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Schæffergården 3.-5. august 2009

Minutes from the plenary discussion Tuesday afternoon (Janus)

Group 1

Frans, Ragnhild, Peter, Stef, Christoph, Stephen

Presentation

The experimental strand

1) Establishing ‘ways of speaking’ (asking people which types there are)

a. LRT (label ranking task)

2) Stimulus voices

a. Produced by 1st year university students (aged 18-20)

b. Topic ‘neutral’

c. Minimum 3 varieties

d. Minimum 1 gender (same)

e. Length of samples: 10-15 seconds

3) Respondents

a. School pupils, aged 15-16

b. From the region (where the stimulus varieties are spoken) 

c. Two classes in each school (n= 30-40)

4) Task

a. Keywords – associations (max 5). Could be written or spoken.

b. Speaker evaluation 
The Zahn & Hopper categories should be used as the starting point for analysis, but should be open for the possibility that the keywords task will lead to the addition of more categories.

The media strand

The discussion in the group focused on TV broadcasts. Several ideas were discussed loosely: 

a. Survey task: plot the presence of varieties in different media contexts/different functions. A sort of map of variety presence in the media.

b. Media policy analysis: which ways of speaking / which varieties are allowed by (in)formal policy documents

c. Linking media & attitude studies: present voice samples (from the media?) and ask respondents to evaluate (through questionnaires) for which media contexts these voices may/may not be appropriate.

d. What are the cool programmes for younger people? MTV? X-factor? One could also study the voices of TV-programme announcers, or political debate programmes where people from all walks of life express their opinions, using different varieties. There may be an issue of credibility here – how does variety link with credibility? 

Discussion

Helge: what is the point in talking about minimum one gender? In matched guise it is probably a good idea, but it need not be in a verbal guise. 


Pete: would probably be ideal to include both genders

Stef: The inclusion of both genders may obscure the findings

Johanna: In relation to the length (and nature of the stimulus voices); would it be possible to use descriptions of a picture, to keep the content constant? 

Stef: by using very short clips (10-15 seconds) the content issue can largely be avoided 

Jan-Ola: Johanna’s idea allows for control of context/content

Tore: In the LANCHART design, the control element lies in the consistency of evaluations attaching to the same accent. But to use shorter samples sounds like a good idea. A) it allows for more content control, and B) it makes the experiment shorter (possibly helps prevent fatigue effects). 

Nik: The comparative nature and the large scale of the project calls for a very careful selection/development/production of the samples (stimulus voices). It’s good to be ambitious. 
Group 2

Marie M, Unn, Jan-Ola, Elen, Shaun, Kristján
Presentation

The historical strand shouldn’t require additional funding. The two other strands, on the other hand, appear to require funding (perhaps in the form of PhDs/post docs). Networking money also seems to be necessary for the further development of the project (perhaps also travel money for sub-groups). Money could also be used to establish/maintain a web site and/or mailing list for the project. 

The group also discussed the possibility that LANCHART could have a role to play as a sort of big brother or advisor that could provide a reference point and perhaps develop a document that clearly states the common project aims.

The experimental strand requires a basic design, with openness for differences across specific language situations. In some settings accent might be a central issue, in others not (for instance Iceland). In yet other situations, contact phenomena may be important to include (for instance the relation between Welsh and English in Wales). 
For the media strand, the group discussed formats like breakfast television, (dubbing of) children’s cartoons, news bulletins and the voices of local radio stations as possible objects of investigation.

Discussion

Tore: Do you want to downplay the comparative aspect?


Jan-Ola: No, it is important. The experimental strand should definitely be 
comparable. With the 
media strand it seems more difficult because we can’t find 
a common format or type


Pete: Openness may be a way of securing comparability. 

Tore (?): Comparability is not necessarily uniformity.
Group 3

Nicolai, Sander, Lena, Tore, Marie S, Janus Mo

Presentation

The presentation focuses on the issues which have not already been covered by previous presentations. 

For the experimental strand, it seems important that both labels for the LRT and the adjectives/scales for the SEE are generated ‘locally’ by consulting ‘real people’. 

It is important to be aware whether the scales of the SEE generate characterisations and/or evaluations. And we should develop methods to ensure that the scales, as far as possible, take the strength of attitudes into account. This work probably requires pilot work and/or future network meetings to be developed.

It also seems like a good idea to make sure that guises are identified (geographically located/labelled?) post hoc by the listener judges. Should this be done through a forced choice between two options (as has been LANCHART practice) or through open choice (based on the labels used in the LRT)?

It would create coherence if the media strand focused (at least partly) on TV-programmes that have youth appeal. For the media strand, it would also be an idea to include perception studies of some kind, ideally with the same informants as those participating in the SEE and LRT.

The group also discussed the possibility of looking at new media (like chat, blogs etc), but felt that it presented a challenge by virtue of being written rather than spoken data (which seems to be the focus in the experimental strand).

Discussion

Stef: Chat is in fact spoken language. It is closer to spoken than to written language. (This was challenged by Nicolai and Pia). 

Ragnhild: what’s the purpose of asking the judges to identify the voices? (Nicolai had a response to this, I think, but I only noted that Pete commented that checking for the use of labels is useful as it allows us to discuss the relevance of the labels vis-à-vis the samples and the judges’ perception of the samples, or something to that effect).

Jan-Ola: I would like us to keep written language as part of the research focus. And as far as computer mediated communication goes, it can even be argued that this constitutes a third medium.

Nik: The idea of asking judges to identify voices post hoc, could even be expanded by allowing some sort of free debriefing discourse to unfold. If planned carefully, this could constitute valuable data in itself.

Group 4

Pia, Helge, Johanna, Jacob, Roeland, Justine

Presentation

The discussion in the group focused mainly on the integration of the media strand.

It could be interesting to set up focus group discussions of TV-programmes, (for instance a group of younger people and older people) and describe belief structures through discourse analysis of the interaction. Commercials and news programmes may be good sites to investigate. E.g. dialects in commercials - how are they used and how are they perceived?

New media: A site of interest could be web site discussions about the language of TV-programmes. These discussions could reveal things about language ideologies. 

A recurring issue in the discussions of the group was what to understand by the terms standard language and dialect? 

Helge presented a solution to the problem: Tore seems to prefer a definition based on subconscious values of what is ‘the best language’, and this can be defined with references to Preston’s triangle. We then need a very precise linguistic description of the object of study and a common definition of it. This would work in theory, but not in practice. Because: A) the term ‘standard language’ does not exist in many countries, and perhaps B) the notion of a standard language does not exist either in many countries. Suggestion: we can do away with the notion of a standard language, and refer instead to a sociolinguistic situation that is common in all our countries: the news reading style (i.e. ‘a sociolinguistic definition of our object of study’). This style is the most restricted style in all of our language communities. Even in Norway, which is otherwise very flexible, there are strict norms for news reading. Thus, in Norway, a comparison of variation in news reading in 1965 and 2009 could produce a description of a possible process of demotisation. Other media genres could be used for the study of destandardisation, 
i.e. whether or not it is necessary to comply with strict language norms any longer in certain genres.
Roeland: Part of the discussion in the group was which TV-formats could be comparable across the different countries. News reading could provide a point of comparison (how much variation is there in news reading?). A lot of ideology can be deducted from what kind of language is produced in the news. This should be done on a national level (as opposed to local level, with local news programmes). Other possible formats included commercials, because they are very deliberate productions, all aspects are thought through and so if language variation appears it must carry some kind of meaning, discussion in parliament, and election discussions. There seems to be a change in the style that politicians adopt. They now seem to be speaking more like the people they are talking to compared to what they did 20 years ago (this is the impression in the Netherlands anyway). 

Two comparable lines (for the news reading studies): 

1) Differences across countries

2) Change within (and across) countries (towards more variation, but also countered by very conservative styles emerging)
Discussion
(Justine?) There seems to be significant cultural differences, and therefore we should be flexible in terms of our parameters for comparison. Cannot be compared like for like, but still might be interesting. 

Discussion of ethics postponed...

(Stef) In Belgium, it would be possible to investigate the differences between what is claimed in policies about language variation (none), and what is actually produced by actual news readers (variation). (Helge:) A similar thing would be possible in Norway, but not in for instance GB where the BBC do not have similar official policies.

(Nik) News reading is a good source for analysis. But the idea of trying to avoid the discussion of what a standard language is by equating it with ‘news reading language’ does not really solve the problem. Standard language is not objectifiably describable.

(Kristján) Regarding the influence of media on linguistic development: In Iceland the media doesn’t influence pronunciation, but lexis is probably influenced to some extent by news reading. 

(Tore) Is news reading in Norway uniform? By definition, the language of news readers is the standard.
(Unn) But now dialects are allowed in news programmes (in local news programmes possibly also in news reading).
Group 5

Janus Mø, Mats, Pirkko, Phillip, Nik, Noel
Presentation
Historical chapters
3000-4000 words per country seems to be a realistic range. 

Focus on:
Historical institutions

Ideological processes

Commentary shouldn’t be restricted to geographical factors

What period are we talking about? 

Experimental strand
Which varieties and where?

In complex societies you have too many choices. Which norm centres? The capital city? Objections: for Germany that might not be a good strategy (though probably OK for England). More discussion about the criteria for choosing sites. Can we choose them according to particular principles in order to ensure comparability? One central task could then be to indentify the important norm centres. 

Informants: school and university students. Age and age-grading: there’s a possible danger in restricting the study to teenagers. Should for instance teachers and gatekeepers be included as well? Should ethnic varieties be included, and if so how? Where possible to do so it would be desirable, although it involves problems – ethnolect is a difficult concept in certain contexts. But important counterweight to the geographically centred approach. 

Where does the speech data come from? Spontaneous speech or not? Should be discussed more. Semi-scripting techniques may be useful. On the other hand, if we are ambitious, we may control authentic data.

Media strand
Time-depth comparison seems like a good idea. At least 40 years of archive material to draw on. Adverts sounds like a good idea to. Popular format also a promising route. 

Three possible approaches:
1) Time-based comparison within a single country

2) Snapshot comparison of particular format in different communities

3) Relatively informal survey of the distribution of speech varieties across different media domains (perhaps covered in a similar format to the historical format) Would establish a backdrop for further investigation. 

CDA-type analysis of different media will not lead to comparability, but that does not rule it out. This would be an add-on, though. 

The group was quite enthusiastic abut analysing chat as a source for discourses about language variation. Similar to the chat about adds/programmes mentioned by group 4.

Discussion

Frans: using the internet as a database: could we find a common search word? 

Nik: 


- what should the period be? Is there a common starting point?

Frans: either 1900 or 1950. At the end of the 1950s, DR (the Danish Broadcasting Corporation) was the authoritative voice in Denmark (the end of the war, reconstruction of the modern Europe). Today you have a totally different situation. 


- what should the age focus be? (In relation to the experimental strand)

Stef: would be interesting to test a group that is not exposed to (new?) media (like the elderly). 

Jan-Ola: mixed ages seems like a good idea.

Frans: the availability issue is important. School kids are usually easier to access. 

Tore: Representativity across socio-economic groups can be ensured by using pupils from the final compulsory year as informants. 

Janus: Should the media strand include both a diversity mapping exercise and an analysis of discourses about linguistic diversity in the media?

Frans: It’s a question about money. If we are ambitious, we should go for EU-funding. If we go for pot-luck funding, we need a slender, minimal core. We could have a dynamic list – a policy document that prioritises the different suggestions and groups it into a minimal core and then specifies which possible add-ons can follow later on. 

And remember: It’s good to be ambitious.
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