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Studies of second dialect (D2) acquisition by children (Payne 1981, Chambers 1988) 

have found that phonetic features are more easily acquired than phonological ones. However, 
research on mobile adults has been less conclusive on this point, finding much individual 
variation (e.g. Bowie 2000, Conn & Horesh 2002). This paper presents new data on adult D2 
acquisition to examine whether phonetic features are indeed easier to acquire than phonological 
ones.  

The data are drawn from sociolinguistic interviews with 16 Anglophone native 
Canadians, all of whom moved to the New York City region after age 21. The analysis focuses 
on two variables, low back vowel status (cot/caught vowels merged or distinct), and diphthong 
height of (aw) (in words like about). While cot and caught words share the same low back 
vowel in Canadian English (CE), these words contrast in New York City English (NYCE) 
(Labov, Ash & Boberg 2006); acquisition of this distinction would require a "phonological" 
change. In contrast, while CE exhibits raising of (aw) in predictable contexts, NYCE does not; 
acquisition of the NYCE lowered allophones would require only a "phonetic" change. We 
might expect, then, an implicational relationship to hold between these features in D2 
acquisition: Speakers should lose Raising before acquiring a low back distinction.  

Each speaker's tokens of the relevant vowels were acoustically analyzed and statistically 
examined for evidence of having adopted the NYCE realizations of each feature. Surprisingly, 
the expected implicational relationship does not hold: in fact, those speakers who show the 
greatest cot/caught contrast are also those who continue to exhibit the greatest amount of (aw)-
raising. I argue that the phonological/phonetic distinction as such is less relevant to adult D2 
acquisition, and that the data are better accounted for within a model in which lexical 
representations are phonetically detailed and indexed to socialidentity labels.  
 
 


