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Variationist approaches to speech perception have explored the limits of listeners’ 

knowledge of sociophonetic variation. For example, Staum’s (2008) study of the perception of 
/t,d/-deletion showed that California listeners are more likely to ‘hear’ the deleted segment of a 
consonant cluster when listening to an African-American speaker than when listening to a White 
speaker. However, given that greater /t,d/-deletion is a supra-regional, and therefore fairly 
predictable feature of African-American English, the question arises: do listeners also display 
sensitivity to less widespread, local features?  

To address this question, we investigated Houston listeners’ awareness of the local 
glottalization pattern affecting word-final /t/ and /d/ (e.g. cut [k ɪ ʔ], kid [kʌʔ]). Here, glottalized 
final /t/ is common in both African-American and European-American English, but the rate of 
/d/-glottalization is considerably higher for African American English speakers (Koops & 
Niedzielski 2009). An experiment was designed to determine whether this asymmetry is 
reflected in the way Houston listeners perceive speakers of the two groups.  

Following the methodology of Pierrehumbert & Frisch (1997), we used speech synthesis 
to closely mimic the acoustic effects of glottalization, by rapidly decreasing f0 below the normal 
speaking level (to ~40Hz) and compensating for changes in amplitude. In this way, a set of very 
realistic sounding words with final glottalization was produced. Each word could be interpreted 
as containing � ��either underlying /t/ or /d/, e.g. [bæ ] (bat/bad), [n ] (not/nod). In order to 
encourage the /d/-interpretation, we created a vowel duration continuum extending into the range 
associated with a pre-voiced context (up to ~300ms). Participants heard these stimuli in the guise 
of either an African-American or a White speaker. We found that listeners indeed gave more /d/-
responses in the African-American speaker condition than in the White speaker condition, thus 

�lending support to the view that knowledge of variation includes local phonetic features.   
 


