Accent change in young adults: Evidence for a link between production and perception

Native speakers of regional accents typically modify aspects of their speech when living in a community where that accent is not commonly spoken. Speakers often avoid variants that are markedly regional or unusual to faciliate communication and to fit in with their new community. However, they also retain some regional variants in order to show allegiance to particular social or geographical groups. In this talk, I will present the results of a longitudinal study that investigated changes in vowel production and perception among university students from the north of England, as individuals adapt their accent from regional to educated norms. 

Subjects were tested in their production and perception at regular intervals over a period of 2 years using a variety of tasks.  At each testing session, subjects recorded a set of experimental words and short passage and completed two perceptual tasks; they chose best exemplar locations for vowels embedded in either northern or southern English accented sentences, and identified words in noise spoken with either a northern or southern English accent. The results demonstrated that subjects at a late stage in their language development, early adulthood, changed their spoken accent after attending university. There were no reliable changes in perception over time, but there was evidence for a between-subjects link between production and perception; subjects chose similar vowels to the ones they produced, and subjects who had a more southern English accent were better at identifying southern English speech in noise. 

