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Co-varia(on	in	Heritage	Cantonese	

HERITAGE LANGUAGE VARIATION AND CHANGE IN TORONTO 
 

HTTP://PROJECTS.CHASS.UTORONTO.CA/NGN/HLVC 
Naomi.Nagy@utoronto.ca	

Naomi	Nagy,	Timothy	Gadanidis	&	Joyce	Woo		

•  Large-scale	project	inves;ga;ng	varia;on	and	change	in	
Toronto’s	heritage	languages	
•  To	document	and	describe	heritage	languages	spoken	by	
immigrants	and	2	genera;ons	of	their	descendants	

•  To	compare	to	a	Homeland	“baseline”	&	local	English	(also	variable)	
•  to	understand	changes	in	progress	

•  To	create	a	corpus	available	for	research	on	a	variety	of	topics	
•  To	push	varia(onist	research	beyond	its	monolingually-
oriented	core	(and	its	majority	language	focus)		

•  To	promote	HL	vitality	through	research,	training,	and	
“knowledge	mobiliza;on”	in	and	out	of	the	classroom	

(Nagy	&	Meyerhoff	2008,	Nagy	2017)	
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What	is	the	HLVC	Project?	

UKLVC	2019	
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Co-varia;on	

•  Past	work	has	been	
inconclusive	about	where/if	
co-varia;on	exists	(Guy	2013,	Guy	
&	Hinskins	2016)	

•  Oushiro	(2016)	on	Brazilian	
Portuguese	

•  Waters	and	Tagliamonte	(2017)	
on	Toronto	English	

•  Meta-analysis:	52%	co-varia;on	
3	UKLVC	2019	

è Are	innovators	in	one	aspect	of	a	language	
more	likely	to	to	be	innovators	in	another?	
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Mo;va;ng	Ques;ons	

•  General	understanding	of	co-varia;on	
•  How	do	linguis;c	systems	change?	

• Who	leads	the	changes?	

•  Context	of	heritage	languages	and	contact-
induced	varia;on	
•  Does	English	(usage)	have	a	consistent	effect	on	
Heritage	languages?	

•  Is	varia;on	due	to	incomplete	acquisi;on?	(cf.	
Montrul	2012:178)		

4	UKLVC	2019	



9/9/19	

3	

Cantonese	in	2	mul;lingual	ci;es	

In	Hong	Kong:	
•  86%	of	popula;on	uses	
CAN	

•  83%	are	able	to	speak	
English		

•  5%	have	“very	good”	
English	

Census	and	Sta;s;cs	Dept.	(2014:4)	
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http://www.servcorp.com.hk/media/9459/-
twoifc-building-3 

https://evolvetours.com/wp-content/
uploads/2015/04/CN-Tower.jpg 

In	Toronto	(since	the	1970s):	
•  4.5%	report	CAN	as	mother	
tongue	(267,000	MT	speakers)	

•  96%	are	able	to	speak	English		
•  77%	(mostly)	use	English	“at	
home”	

Sta;s;cs	Canada	(2016)	
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Predic;ons	

1)  Co-varia;on	among	dependent	variables	

2)  Co-varia;on	with	degree	of	English	use	

3)  More	co-varia;on	among	changing	variables	

6	UKLVC	2019	
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Methods	

•  23	Heritage	Cantonese	speakers		
•  from	2	genera;ons	(immigrants,	their	kids)	

•  Data	from	HLVC	corpus	and	previous	studies	
•  Relevant	tokens	were	extracted	from	1hr	
sociolinguis;c	interviews	and	analyzed	by	MEMs	

•  Generated	ranked	speaker	lists	represen;ng	how	
likely	a	speaker	uses	the	innova;ve	variant		

•  Used	Speaker	random	effects	from	MEMs	(BLUPs)	

•  Pairwise	comparisons	between	variables	

7	UKLVC	2019	

Variables	examined	
•  pro-drop	(Nagy	et	al.	2011	+	new	data)	(N=2800)	

–  Innova;on:	more	overt	subjects	(though	this	is	stable)	
•  classifiers	(Nagy	&	Lo	2019)	(N=1600)	

–  Innova;on:	go3	個	specialized	more	to	singular	nouns	
•  4	vowel	changes	(overlap	determined	by	Pillai	scores)	
(Tse	2019)	(N=15,456)	

•  %	of	English	word	usage	(Tse	2019)	(N=260,447)	
•  word	counts	from	interview	transcrip;ons	
•  used	as	an	es;mate	of	fluency	
•  less	use	of	English	=	more	fluency/comfort	in	Cantonese	

•  Ethnic	Orienta;on		
•  Gender	

8	UKLVC	2019	
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Pro-drop	
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Classifiers:		
Specializa;on	of	個	(go3)	to	singular	

10	

saam
1	

		bou6	 din6	 nou5	 go3		 din6	 nou5	

三	 部	 電	 腦	 個	 電	 腦	
three	 CL	

(func;on)	
computers	 CL	

(generic)	
computer	

Three	computers	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	A	computer 	 	 		

UKLVC	2019	 hop://clipartbarn.com	
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Cantonese	vowels	

From	Tse	(2019:189)	

11	

Stable	à	

UKLVC	2019	

Which	variables	are	changing?	

Dependent	variables	 Homeland	
change?	

Heritage	
	change?	

/i/-/ɪ/	split	 Yes	 Yes	

/y/-/u/	merger	 No	 Yes	

/ɛ/	split	by	coda	 No	 No	

/ɔ/	split	by	coda	 Yes	 No	

Classifiers	specializing	à	sg.	 No	 Yes	

Pro-drop	 No	 No	

12	UKLVC	2019	
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%	Cantonese	words,	by	genera;on		
(Tse	2019,	p.	180)	

13	

%	Canto	words	 Word	count	

Cantonese	 English	

Hong	Kong	 99.6	 603	 18	

GEN	1	 97	 694	 163	

GEN	2	 78	 472	 403	

UKLVC	2019	

Methods	

Matrix	of	scaoerplots	showing	Pearson	&	
Spearman	correla;ons	

•  Used	pairscor.fnc	from	languageR	(Baayen)	
•  We	compare	Pearson	correla;on	scores	
(Following	Oushiro	&	Guy	2015)	

•  We	also	calculate	Spearman	rank	correla;on	
scores,	for	our	non-normally	distributed	data	

	

14	UKLVC	2019	
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Few	co-varia;ons;		only	one	with	%English	words	

UKLVC	2019	 16	
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Co-varia;on:	morphological	

UKLVC	2019	 17	

Co-varia;on:	phonological	

UKLVC	2019	 18	
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%	English	

Lg.	preference	

CAN	use	

Ethnic	ID	

Co-varia;on:	Ethnic	orienta;on	

Summary	of	Co-varia;on	
…	out	of	92	tests	(21+18+7)*2	

Co-varying	variables Pearson	
correla(on 

Spearman	
correla(on 

/y/-/u/	merger	and	English	words No Yes 

/y/-/u/	merger	and	/ɛ/-/e/	split Yes No 

/ɛ/-/e/	split	and	English	words Yes No 

classifiers	and	English	words Yes No 

Pro-drop	and	English	words Yes No 

/ɔ/-/o/	split	and	classifiers Yes Yes	(but	why?) 

UKLVC	2019	 20	

Δ

Δ = 1st variable listed is changing 

Δ
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Which	speakers	are	more	oxen	
innova;ve?	

UKLVC	2019	 21	

Speaker

C2F22A

C2M
22A

C2F41A

C2M
21B

C1M
46A

C1F50B

C1F58A

C1M
52B

C2M
21C

C1F54B

C2F20A

C1F83A

C2F21C

C1F50A

C2M
27A

C1M
52A

C1M
59A

C2F21B

C2M
21D

C2M
44A

C1M
61A

C1M
87A

C1M
58A

# variables
6 5 5 5 4 4 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 1

% English X X X X X X X X X X X
y.u merger X X X X X X X X X X X
e.split X X X X X X X X X X X
i.split X X X X X X X X X X X
open.o X X X X X X X X X X X
pro-drop X X X X X X X X X X X X
CLAS go3 X X

Which	speakers	are	more	oxen	
innova;ve?	
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Speaker

C2F22A

C2M
22A

C2F41A

C2M
21B

C1M
46A

C1F50B

C1F58A

C1M
52B

C2M
21C

C1F54B

C2F20A

C1F83A

C2F21C

C1F50A

C2M
27A

C1M
52A

C1M
59A

C2F21B

C2M
21D

C2M
44A

C1M
61A

C1M
87A

C1M
58A

# variables
6 5 5 5 4 4 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 1

% English X X X X X X X X X X X
y.u merger X X X X X X X X X X X
e.split X X X X X X X X X X X
i.split X X X X X X X X X X X
open.o X X X X X X X X X X X
pro-drop X X X X X X X X X X X X
CLAS go3 X X

Women	 Gen	2	
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Conclusions	

•  We	made	poor	predic;ons!	
1)  Not	much	co-varia;on	

•  variable	paoerns	are	at	a	community	level,	not	an	
individual	level	

Ø Similar	to	majority	language	studies	
2)  Liole	co-varia;on	with	rate	of	English	use		

Ø Liole	evidence	of	aori;on	(as	cause…)	
3)  Co-varia;on	is	NOT	preferred	among	

innova;ng	variables	

23	UKLVC	2019	
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#	of	variables	
compared 

#	of	
speakers 

6 15 

7 8 
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