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Social dialectology: a hands-on approach 

 
Course Description: 
This seminar is a practical training session in social dialectology, in which students learn the highly 
effective method of self-report questionnaires for language study. Dialectology usually refers to the 
study of the regional variation in language; in social dialectology this variation is correlated with social 
characteristics of the speakers such as age, gender, social class, heritage language to uncover 
mechanisms of language change and to answer questions such as the following: 

Do people pronounce avenue with a /j/ or without one?  
What do Vancouverites call the upholstered piece of furniture that is usually in one’s living room 
(couch, sofa, or perhaps chesterfield)?  
What do residents call the one-dollar coin (loonie)?  
Do people say My house is different from yours or different than yours? 

We will design a questionnaire in class as our data collection tool, carefully considering what kind of 
data can be elicited from speakers with this method and what cannot. Data collection will be carried 
out online and will require the active solicitation of suitable respondents by each student. Each student 
will then select one linguistic variable (from of a set of about 30) for the in-class presentation (10 
minutes) and term paper and describe this variable in its social dimension, as practised in class. The 
data reveals insights into language variation and change in Vancouver. Exercises and in-class activities 
will prepare the participants for the term paper. 
 
English students are at times hesitant to use quantitative data for their argument. In this course we will 
explore simple yet effective ways to overcome this hesitation: don’t be afraid of numbers, let them 
work for you. This course also serves as an introduction to quantitative linguistics and requires no 
prerequisites for data processing. We will use Microsoft Excel for data analysis, the necessary elements 
of which will be taught in the course. The method will empower students to study language 
phenomena with very good data. The course is recommended for those planning to write a thesis. 
 
Required Textbook (free from the author): 

 Dollinger, Stefan. forthc. Social Dialectology: Principles and Practice of Written Self-Report 
Surveys. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins. 
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Course Requirements: 

 Attendance & Participation: 15% 
 Data interpretation exercise (2 pages): 10% 
 Online quiz: 10% 
 Presentation of findings in class (10 minutes): 15% 
 Term paper (10-12 pages): 50% 

 


