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Rickford et al. (1995: 106): “..unlike phonological variables, which show up
with high frequencies in [sociolinguistic] interviews, syntactic variables
often involve special semantic and pragmatic circumstances which may
occur rarely or unpredictably in interview settings”.

Hudson (1996: 45): “A very tentative hypothesis ...emerges... according to
which syntax is the marker of cohesion in society, with individuals trying to
eliminate alternatives in syntax. In contrast, pronunciation represents the
permanent social group with which the speaker identifies”.

Winford (1996: 188): “Perhaps most of so-called “syntactic variation” is
motivated by pragmatic factors alone, and rarely, if ever, serves the function
of distinguishing social groups in the way that “classic” phonological and
morphological variables do”.

McCarthy (1991:143-4): “We do not know enough about the acceptable
norms of grammar in speech since, up to now, our grammar books have
been largely formulated from introspective and written data. A good
grammar of spoken English might well contain a few surprises”.

1. Introduction
These four quotations represent my starting points for this paper. I intend to
discuss two areas of research that are usually treated separately: the analysis
of syntactic variation and the analysis of the grammar of spoken English. I
will argue firstly that the norms of standard English (and therefore mainly
written English — see Cheshire, in press) have influenced not only our
grammar books, as McCarthy (1991) states, but also the choice of variables
that have been analysed in social dialectology. I will then mention some
preliminary findings on morphological and syntactic variation from the
research project on which I am currently working, and will follow this with
a discussion of some insights into the grammar of spoken English that can
be achieved through a variationist analysis of this type. Finally I will briefly
describe some characteristic structures of spoken English.

I will begin, however, by elaborating on the fundamental point made
in the quotation from Rickford and his colleagues (1995).
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2. The frequency of syntactic variables

The point made in the quotation from Rickford et al (1995) explains why the
study of syntactic variation has lagged behind the study of phonological
variation: syntactic variables occur less often in speech than phonological
variables do, not only in sociolinguistic interviews but also in spontaneous
conversation. The result is that although it may not be too daunting a task to
embark on a study of, say, /t/ glottaling in English, because half an hour of
recorded speech is certain to contain a good number of tokens of the (t)
variable, a study of a syntactic variable is quite another matter. It took
Rickford and his colleagues eight years to collect 1200 tokens of the as far
as variable, and even then they took 500 of those tokens from computer
corpora. From a practical point of view, the conditions under which we work
in present-day academe make this kind of time span a serious deterrent to
the analysis of syntactic variation. In British universities, for example, we
are assessed every four years on the research that we have published; PhD
dissertations need to be completed in at least four years because if students
take longer than this, the department in which they are registered is deemed
to have an unsatisfactory ‘output’. Studying the glottal stop, then, is
currently a better career prospect than studying the as far as variable.

Moving beyond this practical outlook, we can note that the relative
frequencies of occurrence of phonological and syntactic variables have
implications for their sociolinguistic functions. Because we repeat syntactic
structures in speech less often than phonological structures, they are less
available for social evaluation and less likely to function as sociolinguistic
markers. This is the basis of Hudson’s remark: syntax functions as a marker
of cohesion, he suggests, whereas phonological variants can act as a badge
to show who you think you are and where you come from. As is well known,
syntactic variables that occur relatively frequently often have regular
patterns of sociolinguistic variation, but these are usually sharp patterns of
variation rather than the gradient patterns associated with phonological
variation. This is illustrated by Figure 1, which shows the frequency of
occurrence of multiple negation in the ethnographic interviews recorded by
Annie Williams and Paul Kerswill in Milton Keynes, England, as part of our
current project on dialect levelling (Cheshire, Kerswill and Williams 1995-
98).

The sharp pattern of social stratification that has been repeatedly
found for variables such as multiple negation often reflects the social
stigmatization that has come about, in part at least, because of that attention
that they have been paid by prescriptive grammarians during the codification
of standard varieties. Multiple negation, to stay with this example, has been
subject to overt prescription since the eighteenth century, and although it is
not clear to what extent prescription can really influence speech, a link does
appear to have been established between ‘educated’ speech and the use of
the assertive forms in negative clauses rather than the corresponding
negative forms — if only in the minds of those who consider themselves to
be educated (Cheshire, in press). That is, an utterance such as I don’t want
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Cheshire

Speakers N %
WC girls 50 20
WC boys 35 60
MC girls 35 0
MC boys 24 0

Figure 1. Frequency of multiple negation in the Milton Keynes data set

anything, with the assertive form anything, has become standardised,
whereas the corresponding I don’t want nothing has not. Syntactic variables
that occur frequently in speech are obviously more susceptible to this kind
of social evaluation. However, a further result of their relatively high
frequency of occurrence is that it is these same variables that researchers in
the field of English urban dialectology and variationist linguistics tend to
select for analysis, over and over again. In other words, their frequency
makes these variables simultaneously more feasible to analyse and more
noticeable — to prescriptive grammarians, laypeople and linguists alike. The
aim of variationist analysis, of course, is to discover more about processes
of variation and change rather than to produce spoken grammars; but one
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consequence of the continued focus on the same features is that all linguists
working on spoken language have tended to neglect syntactic features that
are less frequent and less notorious. As a result we still have a great deal to
learn about the syntax of spoken English, as McCarthy states in the fourth
quotation above.

3. Dialect levelling in three English towns
I will illustrate my point about the criteria for selecting variables by
discussing in more detail the dialect levelling project on which I am
currently working. This is a three year project funded by the UK Economic
and Social Research Council, co-directed by Paul Kerswill, Ann Williams
and myself. Not unreasonably, the funding body expects some results at the
end of the three years, and this restricts the variables that we can study: we
are not, for example, embarking on a study of the as far as variable. The
focus of the research is dialect levelling in phonology and grammar: Paul
Kerswill and Ann Williams are analysing phonological features, and I am
investigating morphological and syntactic features. Because of the different
nature of the two types of variation, the phonological analysis is more
advanced: for the grammatical features we have had to transcribe all the
interviews, and the transcription is still not finished; for the phonological
features Paul and Annie already had some interesting results just six months
into the research, on the basis of word lists which the speakers read out (see,
for this and subsequent analyses, Kerswill and Williams 1997a, 1997b).
Our research builds on two previous projects which have suggested
that dialect levelling is taking place in Britain. The first was the Survey of
British Dialect Grammar: this identified a number of nonstandard
grammatical features reported as occurring throughout the major urban
centres of Britain (Edwards and Cheshire 1989, Cheshire, Edwards and
Whittle 1989). For this investigation we used a postal questionnaire sent to
schools, which invited schoolchildren to act as sociolinguistic researchers in
their community, reporting in small groups on a total of 196 linguistic
features (see Cheshire and Edwards 1991). The second project was a case
study of phonological variation in a new town, Milton Keynes (Kerswill and
Williams in press, Kerswill 1996). There were three main findings: firstly,
by the age of 12 children in Milton Keynes were speaking a variety of
English that bore little resemblance to the pre-new town variety spoken in
the area; secondly, the children tended not to adopt the marked regional
phonological features of their parents, who had come to Milton Keynes as
adults; thirdly, the children favoured variants currently in widespread
diffusion throughout the southeast of England. It was the 12 year old
speakers who diverged most from the parent group, and so in our present
project we have chosen to work with adolescents. We are expanding the
work of the previous two projects by recording spontaneous speech in three
English towns: Milton Keynes, which is Britain’s fastest growing new town;
Reading, an established prosperous town in the south-east with both a stable
local population and considerable in-migration; and Hull, a northern city
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