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Sociophonetic Project: Do I sound Canadid to you? 
 
 
Abstract 
This paper compares the levels of vowel shifting, raising and ‘g-dropping’ between the 
Canadian actress Tatiana Maslany and her Orphan Black character, Alison Hendrix from 
Toronto. Results show that Maslany is successful in her interpretation of raising but often 
inaccurate in the shift likely due the complexity of this rule and her no longer being in the 
critical period. We conclude that it is a combination of all these factors, not just one, that 
affects Maslany’s interpretation.  
What is more, both guises showed low rates of ‘g-dropping’, although this was more 
pronounced for Alison. We attribute this to Alison being scripted as upper-middle class and 
appearance conscious therefore she aligns her speech with the prestigious variety; this is 
further exaggerated for theatrical purposes.  
  
Abbreviations:  
CE: Canadian English 
CVS: Canadian Vowel Shift 
CR: Canadian Raising  
  
1. Introduction 
Orphan Black was a science fiction drama revolving around several clones, all portrayed by 
the same actress, Tatiana Maslany. This paper analyses Maslany’s accuracy in portraying 
Torontonian Alison Hendrix, with a particular focus on her levels of the Canadian Vowel 
Shift (henceforth CVS), Canadian Raising (henceforth CR), and ‘g-dropping’. 
The paper will begin with a brief overview of the guises’ backgrounds, the phonological 
features in question and research questions. I will then outline its methods used and the key 
results, before relating these to the fields of second dialect acquisition and sociolinguistics.  
 
  
1.1 Background 
1.1.1 Character guises  
Although both Canadian, Maslany and Alison differ both regionally and socially: 

1. Tatiana Maslany: an actress from a lower-middle class family 1  from the prairie 
province of Saskatechewan (Wikipedia, 2019a, 2019b). 

2. Alison Hendix: an upper-middle class ‘soccer mom’ from Toronto, Ontario (BBC 
America; Orphan Black Wiki) 

 
In line with Boberg's (2008) isogloss of Canada, Maslany’s English may be considered 
Prairies English and Alison’s Ontarian. Crucially, however, Alison is scripted, whilst 
Maslany is not. This, in addition to the impact of regional and social differences on the 
guises’ phonology, will be overarching themes of this work. 
 
1.1.2 Vowels 
Regional variation 
Canadian English (henceforth CE) has several defining features, namely the low-back 
merger, CVS and CR, all of which show regional variation.  

 
1 Her father was a woodworker and her mother a translator (Wikipedia, 2019b). This deduction of class was 
made using the criteria highlighted in Labov (2006).  
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The low-back merger is the process by which the low-back vowels /ɔ and ɑ/ merge resulting 
in a homophonic pronunciation of COT and CAUGHT. This consequently causes CVS: the 
lax, front vowels /ɪ,ɛ and æ/ lower and retract, each vowel moving into the space left empty 
by the one before (Clarke, Elms & Youssef, 199; Labov, Ash & Boberg, 2006; Roder & 
Jarmasz, 2007; Sadlier-Brown & Tammiga, 2008) (see Figure 1.1). However, the intensity of 
the shift differs from region to region, with a less advanced shift in Quebec, Maritime and 
Prairie provinces (Kettig, 2014; Sadlier-Brown & Tammiga, 2008) and the most extreme 
shift in Ontario where the vowel space almost becomes symmetrical (Boberg, 2008; Roeder 
& Jarmasz, 2007) (see Figure 1.2). 
  
CR is the process by which the F1 of diphthongs /aɪ and aʊ/ raise by 60Hz before a voiceless 
consonant (Boberg, 2008; Labov et al., 2006; Thomas, 1991), thereby distinguishing pride 
from price and hound from house. It has been noted that the most extreme raising is visible in 
Prairies Canada (Labov et al., 2006; Boberg, 2008; Thomas, 1991). 
We would consequently expect a more advanced vowel shift and less peripheral levels of 
raising in Alison’s speech when compared to Maslany’s.  
 

 
Figure 1.1 - Vowel space showing CVS in which the front vowels /ɪ, ɛ, æ/ lower and retract following the low-back 
merger (Roeder & Jarmasz, 2007, p.387) 
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Figure 1.2 - Vowel space showing acoustic trajectory for vowels /ɪ, ɛ, æ/ following the low-back merger as described 
by Roeder & Jarmasz for Torontonian English (2007, p.398) 

 
Second Dialect Acquisition 
Second Dialect Acquisition is the process by which learners ‘acquire a second dialect of the 
same language’ (Tagliamonte & Molfenter, 2011)2. It has been noted that several factors 
correlate with the success rate of second dialect acquisition, namely the phonological rule’s 
complexity and the learner’s age (Chambers, 1992; Payne, 1980).  
Payne (1980) showed that whilst over 50% of children who had moved to Philadelphia from 
other US states had successfully acquired the simple phonology, i.e. those that are 
phonetically conditioned and have no exceptions, e.g. vowel raising, none mastered the 
complex rules, i.e. those which are lexically conditioned, have exceptions and require the 
acquisition of a new phoneme, e.g. /æ/ tense-lax contrast3.  
Chambers (1992) also noted an age correlation, showing that despite boasting partial success 
at acquiring simple phonological rules, success rates dropped to virtually zero for 7 – 14 year 
olds when these rule became complex. On the other hand, success rates for younger learners 
remained high regardless of phonological complexity.  
 
We may therefore conclude that the complexity of the rule and the age of the learner impact 
on the success of acquisition. These may therefore help or hinder Maslany’s interpretation of 
Toronto English.  
 
1.1.3 (ING) 
‘G-dropping  

 
2 Although not a permanent acquisition, we may assume that this is what Tatiana Maslany is doing during her 
portrayal of Alison, she is acquiring Torontonian English. 
3 Also know as the ‘short-a’ rule. A complex rule in which /æ/ is raised and tensed to [eə] before /m, n, f, s & θ/ 
in the Philadelphia dialect. However, there are many exceptions, much lexical conditioning and regional 
variation, thereby make the rule particularly complex (Payne, 1980).   
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G-dropping’ is the process in which the word-final ‘g’ is dropped from the atonic suffix 
(ING), therefore producing an allophonic contrast (Campbell-Kibler, 2006; Trudgill, 1972):  

i. The velar [ŋ], e.g. running [ˈrʌ.nɪŋ] 
ii. The alveolar [n], e.g. runnin' [ˈrʌ.nɪn]4  

 
‘G-dropping’ is primed by both the phonological context and speech style. Put succinctly, 
studies have shown that when followed by a coronal or alveolar consonant, e.g. /t, d, n/ 
(Tammiga, 2014), in a verbal word, i.e. a progressive (he is running) (Houston, 1985; 
Tammiga, 2014), in casual speech then ‘g-dropping’ is likely (Labov, 2006; Trudgill, 1972). 
Moreover a persistence effect is noted: if the ‘g’ of the preceding (ING) word is dropped, ‘g-
dropping’ is much more likely to occur (Tammiga, 2014).  
 
Social weighting 
Moreover, ‘g-dropping’ is shown to greatly affect how a person is perceived. Through 
matched guise activities, Campbell-Kibler (2006) identified that a person using [ŋ], was 
judged to be of wealthier, better educated and more articulate than someone using [n].  
Moreover, people may manipulate their speech to encourage such judgements. In New York, 
Labov (1966, 1972 cited in Labov, 1990) highlighted that women used the raised prestigious 
allophone /ɔ/ more so than men. Trudgill (1972) furthered this, showing that, in Norwich, the 
rates of [ŋ] usage were much higher among women than men. This, they attributed to the 
subordinate position of women in society: where lacking material power, women express 
status through symbolic means, including linguistic. Therefore they actively align their 
speech to the higher classes.  
 
In short, ‘g-dropping’ exists along a prestige continuum: [ŋ] is considered prestigious whilst 
[n] is stigmatised and speakers actively manipulate their levels of ‘g-dropping’ in order to 
encourage certain perceptions. How this social importance and active manipulation impact 
Maslany and Alison’s ‘g-dropping’ will be discussed in section (4).   
  
1.2 Research questions 
With this in mind, the research questions are as follows:  

1. How accurate is Maslany in replicating the CVS and CR for the Alison guise? 
2. How do Maslany and Alison differ in their rates of ‘g-dropping’? 
3. How may the principles of second dialect acquisition explain Maslany's success or lack 

there of in recreating the Torontonian English vowel system? 
4. May differences in (ING) be motivated by a desire to project a certain image about the 

guise?  
  
 
2. Methodology 

 
2.1 Collection 
Between 15 - 20 minutes of speech was recorded for each guise. Alison’s data was collected 
from the first series of Orphan Black available on Netflix (Netflix, 2019) and recorded using 
Audacity (Audacity Team, 2017). Maslany’s data came from chat show appearances; this 
was pre-recorded and supplied to the researcher.  

 
4 It has also been noted that this may also be realised as [ɪn] or [ən] (Yuan & Liberman, 2011), however, given 
this paper's articulatory analysis, these allophonic details will not be explored. Rather we will simply use the 
umbrella phoneme [n]. 
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Speech was deemed suitable for analysis when there was no overlapping dialogue or intrusive 
background music. All data was transcribed using Transcriber (Boudahame, Manta, Antoine, 
Galliano & Barras, 2008).  
 
2.2 Analysis 
2.2.1 Vowels 
Vowels were processed by the Dartmouth University’s DARLA automatic vowel 
segmentation programme (Reddy & Stanford, 2015). Tokens were then re-coded with the 
Wells Lexical Set (Wells, 1982) and converted to a CSV5 file. In order to measure levels of 
raising, the PRICE tokens were further sub-coded into PRICE and PRIDE.  
 
 
2.2.2 (ING) 
During transcription, post-tonic, word-final (ING)s were coded for its variant (velar or 
alveolar). The transcription was then converted to a CSV file where, in line with the 
literature, (ING) was coded for grammatical category (nominal or verbal), following 
phonological context (consonant, vowel or pause), variant of preceding (ING) (velar or 
alveolar) and speech style (casual or careful).  
 
All vowel plots, percentages and bar charts were made using RStudio (Rstudio Team, 2015). 

  
2.3 Tokens and calculations 
Several elements of the data were excluded from the analysis. Firstly, all diphthongs 
(excluding PRIDE/PRICE) and unstressed monophthongs were discounted since there was 
the concern that their inclusion would distort and unnecessarily complicate the results.  
Moreover, monosyllabic words in which (ING) is stressed, e.g. thing, were discounted since 
‘g-dropping’ has only been shown to occur in unstressed, word-final, polysyllabic contexts 
(Yuan & Liberman, 2011). Lastly, although coded for, speech style and the HOUSE/HOUND 
comparison were not analysed since neither casual speech nor /aʊ/ in contact with a voiceless 
consonant appeared more than once in Maslany’s data, therefore an accurate comparison 
between the guises was not possible.  
  
Table 1.1 – Table showing the total number of tokens for Maslany and Alison  
following exclusion. 

  Number of tokens     
Speaker Vowel (ING) TOTAL: 
Alison Hendrix 649 66 715 
Tatiana Maslany 627 30 657 

TOTAL: 1,276 96   
  

As we can see in Table 1.1, there is an imbalance of tokens between the guises, particularly 
for (ING). Therefore relative percentages were used. In line with the Principle of 
Accountability, the amount each variant was used was calculated out of the total number of 
instances where variation could occur. This was done to offer more accurate distribution 
patterns for each guise. 
 
 

 
5 CSV stands for ‘comma-seperated values’. 
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3. Results 
 
This section will be dedicated to answering research question (1) and (2). In section (4) we 
will interpret these results and answer research questions (3) and (4).   
 
3.1 Vowels  
 

 
Figure 3.2 – Single vowel space showing acoustic trajectory for Alison and Maslany’s vowel shifts  
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Figure 3.3 – Side-by-side comparison of the vowel spaces showing acoustic trajectory for Alison and Maslany’s vowel 
shifts. 

  
Figures (3.2) and (3.3) show the low-back merger and consequent shift for the guises. 
Although the merger is visible for both, there is significantly more overlap between /ɑ and ɔ/ 
for Maslany. As we can see, Alison’s LOT vowel occupies a much larger ellipsis thereby 
separating the vowels out to the point where unmerging is visible. Moreover, Alison seems 
erratic in her lowering; sometimes the vowels are significantly lower than Maslany’s, e.g. /ɛ/ 
and /æ/, and other times they are not, for example /ɪ/. Indeed, the lowering of  /ɛ/ and /æ/ 
seems so extreme for Alison that a merger is visible. Again, like the less extreme low-back 
merger, it is likely that the large size of the ellipses cause an overlap in their frequencies. 
Maslany’s vowels have smaller ellipses, suggesting that they are concentrated around a fewer 
number of frequencies. Therefore, such behaviour is not noted. Lastly, /ɪ, ɛ and æ/ are 
significantly more fronted for Alison than Maslany, the opposite to what was suggested in the 
literature. All these findings together consequently suggest inaccuracy in Maslany’s 
interpretation of the Torontonian shift. 
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Figure 3.4 – Side-by-side comparison of the vowel spaces showing the levels of  /aɪ/ for Alison and Maslany.  

  
Figure (3.4) shows the levels of raising of the diphthong /aɪ/. As we can see, both speakers 
show raising, however this is more extreme for Maslany whose average raising was 58Hz 
compared to 45Hz for Alison. Although this difference is minimal, it is in line with the 
literature that suggested raising was less extreme in Ontario than in the Prairies, thus 
suggesting accurate levels of raising.  
  
 
3.2 ‘G-dropping’ 
In order to accurately assess differences between the two guises, it is first appropriate to 
discuss the aggregate findings. Figures (3.5 - 3.7) show that, regardless of linguistic 
environment, ‘g-dropping’ rates remain low. Indeed, across all contexts, ‘g’ is never dropped 
at a rate of more than 20%6. This deviates from the literature which indicates a two-way split, 
where [n] would appear in around 50% of contexts, specifically preceding a consonant, in 
verbal words where the previous ‘g’ was dropped. Indeed, the analysis of grammatical 
category and speech outright contradict this, showing that the ‘g-dropping’ occurs more in 
nominal words when the preceding (ING) is velar. Let us now conduct a speaker specific 
analysis into whether these patterns are visible across both guises.  
 
  
 
  

 
6 The highest rate of ‘g-dropping’ for aggregate findings was 13.33% when the following phonological context 
was a consonant. 
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Figure 3.5 – Bar chart showing the rates of ‘g-dropping’ for nominal and verbal words across both guises. 

 
Figure 3.6 - Bar chart showing the rates of ‘g-dropping’ where following phonological context is a consonant, vowel 
or pause across both guises. 
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Figure 3.7 - Bar chart showing the rates of ‘g-dropping’ where preceding (ING) is either velar or alveolar across both 
guises.  

 
 
  
Figure (3.8) and Table (3.1) show that the rate ‘g-dropping’ is much higher for Maslany who 
uses [n] in 24.14% of instances compared to 1.52% for Alison. Figures (3.9 - 3.11) also 
display this tendency, showing that, although neither guise drops ‘g’ in more than 50% of 
contexts7, in all the contexts below, Maslany’s rate surpasses Alison’s. This is most notable 
when (ING) is followed by a consonant: Maslany’s ‘g’-dropping rate is 43.86% whilst 
Alison’s remains at 0%. Therefore, in answer to question (2), Alison’s ‘g-dropping’ rate is 
much lower than Maslany’s.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
7 The highest rate of ‘g-dropping’ recorded was 43.86% for Maslany in instances when (ING) is followed by a 
consonant. 



 11 

 

Figure 3.8 – Bar chart showing the overall rates of ‘g-dropping’ for Maslany and Alison 

 
Table 3.1 – Table showing the overall percentages of (ING)s [ŋ] and [n] accounted for Maslany and Alison.  

  Alison Hendrix Tatiana Maslany 

Velar 75.86% 98.48% 
Alveolar 24.14% 1.52%  
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Figure 3.9 – Bar chart comparing the rates of ‘g-dropping’ in nominal and verbal words for both guises. 

 

 
Figure 3.10 - Bar chart comparing the rates of ‘g-dropping’ when the following phonological context is a consonant, 
vowel or pause for both guises 
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Figure 3.11 - Bar chart comparing the rates of ‘g-dropping’ where preceding (ING) is either velar or alveolar for 
both guises. 

 
  
3.3 Conclusion 
In sum the results above indicate that: 

• Alison’s vowels are dispersed over a wider range of frequencies compared to 
Maslany’s, resulting in an irregular shift and vowel space.  

• Raising is more extreme for Maslany than Alison.  
• Phonological context, speech style and grammatical category have little effect on 

either guise both of whom rarely use [n]. 
• This reluctance to drop ‘g’s is much more pronounced for Alison than for Maslany. 

 
  

4. Discussion 
In relation to research question (1), results showed that, although successful in raising, Alison 
showed an inconsistent shift and vowels dispersed over a wide range of frequencies, thus 
rendering the interpretation only partially successful. 
Similarly, for research question (2), results showed that both guises rarely used [n], however 
this was more pronounced for Alison who only used it in 1.52% of instances. 
 
Let us now consider how these relate to research questions (3) and (4) and the fields of 
second dialect acquisition and sociolinguistics respectively.   
 
4.1 Second Dialect Acquisition 
We theorise that the large range of frequencies Alison encompasses show that Maslany fails 
to accurately identify the exact level of shifting Torontonian vowels should undergo and 
therefore approximates, resulting in erratic vowel shifting. We speculate that this inaccuracy 
is due to the interaction of two factors: Maslany’s age and the complexity of the shift.  
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Like second language acquisition, there seems to be a critical period for second dialect 
acquisition, typically between the ages of 7 - 14 (Chambers, 1992; Payne, 1980; Tagliamonte 
& Molfenter, 2011). Crucially however, it is during this period that the acquisition of 
complex rules is easiest. Chambers showed this in his (1992) work comparing the successful 
acquisition of simple and complex phonological rules of British English by Canadian 
children. As figures (4.1) and (4.2) show, for the simple /t/-devoicing8  rule a sustained 
decline occurs: with every increasing age group9, the successful acquisition rate gradually 
drops, although acquisition is still possible for older years. For the complex /æ and ɑ/ 
unmerging10 however, this decline is sharp and sudden; after the ages of 13, acquisition rates 
remain below 20%, with almost no acquisition for ages 15 and 17, whilst success rates for the 
9 year old remains high. 
 

 

Figure 4.3 – Bar chart showing acquisition of simple /t/-devoicing for Canadian children across different ages 
(Chambers, 1992, p.682) 

 
8 The simple rule in British English in which the word-medial /t/ is devoiced, whilst in American and Canadian 
English the voiced allophone [d] is used. This is a simple rule since it has no exceptions (Payne, 1980), although 
some have challenged claiming it is actually complex since the glottal [ʔ] may also appear, however its use is 
more socially conditioned (Tagliamonte & Molfenter, 2011).  
9 Excluding 14, although this was noted to be subject to inter-speaker variation. This will be not be discussed 
here, however please consult Chambers (1992) for more information.  
10 This is the process in Southern British English in which certain words distinguish between the front vowel /æ/ 
and the back vowel /ɑ/, thereby distinguishing trap [ˈtræp] and bath [ˈbɑθ]. In the majority of North American 
dialects, these vowels have merged. Since there is no one rule dictating each variant’s use and there are many 
exceptions, this is considered particularly complex for speakers of merged dialects to acquire (Chambers, 1992).  
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Figure 4.4 - Bar chart showing acquisition of simple complex vowel backing for Canadian children across different 
ages (Chambers, 1992, p.683) 

 
We may theorise that the same effects are visible for Maslany and that the Torontonian shift 
is complex in nature, since it involves many different processes:  

i. A low-back merger;  
ii. The consequent shift of 3 vowels; 

iii. In the case of Maslany, learning new, more retracted variants.  
 
We therefore postulate that this complexity combined with Maslany’s age (33) (Wikipedia, 
2019b) have prevented her from fully acquiring this rule. Nevertheless, Maslany’s levels of 
raising were successful, which we attribute to the simplicity of the rule. Raising is 
phonetically conditioned, therefore she is still able to acquire it despite no longer being in the 
Critical Period.  
In short, it is the interaction of her age and the complexity of the rule that prevent Maslany 
from successfully replicating the Torontonian shift. We therefore concur with Chambers that 
‘the principles are not mutually exclusive’ (1992, p.702) and that an intersectional approach 
is required.  

  
 
4.2 Sociolingusitics 
Results showed that Alison’s ‘g-dropping’ rate is 22.62% lower than Maslany’s. We 
postulate that this is due to Alison being scripted as upper-middle class and appearance 
conscious.  
As aforementioned, (ING) is subject to socioeconomic conditioning: the higher the 
socioeconomic class, the more use of [ŋ]  (Labov, 1990, 2006; Trudgill, 1972). We may 
superficially suggest that this correlation drives variation: Alison is of a higher 
socioeconomic class than Maslany, hence her lower rates of ‘g-dropping’.  However, this is 
too simplistic. Rather we postulate that perception drives variation. As Campbell-Kibler 
(2006) identified, there is a clear social continuum for the two allophones, where [ŋ] is 
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prestigious and [n] is stigmatised. Moreover, people play an active role in aligning their 
speech with a desired allophone and image. In addition to showing that women consistently 
favoured [ŋ], Trudgill (1972) also demonstrated that the largest discrepancy between the 
sexes was noted among the upper-middle classes. He concluded that it is because women of 
this class gain most through social advancement, hence they are the most appearance 
conscious and manipulate their speech to the greatest extent to align themselves with the 
prestigious variety.  
With this in mind, it is not then surprising that Alison's velar preference is so marked: being 
an appearance conscious, social climber, Alison11 actively seeks to align her speech with the 
prestigious [ŋ] and disassociate it with the stigmatised [n].  
 
However, given that speech was collected from interviews where speakers typically portray a 
certain image of themselves (Labov, 2006), it is surprising that this alignment is not so 
marked for Maslany. We may attribute this to Alison being scripted: Alison’s appearance 
conscious nature, and consequent linguistic behaviours, are exaggerated for theatrical 
effect12.  
 
 
5. Conclusion 
To conclude, this study has shown that although accurate in interpreting the levels of raising 
for Torontonian English, Maslany was only partially successful in her interpretation of 
Alison. She showed wide-ranging vowel frequencies and irregular shift patterns which we 
interpreted to be the result of the interaction of the shift’s complexity and Maslany’s age. 
However, Maslany was able to recreate the rule of raising due to its simplicity. It was a 
combination of these principles that prevented and aided acquisition, not one alone.  
What is more, although both guises showed low rates of ‘g-dropping’ even in loci priming it, 
this preference was significantly more marked for Alison than Maslany. This we attributed to 
Alison being scripted as appearance conscious, which in turn caused a hypercorrect 
performance for theatrical purposes.  
 
Word count: 2,838 
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