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Despite extensive anthropological and linguistic research on Native American 

communities, “Native-accented English” remains surprisingly understudied. This paper helps fill 
this gap by investigating the Native American community at Dartmouth College. We conducted 
this study as participant-observers through our own Native heritage. We provide new 
descriptions of this dialect and specific experimental results showing its use in social context. 
Our project helps explore and identify 'Native-accented English' dialect features, building on 
Leap (1993). 

Dartmouth draws Native students from all over the continent, creating an unusually 
diverse Native community where patterns of variation can be observed as Native students 
interact with each other and with the “Other” (Fought 2006), i.e., non-Native Americans.  

We gathered data both from daily observations and 30 recorded interviews. Respondents 
watched and answered questions about two contrasting video clips:  

(1) Mainstream news source     
(2) Smoke Signals (Native American film)  

Questions were then asked probing thoughts on language and identity. 
Our analysis shows that “Native-accented English” is characterized by fewer coordinated 

sentence structures, increase in negative concord, stopped velar nasals of –iŋ, and distinctive F0 
patterns: Acoustic analysis in Praat determined the presence of high-rising terminals and pitch 
accent.  

For 11 interviewees, Native features were observed after Smoke Signals but only 
Standard English features were used after the mainstream news clip. Regardless of the video clip 
9 interviewees exhibited Native features and 10 maintained Standard English features. We 
describe these patterns of variation in the context of each individual’s construction of identity.  

“Borderlands” are key places to examine construction of ethnicity through language 
(Fought 2008). Native students at Dartmouth must negotiate ethnic identity under daily exposure 
to an Other. It is along such borders that ethnicity is constructed, and our study shows the 
particular linguistic features that are indexing Native identity. 
 


