Introduction to American Voices
This PBS documentary by Louis Alvarez and Andrew Kolker begins with the concept of accent to explore language variation and attitudes toward it in the US. In earlier sections of this documentary, they capture people’s ways of speaking and what they think about the ways in which others speak (their areas of pride and their prejudices). 

They make several larger points: 

• Everyone speaks some variation of standard English that’s shaped by their regional and social class experience 

• Each variety is a full, grammatical language from a linguistic perspective. 

• We learn the variety that’s spoken by those around us, all learning language in the same way, by growing up in language communities. 

• When we’re more relaxed in our familiar social groups, we’re more likely to use the forms most associated with that group. 

• People maintain their social connections and their cultural identity by maintaining the language that’s spoken in that group. 

• While we all have attitudes about others’ language (as well as our own), voicing prejudices about language are generally a way of voicing other prejudices that it’s less acceptable to express. 

The section of the documentary that we’ll focus on looks at the social variation in language within one location—the variations found among speakers from different social backgrounds in Boston. As you listen to these speakers, consider where you locate yourself and the social meanings that your own home language variety and the choices you make about drawing on that variety in different settings carry for you.

