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The focus of this paper isthe /el/-/zl/ sound change produced by some speakers of Australian
English (AusEng) from Melbourne and Victoria, involving the loss of a contrast between the /e/ and
/ad vowels when they occur prelaterally. This phenomenon also occursin New Zealand English
(NZEng) (e.g. Thomas & Hay 2005).

The /el/-/ad/ sound change was first observed by Bradley (1989). It has since been analysed using
acoustic techniques by Cox and Palethorpe (2004) and L oakes (2008), who have shown that the
sound change is underway for a number of AusEng speakers from Melbourne and Victoria. Despite
the fact that listener (mis)perception is known to play arolein the promotion of sound change (e.g.
Ohala 1981) to date there have been no perception studies on this phenomenon in AusEng.

We report the findings of two preliminary perception experiments designed to determine how well
listeners can distinguish prelateral /e/ and /ad. Experimental design was based on Thomas and Hay
(2005) for NZEng. The stimuli were produced by a male speaker of AusEng from Sydney, who
makes a clear /el/-/ad/ distinction. 427 participants, primarily 16-18 year old high school students
(93.9%) and their teachers (6.1%), took part in the study. The majority of participants (89.6%) had
only ever lived in Melbourne or Victoria.

For thefirst (forced choice) experiment, participants heard six minimal pairs, and were required to
choose the correct word from the pair. Three non-prelateral items (the foil show, as well as head
and had) were identified in 98.9% of cases, whereas the three prelateral items (pellet, Ellie and
tally) were identified in 93.7% of cases. 83.5% of participants correctly identified all six items,
15.2% of participants made at least one error identifying prelateral vowels, and only 1.3% of
participants made an error identifying the non-prelateral vowels or the foil. For the second (forced
choice) experiment, participants heard four word pairs containing prelateral /e/ and /&g (i.e. telly-
tally) and were required to choose the correct pair from afour combinations. Here, participants
were less accurate, with only 74.2% of participants correctly identifying all four word pairs.

We discuss the role of production and perception in the /el/-/ad/ sound change in Melbourne and
Victoria, and also present further results relating to the experiments (difficulty ratings, and the
effect of socio-phonetic factors). Finally, we compare the results with studies analysing the same
phenomenon in NZEng.
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