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Reconciling Fieldworkers’ Reports: Lowman vs. McDavid

Large-scalevariation studiesnormally employ several different fieldworkers, who may
leave tracesof their methodsin dataeven when they are convincedof the needto col-
lect datain a controlledandconsistentfashion: this is the phenomenonof “fieldworker
isoglosses”.The presentpaperreportson an attemptto normalizeconflicting fieldwork
practicesin theLAMSAS data(Kretzschmar1994)which leadsto a quantitative analysis
withoutevidenceof fieldworker isoglosses.

The Linguistic Atlas of the Middle andSouthAtlantic States(LAMSAS) consistsof
1162interviewsconductedoveraperiodof thirty years.Wefocushereonthelexical varia-
tion in LAMSAS, in which151lexicalizationswereelicited. It is probablytruethatlexical
dataarelesssubjectto fieldworkereffectsthanpronunciationdatasincephonetictranscrip-
tion is alsoinvolved,but theeffectsin lexical studiesarealsoproblematic.Guy Lowman
andRavenMcDavid wereresponsiblefor 71%and25%of theLAMSAS interviews,and
our analysisfocuseson reconcilingdifferencesin their techniqueswhich at first confound
statisticalanalysis. The differencesin techniqueemerge from profilesof the interviews:
Lowmanelicited 150.1responses/interview (with a standarddeviation of SD = 25.3 re-
sponses/interview) while McDavid recorded197.3(SD = 76.8). Lowmanencountered15
“no response”/interview andMcDavid 22.5.We useoverlapmeasuressuggestedby Séguy
(1971)Goebl (1982,1984) throughoutthis work, andanalyzeresultsusinga variety of
techniques.But asNerbonne& Kleiweg (2003)suggested,fieldworkerdivisionsdominate
theresulting,unreconciledanalysis.

The fundamentalideain reconciliationis to normalizethe measurements,i.e., to ex-
pressdistancesas � -scores,���������	�	
���
�� SD,whereeachscoreis normalizedaccording
to themean(m) andstandarddeviation(SD)of therespectivefieldworkers.Usingnormal-
izeddistances,many fieldworkereffectsdisappearfrom theanalysis.

Ontheotherhand,McDavid conductedinterviewsoveralargerareathanLowman,and
this coulddistortnormalizationsincelinguistic distancesarewell known to increasewith
geographicdistance.McDavid, in fact,wasresponsiblefor themostextremepartsof the
LAMSAS areas,northernNew York andareasin SouthCarolina,Georgia andNorthern
Florida. Lowman’s areais “sandwiched”by McDavid’s. This suggeststhat we distin-
guishthreeareasandnormalizedependingon which of the six pairsof areasis involved
(Lowman-Lowman,Lowman-McDavid/North,...).

We show (i) that the apparentfieldworker glossesdisappearin this step;(ii) that the
resultingdivision into dialectareasaccordswith traditionalscholarship;and(iii) thatone
aspectof the distribution of distancesinvolving McDavid’s datais nonethelesspuzzling.
Finally, we considerwhetherthe distinctionwe draw to counteractthe large geographic
distancesthatwould otherwiseinfect distancesderivedfrom McDavid’s datamight moti-
vateageneralizedlinearmodelin which linguisticdistancewereexpressedasafunctionof

root geographicdistance.In this step,we examine � ling
� site��� site� 
�� � geo

� site��� site� 
 ,
in which“true” linguisticdistanceis regardedaslinguisticdistancecorrectedby thesquare
root of geographicdistance,andnormalizeaccordingly. The generalcorrectionis justi-
fied by thedependenceof lexical distanceon geography:a regressionanalysisshows that
lexical distance(1 - proportionaloverlap)correlateswith the root of geographicdistance
significantly(� ����� ��� ), andwe expectsucha dependencefor theoreticalreasons,know-
ing thatlinguisticvariationis influencedby thechanceof socialcontact,in turn dependent
on geography. We note,however, (iv) that thenormalizationbasedon geographicallycor-
recteddatais lesssatisfactory.

Finally, we notequestionswhich theseproceduresraise,e.g.,aboutthe relative reli-
ability of the fieldworkers,aboutlinking this analysisto the geographicaldistribution of
linguistic variation, and aboutthe potential limitations of dialectometryin faceof such
(common)difficultieswith datasources.
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