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Previous work on foreign and regional accent processing focusses on accents that affect phonetic 
segments (cf. Cristia et al., 2012), but suprasegmental features of speech are likewise subject to 
accentual variation. In the current experiments, we explore the impact of accented prosody on spoken
language processing. 

In English, most (~85%) content words start with a stressed syllable (Cutler & Carter, 1987). English 
listeners of all ages are able to use this statistical regularity when parsing speech into words, positing 
a word boundary immediately before stressed syllables (e.g., Cutler & Norris, 1988; Jusczyk, Cutler, 
& Rendanz, 1993). In most dialects of English, including Canadian English (CE), stressed syllables 
are marked by a combination of longer duration and a high pitch accent. However, in many dialects 
of East Indian English (IE), stressed syllables have longer duration, but a low pitch accent (e.g., 
Gokhale, 1984). In two experiments, we investigate if the unfamiliar combination of stress cues in IE
causes parsing difficulties for Canadian listeners.

Experiment 1: Thirty-two native CE participants listened to ambiguous trisyllabic sequences recorded
by either a CE or IE speaker. The ambiguous sequences contained two overlapping disyllabic words. 
For example [hæ.pij.ʦə] joins “happy” and “pizza.” The CE and IE speakers both produced each 
sequence with both initial (“happy” + [ʦə]) and secondary ([hæ] + “pizza”) stress. During testing, 
participants saw a display of three images – the first (e.g. “happy”) and second (e.g., “pizza”) words 
in the ambiguous sequence, as well as a distractor image (e.g., “kiwi”), and their eye-gazes to the 
three images were recorded, using the visual world paradigm.

If listeners in the IE condition are confused by the unfamiliar combination of longer duration and low
pitch on stressed syllables in the IE speech, we predict more looks to the incorrect word (e.g., more 
looks to “pizza” when the IE speaker intended “happy”). Indeed, ANOVA analysis revealed a 
significant effect of condition (CE versus IE stimuli) (F(1, 633) = 14.08, p < .001), with participants 
in the CE condition accurately inferring the speaker's intended target, while those in the IE condition 
looked nearly equally often to the target and competitor (e.g., to both “happy” and “pizza”).

Experiment 2: It is possible that the difficulties of the participants in the IE condition were due to 
global features of the IE accent, and not solely to the presence of the low pitch accent on the stressed 
syllable. To investigate this, we superimposed the IE pitch contour (low pitch accent) onto the CE 
voice and the CE pitch contour (high pitch accent) onto the IE voice. An additional 32 CE listeners 
participated. 

Again, we found a significant effect of condition (CE voice with IE pitch versus IE voice with CE 
pitch) (F(1,647) = 6.39, p = .011), indicating that global accent features do play a role in the impaired
performance of the IE group in Exp. 1. However, comparing participants who heard the 
unmanipulated IE stimuli in Exp. 1 with those who heard the IE voice with CE pitch in Exp. 2 
reveals a main effect of pitch (F(1, 635) = 4.80, p = .029): participants who heard the IE voice with 
CE pitch accent showed significantly more looks to the speaker's intended word than those who 
heard the unmanipulated IE voice. Therefore, we can conclude that low IE pitch accents on stressed 
syllables cause difficulties for CE listeners as they attempt to locate word boundaries.
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