Is Albanian losing its vowel length contrast?
Evidence from children and adults

Conceigio Cunha', Josiane Riverin-Coutlée', Enkeleida Kapia'* & Jonathan Harrington'
nstitute of Phonetics and Speech Processing, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitit Miinchen
2Academy of Albanological Sciences

Albanian, an empirically understudied language, comprises two major dialects: Tosk and Gheg. Gheg,
spoken in north and central Albania, has traditionally been described as containing vowel length contrasts,
for example /plak/ vs. /platk/ ‘old man/old woman’ [1,2,4,6]. However, length contrasts have been

reported to disappear [5, 7] as a consequence of the greater movement of individuals after communism in
1990.

Our aims are twofold: 1) to establish empirically whether contrastive length exists in Gheg; 2) to analyse
whether there is any evidence for a loss of contrastive length via an apparent-time study. We start from the
assumption that if length contrasts are disappearing, then they should be more reduced in child speech
compared to adults [3].

Fifty-nine Albanian born monolinguals participated in a picture naming task: 22 adult caretakers (20
women; aged 38-74 years); 37 children (20 gitls; aged 6-7 years). They were screened for dialect background
and language impairment and were recorded locally. The participants were asked to name 23 images of
relevant cultural objects presented on a laptop monitor. The instructions were to say the word as they
would in their local, home environment. Each image was presented four times in a randomized and
counterbalanced order, and each corresponded to a word featuring one of six stressed vowels, /iy ue o
a/. Seventeen words belong to the “length” condition; 6 to the “non-length” condition. The acoustic
analysis was performed in EMU-SDMS [8].

Figure 1 shows the results for adult and child speakers, per vowel and condition. The data shows a
significantly greater duration of the lengthened vowels, for both adults and children (F[1, 21.9]=5.7, p<0.05).
Length contrasts seem to be better preserved in some vowels than others (e.g., /i/ vs. /u/), which could
be due to the phonetic environment and structure of the words uttered. Moreover, children produced
significantly longer vowels (F[1, 70.5]=12.9, p<0.001). We interpret this as evidence that length contrasts are
being maintained in Gheg: not only do adults maintain the distinction, so do children, albeit within another
duration range.
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Figure 1. Vowel duration per group of speakers (children vs. adults) and condition (length vs. non-length)
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