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Researching linguistic innovation poses unique challenges in methodology. Innovation in language may include vocabulary and pronunciation. Gender, race, age, and education may all influence how people adopt innovation in their speech. Geography is also an important variable in the study of innovation and diffusion in linguistic research. How can research be designed to distinguish among all the various types of innovation, individual differences in style, and geographic variables? How can research carried out with different sample populations be usefully compared? An article in American Speech (Spring 1998) titled Phonological Innovation in East Texas provides a useful foundation for answering these broad questions of careful research design.





Linguistic surveys, designed to study the linguistic features of a sample population, must select a limited number of linguistic features as representative of the topic under study, for example, innovation. Innovation occurs as people hear new words and pronunciations and adopt them. Thus innovation is dependent on contact with new forms, and the speakers’ willingness to adopt them. In East Texas, “might could” (a double modal) is an example of a distinct phrase whose usage varies according to region, age, gender, and other variables. Distinct pronunciations in the region include constricted postvocalic r in forty, raised onset of the dipthong in thousand, absence of the palatal glide in Tuesday, and laxing of the high front vowel in field. 





Bernstein and Bernstein describe their method of comparing the Linguistic Atlas of the Gulf States (LAGS) and a Phonological Survey of Texas (PST). Their goal is to determine how social factors influence innovation. They intend to test four hypotheses: older people are less likely to adopt innovations, more educated people, whites and women are more likely to adopt innovations. These hypotheses of why speech differs, are relatively abstract with regard to linguistic features, though “if the theory underlying them is correct, they should apply to a wide variety of times, places, and groups.” (B&B 49). If the hypotheses are sound, “then those hypotheses should be supported  by both samples regardless of any differences in their social makeup or frequency of use of innovative features.” (B&B 44). What is considered innovative varies with time, place, and group. A narrower hypothesis, that older people are less likely to adopt a specific feature, will only be supported if the feature is in fact innovative at that time and place, and in the group being sampled.





LAGS purpose was to establish a historical record of native speech, while PST sought to reflect the current speech patterns. Thus LAGS surveyors preferred respondents who were local natives, older, uneducated, and rural dwelling. LAGS field workers conducted face to face interviews between 1977 and 1979. Geographic variables were controlled by establishing a grid system and selecting at least two people from each grid unit. The PST was conducted by telephone in January, 1989. The PST controlled for geographic variability by using random digit phone dialing, and selecting one person from each home. Due these differences, sample populations of the LAG were substantially older, and less educated. LAGS also ensured a greater representation of African-American speech. To determine use of the target item, LAGS counted whether or not the term was used in a lengthy interview; in a 1995 study by Bailey et al., respondents were asked to rank how often they would use the target item, on a scale from “none of the time” to “most of the time”. The areas included in the LAGS study differed from the PST, so B&B studied only the area of overlap. This technique indicates that study design should include explicit geographic areas so that future studies can also break down the study area into smaller areas if necessary.





Statistical Methods


B&B combined all four individual indicators into a compound measure. Bivariate analysis was used as well as multivariate analysis. “Assocations among the independent variables can exaggerate or obscure support for hypotheses if only bivariate analysis is used (Bernstein 1993 233-35).” The authors caution that “differences that are statistically significant in the PST sample may not be (significant) in the LAGS sample. They use the GLM analysis (SAS Institute 1989) to test the effect of each variable while controlling for the effects of all the others.
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