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Although Mexican Americans are a rapidly growing segment of the population, Mexican 
American English (MAE) remains understudied.  Most studies addressing this dearth have 
focused on only one or two variables, giving a limited view of variation in MAE.  Here, we 
assess a range of accumulated and new data from several years of research to produce a 
comprehensive picture of the sociolinguistic structure of one Mexican American community.  
The community under study is Pearsall, Texas, a town of about 10,000 people located sixty miles 
south of San Antonio and 100 miles north of the Mexican border.  Pearsall, primarily Anglo 
before the Great Depression, is now about 80% Mexican American and still retains some 
residential and institutional segregation.  Our survey encompasses four generations of Mexican 
Americans who show a shift from Spanish to English dominance and a sample of the contact 
Anglo group.  Prosodic variables examined include articulation rate and prosodic rhythm.  
Vocalic variables include realizations of the BAIT, BOAT, BAT, and BAN vowels.  We have 
examined one consonantal variable, realization of word-initial /ð/.  A colleague’s work on verbal 
past-tense formation is also available.  Results show a great variety in the patterning, and hence 
social meaning, of variables.  Prosodic rhythm, realizations of the BAIT, BOAT and BAN vowels, 
and to some extent realization of /ð/ exhibit a persistent MAE vs. Anglo division, suggesting that 
MAE is maintaining itself as a distinct dialect.  However, realization of the BAT vowel, verbal 
past-tense formation, and in part articulation rate show a division between the first (Spanish-
dominant) generation and later (English-dominant) generations.  Articulation rate also shows 
considerable individual variation.  Our results reveal the complexity of patterning within this 
community: some variables take on identifications with MAE while others are discarded as they 
become markers of L2 English speakers, but a stable ethnic dialect has clearly emerged.   
 


