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Previous studies of Canadian English have identified several variables that distinguish it 

from American English, such as the Canadian Shift and Canadian Raising, as well as 
developments aligned with continental changes in progress, such as fronting of back vowels.  
With the exception of the Atlas of North American English (Labov, Ash and Boberg 2006), 
which faced analytical difficulties arising from its small sample, most previous studies have 
examined individual variables, preventing a larger picture of phonetic innovation in Canadian 
English from emerging.  This paper demonstrates that two of the main on-going changes in 
Canadian English, the Canadian Shift and the fronting of /uw/ (GOOSE), can be used as a 
general index of phonetic innovation.  This index co-varies with social and regional factors in 
ways that fit well with sociolinguistic models of sound change.  Together, these changes are 
reshaping the vowel system of Canadian English.  

This view comes from a study of 60 speakers of Canadian English from three cities.  
Word list productions were subjected to acoustic analysis and MANCOVAs used to examine 
the role of age, sex and region on vowel production (F1 and F2).  Canadian Raising and the 
Canadian Shift showed opposite effects: the former varies by region but not by age, being a 
stable indicator; whereas the latter varies with age and sex but not by region, being a nationally 
uniform change in progress.  Fronting of /uw/ shows all three effects.  As /æ/ moves back in the 
Canadian Shift and /uw/ moves forward, these vowels reverse their traditional orientation, with 
/uw/ further front than /æ/, and the older trapezoidal vowel system becomes triangular.  This 
change is most advanced among women in British Columbia and Ontario, and least among 
Prairie and Maritime men.  The emergence of this pattern in similar American dialects is a 
subject for future research.  
  


