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 In American English, vowel nasalization is commonly believed to occur in the 
immediate vicinity of a nasal consonant (e.g., the vowel /ae/ in “bang”). By the same rationale, 
vowels in non-nasal phonetic environments (e.g., the vowel /ae/ in “bag”) are believed to be 
produced without increased nasalization . The present paper reports on several studies showing 
that vowel nasalization does indeed occur in non-nasal environments and that it is distributed in 
ways analogous to other commonly known sociophonetic markers. The data presented here 
result from a number of interdisciplinary studies spanning sociolinguistics, speech science, 
speech and language pathology (SLP), and hearing science. By machine-aided spectral analysis 
as well as aerodynamic measurements of running speech, we first established that vowel 
nasalization in Michigan is distributed along the isoglosses of the Northern Cities Chain Shift 
(NCCS). Our next study involved a series of category boundary perception tasks to see whether 
nasalization contributes to a measurable change in the percept of a vocalic category. We found 
this to be the case. Next, we needed to establish whether or not nasalization influences speech 
intelligibility at a discourse level. Using a novel synthesis algorithm we showed that listeners 
from a non-nasal dialect area have significant difficulty understanding even moderately 
nasalized speech. Finally, we conducted a mixed-methods study among SLP professionals as 
well as ordinary, linguistically-naive listeners, to investigate the perceptual mechanisms by 
which nasality is diagnosed and perceived in everyday communication. The study found 
nasalization to be a sociolinguistically salient and cognitively stable marker of pronunciation. 
The interdisciplinary approach employed here enabled us to establish a “round-trip” description 
of nasalization as a sociophonetic marker. We argue that a claim of a feature's spectral or 
distributional properties derived from standard sociophonetic analysis can be strengthened by 
evidence from other disciplines of scientific inquiry.  


