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ABSTRACT 
 

Sociolinguistic variation in children is well-documented (e.g., Fischer, 1958; Roberts, 

1997; Nardy et al., 2014). However, this work has largely centered on segmental 

variables alone. Creaky voice, a nonsegmental variable, has been widely attested in adult 

speech, particularly as it relates to gendered indexicality and perception in English (e.g., 

Henton & Bladon, 1988; Yuasa, 2010; Podesva, 2013). This attestation does not extend 

to its usage in child speech. The present study establishes a foundation for the discursive 

properties that young speakers command using creak, therefore providing a novel 

understanding of socially conditioned creaky voice. Data were collected remotely by way 

of interview-like conversations between child and parent pairs, as well as a narration of a 

comic strip. I identified creak audio-visually (Yuasa, 2010; Benoise-Lucy & Pillot-

Loiseau, 2013) and quantified it syllabically (Henton & Bladon, 1988; Melvin & 

Clopper, 2015). I identified creak functions qualitatively, largely using discourse analysis 

methods. Participants used creak to signal four functions: (1) location in an intonation 

unit (Chafe, 1994; Mendoza-Denton & Jannedy, 2000), (2) location in a turn (Ogden, 

2001; Grivicic & Nilep, 2004), (3) a parenthetical phrase (Lee, 2015), and (4) 

stancetaking (Gobl & Ní Chasaide, 2003; Lefkowitz & Sicoli, 2007). Given the layered 

nature of these creak functions demonstrated by participants, I argue that sociostylistic 

creaky voice is hierarchically structured. This could have one or both of the following 
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implications: 1) the usage of creaky voice necessarily follows a 

prosodicàdiscursiveàstance order; 2) the acquisition of creaky voice follows a 

prosodicàdiscursiveàstance order. This has implications for both sociolinguistic 

discussions of creaky voice, as well as our knowledge of voice disorder assessment. I call 

for a less a priori gender-based approach to sociostylistic creak, as well as an integrated 

model of creaky voice between the two disciplines of sociolinguistics and speech 

language pathology. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Sociolinguistic variation is necessarily acquired, and previous work has demonstrated 

that social and stylistic variation is acquired in early childhood (e.g., Fischer, 1958; 

Roberts, 1997; Nardy et al., 2014). This work has largely centered on segmental variation 

(e.g., New England English (ING) variation, Philadelphian English t/d deletion, French 

optional liaison). In contrast, creaky voice (otherwise known as laryngealization, creak, 

vocal fry, or glottal fry) is a nonsegmental variable whose discursive and socioindexical 

functions have not been discussed in children. The principal aim of this study is to 

establish a foundation for the discursive properties that young speakers command with 

creaky voice, therefore providing a novel understanding of the sociostylistic2 and 

acquisitional properties of creaky voice. 

 As I will show, each speaker uses creak in different ways. I stress that the 

function(s) of creaky voice should be considered above any a priori demographic 

information or social categories, especially that of gender. The questions that I will 

address in this study are as follows:  

1. In what ways are young speakers producing creaky voice?  
2. At what rates do young speakers produce creaky voice? 
3. Do young speakers produce intonationally meaningful creak?  
4. Do young speakers produce the discursive and stylistic functions of creaky 

voice that have been attested for adult speakers in the same, different, or new 
ways?  
 

I hope that this will place more emphasis on the multifaceted and meaningful ways in 

which speakers command creak, rather than the social biases so often linked to this voice 

quality.  

 
2 I take sociostylistic creak to be a kind of dynamic s-conditioning, in which “socially-motivated or 
discourse-related changes . . . affect a speaker’s target rate for a variable in real time.” (Tamminga et al. 
2016)	
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CHAPTER 2. BACKGROUND 

2.1 Acoustic Overview of Creaky Voice 

Keating et al. (2015) define “prototypical creaky voice” as that which is produced with a 

constricted glottis. Ladefoged and Maddieson (1996) also described creaky voice as the 

most constricted vocal fold configuration with anteriorly produced vibration, arytenoid 

cartilages pressed together, and “considerably lower rate of airflow than in modal voice” 

(p. 48). However, a constricted glottis is not the only possible articulatory configuration 

to produce creaky voice. Keating et al. (2015) define “nonconstricted creak” as that 

which is produced with a spread glottis. While different articulatory configurations 

produce different acoustic attributes (Keating et al., 2015), these do not necessarily 

translate to different perceptual conclusions. 

 In fact, listeners perceive a variety of acoustic characteristics as creaky voice 

(Keating et al., 2015, Davidson, 2019). Compared to modal voice, creaky voice is 

characterized by low F0 (pitch), high jitter (variation in frequency across pitch periods), 

and high shimmer (variation in amplitude across pitch periods) (Thomas, 2010). Irregular 

F0 is not shared among all laryngealization types, however. Keating et al. (2015) found 

that “vocal fry” does not necessarily have an irregular F0, and “aperiodic voice” does not 

have a perceived pitch at all. Defining F0 irregularity can be expanded to include 

multiple pulse lengths, as is a characteristic of “multiply pulsed voice” (Keating et al., 

2015). Further, the similitude of a single creak pulse and a glottal stop (Ladefoged & 

Maddieson, 1996) compounds the acoustic vagueness of defining creak. 

 Davidson (2019) addresses this question by testing for the perception of two 

different types of creak (prototypical and multiply pulsed). Davidson found that listeners 
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did not consistently distinguish different types of creak, but largely relied on low F0 and 

speech signal decay as identification cues. These findings are relevant for methodological 

purposes as well. Auditory cues used in previous studies include “rough” (Wolk et al., 

2012; Benoist-Lucy & Pillot-Loiseau; 2013, Abdelli-Beruh et al., 2014; Borrie & 

Delfino, 2017) or “popping corn” (Yuasa, 2010; Cantor-Cutiva et al., 2018) voice quality. 

Some studies have also used visual cues in coding for creak. These include irregular 

pulses (Yuasa, 2010; Melvin & Clopper, 2015) and vertical striations (Yuasa, 2010) in 

the spectrogram. Redi and Shattuck-Hufnagel (2001) and Ladefoged (2003) note that one 

of the most obvious visual cues from a creaky voice spectrogram is aperiodicity (the 

irregularity in duration of glottal pulses from period to period). A low, broken F0 is also 

characteristic of creak (Mendoza-Denton, 2011). 

 Given the acoustic variability in the production of creaky voice (both within and 

between different creak types), researchers have largely used auditory coding (at least) in 

their analyses (e.g., Podesva, 2013; Yuasa, 2010; Melvin & Clopper, 2015; Henton & 

Bladon, 1988; Benoist-Lucy & Pillot-Loiseau, 2013, Lee 2015). Dallaston and Docherty 

(2020) found that in the ten studies on creaky voice included in their scoping review, five 

used an auditory detection method, four used an auditory-visual detection method, and 

one used an automated acoustic method (measuring F0). The perceptual consensus that is 

often reached despite varying acoustic cues may point to the saliency of a low and broken 

F0, as observed by Davidson (2019).  

2.2 Sociostylistic Creaky Voice 

Creaky voice is used as a phonemically contrastive voice quality in some 

languages (e.g., Jalapa Mazatec in Garellek & Keating, 2011), and can also be a symptom 
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of a voice disorder (e.g., laryngo-pharyngeal reflux disease in Ross et al., 1998). 

However, creak has functions which are nonpathological and not phonemically 

contrastive. Of note are those that function at the levels of discourse, intonation, stance, 

and lexical segmentation in some English and Finnish varieties, as well as an allophone 

of /t/ in Vermont (Bellavance, 2020). Early sociolinguistic work on creaky voice includes 

Henton and Bladon’s (1988) investigation of creak as a sociophonetic variable, in which 

they found creak to most often occur at the end of a declarative statement (i.e., a targeted 

low tone). In further work, Mendoza-Denton and Jannedy (2000) posited that utterance-

final creak within a declarative statement might be a super-low tone target during such a 

falling-tone phrase. That is, creak is used to highlight the low tone target, therefore 

lowering F0 below what is otherwise produced. Chafe (1994) also notes that creaky voice 

is often used to delimit the end, and sometimes the beginning, of an intonation unit.  

 Beyond a function of intonation, creak has been found to occur at a specific 

utterance-final position: turn-finally. Laver (1980) and Ogden (2001) found creak to 

signal the end of a speaker’s turn. Ogden (2001) demonstrates that, in Finnish, utterance-

final creak combined with a change of speaker is the most common site for utterance-

final creak (thus, turn-final). Further, the absence of turn-final creak combined with a 

change of speaker is often resolved— that is, an interrupted turn will often be completed 

later with utterance-final creak, therefore indicating the eventual completion of the turn 

as well as the importance of creak’s function in talk. Similarly, Grivicic and Nilep (2004) 

found creak to occur on lexical discourse markers in order to indicate initiation, 

continuation, or termination of a speaker’s turn. 
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Beyond the discursive level, work on sociolinguistic creaky voice has largely 

focused on college-aged American women (Dallaston & Docherty, 2020). The focus on 

this demographic group stems from the public perception that vocal fry is not only most 

prevalent in young women, but also the perception that these speakers are less attractive 

(Levitt & Lucas, 2018), annoying (Chappelow, 2012), and less competent (Anderson et 

al., 2014) than those who do not use creak. Of course, these perceptions are arbitrarily 

linked to creaky voice and merely reflect gender-based biases. 

 Scholarly findings on gender-related creak production have been mixed. Henton 

and Bladon (1988) found men to use creak more than women, while Huber (1988) found 

a general trend for women to produce more creaky voice than men. Others find little to 

no difference at all (Pratt, 2018; Melvin & Clopper, 2015). Creaky voice has been found 

to be increasing in usage, at least in young American women (Mendoza-Denton, 2007; 

Yuasa, 2010), and more so than in American males (Abdelli-Beruh et al., 2014).  

Despite the more well-known public perceptions of creak (i.e., low social 

evaluation of women), the perceptual variety of creaky voice is quite heterogenous. In 

addition to labels such as “immature” and “annoying” (Chappelow, 2012), creak can be 

perceived as somehow disengaged. Ligon et al. (2019) discuss the perception of creak to 

be “disinterested,” “bored,” and “relaxed,” and Gobl and Ní Chasaide (2003) find similar 

perceptions in their study as well. Yuasa (2010) also posits the association of creaky 

voice and hesitation. Related to findings on hesitation, Tannen (in Podesva, 2013) and 

Lee (2015) suggest that creak could serve as a way to provide distance from the talk 

itself, especially given the discontinuity of the speech signal. On a more directly 

intrapersonal level, Brown and Levinson (1987) posit that creaky voice can also be used 
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to commiserate. Further, Dilley et al. (1996), Lefkowitz and Sicoli (2007), and Greer and 

Winters (2015) suggested that it can be used as an implementation of an authoritative 

stance. This relates to discussions on whether creaky voiced is used to index masculinity, 

or at least less femininity. Henton & Bladon (1988) posited that creaky phonation indexes 

“hypermasculinity” in men, and Ligon et al. (2019) suggest that American women use 

creak to avoid being “too feminine.” Yuasa (2010) further points out that in the United 

States, “women may intuitively recognize that individual and professional success 

depends on assimilation to the dominant (male) group” (p. 318). Thus, women may use 

creaky voice to access a lower pitch in order to approximate the comparatively lower 

pitch of men’s voices, if indeed their desired indexicalities lie in gender-related 

motivations. 

Of course, the variability in perception differs between communities. Podesva 

(2013) proposed an indexical field for creaky voice, including associations that have been 

found regarding personas, stance, and interactional activity (Figure 1). Mendoza-Denton 

(2011) found creak to index a “hardcore” persona for some Chicano English speakers as 

well as toughness (2007). Additionally, creak has been found to index an upwardly 

mobile young woman persona (Yuasa 2010).  

Figure 1. Indexical Field of Creaky Voice (Podesva 2013).  
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The vast network of indexicalities and perceptions that creaky voice offers merits 

further investigation into its usage in children, thus contributing to a more comprehensive 

understanding of creaky voice. Further, the discursive and socioindexical functions of 

creaky voice are necessarily learned associations. By looking at how creak is used by 

children, the acquisitional processes of sociostylistic creak may be elucidated. 

2.3 Stance 

Stance has been a subject of interest in several areas of linguistic research and under 

various names. Most broadly, stance has been used to describe the relationship and 

attitude that a speaker presents regarding their concurrent talk. Du Bois (2007) theorizes 

that stance can be understood in a triangular relation. That is, a stancetaker (or subject) 

positions themselves to a stance object, which is also connected to another subject. Thus, 

the relations of evaluation (to/from subject and stance object) and alignment (between 

subjects) become apparent. For example, a speaker (or writer) may present a level of 

certainty about their speech (Ochs, 1993) or create distance between themselves and the 

talk (Hunston, 1995) through various verb choices. The relation in question can be 

between some discourse object or to an interlocutor (interaction, evaluation, alignment), 

or a speaker’s level of knowledge and expertise within the larger discourse itself 

(epistemic). This distinction between evaluative and epistemic stance is common in 

theorizing (and operationalizing) stance (e.g., Biber, 2006; Ochs, 1993; Du Bois, 2007; 

Kiesling, 2011). In either type, the focus is on attitude (how a person positions 

themselves toward something or someone), as well as any perspective that that 

positioning yields toward something or someone (e.g., an evaluative opinion). For 

example, Biber et al. (1999) understand stance to be "personal feelings, attitudes, value 
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judgements, or assessments" (p. 966). The reason for dividing stance into these two 

categories in not one I will resolve here, but it is useful for understanding the current 

study. 

 More recently, analyses of stance have been successfully carried out using 

computational methods. Kiesling et al. (2018) applied one approach to Reddit forums, 

focusing on affect towards the talk, alignment with the interlocutor, and level of 

investment in the talk. Biber (2006) used a different, but somewhat overlapping, 

approach to a corpus of spoken and written university texts. In contrast to Kiesling’s 

(2018) centering of a stance focus (some discursive figure being evaluated in the talk), 

Biber (2006) uses lexico-grammatical units that connote some form of stancetaking as the 

basis for data collection and analysis. It is worth emphasizing that stance is difficult to 

define and analyze, which is at least evident in these few (of many) approaches. 

The most relevant approach to stance within the field of quantitative 

sociolinguistics is in work conducted by and clearly outlined in Kiesling (2011). This 

approach triangulates three salient aspects of stance, with each point as a scalable 

variable: affect (the polarity or quality of the stance, encompassing assessment); 

alignment (how a speaker aligns or disaligns to an interlocutor, both epistemically and 

interactionally); and investment (how strongly invested in the talk the speaker is).  

2.4 Sociolinguistic Variation in Children’s Speech 

Studies within child language variation are substantially fewer than work done within the 

adult population; however, variation does exist in this younger population (e.g., Romaine, 

1984; Habib, 2017; Mooney, 2020). It is well-known that three to four years of age is the 

time at which children begin to produce language beyond babbling (Labov, 1970). At this 
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age, children have a relatively well-formed grammar that is highly influenced by the 

language of their caregivers. Immediately following this age range, children begin to 

enter school, and thus encounter the linguistic (and sociolinguistic) information of their 

peers. Both Labov (1970) and Payne (1980) underline the importance of peer interaction 

in the development of a child’s speech. That is, linguistic accommodation and alignment 

through peer interaction become highly influential in sociolinguistic variation (Nardy et 

al., 2014; Mooney, 2020). Additionally, socialization of linguistic norms must be 

considered at school-entry age. That is, standard speech is taught in classrooms, reading 

style is taught and acquired, and sociolinguistic patterns (e.g., gender, class) may become 

more solidified. Additionally, children are pressured, both in school and by caregivers, to 

adhere to overt prestige forms. Sociolinguistic evaluations of nonstandard forms can 

occur as young as ten years old (Romaine, 1975), and production of the differences in the 

variation between genders is acquired as early as three years old (Foulkes, 2010). Edelsky 

(1977) found that six-year-olds showed minimal perception of nonstandard forms as 

being linked to any gender, while eleven-year-olds could define gendered forms based on 

expected production. 

Related is the discussion of whether children language variation is best described 

as hyperarticulated acoustic targets (e.g., Pettinato et al., 2016) or sociolinguistically 

conditioned (among others). Macaulay (1977) demonstrates that different age groups 

acquire variables at different rates, which indicates that children are not merely imitating 

adult speech. An additional avenue of acquisition is, of course, through peers. Nardy et 

al. (2014) found four- to five-year-old speakers in a school classroom to converge toward 

each other, rather than toward their teacher. Similarly, Mooney (2020) found 
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kindergarteners’ vowel targets to converge between friends over the course of a school 

year.  

Because of the gendered stigmatization of creaky voice, it is relevant to discuss 

the acquisition of gendered linguistic information in children. It has been demonstrated 

that children acquire and produce similar gender patterns to that of adults. Fischer (1958) 

demonstrated that (ING) variation in the speech of New England children was linked to 

gender. While pre-school age input is largely informed by a child’s caregiver(s), (usually 

women in Western societies), social pressures to conform to gender assigned at birth are 

highly influential. When children become more socialized with other adults as well as 

their peer group, girls tend to retain the more standard speech of their caregivers while 

boys tend to shift toward nonstandard forms (Lakoff, 1973; Habib 2017). However, we 

do not see an exact match in rates between children and adults. For example, Macaulay’s 

(1977) work with ten-year-old Glasgow schoolchildren demonstrated that some variables, 

such as glottalization, were a stronger marker of gender differentiation for younger 

speakers than for older speakers. 

It is important to note that gendered variation in children has been shown beyond 

phonological variation. Cheshire’s (1982) work in Reading English demonstrated that the 

gender of young speakers was predictive of the suffix of do and have. That is, boys more 

often produced a regularized form of irregular verbs than girls. Similar results have been 

found in the work of Romaine (1979) and Biondi (1975). However, Feagin (1979) found 

that age and gender were not significant predictors of nonstandard irregular past tense 

form production in the speech of Alabama teenagers. While not wholly consistent, it is 
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evident that gendered patterning in the variation of children exists across a broad range of 

linguistic forms and starting at least at three of age (Foulkes & Docherty, 2006). 

As with nearly any sociostylistic variable, stancetaking in children is 

comparatively underexplored relative to adults, though some work has been conducted on 

the topic. Bucholtz’s (1999) work on ‘nerd girl’ identity construction largely uses a 

community of practice and interactionist framework, and briefly discusses stancetaking 

(in terms of Bordieu’s habitus). Bucholtz more explicitly discusses stance in her (2009) 

work on the indexicality and stancetaking functions of güey (‘dude’) used by young 

Mexican American students. She discusses the ways in which three boys use güey for 

stancetaking purposes, namely, to connote cool solidarity and masculinity. Goodwin and 

Alim (2010) also discuss stancetaking among a group of preadolescent girls, in which 

white middle-class girls use oppositional stance and Valley Girl indexical cues to 

negatively position, and ultimately exclude, their Black classmate. Argumentative 

stancetaking in children has also been discussed by Shiro et al. (2019) among Argentinian 

preschoolers. The authors found the eight children included in the study used complex 

linguistic resources such as evidentials and deontic expressions to construct stance 

positions. Each of these works situates indexical meaning within a “mature-use” (Eckert, 

1998, p. 157) perspective in which sociolinguistic variation is meaningful to children’s 

individual selves. In this sense, I take the aforementioned scholars’ lead in framing the 

current study, while expanding the literature of stancetaking in children to creaky voice, a 

previously unexplored area of research. 

 As I have discussed, sociolinguistic variation is acquired early in childhood, and 

gendered variation earliest of all (Foulkes, 2010). While studies have focused almost 
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entirely on segmental variation, the multiple discursive and stylistic functions of creak 

give ample reason to ask how it is acquired and used by children. Further, the highly 

gendered aspects of its perceptions in adults, as well as work indicating gender to be an 

early acquired linguistic variable, give rise to the hypothesis that gendered aspect(s) of 

creaky voice may be acquired first, with other functions following later. With these 

thoughts in mind, I turn now to the present study. 

CHAPTER 3. METHODS 

3.1 Introduction 

Data collection occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the protocol was adjusted 

to accommodate safety precautions. Therefore, speech recordings were conducted in the 

participants’ homes without my presence. I chose this method, rather than a video-

conferencing recording, due to the superior audio quality of the smartphones by which 

conversations were recorded. This sacrificed any potential multi-modal or ethnographic 

perspectives (however that may have been conducted according to social distancing 

guidelines), but I hoped to keep the goal of phonetic quality at the fore. 

3.2 Participants 
 
I recruited participants through mutual networks with my family in the Fort Wayne, 

Indiana area. I grew up in the city and have visited with some frequency since leaving 

eight years prior. Because I had been away for some time, I discussed my aims for the 

study with my mom, Tracy, who has lived in the area for over 20 years and is strongly 

connected with the healthcare community there. She agreed to help with participant 

recruitment, and subsequently asked coworkers at local hospitals if they and their 

children might have interest in participating in the study. All potential adult participants 
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expressed interest in the study. Following this, Tracy and I coordinated distributing 

consent forms and information packets to folks who were interested in participating. I 

was able to briefly meet with some adult participants during this time, and I introduced 

myself, talked about the purpose of my research, and explained the procedure for 

recording. Those who I did not meet with spoke with Tracy instead, as they had more 

regular interaction at work. In all cases, I emphasized the need for interest and consent 

from child participants, given I could not directly interact with them and would instead 

rely on the adults’ facilitation of data collection. Over thirty adults took home consent 

forms for the study, and eleven were returned along with their respective recordings. In 

one (known) instance, a packet was not returned because the child was not interested in 

taking part in the study. Further, two of the eleven packets returned were excluded from 

analysis due to single word responses and minimal engagement with the activity. This left 

a total of nine speakers included in the current study (Table 1), who shared innovative  

narrations, ruminations on the future, exciting news, and many other wonderful stories.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Several participants were siblings, and their surname pseudonyms reflect this. Full names 

reflect the extent to which participants introduced themselves in their interviews. Ages 

Pseudonym Age Gender 
Daisy Arielle 11 Female 
Hope Brouder 10 Female 
Ezra Samuels 8 Male 
Leeroy Mackenzie 5 Boy 
Joe Isaac Mackenzie 7 Boy 
Isabelle Petrovick 4 F 
Megan Petrovick 8 F 
David (Davie) Terrence Petrovick the Third 10 M 
Danny Petrovick 6 M 

Table 1. Participant information (gender is self-reported). 
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range from four to eleven years old, and no speaker reported a history of a speech or 

hearing disorder. All participants reside in Fort Wayne except for Hope, who resides in 

Andrews, Indiana (a small town about 30 miles outside of the city). 

3.3 Speech Tasks 

Each set of consent forms was accompanied by an instruction packet to guide the parents 

through the set-up of the study and the conversation itself, given my absence. The 

recorded talk was divided into two parts. The first modeled a sociolinguistic interview, 

but with the researcher replaced by a parent. In my writing, I asked parents and 

participants have a casual conversation, and gave suggested prompts such as “What do 

you want to be when you grow up?” and “What is something you’re very excited about?” 

These questions were meant to be open-ended, and highly involved, so as to detract 

attention from the potential unnaturalness of the recorded conversation (Labov, 1972), 

both in terms of participant ease and relaxed talk. I further addressed style-shifting along 

the “attention paid to speech” continuum (Labov, 1972) with the activity following the 

conversation. Each child was asked to voice two characters in a comic strip where the 

speech bubbles had been left blank (Appendix). I had two motivations for this activity. 

The first was to collect data of a different style, which largely played out as “constructed 

dialogue” (Tannen, 2007). The second was to elicit additional instances of turn-taking 

given previous findings on creaky voice related to turns (Ogden, 2001; Grivicic & Nilep, 

2004). This comic strip method, while not previously used in the literature, is based in 

similar role-play methods (Mayer, 1969; Anderson-Slosberg, 1990). Demographic 

information for the participants was also collected by way of an open-ended information 

sheet completed by the child. 
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3.4 Data Collection 
 

I chose Voice Recorder Pro (Dayana Networks Ltd.) as the phone application to be used 

for the recordings, due to its ability to select bit depth, sampling rate, and sound file type. 

Each parent downloaded this app on their smart phone and set each sound file to record at 

a bit depth of 16 bits per sample and a sampling rate of 44.1 kHz. After the recordings 

were completed, parents sent the wav files to me via email. Packets with consent forms 

and demographic information were later returned to myself and Tracy, depending on the 

participants’ convenience. 

 I was aware that the absence of myself as the researcher could have alienating 

effects for participants, despite a weakened Observer’s Paradox (Labov, 1972). I 

attempted to combat this disembodied researcher persona with friendly prose in the 

instruction sheets, thank-you notes, and cookies. Additionally, all participants were 

offered copies of any written work that used their provided data. 

3.5 Analysis 
 
3.5.1 Phonetic Alignment and Segmentation 

After all speech was recorded and sent by email, I transcribed all speech in ELAN 

(Wittenburg et al., 2006), and exported each file into Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 1996) 

as a textgrid. Following this, all speech was automatically aligned using the Montreal 

Forced Aligner (McAuliffe et al., 2017). I manually delimited all syllables in Praat 

(Henton & Bladon, 1988; Melvin & Clopper, 2015; Luthern & Clopper, 2015), and coded 

them as being realized with creaky voice (c), partial creak (p), modal voice (m), or other 

voice quality (o) (Figures 2,3). I set the window length between 0.025 – 0.015 in order to 

better view pitch variation (Styler 2020), depending on the sound quality of the 

recording. I set the pitch range to 30 – 500 Hz in order to accommodate low F0 (potential  
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creaky site) on the low end, and in order to accommodate the high pitch range of children 

generally on the high end. I set the maximum formant frequency was set to 8000 Hz in 

order to accommodate the higher formant range in children (Mooney, 2020). 

3.5.2 Voice Quality Coding 

I determined the actual creak site by both auditory and visual cues in Praat (Yuasa, 2010; 

Benoise-Lucy & Pillot-Loiseau, 2013; Melvin & Clopper, 2015; Oliviera et al., 2016), 

whereby the spectrogram displays irregular pitch periods and largely spaced-out vertical 

striations, and the pitch track is low or broken. Previous descriptions of the “rough” 

(Wolk et al., 2012; Benoist-Lucy & Pillot-Loiseau; 2013, Abdelli-Beruh et al., 2014; 

Borrie & Delfino, 2017) or “popping corn” (Yuasa, 2010; Cantor-Cutiva et al., 2018) 

acoustic qualities were relevant to the current data. To me, creak sounds gravely and 

Figure 2. Sample of Modal, Creaky, and Other (here, whispered) Voice Quality from Daisy. 

Figure 3. Sample of Creaky and Partially Creaky Voice Quality from Davie. 
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staticky, and at a low pitch relative to the speaker. Not only is this method of auditory 

coding attested in the literature, but it is additionally supported by the perceptual 

homogeny of varying types of creak (Davidson, 2019). Tokens of creak that occurred on 

a relatively minimal part of the voiced section of a syllable were conservatively coded as 

modal voice. Tokens where creak that occurred in roughly a third of the syllable (visual 

inspection) and were easily heard (audible inspection) were coded as partial creak (p). 

Syllables that overlapped with background noise that rendered voice quality 

indeterminable were excluded. Partial words and words that terminated in restarts were 

also excluded. To err on the side of caution, the percent of creaked syllables (c%) 

consists of only those syllables that had the voice quality for the entire duration. Those 

that were partially creaked were not always impressionistically obvious, even if 

spectrographic evidence were present. Therefore, all discussions of creak in the current 

data are synonymous with fully creaked syllables (c) unless explicitly noted as partially 

creaked (p).  

3.5.3 Discourse and Stance Coding 

In order to determine the discourse functions of creak usage in these speakers, all 

stretches of creaky speech (within both the informal interview and the comic strip 

narration) were inspected for discourse type in NVivo (“Qualitative Data Analysis 

Software — NVivo,” 2020). I coded each creaked syllable for all relevant codes. 

Discourse codes were: 

• Intonation unit-final (IU-final): final syllables of an intonation unit 
(Chafe, 1994; Henton & Bladon, 1988) 

• Intonation unit-initial (IU-initial): relating to the initiation of an intonation 
unit (Chafe 1994) 

• Turn-final: lexical items or final syllables of a turn (Laver, 1980; Ogden, 
2001; Grivicic & Nilep, 2004) 
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• Turn-initial: relating to the initiation of a turn (Grivicic & Nilep, 2004) 
• Other turn related (Turn-related): relating to the continuation of a turn 

(Grivicic & Nilep, 2004) 
• Discourse marker: hedges (Lee, 2015) and filler words; these include: oh, 

okay, hm, mm, mhm, um, yeah, like, and turn-final “and” (Grivicic & 
Nilep, 2004) 

• Parenthetical phrase: any utterance that is an aside or “off the record” 
(Lee, 2015) 
 

There is one site for creak that I have intentionally excluded, which is that of a word 

boundary. Here, creak occurs on one or both adjacent sonorous segments, often during 

fast speech (Kießling et al., 1993). I chose to exclude this site because it has more to do 

with the articulation of phoneme separation, and less to do with the phrasal and 

discursive levels that are the focus of this thesis. Further, I chose to examine intonation 

units rather than utterances because the stipulated final low tone target (Henton & 

Bladon, 1988) would be better captured by intonation unit boundaries (at least given the 

intonation patterns of most American English varieties). Therefore, I chose to transcribe 

the recorded conversations so that each line was its own intonation unit (IU), as it is the 

most relevant unit to examine identity construction and discourse actions (Kärkkäinen, 

2003; Chafe, 1994). This allowed me to more easily see when creak was used to mark the 

end of an intonation unit or the end of a turn. However, this does not negate creak’s usage 

as an additional discourse function, as will be discussed later. 

Motivations for inspecting stance lie within previous work that has found creaky 

voice to encode such information, as described above (e.g., Yuasa, 2010; Mendoza-

Denton, 2011). In many of these cases, a specific persona is constructed throughout talk. 

These personae can, in part, be understood as compiled instances of stancetaking in a 

large span of discourse. Due to a much smaller amount of data per individual speaker, the 
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current study cannot address this level of indexicality. However, stancetaking at the 

phrasal level and within a short conversation can be addressed. 

The approach I take to stance is inferential. I agree with Ochs’s (1993) view of 

social identity to be that which is constructed in a moment-to-moment, as well as in a 

big-picture performance, of an attitudinal identity in relation to some speaker, abstract 

idea, or object (i.e., the stance object in Du Bois, 2007). Social identity is a projected self 

in singular and compound interactions with others, and Ochs (1993) discusses these 

moment-to-moment identity actions similar to pragmatic propositions, in that they may 

succeed or fail depending on the identity-action knowledge that the interlocutor holds 

(that is, whether or not the interlocutor ratifies the stance claim or action). Therefore, it is 

necessary to consider the interactional success or failure when asking questions relating 

to stance. Even more important, however, is that I must emphasize that this portion of the 

analysis is highly interpretive. Primarily because I, the researcher, am not the person 

attempting a claim to a social identity or stance position, I layer my own understanding of 

such claims to identity onto the data I am examining. Of course, there must be some level 

of validity to this approach because claims to identity would never succeed if they were 

never understood by others. However, each claim to identity and each identity in and of 

themselves are variable, complex, ever-changing, and inextricably linked to other 

identities and actions. Therefore, I wholly reject any sense of objectivity in my own 

interpretation of stance in this study (or anywhere, really), but I instead rely on my own 

experience as a language user. Crucially, I reject the idea of social identity as an “a priori 

[given],” but rather as an “inferential outcome of linguistically encoded acts and stances” 

(Ochs 1993, p. 295, emphasis my own). This further aligns with stance analysis as 
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conducted by Kärkkäinen (2003), in which the author advocates, and follows, a data-

driven analysis rather than a conceptual top-down approach. Stance, then, can be encoded 

linguistically in a variety of ways. These are commonly described by lexical or 

morphological markers; for example, verbs of certainty (Biber, 2006) or address terms of 

cool solidarity (Kiesling, 2009). Additionally, phonetic markers such as vowel 

lengthening (Ochs, 1993; Mikesell et al., 2016) can index affective intensity.  

Further, I argue that by examining only instances of creak, rather than lexical or 

syntactic markers linked stance, I am centering the variable of interest. I argue that its 

nonsegmental nature should not have bearing on the justification for its centrality in 

analysis.  

3.5.4 Creak Function Coding Process 

 Creak does not have to occur across an entire phrase in order to be coded. Rather, 

creak can occur within a single syllable to indicate some phrasal-level marker, such as the 

end of an intonation unit. If, however, creak occurs across the last five syllables of a turn, 

is it just indicating the end of the turn, or might there be something in the content of the 

utterance that is more relevant to the usage of creaky voice? For this reason, I counted 

only the ultimate and/or the penultimate syllable(s) of an IU as IU-final creak. This does 

not necessarily mean that, for example, the last three creaky syllables of an IU are doing 

more than indicating a prosodic boundary. It also does not necessarily mean that an 

entirely creaky IU is only operating as a prosodic boundary. Rather, this kept counts 

across speakers more comparable, and is a more conservative approach to overlaying my 

perception of the functions of creak. Additionally, the majority of IU-final creak did not 

extend beyond the last two syllables of an IU. Therefore, my aim in using this metric is to 
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give a sense for the prosodic function of creak, and not to take their exact numbers as 

highly meaningful.  

 The types of codes I considered are not always mutually exclusive (and the 

subsections in the following chapter reflect these types). Therefore, I devised a coding 

scheme to reflect the layered usage of creaky voice in the data (Figure 4). Circles indicate 

terminal nodes, thus the resulting coding becomes its mother node.  

 

 Any instance of creak will necessarily occur at some point in an intonation unit 

and at some point in a turn. Because of this, as well as the necessarily interpretive aspect 

of examining possible stance-related usages of creak, I took boundary markers (IU or 

turn-taking) to be the more likely usage of creaky voice. This was especially true if creak 

occurred on the ultimate syllable of an IU, on the penultimate syllable of an IU (which 

often accounted for declarative rising-intonation, also referred to as up-talk), or both. 

Further, turn-final creak is included within IU-final creak (but separately discussed in the 

Figure 4. Decision Tree for Coding Creak.  
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following section). Monosyllabic turns almost entirely consisted of “yeah” or “yes,” and 

were not included in IU- or turn-final counts. Creak that clearly did not operate as a 

boundary marker (e.g., in the middle of an IU, over an entire phrase) was considered 

either as a talk-type indicator or as stance. Further, it is worth considering the motivation, 

if any, for creak to occur at the end of some IUs or turns, but not others. As will be 

discussed, this could be due to stancetaking. 

 As an example of the coding decision process, I present the following extract, in 

which Joe and his parent are talking about what being a grown-up is like. The extract 

contains two instances of creak (noted with a squiggly underline), in lines 70 and 72: 

 

The creaked syllable in line 70 occurs at the end of the intonation unit and is therefore 

coded as IU-final. The utterance also contains an instance of uncertain epistemic 

stancetaking, which was subsequently coded as uncertain epistemic stance as well. That 

is, stancetaking is inherent to nearly any utterance, so stance could be relevant at any 

point in the decision tree beyond those nodes whose label is “stance.” However, I coded 

stance conservatively, so that I did not extract far from the explicit content of an 

utterance. I understood Joe to be expressing an uncertain stance given the epistemic verb 

“think” in line 70 as well as his following utterance in line 72 (“I don’t know anything”).    

The nodes that are labeled “stance” are applicable to creaked syllables who have no other 
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obvious functions, such as that in line 72. Going down the decision tree, this instance of 

creak is (-) for IU-final, (-) for IU-initial, (-) for turn-related (which I will explain in 

greater depth in the next chapter), and (-) for emphasis (which I will explain in greater 

depth in the next chapter). Therefore, its function is most appropriately explained through 

stance.  

 It is with these concepts in mind that I turn to the results of this study.  

CHAPTER 4. RESULTS 

4.1 Introduction 

All instances of creak were coded and are included in the following sections. Voice 

quality type for all syllables were coded and compiled for each speaker (Table 2).  

 

 
It is interesting to note that the speaker with the proportionally highest amount of 

partial creaky voice, Isabelle, also produced the highest amount of other voice qualities  

(namely whispered and sung). Isabelle was also the youngest speaker (four years old) and 

spent much of her interview talking about play activities. 

Pseudonym (age) c / p / m / o total syllables creak percent (c%) 
Daisy (11) 157 / 14 / 695 / 10 876 17.9 
Danny (6) 33 / 8 / 132 / 16 189 17.5 
Megan (8) 78 / 17 / 732 / 2 829 9.4 
Isabelle (4) 39 / 10 / 518 / 45 612 6.4 

Joe (7) 44 / 5 / 721 / 9 779 5.6 
Davie (10) 54 / 6 / 927 / 3 990 5.5 
Hope (10) 16 / 3 / 1109 / 1 1129 1.4 
Leeroy (5) 10 / 2 / 726 / 2 740 1.4 
Ezra (8) 4 / 1 / 967 / 1 973 0.4 

Table 2. Syllable Totals per Speaker.  

c=creak; p=partial creak; m=modal voice; o=other voice 
quality 
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 Given the overall proportion of creak usage alone, neither age nor gender appear 

to be relevant social factors. Feminine- and masculine-identifying participants are spread 

across the c% range, as are the ages of participants. The following subsections will 

address the possibility of more nuanced understandings of the functions of creak as more 

relevant to age and gender.  

As I will discuss later, the frequency of creak (c%) between Daisy and Danny is 

remarkably similar, but the functions of creak for these speakers differs drastically. This 

is also hinted at in their difference in overall speech production (total syllables). Ezra’s 

relatively low creak percent, yet considerable number of total syllables, will also be 

further explained by the function(s) of his creak production, below. 

4.2 Creak as a Boundary Marker: Prosody and Turn-taking 

4.2.1 IU-final 

Here, Ezra is talking about a school event that he's excited about (squiggly underline 

indicates creak in all extracts): 

 

Line 145 contains an IU-final creak, which is not at the end of a turn.3 This was the most  

 
3 This example was not coded for epistemic or evaluative stance. This does not mean, however, that one 
could not discuss stancetaking in line 145. That is, Ezra takes a fairly certain stance in that he conveys no 
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common function that Ezra used. The resulting counts show that creaky voice often 

designates prosodic boundaries, particularly at their termination (Table 3). Further, the 

number of syllables functioning quite clearly as an IU-final boundary marker is 

noteworthy when considering the multiple ways in which it could operate, as will be 

discussed in later sections. As with the overall counts of c%, IU-final creak does not 

appear to correlate with age or gender, either. However, there may be some relevance in 

familial relation. That is, Leeroy and Joe (who are siblings) produced similar proportions 

of IU-final creak, with 80% and 77.3%, respectively. Similarly, Isabelle, Davie, Danny, 

and Megan produced IU-final creak ranging between 54.5% – 61.5%. Again, these 

participants are siblings. Other participants (Hope, Ezra, and Daisy) do not have 

participating siblings in the current data. This is relevant to consider given the multiple 

functions of creak, and may have implications for linguistic convergence. 

 

 Pseudonym (age) IU-final creak syllables / total creak syllables (c) IU-final creak % 
Hope (11) 15 / 16 94.5 
Leeroy (5) 8 / 10 80 

Joe (7) 35 / 44 77.3 
Ezra (8) 3 / 4 75 

Isabelle (4) 24 / 39 61.5 
Davie (10) 31 / 54 57.4 
Danny (6) 18 / 33 54.5 
Megan (8) 39 / 78 50 
Daisy (11) 61 / 157 38.9 

 

 
doubt that today was eagle pride day. This is not the extent to which I coded instances of stancetaking, as 
discussed below. 

Table 3. Proportions of IU-final Creak per Speaker. 
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Of particular note is the range in proportions related to the total number of creaky 

syllables. Hope, Leeroy, and Ezra all have comparatively low totals of creaky syllables 

and comparatively high proportions of these syllables functioning as an IU-final marker. 

Conversely, Daisy is quite creaky, and is likely using it as more than a function of an IU-

final marker. Similarly, Danny and Megan may be using creak for other functions as 

well. To extend this discussion to the discursive level, I will now discuss where these 

terminal intonation units occur within a turn. 

4.2.2 Turn-final 

In most instances, IU-final creak occurred at the end of a turn (Table 4). It is therefore 

worth noting how creak as a boundary marker functions. Creak appears to operate more 

as a boundary marker at the discursive, rather than prosodic level. I will continue to 

discuss this in section 4.2.3. 

 

 

For most of these speakers, IU-final creaky voice often signals the end of a turn. Ezra’s 

low proportion of turn-final creak should, of course, be considered alongside his low 

number of total creaky IU-final syllables. Daisy had the lowest proportion of turn-final 

Pseudonym (age) Turn-final creak syllables / 
IU-final creak syllables 

Turn-final creak 
(of IU creak) % 

Turn-final creak 
(of total creak 
syllables) % 

Joe (7) 35 / 35 100 79.5 
Leeroy (5)  6 / 8 75 60 
Isabelle (4) 20 / 24 83.3 51.3 
Davie (10) 28 / 31 90.3 51.2 
Hope (10) 8 / 15 53.3 50 
Danny (6) 12 / 18 66.7 36.4 
Megan (8) 26 / 39 66.7 33.3 
Ezra (8) 1 / 3 33.3 25 

Daisy (11) 30 / 61 49.2 19.1 

Table 4. Proportions of Turn-final Creak (of IU-final creak) per Speaker. 
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creak. Again, her talk included a high amount of creak, so it may be functioning in more 

ways than boundary marking. Megan and Hope may also follow similar patterns. Danny, 

Isabelle, Joe, Davie, and Leeroy largely used creak at the end of intonation phrases to 

signal the end of a turn. The largest difference between total IU-final creak and turn-final 

creak was produced by Hope, whose creak almost entirely functions as an IU-final 

marker, but only half of which signals the end of a turn.  For Joe, creak may function 

primarily as a turn-ending marker. Here, Joe is talking about why Valentine’s Day is one 

of his favorite holidays: 

 

Lines 22, 24, and 28 include turn-final creaky voice. Lines 24 and 26 also have evaluative 

stancetaking (“I like . . .”), which is not unusual in the data. Leeroy appears to be using 

creak similarly, although he produced a much lower number of creaky syllables overall. 

 Patterns related to gender are not apparent, but age and familial relation may be 

relevant. Joe and Leeroy (siblings) produced turn-final creak at somewhat similar rates, 

and both used this function more than all other speakers. Interestingly, the Petrovick 
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children are split in this regard. Nearly half of Isabelle’s and Davie’s creak production 

served a turn-final function, whereas Danny’s and Megan’s turn-final creak productions 

were lower and nearly equal to each other. This split is not divided evenly by age or 

gender. Further, Isabelle talked about playing with Megan during her interview, and had 

to be reminded by her mom that she sometimes played with her brothers as well (Danny 

and Davie). Thus, the split is difficult to explain via social affiliation and linguistic 

convergence. Instead, it is likely that this creak function operates on a highly individual 

basis, even within the broader homogeny of creak production within a family (as 

compared to other families). Thus, the percent of turn-final creak of total creaked 

syllables presents quite a range. Overall, creak functions as a boundary marker for all 

speakers in these data, both prosodically and discursively. I will now turn to other 

discursive functions of creak, particularly within an interpretation of turn-taking. 

4.2.3 Other Turn-related Instances 

Although less frequent, creak also functioned as other turn-related indicators, similar to 

those found by Ogden (2001). One of these was IU- or turn-initial indicator, in which 

creak appeared on the first and/or second syllable of an IU. For example, Daisy begins 

her turn here with creak: 

 

 

In a few instances, creak also occurred in the middle of a longer turn, which indicates that 

it could serve a turn-continuation function.  These were only coded as serving a turn-

continuation function if they occurred over a discourse word (Schiffrin, 1987), similar to 

Grivicic and Nilep’s (2014) findings on “yeah.” In the following extract, Daisy produces 
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a creaky “so” in the middle of her turn, which likely signals her continued holding of the 

floor. “So” in and of itself likely serves a floor-holding function on its own. Creak may 

signal additional information, such as the relative lack of content of the word (i.e., it is 

not a causal “so”), or the uncertainty of her claims (supported by lines 11-13). 

  
 The majority of creaky syllables in the “other turn-related” category occurred on 

monosyllabic turns, specifically “yeah” or “yes.” They often differed from Grivicic and 

Nilep’s (2004) discussion of “yeah” in that they did not always sound particularly 

disengaged from the conversation, but are instead more appropriately understood as 

commiserating or speaker alignment (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Additionally, “yeah” is 

a common lexical item, and perhaps a potential site for lenition. That is, the speech signal 

may be diminished given such a short and easily perceived utterance. However, this 

explanation is not as easily lent to all turn-related utterances in this category. Also  

included in this category is turns that only consisted of “no.” This is particularly true for 

Danny, who produced the largest number of tokens in this category (Table 5). 
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For the given data, Danny appears to use creak largely as a function of disengagement 

from talk, which is substantiated by the monosyllabic answers he gives in his interview, 

which are largely devoid of content. In the following extract, Danny uses creaky “no”, 

which signals disengagement from the conversation: 

 

Especially given line 49, Danny does not appear willing to engage in the current talk, and 

his use of creak as a tool to further remove himself from the speech signal supports this. 

Pseudonym (age) Other turn-related creak syllables / 
total creak syllables (c) 

Other turn-related 
creak % 

Danny (6) 14 / 33 42.4 
Ezra (8) 1 / 4 25 

Leeroy (5) 2 / 10 20 
Isabelle (4) 3 / 39 7.7 
Daisy (11) 11 / 157 7 
Davie (10) 2 / 54 3.7 

Joe (7) 1 / 44 2.3 
Megan (8) 1 / 78 1.3 
Hope (10) 0 / 16 0 

Table 5. Proportions of Other Turn-related Creaky Syllables per Speaker. 
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Ezra’s high percentage of this creak function must be considered alongside the 

relatively small number of creaked syllables overall. Additionally, Leeroy’s higher 

percentage is likely due to monosyllabic turns, of which he produced a large number.  

Also of note is that Ezra’s and Leeroy’s creak syllables have all been accounted for at this 

point in the discussion. That is, creak is not used often by these speakers, and they largely 

use it as a function of a boundary or turn-related marker. Next, I will discuss other ways 

creak functions in the data, specifically to signal a type of talk. 

4.3 Creak as a Talk-type Indicator 

4.3.1 Parenthetical Phrase 

Two instances of parenthetical phrase occurred in these data. These were utterances that 

were “off the record” (Lee 2015, p. 279) and were delivered with a relatively faster 

speech rate and a lower amplitude, in addition to being creaky. Both were produced by 

older participants (ten and eleven years old). I argue that the relation between 

parenthetical phrase production and age is not coincidental. Not only must talk be long 

enough to produce an “off the record” remark, but the cognitive ability to distance 

oneself from one’s own talk in order to produce an aside appears somewhat advanced. 

Additionally, other phonetic cues accompany parenthetical phrases, as stated above. 

Thus, the structure of a parenthetical phrase is quite complex.  

 In the first extract, Daisy is narrating the comic strip of Calvin and Hobbes: 
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In line 29, Daisy ‘comments’ on her narration with faster speech rate and creaky voice, 

telling the listener (whether the recorder or her parent), or perhaps as an aside to herself, 

that she is simultaneously thinking of how the story action in the comic strip is unfolding. 

Similarly, Megan makes an aside to comment on the name of a game she is explaining to 

her parent: 

 

In line 30, Megan abruptly stops when she doesn’t remember the name of the game she’s 

talking about. She then restarts in line 31, and produces a rapid and creaky utterance to 

comment on her broader explanation of a game, and admits she has forgotten the name. 

She then remembers the name in line 32 (‘lava monster’), and continues her description 

of it. Note also that she uses IU- and turn-final creak in line 38, as well as a creaked 

syllable in line 35. The latter is what I will refer to as ‘emphasis,’ which I will discuss 

next. 

4.3.2 Emphasis 

This category was largely emergent from the data and was not a function I was 

anticipating to find. What I mean by emphatic creak is that which occurs in a clarification 
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phrase, or is accompanied by higher amplitude or lower speech rate. In line 35 of the 

previous extract, ‘stands’ is produced with a slower speech rate. This could perhaps be to 

create some phonetic variation in the speech stream during a longer floor-holding turn, or 

perhaps to place emphasis on the content of the creaked syllable(s). As another example, 

Danny uses creaky emphasis in line 10 on ‘eat’: 

  

The quotative here (“I said . . .”) may indicate a clarification type statement, in addition 

to the creaky and higher amplitude syllable on ‘eat.’ 

 Additionally, emphatic creak could also serve a contrastive function. In the 

following extract, Isabelle considers how her brothers will come to be married: 
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Here, ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ are both elongated and creaky. Not only is Isabelle taking an 

uncertain epistemic stance, but she is also considering two distinct groups, thus placing 

emphasis on each one. It is not clear whether epistemic stance is more relevant here, but 

the elongated vowels of “boy:s” and “girl:s” indicate that additional phonetic features 

(e.g., vowel elongation, higher amplitude) may be an indicator for an additional function 

of creaky voice (i.e., emphasis).  

4.3.3 Constructed Dialogue 

Across all speakers, constructed dialogue only occurred during the narration task. Creak 

within instances of constructed dialogue occurred largely to mark the end of turns or 

stancetaking, and never across entire utterances as a means of voicing a character. 

Instances of creak within constructed dialogue were few compared to that of the 

conversational data (Table 6), keeping in mind that the total data for the narration task 

were much fewer than the rest of the remaining conversation. 

  

 

It should be noted that Hope, who has a similar amount of creak in her conversational and 

constructed data, produced more speech during the narration task than during the 

Pseudonym (age) Constructed creak / total 
creak syllables (c) 

Conversational creak / total creak 
syllables (c) 

Hope (10) 7 / 16 9 / 16 
Danny (6) 7 / 33 26 / 33 
Leeroy (5) 2 / 10 8 / 10 
Davie (10) 10 / 54 44 /54 
Megan (8) 12 / 78 66 / 78 
Isabelle (4) 5 / 39 34 / 39 

Joe (7) 2 / 44 42 / 44 
Daisy (11) 7 / 157 150 / 157 
Ezra (8) 0 / 4 4 / 4 

Table 6. Proportions of Creaky Constructed Dialogue per Speaker. 
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conversational portion. Further, each speaker completed the narration task differently. 

Some summarized actions of the characters, some were guided by a parent, and others 

(Hope particularly) produced extended narration using constructed dialogue alone. 

Regardless, this data supports Podesva’s (2013) findings of creaky voice not being used 

to voice entire utterances of constructed dialogue. 

4.4 Creak as Socio-indexical Variable 

4.4.1 Introduction 

All speakers displayed stancetaking during creaked speech (Table 7). I separately coded 

epistemic stance as either “certain” or “uncertain,” but did not separate evaluative stance 

due to the more variable nature of this type of stancetaking.  

  

 

 A total of 48 phrases (not syllables) of creaky epistemic stance were coded, and a 

total of 39 phrases of creaky evaluative stance were coded. Additionally, it should be 

noted that creak coded for stancetaking does not negate the presence of other functions of 

creak. Indeed, creak has many functions that operate on several levels of talk, often 

Pseudonym 
(age) 

Epistemic 
(uncertain) stance 
creak / total creak 

syllables (c) 

Epistemic 
(certain) stance 

creak / total 
creak syllables 

(c) 

Evaluative 
stance creak / 

total creak 
syllables (c) 

Stancetaking 
creak % 

Daisy (11) 52 / 157 3 / 157 56 / 157 70.1 
Davie (10) 4 / 54 5 / 54 26 / 54 64.8 
Hope (10) 2 / 16 0 /16 8 / 16 62.5 
Leeroy (5) 2 / 10 2 / 10 2 / 10 60 
Isabelle (4) 8 / 39 6 / 39 0 / 39 36.9 

Joe (7) 7 / 44 0 / 44 9 / 44 36.4 
Danny (6) 10 / 33 0 / 33 0 / 33 30.3 
Megan (8) 12 / 78 0 / 78 10 / 78 28.2 
Ezra (8) 1 / 4 0 / 4 0 / 4 25 

Table 7. Proportions of Creaky Stancetaking per Speaker. 
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simultaneously. That is, not all IU-final syllables are necessarily creaky. If, however, they 

are creaky, this could be due to the content of the phrase. 

 Daisy, Megan, and Joe had nearly equal amounts of creaky stancetaking for 

uncertain epistemic stance and evaluative stance, whereas Leeroy used an equal amount 

of creak across all types. Danny used creak only during uncertain epistemic stancetaking 

(which is likely indexing disengagement, as discussed previously). Davie, Danny’s older 

brother, used creak largely during evaluative stancetaking. Of note is that all speakers 

used creak during uncertain epistemic stancetaking, which is not true of the other 

stancetaking types. Additionally, Isabelle’s considerable usage of creak’s function as both 

epistemic and evaluative stancetaking is highly relevant for discussion of creak 

acquisition, given that she is the youngest participant (four years old). 

4.4.2 Epistemic Stance 

I understood epistemic stance to be that of a speaker’s certainty, authority, or command 

of a claim. Further, I only considered the polar ends of this stance: certainty and 

uncertainty. So, Daisy, who had a large number of creaky syllables, and especially ones 

that weren’t necessarily accounted for as boundary markers, had a large amount of creak 

that occurred in epistemic and evaluative stancetaking utterances. Here, Daisy shows 

both evaluative and epistemic stancetaking (and both with creaky voice) as she describes 

how she thinks people should be treated: 
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First, Daisy prefaces her utterance in line 18 with “I feel that . . . ”, thus indicating an 

evaluation she is about to present. In lines 24-27, we see more epistemic stancetaking. 

While her stated lack of understanding in line 24 could be interpreted more idiomatically 

(and less epistemically), her restarts in line 26, her use of “just” in line 27, and her 

parent’s thought completion in line 28 all indicate some level of uncertainty.  

 As another example, Ezra states that he has forgotten about which day it is he will 

dress up as a welder at school (for Career Day). I take ‘forgot’ here to indicate a lack of 

knowledge, and thus low epistemic stancetaking: 

Again, we can consider the instance of creak in line 198 as both IU- and turn-final creak. 

However, I believe that it is important to note the content of when this voice quality 

occurs, especially given Ezra’s low number of total creaked syllables in his data. 
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Conversely, creak also occurred within stancetaking utterances that indicated a 

high level of certainty. For example, Davie’s description of how school at home has been 

during the pandemic, he described the work as being fairly easy. 

 

Here, Davie conveys a high level of certainty in that his homework was “pretty easy,” 

thus leaving time for him to “go out and play.” Davie’s lines 22-25 also go against his 

parent’s overall priming of the pandemic as being hard for him. Instead, Davie constructs 

his answer to one of a successful student, despite such a difficult time. 

Similarly, Isabelle took a highly authoritative stance when narrating Hobbes’s 

(the tiger) turns in the comic strip. The extract below, accompanied by the relevant panes 

(Figure 5), is of Isabelle voicing Hobbes to be oppositional to getting in a cardboard box  

that Calvin claimed would be able to fly (according to Isabelle). The narration of the 

panes shown begin on line 80. Arrows indicate Hobbes’s turns. Thus, Isabelle uses creak 

in line 82, and a lower pitch in lines 88-89 (not creaky) to index an authoritative and 

oppositional stance for Hobbes, as depicted in the comic strip. 
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4.4.3 Evaluative Stance 

Creak also occurred with evaluative stancetaking. Most speakers used creak during 

evaluative phrases; however, Ezra, Isabelle, and Danny did not. Above, I noted that Daisy 

had many instances of creak that were not accounted for with boundary functions. Rather, 

her usage of creak also encompasses a substantial amount of creak as a function of 

stancetaking, both epistemic and evaluative. Below, Daisy talks about the after-school 

activities she was involved in before the pandemic started. 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Sample Comic Strip Panes 
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Daisy appears excited to talk about her involvement in these activities, as noted by her 

anticipation of (latching) her parent’s question line 28 and encouraged by her parent’s 

laughter in line 29. Daisy then provides an evaluation in line 31, stating that robotics was 

her favorite after-school activity.  

 Here, Hope discusses the kinds of genres she likes to read, and produces creaky 

voice during an evaluative stancetaking: 

 

In lines 5, 8, 9, and 10, Hope produces stancetaking utterances. Lines 8 and 10 contain 

creak, which also occur on IU-final syllables (and a turn-final syllable on line 10). Again, 

the overlap of creak functions presents a complicated picture of this voice quality. 

However, a clue may be present in line 9, in that Hope laughs as she produces “easy,” 

= 
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and may have been embarrassed to admit that she prefers reading material that is easier 

for her to read. This, along with the overt evaluation in “I love . . .” and “I’m not a fan of 

. . .”, may be further signaled by creaky voice. 

 Leeroy did not produce a large number of creaky syllables. However, two of this 

ten instances of creak occurred when he talked about his sport-related skills (being 

“good” or “not very good”). He also produced two instances of creak within evaluative 

stancetaking utterances. In the extract below, Leeroy is guided by his parent on the 

narration of the comic strip. He posits how Calvin is feeling in line 124 after the time 

machine (cardboard box) has failed to blast off: 

 

Sadness, which could cause or be convey by some disengagement from talk (similar to 

what we saw in Danny’s extract earlier), could be additionally signaled by Leeroy’s use 

of creaky voice here. 

 I have demonstrated several different functions of creak in this section. While it is 

difficult to disentangle one function from another, it could very well be the case that 

creak serves several functions at once. With this in mind, I now turn to a discussion of 

these findings. 
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION 

5.1 Proportions of Creaky Voice Production 

The proportions of creaked syllables in these data range per speaker, but mostly fall 

below averages reported for adults in studies who have coded creak syllabically (Melvin 

& Clopper, 2015; Luthern & Clopper, 2015). Daisy and Danny produced the closest 

comparable proportions, with 17.9% and 17.5% respectively, as compared to an 18-25 

year old female group’s average production of 22% (Melvin & Clopper, 2015), and an 

18-25 year old female group’s 18.3% and male group’s 12.4% (Luthern & Clopper, 

2015). 

Further, creak was found in specific sites that have been previously attested in 

adult speakers. All speakers in this study had three functions in common for creak: IU-

final, turn-final, and uncertain epistemic stance. Daisy (11 years old), who used creak the 

most, largely used creak as a function of stancetaking. Danny (6 years old), who used 

creak at a comparable rate to Daisy, largely used this voice quality to disengage from the 

conversation. Isabelle, the youngest participant (4 years old), used creaky voice an 

average amount, and as a variety of functions (e.g., prosodic, talk-type, epistemic stance).  

5.2 Prosody and Turn-taking 

It was apparent in these data that speakers as young as four years old command the 

prosodic function of creaky voice. This is especially note-worthy given the relatively 

higher pitch range for young children. This supports similar findings related to prosodic 

structure in U.S. English (Mendoza-Denton & Jannedy, 2000) and Finnish (Ogden, 

2001). 
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Results show that creak is used in a variety of turn-related functions as well. The 

data support findings that creaky voice can signal the end of a conversational turn 

(Duncan & Fiske, 1977; Henton & Bladon, 1988). Whereas Ogden (2001) found glottal 

stop to serve a turn-holding function in Finnish (and creak as a marker of prosodic 

completion, among others), the current data provides evidence for this function with 

creaky voice in U.S. English as well. Further, the similarity in IU-final and turn-final 

creak production among siblings could point to possible linguistic accommodation 

influences for this creak type. While siblings and other family members are influential in 

language development, the stay-at-home nature of the COVID-19 pandemic has likely 

heightened linguistic convergence within families. Especially given the importance and 

saliency of turn-taking in conversation, this hypothesis is not entirely unlikely and 

deserves further attention in work on creaky voice. 

5.3 Talk Type 

As I suggested in the previous section, “yeah” could be subject to lenition given 

its high frequency, and thus a more likely site for creaky voice. Further, the data show 

evidence for both creaky “yeah” as indexing disalignment (Ogden, 2001; Grivicic & 

Nilep, 2004; Pittam, 1987), as seen in Danny’s data, and creaky “yeah” as a 

commiserating (alignment) marker (Brown & Levinson, 1987), as seen in Daisy’s data. 

Similar to Grivicic and Nilep’s (2004) findings, the current data support the claim 

that creaky voice combines with lexical items to “perform a set of conversational 

functions.” (p. 8) This appears to be the case with the function of “emphasis,” which I 

argue serves a contrastive or clarifying purpose. While this function was shared across a 

variety of ages in these participants, creaky parenthetical phrase was only used by older 
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speakers: Daisy (eleven years old) and Hope (ten years old). I argue that this is due to the 

highly complex phonetic and cognitive nature of this talk type. 

5.4 Stance  

I propose that creaky voice is among the epistemic markers in English. Epistemic 

markers, in English, are most often described as lexical items (‘think’, ‘seems’, etc.), 

phrasal category (‘Have you been down here?’, interrogative; ‘You’ve been down here, 

haven’t you?’, declarative + negative tag question), or intonation contour (‘You’re mad.’, 

‘You’re mad?’)4. I argue that we also consider voice quality among these epistemic 

access claims (and thus, epistemic stances).  

While the data show that creaky voice can occur during multiple kinds of 

stancetaking, it is notable that all speakers used creak to signal uncertainty. Further, work 

that has shown creak to index an authoritative stance (Dilley et al., 1996; Lefkowitz & 

Sicoli, 2007), which I understand to be one of high certainty, is also present in some of 

the speakers in this study. Recalling discussion on authoritative stance related to creaky 

voice and gender in Chapter 2, the current data does not support previous findings on 

speakers using creak to index a masculine, authoritative stance. Both masculine- and 

feminine-identifying speakers used creaky authoritative stance in these data, and in ways 

that were not obviously related to gender construction. Thus, creak is not used by these 

speakers in a markedly gendered way. Regardless, speakers use creak to index a high 

degree of both certainty and uncertainty, which aligns with previous work on this topic. 

 
4 Examples are drawn from Sidnell (2015). 
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Instances of creak as a function of authoritative stance often occurred during talk 

about a child’s skills or their desire to be older. Here, Megan clearly expresses her desire 

to be older by her repetition in lines 43-48, thus gaining more authority over others: 

 

In addition to her repeated desire to “boss people around,” Megan wants to be a grown-up 

“right now.” In addition to these expressions of orientation toward an older self, Megan 

also says that being a grown-up “just sounds cool,” which is reminiscent of Gobl and Ní 

Chasaide’s (2003) discussion of creak’s perception of a “cool” persona. This persona of 

an authoritative older self is again indexed in Isabelle’s data, in which she directs her 

mom to turn off the recorder: 
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Isabelle’s indirect imperative in line 20 (masked by the modal “can”) is creaky, in 

addition to Isabelle’s “yes” in line 22.  

Danny, Ezra, and Leeroy were the only speakers who had no instances of creak 

during expressions of an older self. This is not surprising, given Danny’s sole use of 

creak to index uncertainty and disalignment, Ezra’s sparse use of creak at all, and 

Leeroy’s minimal use of creak as well. The current discussion of creak as indexing an 

older self is further supported by children’s desire to present as more mature and less 

baby-like (Eckert, 2017). While this is meaningful in the specific context of age, these 

data also relate to findings on creak indexing an authoritative stance (Yuasa, 2010; Pratt, 

2018; Mendoza-Denton, 2011). Thus, I propose that creak can index an ‘older self’ 

persona for children as well. 

5.5 Overview of All Variables  

In this data, creak is used to mark the end of intonation units by all speakers, but 

the same cannot be said for larger discursive properties such as a stance. Thus, the 

decision tree proposed in Section 3 also reflects the levels on which creak operates in this 

data. This could have one or both of the following implications: 1) the usage of creaky 

voice necessarily follows a prosodicàdiscursiveàstance order, and/or 2) the acquisition 

of creaky voice follows a prosodicàdiscursiveàstance order. This order of functions 

does not map onto age, however, as we saw with the various functions Isabelle (age 4) 

commands, and the relatively fewer functions Ezra uses (age 8). Thus, sociostylistic 

creaky voice operates on a highly individual basis. Nevertheless, this bears on discussions 

of the linguistic and social interactions of phonetic variability. This speaks to Foulkes and 
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Docherty’s (2006) explicit call for accounts of “how sociophonetic variability is 

produced within speech while also accounting for the questions of how the indexical 

meaning of sociophonetic variability is learned, interpreted, and represented” (p. 426). In 

the present data, we see creak produced across prosodic, discursive, and indexical 

functions. Further, creaky voice is present in all speakers, spanning age and gender. I 

argue that while the ordered functions of creak may be acquisitional in nature, this should 

be considered on an individual basis given the variability in age and creak production 

shown in this data. Directly addressing the question of acquisition of creak would benefit 

from a longitudinal study of individual speakers. Further, this thesis contributes to the 

discussion of creaky voice and gender. There were no marked patterns of gender and 

creaky voice function, at least as were defined in this study. Daisy, whose gender is 

“female,” expressed epistemic and evaluative stancetaking during nearly two-thirds of 

her creaked syllables. Davie, whose gender is “M,” expressed evaluative stancetaking 

during half of his creaked syllables. Overall, creaky voice also does not neatly divide 

between genders or ages, as Danny (6 years old, “M”) and Daisy (11 years old, “female”) 

used nearly equal amounts of creak. Thus, it could be that creak is used to index gender 

identity, but this should more carefully consider the content of what is being creaked, 

rather than essentializing overall creaky voice usage. Instead, discussion of creaky voice 

as a phonetic marker of stancetaking could prove more a fruitful frame to discuss creak’s 

functions in talk. 

5.6 Another Lens: Speech Language Pathology 

Even with the many functions of creaky voice discussed in this thesis, this voice quality 

is not bounded to sociostylistic functions in English. More commonly referred to as 
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glottal fry in speech language pathology, this voice quality can also indicate a voice 

disorder or dysphonia. Crucially, however, this is accompanied by “excessive tension, 

[complaints] of pain or soreness or tightness or constriction, and every word . . . [sounds] 

the same.” (Verdun in Blum, 2016) That is, claims that vocally healthy speakers who use 

glottal fry for sociostylistic purposes are in danger of causing injury to their vocal folds 

(e.g., Wolk et al., 2012) are not grounded in appropriate voice disorder research. Further, 

creaky phonation serves a contrastive function in many languages, such as Jalapa 

Mazatec (Garellek & Keating, 2011), Mandarin Chinese (in conjunction with tone) 

(Kuang 2017), and Santa Ana del Valle Zapotec (Esposito, 2003), among others. It is 

irresponsible to argue that a phonation type that is part of a linguistic inventory would be 

injurious to one’s vocal health. Rather, our perspective must shift to one that asks if this 

voice quality is indicative of a voice disorder given the knowledge we have of 

pathological voice qualities (e.g., accompanying excessive tension, pain). However, this 

is not to dismiss any discussions on the confusion of pathological and nonpathological 

glottal fry. Academic disciplinarity is largely to blame for the lack of a substantial 

connection between these two lenses by which laryngealization is understood. Gerratt and 

Kreiman (2000) point out the consequences of this disconnect: 

[M]odels of normal processes may not reflect the full range of phonatory 
possibilities; and separate study of clinical and normal voice quality may lead to 
different acoustic and/or perceptual terms and models that account for what are 
essentially the same phenomena. (p. 341) 
 

Gerratt and Kreiman (2000) consequently call for a more unified approach to this voice 

quality. Indeed, I concur that specific discussion of the phonetic methodologies of 

laryngealization will prove a fruitful and important avenue to pursue in future research. 
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5.7 Conclusion 

The results from the current study demonstrate young speakers’ abilities to use creak 

voice in meaningful prosodic, discursive, and stancetaking ways. At its most basic level, 

these data contribute to the larger picture of creaky voice. The creaky speakers who are 

included here are not young women, as is often conceived in lay perception and focused 

on in previous studies. The range of creak production proportions (measured syllabically) 

among speakers ranged from 0.4% – 17.9%. Further, this continuum does not directly 

correspond to age or gender. This therefore complexifies the lay perception of women as 

being creakier than men, as well as how a person can use creak. I also argue that these 

data show that creak is not always used to index masculinity as a proxy for authority. 

Rather, an analysis framed in epistemic stancetaking could more appropriately describe 

the ways in which creak operates, rather than reifying perceptual biases relating creak and 

gender. That is, the link that connects young women’s creak (thus, low F0) as a desired 

matching with men’s pitch (i.e., low F0) may, in fact, unnecessarily assume that gender is 

an a priori motivator in women’s speech. Rather, the current study provides evidence that 

epistemic stancetaking generally is a possible site for creaky voice. This places attention 

more on the linguistic features of talk, but still leaves room for content-based analysis.  

 While I do not wish to force meaning where there is none, the data support 

considering stancetaking as a possible motivator for boundary-marking creaky voice. 

However, this is not always the case. The functions of creak should be considered on an 

individual speaker basis (as supported by the wide variation in functions per speaker in 

the current data). Importantly, I propose that these functions are hierarchically structured, 
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as demonstrated in Figure 4 in Section 3. Further research to confirm that these functions 

are acquisitionally ordered would also contribute to our knowledge of creaky voice. 

The limitations I identify in this work largely center around interactional 

considerations. The first is that which I discussed in Section 3, in that I was absent during 

recording sessions due to the current COVID-19 pandemic. This could very well have 

influenced participants’ level of comfort and clarity surrounding the project. Secondly, I 

chose not to include parents' voice quality in this analysis. That is, accommodation, 

priming, audience design, and acquisitional factors were not considered in the analysis. I 

offer this line of inquiry as a possible framework for further research. 

This thesis provides two novel contributions to the field. First, the data broaden 

the age range attested for sociostylistic creaky voice. Second, it accounts for several 

functions of creaky voice simultaneously, which has largely been neglected in 

quantitative approaches to creaky voice. 

CHAPTER 6. SUMMARY 

This thesis set out to address how children use sociostylistic creaky voice. This was 

motivated by popular academic and public discourse on this voice quality (particularly 

related to gender) and the relatively smaller amount of work on sociolinguistic variation 

in children generally (compared to that of adults). Data was collected remotely by way of 

interview-like conversations between child and adult pairs, as well as a narration of a 

comic strip. Creak was identified audio-visually and quantified syllabically. Creak 

functions were identified qualitatively, largely using discourse analysis methods. Given 

the proportions and layered nature of creak functions demonstrated by participants, I 

argue that sociostylistic creaky voice is hierarchically structured. This could have one or 
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both of the following implications: 1) the usage of creaky voice necessarily follows a 

prosodicàdiscursiveàstance order, 2) the acquisition of creaky voice follows a 

prosodicàdiscursiveàstance order. While further research is needed to support or reject 

hypothesis 2, I argue that hypothesis 1 is a useful framework for understanding how 

creaky voice functions sociostylistically in talk and should be considered on an individual 

speaker basis. In addition to sociolinguistics, this work has implications for speech 

disorder assessment. I call for an integrated model, particularly one that accounts for the 

layered nature of creaky voice, in order to address the lack of a clear bridge between the 

two disciplines. 
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APPENDIX 

  
Figure 6. Calvin and Hobbes Comic Strip 
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