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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate how accurate people are in perceiving the dialects in 

the state of Alabama. This study included 50 speakers, each of whom produced a portion of the 

“Arthur the Rat” passage, which was then rated by 60 listeners according to whether the speaker 

was from the state of Alabama or not and whether that person was from an urban or rural area. 

Overall results showed that people from both inside and outside of Alabama were significantly 

better than chance at determining if a person is from Alabama. However, when compared to 

participants from outside of Alabama, participants from Alabama are significantly better at 

determining if a person was from an urban or rural area. Results suggest that people from the 

state of Alabama are more attuned to the dialectal differences within the state of Alabama 

compared to those who are not born in the state of Alabama.  
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS AND SYMBOLS 

 

N  Number          

 

P Probability associated with the occurrence under the null hypothesis of a value as 

extreme as or more extreme than the observed value 

 

χ2  Chi-square is a test that compares how expectations compare to observed data. 
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=  Equal to 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate how the regional background of Alabama 

natives contributes to dialectal variation in speech as well as perception of dialectal variation. 

Undergraduate students from The University of Alabama were recruited to participate in this 

study. Fifty of these participants, both natives of Alabama as well as other states, were recorded 

producing the “Arthur the Rat” passage, and another 60 participants were recruited to make 

perceptual judgements about whether those speakers were from the state of Alabama, and if so, 

whether they were from a rural versus an urban area.  

Dialectal Variation 

Dialectal variation is a form of language that differs systematically from other variations 

sufficiently to be regarded as a distinct identity, yet not sufficiently different from other dialects 

of the language to be regarded as a separate language (Nicolosi, Harryman, & Kresheck, 1978).  

In her book, English with an Accent, Lippi Green (1997) states that we exploit linguistic 

variation available to us in order to send a complex series of messages about ourselves and the 

way we position ourselves in the social world. These messages are extra-linguistic in that they do 

not provide information about the content of the message. A person’s dialect can become a 

source of identity, which can have a substantial impact on his or her relationships. Implicit biases 

regarding dialects can impact social interaction if a person is more familiar with individuals who 

share the same dialect. The presence of ingroup bias demonstrates that the way a person speaks, 

including his or her accent, is a powerful social force (Cargile & Giles, 1997; Cargile, Giles, 
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Ryan, & Bradac, 1994). Reagan (2005) has said that “language is at the heart of virtually every 

aspect of education, and indeed, of social life in general” (p.41). 

Dialect can convey social information such as socioeconomic status, personality, family 

history, and where you are from (Kenny & Shah, 2011). To the extent that these differences are 

associated with negative stereotypes, one’s dialect could be a source of stigma (Bernstein, 2006). 

Any aspect of the social aspect of language variation (e.g., region, ethnicity, gender/sex) can be 

the source of stigma. Stigmatizing a person’s dialect could provide a cover for other stigmas 

relating to sex, race, socioeconomic class, etc. For example, students from rural southern 

Appalachia at a large university in the South were quoted as saying “Sometimes I think people 

might think that I’m not educated just because I have this accent” and “I hated speaking up [in 

class] because it seemed like everybody was not really paying attention to what I said because of 

my accent” (Dustan & Jaegar, p. 786-787). 

Social Aspects of Dialect 

Variations in accent are sufficient to evoke social preferences, which are observed in 

infants even before they comprehend speech (Kinzler et al., 2007). Individuals with regional 

accents will likely experience some sort of implicit bias in the workplace, social interaction, or 

other relationships. The importance of job applicants’ use of standard English is contentious 

(Shuy, 1973). According to Adler (1987), a potential job applicant who speaks a non-standard 

dialect could be discriminated against when applying for jobs that require middle-class 

communication skills. He stated that “there are simply too many negative perceptions associated 

with Black English speakers or Mountain English usage” (p. 43).   
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Dustan & Jaegar (2016) studied the influence that students thought their dialect had on 

academic experiences. The study consisted of 26 college students who indicated on their 

university application that they had graduated high school in rural southern Appalachia. 

Researchers contacted these students to determine if they met the following criteria: 1) the 

students had lived in the area since early childhood and 2) had at least one parent who had been 

born and raised in Appalachia. Dustan & Jaegar used qualitative methods (Merriam, 2002) and 

sociolinguistic analysis methods (Labov, 1984) to evaluate the influence of language on the 

participants’ college experiences and to obtain descriptions of the participants’ speech. Research 

employed semi-structured interviews (Patton, 2002) to describe how the participants’ college 

experience may have been impacted based on their dialect. The interviews were conducted one-

on-one on a southern university’s campus and were audio recorded. The interviews were an 

average of 40 minutes in duration and consisted of questions related to the participants’ language 

use and the impact that their language had on their college experience. The initial coding of the 

interviews was conducted by the researchers with transcribed interviews, followed by peer 

coding. 

Dustan & Jaegar (2016) combined the analysis and description of the participants’ speech 

patterns with their descriptions of their experiences. The results indicated that for more 

vernacular speakers, dialect can impact “participation in class, degree of comfort in the course, 

perceived academic challenges,” and beliefs regarding whether others regard them as intelligent 

(Dustan & Jaegar, p. 786). The researchers reported that the participants who responded 

unanimously agreed with the authenticity of the findings. The authors further analyzed the 
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participants’ dialects by analyzing three noticeable features of Appalachian English that would 

likely attract attention on campus. Three phonological features included: /ay/ in pre-voiced 

phonetic environments, /ay/ in pre-voiceless phonetic environments, and /e/. Measures were 

made to determine if the /ay/ vowels were monophthongs or diphthongs. According to Dustan & 

Jaegar, “monophthongization of /ay/ carries stigma” and therefore “would be recognized as 

“different” by others on campus” (p. 785). 

Bernstein (2006) conducted a study of dialect boundaries and /ay/ variation. It was 

concluded that both regional and social factors were accountable for the disparities in usage and 

it was noted that this was evident from studies of /ay/ usage in Alabama and Texas. Bernstein 

stated that social class “draws whites to avoid pre-voiceless glide shortening” (p. 230). Feagin 

upholds the pre-voiceless glides as the “most notable unchanging element in southern states 

pronunciation” (Feagin 2000, p. 342). Bernstein’s overview appears to discount this statement as 

being true for all areas of the South. For example, in Texas, the use of /ay/ is not a basis for class 

distinctions among young women who are upper-middle class. It is noted that a second type of 

interaction between regional and social factors is a result of combining the two factors. Bernstein 

states that “region itself may be a social factor” (p. 230).  

Identifying oneself with the South can strongly affect speech, whether or not one is 

actually residing in the South. For example, African Americans in Detroit have been found to use 

pre-voiceless glide shortening (Anderson 2002), which Bernstein notes as evidence that southern 

regional identity “merges with ethnic identity in dialect formation” (p. 230). Fridland (2003) 

observes that there is an expansion of glide-shortened /ay/ in pre-voiceless contexts among 
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African Americans in Memphis, a Mid-South region. Likewise, Bailey and Bernstein (1989) note 

that those who recognize Texas as a favorable place to live are more likely to exhibit pre-

voiceless glide shortening. Concurrently, the national standard of diphthongal /ay/ holds more 

power in pre-voiced and open-syllables contexts in Texas than in Alabama. Bernstein (2006) 

further notes that “the effect of region in defining one’s social identity is important in seeing the 

total picture of /ay/ variation as contributing to dialectal boundaries” (p.231).  

Kenny & Shah (2011) conducted a study in which 55 listeners in Northeastern Ohio 

heard varieties of accent samples recorded by the same speaker. The samples consisted of seven 

accents: New York, Southern, England’s BBC, Midwestern, Scottish, German, and Hispanic. The 

listeners were asked to rate samples on six physical/personality traits: intelligence, friendliness, 

honesty, arrogance, socio-economic status, and pleasantness. The listeners were given a form 

consisting of a scale that rated the aforementioned six attributes. Listeners were also asked to rate 

a range of qualities thought to apply to the speaker, including intelligent, friendly, warm, honest, 

respected, shrewd, arrogant, wealthy, attractive, and rigid. The results indicated that there were 

biases and perceptions on part of the listeners. As an example, the Southern accent was rated as 

friendly, but not particularly intelligent, whereas the German accent was rated as the most 

arrogant. This study confirms anecdotal observations and adds new light on the judgement of 

accents (Kenny & Shah, 2011).  

Lippi Green (1997) expands upon the idea that Southerners are not seen as intelligent by 

stating that “southerners exhibit an insecurity about their language and a willingness to accept 

responsibility for poor communication or bad language, but they only do so when in contact with 
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the direct criticism of the northerner.” Green exemplifies this by citing interviews from 

southerners who have been stigmatized, particularly by northerners. In the interviews, 

southerners state “I was told if I didn’t get rid of [my dialect], I would have a very limited 

career” and “[Accent reduction] courses began when she heard people complain their accents 

interfered with business” (Lippi-Green, 1997).  

Distinguishing Dialects  

 There have been a few studies investigating the perception of regional dialects in the 

United States. One study (Clopper & Pisoni, 2006) was conducted at Indiana University in which 

talkers were selected from the Nationwide Speech Project Corpus (Clopper, 2004). The talkers 

were between the ages of 18 to 25 years and were recorded within two years of moving to 

Bloomington, Indiana. The study then asked 99 Indiana University undergraduates to listen to 

the recordings to determine which region of the United States the unfamiliar talkers were from. 

The undergraduates were assigned to one of four groups based on the region that they were from: 

Mobile North, Mobile Midland, Non-Mobile North, or Non-Mobile Midland. The study involved 

three phases: a training phase, a test phase, and a generalization phase. During the first training 

phase, the listeners heard the calibration sentences spoken by the training talkers. During the 

third training phase, participants listened to all of the training talkers read four sentences. The 

test phase consisted of the participants listening to a set of trials identical to the third training 

phase, only no feedback was given. The generalization phase consisted of the participants 

listening to a set of novel sentences spoken by unfamiliar listeners. 
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Overall categorization accuracy was examined to determine how accurate the listeners 

were in identifying the regional background of the talkers. The number of times that the 

recording was listened to was also examined in order to discover the effects of repeated listening 

to the stimulus materials and the listeners’ error patterns were also analyzed using a perceptual 

scaling technique. Finally, Clopper and Pisoni (2006) analyzed the response biases of the 

listeners in order to explore the extent to which a response bias could have affected the overall 

performance of the listeners. It was found that naive listeners were only about 26% accurate 

when conducting this task. The results show that the mobility of the listener, the geographic 

location, and residential history were all factors in the perception of the listeners. 

Preston (1997) merged data collected from the Southern United States to earlier surveys 

of two regions of the United States: southern Indiana and southeastern Michigan. Preston 

reported results from a research program that contained 4 tasks for participants: 1) drawing 

boundaries around where he or she believed each speech area of the United States to be, 2) 

ranking the fifty states on a speech intelligibility scale of 1-4, 3) ranking the fifty states (with the 

addition of New York City and Washington, D.C.) on a “correct” and “pleasant” scale of 1-10, 

and 4) listening to nine voices from places on a north-to-south line down the middle of the 

United States. Participants were instructed to assign each voice to a region within the United 

States and were then interviewed. Results showed that Indiana and Michigan participants labeled 

the South at a 50% level of agreement. Results also showed that 96% of Michigan respondents 

labeled the heart of the South as southeastern Alabama, and that 94% of Michigan participants 

and 86% of Indiana participants drew a South, which suggests that the South is the most salient 
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area. The southern participants’ hand-drawn maps were the same general outline as those drawn 

by the northern participants. In the aforementioned interviews, northern participants made 

comments such as “southern talk is the worst English in America” and “if I talked like this 

[southern], people would think I was the dumbest shit around” (Preston, p. 324). 

 Due to southern maps being so similar to the northern maps, it could be that the southern 

maps reveal the “same pejorative treatment” of the South (Preston, p. 324). Southerners’ maps 

dichotomize North and South much more often than Northerners’ maps, but it is not clear if the 

judgement is of a language variety. To determine the degree of dialect differences, participants 

rated each state for the degree of its difference from the local area as 1 (no difference), 2 (slightly 

different), 3 (different), and 4 (unintelligibly different) (Preston, p. 329). It was found that 

Michigan participants only rated the core South (Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama) as a “4”, 

or unintelligible. Southern Indiana participants assigned the South and the Northeast a “4”. 

Southerners mostly rated Indiana and New England as a 4. When asked to rank areas regarding 

their level of “correctness” in speech, southeastern Michigan and southern Indiana respondents 

rated the South and New York City to be associated with incorrect English. Michigan 

participants ranked themselves as the only state in the 8.00-8.99 range, indicating “linguistic self-

confidence.” However, Indiana respondents ranked themselves in the 6.00-6.99 range, but 

consider other areas (Washington, D.C., Connecticut, Delaware, Rhode Island, and Washington) 

as superior. This indicates some mild linguistic insecurity.  

Southeastern southerners did not regard themselves as any more “correct” than the 

southern Indiana participants. They rated South and North Carolina, Virginia, and West Virginia 
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in the 6.00-6.99 range. These participants also ranked several areas of the south as in the 5.00-

5.99 range, just like participants from other areas. Southerners often ranked Mississippi, 

Louisiana, and Texas in the 4.00-4.99 range. It is noted that there is little generalization between 

the Southern correctness map and the Southern “difference” map. Although a computer 

generalization was not done, there is little support for the correctness ranking in the Southern 

hand-drawn maps. The “correctness” ratings indicate that Indiana linguistic insecurity “stems 

from associations with Southern speech” (Preston, p. 336.) The ratings also confirm the “low 

prestige” of Southern and New York City varieties. Southern linguistic insecurity is still obscure. 

The southeastern Southern raters were more critical raters than the other participants. They did 

not rate themselves high, but did rank several other places as higher than the South. When rating 

areas as “pleasant,” it was discovered that local speech was preferred among all raters, despite 

“correctness” rankings. Indiana participants rated themselves in the 7.00-7.99 range for 

pleasantness, and the Southerners ranked the entire Southeast in the same category. However, 

southerners ranked Alabama (the site that ratings were completed) in the 8.00-8.99 range of 

pleasantness. 

 The results overall suggest that the preference for local speech is higher among areas in 

which there are high levels of linguistic insecurity. It was discovered that the listeners were good 

at arranging speech samples along a North to South dimension. Therefore, the participants 

generally heard a distinction between northern and southern voices, but sometimes do and 

sometimes do not “hear great distinctions at the boundaries” discovered in the professional field 

of dialectal differences (Preston, p. 346). In summary, Preston concluded that the Southern 
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United States English is a variety with negative prestige and Northern speakers are prejudiced 

against Southern speakers “even along affective dimensions (Preston, p. 349). There were 

considerable differences in judgments of “correctness” and “pleasantness” between linguistically 

secure and insecure participants. It was also discovered that Southerners do not express severe 

linguistic insecurity (or it is projected onto another part of the South). Southerners express both 

shame and pride regarding local speech, but there is little reluctant appreciation for Northeastern 

“standards.” 

In another study of the perception of dialect, Plichta and Preston (2005), participants 

were presented seven resynthesized versions of /ay/ in “guide”, which ranged from fully 

diphthongal to fully monophthongal. The listeners then assigned the speaker to one of 9 sites: 

Saginaw, Michigan, Coldwater, Michigan, Southbend, Indiana, Muncie, Indiana, New Albany, 

Indiana, Bowling Green, Kentucky, Nashville, Tennessee, Florence, Alabama, or Dothan, 

Alabama. A seven-step continuum of the monophthongization of /ay/ was utilized with F1 and 

F2 values being computed for each frame. A web-based survey was created and included the 

following blocks: introduction and calibration loudness, consent form, demographic questions, 

three practice trials, and forty-two randomized trials (each male and female recording at each of 

the seven steps repeated three times). A map was included in the website in order for participants 

to specify what area of the United States they were from. It should be noted that minimal 

differences in the seven-steps of /ay/ monophthongization could be utilized to differentiate along 

the north-south dimension.  
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Equally important, despite acoustic evidence, listeners were “less willing to associate” a 

female’s voice with an area that is considered to be more stigmatized, such as the South. This 

finding suggests that the association that women’s speech consists of more standard language 

practices (Trudgill, 1972) is apparent in the perception trial. This “exploits the solidarity side of 

gender identity with regard to region” (Preston, p. 127). However, Preston notes that there are 

many complexities with this generalization (cf. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992). The results 

of the study show that southern and western participants ranked male voices as more southern 

even when there is no, or very little, monophthongization of /ay/. However, midwestern 

participants were the most hesitant to assign a male’s voice to the South, without regard to the 

degree of monophthongization. Eastern and southern participants were more inclined to rate 

female voices as more southern, but at diverse levels of monophthongization. Although speakers 

of United States English often comment on or imitate /ay/ monophthongization as a Southern or 

African American speech stereotype (Preston, 1997), the participants did not believe that they 

discriminated against the degrees among monophthongization presented in the recordings. 

Finally, the participants displayed discriminatory abilities which surpassed their conscious 

awareness. In presentations of the seven-step monophthongization, even to linguists, a common 

conclusion is that differences between adjacent steps are not tangible. These opposing findings 

appear to corroborate Preston’s (1996b) idea that availability, accuracy, detail, and control are 

“separate clines or continua in the levels of awareness” considering folk knowledge of language 

(Preston, p. 127). Preston’s study further attested that social stereotypes, such as sex, may play 

an important role in the study of the perception of varieties. 
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A similar monophthongization study (Reed, 2014) examined the usage of /ay/ with four 

female participants in the same family, ranging in age from 30-86. All participants were 

originally from northeast Tennessee, but did not reside there at the time of the study. The 

speakers were then divided into two generation groups: one older speaker and three younger 

speakers. Sociolinguistic interviews consisting of open-ended questions were conducted with 

each participant in order to elicit monologues from each participant and reading passages/word 

lists that utilize /ay/ were read by all respondents.  The researcher conducted a statistical analysis 

to determine if the speakers were significantly different productions of /ay/. The older participant 

was found to be completely monophthongal and two of the younger participants were found to 

also be fairly monophthongal. However, one participant was found to be diphthongal. It was 

found that monophthongization is not associated with reading, an instance of formality (Reed, 

2014). The study also indicated that monophthongization is associated with interpersonal 

communication, where a regional identity and orientation can be negotiated (Reed, 2014). 

In conclusion, the results of the reviewed studies indicate that a number of studies have 

been successful in showing that it is possible to distinguish one dialect from another. This is 

based on salient cues in the phonetic environment, such as monophthongization of /ay/, which 

varies from the standard of the diphthong itself. The reviewed studies show that this type of 

study can easily be replicated. This study will use similar methodology to investigate the 

perception of dialect within the state of Alabama and will study both perceptual and acoustic 

aspects of speech. It should be noted that none of the studies above investigated the difference in 

perception of rural and urban dialects, which is a focus of this study.  
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Linguistic Diversity in Alabama 

According to (Schneider, p. 265), the population of the Upper South, including the 

Appalachian mountain region, largely stems from Scots-Irish and northern English immigrants, 

“which includes people with a diverse cultural, economic and linguistic background.” There is 

some linguistic evidence for the mixing and merging of these settler streams in western Georgia 

and Alabama (Schneider 2005). Brooks (1935) undertook a comparison of data from east-central 

Alabama and western Georgia (which he nevertheless believes to “occur over large areas of the 

South; 1935”, p. 5) with possible British sources, based upon limited evidence, however. Feagin 

(1997) analyzed a large number of morphological and syntactic features of a dialect of Alabama 

English, and in each case she investigated possible sources in and parallels with dialects of 

British and Irish English. She concluded that “it is obvious that all three systems, Southern 

White, Regional British English, and obsolete or archaic English share many features... [and] are 

very similar” (1979, p. 261).  

According to the Linguistic Atlas of the Gulf States, the settlement of Alabama extends 

over three centuries. By 1800, French settlers who were under Spanish rule had settled in the 

Gulf of Alabama. Alabama became a state in 1819 and its early population came from three 

sources: Tennesseans in the north, Carolinians and Virginians in the western and central areas of 

Alabama, and Georgians over the rest of the available lands in the south (The Linguistic Atlas of 

the Gulf States, page 52).  



 

 

    

 

14

The south has been a cultural touchstone for decades. The Southern drawl is considered 

to be the “best known characteristic” of Southern pronunciation (Wells 1982, p. 528). If you 

were to ask people what area of the United States sounds different, most people would choose 

the south. The detection of variations in dialect may not be sub-regional, but rather attributable to 

the following features: monophthongal /ay/, post-vocalic /r/ (which is now more restricted), 

pin/pen merger, and the Southern Vowel Shift (fairly widespread, but varying degrees). 

The post-vocalic /r/ is considered to be a distinctive characteristic of Southern speech. As 

an example, “ladder” would be pronounced as “ladd-uh”. This partly stems from the 

communication between Southern plantation owner families and England after the American 

Revolution. As previously mentioned, monophthongized /ay/ is one of the most stigmatized 

features in the southern dialect (Reed 2014). Davis (2008) notes that pin/pen merger has an 

influence on all words with an “eh” before nasal consonants “m” and “n”, which produces 

homophonic pairs. For example, “ten” becomes “tin” and “Ben” becomes “bin”. The Southern 

Vowel Shift (Labov and Ash 1997) includes key shifts such as /i/ as in field (“long e”) to /I/ as in 

filled (“short i”). As a result, the word “field” as in “There are cows on the field” sounds like 

“filled.” In contrast, “It was completely filled” sounds like “field.”   

The purpose of this study was to evaluate how accurate people are in perceiving the 

dialects in the state of Alabama, which includes dialects associated with Appalachia. This study 

evaluated the correlation of the settlement of Alabama and the dialects that still reside within 

historical regions within the state. Differences among rural and urban Alabama dialects were also 

examined.  It was hypothesized that people raised outside of the state of Alabama will be less 
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likely than Alabama residents to detect regional dialectal differences within the state of Alabama. 

However, it was hypothesized that all participants regardless of residency would be more 

accurate at detecting urban and rural distinction. It was also hypothesized that historical 

immigration patterns into the state of Alabama are reflected in dialectal differences that exist 

today.  
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METHODS 

 

Participants  

Speakers were recruited from undergraduate classes, mainly communicative disorders 

classes, at the University of Alabama, which encompassed students from within the state of 

Alabama and outside of the state of Alabama, as well as from major metropolitan areas (e.g. 

Birmingham) and from smaller towns and rural areas (e.g. Kennedy). Of all speakers recruited, 4 

were males and 46 were females, which is representative of the department of communicative 

disorders. There were 31 speakers from Alabama and 20 speakers from outside of Alabama. All 

talkers were required to have no reported hearing or speech disorders. Finally, all speakers were 

asked to indicate where they were born, and where their parents and grandparents were from. 

Participants born in the state of Alabama as well as their parents were defined for the purposes of 

this study as being from the state of Alabama. This was intended to rule out speakers who moved 

to the state of Alabama after they were born and thus would have participated in dialectal 

communities outside of the state of Alabama, which could have potentially impact their own 

dialect.  

 Listeners were also recruited from undergraduate classes, mainly communicative 

disorders classes, at the University of Alabama, which encompassed students from within the 

state of Alabama and outside of the state of Alabama. Of all listeners recruited, there were 1 

male and 59 females. There were 29 listeners from Alabama (24 second-generation listeners) and 
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36 listeners from outside of Alabama. The listeners were first asked to complete a Qualtrics 

survey, which asked if they had any hearing/speech disorders and whether they were 

monolingual American English speakers (a requirement to participate in the study). The survey 

also included questions such as “Are you from Alabama?” and “If so, where?” 

Procedure  

A portion of the “Arthur the Rat” passage was utilized due to this passage including 

salient cues of the south, such as the monopthongization of /ai/ and the pen/pin merger. All 

speakers recruited for the study were recorded in a sound booth as they read the passage. This 

passage was used because it includes salient cues of the south, such as the monophthongization 

of /ay/. Participants were instructed to read the sentence in their natural rate of speaking. The 

duration of the passage was approximately 10-12 seconds across all of the speakers. The audio 

clips were presented to listeners in their entirety before moving on to the next event in the 

survey. The Arthur the Rat passage, with salient cues in bold, is as follows: 

“Once upon a time there was a young rat who couldn’t make up his mind. Whenever the 

other rats asked him if he would like to go out hunting with them, he would answer in a hoarse 

voice, “I don’t know.” 

The listeners were presented with a recording of the passage and were asked to indicate 

whether they thought the speakers were from the state of Alabama or not, and if they were from 

the state of Alabama, were further instructed to indicate whether they were from an urban or 

rural area of Alabama.  

 



 

 

    

 

18

 

 

RESULTS 

A chi-square goodness of fit test (i.e., a proportion test) was used to determine how 

accurate participants were in correctly deciding if the speaker was from inside or outside the 

state of Alabama. Overall, out of 3,000 total judgements made, all participants (combined) made 

correct judgements on 1,876 (or 60%) of trials. Results showed that participants overall 

responded significantly differently from chance, χ2(1, N  = 3,000) = 108.68, p < .001.  

A chi square test of independence (i.e., a contingency test) was used to determine the 

accuracy of people from the state of Alabama compared to people from outside of Alabama. 

Overall, people from the state of Alabama made correct judgements on 728 out of 1200 

opportunities or 60.7%. On the other hand, people from outside the state of Alabama made 

correct judgements on 1,058 out of 1,800 opportunities, or 58.8%. Results showed that there was 

no significant difference between the groups, χ2(1, N  = 3,000) = 0.989, p = .320 (Figure 1).  

A chi-square goodness of fit test (i.e., a proportion test) was used to determine how 

accurate participants were in correctly deciding if the speaker, if from Alabama, was from an 

urban or rural area. Overall, out of 965 total judgements made, all participants (combined) made 

correct judgements on 632 (or 65%) of trials. Results showed that participants overall responded 

significantly differently from chance, χ2(1, N  = 965) = 92.03, p < .001.   
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Figure 1. Inside versus Outside of Alabama results. 

 
 

A chi square test of independence (i.e., a contingency test) was used to determine 

whether participants from the state of Alabama were more accurate in correctly deciding if the 

speaker, if from Alabama, was from an urban or rural area. Overall, people from the state of 

Alabama made correct judgements on 298 out of 423 opportunities or 70.4%. On the other hand, 

people from outside the state of Alabama made correct judgements on 334 out of 542 

opportunities or 61.6%. Results showed that people from the state of Alabama were more 

accurate in making urban versus rural judgements, χ2(1, N  = 965) = 7.80, p = 0.005 (Figure 2).  

 

 

 



 

 

    

 

20

 

 

 

Figure 2. Urban versus Rural Area of Alabama results. 

 
 

In summary, results overall showed that all participants were good at determining if the 

speaker was from the state of Alabama. However, people from the state of Alabama were more 

likely to correctly determine if an Alabamian speaker was from an urban or rural area. 
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DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate how accurate people are in perceiving the 

dialects in the state of Alabama. College-age participants from the University of Alabama were 

recruited to provide speech stimuli (i.e., speakers) and to make judgments on the speech (i.e., 

listeners) to determine if the speakers were from the state of Alabama and if so, if they were 

from an urban or a rural area. It was predicted that the dialectal differences exhibited by the 

speakers would reflect historical immigration patterns of Alabama. It was also predicted that 

people who lived outside of the state of Alabama would be less likely to detect regional dialectal 

differences than those who were raised in Alabama. In addition, it was predicted that people who 

lived outside of the state of Alabama would be less likely to detect regional dialectal differences 

than those who were raised in Alabama. 

Main findings 

The main finding of the study is that people born and raised in the state of Alabama were 

more accurate than people not born and raised in the state of Alabama at judging whether a 

person from the state of Alabama was from an urban versus a rural area of Alabama. This is not a 

surprising finding, considering that people born in the state of Alabama would presumably have 

more experiences interacting with people from both urban and rural parts of Alabama, and would 

be more attuned to dialectal variations across the state. However, people born and raised in the 

state of Alabama were not better at judging whether a speaker was from the state of Alabama. 

One possible reason for this is that most people in the study, whether from the state of Alabama 

or not, were fairly well attuned to dialectal differences between the southern and northern 
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speakers. As mentioned in the introduction, Southern speech is a cultural touchstone in American 

society, and Southern dialects are likely familiar to most Americans.    

In addition, these results suggest that historical immigration patterns might be reflected in 

dialectal variation today. As previously mentioned, the detection of variations in dialect may not 

be subregional, but rather attributable to the following features: monophthongal /ay/, the pin/pen 

merger, and the Southern Vowel Shift. These features were prevalent in the audio recordings of 

speakers from Alabama in the “Arthur the Rat” passage, particularly in those from rural areas of 

Alabama. However, due to only 24 out of 60 (40%) of listeners being second generation 

Alabamians, there was not enough data to evaluate different dialects within the state of Alabama 

relative to historical migration patterns. The results were interpreted to suggest that individuals 

become attuned to the difference in dialect and part of that might be a better grasp of the 

different patterns of urban/rural speech. One possible reason for the finding that all speakers 

were better than chance at recognizing urban versus rural speakers is that many of the bigger 

cities in the state of Alabama are the recipients of more recent migration from many parts of the 

United States, perhaps forming a dialect that is distinct from rural areas that did not receive an 

influx of new immigrants.  

This study only classified participants as being from Alabama if he or she were second 

generation Alabamians, after Dustan and Jaegar (2016). The reason for this is that family 

members do not typically stay in the same place, meaning that they might reside in a variety of 

dialectal regions, for example, in search of jobs or housing. Thus, arriving at the small subset of 

families who have lived in the same area is challenging, especially in a college town in which 
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people from diverse geographic backgrounds reside. Due to this, a college town might not be 

conducive to a study that looks at dialectal variation across a state. As a whole, families might 

not be living in the same area across multiple generations. Indeed, we could be losing rich 

dialectal information as populations continue to evolve, and their history of dialect becomes lost 

to time. This suggests that people are becoming attuned not to historical migration dialect, but a 

rural versus urban dialect, potentially reflecting a primary demographic shift in the modern 

United States.  

The prediction that people raised outside of the state of Alabama will be less likely to 

judge if a speaker was from the state of Alabama than those raised inside was not supported by 

evidence from this study. Overall, results showed that all participants were above average at 

determining if a person is from Alabama, but Alabamians were not significantly better at 

detecting this. This could be due to the variety of geographic backgrounds that were included in 

the study, as the participants in this study were a small sample of students from the University of 

Alabama that did not reflect dialectal variation within the state of Alabama. The prediction that 

people who lived outside of the state of Alabama will be less likely to detect urban/rural 

differences than those who were raised in Alabama was supported by evidence from this study. 

When compared to participants from outside of Alabama, participants from Alabama are 

significantly better at determining if a person is from an urban or rural area. People from outside 

of the state of Alabama can broadly determine if a person is from Alabama, however, people 

from Alabama are much better at analyzing the subtle distinctions of an Alabamian’s voice to 

determine if he or she grew up in an urban or rural area.  
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The results in this study differ from previous findings by Clopper & Pisoni (2006) in 

which their study reported that native listeners were only 26% accurate at detecting where the 

speakers were from. The differing results could be due to the distinctiveness of the dialects that 

were studied. Clopper & Pisoni utilized recordings of speakers from the Nationwide Speech 

Project Corpus (Clopper, 2004) in which recordings from five males and five females were used. 

The speakers were from each of the six dialect regions of the United States: New England, Mid-

Atlantic, Midland, South, and West. Over half of the southern speakers were from Kentucky, 

which could imply that speakers in Kentucky do not have as many salient or identifying cues as 

speakers from the state of Alabama.  

However, the results of the present study are consistent with findings by Preston (1997). 

In this study, participants were asked to draw boundaries of dialectal regions. Participants most 

often correctly drew the south, which suggests that the south is a highly salient region. This is 

correlates with the present study in which both Alabamians and non-Alabamians were better than 

chance at determining if a speaker was from Alabama. Furthermore, 96% of Michigan 

participants labeled the heart of the south as being Alabama, which suggests that Alabamians 

depict the most salient cues of the southern dialect. Preston also discovered that Indiana 

participants rated the entire South as unintelligible, whereas Michiganders only rated the core 

South (Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama) as being unintelligible. Furthermore, southerners in 

the study ranked the entire south as a 7.00-7.99 on a scale of pleasantness but ranked Alabama 

(the site of the southern portion of the study) as 8.00-8.99. Results of this study, like Preston 

(1997), further showcase that the preference for local speech, reflecting more unique dialects, is 
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higher among areas with higher levels of linguistic insecurity. It could be argued that rural areas 

of Alabama are particularly unique, which could explain why Alabamians were significantly 

accurate at detecting urban/rural distinctions. 

Limitations 

A primary limitation of the study is that the participants in this study were primarily 

white, female college students, and thus results of this study reflect that demographic group. 

Future studies exploring dialectal various within the state of Alabama could seek to gather 

information across more demographic categories within the state of Alabama, for example 

regarding education, sex, and ethnicity. However, this study was limited to undergraduate 

college students at the University of Alabama and did not directly tap into dialectal communities 

across the state.  

Clinical Implications  

There are a few important clinical implications from this study. First, when evaluating a 

child for speech-language disorders, it is important to take note of the dialect being spoken by 

the client. Results of this study suggest that a southern dialect could potentially impact the child’s 

grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary. It is important for speech-language pathologists to be 

aware of the diverse accents/dialects in the area in which he or she practices. Secondly, previous 

literature indicates that people often unconsciously assign negative social connotations to those 

who speak with a Southern accent, particularly a rural accent. This is something that clinicians 

should also be aware of when working with clients and caregivers of various dialectal 

backgrounds. 
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CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to look at the accuracy of listener perception on dialect. 

The main findings include that all participants, regardless of geographic background, were 

accurate at determining if a speaker was from Alabama or not. However, people from the state of 

Alabama were better at determining the urban versus rural distinction. These results are 

interpreted to suggest that individuals become attuned to the differences in dialect and part of 

that might be the emerging urban versus rural distinction in Alabama. Future studies should 

include a wider variety of rural areas, more generations of families, and verify that these results 

are consistent. 
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