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The dialects of North East England descend from Old Northumbrian, a variety of Anglo-Saxon 
which was productive between the 7th and 10th centuries. It shared a number of characteristics 
with Lowland Scots of the period given their geographical proximity straddling the border between 
the two present-day nations of England and Scotland (Beal 1993). In this paper we investigate an 
interesting grammatical feature of the contemporary variety captured in the Diachronic Electronic 
Corpus of Tyneside English (DECTE) (see Corrigan et al. 2012), namely, the indefinite marker ‘a one’, 
illustrated in (1). It is consistently mentioned as characteristic of the region but has never been 
explored in any depth. 
 
(1) My ideal job is a receptionist. I would like to be a one because it is a job  

where you meet people. (Beal 1993: 208) 
 
This indefinite marker is not used in Standardized Englishes. Instead, either the pronoun one 
occurs without a (I would like to be ø one) or an adjective co-occurs (I would like to be a good one). 
 
In this context, we ask the following questions: 

• What is the nature of ‘a one’, and how does it compare to an apparently similar use in 
northern and insular varieties of Scots (Jamieson, under review) 

• Is ‘a one’ still a productive feature or in decline, and, if so, what has been its trajectory of 
obsolescence?  

• What insights does a study of ‘a one’ provide into processes of obsolescence and language 
change more generally, in particular regarding the system of indefinite marking in English? 

 
We took the approach developed by Tagliamonte & Rupp (under review) for identifying, 
establishing and analysing obsolescent grammatical features. This led us to examine the historical 
development of one in scholarly sources (Mustanojaa 1960; Rissanen 1967,) alongside consulting 
various available corpora (e.g. Oxford English Dictionary; FRED) and colleagues in the field who 
have worked on the dialects of Britain and Ireland.  
 
We deployed the Principle of Accountability, “closing the set”, to include the range of variants 
that may be used as semantic equivalents in the same sense; in this case: one (Labov 1972: 72). We 
extrapolated constraints from the historical development of one presented in Rissanen (1967), 
which outlines how the numeral one gave rise to the indefinite article (a(n)) and pronominal one, 
respectively. We added some potential constraints from the grammatical literature (Barbiers 2005; 
Kayne 2018) and others that we thought were also worthy of consideration.  
 
We found that a one was never frequent historically, is rare in DECTE (N=49) and in decline across 
the generations in the corpus. As such, we are interested in ascertaining its  trajectory of 
obsolescence. For example, is it used in different senses across the generations? Might ‘a one’ 
prove to be a contemporary lens with which to track the historical development of indefinite 
marking more broadly? 
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