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Foreword
Over the past forty years or so, the study of language, especially the English 
language, has changed in striking ways. In the 1970s and 1980s, and especially 
in secondary schools, language study was still a relatively new discipline and a 
relatively new area of research and teaching. 

As with many new disciplines, the first steps involve defining core terms of 
reference, producing a stable metalanguage and describing what actually 
constitutes the field. In any such process of disciplinary definition there is, 
in the early years, an inevitable element of idealisation of the core data of 
the subject involved. In the case of language study this entailed a practice of 
inventing examples or drawing on language data without reference to who was 
involved in the communication or to where, when and for what purpose the 
communication was taking place. 

So it’s not surprising really that language was described and defined in a 
generally context-free way and that the modes of study of the subject matched 
this lack of context by inviting students mainly to define and describe the 
central forms of the language: the sound system, the grammar, semantics and 
vocabulary structures that make up the core of the language. Very obviously 
invented examples were not uncommon and students could be asked to 
describe the grammar of sentences that are very obviously written and unlikely 
to be commonly spoken. Who can parse ‘It was the alienated philosopher who 
tried to pull the very strong jaw of the hen that couldn’t stop clucking?’ 

There were, of course, grand exceptions that ran in parallel such as the 
Language in Use series (part of a 1970s Schools Council project) produced 
under the overall direction of Michael Halliday where the emphasis was on 
language as it is actually used and produced in a variety of different spoken 
and written contexts1; but such an approach was an exception at that time, 
however influential it subsequently came to be. It’s also not surprising either 
that English language study in its earliest days had a relatively limited appeal 
and such appeal that it did have was mainly confined to those who are 
interested in the more atomistic components of things and who accept that 
such approaches inevitably entail more mechanistic and narrowly analytical 
practices. 

Since this time the field of English language study has grown at a remarkable 
rate in both range and scope and it is now a standardised part of the university 
and school curriculum with a growing number of students taking A Level or 
degree courses in English with a main focus on linguistic study. As the field 
has produced richer and ever more detailed accounts of how language works 
and of the systems by which the forms of language are organised (still the heart 
and core of the discipline), so increasing attention has been given to language 
use and to language in context. This book reflects many of the most exciting 
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and important developments in this direction while also, as in the case of a 
topic such as world Englishes, pointing to challenging futures2. 

The chapters in Language chart the changes and current practices in the 
discipline, underlining the importance of how language works in, and adjusts 
to, different social contexts, privileging in theory and methodological practice 
the need for real and evidenced data over concocted examples, evidencing 
the significance of world English use, showing the many interfaces between 
language and literature, linking the cognitive and the social and illustrating 
how technology and the internet are, among other factors, driving forces in 
the ever more complex and controversial processes of language change and 
standardisation. At the same time (and this is probably a topic for another 
volume), corpus linguistics is, as a number of contributors highlight, 
redrawing the map of how we might describe language. Access to corpora 
such as the BNC (British National Corpus) (now vastly more accessible than 
even five years ago) is changing how we do research in and with language, as 
well as what is investigated and how, and why classroom language study might 
look the way it does over the next twenty years. And the ubiquitous nature 
of language in both our everyday social and cognitive life, and as constitutive 
of other disciplines, points further to interdisciplinary study as a rich future. 

The move to examination of ‘real’ naturally-occurring (as opposed to invented) 
language data has changed the way English language is studied in classrooms 
and has led to more empirical data collection and investigation, as well as to 
more student-centred research tasks and projects. The engagement with data 
collection (spoken and written) by means of, for example, interviews, media 
forms, corpus sources, laboratory experiments and the multi-billion word data 
bank of the internet has involved students actively in English language study 
and this has been reinforced by curricula which continue to assess not only the 
capacity for formal analysis but also the additional skills of language research. 
The simple use of digital recorders to collect examples of spoken language has 
in itself shown the limitations of too narrow a focus on written language and 
also challenged students of language at all levels to explore the differences and 
distinctions between speech and writing, leading in turn to new descriptive 
accounts of language in use.

I started by reflecting back to some of the origins of English language study in 
the 1970s and 80s. The English and Media Centre, the editor of Language, Dan 
Clayton, and the distinguished cast list of contributors are to be congratulated 
on having produced a richly nuanced and wonderfully accessible volume, a 
volume, in fact, that is very much for our time. 

Professor Ronald Carter, School of English, University of Nottingham, UK

1 For example: Doughty, P., J. Pearce & G. Thornton, G., 1971. Language in Use. Schools Council 
Project London: Edward Arnold, London.
2 For a valuable contribution to current directions in English language study particularly from the 
point of view of the student see also Goddard, A., 2012. Doing English Language. London: Routledge.
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IntroduCtIon
A handbook for students ...
In putting this student handbook together, we had a clear idea of what 
we were trying to do: to get some of the UK’s leading linguists to talk 
directly to A Level students and first year undergraduates about their areas 
of expertise. We wanted them to give an accessible overview of their field, 
the research and thinking that’s gone on in the past, before bringing us up 
to date with some insights into what has been happening more recently. 
And that is exactly what the different contributors have done, each in his 
or her own way. 

Each chapter in the handbook is designed to spark ideas, stimulate deeper 
thinking and to offer a sense of an overarching narrative for each topic by 
giving a sense of the background to each field, the range of possibilities 
available to people working in that area and the directions being taken at 
the moment. 

The length and structure of each chapter means that the handbook 
falls somewhere between the (often necessary) soundbites of textbook 
summaries or lesson handouts and the longer, occasionally intimidating, 
academic coursebooks that sit on the library shelves and are dug out for 
occasional reference. This handbook sits in the Goldilocks zone: not too 
long and involved, not too short and undeveloped, but just right for use in 
the classroom and at home.

What you won’t find in here are constant references to where topics fit in 
to particular courses and specifications, discussions about how to apply 
the ideas in each chapter to exam units, or explanations about how to 
impress the examiner marking your paper. Instead, what you’ll find are 
plenty of ideas, examples and new approaches, all of which have been 
carefully chosen because they are relevant to most advanced level study, 
as well as being useful for those beginning university study. Some of what 
you’ll find in here will be challenging – that is partly the point – so we are 
not expecting new language students to open this book and understand 
everything. A certain degree of previous study is assumed, so we’d expect 
you to have at least covered the basics of grammar and textual analysis, 
and to have looked at some of the key topics – child language acquisition, 
language change, language and technology – with your teachers or 
lecturers. However, there is an extensive glossary which does offer some 
basic definitions if you need to go back and refresh your memory. 
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... and teachers
While we see bright, keen and interested A Level English Language 
students and those beginning university study as the primary audience 
for this book, we also want it to be useful for teachers. For teachers, we 
hope that the handbook will provide material that can take you off the 
beaten track, with examples of the most recent research in areas such as 
child language, spoken English and language variation, so that you can 
update your subject knowledge and find new areas to explore with your 
students. We also intend the handbook to be used by individual students 
who are looking to bolster their own subject knowledge by doing some 
extra background reading and revision, or perhaps are looking for case 
studies to use in their own investigations and research. In this way, we 
hope the handbook will be useful for you in setting further reading for 
your students.

An overview of the chapters
Each of the eleven chapters in the handbook has been put together with a 
common structure. They each begin with a quick introduction and look 
at why the topic is interesting to study, then offer an overview of some of 
the key work done in the field so far, before moving on to consider current 
thinking, debates and directions. Each chapter also offers a summary of 
key ideas and suggestions for further reading.

Deborah Cameron’s chapter on gender and communication looks 
at competing arguments and models about how women and men 
communicate, and takes issue with generalisations about gender. Placing 
the study of spoken language and gender in its historical context, she 
moves on to look at new approaches that deconstruct simplified notions of 
gender, foregrounding the local and the individual.

Both Paul Kerswill’s and Kevin Watson’s chapters look at language 
variation. Kerswill’s focus is on variation linked to class and ethnicity and 
Watson’s on regional variation, with both drawing on their own research 
and that of others to bring us right up-to-date with the changing picture 
in the UK.

Graeme Trousdale’s chapter on language change foregrounds social context 
and overarching patterns of change, but draws too on the link between 
diachronic and synchronic variation to make the point that change is 
rarely a regular and consistent process, but one that has links to age, class, 
region and identity too.

Jane Setter’s chapter on English around the world addresses one of the 
most contentious areas of language study at the moment: the spread of 
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English around the world and its varying uses and forms. Do ‘the English 
... have as much control over English as the Italians have over pizza and 
Indians over chicken korma’ – as one anonymous Daily Telegraph blogger 
put it – or is there still an umbilical link between England and English? 
Moving into arguments about English, Englishes and English as a lingua 
franca, Setter opens up the topic for further discussion and debate.

Sue Fox, whose chapter draws on data from studies of changing London 
English, offers an overview of many of the features of spoken English 
before moving on to some of the most recent work on what are called 
discourse-pragmatic markers, considering the changing functions of 
features of spoken language.

Angela Goddard’s chapter on language and technology considers the bigger 
picture of the technologies we use to communicate, but has at its heart 
issues of identity and interaction. Goddard examines some of the ways in 
which the web has changed how we communicate and takes us through 
some of the most recent research into texting and online communication.

Paul Ibbotson’s chapter on child language acquisition offers us a world 
beyond the rather reductive Skinner versus Chomsky debates that 
have come to dominate A Level English Language. Looking at work 
on cognitive-functionalism and constructions in speech, he charts the 
fascinating development of new ideas about how and why children acquire 
language and offers fresh approaches to the topic.

The chapter on language and representation by Alison Ross focuses on 
how language constructs meaning and along with Peter Stockwell’s chapter 
on textual analysis and stylistics offers a wealth of original examples and 
different models for looking at a range of text types. Both of these chapters 
open up ways of looking at language that lead directly into undergraduate 
study – critical linguistics and stylistics – but which also underpin much 
analysis at A Level. Here Ross and Stockwell reveal a bit more about why 
we study language in the way we do and what benefits these different 
approaches can bring.

The final chapter on attitudes to language change considers the different 
complaints there have been about how language changes, the development 
of Standard English and forms that kick against it. The chapter looks too 
at what lies beyond the basic prescriptive versus descriptive continuum, 
offering alternative models and ideas.

Dan Clayton, Editor
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A note on the text 
Use of phonetic and phonemic symbols
Phonetics is the study of sounds made by human beings across all languages. 
Phonology is the study of how these sounds are used systematically in 
specific human languages (e.g., English, French, Hindi) and how the 
phonemes – meaningful units of sound in those languages – are used to 
create changes in meaning.

We have followed linguistic convention in using the following system 
when representing sounds:

•	 phonetic	transcriptions	are	shown	in	square	brackets	[sound]

•	 phonemic	transcriptions	are	shown	in	slant	lines	/sound/.

Where a single letter rather than sound is indicated we have used ‘letter’.

Phonological terms
Some of the chapters in the handbook (particularly those exploring accent 
and dialect) use specialist phonological terms such as alveolar, vowel 
centralisation and diphthong. These terms are best understood when they 
are heard, as well as defined in words. The following websites offering audio 
illustrations of key phonetic terms are recommended as good starting 
points for students looking to develop their understanding of phonetics:

	 http://www.phonetics.ucla.edu/course/chapter1/chapter1.html 
(University of California, Los Angeles, A Course in Phonetics)

	 http://www.uiowa.edu/~acadtech/phonetics/	 
(University of Iowa, The Sounds of Spoken English)

	 http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/grammar/
pron/sounds/	 
(BBC Learning English, Pronunciation Tips)

Words in bold in the text
Rather than embolden all linguistic terms in every chapter, we have chosen 
to embolden only those words which are key to the topic under discussion.

Glossary
The glossary includes an extensive list of linguistic terms, going beyond 
those specifically discussed in the chapters, as a basic reference for students 
at an early stage of their specialist language study.
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1 Gender & 
CommunICAtIon
Professor Deborah Cameron

1. Introduction
The study of gender and communication is often thought of as a field of 
inquiry which investigates differences in the way language is used either 
by or about the two sexes. But many researchers today would question 
that definition, which implies that we can make general statements about 
the verbal behaviour of two groups that each comprise half the world’s 
population. Generalisations of this kind (e.g., ‘women talk more than 
men’, or ‘men communicate more directly than women’) are a staple 
ingredient of popular writing. But academic research confirms what is also 
obvious to common sense, if you give it a moment’s thought: both ‘men’ 
and ‘women’ are internally diverse groups, and how they communicate is 
bound to differ considerably depending on who and where they are. It is 
not obvious that Tamil-speaking farmers in rural south India will exhibit 
the same gendered speech patterns as English-speaking car mechanics 
in Swindon; the mechanics’ own patterns may be different from those 
observed in a Catholic monastery a few miles down the road. 

With that diversity in mind, most contemporary researchers prefer a 
more open-ended definition of what they study than just ‘differences 
between men and women’. When people ask me what my research is 
about, I say it’s about the relationship between language and gender – 
how gender influences language-use and how language-use may influence 
our perceptions of gender. This definition acknowledges that there is a 
relationship, but it avoids implying that the nature of that relationship is 
always and everywhere the same, a simple matter of ‘men talk like this and 
women talk like that’. 

2. Why study gender and communication?
There is more than one reason why gender is of interest to linguistic 
researchers. One area of linguistic inquiry with a longstanding interest in 
the subject is sociolinguistics, the study of language variation and change. 
All living languages show variability (i.e. they are not used in a completely 
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uniform way by all speakers in all contexts), and the variation linguists 
have documented is structured rather than random, reflecting (among 
other things) the social differences that exist among language users. Gender 
divisions, along with regional, class and ethnic differences, have been found 
to influence language-use in many speech communities. Although there 
are no distinctively male and female speech varieties analogous to regional 
varieties like Yorkshire dialect, ethnic varieties like African American 
English or social class varieties like Received Pronunciation, most studies 
of variation have found that there are statistically measurable differences in 
men’s and women’s ways of speaking. 

Gender appears to play an especially important role in one kind of 
variation that many sociolinguists are interested in: variation over time, 
or, in other words, linguistic change. Where some aspect of a language 
is changing, it is common for researchers to find that women are ahead 
of men in adopting the newer form. In British English, for example, we 
are currently seeing a change in the pronunciation of the vowel in words 
like goose, which is becoming more fronted (produced further forward in 
the mouth). The leaders of this change – those who produce the highest 
proportion	of	fronted	/u/	sounds	and/or	the	most	extreme	fronting	–	tend	
to be young women. It is not surprising to find that younger speakers are 
more innovative than older ones: young people are also at the forefront of 
change in other spheres, like fashion or the adoption of new technologies. 
But it is less obvious why women should be more innovative linguistically 
than men. To understand why this is a common pattern, linguists must 
consider how gender works as a social system. One explanation which 
has been suggested is to do with the gender segregation of the job market. 
Many typically female jobs (e.g., nursing, serving in shops or working in 
call centres) involve talking to a wide range of people from outside your 
own immediate social network; this means that women are well-placed to 
pick up linguistic innovations. Another theory is that the cultural tendency 
to judge women by ‘symbolic’ criteria (how they appear as opposed to what 
they do) leads them to pay close attention to the fine details of speech, and 
to be more extreme than men in their use of the linguistic features that 
symbolise group membership. 

The sociolinguists whose work I have just been discussing are interested 
in gender because of the light it sheds on more general phenomena like 
language change. But for other researchers, including anthropologists, 
sociologists and psychologists as well as linguists, the angle of approach is 
the opposite: language offers a lens through which to examine the workings 
of gender in society. That, in fact, was how language and gender studies 
originally emerged as a distinct area of inquiry. 
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3. Language, gender and feminism: a brief history
The modern field of language and gender studies emerged first in north 
America (though it was soon taken up in other places, like Australia, Britain 
and Western Europe) in the 1970s – the peak period of what is often 
labelled the ‘second wave’ of feminism. The ‘first wave’ had occurred in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: its key political achievement was 
to win full citizenship rights for women by securing their right to vote. But 
as the feminists who became active in the Women’s Liberation Movement 
of the 1970s pointed out, women were still in many ways second-class 
citizens. They continued to face discrimination in education and at work; 
married women were still treated as subordinate to their husbands (for 
instance, they needed their husband’s permission to take out a loan, even 
if they had an independent income); wife-beating, sexual harassment and 
even rape were not taken seriously as crimes; and popular culture routinely 
stereotyped women in ways that ranged from the patronising (the ditzy 
housewives and empty-headed ‘chicks’ who appeared in advertisements 
and sitcoms) to the outright misogynist (the domineering mothers 
found in contemporary novels and the disposable sex-objects of hardcore 
pornography). It was second-wave feminists who invented the term ‘sexism’ 
to describe this cultural phenomenon. And in their efforts to analyse it 
systematically, they paid attention to the role that language played in it. 

The study of language and gender as we know it today developed from this 
feminist interest in connecting language, not simply to differences between 
men and women, but to the social system of gender which made the sexes 
both different and unequal. I stress this point because it is important to 
recognise that there is nothing inherently feminist about simply studying 
sex-differences. On the contrary, this can be and often has been an anti-
feminist enterprise, undertaken to prove women’s inferiority and so justify 
their unequal treatment. When feminists of the 1970s began their own 
examination of language, there was already a long tradition of commentary 
of this sort on the supposed linguistic differences between men and women. 
Much of this was anecdotal – rather like the popular writing I mentioned 
earlier – but some of it did purport to be based on scientific research. 
Anthropologists had published articles about traditional societies in which, 
they alleged, men and women either spoke entirely different languages, or 
followed systematically different rules for the use of a shared language. 
Psychologists had reported linguistic experiments with male and female 
subjects in European societies whose results they interpreted as evidence 
of women’s inferiority. For example, men’s superior intellects were said to 
be reflected in their larger and more varied vocabularies, and their more 
frequent use of complex sentences with embedded (subordinate) clauses. 
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The feminists who turned to this topic in the 1970s criticised the male 
bias of this earlier research tradition, but they did not reject its emphasis 
on male-female differences in language, nor its habit of treating men’s 
language as the default mode from which women’s language deviated. 
What was distinctive about the new wave of feminist studies was the way 
they interpreted the differences they discussed, as evidence not of women’s 
natural deficiencies, but of their social subordination in male-dominated 
societies.

3.1 The ‘dominance’ approach
Probably the best-known example of this dominance approach is Robin 
Lakoff’s pioneering 1975 essay ‘Language and woman’s place’. What 
Lakoff set out to show was how conventional language use had the effect of 
putting and keeping women in their place. One aspect of this was what we 
now call ‘sexist language’. Women were often referred to using words and 
phrases which foregrounded their physical attributes (e.g., blonde)	 and/
or their relationships to men (the wife), and which were not paralleled by 
similar expressions for men. Alternatively they were left out of the picture 
altogether through the use of masculine terms as generics (e.g., man as 
the name for the human species, and he as the only ‘correct’ pronoun for 
referring to ‘the child’, ‘the poet’, ‘the scientist’, etc.). This was a common 
concern for feminists in the 1970s, and Lakoff was not the first to raise 
it. What was original about ‘Language and woman’s place’, and what it is 
mainly remembered for today, was Lakoff’s suggestion that women are not 
just kept in their place by the way they are spoken or written about, but 
also by the way they use language themselves. 

Beginning when they are little girls, Lakoff argued, women are socialised to 
use a kind of language that makes its users sound trivial, silly and powerless. 
The hallmarks of this ‘women’s language’ included ‘super-politeness’ (e.g., 
making requests very indirectly and avoiding ‘strong’ swear-words), using 
empty and trivial vocabulary (words like lovely and aquamarine, rather 
than just ‘blue’), phrasing statements as tag-questions, as if soliciting 
others’ approval for one’s own opinions (that’s a lovely scooter, isn’t it?) 
and hedging propositions to make them sound less forceful (I’m just going 
to the shop, I’m a little bit worried about Susie). Lakoff acknowledged 
that women could choose to avoid these ways of talking, but if they did, 
she observed, they risked being criticised as ‘unfeminine’. If they used 
‘women’s language’, on the other hand, they would be criticised for lacking 
competence and seriousness. 

Other researchers in the 1970s set out to show how everyday conversational 
patterns both reflected and reproduced the social hierarchy in which males 
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outranked females. Many studies found that men tended to dominate 
the conversational floor (that is, take more of the talking time) in 
formal and public settings such as school classrooms, academic seminars, 
business meetings and political or media discussions. Some reported that 
even women with high status, like doctors and other professionals, were 
constantly liable to be interrupted by men. At the same time it was women 
who were most often expected to do the conversational support-work in 
social and domestic settings – making small-talk to put people at their ease, 
responding enthusiastically to others’ contributions, and asking questions 
whose function was to give others the floor. Women made the effort, and 
men reaped the benefits. 

This research tradition had strong links to the feminist movement of the 
time: for many researchers, the point was not just to produce knowledge 
for its own sake, but to raise awareness about the role of language in 
reproducing gender inequality so that women (and fair-minded men) 
could take practical measures to change things. If teachers understood that 
they were unconsciously giving the boys in their classes more talking time 
than the girls, they could make a conscious effort to treat the two groups 
equally. If women realised that they habitually spoke in a way that made 
them sound powerless, they could try to adopt a more assertive style. And 
if men who in theory supported gender equality realised that in practice 
they were dominating women, they could make a decision to do less 
talking and more listening. 

3.2 The ‘difference’ approach
But there was another strand in second-wave feminism which focused 
less on identifying and treating the symptoms of male dominance and 
more on giving greater visibility and value to the cultural contributions 
of women. As feminists of this persuasion saw it, the fact that women did 
things differently was not, in itself, a problem; the problem was rather 
that women’s ways of doing things were not valued in the same way as 
men’s. In relation to language, this view produced what has come to be 
called the difference approach: a body of research on male and (especially) 
female speech styles which emphasised that they were different but equal. 
Some research of this kind was produced in the 1970s, when ‘dominance’ 
and ‘difference’ were generally seen as two sides of a single coin. But the 
‘difference’ approach became more prominent in the 1980s, when it also 
began to be presented more explicitly as an alternative to ‘dominance’. 

Whereas ‘dominance’ researchers had tended to focus on verbal 
interactions involving both sexes, ‘difference’ researchers were more 
interested in describing the talk that took place between same-sex peers 
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