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Dialectologists have documented the productivity of forms across geographical space from the late 
nineteenth century (Wenker 1888-1923; Orton & Dieth 1962; Barry 1981). Scholars with interests 
in Historical English Linguistics have produced reliable evidence that these dialects have been 
subject to change and decay for even longer. In explaining these developments, they have invoked 
a range of factors. These would include linguistic processes (e.g., the Great Vowel Shift 
documented and analysed in Stockwell 2002 and elsewhere) or language contact (e.g., the influence 
of French on Middle English articulated in Thomason & Kaufmann 1988). In the twentieth 
century, however, traditional dialect landscapes across the English-speaking world have been ever 
more radically transformed. Immigration, alongside wide-ranging socio-economic developments 
have accelerated speaker contacts (Clyne 2003; Kerswill 2006; Corrigan & Diskin 2020). Population 
mixing has generated more uniform, levelled vernaculars, on the one hand, and, on the other, it 
has resulted in innovative sociolects and (multi)ethnolects. Their speakers exploit traditional 
features for new purposes or create novel forms which likewise index ethnic and racial differences 
(Fought 2006; Cheshire et al. 2011; Cheshire 2013). Additionally, increased exposure to Standard 
English ideologies has promoted greater intolerance of dialect (Levon et al. 2021, 2022). 
Consequently, the traditional features that once uniquely demarcated the speech of one isolated 
community from another have disappeared providing evidence for ‘dissipation models’ of 
obsolescence such as those postulated in Corrigan (1997) with respect to a rural dialect of Northern 
Ireland or Schilling-Estes & Wolfram (1999) who investigated the island communities of North 
Carolina. In certain contexts, though, it would seem that - far from disappearing - specific features 
follow rather different trajectories. For example, Schilling-Estes & Wolfram (1999) found that 
obsolescing features may actually become ‘concentrated’. This is thought to be particularly so when 
they index key social characteristics embodying local distinctiveness in a process that is akin to 
enregisterment (Beal 2009; Johnstone 2016). Other observed pathways of change include the 
retention of forms so as to stave off the advance of rival features from neighbouring social and 
regional dialects (Moore 2010). Other outcomes include both the specialization of forms in 
historically favoured contexts (Jankowski & Tagliamonte 2017) as well as the instigation of truly 
novel uses (Rupp & Tagliamonte 2022). 
 
The contemporary discipline of ‘language variation and change’ has, however, rarely addressed such 
processes, choosing instead to focus on innovation. As Britain (2008: 1) notes, “[i]n studying 
language change, variationists are, naturally perhaps, more interested in the new, innovative form 
than in the old conservative one, and because of the actuation problem, investigations of changes in 
progress very rarely are able to shed light on the change in its very earliest stages.” This workshop 
has two major aims: 
 
• To explore the utility of a model proposed by Rupp & Tagliamonte (2022) that uses both 

quantitative and qualitative methods from different subfields of linguistics to identify and 
analyse obsolescent features. 

• To assess theories of dialect recession first mooted by Schilling-Estes & Wolfram (1999). 
 



  

The workshop focuses on obsolescing traditional dialect features and sets out to document the fate 
of such forms in regions as diverse as Shetland, Tyneside, Mid-Ulster and Parry Sound, Ontario 
(amongst others). Participants will examine obsolescent forms from different areas of phonology 
and grammar, drawing on concepts and models in historical linguistics, variationist sociolinguistics 
and syntax. The workshop will offer presentations from a range of scholars at different career 
stages. 
 
Topics that will be discussed in the workshop include: 
 
• The nature of obsolescence (e.g., how do ‘obsolescent’ features differ from those that are simply 

‘rare’?). 

• What evolutionary pathways can obsolescent features take? 

• What impact does the social history of a regional dialect have on how its features develop over 
time and space (e.g., do they either obsolesce or focus differently on either side of the Atlantic 
or even across the considerably less distant regional spaces of the British Isles?). 

• The importance of research into obsolescent features for improving our understanding of the 
social histories of divergent local communities as well as elaborating and testing theories of 
language variation and change. 
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