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Introduction

Participants

Increasingly more studies of African American English (AAE) are
including in their scope the speech of upper and middle-class African
Americans (Rahman 2008; Weldon 2011; Alim and Smitherman 2012),
rather than the working class male speakers who have been historically
privileged as being the most authentic speakers of the dialect (Labov 1972;
Fasold 1972). However, thus far, relatively little scholarship has focused
on the speech of African Americans who are in a heavily class-mixing
environment. The present study examines the speech of African American
residents of the rapidly gentrifying neighborhood of Anacostia,
Washington, D.C. in order to determine which social and phonological
factors condition a documented feature of African American English, final
consonant devoicing (Green, 2008; Thomas 2007; Farrington 2012).

Eight interviewees were selected from the D.C. Southeast Corpus (Grieser
forthcoming and Lee forthcoming).

Eight African American speakers were selected from the D.C. Southeast
subcorpus of the Language and Communication in the Metropolitan D.C.
Area corpus (Podesva and Schilling 2006), balanced for gender and for
professional class status. For the purposes of this study, professional class
is defined as having steady, full time employment in jobs outside the
service sector. Each participant was interviewed using sociolinguistic
interview techniques, including word lists. The stops were analyzed for
voicing using PRAAT measurements of voice onset time.

Southeast DC
Southeast D.C. consists of
several communities located
east of the Anacostia River in
Washington, D.C. After the race
riots following the assassination
of Martin Luther King, Jr., the
once heavily white (and, it
follows, heavily segregated)
neighborhood has become the
home to a large proportion of
Washington D.C.’s African
American residents, with the
1990, 2000, and 2010 census
figures all reporting over 90%
of the quadrant’s residents as
African American.
Many affluent African American residents, however, preferred
the so-called “gold-coast” neighborhood of Northwest. In
addition, the D.C. subsidized housing plans put almost all
subsidized housing in Wards 7 and 8. Thus “Southeast” became
a neighborhood almost exclusively dominated by lower-income
African Americans.
In more recent years, however, a demographic shift has occurred
in this neighborhood as an increasing number of professional
class African American residents. Currently, relatively little
sociolinguistic research has been focused on the speech of the
black middle and upper class, though this is increasing by the
year. As “black America” becomes increasingly difficult to define
in a hegemonic, monolithic way (Robinson 2010), a situation in
which upper-class black people are moving into a neighborhood
which has traditionally been defined by the presence of a large
number of lower-middle and working class is an ideal place to
study both the “little d” discourse of the both the working and
middle/upper class black D.C. populations, and the ways in which
this discourse might inform larger discourses about place, race,
and identity.

Results

Participant Pseud

Sex

Age

Profession

Tana

F

40s

social services

Dolores

F

60s

Service industry

Vee

F

50s

Intelligence

Amy

F

90s

homemaker

Justin

M

30s

teacher

Grey

M

50s

Computer aide

Chris

M

30s

IT technician

Gus

M

70s

Truck driver

The tokens were analyzed using a stepwise regression in Rbrul, with
voicing as dependent variable and sex, professional class, the segment
following the stop, and word (random effect) as independent.
Following segments were coded and run with each individual segment as
an independent factor; upon examining the progression of factor weights
for each segment, the following segments were collapsed into voiceless,
voiced, /t/, and pause. The choice to treat /t/ as an independent factor of
other voiceless sounds was made in part due to its factor weight and
significance in the run including all following segments, as well as
impressionistic data based on the word collocation in commonly occurring
phrases such as “used to” and “moved to.”

Following Segment

logodds

VOT analysis
For each interview, the first 50 instances of the voiced past-tense
morphemes were coded. Tokens were excluded if the word would predict
the voiceless morpheme, /t/, if the token was not produced in modal
phonation, or if audio quality was otherwise low. In addition, tokens were
excluded if there was suspicion of past-tense leveling causing the pasttense morpheme not to be expressed (‘she call yesterday’ for ‘she called
yesterday’). Any individual word was included a maximum of three times
per interview. This yielded a total of 296 tokens across the eight speakers.

Discussion

voiceless/
vless+v

tokens

centered
factor weight

/t/

0.77

47

0.638

0.684

pause

0.31

32

0.531

0.577

voiceless

-0.53

56

0.268

0.37

voiced

-0.55

162

0.309

0.366

It is evident from the data, particularly considering that the size of the
effect of class on the model compared to the phonological factor of
following segment, that class is a strong predictor for final consonant
devoicing. This feature functions as a marker for professional class identity
for the speakers in the Anacostia/Southeast corpus.
One hypothesis as to why this might be comes from metalinguistic
commentary from the participants; professional class speakers were much
more likely to make comments about being told to “speak proper(ly)” or
other admonitions against features of African American English, for
example, “We were not allowed to use ‘ain’t’ at home” from Tana. This
suggests a high level of metalinguistic awareness on the part of the
professional class speakers of African American English dialect, and of
conscious attempts to prevent its features from occurring in their own
speech.
Final consonant devoicing, having the phonetic effect of increasing the
perceptual salience of the sound (particularly when coupled with audible
release bursts, as suggested at left). In addition, while devoicing is well
understood by linguists as a feature of African American English, it is
rarely if ever noted by speakers themselves. As such, one possible
explanation is that this feature is a hyperarticulation on the part of
professional class African American speakers and might be read as a way
of sounding very “correct,” though the speakers somewhat ironically wind
up using one AAE feature more in order to do so.

Following segment was found to be a significant predictor of devoicing (p
< 0.05).

Selected References
Professional class status

logodds
pro
nnpro

Green, L. (2002). African American English: A Linguistic Introduction. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

centered
factor weight

tokens voiceless/vless+v
0.547

134

0.5

0.633

-0.547

163

0.276

0.367

Farrington, C. (2012). Devoicing in African American English: A Longitudinal and Apparent-Time
Study. Paper presented at Georgetown University Roundtable on Languages and Linguistics (GURT).
Washington D.C., March 2012.
Fasold, R. W. (1972). Tense Marking in Black English; A Linguistic and Social Analysis. Harcourt
College Pub.
Labov, W. (1972). Language in the inner city. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Professional class status was found to be a significant predictor of
devoicing (p < 0.001).

Rahman, J. (2008). Middle-class African Americans: Reactions and attitudes toward African American
English. American Speech, 83(2), 141.
Robinson, E. (2010). DisIntegration: the splintering of Black America. New York: Random House.

In addition, a number of devoiced tokens from all speakers exhibited quite
lengthy release bursts, such as the one circled below. While length of
release burst was not considered for this study, it is of note because of its
perceptual salience and resulting likelihood of being consciously or
unconsciously adopted as a speech feature. Further research on this corpus
will undertake an analysis of release burst length in addition to voicing of
final stops.

Thomas, E. R. (2007). Phonological and Phonetic Characteristics of African American Vernacular
English. Language and Linguistics Compass, 1(5), 450–475.
Weldon, T. (2011). Middle class African American language: A self-study. Paper Presented at New
Ways of Analyzing Variation 40, Georgetown University. November 2011. Washington D.C., November
2011.

Acknowledgments
Each token was marked for the stop closure, and the duration of the closure
and the duration of the voicing pulses within were measured in
milliseconds. Segments where the voicing pulses continued through more
than half the duration of the closure were classified as voiced, and those
where the voicing pulses were present for less than half the duration of the
closure or were absent were classified as devoiced. Devoicing was thus
recorded as a binary variable.

This project is part of the Language and Community in the Greater Washington D.C. Area
(LCDC) project, P.I.: Natalie Schilling, Ph.D.
My thanks to Sinae Lee for her collaboration in collecting the Southeast D.C. subcorpus.

Contact:
Jessica Grieser
jag257@georgetown.edu
@jessgrieser
www.jessgrieser.com
To save post-conference paper waste, no handouts were made for this
presentation. Please visit www.jessgrieser.com for the abstract and
poster.

RESEARCH POSTER PRESENTATION DESIGN © 2012

www.PosterPresentations.com

