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Abstract: 
This project analyzes what characteristics of listeners affect whether they perceive 
Chicano English as foreign-accented English. Many Americans assume Chicano English 
(CE) is non-native English spoken by native Spanish speakers, but CE is often spoken as 
a native dialect of English. CE is a very common dialect in Tucson, Arizona, and this 
project examines the correlation between listeners' ethnicity, familiarity with Hispanic 
people, and political stance on immigration, and their perception of CE as foreign-
accented. Stimuli are sentences read by CE and other Tucson speakers that contain 
phonetic environments where CE has features that distinguish it from Standard American 
English (SAE). The listener population is Southern Arizonans of various ethnicities with 
varying degrees of exposure to CE and Spanish. The experiment uses a Foreign 
Accentedness Rating (FAR) task, as well as classification of stimuli as spoken by a 
Hispanic vs Anglo speaker and background questions on listeners' language background 
and political opinions. Highly accurate identification of ethnicity is predicted, as well as 
correlations between some measures of the listeners' background and strength of FAR 
rating of CE speakers. Conclusions involve the effect of long-term exposure to a local 
dialect and sociolinguistic status on perceived degree of foreign accent 
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I.  Introduction: 

 Chicano English is a non-standard dialect of English spoken mainly in the South 

West region of the United States. It is influenced by the contact with Spanish and is 

spoken as a native dialect of English. (Fought 2003,1) Members of the general public 

(non-linguists) usually believe that Chicano English is the result of the influence of first 

language (L1) Spanish on second language (L2) English. Even though this can be true in 

some speakers of CE, native English speakers who cannot speak Spanish but that do 

come from a family of Hispanic descent also speak Chicano English. In their case, it is a 

non-standard dialect of English spoken as an L1. Chicano English was first born after the 

war of 1848 after Mexico ceded some of its territory to the U.S, along with its people and 

the Spanish language. Through the high numbers of immigration these two languages 

have been in constant contact thus influencing each other and starting this new dialect. 

(Fought 2003,14) The state of Arizona, being a border state with Sonora, Mexico, 

receives great amounts of immigration each year coming from this country and countries 

further South in Central and South America. Many of these immigrants do not learn 

English until they are already living in the U.S., making their accents more noticeable to 

the ear of a native speaker of English since often phonological, syntactic and semantic 

patterns from their L1 get carried into their L2. These immigrants raise children who may 

grow up with both English and Spanish or sometimes English only until this dialect gets 

passed down through generations resulting in Hispanic English monolinguals who speak 

Chicano English. The dialect these immigrants acquire in the U.S. may also be CE if it is 

widely spread among the community in which they live in. Anglo residents of states like 

Arizona hear CE spoken by both Hispanic people who are monolingual in English and 
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Spanish-accented L2 English spoken also by Hispanic people. The distinction may be 

difficult between these L1 vs. L2 English varieties, since both may show influence of 

Spanish. 

A. Language shift 

 Children and grandchildren of immigrants often go through the process of 

‘language shift’, which in many cases results in the complete loss of the heritage 

language as soon as the third generation (Pearson y McGee 1993 ;Valdes 1988,cited on 

Bills 2005) This language shift happens because of a variety of reasons such as the use of 

the majority language (usually country’s official language) being used at work, school or 

with friends, lack of contact with homeland or simply the acceptance of the language in 

speaker’s new country. (Baker 2011) These third generation speakers often present strong 

indicators of Chicano English even when they are English monolinguals and do not have 

the influence of L1 Spanish.  

Spanish Monolingual è  Spanish-English bilingual è  English Monolingual  

(Pearson y McGee 1993 ;Valdes 1988,cited on Bills 2005)  

B. Immigration politics in Arizona 

 With the large amount of immigration Arizona receives per year from Spanish-

speaking countries (both legal and illegal), also comes much political attention to the 

issue of immigration from both government officials as well as residents of the state. 

Many people within the state see themselves as affected by immigration, some positively 

and some negatively, and this affects their opinions about the issue. In the past, many 

actions have been taken or attempted to fight off illegal immigration. An example of 

these actions is Senate Bill 1070 (SB1070) which went into effect in 2010 after being 



	   	   	  	  	  	  Andrea	  Morales	  2014	   3	  	  

approved by Governor Jan Brewer. This law “would make the failure to carry 

immigration documents a crime and give the police broad power to detain anyone 

suspected of being in the country illegally.” (Archibold) One of the arguments against 

this law was that it would give leeway to racial profiling against people who fit the 

“Hispanic profile” regardless of their citizenship status. Actions were taken by citizens 

throughout the state urging the Governor to veto the bill, but they were unsuccessful.   

C. Present Study 

 The aim of this study is to study whether a listener recognizes Chicano English as 

a dialect of Standard English or as a foreign accented version of the language, as many 

members of the public commonly believe it to be. Another question that arose was to see 

if listeners from states other than Arizona would recognize the dialect as more accented, 

being that they may not be exposed to CE as often as native Arizona speakers were.  For 

example, a listener from a predominantly non-Hispanic neighborhood in the upper 

Midwest might rarely have heard CE, and might perceive it as being more foreign 

accented, while listeners from Tucson who hear CE daily might perceive it as being a 

very normal type of English. Lastly, the opinions people have towards immigration can 

be so strong that they can affect how they perceive people around them; in this 

experiment we look at the possibility that listeners’ opinions towards immigration could 

be correlated to how foreign or non-native a speaker of English sounds to them, 

particularly for native English speakers who speak CE.  Do people who are opposed to 

immigration perceive the non-standard but natively spoken variety Chicano English as 

being more foreign accented than listeners who do not oppose immigration?  

II. Methods: 
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A. Materials: 

 Twenty-five speakers were recruited from among University of Arizona students 

and the general Tucson community. Participants ranged from ages 19-46 and were all 

English speakers (either L1 or L2). Speakers were divided into 5 speaker groups based on 

their language background and their age of arrival (AOA) to the U.S. The groups were as 

follows: 

1. Anglo English monolingual (born in the U.S., not Hispanic born or hispanic heritage) 

2. Hispanic English monolingual (Chicano English group) 

 This group of speakers is born in the U.S. Spanish proficiency level is very low, 

not enough to carry on a conversation. Speaker may know a few Spanish words or small 

phrases that may be used to communicate with grandparents or non-English speaking 

family members.  

3. Early English-Spanish bilingual  

 This group learned English and Spanish at the same time or between ages 0-7 

either by entering the school system or age of arrival. Early bilinguals often speak 

Spanish as their first language by speaking it in the home until they reach school age.  

4. Mid English-Spanish bilingual, (AOA 10-17) 

 This group learned English at an older age and therefore are often more dominant 

in speaking Spanish. Mid bilinguals speak Spanish natively and learned English between 

ages 10 and 17 by studying it in the classroom or when relocating to the U.S.  

5. Late English-Spanish bilinguals (AOA age 18+) 
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 This group of speakers speak Spanish natively and English was learned at a later 

age, after 18 years old. They have learned English while already in the U.S. or by 

studying it in class in their home country.  

  Each speaker sat in a sound-protected booth wearing a high-quality head 

mounted microphone and read a list of sentences on a sheet of paper.  The stimuli were 

recorded at a sampling rate of 44,100 Hz on a CD recorder. Speakers were asked to read 

the list of sentences in a very casual tone as if they were talking to a friend or talking on 

the phone. Speakers were asked to read the list twice to ensure more casual speech. The 

list was made up of 22 sentences, all containing phonemes or words previous literature 

has identified as features of CE, (Fought 2003) out of which 15 were used as stimuli for 

perception experiment. 4 additional sentences containing Chicano English syntactic 

features were included in the list in order to trigger CE speakers to read in CE.  

Example of sentence used as a stimulus. See appendix A for full list of stimuli. 

Expected CE feature: Tense realization of /ɪ/ (Fought 2003,65) 

“I’m working all summer to save up for a car”  [wəә˞kin] 

Expected CE feature: centralization of /ɛ/ preceding [ɹ] (Fought 2003,67) 

“I kept looking up into the sky thinking there was something there”.  [  ðɚ] 

CE syntactic feature: Lack of agreement in 3rd person singular forms 

“She don’t know Brenda” (Fought 2003, 94) 

 Participants read 6 opinionated statements about immigration, 3 for it and 3 

against it, and expressed their level of agreement with each quote. Quotes were gathered 

from online blogs as well as comments placed on the ‘comment’ boxes of online 
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newspaper articles. Some of the quotes had to be edited in order to be more clear and 

intelligible. Refer to table 1 for quote examples. 

 B. Perception: 

B.1. Listeners:  

 31 students from the U.S. were recruited from University of Arizona introductory 

Linguistics courses. Most listeners were native English speakers born and raised in the 

U.S., but a few early bilinguals also participated. Additional listeners who were not 

native English speakers or early bilinguals, or students who first came to the U.S. as 

international college students (e.g. from China) were excluded from the data.  

B.2. Procedures: 

 The E-prime 2.0 software was used to present stimuli and collect responses. Two 

versions of the project were made with the only difference being the order the stimuli 

were in (two different random orders).  

Participants were greeted and asked to sign a subject consent form. Participants 

were then asked to choose a random number from a list displayed on a computer screen; 

after they had picked their number they were then assigned to one of the two random 

order versions. Listeners were informed that their names would not be kept other than to 

report their participation for extra credit, and that their data would not be linked to their 

names in any way.  This was considered important, in order to increase listeners' comfort 

with the immigrations opinion task. Listeners were placed in a sound-protected booth 

with a computer display in front of them and were asked to wear headphones throughout 

the entire experiment, although they were only used in the first task. All parts of the 

experiment were delivered on the computer, including the language background 
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questionnaire. Participants were given the opportunity to take a break in between tasks 

but were advised that first task was the only lengthy one. Average time for the entire 

experiment was 30 minutes, and participants were compensated by receiving extra credit 

for one of their Linguistics courses.  

B.2.1. FAR task:  

  Listeners participated in a Foreign Accent Rating task modeled after the 

experiment in Flege et. al’s 2006 work. Listeners in the current experiment heard a total 

of 375 sentences; 25 speakers total with 15 sentences each and a single repetition of each 

sentence. Listeners gave a rating for each of the 375 sentences that they heard based on a 

Likert scale of 1 through 7, with 7 being the most accented and 1 being completely 

native. Participants saw the same screen but heard a different production of a sentence 

every time they gave an answer. 

 Listeners saw a row of buttons on the screen from which they had to pick a 

number that best suited the speaker’s level of accent in the sentence they heard as they 

saw the screen. The scale went from number 1 through 7 as in a continuum with 1 being 

identified as “Complete Native Speaker” and 7 being identified as “Strong Foreign 

Accent”. Participants were asked to listen to the entire sentence before giving a rating and 

to evaluate each sentence individually even if they recognized the speaker. 

B.2.2. Agreement with Immigration Opinions:   

 Listeners were asked to rate the statement quote on a scale of 1 through 5 based 

on their own personal opinion, with 1 being ‘completely agree’ and 5 being ‘completely 

disagree’. Listeners were reassured before beginning that their answers were completely 

confidential and that their name was not being matched to their data at any point in the 
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data analysis or any other process. This task was delivered to the subject via E-prime in 

order to avoid influence of presenter’s ethnicity on subject’s answers and also to make 

answers anonymous.  

Table I. Immigration quotes in the order seen by participants.  

“We can’t handle more people in the U.S., we can’t even take care of the people 

we have now” 

“I have a problem with people who can’t wait for the process of becoming a legal 

immigrant and come here illegally”  

“A lot of the population that is here illegally is a major staple to our economy, they 

are contributing to our economy through work and production” 

“Deport each and every illegal alien back to their country of origin” 

“Immigration reform guarantees as the new tax paying citizens that every forecast 

tell us we will need”  

“I think immigration, in general, contributes to our country and our meltingpot” 

 

B.2.3 Language/cultural background: 

  Participants were asked to answer a series of questions about their language and 

cultural backgrounds. Participants were asked to name the languages they knew, and at 

what age they started learning those languages. Participants were also asked to detail their 

knowledge of Spanish by answering how many years they had studied the language for, if 

ever. Perception participants were also asked to answer if they had any family members 

or friends who were Latino or who were native Spanish speakers (e.g. "None, a few, 

some, most, all" for each of these two questions). The last part of the survey was a multi-
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selection slide in E-prime, which allowed them to answer what percentage of the time 

they spoke English, Spanish, and any other language. Participants were asked to give 

responses that added up to 100% and to consider all languages they spoke in any 

environment or any medium in which they used them (email, text message, watching TV, 

etc.) 

III. Results: 

 Figure 1 shows the overall results for Foreign Accent Rating for each group of 

speakers.  The results show that each speaker group was rated as significantly more 

accented than the next less accented group. Chicano English speech by Hispanic English 

monolinguals was rated almost as accented as L2 speech by early bilinguals, even though 

these two groups did differ statistically as well. 

 The difference in Foreign Accent Rating between each group of speakers and the 

next most accented group was tested using a series of pairwise comparisons, consisting of 

1-factor within-subjects ANOVAs with speaker language group as the factor, and two 

contiguous groups as the levels (e.g. Anglo English Monolingual vs. Hispanic English 

Monolingual, Hispanic English Monolingual vs. Early Bilingual, etc.).  Each group 

differed significantly from its contiguous group.  English Monolingual Hispanic speakers 

were perceived as significantly more accented than English Monolingual Anglo speakers 

(F(1,30)=45.39, p<.001).  Early bilinguals were perceived as significantly more accented 

than Monolingual English Hispanic speakers, although this difference was extremely 

small (F(1,30)=4.49, p<.05).  Mid Bilingual speakers were perceived as significantly 

more accented than Early Bilingual speakers (F(1,30)=849.53, p<.001).  Finally, Late 

Bilinguals were perceived as significantly more accented than Mid Bilinguals 
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(F(1.30)=236.66, p<.001). 

 

Fig. 1.  Accent rating by speaker group.  

 Figure 2 shows the relationship between listener’s speaker ratings and their 

political views towards immigration. In order to analyze this data, the responses to each 

immigration quotation were converted to the strength of agreement with the anti-

immigration direction of the scale.  That is, for quotes that were negative toward 

immigration, the responses were the raw responses given by listeners (1=strongly 

disagree, 7= strongly agree), but for the quotes that were positive toward immigration, the 

scale was reversed, so that a response of "strongly agree" (with the positive quote) was 

scored as a 1 rather than a 7.  In this way, for all six quotations, 1 reflected a pro-
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immigration position and 7 an anti-immigration opinion.  Each listener's responses to the 

six quotations were then averaged, to give a single value for each listener for degree of 

anti-immigration sentiment. For each speaker group separately (e.g. for just stimuli from 

Early Bilinguals, just stimuli from Monolingual English Hispanic speakers, etc.), 

pairwise correlations were tested to determine whether there was a relationship between 

listeners' pro- or anti-immigration sentiment and how foreign accented the listener 

perceived the speech as being.  Accent ratings were first averaged over speakers in each 

speaker group, to give single value for each listener's response to each speaker group.  

This correlation was not significant for the stimuli from any of the speaker groups (p>.10 

in all cases). 
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Figure 2.  Scatter plot of listener's degree of anti-immigration sentiment against the 

average foreign accent rating the listener assigned to all stimuli from that speaker group. 

 In order to analyze this data in more detail, for each speaker group, the proportion 

of stimuli that a given listener rated as 1 (least accented, native-sounding) was 

determined.  Figure 3 shows that the more anti-immigration sentiment a listener has, the 

less likely they appear to be to rate the Anglo speakers, the CE monolingual speakers, 

and the Early bilinguals as completely native-like (value of 1).  This is saying that 

listeners are more likely to rate speakers as at least slightly accented, perceiving slightly 

more foreign accent even in very native-sounding speakers.  However, these relationships 

are also fail to show significant correlations. 
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Figure 3.  Anti-immigration sentiment and listener’s rating of value 1‘native English 

speaker’.  

 For each speaker group separately (e.g. for just stimuli from early bilinguals, just 

stimuli from Monolingual English Hispanic speakers, etc.), the effect of the listener 

having Latino relatives on how foreign accented listeners rated the speakers was tested to 

determine whether listeners who might often hear Spanish-accented L2 English or CE 

from their family members are perceive such speech as more or less foreign accented 

than other listeners do. Results appear in Figure 4.  

 
 



	   	   	  	  	  	  Andrea	  Morales	  2014	   14	  	  

 

Figure 4. Listener’s amount of Latino relatives correlated with their answers for FAR of 

speaker groups. 

 The data on how many of listeners' relatives are Latino (and hence how often a 

listener might be exposed to CE at home) was grouped into a binary variable, with 

listeners responding that none or a few of their relatives are Latino forming one group 

and those responding that most or all are Latino forming the other group.  (Only one 

listener responded that "some" of his/her relatives were Latino, and since it was not clear 

whether to group this listener with the higher or lower end of the scale, this listener was 

excluded.)  This was done because there were not enough listeners for each value to 

retain five separate levels of proportion of relatives who are Latino.  The data on how 
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many of the listeners' relatives are Latino was analyzed using a two-factor mixed design 

ANOVA, with the self-reported proportion of relatives Latino (None/Few vs. Most/All) 

as a between-subjects factor and the speaker language group of the stimuli as a within-

subjects factor.  There was a significant main effect of Language Group of the speaker 

who produced the stimulus (F(4,112)=765.33, p<.001), but no main effect of having 

Latino relatives (F<1) and no interaction (F<1). 

 Figure 5 shows the relationship between years of listeners' study of Spanish and 

listeners' ratings of the speaker’s accentedness. Pairwise correlations were tested to 

determine whether there was a relationship between these two values. This correlation 

was not significant for the stimuli from any of the speaker groups (p>.10 in all cases). 

Listeners more familiar with Spanish (through more years of study or through having a 

higher proportion of Latino relatives) had a non-significant tendency to perceive accented 

speech as more strongly accented as Figures 4 and 5 show.  
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Fig. 5.  Accent rating by years of Spanish study.  

 In Figure 6, the data on State of Origin was analyzed using a two-factor mixed 

design ANOVA, with the listener's state of origin (Arizona, Other) as a between-subjects 

factor and the speaker language group of the stimuli as a within-subjects factor.  There 

was a significant main effect of Language Group of the speaker who produced the 

stimulus (F(4,116)=866.53, p<.001), but no main effect of State (F<1) and no interaction 

(F<1). 
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Figure 6. Foreign accent rating by listener’s state of origin and speaker's language 

background. 

Discussion:  

 Listener characteristics had little to no effect in this study. Immigration opinion, 

years of study of Spanish, proportion of listeners’ relatives who are Latino, or whether 

the listener came from Arizona or another state, were not significantly correlated to 

Foreign Accent Rating. Listeners from Arizona showed no significant difference than 

listeners who were originally from other states within the country when it came to 

speaker’s FAR. Future research using a narrower range of speakers but a wider range of 

age and opinions on immigration might reveal listener effects on accent rating. By 
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running this experiment in a state other than Arizona, the range of listeners would be 

widened by ‘State of origin’ and possibly by immigration views. Based on this 

experiment, we can infer that the CE markers used in the stimuli mark a strong enough 

difference from Standard English as to have native CE speakers be perceived as foreign 

accented. Even though Chicano English is a native dialect of English, there are strong 

historic phonetic influences that make it be perceived as foreign accented.  

 Listeners were able to perceive differences in the degree of foreign accent among 

the five groups of speakers, rating them as significantly higher as the degree of accent 

became stronger. CE speakers were perceived as more foreign accented than the Anglo 

Monolingual group of speakers even though both groups are English monolinguals. CE 

spoken by Hispanic English monolingual speakers is perceived as almost, but not quite, 

as foreign accented as the speech of Spanish-English early bilinguals. The significantly 

higher FAR for Monolingual Hispanic speakers (CE) relative to Monolingual Anglo 

speakers has implications for K-12 teaching and ESL testing. This is noticed by Fought 

noting that non-standard answers given by CE speakers may sometimes have them 

classified as ‘Limited English Proficiency’ students thus placing CE-speaking children in 

non-native English speaker courses (Fought 2003,4) Even though Chicano English does 

appear to have some strong Spanish influence, this is not due to the speaker’s abilities or 

proficiency but to the history of contact between English and Spanish that later developed 

into its own dialect. Chicano English is a dialect of English that though not standard, 

develops just like all other dialects and that is making its way to becoming more noticed 

and popular and perhaps, with the great numbers of immigration the U.S receives, one 

day this dialect will become recognized enough to become standardized.  
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ApendixA: Sentences are listed in the order read by the speaker. 

1. *He left to Mexico City.       

2. They said the drugstore was next to the bus station.         

3. *I need you to speak louder.       

4. *She don’t know Brenda.(CE syntactic features)  )(Fought2003,94)                

5. I'm not lying, I promise, it's important.        

6. The button fell off my shirt in public, it was really embarrassing.     

7. I'm working all summer to save up for a car.       

8. All the readings are important for the exam.        

9. *Take care of your bear or you'll lose it.                  

10. *He don’t want me to end up like my sister. (CE syntactic 

features)(Fought2003,94)            

11. I feel really full but that pizza was delicious.                  

12. I need to take care of a few things before returning to work on Monday. 

13. *Phil asked me to call him tonight; he said it was really important.         

14. I kept looking up into the sky thinking there was something there.         

15. *How are you? , good…     

16. *I wash the dishes last night. (CE syntactic features) 

17. The last time I talked to him was on Monday.      

18. It's just one of those things, you know?     

19. The eggs need to be beaten before being thrown into the mix.       

20. I need to fill you in on what's been happening lately.                
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21. *I haven’t wrote to her in a long time. (CE syntactic features) )(Fought2003,94)                        

22. Phill needs to talk to his daughter about it. 

23. *I don't feel too good today.    

24. On Thursday I'm going to go watch that new movie that's coming out.             

25. It's important that you memorize the correct answers.           

26. *Chris told me what he thought about the situation.   

*Sentences not used for stimuli 
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