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INTRODUCTION: MAPPING THE VOICES OF A CONTINENT

Language is a living, breathing map of human history, migration, and culture. Nowhere is this more
evident than in the vast and varied landscape of North American English. From the clipped syllables
of Boston to the drawl of the Deep South, from the Canadian shift in Toronto to the California vowel
movement in Los Angeles, the dialects of this continent tell stories of settlement, isolation, and
change. At the heart of our modern understanding of these linguistic patterns lies one monumental
work: The Atlas of North American English. This comprehensive volume, often referred to by its
acronym ANAE,  is not just a collection of maps; it  is the definitive empirical  study of phonological
variation across the United States and Canada. Published in 2006 by William Labov, Sharon Ash, and
Charles Boberg, this atlas revolutionized the way linguists and the public perceive regional speech.
In  this  article,  we  will  explore  the  origins,  methodology,  key  findings,  and  lasting  impact  of  The
Atlas of North American English, revealing why it remains the cornerstone of dialectology in the
21st century.

WHAT IS THE ATLAS OF NORTH AMERICAN ENGLISH?

The Atlas  of  North  American English:  Phonetics,  Phonology and Sound Change  is  a
scholarly book and accompanying CD-ROM that maps the vowel sounds of English as spoken in the
United States and Canada. Unlike earlier dialect surveys that focused on vocabulary or grammar, the
ANAE zeroes in on pronunciation—specifically the vowel systems that define regional  accents.  The
work draws on telephone interviews conducted between 1992 and 1999 with 762 informants from
across the continent. These speakers represented a range of ages, social classes, and urban or rural
backgrounds, providing a snapshot of English as it was spoken at the end of the 20th century.
The  atlas  identifies  and  delineates  major  dialect  regions  and  the  sound  changes  occurring  within
them, such as the Northern Cities Vowel Shift, the Southern Vowel Shift, and the Canadian Vowel
Shift.  By presenting these patterns on detailed maps, the book allows readers to visualize the
boundaries  where  one  accent  ends  and  another  begins.  For  linguists,  The  Atlas  of  North
American English is an invaluable reference; for the curious reader, it is an invitation to discover
the hidden order behind the way we speak.

THE GENESIS OF A LANDMARK STUDY

The Need for a Comprehensive Dialect
Map
Before the ANAE, the most extensive survey of American dialects was the Linguistic Atlas of the
United States and Canada, initiated in the 1930s. That project focused on lexical differences—words
for a “dragonfly” or “grilled sandwich”—and captured a largely pre-urban, rural America. By the late
20th century,  linguists  knew that  the American sound system was undergoing rapid  changes,
especially in cities. The Northern Cities Vowel Shift, for example, had been documented in places
like Chicago, Detroit, and Buffalo, but its full geographic extent remained unclear. A new, systematic
survey was needed to capture the dynamic landscape of contemporary spoken English. The Atlas
of North American English  was conceived to fill  this gap using modern technology and rigorous
sampling methods.

The Telephonic Survey Methodology
The researchers at the University of Pennsylvania, led by William Labov, designed a telephone
survey that could reach speakers across the continent without the enormous expense of face-to-face
interviews.  Operators  used  a  random-digit-dialing  approach  to  contact  households  in  selected
urbanized areas. The interviews lasted about 30 minutes and included questions about the speaker’s
background, as well as a set of targeted words designed to elicit specific vowel sounds. For instance,
informants were asked to say words like “cot” and “caught” to test the cot-caught merger, or
“stock” and “stalk” for the same purpose. The recorded speech was then analyzed acoustically using
spectrograms to measure the formant frequencies—the acoustic signatures of vowel sounds.
This combination of broad geographic sampling and precise acoustic analysis set the ANAE apart
from earlier impressionistic dialect studies. It allowed the researchers to draw isoglosses—lines on a
map separating different linguistic features—with unprecedented accuracy. The result was a series
of maps that show not only where a sound change occurs but also how it progresses through a
population.

KEY FINDINGS OF THE ATLAS OF NORTH AMERICAN ENGLISH

The Major Dialect Regions
The ANAE divides North America into major dialect regions based on vowel behavior. These include
the North, the South, the Midland, the West, and Canada, with several subregions. One of the atlas’s
most striking findings is the identification of the Northern Cities Shift (NCS) as a defining feature
of the Inland North dialect region, which extends from upstate New York through the Great Lakes
states to Wisconsin. In the NCS, vowels rotate in a systematic pattern: for example, the vowel in
“cat” moves toward “kyat” (closer to the sound in “yeah”), while the vowel in “block” sounds more
like “black.”

Conversely, the Southern Vowel Shift is characterized by a different set of movements, such as the
“Southern drawl” where vowels become glided or elongated. The atlas maps the Southern region as
a large area stretching from Texas to the Atlantic coast, but with important internal divisions (e.g.,
Texas South vs. Inland South).

The Canadian Vowel Shift and the Low-
Back Merger
One of the most notable contributions of The Atlas of North American English is its detailed
treatment of Canadian English. The atlas confirms the existence of the Canadian Shift, in which the
short front vowels (as in “bit,” “bet,” and “bat”) move backward and downward. It also documents
nearly  complete  cot-caught  merger  across  Canada,  meaning  speakers  pronounce  “cot”  and
“caught” identically. In the United States, the merger is widespread in the West and parts of New
England but is resisted in the South and the Inland North.

The Disappearing Dialect Boundaries
Another important insight from the ANAE is that traditional dialect boundaries are shifting. For
instance, the boundary between the North and the Midland was once thought to run along the Ohio
River. The atlas shows that the Northern Cities Shift has moved southward into parts of Ohio and
Indiana,  erasing  older  divisions.  Meanwhile,  the  West  is  shown  as  a  relatively  large  and
homogeneous region where the low-back merger is nearly universal, though newer sound changes
like the California Vowel Shift (with its “Valley girl” associations) are starting to emerge.

THE IMPACT OF THE ATLAS OF NORTH AMERICAN ENGLISH

A New Standard for Dialect Studies
Since its publication, The Atlas of North American English has become the essential reference
for  anyone  studying  regional  pronunciation  in  the  United  States  and  Canada.  Its
methodology—combining  large-scale  telephone  surveys  with  acoustic  phonetics—has  been
replicated in studies of other languages and regions. The atlas also provided a baseline for tracking
ongoing sound changes. Linguists now frequently compare their own data to the ANAE maps to see
how accents have evolved in the twenty years since the interviews were conducted.

Informing Public Perception and Education
The atlas has also seeped into popular culture. Journalists writing about “the American accent”
frequently cite its findings. Teachers of English as a second language use the maps to help learners
understand regional differences. And for the general public, the atlas demystifies why someone from
Chicago  sounds  so  different  from  someone  from  Atlanta.  It  shows  that  these  differences  are  not
random but follow predictable patterns of linguistic evolution.

Limitations and Critiques
No landmark study is without its limitations. Some linguists have noted that the ANAE’s focus on
urban areas means it  underrepresents rural  dialects.  The telephone interviews also captured a
formal register of speech; casual conversation might reveal even more variation. Additionally, the
sample was limited to speakers of European descent (the survey excluded African American and
Latino communities to control for ethnolectal variation). This means the atlas does not show the
richness  of  African American English  or  Chicano English,  which  have their  own distinct  vowel
systems and geographic distributions.

UPDATES AND THE FUTURE OF DIALECT MAPPING

Since 2006, the field has moved forward. Researchers have used the ANAE methodology to create
updated maps for specific regions. The Vowel Atlas of the United States and the Digital Atlas
of American English are among the projects that have built on its foundations. New data sources,
such as social media and YouTube videos, allow linguists to track sound changes in real time.
Moreover, the Atlas of North American English has inspired similar works for other languages,
such as the Atlas of the Irish English Landscape and the Phonological Atlas of Europe. Its legacy is a
deeper appreciation for the systematic nature of  language change. As North American English
continues to evolve—with the spread of the California Shift to other parts of the West, the retreat of
the  Northern  Cities  Shift  in  some  areas,  and  the  influence  of  media  and  migration—the  ANAE
remains  the  benchmark  against  which  all  new  findings  are  measured.

CONCLUSION: WHY THE ATLAS ENDURES

The Atlas of North American English is more than a book of maps; it is a monument to the
diversity of human speech. By capturing the vowel sounds of hundreds of speakers at a particular
moment in history, it provides an invaluable snapshot of a living, changing language. Whether you
are a linguist,  a student,  or  simply someone fascinated by accents,  this atlas offers a window into
the invisible structures that shape the way we sound. As new generations of speakers continue to
modify and remix these patterns, the ANAE will serve as the key reference point. It reminds us that
behind every regional accent lies a story—and a map.
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