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Introduction 
For the past two decades, the Linguistic Data Consortium2 at the University of 
Pennsylvania has fostered the intersection of linguistics and language technolo-
gies, building and sharing datasets for use in language related sub-disciplines. 
Over that time, we have observed a gradual convergence of desiderata and, to a 
lesser extent, methodologies. Speech technology developers who have been sha-
ring data and relying upon publicly available data (Garofalo 1988; Godfrey, 
Holliman, & McDaniel 1992) have tended to focus more on variation in sensors 
and communication channels (Doddington 1985; Campbell 1997). Sociolingui-
stic inquiry has tended to focus on individual speech communities with only in-
frequent attempts to trace variation across regional or national space and there-
fore had less motivation for data sharing.3 However, recent efforts in human 
language technologies (e.g. speaker and language recognition) have incorporated 
dialect information to improve system performance (Chen, Shen, Campbell, & 
Schwartz 2009), while linguists have begun to exploit publicly available corpora 
(Mackenzie 2013) and to share their own (Fox 2001; Kendall 2011).  

Sharing across the boundaries of these disciplines has led to the recognition 
of potential advancements for all participants, such as the need to improve me-
thodology in such surprising areas as sociolinguists’ own coding of demo-
                                                             
1  This work was conducted with the help of NSF Grant BCS #1144480 and supplemental 

funding from LDC. Particular thanks go to Christine Massey of the University of Penn-
sylvania Institute for Research in Cognitive Science, whose patience and clear-sighted-
ness permitted this work to come to fruition. Thanks also to the many participants in the 
NSF sponsored workshop on this theme, http://projects.ldc.upenn.edu/NSF_Coding-
_Workshop_LSA/index.html, and to Brittany McLaughlin and Laurel MacKenzie for 
their unflagging assistance. We would also like to thank the editors of this volume who 
provided feedback that hopefully permitted us to clarify our presentation. 

2  http://www.ldc.upenn.edu 
3  At present, the only ways to learn about many corpora are to ask the authors directly 

(which is neither a scalable procedure, nor one guaranteed to produce consistent re-
sults), or to read the published papers mentioning those corpora (which rarely have 
enough detail due to space constraints and the need to focus on research results). 
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graphic, attitudinal, and situational metadata.4 This paper describes research that 
highlights the necessity for a deeper understanding and improved coding of the 
categories along which language varies. We suggest that more complete and ap-
propriately granular metadata will facilitate more accurate analyses, comparison 
across studies, and better understanding of trends that span speech communities. 
Based on a review of recent publications and available corpora, we identify se-
veral discussion foci to facilitate the development of sharable databases, identify 
metadata which recent studies have demonstrated to be related to speech variati-
on, and support the development of metadata protocols that lead to more tho-
rough and comparable elicitation and analysis. 

 

Changes in current metadata practice 
Data sharing initiatives have developed proposals for capturing, normalizing, 
and sharing metadata that have necessarily evolved and yet still fall short of cap-
turing the metadata needed in contemporary sociolinguistic studies. In the infan-
cy of the British National Corpus5, its creators maintained that one of their goals 
was to provide metadata that would permit archival comparisons and data sha-
ring. Those metadata sufficed for that study’s scope, but do not support all cur-
rent needs for studying linguistic variation in the UK. The Open Language Ar-
chives Community6 provides a Dublin Core7 compliant standard for recording, 
hosting, and searching metadata, but it does not attempt to characterize indivi-
dual speakers or sessions. The General Ontology for Language Description8 
(GOLD; Farrar & Langendoen 2003) is a central repository of very careful and 
thoughtful definitions of terminology for particular linguistic phenomena, but it 
does not consider social factors. 

Sociolinguists assume that their own corpora have followed a shared proto-
col for data collection with relevant coding to permit judicious comparisons 
(Labov 1984; Poplack 1989; Tagliamonte 2012). In actuality, conventions are 
often not shared and not explicitly stated, with the result that corpora which 
could and should be comparable are not. There are exceptions, particularly 

                                                             
4  We use the terms coding and metadata nearly interchangeably because they are roughly 

so in the current scope. Human Language Technology developers tend to use the term 
annotation for judgments on the spoken, written, signed, or gestured data, and metadata 
for information about speakers, attitudes, and situations. Sociolinguists code all of these. 

5  http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/corpus 
6  http://www.language-archives.org/ 
7  http://dublincore.org 
8  http://linguistics-ontology.org 



 Prolegomenon for an analysis of dialect coding conventions for data sharing 3 

  

among the research groups in Toronto, Ottawa, and Montreal, where corpora 
follow the explicit conventions first discussed in Sankoff and Sankoff (1973) 
and further elaborated when the Montreal French corpus expansion required a 
set of rules to permit comparability with the earlier collection (Thibault & Vin-
cent 1990). Subsequent studies in Ottawa (Poplack 1989), Denmark (Gregersen 
2009), and Toronto (Tagliamonte 2012) have followed comparable protocols. 
Overall, however, corpora are not reliably comparable and are rarely shared. 

The US National Science Foundation (NSF) has enacted new rules which 
require that proposals describe how data will be maintained and shared across 
fairly broad research communities.9 A more recent memo from the White House 
Office on Science and Technology Policy indicates that researchers will expe-
rience increasing pressure to share their research products effectively, including 
academic papers and corpora.10 The members of the Variationist List have also 
been discussing how best to gather and code corpora to permit subsequent sha-
ring of data from different regions and from different communities11. 

Of course, it is inevitable that later papers would refine the metadata catego-
ries suggested in the seminal works on language variation and change. Moreo-
ver, when many of these works were carried out, it was inconceivable that we 
would be sharing data the way we can today. In consequence, the research spon-
sorship of the time lacked the enthusiastic and growing support for data sharing 
we see today. It is natural that the advent of easy data sharing brings with it the 
need to revise methodology. 

Coding demographics and attitude 
The focus of this paper is a treatment of the pre-requisite issue of coding specific 
demographic information shown to influence speech and speakers’ attitudes to-
ward their own and other groups. As such, this paper can be considered a prole-
gomenon to a study of metadata requirements and will provide suggestions for 
finer-grained demographic coding for more accurate analyses of speech variati-
on directly and via the attitudes those demographic factors engender. 
 

Community affiliation 

Each speaker belongs to at least one local or regional community (Labov 2001), 
and most studies control for community affiliation. However, many studies em-

                                                             
9  http://www.nsf.gov/publications/pub_summ.jsp?ods_key=grantsgovguide 
10  http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ostp 
11  http://j.mp/VAR-L 
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ploy an under-differentiated coding scheme for both speaker’s dialect and regio-
nal heritage within a given language community. 
 

Regional identity versus political boundaries 

Many studies code regional identity as the nation or state in which speakers   
were raised, though ample evidence shows that dialect boundaries do not always 
conform to political ones. In the US, New York (e.g. Dinkin 2009), Ohio (e.g. 
Thomas 2011), and Illinois (e.g. Habick 1991; Bigham 2010), to name only 
three states, exhibit extreme dialect variation. 

In coding for language or dialect heritage, correlations to political or regio-
nal boundaries become even more tenuous. Numerous studies have shown diffe-
rences among first, second, and later generation immigrants; other studies have 
drawn connections among the multiple sub-communities with which speakers 
identify and the linguistic variables associated with those groups (e.g. Hall-Lew 
& Starr 2010; Llamas & Watt 2010; Bayley, Cárdenas, Treviño Schouten, & 
Martin Vélez 2012; Hall-Lew & Yaeger-Dror 2012). This work underscores the 
necessity of distinguishing factors that are most critical to a given community’s 
identity from those that are more friable into disparate identities, each of which 
evokes attitudes about speech and sub-communities of speakers. The importance 
of each of these factors has been extensively discussed in the work of Labov 
(most recently, 2011), Preston (e.g. Preston & Long 2002) and Giles (Giles 
1973; Bourhis & Giles 1977), and their students. Beyond such regional identi-
ties, other community identities have also been shown to influence language va-
riation and linguistic attitudes. 

 

Ethnicity: linguistic, regional, religious or ‘racial’ heritage 

Ethnicity has been frequently used as a cover term for linguistic heritage (e.g. 
Italian, Polish, Cantonese, Latino)12, regional heritage (e.g. Northern, Southern), 
‘racial’ heritage (e.g. African American, Asian, Native American) 13, and religi-
ous heritage (e.g. Jewish, Christian, Muslim). The question facing the researcher 
who would compare such studies is not merely with which ‘ethnic’ groups a gi-
ven speaker associates, but whether all potential personal identities are coded 
consistently to permit comparison regarding the possible strength of competing 
                                                             
12  Many studies inaccurately treat linguistic and national heritage as identical; see discus-

sion in Verkuyten and Thijs (2010). 
13  Any discussion of the validity of the concept of ‘race’ is beyond the scope of this paper. 

We use the term merely to refer to its common use as a very broad categorization. 
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influences on group members’ speech. Even if we consider only these four cate-
gories, it is clear that speakers whose parents come from identical backgrounds 
may still differ in how they identify with different groups. The comparative 
strength of those linguistic identities cannot be measured in research that 
acknowledges only partially overlapping subsets. The problem arises most clear-
ly in discussions of ‘ethnicity’ if non-congruent criteria are chosen by different 
studies which one then hopes to compare or archive together. In addition, spea-
kers’ sense of affiliation with any of these groups is often correlated with the 
interlocutors and the relationships among them, the topic discussed, and how 
well the interaction itself is progressing (e.g. Giles 1973; Bourhis & Giles 1977; 
Eckert & Rickford 2001; Labov 2001; Rickford & Price 2013).  
 

Communities: self-defined versus externally-defined 

Even with language choice fixed, sub-groups (e.g. Northern vs. Southern Italian, 
Indian, French, Mexican, Norwegian) hold specific attitudes toward those from 
other areas within the same heritage language, even if the speakers appear to 
outsiders to share the same cultural heritage. The situation becomes more comp-
licated as linguistic, ‘racial’, or religious variables come into play. While many 
American communities have large Polish populations, the Catholic and Jewish 
Polish heritage speakers may not consider themselves as sharing an ethnic or 
community affiliation. Similarly, Iranians, Syrians, Iraqis, or Lebanese speakers 
from Copt, Maronite, Circassian, or other Christian heritage may have a very 
limited sense of shared community heritage with their Sunni or Shia neighbors 
or with each other (see, for example, Blanc 1964). Conversely, consider those 
who share a religion but differ in their regional heritage. The degree to which 
they wish to emphasize regional linguistic features or specific religious shibbo-
leths may vary by individual or situation. Attitudes toward the in- and out-
groups can all influence speech, making coding each such feature prudent. 

Bailey (2000), Toribio (2003), Guardado (2008), and others have discussed 
the fact that ‘Latino’ is not one uniform ethnicity. It is ‘a heterogeneous US 
ethnic group’ (Bayley et al. 2012) which varies radically with both racial and 
regional heritage communities, the speakers’ socioeconomic background, and 
the regions from which and to which speakers’ families migrate (which in turn 
influences the degree to which they are integrated into a larger local Hispanic or 
Anglo community, or are isolated from other communities).14 Alim, Ibrahim, 

                                                             
14  Looking to larger sociological studies may not help either. Both the US Census and Pew 

Research Center specify that ‘Latino’ is a term used for people of any Spanish speaking 
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and Pennycook (2008), Cutler (2010), Roth-Gordon (2012), and others have 
demonstrated the extent to which we oversimplify speakers’ ethnic identity if we 
code ‘Black’ speakers of English as only ‘African American’. Wong and Hall-
Lew have pointed out the extent to which ‘Asian’ is neither racially nor cultural-
ly a valuable cover term. They have also shown that even limiting the discussion 
of ‘Asian Heritage’ speakers to Cantonese speakers, their affiliation with this 
heritage and their choice of sociophonetic features to flag that identity may dif-
fer in New York and San Francisco, and may be influenced as well by other de-
mographic variables (e.g. Hall-Lew & Star 2010; Wong & Hall-Lew 2012).15  

When religion is coded, it is sometimes relegated to ‘ethnicity’ (Tannen 
1981; Meechan 1999) for lack of a generally accepted set of conventions for co-
ding religious affiliation. Since religion is coded in demographic studies, we  
have been able to determine the degree to which it should be regarded as a factor 
group quite distinct from ‘race’ or regional heritage. On the other hand, if reli-
gion is coded under ‘ethnicity’, other aspects of ‘ethnicity’ discussed above are 
ignored and cannot be retrieved later. Just as speakers from the same heritage 
language but of different religions may feel they share no community of interest, 
members of the same religion from different linguistic, regional, or racial back-
grounds may share few religious community ties (e.g. Miller 2007; Walters 
2007; Ben Rafael & Sharot 2008; Wagner 2013).  

These findings argue that each of these ‘ethnic’ designation types should be 
treated individually rather than lumped together as ethnicity. We can ignore 
neither religious distinctions nor other in-group membership distinctions with 
which they interact. The full extent to which group memberships influence spe-
ech will only be determined when studies are coded consistently for each of the-
se features. We further propose that while all these factors are not critical in 
every study, consistently coding a larger inventory of factors increases opportu-
nities to uncover correlations and interactions. In this way, we may determine 
that some factors are more important than initially assumed. We may also be 
able to demonstrate that in a given community a factor generally assumed to be 
critical to linguistic variation is not (e.g. Hinton & Pollock 2000).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
region, whatever their racial or religious background, yet within each Hispanic region, 
narrower regional, religious, and racial identities are often quite salient. 

15  Similarly, Sharma (2011) shows the extent to which British ‘Asian’ speakers’ linguistic 
choices have been highly correlated with the ethnolinguistic vitality of the community 
that they are members of, and Bayley and Bonnici (2009) suggest that linguistic chan-
ges over the last generation are linked to the ethnolinguistic vitality of the US Latino 
communities to which speakers belong; see discussion below. 
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Multiple heritage  

Many sociolinguists now agree that the interview protocol should permit spea-
kers to acknowledge multiple heritage group membership. We must code varia-
bles conflated under the ‘ethnicity’ umbrella, allowing for the possibility that a 
speaker may have more than one identity for each, and acknowledging that 
sense of identity will be dependent on other factors, such as the identities of 
their interlocutors and other situational factors (Eckert & Rickford 2001). 
 

Ideological commitment and degree of affiliation 

Degree of religious observance has also been shown to influence adaptation to a 
local community dialect (e.g. Mallinson & Childs 2007, inter alia; Al-Khatib, 
Alzoubi, & Abdulaziz 2009; Baker & Bowie 2009). Though open-ended que-
stioning can reveal interviewees’ positions, we see evidence only infrequently of 
a uniform plan to elicit and encode such information. Without such a plan the 
researcher hoping to compare the impact of the nature and strength of religious 
affiliation must either abandon corpora that lack this information or attempt to 
code it with recourse only to the static recordings. 

Mallinson and Childs (2007) showed that even in a single religious commu-
nity, religious and nonreligious friendship groups differ consistently in their so-
ciophonetics. Comparison of degree of religious observance of Alberta (Mee-
chan 1999) and Utah (Baker & Bowie 2009) Mormons, or different groups of 
Jews (Ben Rafael & Sharot 2008) reveals that degree of religious observance 
can be as significant an influence on indexicality as that of racial or regional he-
ritage. As sociolinguists we may assume that the differences are caused primari-
ly by social networks (Milroy 1980; Mallinson & Childs 2007), but social attitu-
des toward other groups often differ, or are intensified, by speakers’ degree of 
religious (Benor 2011; Alam & Stuart-Smith 2013) or political (Abu-Elhij’a 
2011; Bourhis et al 2009; Hall-Lew et al 2012) commitment. Some of the above-
cited studies present evidence to support their claim that it is group ideology ra-
ther than community of practice, or social network, which is the strongest in-
fluence on the attitudes toward appropriate speech behavior. 

 

Language, attitudes, and evaluation 

Labov (1972, 2001) and others have strengthened our understanding of the im-
portance of education and class, even in the ‘classless’ New World. However, 
often when data are archived only the most skeletal remains of educational or 
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other socioeconomic coding are retained. Rough assessment of speakers’ educa-
tional achievements are generally found somewhere in the transcript even if they 
have not been coded, but while earlier studies were prone to follow a rather rigid 
socioeconomic scale (SES) or more nuanced scales like the Linguistic Market-
place (ML) rating developed in Montreal (Sankoff & Laberge 1978), recent stu-
dies may not even code for how all speakers make a living, much less their SES 
or ML. Such factors influence attitudes toward interlocutors (e.g. Fabricius & 
Mortensen 2013).  

As a rule, we do not think of speakers’ politics as creating a community so-
cial network in the same way as their religious beliefs may. On the other hand, 
publications by social psychologists, descriptive linguists, and sociolinguists 
have found that political opinions influence attitudes towards linguistic and 
other cultural assimilation, and consequently speech—particularly for members 
of heritage language communities (Dubois & Horvath 2000; Bourhis, Barrette, 
El-Geledi, & Schmidt 2009). This is the case even within a uniform dominant 
community and particularly when the politics form part of a speaker’s public 
persona (e.g. Hall-Lew, Starr, & Coppock 2012; Hernández Campoy & Cutillas 
Espinosa 2012). This should come as no surprise, when attitudes toward ‘urba-
nity’ (Labov 2001; Habick 1991; Hall-Lew et al. 2012; Miller 2007) are under-
stood to be correlated with group members’ politics, and can also influence so-
ciophonetic variation. 

External factors also influence speakers’ attitudes. Giles and Johnson (1987) 
specify a range of external demographic factors that influence a community’s 
ethnolinguistic vitality. It is understood that ethnolin-guistic vitality influences 
speaker’s attitudes toward when to speak the dialect [or language] of their in-
group. Speakers of the same ethnic background(s), but who are embedded in 
different community environments, actually ought to be compared with each 
other very carefully because the influence of external factors within their respec-
tive communities impinge radically on the speakers’ attitudes toward themsel-
ves, their peers, and the out-groups with whom they share a larger community. 
Speakers’ ability and willingness to return to their heritage area and ability to 
access their heritage language locally may strongly influence their willingness to 
acknowledge this heritage or speak the language.  

Dubois and Horvath (2000) was perhaps the first sociolinguistic article to 
demonstrate the extent to which political attitudes of speakers in different times 
can favor radically different linguistic outcomes, based on a renaissance of posi-
tive affect toward cultural artifacts and access to them in the public media. La-
bov’s (2001) discussion of changing social dynamics on Martha’s Vineyard also 
demonstrates the extent to which changing external factors influence a commu-
nity’s set of attitudes toward themselves and others, radically changing the dia-
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lect from one generation and the next. Bayley and Bonnici (2009) point out that 
one factor that distinguishes Latinos of the youngest contemporary generation 
from those of previous generations is that they have greater access to online and 
media outlets in Spanish, as well as greater opportunities to return periodically 
to their heritage-land(s). Such factors influence attitudes toward the maintenance 
of language and culture (Giles 1973). Ito (2010) has come to similar conclusions 
in her studies of US immigrants. Sharma (2011) has pointed out that the expe-
rience of the older generation of Bangladeshi immigrants to the UK, who were a 
small minority in their London neighborhoods and who could not get along in 
either their L1 or their dialect of English, should not be compared to the expe-
rience of those who arrive to neighborhoods where they are the demographic 
majority. Similarly, Wong and Hall-Lew (2012) have pointed out the incompa-
rability of the 19th and 20th century ‘New Chinese Immigrants’ (who arrived as 
‘coolies’ for the railroads with no education or educational opportunities, no ac-
cess to Chinese media, books, or opportunity to visit China) with recent high 
tech arrivals. To label both ‘first generation’, without taking into consideration 
the group’s linguistic vitality, as well as individuals’ educational and socioeco-
nomic situations, is disingenuous. 

Since these demographic factors all influence listener attitudes, which in 
turn influence linguistic variation (Labov 1964, 1972b, 2001; Fabricius & Mor-
tensen 2013; Wagner 2013), future research protocols should take advantage of 
recent analyses which have demonstrated that a finer-grained coding protocol is 
called for. Each of these factors is an important element in speakers’ image of 
themselves. Often the information has already been recorded as part of the inter-
view itself, and coding it into a metadata file consistently will save hours of re-
petitious hunting. In short, it is clear that revising data gathering and coding pro-
tocols to permit us to capture information which is easily included will improve 
the research uses of resulting corpora, both for our own studies and as archived 
data to be available for future studies.  

 

Conclusions 
While many studies take the path of least resistance and incorporate metadata 
from the US Census and the like, sociolinguists have concluded that such meta-
data are too coarse-grained for appropriate coding for our needs. Many (if not 
all) of the factors discussed above have been shown to be sociolinguistically 
sensitive; evidence has demonstrated that each is correlated with linguistic choi-
ces in some communities.  
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Consistent elicitation protocols are particularly important when we are con-
sidering subsequent archival storage, since it has been demonstrated that diffe-
rent ways of posing a given question will elicit different responses (Bowie 
2012). The demographic information should be elicited in a comparable way; 
the features should be coded and stored consistently to permit archiving and fu-
ture study. 

What is yet to be achieved are shared resources for elicitation and coding of 
speakers’ social attitudes toward both their own group, and out-groups within 
the local community. It is also critical to develop resources for the analysis and 
coding of speaker attitudes engendered within a given interaction, to permit 
quantification of the relationship between a given set of attitudes and speakers’ 
use of a given linguistic variable within a given interactive setting. Speakers’ 
multiple identities should also be recognized for their (sometimes inconsistent or 
divergent) influences on attitudes, which influence speech both directly and in-
dependently. Our metadata should permit the analysis of possibly relevant fac-
tors for all interlocutors in a given interaction. Granted, an attempt to consider 
every possible factor simultaneously may initially convince researchers that the 
task is unwieldy. However, given our improved ability to consider features that 
have proven relevant in previous studies, and given that what has not been coded 
is much more difficult to incorporate later, we propose that taking a more com-
prehensive and circumspect view of metadata is not only feasible, but actually 
more effective in the long run. 
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