SLICE Media strand

Proposal (Nik)
1.  Comparability across participating communities

There is no established methodology for undertaking research into linguistic (de)standardisation in the media. Media processes, formats and products are unlikely to be fully comparable across the participating communities. Also, given that this strand is not likely to be based mainly on quantitative or experimentally controlled research, it will not be possible to achieve direct comparability of 'results' across research sites in the way that is targeted in the experimental strand. 

For this reason there does not need to be a 'common core', in terms of precise methods and data. Participating groups should, all the same, commit to engaging with the strand's specified objectives and at least one of its specified empirical projects.

We should aim to maximise comparability, where possible, through conducting parallel (if not fully contrastive) studies. 

2.  Rationale for the media strand research
It is widely accepted that broadcast mass media, meaning television and radio, have historically played important roles in the linguistic and ideological processes we refer to as 'standardisation'. Standard language ideology (SLI) has often been promoted through broadcast media, for example in the BBC's more or less explicit mission in Britain, at certain times, to promote 'proper' ways of speaking on a 'national' basis. In the BBC's case (which is perhaps unique), promoting 'standards' in speech was even construed as falling within its public service remit. In many other communities, SLI has been linked to nation-building, where the key assumption has been that 'standard language' is a prerequisite for an integrated and harmonious nation-state. Broadcast media, and particularly their most 'serious' and authorised genres, have generally had the reach and impact needed to promote such values.

Powerful social changes - working at different speeds and with different degrees of impact in different places - seem to have undermined the ideological value of 'standardness' itself, and the broadcast media's need or ability to carry SLI in particular. This is why we need to investigae the possibility of 'destandardisation', or a retreat from the dominance of SLI in broadcast media, where it existed. While 'standard language' (e.g. Received Pronunciation, RP, in Britain) is still very much in evidence in the mass media, it appears to be positioned differently. RP may be less evenly distributed across broadcast genres (there may simply be proportionally fewer RP speakers in the media), or the traditional genres with which RP has been associated may be less prominent or less uniform (news, for example, in the multi-channel age is broadcast in many different formats and styles, in a greater range of formats). Mediated RP may be less revered than it apparently was, in the sense that other voices compete in its traditional environments (e.g. 'experts' may no longer have to speak RP, vernacular speakers may not be presented as working class prototypes), or because the ideology of 'properness' may have become less important in the missions of broadcasting institutions. 

As broadcast media become more open to transnational and global influences, and as commercialisation and commodification accelerate, mass media may be finding new values in vernacular ways of speaking, and in representations of 'the local' in general. The SLIs orchestrated by elites and by 'the establishment' in some nation-states, particularly through their social class hierarchies, may be generally less credible, less authoritative or less well-formed nowadays.

3.  Strand objectives

Our research across different European constituencies will:

· make an overall assessment of the roles played by 'standard' and vernacular ways of speaking in contemporary, mainstream, broadcast mass media (TV and radio) in each participating community

· investigate sociolinguistic changes in relation to SLI in real-time within that community, by comparing some specific contemporary broadcast materials (inferred ideologies of language), or policies (articulated ideologies of language), with similar materials for an earlier period (ideally over a span of 40-50 years)

· develop a critical commentary on the function of 'standard' and vernacular voices and personas in one internationally franchised TV show, probably Strictly Come Dancing (as title in Britain), or a similarly prominent 'popular culture', high-reach show.

Results from different communities can be compared and modeled in relation to theories of social change. We have the opportunity to provide a coherent set of empirical studies of mediated language ideologies that will illuminate ongoing sociolinguistic change in different social environments, and highlight the relevance of the media for sociolinguistics.

4.  Methods and data
We do not need to pre-determine these in detail, for the reasons given under (1). Here are some suggestions, however, for how each of the three objectives under (3) might be met.

4.1  The distribution of 'standard' and vernacular voices in contemporary TV and radio

· identify TV and radio channels that have, in some defined sense, the greatest impact in the community - e.g. on the basis of viewing figures, but also perhaps to represent public and commercial channels, or digital versus non, perhaps a maximum of four

· identify the range of voice types that regularly populate these channels; briefly characterise their distinctive linguistic and social features 

· construct a time-delimited sample, based on a typical week's broadcasting 

· identify the major genres or programme formats that feature on these channels (decisions to be made in relation to these four bullet-points can be worked up collaboratively across the communities)

· summarise (quantitatively or qualitatively) the distribution of voice-types across genres and overall

· comment critically on these findings, seeking to generalise about the ideological values associated with different ways of speaking in these media contexts

4.2  Real-time change in 'standardness' ideologies in broadcast media

· establish an empirical, real-time comparison, ideally across 40-50 years, either (a) between contemporary and earlier media broadcast norms (e.g. comparing the selection of voices in samples of a particular TV or radio broadcast genre - news or current affairs or entertainment programming or advertising, etc.) across the time span; or (b) between contemporary and earlier documents or official/ institutional pronouncements (e.g. by programme producers, media executives or others) that prescribe or proscribe or comment evaluatively on particular ways and 'standards' of speaking across the time span. 

· in case (a) comment critically on the differences found, distinguishing language change (e.g. the likelihood that varieties considered equally 'standard' may be realised differently over time) from ideological change (based on any evidence that values for 'standard' and vernacular ways of speaking have changed over time).

· in case (b) comment critically on the content, remit and contextualisation of the two sets of prouncements, situating them in their historical contexts and (mainly) drawing attention to shifts over time.

4.3  Voicing 'standard' and vernaculars in the discourse of a popular contemporary TV show

· identify a sample of episodes from the chosen show(s)/ franchise(s) (to be negotiated among the participating communities), perhaps a run of three episodes from a currently-running series

· identify the 'participation framework' of the show - what are the principal social roles on which the show is based (e.g. amateur performers, professional performers, judges, audiences, etc.) and how are they typically filled our by personalities, stars, lay people, etc?

· comment on the voices through which these various roles are performed - are there any predictable or surprising associations of voice and role?

· identify and transcribe a set of particular interactional sequences that illustrate how relationships among participants or key elements of the show's entertainment value are mediated by voices and vocal differences.

attempt generalisations about how particular ideologies of voice, and differences along the generalised 'standard'/ vernacular axis in particular, contribute to the production and consumption of the show as a popular media event.
