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This paper examines a hitherto undiscussed dialectological feature of upstate New York: the 
pronunciation of words like elementary (documentary, complimentary, etc.) with secondary 
stress on the penultimate syllable: eleméntàry. We report the results of three studies examining 
the distribution of this feature. 
 
In the first study, data from 119 sociolinguistic interviews in communities in eastern New York 
establish the prevalence of the feature in this region: the stressed penultimate appears in all 
words of the -mentary type, and is displayed by at least half the speakers interviewed in each 
community. In the second study, data from 61 sociolinguistic interviews in far western New 
York and northwestern Pennsylvania show that the boundary between stressed-penultimate 
eleméntàry and unstressed-penultimate element[’]ry hews very close to the New York–
Pennsylvania state line in that area. 
 
The third is a rapid and anonymous telephone survey: we telephoned 177 school offices across 
the entire state of New York and nearby parts of adjacent states and asked questions to elicit the 
word elementary. This study finds that the stressed-penultimate pattern is nearly confined to 
upstate New York, bleeding only into the Northern Tier of counties in Pennsylvania and a few 
towns in southwestern Vermont. 
 
These findings agree with mid-20th-century dialectology (e.g., Kurath 1949, Kurath & McDavid 
1961) in grouping Pennsylvania’s Northern Tier with the North rather than the Midland. The 
western extremity of the elementary boundary agrees with Evanini’s (2008) finding that 
northwestern Pennsylvania has departed from its former inclusion in the dialectological North. 
The location of the boundary in eastern New York, however, corresponds to no major boundary 
of early or modern dialectological research. Rather, it matches with folk perceptions of the 
boundary between upstate and downstate New York. Thus we find that the cultural notion of 
“upstate” carries some linguistic reality as well. 
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