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Identifying Disorder within Difference: Articulation and 

Phonology Services for African American Children

Yolanda Feimster Holt PhD CCC-SLP

Abstract
Children often enter the educational setting using non-mainstream 

American English (NMAE) such as African American English (AAE). 

The rules of NMAE phonology may directly contrast to those of 

Mainstream American English (MAE), vary in some contexts and 

follow the same rules in others. The school based SLP may have 

difficulty deciding when an NMAE speaking child has, or is likely to 

develop a speech disorder. This poster highlights the age of 

acquisition of initial consonants for child speakers of AAE and MAE 

(Velleman & Pearson, 2010), and applies the expected productions to 

an idealized 5 year 8 month old male who is typically developing and 

one who has a speech sound disorder. A discussion of the phonology 

and morphosyntax of AAE as it applies at the word level and phrase 

level provides guidance for expected typical and disordered speech 

productions that can be used to identify disorder within difference

Introduction
Previous research on AAE indicates that many African American 

children from low and middle class homes may use a core set of 

phonological and morpho-syntactic features of African American 

English (Craig, Thompson, Washington, Potter, 2003;  Horton-Ikard 

& Miller, 2004). These well known features can be expected to occur 

in the speech of children whose home dialect is AAE, however it must 

be remembered that all African Americans do not use AAE. The core 

features may include the following in typically developing children 

who speak AAE as their first dialect:

• Postvocalic consonant reduction /mæ̃/ for man

• /g/ dropping /sɪtɨn/ for sitting

• /t/,/d/  of /f/, /v/ substituted for /th/ //bæf/ for bath

• Devoicing final consonants /pɪk/ for pig

• Consonant Cluster Reduction /pæs/ for past

• Consonant Cluster Movement /ɛkskep/ for /ɛskep/

• Syllable Deletion /kəm/ for become

• Syllable Addition /foɹɨstsɨz/ for forests

• Monophthongization of diphthongs /ar/ for /aur/ as in our

• Lack of plural and possessive /s/ Jack cat  for Jack’s cats

• Lack of /-d, -t/ past tense marker he jump for he jumped

• Lack of  /-v/ possessive marker I been here for I’ve been here

However these features do not mean that child AAE speakers will 

perform poorly on standardized articulation tests. Instead typical AAE 

speakers acquire many sounds EARLIER than MAE peers; can 

follow a model for accurate production and can be expected to 

perform similarly on typical articulation and phonological evaluations 

excepted as noted above.

Typical and Disordered Test Performance AAE & MAEExpected Age of Acquisition

Conclusions
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Figure 1. Initial consonant development for typically developing children  AAE and MAE

Table 1. Initial Assessment Results for a 5 year 8 month old male

By 5 years 8 months 

TYPICAL 

AAE speakers acquire many targets BEFORE MAE 

peers

DISORDER

AAE speakers with articulation/phonological disorder

LIKELY to produce MOST initial consonants including /r/, 

/r/ clusters, /st/ and correctly

MAY NOT produce initial consonants including /r/, /r/ 

clusters, /st/ and correctly

MAY stop initial /th/; BUT NOT /s/ or /f/ MAY to stop initial /th/; AND/s/ or /f/

MAY eliminate the second element of a final consonant 

cluster in two syllable words BUT NOT in single syllable 

words        (toast vs dentis’)

MAY ALSO eliminate the second element of a final 

consonant cluster in two syllable words AND in single 

syllable 

MAY reduce, devoice, voice, or delete final consonants MAY ALSO reduce, devoice, voice, or delete final 

consonants

CORRECT productions of target sounds in initial, medial 

and final positions in words likely when following a targeted 

model; item description

MAY HAVE DIFFICULTY with production of target 

sounds when following a model; item description

Diagnosis of disorder should be based on the child’s ability to produce targets across contexts with & without a model, 

SLP judgment of speech intelligibility, parent and teacher report of speech intelligibility, impact of speech production on 

the child’s ability to participate in and derive benefit from the educational environment
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