
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Douglas Stephan Bigham 

2008 

 

 



 

The Dissertation Committee for Douglas Stephan Bigham Certifies that this 

is the approved version of the following dissertation: 

 

 

DIALECT CONTACT AND ACCOMMODATION AMONG 

EMERGING ADULTS IN A UNIVERSITY SETTING 

 

 

 

 

 
Committee: 
 

Robert D. King, Supervisor 

Randy Diehl 

Janet M. Fuller 

Matthew J. Gordon 

Richard Meier 

Qing Zhang 



DIALECT CONTACT AND ACCOMMODATION AMONG 

EMERGING ADULTS IN A UNIVERSITY SETTING 

 

 

 

by 

Douglas Stephan Bigham, B.A.; B.A.; M.A. 

 

 

 

Dissertation 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

August, 2008 



 

 

 

 

Dedication 

 

For Steve and Judy Bigham, the best parents EVER.  Thanks, for everything. 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

Thanks to my dissertation committee.  Thanks to Dr. King for trusting me 

and encouraging me to do well and for helping me out of a number of ñjamsò over 

the last couple years.  Thanks to Randy Diehl for listening to me, guiding me, and 

giving me much needed pep talks in the early stages of this research.  Thanks to 

Matt Gordon for always answering whatever questions I had and for the 

extensive comments he gave me on the final version of this work.  Thanks to 

Richard Meier for believing in me as a student and providing much needed 

advice on how the professional world works.  Thanks to Qing Zhang for her help 

on getting this research going.  Most especially, thanks to Janet Fuller, my 

mentor for over ten years in all things academic, sociolinguistic, professional, and 

often personal.  Without Janetôs guidance, none of this would have happened.  

Sheôs been not only an amazing mentor, but a great friend.   

 

Thanks to my family, both immediate and extended, for always supporting 

me, especially my little sister, Rebecca.   

 

Thanks to Bouldin Creek Coffeehouse and its varied denizens for 

providing encouragement and distractions whenever needed.  Logan rules.   

 

Thanks to my friends here at UT: Jess, Nikki, Gayatri, and Kate.  Youôve 

all been awesome.  Thanks also to my friends here in Austin and back home in 



vi 

 

CarbondaleðI couldnôt have lived through Spring 2007 without Aaron D---- 

Deutsch.  Thanks to Phillip and Abby at Prufrockôs Java City, but especially 

Abby, who made it possible for me to skip work and finish this thing.   

 

Thanks of course to my research subjects, especially ñSkittleò, for 

providing me with data and some laughs, and to the principals and administrators 

who allowed my research to happen.   

 

And to Shawn Law: You rock. 



vii  

 

Dialect Contact and Accommodation  

among Emerging Adults in a University Setting 

 

 

 

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. 

 



14 

 

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. 
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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 



27 

 

with suggestions for future research and the treatment of other kinds of linguistic variation 

found in these data beyond the effects of dialect contact. 
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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. 
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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. 



36 

 

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 


