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Q-GEN-II:

Introduction

These materials are a set of sociolinguistic interview modules developed by William Labov in the early 1970s for use in both research projects (the well-known Philadelphia Language Change and Variation project, reported in many places esp. Labov 1994) and the annual course L560 The Study of the Speech Community, taught by Labov and Gillian Sankoff (and formerly Erving Goffman). Q-GEN-II materials are copyright William Labov (1977). Please cite as:

Labov, William. 1973-77. Q-GEN-II: Sociolinguistic Interview Modules.

The best guide to the nature and use of the modules in conducting sociolinguistic interviews is Labov (1984), which discusses the structure of and principles behind construction and adaptation of modules, and exemplifies their flexible use in topic-shifting within an interview.

The sociolinguistic interview should not be confused with standardised interviews, or general open-ended (semi- or un-structured) interviews as used in ethnographic research (though it is most similar to the semi-structured case). It has been developed specifically for collection of vernacular speech, and (in the case of the language modules) speech tests and tasks, as well as information on the speech community and the speaker’s social position in it. The informal appearance and simplicity of the questions of Q-GEN-II is not due to a casual or relaxed attitude to interviewing, but rather the painstaking result of revisions and efforts – based on use and feedback in many interviews – to sharpen and vernacularize questions, and to incorporate local knowledge and speech norms into both their form and topic. For more on this topic, please see readings offered on Prof. Patrick’s course-page for Lg554/654, Sociolinguistic Methods I(I), which is a direct descendant of Labov’s L560 course:
http://courses.essex.ac.uk/lg/lg554/index.htm

As is made clear there, it is also not appropriate to take Q-GEN-II as a universal recipe for fieldwork, or to criticize it as if it were. Rather, the methods were developed in the Philadelphia speech community of the early 1970s for conditions and attitudes prevalent then and there. Any new research effort incorporating sociolinguistic interview modules may well use these as an excellent example of the method, but is required to consider how best to adapt and change them, and to develop new ones, in order to accomplish the present research tasks. 

(For recent examples, see courses.essex.ac.uk/lg/lg554/Modules.html)
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