoustic measurements were 

checked via impressionistic listening. 

 

Impressionistic coding methods 

Impressionistic coding was performed by both myself and a research assistant.  Coding was 

performed by each of us separately.  When the coding results of my research assistant 

differed from my own, we had a second listening session with both of us present and we 

discussed what we were hearing and why we made the coding decisions we did.  Overall, 

initial agreement was high, and in those cases where we disagreed, these second listening 

sessions resolved the discrepancy.   

 

Variables which could be expected to show binary variation were checked for 

presence/absence of features.  For the impressionistic checking of acoustically measured 

variables which showed non-binary degrees of variation, three levels of vowel height and 
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three levels of vowel backness were used, providing nine possible levels of variation (see 

Table 3.3).   

 

Closer & Fronter than normal 
[a^

<
] 

Closer than normal 
[a^] 

Closer & Backer than normal 
[a^

>
] 

Fronter than normal 
[a

<
] 

ñNormalò 
[a] 

Backer than normal 
[a

>
] 

Opener & Fronter than normal 
[a

v<
] 

Opener than normal 
[a

v
] 

Opener & Backer than normal 
[a

v>
] 

Table 3.3: Impressionistic Coding Levels, example for / / 

 

In practice, however, not all nine levels were used for any given vowel variable, as most 

vowels are either moving in only one dimension (i.e., along the front/back or close/open 

dimension, but not usually both), or move along the second dimension only as a result of 

movement along the first dimension (i.e., vowels that raise only as a result of fronting).  A 

sound file of my own production of each of these nine levels for each vowel under 

investigation was created for training purposes.  Vowels were sampled from each speakerôs 

sound file and played in random order; the training file was referenced as needed.  These 

impressionistic scores were then checked against the acoustic measurements.  Overall, 

there was good agreement between the normalized acoustic data and the impressionistic 

results, though, as Gordon (2001a) points out, perfect agreement between the two kinds of 

measurements is an unreasonable expectation.  

 

Acoustic instrumental measurement methods 

Acoustic measurements were made of the PB tokens for all 74 speakers; of the non-PB word 

list recitation tokens (described in §3.3.1) for 29 speakers; and of tokens from natural speech 

for those speakers composing the case studies of §6.5. 
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Acceptance/Rejection of speech tokens 

For the word list recitation data, a vowel token was accepted and analyzed unless it fell 

under one of the following categories, in which case the token was excluded: (a) mis-read 

words, (b) list-final words (per set of words), (c) words accompanied by excessive 

background noise (e.g., ringing cell phones or loud espresso machines), (d) words 

accompanied by laughter from the subject, (e) tokens of vowels less than 10ms long.  For 

natural speech based data, any token fitting the description given in §3.3.1 was accepted, so 

long as it was not accompanied by excessive background noise. 

 

Formant measurement procedures 

For the purposes of analysis, the vowels / / are considered 

monophthongs while / , , / are considered diphthongs.  This coincides with most 

traditional descriptions of American English vowels.  Still, a fair number of monophthongal 

tokens had phonetically (though not necessarily phonologically) diphthongized for certain 

speakers, especially tokens of / / and / /.  These vowels can still be analyzed as 

monophthongs given the work of Harrington & Cassidy (1994).  Therefore, for the purposes 

of the acoustic measurement methods for this dissertation, the distinction between 

monophthongal and diphthongal vowels is unnecessaryðthey will be measured the same 

way.  

 

Analysis of each token began by locating the interior 60% of the vowel.  Using the interior 

portion of the vowel as the focal point to begin an analysis helps ensure that any formant 

movements caused by consonant-to-vowel transition effects are eliminated.  Measurement 

points for PB and other word list recitation tokens were made at 5 points along this interior 

portion of the vowel (percentages refer to the total vowel length): attack (20%), 1/3 point 
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(33%), midpoint (50%), 2/3 point (66%), and decay (80%).  For natural speech data, 

measurements were taken at the vowel midpoint only.  For most vowel tokens, analysis of 

formant frequency values is based on the midpoint measurement only.  Where an analysis 

uses multiple measurement points (as in the case study investigations), emphasis is placed 

on measurements from the 1/3, mid, and 2/3 points.  These multi-point analyses are 

described as needed. 

 

Given work by Strange and others (Strange et al. 1983, Strange 1989) which suggests that 

vowel perception is ongoing throughout the syllable and that vowels, therefore, are best 

characterized by overall spectral change, one criticism that could be made of these methods 

is that looking at only the interior portion of the vowel to judge overall quality is misleading.  

However, the idea of focusing on the vowel interior is based on the principles of the target 

theory of vowels (Stevens & House 1955, Lindblom 1963).  In support of this idea and its 

extension to diphthongs, Blandon (1985) found that vowel endpoints, much more than 

spectral change, are most important for diphthong identification.  Likewise, Harrington & 

Cassidy (1994; corroborated by Hillenbrand & Nearey 1999) refined this view by showing 

that diphthongs are best specified by measurement at the endpoints and midpoint while 

traditional monophthongs are adequately specified by only a midpoint measurement, even 

when they may show diphthongization.   

 

While procedures for choosing measurement points similar to those outlined here can also 

be found in much of the current literature (e.g., Clopper et al., 2005), it must be kept in mind 

that the measurement points in this dissertation are temporally-based rather than the 

spectrally-based measurement points of the kind found in the ANAE (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 

2006).  Since the bulk of this dissertation is based on the PB token data, with measurements 
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taken at five individual points along a vowelôs trajectory, it was decided that using a 

temporally-based approach was the only way to ensure objectivity and consistency of 

measurement.  However, though these two procedures differ somewhat, given Lindblom's 

findings on vowel undershoot (1963), which states that the degree of vowel target 

undershoot (the degree to which a vowel formant frequency approaches, but does not obtain, 

its target value) is directly proportional to vowel length, both the temporally-based 

measurement procedures of the current study and the spectrally-based measurement 

procedures used by the ANAE (and similar work) should produce comparable findings (see, 

e.g., the similarity of the findings of Clopper et al., 2005, to the findings of the ANAE). 

 

Formants were analyzed with the auto-formant tracking in the Praat software (Boersma & 

Weenink, 2006).  Praat software standards for formant tracking set the maximum frequency 

value at 5500Hz, maximum number of formants at 5 (=LPC 10 poles), and window length at 

25ms.  In the practices of this dissertation, the maximum frequency value varied from 4500-

7000Hz and the maximum number of formants varied from 5-7 (=LPC 10-14 poles).  Settings 

were chosen based on the best fit (visually judged) for each individual speakerôs voice and 

remained constant for all tokens of a given speaker.  Measurement logs were generated for 

each speaker and imported into StatView software for analysis (see §3.5.1). 

 

A number of ñchecksò were in place in order to ensure accuracy in the acoustic instrumental 

methods.  First, a selection of speakers were re-measured and these results were compared 

to the results from the main measurement data.  Comparing mean formant frequencies for 

individual vowel categories between these two sets of measurements yields an overall mean 

F1 difference of 8Hz, with 5Hz standard deviation and an overall mean F2 difference of 5Hz 

with a standard deviation of 24Hz.  The greatest discrepancies were in measurements were 
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in the F1 of / / and the F2 of / /.  Second, any outlier formant frequency values (defined as 

more than 2 standard deviations from the normalized mean; see below for normalization 

procedures) were re-measured; if differences between initial measurements and secondary 

measurements were greater than 20Hz for F1 or 60Hz for F2, the vowel token was discarded; 

these values are based on personal experience.   

 

3.4.3.  Attitudes Measures 

Measurements of participant attitudes come from a combination of the attitudes survey 

scores and the qualitative assessment of participant discourse, both in the survey essay 

section and during the interviews. 

 

Attitudes surveys 

Completed attitudes surveys were hand-coded into an Excel spreadsheet.  For the purposes 

of this dissertation, only the responses to the Likert scale statements (the first page of the 

survey) have been analyzed. Upon discussion of the attitudes survey with college 

participants, it was found that many of the statements regarding regions of Illinois and 

connectedness to southern Illinois were confusing and proved difficult for subjects to 

interpret.  Therefore, these problematic statements, along with the dummy-statements 

included only as participant checks, were removed before coding (see Appendix B for a 

complete list of which statements were removed and which were included in the analysis).   

 

Attitudes-based discourse 

In addition to the attitudes surveys, the discourse of attitudes and opinions expressed by 

participants, both in the survey essay section and during the interview, were qualitatively 

judged.  Qualitative judgements were made on a per-topic basis using a five-way distinction 
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of attitudes.  In order to avoid counting statements more than once, discourse-attitudes were 

attributed to the first region mentioned.  A schematic for these distinctions is shown in Table 

3.4, with a brief example of each type of discourse.  

 

Comparisons Contrasts 
Positive / 

Tacit Negative 
Negative / 

Tacit Positive 
Indifference 

So.Ill. is goodé, 
but Chicago is also 

goodé 

So.Ill. is goodé, 
but Chicago is 

badé 

So.Ill is awesome 
becauseé 

So.Ill. is horrible 
becauseé 

(varied according to 
topic) 

Table 3.4: Attitudes-based Discourse Analysis Schematic 

 

However, as will be seen in Chapter 5, this detailed schematic was unnecessary.  Overall, 

though subjects indicate a keen awareness of the ñChicago vs. localò intergroup distinction at 

SIUC, this distinction was not often discussed or referenced during interviews.  

 

3.5.  ANALYSIS METHODS 

This dissertation uses a variety of statistical and descriptive methods for analyzing vowel 

variation and attitude survey responses.  The main methods of analysis are presented here; 

additional methods are presented in the discussion sections where relevant. 

 

3.5.1.  Phonetic Analysis 

Phonetic analysis methods encompass two parts: formant normalization and statistical 

analysis.  These are described in the subsections that follow. 

 

Formant normalization  

Because this dissertation relies primarily on acoustic instrumental techniques, the relative 

perception of vowel dimensions (height and backness) is removed from the data.  Instead, 

absolute formant frequency values are obtained and these values vary from one speaker to 
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the next (as described in §3.4.2).  Therefore, in order to allow statistical comparison across a 

wide range of speakers, these absolute formant values must be converted into relative 

values.  The most common technique to achieve this relative-scaling is via formant frequency 

normalization.  While the majority of results presented in this dissertation are based off of 

normalized values, it must be kept in mind that normalization, by its nature, destroys 

potentially interesting variation.  Therefore, raw formant frequency values are also reported 

where these are more appropriate than the normalized values. 

 

Although the ANAE (Labov, Ash, & Boberg, 2006) favors the normalization technique of 

Nearey (1977), this method is still controversial (see Disner, 1980; Nearey, 1989; Labov, 

2001; and Thomas & Kendall, 2007 for a full discussion).  One of the major disadvantages of 

this method, in my opinion, is that it cannot accurately account for interspeaker systemic 

variability, especially across genders and dialects.  Therefore, most of the generalizations 

and findings presented below do not use this normalization technique.  However, for those 

specific points in the discussion where a direct comparison to the findings of the ANAE is 

needed, formant values normalized via this method (hereafter, TELSUR G) are presented; 

this normalization method was completed via the NORM suite of Thomas & Kendall (2007), 

using the ñLabov ANAE using Telsur Gò option. 

 

For the majority of data presented, a modified normalization algorithm based off of Watt & 

Fabricius (2002) is used.  Watt & Fabricius (2002) propose a geometric normalization 

technique that I feel more accurately reflects in post-normalization the same kinds of 

systemic variation found in pre-normalized values.  This normalization method calculates the 

center of gravity, S, for any given speakerôs hypothetical maximum triangular vowel space 

using the speakerôs maximum and minimum values of F1 and F2, from / / and / / tokens.  
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Actual vowel tokens are then calculated as proportions of the range of this hypothetical 

maximal triangular vowel space (see Watt & Fabricius, 2002, for details).     

 

The normalization routine used in this dissertation is adapted from Watt & Fabriciusôs original 

methods, but with some minor modifications more suited to dialects of American English (all 

modifications were approved by Dominic Watt, p.c.).  First, the normalization routine in this 

dissertation is based solely on vowels in the h_d context, as this is an unmarked context for 

American English and provides a minimum of contextual interference on the vowel 

(Hillenbrand, Clark, & Nearey, 2001).  Second, rather than using / / for the maximum F1 

value, the routine in this dissertation instead uses / /; rather than a hypothetical F2 value for 

( ), an actual value is used (as with the other vowels); values for both / / and / / are 

averaged to provide the ( ) value.  Finally, a trapezoidal maximal vowel space (rather than 

triangular) is calculated, with values of / / providing the fourth corner-point, which I feel 

better represents most dialects of American English.  While the theory underlying both 

versions of geometric normalization are the same, calculating the center of gravity for a 

trapezoid rather than a triangle imposes further modifications as well.   

 

First, the ñlengthò and ñmiddleò of the F1 dimension for both the front and back of the vowel 

envelope must be obtained; the average of these two values gives the F1 center value: 

[average(F1 , F1 ) + average(F1 , F1 )]/2.  Next, the ñlengthò and ñmiddleò of the F2 

dimension for both the top and bottom of the vowel envelope must be obtained; the average 

of these two values gives the F2 center value: [average(F2 , F2u) + average(F2 , F2 )]/2.  

The intersection of these two values marks the barycenter, or center of gravity, for the vowel 

trapezoid.  Raw formant frequency values can then be presented as ratios of this point by 
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dividing a speakerôs raw F1 values by her/his F1 center value, etc. for F2.  In this dissertation, 

these ratios are then multiplied by 100 for ease of presentation.  In this dissertation, the 

normalization algorithm based off of Watt & Fabricius (2002) is called ñW&F normalizationò; 

values reported from this routine will be specified as ñW&F unitsò. 

 

One objection that might be raised is that the W&F-based normalization routine, because it is 

computed for each individual speaker, may cause some undue ñskewingò of the vowel space 

if a given speaker has highly divergent values for one of the four ñpoint vowelsò.  In practice, 

the W&F-based normalization method used in this dissertation is not so sensitive to such 

effects.  Overall, the only real skewing that occurs is that, due to the wide variability of F2 , 

the resultant vowel space for low vowels is slightly more contracted relative to the space 

available for high vowels.  However, as no normalization routine is not without problems such 

as this, I feel that the greater comparability between male and female speakers and between 

speaker of different dialect backgrounds that the W&F-based normalization provides out-

weighs this small deficit. 

 

Statistical analysis of phonetic data 

Normalized formant frequency values are analyzed with StatView statistical software.  The 

most common statistical tests used in this dissertation involve comparing the variance of the 

mean values for vowel categories for specific groups (i.e., F1 of / / for male high school 

subjects vs. F1 of / / for male college subjects).  These tests are performed typically via 

ANOVA or Studentôs t-Test and the presentation and interpretation of results should be 

familiar to most readers.   
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However, as this dissertation is concerned with ranges of production for vowel categories 

rather than just mean target values, additional descriptive statistics are included, the most 

prominent among these being the Coefficient of Variation (CV).  The Coefficient of Variation 

is the ratio of the standard deviation of a set of measurements to the mean.  The result is a 

dimensionless number representing the amount of dispersion within a given set of 

measurements (like a vowel category).  This number (CV) is often expressed as a 

percentage; smaller % dispersion (smaller CV values) represent a tighter cluster of data 

points and vice versa.  Although the use of this statistic is not common in sociophonetic work, 

I feel it provides an important test to Labovôs (1994) idea that vowel categories undergoing 

change typically have a wider range of production variants.   By calculating the CV for vowel 

categories in this dissertation, such a claim can be empirically grounded.  Furthermore, if 

vowels undergoing change show a wider range of variants, then speakers engaged in 

accommodation processes should likewise show a shift in their range of variants (similar to 

contact phenomena described in Trudgill, 1986).  Therefore, a comparison of CVs of a given 

vowel category between speaker groups provides an additional empirical measure of 

speaker accommodation in the SIUC dialect contact setting. 

 

However, the case for statistical analysis of vowel data can easily be overstated.  The 

common statistical tests used include t-Test, ANOVA, and multiple regression analyses, but 

many of these come with a set of assumptions that are not always met.  Labov (1994) 

claimed that vowels undergoing change will show skewed distributions in the direction of that 

change; these categories would then violate the assumption of normal distribution required 

for validity of ANOVA and t-Test interpretation.  Likewise, an assumption of most regression 

models is that differences in values along the axes are comparable.  If Labovôs (2001) 

assertion that F1 is used more in phonetic discrimination while F2 is used more in 
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sociolinguistic discrimination, then this assumption would likewise be violated.  Furthermore, 

notions of independence are not necessarily met in statistical comparisons of single vowel 

categories.  In statistical tests comparing only one formant axis at a time, the 

interrelatedness of the second axis is ignored (i.e., F1 often changes as a result of changes 

in F2 and vice versa).  Additionally, the vowel categories themselves are not wholly 

independent.  That is, given what we know about the relatedness of the entire vowel system, 

the position of / / is at least partially predictive of the position of / /.  Therefore, to claim that 

/ / productions are independent events is not necessarily accurate.  So, much as 

instrumental measurements must be supported by qualitative listening, so too must statistical 

comparisons be supported with qualitative assessments.  This dissertation attempts to find a 

balance between quantitative and qualitative assessment. 

 

The use of ñgrand meanò lines for F1 and F2 

One of the simplest system-internal methods for describing the layout of a vowel space is by 

describing the position of a given vowel relative to the center point for the entire vowel 

system.  Though there are many different methods for locating this center point (the Watt & 

Fabricius-based normalization routine used in this dissertation is one such method), once the 

center point is found the so-called ñgrand meanò lines for F1 and F2 can then be extrapolated, 

thereby dividing the vowel space into four quadrants (quadrants: alpha, beta, gamma, delta, 

or low+front, low+back, high+front, high+back).  Vowel positions can then be described 

relative to these grand mean lines.   

 

One currently unaddressed issue with the use of grand means lines is that the mean of a 

vowel formant dimension (e.g., F1 or F2) does not maintain a single value along its length, 

but varies as a function of other formant values.  This is due to the unequal ñamountò of 
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space available for vowel dispersion in the front and back, close and open dimensions, 

respectively. That is, the mean point for F2 among the close vowels is different than the 

mean point for F2 among the open vowels because the ñtopò of the vowel space (close 

vowels) is wider than the ñbottomò (open vowels).  By uncritically applying grand means as 

flat lines, forcing a symmetrical rectangular vowel space, researchers may give the 

impression that a vowel is located in, for example, the high+front gamma quadrant when in 

fact the vowel is in the high+back delta quadrant.  

 

Unfortunately, correcting this ñerror of assumed symmetryò can be both difficult and time 

consuming and the results from the correction will vary depending on, among other things, 

the vowel sample distribution, any normalization routine used, and each individual speaker.  

Additionally, the psychological and functional validity of these ñgrand meanò divisions for 

speakers remains untested.  However, many sociophonetic works employ the use of grand 

mean divisions, and they are undeniably useful in describing vowel positions either for dialect 

systems with little previous data or across vowel plots generated with different normalization 

algorithms.  Therefore, I will continue the use of grand mean lines here, though I urge the 

reader to think of these not as sharp divisions, but as simplified guideposts for the larger 

ñgrand mean zonesò they represent.  

 

3.5.2.  Attitudes Analysis 

Scores for the 22 analyzable Likert scale statements were subjected to factor analyses; 

scores for specific statements were then compared within-group to vowel formant frequency 

means to assess the effect of attitudes on vowel production using the Kendall tau rank 

correlation coefficient (Kendall's Ű).   
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When considering the findings of the attitudes surveys, however, a few things must be kept 

in mind.  First, given the problems surrounding the surveys (including the administration of 

surveys to high school subjects and the reported difficulty with some parts of the survey), the 

validity of survey responses may be somewhat questionable.  Second, the methods for 

incorporating attitudes surveys into linguistic work are still far from well tested, and the 

comparison of formant frequency data to survey responses is (to my knowledge) a new 

application developed here.  As such, a brief description of the test is provided.   

 

Statistical model for attitude-vowel correlation: Kendall's Ű 

Typically, when investigating correlations among continuous variables (such as vowel 

formant frequencies), most researchers use Pearsonôs product moment (Pearsonôs r).  

However, for correlations among ordinal variables (such as Likert scale responses), 

especially when the distance between rankings is not equidistant (such as the jump from 

3=agree to 4=disagree), Kendall's Ű is preferred.  While a comparison between continuous 

and ordinal variables is not common, it is not unheard of, and in these mixed-variable 

comparisons, either Spearmanôs r or Kendall's Ű is used.  Since Kendall's Ű is a two variable 

test, in this dissertation it takes the form of a series of pairwise comparisons between a given 

vowelôs formant frequency and a single Likert scale statement from the attitudes survey (e.g., 

correlating F1 of / / with responses to the statement ñIôm a country personò).  This amounts 

to a series of 352 pairwise tests (22 statements * 8 vowels * 2 speaker-sex categories).  

Given the large number of test being performed, those variables with inter-connected 

correlations are given more credence than single instances of correlation.   
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For example, among high school males, F1  is positively correlated
42

 with responses to the 

statement ñIôm a country personò (Ű=.47
43

, p=.018).  This indicates that the more raised a 

speaker pronounces his / /, the more likely he agrees with the statement ñIôm a country 

personò.  This is given further credence since F1  is also negatively correlated with the 

statement ñIôm a city personò (Ű=-.63, p=.002), which indicates that the more a subject 

disagrees that he is ña city personò, the more raised he pronounces his //.  Finally, 

additional support for the possible indexicality/salience of the height of / / is seen in the 

correlation of F1  with responses to the statement ñI want to leave Southern Illinois as soon 

as possibleò (Ű=-.53, p=.008).  Again, since this is a negative correlation, it shows that the 

more a subject disagrees with the statement, the more raised he pronounces his / /.  Taken 

together, these three responses all support the suggestion that, among high school males, a 

raised production of / / indicates alignment toward rural Southern Illinois, or, conversely, that 

a low production of / / indicates an alignment away from rural Southern Illinois. 

 

Therefore, as can be seen from the example, this method of statistical analysis, though novel 

among linguistics studies, produces results sufficient and clear enough that its use is justified 

here.  However, I again stress that, given the general uncertainty of how to best analyze the 

combination of vowel production and attitude variation, the findings reported in this 

dissertation are to be taken as only suggestive and do not represent ñhard truthsò about the 

                                                             
42

 Because both vowel high and the arrangement of values on the Likert scale are inverse measures (vowel 
high is inversely related to F1, agreement on the Likert scale is inversely related to score), positive 
correlations actually refer to the opposite conditions given.  The correlation given here is actually that the 
lower a speakerôs //, the more he/she disagrees with ñIôm a country personò.  I have ñreversedò these 

statements in the main text for ease of reading. 
43

 For practical interpretive purposes, Kendall's Ű values can be regarded the same as Pearsonôs or 
Spearmanôs r values. 
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nature of any mental or social processes underlying the connection between language 

attitudes and language production. 

 

3.6.  GENERAL SUMMARY OF RESEARCH METHODS; ASSUMPTIONS & LIMITATIONS 

The methods of this dissertation, then, are drawn from a combination of phonetics, 

sociolinguistics, and social psychology.  The methods of phonetic data collection and 

analysis are rooted in the phonetic tradition epitomized in Peterson & Barney (1952) and 

detailed more recently in Stevens (1999) and Ladefoged (2003).  The interpretation of these 

data, however, are more aligned to the sociolinguistic and dialectology traditions of 

exemplified by the ANAE (Labov, Ash, Boberg, 2006), Milroy & Gordon (2003), and Trudgill 

(1986).  Finally, the addition of attitudes-based data can be seen as coming from the social 

psychology methodologies established in Garrett, Coupland, & Williams (2003) and the work 

of Dennis Preston (e.g., Preston, 1999). 

 

It is an assumption of this dissertation that these diverse methodologies are not only 

compatible with one another, but complementaryðallowing the strengths of each to build on 

the others.  The methodological stance of any research project entails a set of theoretical 

assumptions and practical limitations, the configuration of which allows one to shed light on 

particular patterns and generalizations that may have otherwise remained hidden.  However, 

it must always be remembered that this is a filtered light, bringing to the fore and giving 

meaning to certain interpretations only through the obscuring of others.  Those 

methodological assumptions and limitations that I feel are most compelling have been 

pointed out throughout Chapter 3.   
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PART TWO ï FINDINGS 

Chapter Four: Phonetic Findings 

In this chapter, major phonetic findings from the current study are presented.  First, in §4.1, 

data are presented regarding the overall vowel system of Southern Illinois high school 

subjects.  Since there is no previous research on the variety of American English spoken in 

Southern Illinois, and little empirical work on the vowel production patterns of the American 

South-Midland in general, these data provide a necessary starting point before dialect 

contact issues can be addressed.  After a broad presentation; these data are then compared 

to previous research on other American English vowel systems.   

 

Next, in §4.2, data from SIUC speakers are presented.  Although there has been much 

discussion in the literature regarding the phonetic systems of the possible dialects in contact 

at SIUC (i.e., NCS-influenced and Midlands dialects), surprisingly little empirical data has 

been gathered, especially for the current generation of emerging adults (i.e., subjects born 

between ~1978-1988).  Therefore, these data are first presented as overall assessments of 

vowel systems for each of four dialect regions of Illinois.  The complete discussion of 

variation within these regions is postponed until Chapter 6.  

 

4.1. BACKGROUND:  THE DIALECT OF EMERGING ADULTS IN SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

Because one of the main goals of this dissertation is the investigation of the effects of dialect 

contact on a speakerôs range of vowel variation, ñpre-contactò base-lines for each dialect 

group must be established.  While the pre-contact dialects of most of the SIUC speakers can 

be based on reports in the existing literature, the same cannot be said for SIUC speakers 

from Southern Illinois.  As was detailed in §2.2, the phonetic properties of the variety of 

English spoken in Southern Illinois has never been the subject of thorough description.  
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Therefore, in order to provide such a base-line, the pre-contact vowel system of Southern 

Illinois high school speakers is now presented.  For the sake of simplicity, from here on 

Southern Illinois high school speakers will be referred to only as ñhigh schoolò speakers.  

Since there are no high school speaker data from any other regions of Illinois, this should not 

cause confusion. 

 

4.1.1.  Vowel Mean Formant Frequency Means for High School Subjects 

Vowel formant averages (taken from midpoint measurements from the P&B-task word list) 

for high school subjects are presented in Table 4.1.  Mean formant frequency values and 

standard deviations for F1 and F2, pooled across 21 male and 20 female subjects, are given.  

A visual representation of these data can be seen in Figure 4.1, which plots F1 as a function 

of F2 (the Hz values on the chart have been inverted to more closely approximate traditional 

representations of vowels).  Figure 4.2 shows a vowel plot for the same data after application 

of the W&F normalization routine described in §3.5.1.  Overall, the normalization routine 

succeeds in reducing the apparent physiological effects of sex while maintaining possible 

gender-based differences.   

 F1  F2 

 Males Females  Males Females 

/ / 294 (27) 379 (25)  2296 (123) 2830 (153) 

/ / 438 (23) 576 (37)  1906 (126) 2270 (111) 

/ / 423 (25) 520 (42)  2079 (121) 2576 (137) 

/ / 535 (37) 714 (51)  1785 (110) 2129 (92) 

/ / 650 (65) 944 (69)  1719 (79) 1920 (88) 

/ / 674 (47) 885 (56)  1149 (66) 1368 (97) 

/ / 628 (44) 846 (63)  1046 (77) 1319 (132) 

/ / 567 (36) 751 (57)  1385 (89) 1814 (100) 

/ / 450 (30) 565 (41)  1082 (87) 1381 (147) 

/ / 460 (24) 607 (43)  1410 (103) 1823 (130) 

/ / 337 (35) 429 (26)  1458 (174) 1842 (179) 

Table 4.1: Mean Formant Frequency Values for 41 High School Subjects. 
Units are in Hz. Standard deviations are in parentheses. 
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Figure 4.1: Vowel Chart for High School Subjects. 

Values are in Hz; filled circles are female values; open squares are male values.   
NOTE: Male / / is obscured by female /o/. 
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Figure 4.2: Normalized Vowel Chart for High School Subjects. 

Filled circles are female values; open squares are male values.   
NOTE: Female / / and / / are obscured by male / / and / /, respectively. 
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4.1.2.  Comparison of High School Subjects to Previous Reports 

Given the methodology described in Chapter 3, the formant data listed above are directly 

comparable to three major previous descriptions of American English vowel formant 

frequencies described in Chapter 2: P&B (Peterson & Barney, 1952); HGCW (Hillenbrand, 

Getty, Clark, & Wheeler, 1995); and H-SC (Hagiwara, 1997).  In this section, I draw 

comparisons of the methods and findings of each of these previous studies to the current 

work. 

 

The following two tables (Table 4.2, Table 4.3) provide comparative data for the findings from 

P&B, HGCW, H-SC, and the current study (DSB)
44

.  Mean formant frequencies in Hz for 11 

stressed vowels of American English (as in Table 4.1, above) are presented, first for male 

speakers (Table 4.2) then for female speakers (Table 4.3).  In addition to mean formant 

values, a ñȹ-DSB valueò is given to show the Hz difference between the current findings and 

the findings of each of these three previous studies.  For this ñȹ-DSB valueò, a negative 

value for F1 indicates that a vowel is produced lower among speakers in the current study, 

while a positive value indicates a higher vowel production.  Likewise, for F2, a negative ñȹ-

DSB valueò indicates that speakers in the current study produce the vowel in question more 

front while a positive value indicates a more backed vowel production.  An asterisk (*) 

indicates that a study did not publish data for the vowel category.   

                                                             
44

 Neither Clopper, Pisoni, & de Jong (2005) nor Thomas (2001) published mean formant frequency values 
for vowel categories.  Likewise, findings from the ANAE are too broad for simple tabular comparison (that is, 
they encompass a wider variety of token-types than are represented here or in other studies).  Therefore, 
these studies have been omitted from Tables 4.2 and 4.3. 
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Male Participants, Mean F1 Values 

 
DSB P&B ȹDSB HGCW ȹDSB H-SC ȹDSB 

/ / 294 270 -24 342 48 291 -3 

/ / 438 390 -48 427 -11 418 -20 

/ / 423 * * 476 53 403 -20 

/ / 535 530 -5 580 45 529 -6 

/ / 650 660 10 588 -62 685 35 

/ / 674 730 56 768 94 710 36 

/ / 628 570 -58 652 24 * * 

/ / 567 640 73 623 56 574 7 

/ / 450 * * 497 47 437 -13 

/ / 460 440 -20 469 9 441 -19 

/ / 337 300 -37 378 41 323 -14 

 
Male Participants, Mean F2 Values 

 
DSB P&B ȹDSB HGCW ȹDSB H-SC ȹDSB 

/ / 2296 2290 -6 2322 26 2338 42 

/ / 1906 1990 84 2034 128 1807 -99 

/ / 2079 * * 2089 10 2059 -20 

/ / 1785 1840 55 1799 14 1670 -115 

/ / 1719 1720 1 1952 233 1601 -118 

/ / 1149 1090 -59 1333 184 1221 72 

/ / 1046 840 -206 997 -49 * * 

/ / 1385 1190 -195 1200 -185 1415 30 

/ / 1082 * * 910 -172 1118 36 

/ / 1410 1020 -390 1122 -288 1366 -44 

/ / 1458 870 -588 997 -461 1417 -41 

Table 4.2: Mean Formant Values for Males across Four Studies. 
Units are in Hz. * indicates no data. 

 



149 

 

 

Female Participants, Mean F1 Values 

 
DSB P&B ȹDSB HGCW ȹDSB H-SC ȹDSB 

/ / 379 310 -69 437 58 362 -17 

/ / 576 430 -146 483 -93 467 -109 

/ / 520 * * 536 16 440 -80 

/ / 714 610 -104 731 17 808 94 

/ / 944 860 -84 669 -275 1017 73 

/ / 885 850 -35 936 51 997 112 

/ / 846 590 -256 781 -65 * * 

/ / 751 760 9 753 2 847 96 

/ / 565 * * 555 -10 516 -49 

/ / 607 470 -137 519 -88 486 -121 

/ / 429 370 -59 459 30 395 -34 

 
Female Participants, Mean F2 Values 

 
DSB P&B ȹDSB HGCW ȹDSB H-SC ȹDSB 

/ / 2830 2790 -40 2761 -69 2897 67 

/ / 2270 2480 210 2365 95 2400 130 

/ / 2576 * * 2530 -46 2655 79 

/ / 2129 2330 201 2058 -71 2163 34 

/ / 1920 2050 130 2349 429 1810 -110 

/ / 1368 1220 -148 1551 183 1390 22 

/ / 1319 920 -399 1136 -183 * * 

/ / 1814 1400 -414 1426 -388 1753 -61 

/ / 1381 * * 1035 -346 1391 10 

/ / 1823 1160 -663 1225 -598 1665 -158 

/ / 1842 950 -892 1105 -737 1700 -142 

Table 4.3: Mean Formant Values for Females across Four Studies. 
Units are in Hz. * indicates no data. 

 

From the data in Tables 4.2 and 4.3, a few generalizations may be drawn.  First, for male 

speakers, vowel mean formant values from speakers in the current study are most like those 

of H-SC, with the exceptions of the F2 of / / and / /.  For female speakers, however, vowel 

formant mean values from speakers in the current study (DSB) are rather unlike speakers in 
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any previous study.  In terms of F1, DSB participants are most similar to HGCW participants, 

with the exception of low vowels.  In terms of F2, however, DSB participants are most similar 

to H-SC participants, though even here there are large differences for some vowel categories.  

Furthermore, no general shift in formant values (for male or female subjects) can be seenð

values seem to deviate from other studies by vowel rather than featural dimension. 

 

While a direct comparison of vowel formant mean values was less than telling, by applying 

the W&F normalization routine to the vowel formant data of Tables 4.2 and 4.3, a composite 

visual comparison can be drawn, as in Figures 4.3 and 4.4.  In Figure 4.3, a composite chart 

for male vowel spaces, based on P&B, HGCW, H-SC, and DSB is drawn; Figure 4.4 shows 

the same for female participants.  Since this chart is generated from a normalization routine 

applied to data collected with various methodologies, no values are given and only an 

abstraction of vowel space is intended.  Still, vowel height is represented vertically and vowel 

backing is represented horizontally.  The vowels included counter-clockwise along the lines 

are / , , , , , , , / while the / / vowel is shown as unconnected points.  P&B data are 

represented by a black line, HGCW by green, H-SC by blue, and the current study (DSB) by 

red. 
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Figure 4.3: Male Vowel Space Composite 

 

 
Figure 4.4: Female Vowel Space Composite 
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From these composite charts, relative to the ñAmerican English Commonò baseline, a 

number of findings can be seen: The Northern U.S. speakers in HGCW (green line) show not 

only a raised / / but also a lowered and centralized / / and, especially among female 

speakers, a lowered and more centralized / /.  The Southern Californian speakers in H-SC 

(blue line) show a fronted / / and / /; male speakers also show and a somewhat retracted / / 

and / /; female speakers also show a raised / /.  The speakers from the current study (DSB; 

red line) show a fronted / /, / /, and / / and much closer centroids for / / and / /, mainly via 

the low centroid for / /-- what might be considered a beginning stage towards an / /~/ / 

merger (though this will be problematized and further explained in §6.4, below). 

 

Additionally, though the vowel formant data reported in P&B are usually taken as 

representing ñGeneral American Englishò, a number of differences between the P&B data 

and ñAmerican English Commonò can be seen.  For example, among male speakers, P&B 

data for / / are lower and more central, while among female speakers, P&B data for / / are 

higher.  Further, although, Hagiwara (1997) reports the / / productions in his data (H-SC) as 

showing signs of fronting, stating ñthe canonical central vowel // has a much higher F2 in 

the southern California data than in PBò (1997:657), when one reconsiders the data, it can 

be seen that the values of / / in H-SC are actually closer to a mid central canonical 

production for ñAmerican English Commonò than values of // in the P&B data, more so 

along the F2 dimension than F1 (where H-SC / / is slightly lower than ñmidò).  In fact, the 

P&B report shows / / as low and back, a position that seems not to be exactly duplicated for 

any dialects represented here or in CPJ, though it is most similar to the production of / / in 

HGCW.  It is not surprising that HGCW report values for / / that diverge from a mid central 



153 

 

position, particularly that of a low back position, as -backing is one of the main production 

features of the Northern Cities Shift (Labov, 1994).  Further, Gordon (2001a) shows that 

productions of / / in a Northern Cities Shift dialect are potentially not only backed, but also 

lowered
45

, again in line with the data presented in HGCW. 

 

Although the F1xF2 comparison of these four studies is useful, much is lacking.  Notably, no 

P&B-type study for a generalized ñSouthern U.S.ò dialect (comparable to HGCWôs ñNorthern 

U.S.ò dialect) exists, nor is there any study for a generalized ñMidwestern/Midland U.S.ò 

dialect (or dialects).  However, vowel space details for both of these dialects are reported in 

the CPJ study.  Therefore, a basic summary of vowel production features of high school 

speakers is now presented in table form (Table 4.4), comparable to table of features from the 

CPJ study (Table 2.1, §2.2).  This table incorporates the major diagnostic features set forth 

in §3.3.1, above.     

 

 
Southern Illinois 

Males Females 

/ /~/ / merger distinct partial 

/ / location low back low back 

/ / location low back low back 

/ / location low front low front-central 

/ / location (unremarkable) (unremarkable) 

/ / location back-central central 

/ / F2 back back 

/ / F2 back-central central 

/ / location 
back-central 
(not raised) 

central 
(not raised) 

Table 4.4: Vowel Production Features for High School Subjects 

 

                                                             
45

 The situation of / / presented in Gordon (2001a) is more complicated than I have described here.  
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In summary, then, we see that Southern Illinois high school subjects show none of the 

features of NCS-type variation, and, though the high back vowels / / and / / are fronted, 

since there is no concomitant fronting of / /, we can also say that Southern Illinois high 

school speakers are not completely engaged in typical Midlands-like variation, either.  A 

general comparison to the findings in CPJ for the ñSouthern dialectò also fails to completely 

match the description of Southern Illinois high school speakers.  That is, as of now, we 

cannot comfortably or wholly group these speakers with any of the major dialects that have 

been described using P&B-type methodology.  These details will be covered more fully in 

Chapter 6, along with a discussion of ñwhereò Southern Illinois high school students seem to 

ñfitò in terms of similarity to other American English varieties. 

 

4.2.  Vowel Formant Frequency Means for SIUC Speakers  

In this section, mean formant frequency data for vowel categories from SIUC college 

speakers are presented, similar to the presentation of data from high school subjects.  

However, unlike the findings of high school subjects, results presented here represent mean 

values for each speaker, rather than overall regional group means.  These SIUC data are 

grouped according to the regions defined in Chapters 2 and 3: Southern Illinois, Chicagoland, 

Central Prairies, and St. Louis Metro-East.   Data for each region are presented as scatter-

grams of normalized mean values, rather than stylized vowel charts; again, filled circles 

represent female speakers, open squares represent male speakers.  A brief discussion 

comparing the findings of this dissertation to previous research accompanies the vowel 

system descriptions for each region.  Again, since no temporal data was gathered for this 

dissertation (either in real or apparent time), vowel productions are described relative to the 

theoretical ñCommon American Englishò described above (see §1.5); the stylized Common 
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American English Vowel Chart (Figure 1.1, from §1.5) is presented again as Figure 4.5 for 

ease of comparison. 

 
Figure 4.5: Stylized Vowel Chart for American English Common 

 

In the remainder of Chapter 4, normalized vowel plots are given for P&B-task data from each 

of the four regional groups represented in this dissertation.  In these graphs, open squares 

represent male speakers and filled circles represent female speakers.  Each point represents 

a mean value for a single speaker, averaged across his or her P&B-task data.  Vowels are 

color-coded according to the key provided in each figure; grand mean lines are given. 
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 4.2.1.  Southern Illinois Subjects at SIUC 

 
Figure 4.6: Southern Illinois College Subjectsô Vowel Plot, split by speaker-gender. 

 

For the front vowel series, the SIUC college speakers from Southern Illinois show the same 

basic vowel variation as the Southern Illinois high school subjects (as one might expect, 

though, this is problematized and tested in §4.3).  For example, / / retains a low position, 

and, for two of three females, might be considered retracted; / / is still mostly as in American 

English Common, though one male speaker has a lower / / variant than the rest of the group.   

 

The back vowel series, however, shows a greater diversity of productions within vowel 

categories.  For example, while / / appears to remain at the back edge of the vowel space, 

the height of / / productions are more varied.  Additionally, both the / / and / / vowels exhibit 
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a range of production means, from central to back; for / /, female variants are still ahead of 

(more central than) male variants, but this does not likewise hold for / / and / / as it did 

among high school subjects.  The ñextremeò fronting of /, , / described for Southern 

Illinois high school subjects is all but absent for Southern Illinois college subjects.  Finally, 

these speakers show considerably varied instantiations of the low-back vowel merger, from 

fully distinct to fully merged:  three speakers maintain distinction in both the F1 and F2 

dimensions, two speakers merge the vowels to a general [ ]-like quality, one speaker 

produces transitional forms (sometimes producing merged variants and sometimes not), and 

one speaker, alr8786, merges the two vowels to a general [ ]-like quality.  
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4.2.2.  Chicagoland subjects at SIUC 

 
Figure 4.7: Chicagoland Subjectsô Vowel Plot, split by speaker-gender. 

 

The general patterning for the vowel productions of Chicagoland speakers can be described 

as follows: among the front vowel series, / / has raised while / / seems unshifted (though 

female speakers produce a generally lower and backer / / than male speakers).  Among the 

back vowel series, / / and / / retain a mostly backed position, showing no signs of the 

extreme fronting characterizing other American English dialects.  The low-back vowel merger 

of / / and / / is absent (these two categories remain distinct) while possible fronting and/or 

lowering of / / may be seen for some speakers, depending on which reference points one 

chooses for F2 .  Productions of / / seem slightly lower than would be expected, though they 

appear to be unshifted in the F2 dimension (that is, / / remains a central-back vowel; though 
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/ / may be somewhat more central than we might expect).  Relative to / /, then, productions 

of / / can be considered central-back as well (that is, productions of the canonically central 

/ / occupy the same F2 space of the canonically back / /).   

 

The majority of these features are characteristic of NCS-type vowel shifts, though none of 

the productions shown here are as advanced as the previous literature would predict nor is 

the gender-based pattern of females leading males in these changes found.  For example, 

when compared to the rest of the front vowel series, -raising is unequivocally more 

advanced for males than females.  However, for / /-lowering/fronting, which is supposedly 

ñtriggeredò by //-raising, the degree of advancement of these features seems stronger for 

females than for males.  Likewise, / /-backing, supposedly ñtriggeredò by the //-lowering that 

follows -fronting, is clearly more advanced among males than females, though even here it 

is not nearly as far back as we might expect.  Another way these data might be viewed is 

that, relative to their overall vowel system, females produce generally fronter back-vowel 

variants than males do.  That is, though male productions of / / are overall backer than 

female productions of / /, and female productions of / / are overall fronter than male 

productions of / /, when these vowels are taken together with the back vowel series as a 

whole, nearly all female back vowel productions are further forward than nearly all male back 

vowel productions, thereby keeping / / and / / in the same position relative to one another.  

Furthermore, this is not likely an artifact of the normalization routine as we do not see similar 

patterns among speakers in other dialect groups; if this were a result simply of the 

normalization routine, its effect should not be limited to one regional group. 
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4.2.3.  Central Prairies Subjects at SIUC 

 
Figure 4.8: Central Prairies Subjectsô Vowel Plot, split by speaker-gender. 

 

SIUC speaker subjects from the Central Prairies region appear to be the most diverse group 

in terms of vowel production.  While there is evidence of the same NCS-type features 

described among the SIUC Chicagoland speakers, these NCS-like variants are not 

consistent across speakers.   

 

For example, productions of / / run the gamut from raised and fronted to lowered and 

backed variants, while, conversely, productions of / / cluster more tightly than those of any 

other vowel or for any other speaker group.  Additionally, while male speakers show 

evidence of / / backing, female speakers instead produce / / somewhat front of its canonical 

central position.  This is, again, a reversal of the usual finding that females are leading males 


