Thomas Packer-Stucki

Leaving ‘ome be’ind: tracking children’s acquisition of a sociolinguistic variable using
home, school, caregiver and community speech

Background: Within the field of developmental sociolinguistics, research in recent years has
spoken to the question of how children, “attain adult-like communicative competence,” [1, p.
3] and more specifically when and how children learn to condition variation in their own
speech on the same grammatical and social contexts as others in their speech community.
We build on this work by interrogating the development of style shifting. The study tracks
children’s use of a sociolinguistic feature known as “H-drop”, the omission of syllable-initial
/nl in speech [2, p. 297]. Although H-dropping can occur in function words in most dialects of
English, it is permitted more widely in many urban working class British dialects [3, pp. 353—
4], including that of the Black Country [4, p. 121].

Methods: Fourteen children (4;03-10;09 years, 7 female) growing up in the Black Country
were recorded playing two games designed to elicit formal and informal speech across two
social contexts; at school with the researcher and peers, and at home with caregivers.
Caregiver speech was also recorded and analysed, and a sample of adult sociolinguistic
interview data (n=12) provides a community baseline against which to compare child and
caregiver speech. Auditory analysis was conducted on 4832 tokens of syllable initial /h/.
Results: Figure 1 shows the overall rates of h-drop for children, their caregivers and the
community. All groups show the same broad hierarchy of grammatical patterning, which has
been successfully transmitted to children. However, caregivers use the feature much less
frequently in CDS than the community baseline (p="**), and children do so even less than
their caregivers (p="*). Figure 2 shows the situational context effect (formal vs. informal),
which is robust for both younger (4-8ys) and older children (8-11ys). This effect does not
reach significance amongst caregivers. Figure 3 shows the social context effect (school vs.
home). Only the older children show a robust difference, dropping /h/ more at school than
home.

Discussion: These findings show that stylistic /h/ variation emerges first along the informal-
formal continuum, with variation according to environment and interlocutor (school vs. home)
emerging later. We discuss this finding in light of a number of developmental factors,
including the Labovian principle of developing outward orientation [5], where interlocutor-
based social distinctions may become relevant later in childhood.

Children Caregivers Community Children Caregivers Younger children (4-8 yrs)  Older children (8-11 yrs)
o 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
[} **
o
g 75 75% 75
= B 750, T 75
o 2 54
= g * a8
= 8 *x
< 5 509 50 g \ 2 s
S r=3 ]
Qo £ so% £ so%
€ g g "
g = =
o
] <3 g
[N e o
o o

n.s.
25% I 25% I 25% E K
- -
0% 0% 0% i a%
P L P @ P L
L & £ & & o S
R SRR O P 5
& \\Q} 0%
¥
& & &

5§ 5° @ N ¢
& O S N S &
QQ @® N (<\> \&rb ) Y @’b N \(\\o*\ S \(\@\Q & %6‘06 .<\°\°?‘ %C?OO\ x‘o&
Grammatical category Situational context Social context
Figure 1 Figure 2 Figure 3
Bibliography

[1] E. K. Johnson and K. S. White, ‘Developmental sociolinguistics: Children’s acquisition of language variation’, WIREs Cogn. Sci., vol. 11, no. 1, p. e1515,
2020, doi: 10.1002/wcs.1515.

[2] M. Baranowski and D. Turton, ‘Manchester English’, in Researching Northern English, R. Hickey, Ed., in Varieties of English Around the World. , John
Benjamins Publishing Company, 2015, pp. 293-316. doi: 10.1075/veaw.g55.13bar.

[3] A. Cole, ‘Co-variation, style and social meaning: The implicational relationship between (h) and (ing) in Debden, Essex’, Lang. Var. Change, vol. 32, no.
3, pp. 349-371, Oct. 2020, doi: 10.1017/S0954394520000162.

[4] E. C.Asprey, ‘The sociolinguistic stratification of a connected speech process - The case of the T to R rule in the Black Country’, Leeds Work. Pap.
Linguist. Phon., vol. 13, pp. 109-140, 2008.

[5] W. Labov, ‘What is to be learned: The community as the focus of social cognition’, Rev. Cogn. Linguist., vol. 10, no. 2, pp. 265-293, Dec. 2012, doi:
10.1075/rcl.10.2.02lab.



