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Abstract 
The speech of girls at a high school in New Zealand was analysed after spending one 
year at the school conducting interviews with the girls.  Expressions of identity and 
social group membership have been identified.  One dichotomy among the social 
grouping of the girls is where they choose to eat lunch, namely whether they eat lunch 
in the common room or not.  This paper investigates phonetic differences for the word 
like among its different grammatical categories.  It also investigates whether a 
particular girl’s realisation of the word like can be predicted by whether or not she 
eats lunch in the common room.  It appears that girls who eat lunch in the common 
are significantly more likely to have monophthongisation in the word like, and that 
this is especially true for quotative like.  These results suggest that it is necessary to 
have a model of speech production which can account for socially ascribed phonetic 
variation within a single word which has different grammatical categories. 

 

1. Introduction 
The social categories that are normally employed by 
sociolinguists, namely ethnicity, age, gender, and 
social class, are not always those that are most 
relevant to a particular group of speakers (Eckert 
1989, 2000; Mendoza-Denton 1997).  In order to 
identify relevant group membership categories at a 
high school, Eckert (1989, 2000) utilised an 
ethnographic approach and found that variants in the 
students’ speech were closely linked to social 
identification as either a ‘jock’ or a ‘burnout’.  
Mendoza-Denton (1997) found that gang members’ 
realisation of the vowel /I/ could be predicted by 
how central to the gang a particular girl was.  Such 
insights as Eckert’s and Mendoza-Denton’s would 
not have been reached without conducting 
ethnographic work prior to linguistic analysis.  With 
the aim of understanding the relationship between 
linguistic variants and relevant social group 
membership within a New Zealand context, I have 
conducted a year long ethnographic study at an all 
girls’ high school in Christchurch.   

This paper reports on an auditory and acoustic 
analysis of the realisation of the word like, which is 
a frequent lexical item in the girls’ speech.  In this 
lexical item, both the /l/ and the /k/ are variably 
present.  Additionally, the vowel can be optionally 
monophthongised and/or glottalised.  The results 
presented in this paper concentrate on the variation 
in vowel monophthongisation.   I conclude that both 
the social make-up of the girls at the school and the 
grammatical category of a particular utterance of 

like significantly predict the phonetic variation 
found in the data.  

 

2. School Life 
I focused on students in their 13th and final year of 
school.  Through observation and conversations 
with the girls, I was able to identify their tight-knit 
social groups.  Although younger students 
sometimes change their group affiliation, group 
membership is fairly set by the time the girls begin 
year 13.  Standards of clothing, hair, and jewellery 
are established and followed by fellow group 
members so that they are strong identifiers of social 
group membership.   

Another important identifier is where the girls 
generally sit during their morning break and during 
lunchtime.  While each group has a distinctive area 
of the school grounds in which they eat during 
sunny weather, there is a binary distinction between 
the students when the weather is cold and rainy.  
Hence the independent social variable in this paper 
is whether a group sometimes eats lunch in the 
common room, a space with chairs, beanbags, and a 
microwave which has been set aside specifically for 
all year 13 students, though not every student 
chooses to use it.  
 

3. Like Functions 
The multiple functions of the lexeme like have been 
the topic of much debate (Schourup 1983; Underhill 
1988; Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad, and 
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Finnigan 1999; Anderson 2001; D’Arcy 2006).  For 
this paper, I will focus on the different grammatical 
and discursive functions of like, as outlined by 
D’Arcy (2005).  Examples presented here are taken 
from D’Arcy (2005).   

Traditional, ‘grammatical’ functions of like 
include:  
 
 
Lexical verb:  I don’t really LIKE her that much.  
 
Noun:  He grew up with the LIKES of the company 
of all great fighters. 
 
Preposition:  It looks LIKE a snail; it just is a snail. 
 
Conjunction:  It felt LIKE everything had dropped 
away. 
 
Adverb:  I don’t want to talk LIKE that. 
 
Suffix:  He said I went “(mumbling)” or something 
like stroke-LIKE. 
  
 
Like also has discursive functions.  They are as 
follows: 

 
 
Discourse marker: LIKE my uncle’s sister married 
this guy, George-J. 
 
Discourse particle:  She’s LIKE really smart. 
 
Approximate adverb:  I was only LIKE forty-one 
or forty-two or something aye. 
 
Quotative:  They’re LIKE, “Okay we’ll pay you 
now.” 
 
 
The various utterances of like recorded during 
interviews at the school were assigned to one of the 
above categories.  Because the grammatical 
functions of like appeared to be patterning similarly, 
they were combined into a single category (g).  
Likewise, the discursive functions, discourse marker 
and approximate adverb, seemed to be patterning 
similarly to one another, so they were combined into 
a single category (d).  As a result, the analysis 
presented here focuses on four categories: 
grammatical (g), discursive (d), discourse particle, 
and quotative.    Ambiguous tokens were not 
included in the analysis. 

4. Methodology 
The interviews with the girls were informal 
conversations without prepared questions and often 
with more than one a girl at a time.  I played a very 
small role in the recorded conversations, and the 
girls used the “interviews” as an opportunity to talk 
amongst themselves.  As a result, the girls’ speech 
is very casual and contains a number of non-
standard syntactic and phonetic variants. 

The recordings were made digitally using a 
Marantz solid state recorder and were transcribed 

using an open-source program, Transcriber (Barras 
1998-2000).  OnzeMiner was used during analysis 
in order to identify potential tokens for auditory and 
acoustic analysis (Fromont and Hay 2004).   

The speech of 12 girls was analysed, 7 of 
whom eat lunch in the common room.  A total of 
831 tokens of like was analysed, 443 of which were 
produced by girls who do not eat lunch in the 
common room. 

Using both auditory and acoustic analysis, 
tokens were categorised based on the presence or 
absence of the /l/, the /k/, and whether or not the 
vowel was monophthongised.  

 

5. Results 
There is a large amount of variation across the 
different tokens of like, even within the speech of a 
single speaker.  /l/ and /k/ are variably present, and 
the vowel may be monophthongised and/or 
glottalised.  Figures 1 and 2 display spectrograms 
of two different tokens of like produced by the 
same speaker. 
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Figure 1: Spectrogram of like with a 
diphthong.  The /l/ is present, but the /k/ 
is not.   
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Figure 2: Spectrogram of like with a 
monophthong.  Neither the /l/ nor the /k/ 
is present. 

 
Classification and Regression Tree (CART) 
analysis of the girls’ realisations of the word like 
reveals that monophthongisation of the vowel can 
be predicted on the basis of whether or not the girl 
who produced it is in a group that uses the year 13 
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common room.  Additionally, it can be predicted by 
the presence or absence of the preceding /l/ and the 
semantic-syntactic category of the particular 
utterance of like.  

CART modelling involves trees which split at 
binary nodes when independent variables 
significantly predict patterns in the dependent 
variable.  Subsets of the data have the potential to 
branch into further binary nodes.  As a result, lower 
nodes are significant predictors for only the 
particular subset of the data from which they 
branch.     

As shown in the CART tree in Figure 3 where 
monophthongisation is treated as the dependent 
variable, the girls who choose not to use the 
common room are significantly less likely to 
produce a monophthong in the word like than the 
girls who use the common room.  For those girls 
who do not use the common room, the grammatical 
category of like is not a significant predictor of 
monophthongisation.  

|
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lpresent=y

grammatical=d,discparticle

CommonRoom=yes

lpresent=n

grammatical=quote

n
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CART Tree Model of Monophthongization

 

Figure 3: A CART tree model of the 
monophthongisation of the vowel in like. 
The reported numbers represent the number 
of tokens, with those on the left 
representing tokens realised as diphthongs 
(n) and those on the right representing 
tokens realised as monophthongs (y). 

For those girls who eat lunch in the common room, 
the likelihood of monophthongisation in the word 
like is significantly predicted by the presence or 
absence of the preceding /l/.  Monophthongisation 
is more likely to occur when the /l/ is not present. 

However, for those students who use the 
common room, the grammatical category of the 
lexical item significantly predicts whether or not 
the vowel will be realised as a diphthong.  For these 
girls, the vowel in quotative like is significantly 
more likely to be realised as a monophthong than 

the vowel in like from other semantic-syntactic 
categories, including other discursive functions.  
The difference between the realisation of quotative 
and discourse particle like is particularly surprising 
given that they can occur in a similar position in a 
sentence. 

Interestingly, it is not a single group who uses 
a monophthong in quotative like.  The difference in 
realisations between the different types of like is 
carried by girls in several different groups- all of 
whom use the common room. 

 

6. Discussion 
That monophthongisation for like is more likely to 
occur when the /l/ is not present is perhaps 
unsurprising.  As the /l/ is more and more reduced 
until it is no longer present, the vowel may also be 
more reduced and transitions in the diphthong may 
not occur.   

What is surprising is that the likelihood of 
monophthongisation is significantly predicted by an 
interaction between  
 

a) the social category of the girl (i.e. 
whether the girl is in a group who eats in 
the common room) and 

 
b) the grammatical category of like (i.e. 

whether a particular instance of like is 
quotative).  

 
The girls who eat lunch in the common room are 
significantly more likely to produce a monophthong 
for quotative like than for the other functions of 
like, and no such trend is found for girls who do not 
eat lunch in the common room.  One interpretation 
of this interaction between social category and 
grammatical category is based on exposure.  In 
general, girls who eat lunch in the common room 
interact much more frequently across the different 
groups than the girls who do not eat lunch in the 
common room.  In other words, groups who do not 
eat lunch in the common room have less contact 
with one another than the common room groups 
have with one another.  This trend remains even 
when the common room groups are not actually in 
the common room.  The analysed data presented in 
this paper are taken from speech of girls from three 
different groups who eat lunch in the common and 
three different groups who do not eat lunch in the 
common room. It is possible that the limited 
interaction between non-common room groups can 
account for the lack of shared phonetic variants for 
girls across these particular groups.   

Despite the extensive literature on the different 
functions of like, no previous work has examined 
the phonetics of like across its different functions.  
The systematic phonetic variation found here 
suggests that a speaker has multiple mental 
representations of the single lexeme like, 
representations which are stored in such a way as to 
capture both the grammatical function and the 
phonetic realisation of a particular utterance of like.   

Because phonetic variation in the data is 
significantly predicted by a combination of social 
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category and grammatical category, these results 
highlight the need for a unified linguistic 
framework that can account for sociophonetic 
variation across different grammatical categories 
for a single lexeme.  Recent findings by Hay and 
Bresnan (in press) show evidence for the storage of 
phonetically detailed phrases.  They argue in favour 
of developing a theory that can account for the 
apparent relationship between syntactic storage and 
the storage of phonetic information, thus unifying 
two traditionally distinct linguistic subfields: syntax 
and phonetics.  The results presented here provide 
further evidence to support the need for a unified 
theory between syntax and phonetics.  Furthermore, 
they provide evidence that such a unified theory 
must also be able to account for socially prescribed 
variation, since the social and syntactic variables 
are so inextricably linked that the inclusion of the 
social variable is crucial in identifying the 
syntactic-semantic patterning of the phonetic 
variable. 

These results also re-emphasize the 
importance of examining more organic social 
categories when conducting a sociolinguistic study.  
While sociolinguistic work which gathers social 
information predetermined as relevant (ethnicity, 
sex, age, and social class) is worthwhile and is 
certainly more time efficient, using an ethnographic 
approach to determine relevant social categories 
can provide insight into how language is used that 
would otherwise be overlooked. 
 

7. Conclusion 
The results presented in this paper provide evidence 
that a word’s phonetic realisation is linked to the 
semantic-syntactic category of the word as well as 
the social group category of the speaker.  Examining 
both grammatical and social categories when 
analysing phonetic variation provides a fuller 
picture of patterning in the data. 

The results presented in this paper are based on 
only a portion of the collected data.  Future analysis 
will include more speakers from a variety of 
different social groups and will investigate other 
phonetic factors, including prosody, glottalisation, 
and vowel length. 
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