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Many of the non-standard subject-verb agreement systems that once characterised certain regional 
dialects in England have obsolesced, through (i) reduction in the frequency of traditional variants 
in favour of more supralocal variants, and/or (ii) loss/weakening of linguistic constraints that once 
operated historically. This paper examines the evidence for these kinds of obsolescence in two 
types of non-standard agreement – the Northern Subject Rule (NSR), as in (1), and non-standard 
was/were, as in (2) – using crowd-sourced acceptability judgement data from across England. 
 

(1) NSR 
a. Type of Subject Constraint: ‘marks a verb with -s if its subject is anything but an 

adjacent personal pronoun’ (e.g. the dogs likes the sea) 
b. Proximity to Subject Constraint: ‘marks with -s any verb having a personal pronoun 

subject not adjacent to the verb’ (e.g. they really likes the sea) 
(Montgomery 1994: 86) 

(2) Non-standard was/were 
a. Was-levelling, e.g. they was over there 
b. Were-levelling, e.g. she were nice 

 
Studies of the NSR in conversational speech have found it to be obsolescing in both the 
aforementioned senses: it is low-frequency, and the Proximity to Subject Constraint is not applying 
as robustly as it did historically (Cole 2008). While non-standard was/were may be decreasing over 
time, traditional were-levelling communities have often experienced an addition or change of 
constraints rather than wholesale loss (Rupp & Britain 2019). For example, younger Leeds speakers 
are adopting the supralocal non-standard singular was in existential constructions, in a switch from 
the older generation’s more consistent were-levelling (Childs & Cole 2023). The East Anglian 
dialect’s traditional were-levelling system similarly changed, with speakers later using was in 
affirmatives and weren’t in negatives. This change sits within a broader context of dialect levelling, 
as this polarity-marking is thought to have diffused from the South East (Britain 2002; see also 
Cheshire & Fox 2009).  
 
This paper presents results of quantitative variationist analysis of 2,000+ responses to an 
acceptability judgement survey carried out across England (Childs 2021-2023) which included 
sentences testing the NSR and non-standard was/were. Participants answered social background 
questions, then used a Likert Scale of 1-5 to rate sentences according to how often they thought 
they would use them (1=‘never’; 5=‘very frequently’). Results showed that while the Proximity to 
Subject Constraint had little effect on ratings, the Type of Subject Constraint is robust in the 
majority of postcode areas in England, including outside traditional NSR heartlands. In other areas, 
the adjacent NP and adjacent pronoun subjects were rated (on average) the same, and very low – 
i.e., the NSR was so rare in these areas that subject type made no difference. Were-levelling hotspots 
meanwhile emerge in areas such as the North West, mirroring trends in usage (Moore 2011). The 
paper will demonstrate the utility of crowd-sourced acceptability judgement data in the study of 
obsolescing features, for testing predictions in larger datasets and with broader geographical scope 
than is possible with traditional fieldwork methods. Analysing such data can uncover the linguistic 



mechanisms underlying obsolescence and show how the social demography of different areas 
affects the variation.  
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