
TALKIN’ OR TALKING? PHONOLOGICAL VARIATION  
IN THE SPEECH OF LONDON TEENAGERS 

 
Costin-Valentin Oancea∗ 

 
 

Abstract: This paper analyses the (ing) variable in the speech of London teenagers. The study is based on a 
corpus consisting of approximately five hours of speech collected at Queen Mary’s College, University of 
London, in October 2012. I argue that the nonstandard form [n], usually associated with the speech of boys is 
frequently used by girls, contrary to the findings found in the literature on (ing).  
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1. Introduction 
 

London is one of the most important cities in the world, a landmark in the heart of 
England. Millions of students from all over the world come to study here at university, 
students of different ethnic and social backgrounds. This analysis is a variationist one and 
it examines phonological variation in the English spoken by teenagers of British origin 
studying in London, seeking to answer the following questions: (i) are there any gender 
differences regarding the use of (ing); (ii) is the use of the [n] or [ŋ] influenced by other 
social factors besides gender. Based on previous research (Fisher 1958, Labov 1972, 
Trudgill 1974) I hypothesise that: (i) boys might use the [n] variant more frequently than 
girls; (ii) there might be variation in the usage of (ing) depending on the speech style;  
(iii) girls might use the [ŋ] variant more frequently than boys; (iv) there might be 
variation between the [n] and [ŋ] variants in the speech of the same speaker. 

Before embarking on the discussion proper, I begin with some background 
information about the (ing) variable and previous studies which analysed this variable in 
different English-speaking communities. Then I will analyse the (ing)1 variable (the 
variants of (ing) differ from community to community, but usually there is an alternation 
between a velar nasal, which I will refer to as [ŋ] and an alveolar nasal, which I will refer 
to as [n], e.g. talking [tɔ:kɪŋ] and [tɔ:kɪn]2) in the speech of London teenagers. This study 
reports on the findings of a research project carried out in October 2012 at Queen Mary, 
University of London (QMUL). 
 
 

2. The (ing) variable: Previous research 
 
There is a vast body of literature on methods and findings regarding the (ing) 

variable, so here I give only a broad-brush picture of some of the main findings. It is the 

∗ “Ovidius” University of Constanţa, oancea_costin@yahoo.com.  
1 In some studies the variants of the (ing) variable are written as -ing and -in’, or G and N (Cofer 1972) and 
Houston (1985), but I find them somewhat complicated and I prefer the [ŋ] and [n] variants.  
2 The alternation between [tɔ:kɪŋ] and [tɔ:kɪn] in most spoken English shows that there are (at least) two 
phonetic realisations of the (ing) morpheme without changing the meaning of the word as referring to the act 
of talking.   
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first variable to have been studied quantitatively (Fisher 1958). It is considered to be a 
stable sociolinguistic variable, meaning that it is not undergoing linguistic change and a 
correlation with age is not expected (Tagliamonte 2011: 187). However, there have been 
some studies which showed that a correlation with age can be expected – Labov’s (1966) 
famous study of New York City speech revealed that [ŋ] is sensitive to age, while 
Horvath (1985: 97) showed that [n] was a feature of Australian teenagers’ speech. Schleef 
et al. (2011) provide five reasons for studying the (ing) variable: (i) it occurs frequently in 
conversation; (ii) it is salient among native speakers of English; (iii) it is stable (and has 
remained so for at least fifty years); (iv) it has been studied in a number of varieties of 
English since the 1950s; (v) it can be analysed auditorily. 

The linguistic variable (ing) has been correlated with social class and gender. As 
mentioned above, Fisher (1958) was the first to analyse the (ing) variable quantitatively 
and the community he chose was rural New England. He discovered that boys used more 
frequently the [n] form and girls preferred the [ŋ] form.  
 

 -ing > -in’ -ing < -in’ 

Boys         5        7 
Girls       10        2 

Table 1. Preferences for [ŋ] and [n] endings, by gender (from Fisher 1958: 484) 
 

Fisher concludes that in this community [ŋ] is considered to symbolise female speakers 
while [n] is associated with male speech. He also found variation in the speech of same 
gender speakers. For example, he distinguished between a “model boy”3 who, almost 
exclusively used the [ŋ] ending, while the [n] ending was used with higher frequency by a 
“typical boy”4. This is illustrated in Table 2:  
 

 -ing  -in 

Model boy   38   1 
Typical boy   10 12 

Table 2. Preference for [ŋ] and [n] in same gender speech (from Fisher 1958: 484) 
   
There has been a plethora of research concerned with the (ing) variable, subsequent to 
Fisher’s. The (ing) variable has been studied in the United States: New York (Labov 
1966), Detroit (Shuy et al. 1967), North Carolina (Anshen 1969), Philadelphia (Cofer 
1972, Labov 2001), Los Angeles (Wald and Shopen 1985); in Canada (Ottawa (Woods 
1979); in Britain: Norwich (Trudgill 1974), Edinburgh (Reid 1978), London and 
Edinburgh (Schleef et al. 2011). It has been identified in all varieties of English and it is 
one of the most analysed features of the English-speaking world (Chambers 2002: 120). 
Besides the [ŋ] and [n] variants, a third variant [ŋk] was found in Canberra (Shopen 1978, 

3 A model boy describes a boy who did his school work well, was popular among his peers, and considerate.  
4 A “typical boy” is physically strong, dominating, full of mischief, and disarmingly frank about his 
transgressions.  
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Wald and Shopen 1985). This is also corroborated by Hughes and Trudgill (1987: 45) 
who note that in thing words, e.g. nothing, something, (ing) may be phonetically realised 
as [ŋk].  

Labov (1966: 394) considers the (ing) variables “a case of stigmatization without 
change”. He further notes that it has been in use since the 19th century with almost the 
same variants and social associations. Consider the following quotations from writers 
such as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (in England) and Mark Twain (in America): 
 
(1) “You must not mind my bein’ just a little short wi’ you at first […]” 
                                             (Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Sign of the Four, 2007, p. 128)  
(2) “‘What’s de user makin’ up de camp-fire to cook strawbries en sich truck? But 

you got a gun, hain’t you? Den we kin git sumfn’ better den strawbries.’”  
(Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 1994, pp. 48-49) 

 
These two examples (in written English) reveal that even in the 19th century writers noted 
differences in terms of pronunciation. The [n] variant was, of course, associated with the 
lower class. In (1) the person who speaks is an oar man who lives in East End. In (2) the 
sentences were uttered by an African American slave, Jim. So, here, the use of the [n] 
variant is associated with social class and ethnicity. In many studies, class is a key feature 
of the distribution of (ING). Campbell-Kibler (2006: 26) pinpoints the fact that the [n] 
variant is frequent in the speech of people lower on the class hierarchies while the 
occurrence of the [ŋ] variant increases in the speech of those higher up. In the literature 
(see below) it is noted that female speakers favour the [ŋ] while male speakers favour the 
[n]. Tagliamonte (2011: 189) states that the [ŋ] variant is correlated with formality in 
speaking, while [n] is associated with working class and less education, as indicated in 
the two excerpts in (1) and (2) above.  

In his epoch-making study of the English spoken in Norwich, Trudgill (1974) 
correlated the (ing) variable with social class (MMC = middle middle class, LMC = lower 
middle class, UWC = upper working class, MWC = middle working class, LWC = lower 
working class) and analysed it in five different speech styles (WLS = word list style, RPS 
= reading passage style, FS = formal speech, CS = casual speech). Trudgill found that 
male speakers used a higher percentage of the [n] forms than female ones. He also noted 
that women are more status-conscious than men, and are more aware of the social 
significance of linguistic variables (Trudgill 1974: 94). He suggested that speakers 
associated working class with masculinity, causing men to favour the [n] variant and 
women the [ŋ] form. This relationship between the (ing) variable and masculinity is 
discussed more thoroughly by Kiesling (1998) who studied the variable in a college 
fraternity in Virginia. His analysis revealed that some members frequently used the [n] 
form during fraternity meetings as compared to social times. The fact that some members 
use [n] as a masculine identity marker does not contrast with the female patterns of 
speech, but with the masculinities of other members, who constantly use [n] in social 
situations and [ŋ] in their fraternity meetings. This is shown in Graph 1: 
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Graph 1. Percent [n] for individual fraternity men across activity types for progressive forms only.  

(from Kiesling 1998: 85, Figure 8) 
 

Another important study focusing on adolescents, this time, is Reid (1978) carried 
out in Edinburgh. He found that adolescents used more frequently the [n] variant when 
the situation was less focused on language and less oriented towards adult topics. The [ŋ] 
form was favoured in the reading passage, and the [n] variant was used more frequently 
in the formal interview, displaying an even higher rate in the adventure playground.  

Many studies correlated the (ing) variable with gender. Consistent findings for this 
variable are that female speakers prefer the [ŋ] variant while male speakers favour the [n] 
form. The [ŋ] variant is also associated with formality in speaking: in careful speech in 
probably all standard accents of English the variable (ing) is phonetically realised as [ŋ] 
(Chambers 2003: 121-126). Table 3 summarizes the results of studies which found gender 
differences: 
 

Study Location Men Women Both 

Labov (1966) New York 36 − 31 
Shuy et al. (1967) Detroit 62 21 − 
Shopen (1978) Canberra 24 16 − 
Houston (1985), <35yo Britain 88 72 − 
Houston (1978), >35yo Britain 78 76 − 
Wald and Shopen (1985) Canberra 23 24 − 

Table 3. Percentage of [n] in men’s and women’s speech across studies (from Campbell-Kibler 2011: 35) 
 
In these studies the influence of gender interacts with social class as well as the context. 
Labov’s (1966) data revealed more [n] use for men within the lower class speakers and 
also showed that as far as the middle class is concerned, men used less [n] forms than 
women. Although Anshen’s (1969) study is not included in the table above, it is worth 
discussing it at this stage. Although Anshen did not find any gender-related variation 
regarding the use of the (ing) variable, he did discover an interaction between the gender 
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of the speaker and the race of the interviewer who was male. The interviewees were all 
black and they used the [n] variant more with a black interviewer than with a white one 
and this more frequent among the men than the women. 

The study made by Wald and Shopen (1985) is of particular interest because of the 
method used to collect data, but also because of the results obtained. They collected their 
data via note taking, a method that is more susceptible to researcher bias than the methods 
which presuppose recording. The stylistic situations that they noted are based on the 
speaker/addressee relationship (family, friends, etc). Their Canberra data reveals higher 
[n] usage among friends than with family or other situations. They also note that [n] 
occurs more frequently in common words used every day, whereas [ŋ] is favoured in 
longer, more sophisticated words.  

Campbell-Kibler (2006: 23) notes that the phonological influences on (ing) are 
relatively few and straightforward. In the so-called thing words, the variable is 
phonetically realised as [ŋ] in most varieties of English. However, Hughes and Trudgill 
(1987: 46) note that in nothing, something, etc., (ing) may be [ɪŋk], a variant also found 
by Shopen (1978), Wald and Shopen (1985) in Canberra. On the other hand, the thing 
words have an important influence on the rates of (ing) use and they are divided into: 
something and nothing which favour [n], and everything and anything which exhibit 
almost exclusively [ŋ] (Campbell-Kibler 2006: 23). Cofer (1972) and Houston (1985) 
offer an explanation regarding variation in thing words, suggesting that the latter category 
(i.e. everything, anything) has a secondary stress on (ing). Another example is the phrase 
going to which in some varieties of English is pronounced either [gəʊɪntə] or [gɒnə] 
(especially in American English) while in others it is variable, but the former variant is 
strongly favoured. Let us consider the following excerpt taken from a sociolinguistic 
interview: 
 
(3) “So she said, ‘Well, I want something on my desk by five-o-clock.’ You-see, 

well. ‘You’ve got no chance.’ ‘Well when can I see it?’ So I said ‘Don’t worry, 
there’ll be somethin’ on your desk by nine o’clock tomorrow.’ Put the phone 
down.”  

(York English Corpus, male, aged 40, from Tagliamonte 2006:79) 
 

This illustrates the occurrence of intra-speaker variation in the phonetic realization of the 
word something. The situation in which the word occurs is practically the same, so it is 
difficult to explain why it varies.  

In a recent study, Schleef et al. (2011) analysed the (ing) variable in the speech of 
Polish migrants living in Edinburgh and London. This study was motivated by the belief 
that migrants (Polish) acquire patterns of variation typical of their local peer group. 3389 
tokens of (ing) were analysed and it was revealed that the [ŋ] form is used more 
frequently by the native-speaker adolescents in Edinburgh than in London. On the other 
hand, the Polish teenagers living in Edinburgh use the apical variant more often than 
native-born Londoners: 
 

In London, the constraint which operates most consistently across both speaker 
groups is an effect of progressive dissimilation. That is, where the phonological 
segment immediately preceding (ing) has an apical place of articulation (e.g. 
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spending up), (ing) is more likely to be realised as a velar [ŋ]; when the 
phonological segment immediately preceding the variable (ing) has a velar or 
glottal place of articulation (e.g. speaking out), the (ing) variable is more likely to 
be realised as an apical [n] (Schleef et al. 2011: 218).  

 
Another interesting finding was that Polish boys strongly favour the velar realisation of 
(ing), i.e. the [ŋ] variant, while Polish girls prefer the apical realisation, i.e. the [n] 
variant. This is contrary to Fisher (1958), Trudgill (1972, 1974), Newbrook (1982) and 
Trudgill (1983). Trudgil’s (1974, 1983) survey conducted in Norwich revealed that 
women, irrespective of the style and social class use the [ŋ] variant more often than men. 
Newbrook’s (1982) study of West Wirral corroborated his findings: his female informants 
used almost twice as many instances of the prestigious variant as the men.  
 
 

3. Data collection and methodology 
 

3.1 Speech style 
 

For Labov (2001), the speech style forms a linear continuum, which mirrors the 
amount of attention that speakers give to their speech. In formal situations they will 
monitor their linguistic behaviour and focus on how they say. However, given the fact 
that this study focuses on teenagers, they do not really pay attention to their speech, so we 
can have access to what we are really interested in: the vernacular and non-standard 
forms.  
 The sociolinguistic interview consisted of three parts: a semi-structured 
questionnaire, three texts (reading style) and a list of words (word-style). The reason why 
I included the texts and the list of words was to see whether there are differences in 
pronunciation from one type of speech to the other. The crux of the matter is that when 
reading aloud, people tend to be more conscious of their speech and use more standard 
language, while in casual conversation they focus more on what they want to say rather 
than the way they say it, allowing their vernacular to emerge (Campbell-Kibler 2006: 28). 
The interviews lasted between 25 and 30 minutes, giving me about four hours of speech 
for analysis.   

It is a truth universally acknowledged that the language of teenagers is of 
particular interest because of the important innovations and changes in language use 
(Labov 1972, Cheshire 2005). Teenagers are, indeed, responsible for the linguistic 
innovations and changes, some of which are incorporated into the general structure of the 
language over time. This particularly applies to the lexical level, as teenagers are creative 
in their use of language and constantly invent new words or borrow lexical items from 
other languages.  

 
3.2 Recording procedures 

 
The data examined here come from eight sociolinguistic interviews with British 

teenagers (four boys, four girls), who live and study in London. The interviews took place 
at QMUL, in October 2012. The recordings took place inside the campus (building A1) to 
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avoid the noise and different disturbances. Before the interview, each participant signed 
an informed consent form, thus allowing me to use the recording (the data) for academic 
purposes5.    

Entering a speech community may prove to be a daunting task, if you are a 
foreigner (as I was). The best way to enter the community is with the assistance of school 
officials (Schilling 2013: 185), which I did. I contacted Professor Jenny Cheshire, and 
after I told her about my project she kindly accepted to help me. She allowed me to attend 
one of her course on “Variationist Sociolinguistics” and introduced me to her students. 
She also e-mailed her colleagues from QMUL who introduced me to their students. This 
friend-of-a-friend technique was successful and I was able to interview the students. 
Jenny Cheshire also suggested approaching students in the cafeteria, which I did. This 
was not successful at all, as I was an outsider from another country and they seemed 
reluctant. Many of them said that they did not have the time, others that they had a lecture 
in about ten minutes while others simply refused being recorded. The fact that I entered 
the speech community via university officials allowed me to conduct my research. The 
professors asked me to tell something about my research to the students, which I did 
(omitting, of course, that I was interested in the (ing) variable). I told them that I was also 
a student, conducting research for my PhD dissertation. Some of the students agreed to 
get involved in the research and I made appointments. The boys were more reluctant to 
participate so I had to persuade them. The girls were more enthusiastic and sympathetic.  

To record the interviews I used a Sony ICD-PX312M audio recorded, with a 
microphone which produced high quality recordings. I transcribed the audio interviews in 
Microsoft Office Word resulting in a corpus of around 14 000 words. Also, I used MP3 
Cutter to cut the audio recordings and extract the words containing the (ing) variable. 

The audio format of the recordings is WAV (Wave Sound). I was careful when 
choosing the recorder and made sure that the format of the recordings will be WAV. I 
was interested in this particular audio format as it is more common and it is compatible 
with acoustic analysis software such as the software programme PRAAT (Boersma 2001) 
which I used. Acoustic analysis together with variationist analysis were used to offer 
detailed descriptions of variants and to corroborate auditory judgements.   

I had a set of questions which I used, but with some speakers I also had to use other 
questions to elicit more information on a certain topic. For example, one of the questions 
was “Would you consider moving to another country”. Some speakers simply answered 
with “Yes” or “No”, so I had to use questions like “Ok, then could you describe for me 
your favourite country?” to elicit as much data as I could. The speakers were left to speak 
without interruption and at times I used backchannels like mhm, yeah so that the speaker 
knew that I was paying attention to what he/she was saying.  

The interview was structured around certain topics of conversation (e.g. family, 
living in London, friends, university life, childhood), but the conversation was not limited 
to these topics and the participants were encouraged to talk freely on other topics as well. 
They were also recorded performing a reading task (3 texts of about 15 lines each, and a 
list of 70 words). 

5 For Tagliamonte (2006: 33) the most important ethical guidelines for collecting interviews are: (i) written 
consent for audio-recording; (ii) guaranteed anonymity; (iii) voluntary participation; (iv) access to researcher 
and research findings. When collecting the data, all these criteria have been met.  
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3.3 The speakers 
 

All of the teenagers come from English-speaking families and now they live and 
study in London, at QMUL (Mile End Road). They belong to one age group (19-20), as 
shown below: 
 

Name Age Place of birth Lives in 

Amanda 19 Central London (Camden Town) London 
Suzanne 19 Isle of Wight London 
Joanna 20 North London (Barnet) London 
Mary 20 Kings London 
Peter 19 North London (Barnet) London 
Mark 19 London (City of London) London 
Tom 20 London (City of London London 
Josh 19 Norfolk (Norwich) London 

Table 4. Information about the participants 
 
In order to have a clear picture of the places where the participants live in London (with a 
few exceptions), I includ a map showing London’s boroughs: 
 

 
Map 1. The boroughs of London (Source: www.anglonautes.com) 

   
Age is a significant social factor, so I tried to choose speakers who were 19 or 20. I 

also tried to record some high-school students, but the situation was more complicated. 
They were still under age, so the school principal did not allow me to record them without 
their parents’ written consent, even though the high school students agreed to take part in 
the research project.  

http://www.anglonautes.com/
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The fieldwork procedures used here meant that the sociological variables could not 
be controlled, since speakers were not pre-selected, but they volunteered to take part in 
the research. I interviewed all of them, without any type of discrimination. Some of them 
were Muslims, some Catholics, others Protestants. I could not ask them detailed personal 
information about their incomes or their parents’ incomes and level of education because 
after all I was a stranger and they might have refused to participate in the interview. 
Although the concept of social class is very important, the participants were all university 
students, so this criterion was met.  
 

3.4 (ing) patterns in the speech of London teenagers 
 

Each token of (ing) was coded as alveolar [n] or velar [ŋ]. Each token was also 
coded for the independent variables of speaker, speech style (casual, reading, word-list) 
and grammatical category. The dependent and independent variables used in this analysis 
and the factors coded in for each are as follows. Dependent variables: (ing), realised as 
velar nasal [ŋ] and as alveolar nasal [n]; there is, however, a third variant [ŋk] which 
appears in the speech of only one participant and it was excluded from the analysis, to 
which I refer ase later on. Independent variables: word class – common noun (e.g. 
wedding), progressive verb form (e.g. she’s singing, was doing), gerund (e.g. we like 
eating bread), adjective (e.g. interesting), discourse marker (e.g. or something), pronoun 
(e.g. I do know something about it); number of syllables in the word – 2, 3, 4 (something, 
interesting, developing),  mono-morphemic words (e.g. thing, ring, king, sing, etc) have 
been excluded from the analysis; speech style – speaking, reading; gender – male, female. 

Unclear tokens of (ing) – such as the reduced form gonna of going to were 
excluded from the analysis. The [ŋk] variant which occurred in the word something and 
which was used only by Mark, was treated separately as it could not be coded as [n] or 
[ŋ]. This left 342 tokens of (ing) from our London data obtained from speech (the 
interview) to which we add another 60 tokens of (ing) from reading style, giving us a total 
of 402 tokens of (ing). Below I give the number of tokens for each participant in the 
interview (speech style): 
 

 Graph 2. The number of (ing) tokens from each interview 
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I used MP3 Cutter to extract from the recordings the words containing the (ing) variable 
and I analysed all the tokens using PRAAT and ELAN. Then, I counted all the [ŋ] and [n] 
tokens for each teenager. The results for speech style, 342 tokens of (ing), are presented 
in Graph 3: 
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Graph 3. The use of [ŋ] and [n] in the speech of London adolescents 
 
The studies carried out so far in English-speaking communities revealed that there is 
gender-related variation regarding the use of the (ing) variable.  
 

3.4.1 Casual speech style: results 
 

The data presented in Graph 3 shows the distribution of the variants of (ing) among 
the teenagers recorded at QMUL for interview (speech style) only. To give an idea of the 
distribution of (ing) depending on the gender of the speaker, I grouped the use of the 
alveolar nasal and the velar nasal according to the gender of the speaker, presented in 
Graph 4: 
 

 
 

Graph 4. The use of the [n] and [ŋ] according to the gender of the speaker 
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It seems that London teenagers prefer the alveolar variant to the velar one. However, the 
situation is not as simple as it may seem. There are other social factors, besides gender, 
that must be taken into account. Note that Amanda shows a high usage of the [n] variant. 
She admits using Cockney (although she was born in Camden Town) and says that life 
was quite rough for her. Cockney is associated with the lower class (Hughes and Trudgill 
1987) and has very low social prestige (Altendorf 2003: 38). As shown by Trudgill 
(1974) the [n] variant is used more frequently by people lower on the social scale 
irrespective of their gender. This could explain Amanda’s higher use of the alveolar 
variant. Graph 3 also indicates that the girls use more frequently the [n] variant, with the 
exception of Joanna. On the other hand, all the boys prefer the alveolar realisation of (ing) 
which was not a surprise, as this accords with what other studies have found. It was 
interesting to find that girls prefer the alveolar variant and not the velar, as has been 
suggested in the literature so far (Fisher 1958, Labov 1972, Trudgill 1974). My results 
corroborated those obtained by Schleef et al. (2011: 227) regarding the use of the (ing) 
variable by Polish migrants living in London and Edinburgh: “Polish boys strongly 
favour the velar realisation of (ing) and Polish girls favour the apical realisation, the exact 
opposite of what we would expect based on previous research”.  

As already mentioned, for the analysis of (ing) I used PRAAT. The two 
spectrograms below show the realisation of [n] and [ŋ] in the speech of Amanda. The first 
spectrogram shows the occurrence of the velar in the phonetic realization of the word 
being, which can also be seen in more detail in the second spectrogram. The circled area 
represents the velar [ŋ], and also included is the pitch. Spectrogram number 3 shows the 
realisation of the same word (i.e. being), but this time exhibiting an alveolar. I also 
magnified it to highlight the realisation of (ing) as [n].  
 

 
Spectogram 1. Velar realisation [ŋ] by Amanda of (ing) in being 
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Spectrogram 2. Velar realisation [ŋ] by Amanda of (ing) in being 

 

 
Spectrogram 3. Alveolar realisation [n] by Amanda of (ing) in being 

 
In spectrogram 3, I used brackets to highlight the realisation of (ing) in “being”, as an 
alveolar, and there is a noticeable decrease in the pitch. This also shows that there is intra-
speaker variation for the same word, and Amanda is not the only speaker where I came 
across this phenomenon. In what follows I give some examples of intra-speaker variation 
from the English corpus:  
 
(4) “Goin’ to school? Uhmm uni or just school? Yes, I used to like going to school 

but at uni...” (Joanna) 
(5) “...was writing it and I was havin’ this argument with like the regional south 

England manager for somethin’ and then he turned up one night at about three in 
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the mornin’ when I was workin’ there umm and asked what’s the meaning of 
this...” (Mary) 

(6) “...some people are probably better off having just the basics and then stayin’ in 
their village and or just havin’ a quiet life...” (Suzanne) 

(7) “Umm I’ve had one incident while while I was sleepwalking and when I woke 
up everyone was tellin’ me that I just peed at the bottom of my parent’s bed...” 
(Amanda) 

(8) “...it would be very nice seeing my grandparents, my cousins, aunts, uncles 
because I never got to see’em many months apart and it is a very enjoyable 
experience and also speakin’ Italian...” (Tom) 

(9) “...that I fault or I fault or somethin’ or someone might’ve like play acted or 
something and stuff like that.” (Mark) 

(10) “...I do enjoy spending time with people but there’s a lot more that I prefer doin’ 
that just I don’t have to think about things for example playin’ video games I 
prefer by myself, watching films...” (Josh)  

(11) “...go around the world doin’ quite a little gigs in pubs or somethin’ but just 
travellin’ and doin’ something I’d love to do...” (Peter) 

 
These excerpts show that there is intra-speaker variation and that speakers prefer the non-
standard variant [n]. From the tokens of (ing) gathered from the interviewed with Amanda, 
she used the alveolar form in 90% of the cases, which shows a preference for the non-
standard form. The one who used the prestige form in about 85% of the cases was Joanna.  

Another independent variable taken into consideration for the analysis of (ing) was 
the word class. I divided the (ing) tokens obtained from the interview into: common 
nouns, progressive verb forms, gerunds, adjectives, discourse markers and pronouns. In 
Graph 5, I give the number of (ing) tokens for each grammatical category indicating 
which variant was favoured: the velar or the alveolar.  

 

 
Graph 5. Distribution of alveolar and velar variants according to the word class 

 
As expected, there is a higher use of progressive verb forms and gerunds in contrast to the 
other word classes where variation occurs. Teenagers tend to use the alveolar nasal more 
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frequently in common nouns, progressive verb forms and gerunds. On the other hand, they 
tend to use the velar nasal in adjectives, discourse markers and pronouns. The thing 
compounds have been grouped into two word classes, depending on the word class in which 
they occurred: discourse markers and pronouns, hence the preference for the velar form.  
 Above, I presented the realisation of (ing) according to the word class in the speech 
of each teenager interviewed to enable a better understanding of gender-related variation. I 
grouped the pronouns and discourse markers into one umbrella-term, i.e. THING compounds. 
The THING compounds will also be discussed separately, as they require special attention.  
 

Word [n]/[ŋ] 

 Joanna Mary Suzanne Amanda Tom Mark Josh Peter 

Common nouns 2/6 8/4 4/2 5/1 1/1 0/0 2/2 1/0 
Progressive forms 2/2 10/2 0/0 13/0 6/2 0/0 7/2 5/0 
Gerunds 1/10 7/2 16/2 28/1 28/6 8/5 34/8 29/0 
Adjectives 0/3 2/0 1/5 4/0 2/0 0/0 0/2 0/0 
Thing compounds 0/7 1/3 0/10 2/3 1/1 5/5 0/3 2/5 
Total  5/28 28/11 21/19 52/5 38/11 13/10 43/17 37/5 

Table 5. Use of [n] and [ŋ] by London teenagers according to word class 

Schleef et al. (2011: 219) note that the most important linguistic constraint on (ing) 
in English is that it is affected by the nominal-verbal continuum (Labov 2001: 88). 
However, the teenagers that participated in my research project favoured the alveolar 
variant also with common nouns, not to mention the gerunds (which have properties of 
both verbs and nouns) where there is a high use of the alveolar variant. From Table 5 it is 
clear that, with some minor exceptions, the apical variant, i.e. [n], is used more 
frequently, which gives us an important insight into the word class containing (ing) and 
which variant is preferred. The next question that must be answered is “Why?” In doing 
so, I first present a graph which shows the use of (ing) according to two independent 
variables: word class and gender, since gender variation is what I am interested in:  

 

 
Graph 6. The use of (ing) according to word class and gender 
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Abramowicz (2007: 30) states that (ing) is subject to little or no phonological 
conditioning and Labov (2001) observed that this variable is more of a morphological 
alternation than a case of phonological reduction. Abramowicz further notes that it is also 
subject to fine grammatical conditioning, meaning that the closer (ing) is to being a verb, 
the greater the chance for opting for the [n] variant. In order words, the usage of the velar 
and apical variants follows the nominal-verbal continuum (Houston 1985, Labov 2001) 
mentioned above.  

With respect to THING compounds (discourse markers and pronouns) the velar 
form was the one preferred by both genders, as stated above. There were 48 THING 
compounds in the corpus and there was variation between the [n] variant and the [ŋ] 
variant only in the compound something. A third variant [ŋk] occurred only in the speech 
of Mark, but I did not include it in the analysis as it was an isolated case and he was the 
only one to use it. The other THING compounds contained a velar realisation. Houston 
(1985) points out that in American English THING compounds like anything and 
everything (which have 3 syllables) carry secondary stress on (ing) and favour a velar 
realisation, which is also confirmed by our data. Tagliamonte (2011) examined the (ing) 
variable in York and Toronto and she concluded that with pronouns like something and 
nothing there are higher rates of the alveolar variant in Toronto than full noun phrases 
whereas in York something and full noun phrases act the same, as opposed to the others.   
  

 
Graph 7. Pattern of alveolar variants of variable (ing) among nouns compared with indefinite pronouns in 

York and Toronto (from  Tagliamonte 2011: 194). 
  
In what follows we look at the use of the THING compounds in more detail, as they were 
used by each student interviewed, for a better understanding of the phenomenon.  
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Joanna Mary Suzanne Amanda Tom Mark Josh Peter 

everything 
something 
nothing 
something 
something 
something 
something 

nothing 
everything 
something 
somethin’ 

everything 
everything 
everything 
something 
anything 
anything 
something 
something 
anything 
anything  
 

something 
something 
something 
somethin’ 
somethin’ 
 

somethin’ 
nothing 

somethin’ 
something 
somethin’ 
something 
somethin’ 
something 
something 
somethin’ 
anything 
somethin’ 

nothing 
something 
something  

something  
something 
anything 
anything 
anythin’ 
somethin’ 
something  

Table 6. THING compounds in the speech of London teenagers 
 
As can be noticed, variation occurs only in the case of something. There is also a case of 
variation regarding anything, but it can be considered an isolated case, as it occurred only 
once in the speech of Peter.  

In the literature, THING compounds have been divided into something and nothing, 
which favour the apical realisation of (ing) and everything and anything in which (ing) 
has a velar realisation. Recall that these words carry secondary stress on (ing). At this 
point it is also necessary to include spectrograms in the analysis of these compounds to 
show variation, but keeping in mind the fact that variation occurred almost exclusively in 
the case of something, at QMUL.  

It is still debatable whether these differences are linguistic or social, but the 
analysis proves how important it is to code these nominal types separately. It is hard to 
identify the particular constraints that affect the use of the velar or alveolar variant, as 
apparently there are no such constraints. A possible explanation is offered by Cofer 
(1972) and Houston (1985) who suggest that this is due to the syllable structure, and there 
is no variation with words like everything and anything because they carry secondary 
stress on (ing).  

 

 
Spectogram 4. Alveolar realisation [n] by Mark of (ing) in something 
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Spectogram 5. Velar realisation [ŋ] by Mark of (ing) in something 

 
The two spectrograms above show the realisation of (ing) in something as either alveolar 
or velar nasal in the speech of Mark, as in his case intra-speaker variation was more 
pervasive. Between the red parenthesis is the realisation of (ing) as [n] in spectrogram 4 
and as [ŋ] in spectrogram 5.  
          I also include spectrograms of the THING compounds where there is no variation in 
order to show the lack of it. 
 

 
Spectogram 6. Velar realisation [ŋ] by Suzanne of (ing) in everything 
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Spectogram 7. Velar realisation [ŋ] by Suzanne of (ing) in anything 

 
The realisation of (ing) as a velar nasal is indicated in the red brackets. The tokens were 
chosen from the speech of Suzanne as in her case the use of the THING compounds was 
more consistent, just like in the case of Mark.  

There is also gender variation regarding the use of THING compounds. As 
expected, girls prefer the velar variant almost exclusively. Although male speech is 
associated with the vernacular forms, in this case the boys also preferred the prestige 
variant, i.e. the velar one, as shown in Graph 8 below:  
 

 
Graph 8. The use of THING compounds according to gender 

  
Since there was no variation with the other THING compounds, only with something, 
these results do not come as a surprise. Our finding is also corroborated by other studies 
which focused on the (ing) variable6.  

6 See Houston (1985), Labov (1989), and more recently Schleef (2011).  
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So far I have discussed the findings from the interview, i.e. speech style. I have 
shown that in the speech style girls tend to use the alveolar variant more often than the 
velar one, just like boys do. With regard to common nouns, girls tend to use the [n] 
variant more often than boys, who prefer the [ŋ] variant. Another gender-related 
difference is in the use of thing compounds, but variation occurs only in the case of 
something.  

Another intriguing example regarding the (ing) variable is provided by Holmes 
(2008: 167): 

 
(12) Knocker: Comin’ down the club Jim? 
 Jim:  Not friggin’ likely. It’s rubbish that club.  

Knocker: It ain’t that bad. Music’s cool. I seen a couple of sharp judies 
there too. If we plays our cards right...Anyways you was keen  
enough last week.  
Jim: The music’s last Knocker. I’m off down the Pier’ ead if 
there ain’t nothin’ better on offer. 

Knocker: Bleedin’ rozzers crawlin’ round down there. Come down ours 
instead.  

       (from Holmes 2008: 167) 
 

Holmes (2008) considers that the vernacular forms express machismo. This idea is not a 
new one, as there have been many voices who advocated this idea7. In what follows I 
analyse the results obtained from reading style and word-list style.  
 

3.4.2 Reading style: results 
 

After finishing the first part of the sociolinguistic interview (the semi-structured 
questionnaire), the students were asked to read three texts of about fifteen lines each. The 
aim was to gain insight into styles that are more formal than the speech style and to obtain 
information on a wider range of styles. This is the most formal style in the interview, 
which is referred to as “reading style” (Trudgill 1974: 47). The informants were asked to 
read the texts as naturally as possible, as they would do it in everyday life. The texts 
contained 37 tokens of (ing). I did not expect too much variation as this situation was 
more formal than the questionnaire, and when reading you pay attention to the 
pronunciation, especially when you are being recorded.  

The results were, however, beyond our expectations, as the girls, almost 
exclusively, used the alveolar nasal and not the velar nasal. The results are set out below: 
 

7 After each interview conducted at QMUL each participant asked me the purpose of this research project and 
what I was interested in. After I told them that I was interested in the (ing) variable, Amanda, Mary and 
Suzanne told me that they never pronounce the final “g” and that it is incorrect to pronounce it. “That’s bad 
English” said Suzanne. This statement was quite intriguing as the girls used more of the standard form than 
the boys. The fact that London girls tended to claim that they use more  the vernacular form than they actually 
did supports the claim that these forms carry connotations of toughness and masculinity and girls want to be 
identified with such traits.   
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Graph 9. The results for reading style according to the gender of the speaker 

 
The girls used the [n] form more often than the [ŋ] form, even in the reading style. They 
were not interested in the way they read the text; they just read it without any regard for 
the intonation or punctuation. The boys, on the other hand, paid attention to the text, some 
of them even asked me to give them a moment to have a look at the text first, before 
reading it. This indicated that they paid attention to the pronunciation and acknowledged 
that they were being recorded. They strove to sound as close to RP as possible, and after 
the interview some of them admitted doing so. This provides us with valuable information 
regarding the importance they assign to the way they are perceived in society.  

The next stage in the interview is known as the “word list style”. The interviewees 
were asked to read a list of 68 words. The list included 23 tokens of (ing) and the rest of 
the words were distracters. The informants were asked to read aloud the words, at a 
normal speed and as naturally as they could. The word list test is an artificial one, as 
Trudgill (1974: 48) admits it, but it is useful in eliciting a formal style, thus providing 
information about the community’s linguistic norms. Although the informants were asked 
to use their normal everyday pronunciation, they are not likely to do this when reading a 
list of words. The results obtained for the word list style are almost identical with the ones 
obtained for reading style.   

It is debatable whether reading styles are on the same plane as spoken styles, since 
people can have specialized reading registers (Schilling 2013: 104) that differ in a number 
of ways from spoken speech, not just the degree of carefulness (Macaulay 1977, Milroy 
1987, Romaine 1978, 1980).   
 
 

4. Conclusions     
 

This analysis shows that there is gender-related variation in the speech of London 
teenagers. The research project carried out at Queen Mary was intended to look at this 
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variable and analyse it. When conducting a sociolinguistic interview one is faced with the 
problem of overcoming the observer’s paradox “to obtain the data most important for 
linguistic theory, we have to observe how people speak when they are not being 
observed” (Labov 1972: 113), which can be done, especially when one is working with 
adolescents, as they do not always pay attention to the way they speak.   

The results obtained appear to debunk the myth that it is always the case that 
women use the prestige forms and men the vernacular ones. The vernacular is the style 
that we are interested in as it is “the style which is most regular in its structure and in its 
relation to the evolution of language, in which the minimum attention is paid to speech” 
(Labov 1972: 112). The fact that girls preferred the alveolar nasal to the velar nasal 
indicates that they do not pay the same attention to speech as they used to. It is difficult to 
account for this variation, as there are so many factors which influence it. An elegant 
solution is suggested by Cheshire et al. (2011) who say that “it is likely that young 
people’s orientation towards Caribbean and African American youth culture, especially 
hip-hop and rap, makes the use of ‘black’ features attractive” (Cheshire et al. 2011: 164). 
This is a valid explanation, as many of the interviewees said that they listen to hip hop 
and rap, some of them even dressed like rap singers. Another possible explanation is that 
girls are competing with boys, and this is connected to the concept of “coolness”. Being 
cool is fashionable nowadays, and this is reflected not only in the way they dress, but also 
in the way they speak. And since all the most important singers usually use the [n] 
variant, teenagers tend to use this form also.  
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