Sociolinguistics


Workshop: Dealing with Data

This workshop is intended to make you think about the techniques that variationist sociolinguists use to analyse data. It’s also intended to give you practice at dealing with and interpreting data alongside social information. By the end of the workshop, you should have a good idea of how you might go about identifying social patterns in language data. You should make sure that you have read up on social class, style and gender variation as you will need this knowledge to help you interpret the results.

In this workshop, we will imagine that a researcher has collected data from 12 children who visited an adventure playground in Sheffield. The sample included boys and girls from two neighbourhoods near to the playground: Park View and Manor Dale. The researcher recorded these children in the playground and then also recorded them at their schools on days when they attended.

Part 1: Counting tokens
Read the excerpt from Ellie’s data, which you’ll find at the end of this document.
1. One of the forms that Ellie uses consistently is nonstandard were (i.e. she uses were with first and third person singular subjects, where we would expect was in standard English); e.g. I were grim on line 3. 
a. In the extract, underline all of the occasions where nonstandard were could potentially occur (i.e. all occasions where you get a past tense form of the verb BE with the first or third person – so you would note examples like I were stupid and examples like I was stupid). This gives you the total number of occasions that the variable we are interested in occurs (we also refer to this number as the total number of tokens of the variable). 
b. Next, note how many of these tokens are actually realised as nonstandard were and how many are realised as standard was. 
c. Calculate a percentage average for Ellie’s use of nonstandard were in this extract. (You do this by dividing the number of were tokens by the total number of tokens and multiplying this figure by 100.)
2. Note down anything interesting about the linguistic environments that nonstandard were occurs in. For instance: Do you find it in negative sentences? Do you find it with pronouns (which ones?) or with full noun phrases?

Part 2: Analysis

Look at table 1, which shows all of the speakers from whom data was collected. 

3. The scores in this table are divided according to the neighbourhoods the kids come from, their gender and whether or not the data was collected from the speakers at their school or in the Adventure playground. Fill in the blanks in the table, then use the data in this table to complete tables 3-5.
4. Can you say anything interesting about the neighbourhood, gender, or context/style (adventure playground or school) distributions of nonstandard were? How could you explain your results?

Table 1. Use of nonstandard were from kids at the Manor playground

	
	Name
	Gender
	(a) Adventure playground data
	(b) School data
	Total (a + b)

	
	
	
	N

was
	N

were
	N

Total
	% were 
	N

was
	N

were
	N

Total
	% were 
	N

was
	N

were
	N

Total
	% were 

	Manor Dale
	Ellie
	F
	35
	43
	78
	
	20
	12
	32
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sally
	F
	34
	40
	74
	
	18
	10
	28
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Jenny
	F
	26
	31
	57
	
	24
	14
	38
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Rob
	M
	34
	35
	69
	
	14
	13
	27
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Tim
	M
	30
	29
	59
	
	23
	17
	40
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Steve
	M
	31
	36
	67
	
	17
	16
	33
	
	
	
	
	

	Park View
	Katie
	F
	44
	35
	79
	
	21
	5
	26
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Hannah
	F
	36
	28
	64
	
	26
	8
	34
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sarah
	F
	46
	26
	72
	
	18
	7
	25
	
	
	
	
	

	
	James
	M
	42
	35
	77
	
	18
	12
	30
	
	
	
	
	

	
	David
	M
	31
	27
	58
	
	29
	19
	48
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Pete
	M
	34
	32
	66
	
	18
	13
	31
	
	
	
	
	


Table 2. Use of nonstandard were by group

	
	N 

was
	N 

were
	N 

Total
	% 

were

	Manor Dale
	
	
	
	

	Park View
	
	
	
	


Table 3. Use of nonstandard were by gender.

	
	N 

was
	N 

were
	N 

Total
	% 

were

	Male
	
	
	
	

	Female
	
	
	
	


Table 4. Use of nonstandard were by style

	
	N 

was
	N 

were
	N 

Total
	% 

were

	Playground Style
	
	
	
	

	School Style
	
	
	
	


Workshop: Dealing with Data
Extract
Ellie
Oh. I had pure people sleeping at my house the Friday before my birthday. And so, erm, I bought some tap and we went for a mix. And I sunk about – oh – about 9 buckets of summat. I were grim. I cun’t believe it. I was sick. Like, before, I’ve felt grim and felt like I’m gonna be sick, but I never was sick. And then, this lad called Raz – someone who lives in Breightmet – proper fit, proper hard – honestly, he’s nice as fuck – and, er, we went round Tom’s house, and he were there. And he were talking to me all night, and I were absolutely buzzing. But I felt so grim, I just sat there, pale as fuck – like that, ‘Uhh. Uh,’ tryna talk to him. I was like, ‘No,’ gutted. He went like that, ‘So, are you coming Monroe’s on Saturday.’ I was like, ‘Oh no. Not if I still feel like this.’ … I’m s’posed to have gone..couple of week ago. I dint end up going, cos I dint have enough money … You need pure pills t’go there. 

x
So do like – you know you were saying like Meg and Amanda have got all the money and everything?

Ellie
Um.

x
Do they like – dunno – d’you think you’re different?
Ellie
Yeah. Right, Meg’s had loads of mad parties at her house. She’s been clapped for every single one, but she dunt get grounded. I mean, I had my mobile took off me by my mum and dad, a couple of days ago, because I’d lost it, and then I got it back. And then I got it took off me and – cos they said anyone could have tanned the bill while I’d lost it. And Fiona, the other week, had, erm, her phone bill back and it were two hundred and seven quid. Her mum dint say anything to her. She’s still got her phone and that. She still just tans it just as much. But if my phone bill were that much. I wunt be alive.

x
No.

Ellie
Oh, my mum would wupp my arse.

x
Jeez, that’s loads.

Ellie
Yeah, cos she lets Tom ring all sex lines and that on it..cos she fancies him, so she lets him do anything. 

x
What d’you reckon they’d say if you told them like how you felt?

Ellie
[Pause] I did actually try saying summat to Tracy on Saturday night. Cos, er, while you were gone, I’ve not necked no nes – no e’s or anything, and I’ve not had nothing. But on Saturday night, I only had like eight quid. So I bought [laughing] three litre of cider and a pill. And..I shared my cider with Chloe and then about 10 o’clock I necked this pill and I was s’posed’t be back at Chloe’s by half 10. And so we got a lift down Tonge Moor, then mooched down the rest of the way, down t’backstreets, seeing if we could see anyone. And – cos I’d not had one for like a month or summat – a couple of month – I were absolutely leathered. And, erm, we sat down in her room. And..we sort of – you go like..umm..you sort of like go..dead open and you can’t lie. If someone – say if I lie to someone and they turn round and ask me t’tell truth, you like – you sort of say, ‘Yeah,’ because you just feel dead nice and loved up and then..I sort – and you say stuff as well. I sort of told her like that I got a bit jealous of her and Sharon sometimes and she said like, ‘Aw, you shouldn’t do,’ because we were all still mates, it’s just we’re moving on a bit..But, I don’t know.

x
Do you feel like everything’s changing?
Ellie
Yeah, it’s like – all my mates have changed. And I sort of still feel a bit left behind. I don’t know – not – not in the sort of like… Ohh … It’s like – I can’t explain it at all. It’s sort of.. – what’s really annoyed me for the past few weeks is just – you know at 15, and you get older, and you wanna be with lads and that. And, a few weeks ago, I were proper chuffed, cos I met this lad, Adam, and I were with him for ages. And this shows how close we’re not actually. Erm, in the six weeks holidays, I was with him for ages. And then I got, erm, Quincey and..glandular fever..

x
Shit.

Ellie
Dehydration and..throat infection and throat absess and all this. I were in hospital.

x
Oh my God.

Ellie
At the end of the holidays. And I were still going with this lad. And then by the time I got out – Tracy rung me the night I got out – and she said, erm..she just started talking to me about Adam. And then, she sort of ended up saying that she were with him. But the thing was, we ant finished before I went in hospital. So, knowing full well that I were still s’posed’t be with him, she just went behind my back, and got with him anyway. She’s a doh. And then, I weren’t – I weren’t that bothered about it. I thought, you know, fuck it, it’s a lad, there’s no point loosing mates over lads because lads come and go but your mates, you know, should be there for you and you should be there for them. Anyway, a few weeks later, them two had been falling out and he’d been ringing me back up saying all this stuff. And I was saying, ‘Oh, no, no. Can’t be arsed with it. Can’t be arsed with it.’ And then Tracy liked this other lad, John, so Tracy and John got it together and me and Adam got back together for like about three days or summat and then we just had this massive argument, cos he’d been saying to everyone, ‘Aw, I’m only in it for sex and all this. I don’t really care about no one.’ And, I’ve got more respect for myself than to let lads treat me like that. I’m not gonna let it happen. So I finished with him. And then, he’d been going with this other girl, Hannah, behind my back – who’s in my year. So when I found out about that after I’d finished with him. I went off my head at this girl and..she’s with him now, but I’m not bothered because I don’t wanna waste my time with him. 
