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Accent biases in childhood

Sergio Rojo* — Kathleen McCarthy** — Anna Caunt*** — Caroline Floccia™** — Joost van

de Wegjer**** — Carita Paradis****

Lund University* — Queen Mary University of London** — University of Plymouth*** —
Lund University****

Sociolinguistic research shows that people judge others not only based on what they say, but also
on how they say it. For instance, people from the UK consider a person speaking with a standard
British accent as more suitable to be a lawyer than someone with a London accent (Levon et al.
2021). It was thought that such associations between accents and personal traits emerge in
adolescence (e.g. Labov 1964). However, recent research (e.g. Dossey et al. 2020) demonstrates
that children’s language attitudes develop in childhood. This study investigates the factors that drive
the development of accent biases in childhood. It focuses on whether this development depends
on (i) the type of accent used as stimuli (i.e. regional vs. second-language accents), (ii) exposure to
linguistic diversity, and (iif) accent intelligibility and categoriation.

Data from 249 children between the ages of 7 and 11 years was collected. Of these, 136 were from
Southwest England and 113 from London. All children were native speakers of English. Children
who spoke more than one language used or heard English the most. The accents included in the
study were: Standard Southern British English, Southwest British English, LLondon English, and
French- and Chinese-accented English. The battery of tests consisted of five tasks. One was a
questionnaire for the caregivers to gauge their children’s exposure to linguistic diversity and provide
demographic information. The children completed the four remaining tasks:

* intelligibility task (speech in noise)

* verbal-guise task (e.g. how smart they think a speaker of a given accent is)

* accent classification task, where they group multiple speakers of each accent
* British Picture Vocabulary Scale (BPVS), a receptive vocabulary task.

London children were exposed to more linguistic diversity than those from the Southwest of
England. Both groups of children scored similarly in the BPVS. Results from the intelligibility task
show that task performance improved with age across locations at comparable rates. In the verbal-
guise task, the smart and hardworking questions showed an age, accent, and city interaction. In
Southwest England, children’s ratings between the ages of 7.0 and 9.5 years did not differ across
accents. It is only after this age that they showed signs of accent biases. In London, the youngest
participants already showed accent biases. In the classification task, children in the Southwest of
England became better at correctly categorizing accents with age, but London children’s
performance did not vary with age. Younger children from London outperformed their peers from
Southwest England. The age at which the scores of participants from Southwest England start to
match those from London was 9.5 years.

In conclusion, the development of accent biases is argued to depend on the ability to categorize
accents, but not on what kind of accents they are or the ability to understand them. Furthermore,
children’s categorization skills are likely the result of exposure to linguistic diversity, creating an
indirect link between exposure to language variation and accent biases.
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