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The Northern Virginia (NoVA) suburbs of Washington, D.C. is one region in which the 

cot-caught merger is advancing. Previous studies have identified immigration from merged 
regions as a cause (Johnson, 2007). While the effect of immigration from merged areas is clear-
cut, the role of foreign immigration is less clear. Herold (1997) focuses on the merger in a context 
of heavy Polish/Lithuanian immigration, arguing that widespread, incomplete acquisition of 
English advanced the merger. We examine the merger in a multi-ethnic community in which no 
national group dominates.  

Research questions: Do the children of foreign-immigrant parents (FIP) merge more 
than their peers with local parents? What is the role of immigration in advancing change in 
progress? 

Method: 24 NoVA natives, primarily university students, were divided into three groups: 
monolinguals with local parents (LP), bilinguals with foreign-immigrant parents (FIP) whose first 
exposure to English came during (pre-) kindergarten, and those with out-of-state merged parents 
(OOSP). Production data came from 10 minimal pairs in a word list and reading passage; tokens 
were analyzed acoustically (F1/F2 nucleus, offset). Perception data came from a minimal pair 
judgment task. 

Results: Aggregate data on nuclear Cartesian distance shows that the FIPs’ nuclei are 
significantly closer than the LPs’. Individually, all FIPs are merged in perception, production, or 
both, as were the OOSPs. In contrast, none of the LPs are merged in both. 

Analysis: We conclude that sequential bilinguals play an important role in advancing 
phonological change within multi-ethnic communities. We propose that children seize upon the 
simpler system, as represented by the OOSP speakers, when a community is in transition. A 
preliminary analysis of home language phonologies indicates that it does not appear to play an 
important role, as speakers from five-vowel home languages were not more likely to merge than 
those from more complex ones. 
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