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ABSTRACT

Examination of phonetic variation in the vowels of 32 Tyneside
(Newcastle) English speakers reveals that localised vowel
features appear to be superseded by supra-local forms in the
speech of younger informants. Classification of 2,709 tokens of
/e/ and /o/ shows that ingliding diphthong variants ([I´] and
[U´]) are less frequent among 16-25 year-olds than among
speakers aged 45-65. Furthermore, a widespread preference for
the general northern monophthongs [e˘] and [o˘] and the adoption
of southern-type closing diphthongs [eI] and [oU] by female
speakers can be observed. In both vowels the decline of localised
variants and the rise of incoming forms exhibits a parallelism
which is difficult to account for except by reference to structural
principles operating within the vowel system phonology. This
parallelism can be seen as a good example of the
complementarity of ‘internal’ (phonological) and ‘external’
(social) forces in the progress of a sound change.

1. INTRODUCTION
The loss of localised phonetic variants from the English of
Newcastle upon Tyne, the largest city in the north-east of
England, has been observed for at least forty years. The
disappearance of features such as uvular [“] (the so-called
‘Northumberland burr’, which could appear pre- and post-
vocalically) and the increasing recessiveness of pronunciations
like [hjEm] home and [Sç˘t] shirt are aspects of a process of
dialect levelling which has in all probability been in progress
since the beginning of the 20th century [1, 14, 15, 18]. The
attrition of specifically Tyneside variants has typically been
accounted for by the influence of British Received Pronunciation
[15] though there is little indication that the patterns reported in
this paper are attributable to such an influence. Rather, it is
hypothesised that localised features of Tyneside English are
‘levelling’ toward a supra-local accent - a regional standard [5] -
which resembles southern British English in many ways, but
which is nonetheless recognisably ‘northern’ [16, 17]. By way of
illustration of such a process, this paper examines two vowel
variables which are for clarity labelled FACE and GOAT. Patterns
of variation in these categories suggest change in progress
which, though conditioned by social factors, also appears to be
guided by phonologically-internal principles.

2. THE FACE AND GOAT VOWELS
FACE and GOAT are keywords which refer to the lexical sets
containing the vowels /e˘/ (name, gate, bay, etc.) and /o˘/ (load,
go, total, etc.). It is reported widely in the phonological

literature that these ‘close-mid’ vowels, in terms of their
phonetic exponents, often behave in a mirror-image fashion with
respect to one another [e.g. 10]. That is, the characteristics of the
phonetic exponents of either vowel category are similar to those
of the other vowel category. This relationship is argued to be a
property of phonologies cross-linguistically, and operates in
some sense independently of the speakers who make use of the
surface forms of the two vowels.

In Tyneside English, FACE and GOAT each have three
corresponding variant types, as follows:

• Type I: peripheral monophthong [e˘] (FACE) and [o˘] (GOAT)

• Type II: ingliding diphthong [I´] (FACE) and [U´] (GOAT)

• Type III: closing diphthong [eI] (FACE) and [oU] (GOAT)

The distribution of these variants does not appear to be
conditioned either lexically or contextually to any great degree.
The extent to which variants of Types I, II and III appear in the
speech of Tynesiders seems, instead, to be dependent on social
factors such as speaker age, socioeconomic status, and most
particularly gender. While Type I variants may be found in
virtually any part of northern England, the Type II diphthongs
are traditional, specifically Tyneside features (at least as far as
urban British English is concerned) and are thus clearly
regionally marked. Type III diphthongs, on the other hand, are
more typical of southern accents of British English, and can be
considered markers of relatively high social status and perceived
‘correctness’. The effect of each of these social factors on
speakers’ choices of phonetic variant is investigated in Section
4.

The ‘symmetry’ of the phonetic exponents of FACE and GOAT

is disrupted somewhat by the presence of a fourth variant of
GOAT, which has been symbolised by previous authors [11, 18]
as a central, rounded vowel [P˘]. Like the Type II diphthongs,
this variants is relatively localised, and so may be lacking in
‘prestige’ in the normal sense. Its distribution is discussed in
Sections 4 and 5.

3. METHOD
 3.1. Speaker sample
The study reported here took advantage of a pre-existing corpus
of spoken Tyneside English which was collected in 1994 for the
Phonological Variation and Change in Contemporary Spoken
British English project (ESRC grant no. R000234892);
henceforth PVC [3]. Three social variables were built into the
fieldwork design: sex, age, and social class. Two age groups
were selected - Young (16-25 years) and Older (45-65 years) -
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and two social classes used (‘Working Class’ and ‘Middle
Class’). The criterion upon which the class distinction was made
was place of residence; the fieldworker, a native of Tyneside,
confirmed that the choice of two housing estates (the
Chapelhouse and Newbiggin Hall estates, in the north-western
part of the city of Newcastle) was well-motivated in terms of
observable disparities in household income, car-ownership,
levels of education, type of housing, and typical occupations.

Four speakers per condition were recorded, giving a total of
32, as shown in Table 1.

Young (16-25yrs) Older (45-65yrs)
Middle Class 4 male, 4 female 4 male, 4 female
Working Class 4 male, 4 female 4 male, 4 female

Table 1. Composition of PVC speaker sample

The subjects (pairs of spouses, siblings or friends) were recorded
in free conversation in their own homes, with minimal input
from the fieldworker. Each session lasted approximately 45
minutes. The subjects were unaware of the purpose of the
recordings, having been given no explicit instructions. They
were encouraged to talk freely on a wide range of topics in an
informal and relaxed manner.

3.2. Transcription
A minimum target of 40 tokens each of FACE and GOAT per
speaker was aimed for. In total, some 1,245 FACE tokens and
1,464 of GOAT were transcribed as closely as possible using
standard IPA transcription.

Tokens were then classified according to the three variant
types listed in Section 2, and where appropriate were assigned to
the fourth GOAT variant type [P˘]. Categorisation of the
transcribed tokens was relatively straightforward, since the
variant types described in the existing literature matched the
perceived qualities of the vowels drawn from the PVC corpus
rather closely. Tokens classified as Type II (ingliding
diphthongs), for instance, had to involve a quality judged to start
less ‘centrally’ than it ended, regardless of the specific phonetic
qualities of the start and end points. Instrumental analysis of the
vowel material was considered, but rejected in favour of auditory
analysis, since it is not clear that the methodology typically used
to investigate vowel variation and change (specifically, the use
of vowel-midpoint formant frequency measurement techniques)
provides a more reliable way of representing perceived vowel
qualities than does careful segmental transcription [16].

3.3. Verification of transcription accuracy
To confirm that patterns in the data were not simply artefactual,
a comparison was made with a independent transcription made
of a subset of the same material at a later date by Lesley Milroy,
in which a corresponding token categorisation protocol was used.
Pearson correlation tests run on the two data sets show that a
very high level of agreement obtains between the two sets of
transcriptions (for the [e˘] and [I´] variants of FACE, r = 0.939, p
< .002; for GOAT variants [o˘], [U´], [P˘] and [oU], r = 0.959, p <
.002).

4. RESULTS
4.1. General results
Each speaker’s figures for all seven variants of FACE and GOAT
were aggregated into groups according to the sex, age and class
variables. They are shown in Tables 2 and 3, below (O = older,
Y = young; MC = middle class, WC = working class; M = male,
F = female).

Group ↓↓ e˘e˘ I´I´ eIeI Total

OMC M 112 31 - 143
YMC M 106 21 18 145
OMC F 139 4 10 153
YMC F 132 4 30 166
OWC M 63 110 1 174
YWC M 118 69 5 192
OWC F 112 9 - 121
YWC F 147 4 - 151

Table 2. Figures for FACE, all speaker groups (N = 1,245)

Group ↓↓ o˘o˘ U´U´ oUoU P˘P˘ Total

OMC M 127 21 - 27 175
YMC M 76 5 30 59 170
OMC F 176 - 18 2 196
YMC F 126 5 34 6 171
OWC M 55 63 3 53 174
YWC M 113 23 2 53 191
OWC F 188 1 - 1 190
YWC F 196 - - 1 197

Table 3. Figures for GOAT, all speaker groups (N = 1,464)

The most obvious pattern in the data for both FACE and GOAT is
an overwhelming preference for Type I variants by almost all
speaker groups. Exceptions to this are the OWC males, who for
FACE appear to prefer the Type II variant [I´], and for GOAT

marginally favour Type II [U´]; the ‘extra’ GOAT variant [P˘],
meanwhile, accounts for around one third of the GOAT samples
for OWC, YWC and YMC male groups. Here we see evidence
of a marked gender-related distribution: the localised Type II
diphthongs and [P˘] are avoided almost completely by female
speakers, who instead make heavy use of Type I monophthongs
and sporadic use of the Type III closing diphthongs [eI] and [oU].
Unsurprisingly, it is the MC females who favour Type III
variants more strongly than the WC females; this might be
predicted on the basis of the perceived prestige of the Type III
forms. However, the use of [eI] and [oU] is also notable among
the YMC males. We return, with reference to the use of [P˘], to
examine the speech patterns of  this group in Section 5.

4.2. Symmetry
The symmetry of the phonetic variants of FACE and GOAT
discussed earlier emerges rather clearly when the data sets for
these two variables are compared. The patterning can be
appreciated more easily if the figures are converted into
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percentages and displayed graphically, as in Figures 1, 2 and 3,
shown below.
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Figure 1. Symmetry of Type I monophthongs, FACE and GOAT,
all speaker groups (%)
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Figure 2. Symmetry of Type II diphthongs, FACE and GOAT, all
speaker groups (%)
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Figure 3. Symmetry of Type III diphthongs, FACE and GOAT, all
speaker groups (%)

Figure 1, representing the proportions of each speaker group’s
sample accounted for by the Type I monophthongs [e˘] and [o˘],
shows how closely the FACE and GOAT scores match across the
32-speaker sample. Correlation tests show this patterning to be
very highly statistically significant (r = 0.917, p < .002). Figure
1 also demonstrates that the degree to which these commonest
variants are used is highly variable depending upon the social
characteristics of that group. Use of [e˘] and [o˘] is heaviest
among WC women, and (or because) they appear to avoid both
the localised Type II ingliding diphthongs and the Type III
closing diphthongs. The MC women also follow this pattern
fairly closely, though the adoption of Type III diphthongs by the
young MC women (as shown in Figure 3) creates a discrepancy
between the older and young MC female groups. Among the
male speaker groups, use of Type I monophthongs is relatively
infrequent for the WC speakers. The MC males pattern
differently, however: while the older MC males use Type I
variants around 75% of the time, the scores for [e˘] and [o˘] in
the YMC males diverge markedly (73.1% for [e˘] as against
44.7% for [o˘]). This can be attributed to the latter group’s
preference for [P˘] as a variant of GOAT (see Section 5).

Figures 2 and 3 show how the remainder of each group’s score
is made up: as mentioned earlier, Type II diphthongs are all but
absent from the speech of most groups, bar the WC males.
Again, the option of the central [P˘] GOAT variant disrupts the
otherwise closely matched pattern here. The correlation between
the scores for Type II diphthongs is nonetheless very positive (r
= 0.964; p < .002). The Type III closing diphthongs in Figure 3
are, as might be expected, confined almost exclusively to the
speech of MC Tynesiders, being most popular among young
speakers of both sexes. The posited symmetry between the two
Type III diphthongs is once more confirmed by the Pearson
correlation test (r = 0.981; p < .002).

5. DISCUSSION
As noted earlier, the overall pattern to be seen in the FACE and
GOAT data collected from the PVC corpus is one characterised
by the loss of the traditional, localised variants (Type II
diphthongs and [P˘]) in favour of the supra-local Type I and Type
III variants. While Type I monophthongs account for the majority
(almost three-quarters) of the 2,709 FACE and GOAT tokens
sampled for this study, the Type III closing diphthongs are
already an established feature of young MC Tynesiders, and it
might be speculated that their use is on the increase. As found in
other studies of sound change in varieties of English in the UK
and North America [4, 7, 9, 12, 13, 19] it is young women in
particular who appear to be at the leading edge of changes of this
sort, so we might see the speech of the eight young women
sampled here to be representative of the latest developments in
Tyneside English. The changes in Tyneside FACE and GOAT are
fairly typical of current changes reported to be taking place in
urban British English more widely, and point to a general
process of levelling whereby localised speech forms lose out to
variants coming into a variety from elsewhere.

However, the distribution pattern for the central [P˘] GOAT

variant is difficult to square with such a levelling process. Figure
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4 indicates how the preference for [P˘] among the young MC
men ‘reverses’ the levelling trend seen in the samples for the
other male speaker groups (note from Table 2 that use of [P˘]
among female PVC speakers is negligible). The decline in the
use of Type II diphthongs as a function of speaker age and social
class is clear in the way the scores approach zero from left to
right in Figure 4. A similar pattern is evident for [P˘] until the
YMC group score is reached: this group, in fact, prefers [P˘] over
either of the Type II variants. This pattern can be interpreted in
two ways: either (a) these YMC males recognise the salience of
[P˘] and have adopted it as a marker of their locality in much the
way that Labov’s Martha’s Vineyard study [8] showed
unexpectedly high scores for local speech forms among young
educated men, or (b) the YMC males have ‘reinterpreted’ [P˘] as
an incoming supra-local form which young may be evaluated
more positively by young Tyneside men than the alternatives
[see e.g. 2].
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Figure 4. Levelling of localised variants of FACE and GOAT
(male speaker groups only)

6. CONCLUSION
In order to make sense of the patterns presented here it is
necessary to make reference to both phonologically internal
principles, and to the social sensitivity of the individual phonetic
exponents of the two vowels examined. On the face of it, one
would not expect parallelism of the kind shown in the data to be
preserved so consistently where individual variants become
socially marked, nor would one anticipate resultant changes to
proceed in such conspicuous ‘lockstep’. We are forced to
conclude, therefore, that changes made by Tyneside English
speakers to the ways in which the FACE and GOAT vowel
categories are expressed are constrained by an underlying
mutually referential relationship between the two vowels. This
finding can be interpreted as evidence in support of the chain
shift models of sound change in vowel systems propounded by
Labov and others [6, 10], and as synchronic evidence of the
principle of front-back symmetry postulated in reconstructions of
historical sound changes such as the so-called ‘Great Vowel
Shift’ of Middle English.
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