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2.2 Procedures

In order to conduct this research experiment stimuli were gathered from
audiotapes of the speech of 2-year-olds and adult speakers from each of three
locations: Vermont, New York, and Tennessee'. These acoustic files were
then transferred onto three slide presentations. Order of the presentation of
speakers was varied. The slide presentation comprised one slide for each of

e speakers: one speaker from each age group from the three regions. The
judges consisted of 0 undergraduate students all of whom were native
speakers of American Eng sh. Each listener viewed a slide presentation in
which they could play each sample as often as they liked. They were asked
to i ntify the region of each eaker from a choice of three and record it on
a correspon 1g answer sheet. 1hey were also asked to record how sure they
were of their responses on a sc:  that ranged from ‘very sure’ to ‘unsure’.
The data were coded, entered onto a spreadsheet, and graphed.

3 Results

The results revealed that listeners were able to identify adults more easily
than children. In fact, as seen in Figure 3.1, their identification of the adult
speakers was almost perfect. However, there was also strong evidence based
on the data cc scted that children, even at the age of two, could be identified
by region. In fact, all identification scores for the 2-year-olds were over 50%
out of the 3 possible choices and significantly above chance (p>0.0001).

Listeners were more confident of their answers for adults than for the
ch  2n. Of those who answered correctly, listeners were more than twice as
certain about the adult speakers as they were about the two-year-olds in each
of the three regions (See Figure 3.2).

'The experiment was originally run with a 4-year-old group of speakers in addition to
the other groups. However, the child from Tennessee turned out to have spent a con-
siderable amount of time outside the South, which affected all res1 3, so this group
was excluded from the analy
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babbling across various languages, and, therefore, we used speakers who are
just starting language production at the 18-month to 2-year age range (Boys-
son-Bardies and Vihman 191).

Our hypothesis was that although age of speakers was likely to affect
perceptual ability to identify regional dialect, with adults more eas - identi-
fiable, even children at the 18-month to 2-year age may have identifiable
regional markers. The results support this hypothesis and suggest that even
as children begin single word acquisition, they simultaneously begin to show
specific dialect features that adult listeners can access as identification mark-
ers. These listeners were able to identify adults more easily than children.
However, we were able to see how children, even at the age of two, could be
identitied by region at a rate significantly above chance.

In summary, these results reveal that in spite of the success  previous
research on the early acquisition of dialect, the minimum age of acquisition
has not yet been discovered. Although the types of inter-dialect differences
that exist in adults may be too subtle for dialect acquisition results to parallel
those of the cross-linguistic research, we are encouraged to find that the
speech of 2-year-old children, whose utterances consist of only one or two
words, is identifiable by listeners. Future research includes further perceptual
explorations of the speech of different age children and production studies of
the vowt  spoken by these toddlers.
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