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How is speech 
rate studied? 

variationist 
sociolinguistics 

speech rate: 
dependent variable 

varies according to: 
sex, age, region 

heritage 
language research 

speech rate: 
predictor 

predicts: grammatical  
competence, 

vocabulary size,  
proficiency 
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variationist 
sociolinguistics 

L1 speakers 
(dominant) 

How is speech 
rate studied? 
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heritage 
language research 

L2 speakers 
(attrited) 

heritage speakers 

Generation 1       Generation 3 
High EOQ    Low EOQ 
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Gauging fluency 
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“Speech rate seems to 
emerge as one of the 

most sensitive measures 
reflecting the level of 

proficiency of a heritage 
speaker” (Polinsky 2008). 
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Variation vs. attrition 

Do we find linguistic variation along this continuum? 
Can we find evidence of attrition? 

heritage speakers 

Generation 1       Generation 3 
High EOQ    Low EOQ 

projects.chass.utoronto.ca/ngn/HLVC 
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This project 

2 languages      3 generations*         2 sexes 

3: Immigrants’ grandchildren 

2: Immigrants’ children 

1: Immigrants Russian 

Italian 

Male 

Female 
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* Each generation spans a range of ages. 
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Ideal 

Russian Italian 

1st generation 2M 2F 2M 2F 

2nd generation 2M 2F 2M 2F 

3rd generation 2M 2F 2M 2F 

Russian Italian 

1st generation 2M 2F 2M 2F 

2nd generation 2M 2F 2M 2F 

3rd generation 1M 2F 0M 1F 

Speaker sample 
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Actual 
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The data 

Ethnic Orientation 
Questionnaire 

(EOQ) 

sociolinguistic 
interviews 

recorded conversations 
in heritage languages 

questions about language 
use and identity: 

0              1              2 

Canada              homeland 
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Measuring speech rate 

avoid pauses/disfluencies 

use longer turns only 

but how to calculate? 
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Measuring speech rate 

words per minute 

phonemes per second 

syllables per second 

average word-length 
varies across languages 

accurate but cumbersome 

the compromise 

using vowels per second 
as a proxy for syllables 
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Measuring speech rate 
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= 6.65 σ/s 28 vowels   
4.45 s 

I1M62A 



Generational effects 

12 
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Gradience across individuals 
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Less fluent 
sounding 

Most of 
Generation 1 
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Effects of language and sex 

S
p
ee

ch
 r

at
e 

(σ
/s

) 

Language 
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Italian Russian 



15 

statebirds.blogspot.com 

Effects of language 

Russian 
взгромоздиться 
/vzgrəmɐzʲdʲitsʲə/ 4 vowels 14 letters 

Italian 
se appollaiare 
/seap:ol:aire/ 7 vowels 13 letters 

‘to perch’ 
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Language choice and generation 
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Language choice and speech rate 

Speech rate (σ/s) 
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 Gen 1 

Gen 2 & 3      
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Pearson’s r = 0.62, 
p = 0.03 



18 

Which to use? 

generation language 
choice 

Information more 
readily available More sensitive 

Model A Model B 

Significant factors generation language 
choice score 

Non-significant 
factors language language 

AIC 2800 1709 
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Future directions 

language 
choice 

native-like 
grammatical 
production 

generation 

speech 
rate 

? 

? 
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