
Multiple Measures of L-Vocalization 
Lauren Hall-Lew and Sonya Fix 

University of Oxford, New York University 
 Saturday, Paper Session 8, 10:50 am 

 
 L-vocalization has been receiving increasing attention in variationist studies across the 
English speaking world (Wells 1982, Wright 1989, Heselwood & McChrystal 2000, Horvath & 
Horvath 2002, Johnson & Britain 2007), including across U.S. English (Ash 1982; McElhinny 
1999; Dodsworth 2006; Durian 2008, Fix 2004 & 2008). L-vocalization consists of the lack of 
articulatory closure for coda-/l/, resembling a back vowel, semi-vowel, or voiced glide 
(Hardcastle & Barry 1989). Vocalization is notoriously difficult to measure acoustically, since 
velar /l/ shares a vocalic articulatory gesture with /./ (Sproat & Fujimura 1993). Articulatory 
measures remain the most reliable (Wright 1989; Hardcastle & Barry 1989; Gick, Kang 
&Whalen 2002) but present considerable challenges for researchers interested in casual speech. 
Acoustic methods have been proposed (Dodsworth, Plichta & Durian 2006) but not yet been 
successfully replicated across multiple data sets. The majority of studies operationalize 
vocalization via perceptual coding, typically a four-level Likert scale (Ash 1982; McElhinny 
1999; Horvath & Horvath 2002; Timmins et al. 2004; Fix 2004; Durian 2008, Dodsworth 2006; 
Stuart-Smith et al. 2006). This talk presents perceptual and acoustic analysis of two U.S. 
English varieties with stylistically variable L-vocalization: AAE and white midland vernacular 
speakers in Columbus, Ohio, and Chinese Americans in San Francisco, California. Our analysis 
combines and compares the results from a large-scale cross-coder perceptual measure with a 
novel acoustic measure of formant amplitude and bandwidth patterns derived from 10ms 
interval measures. By comparing values between successive intervals across multiple tokens, 
the results suggest that acoustic measures can be found which correlate with the most extreme 
productions of L-vocalization, to the extent that instances of coda-/l/ can be consistently heard 
as vocalized or not. However, the great perceptual variability of coda-/l/ perception, even across 
a sample of highly trained listeners, defines the limits of any reliable acoustic technique.  
  


