Developing graphical methods in sociophonetics: outlines of a research agenda

Recent work carried out in sociophonetics (Fabricius (2007), Fabricius Watt and Johnson (2009), Watt,
Fabricius and Kendall (2010) and Fabricius and Watt (2010)) has extended and expanded the discussion of
appropriate mathematical methods for graphical representation of vowel formant data. Work on
comparisons of normalization algorithms for enhanced statistical tractability (Adank 2003; Adank, Smits
and van Hout 2004; Fabricius, Watt and Johnson 2009) is also proceeding apace. Fabricius, Watt and
Johnson (2009), for example, presented a set of metrics for evaluating the effectiveness of normalization
procedures according to measurable geometrical criteria. As the authors see it, this area of research is a
fertile ground for a continued meeting of minds between experimental phonetics and sociolinguistics.
Publications such as Labov (1994, 2001) and ANAE (Labov, Ash and Boberg 2006) can contribute a fuller
understanding of appropriate treatments of intra- and inter-speaker variation, both synchronically and
diachronically. Experimental phonetics on the other hand can contribute with other approaches to the
comparison of vowel data sets (see e.g. the overview in Harrington 2010). The development of theories
concerning phonetic change can only benefit from explorations that lead towards better understanding of
best practice in this core area of sociophonetics.

This poster will exemplify current issues and their potential solutions in this area by presenting examples of
our research work in this field; specifically, we will demonstrate a recently developed method of modeling
vowel configurations around a vowel space centroid (see Figure 1). The poster will also give examples of
further research questions which, as we see it, could profitably be tackled. These include exploring the
nature of the centre-periphery distinction which plays a role in vowel changes as modeled by Labov 1994,
among others.

Figure 1: Schematic diagram of a method that models angular juxtapositions for vowel F1/F2 planar
locations, using the S-centroid point (Fabricius, Watt and Johnson 2009) as point of origin.
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