Classifying Campus Slang
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For a language variety as rich and complex as poetry itself, slang has received scant attention from linguists and language teachers in the UK. There are undoubtedly problems involved in its amorphous, diffuse nature and the difficulty of establishing it as a linguistic category (Dumas and Lighter, 1978); there is the fact that it is of little productive value for what used to be called non-native speakers, or for natives communicating in formal settings. Nevertheless, and however it is defined, slang is a language phenomenon which engages the attention of our students, and one which, it could be said, cries out for our attention, too, in that it permeates the life of the campus and the school. Its proximity – if not its easy accessibility - lends itself to survey and analysis. Whether slang is ‘teachable’ and if so, how, will be the subject of a forthcoming article.

The study of slang, and in particular the slang of adolescent subcultures, including students, has received considerable attention from scholars in the USA and elsewhere who have generally focused either on sociolinguistic or lexico-semantic aspects. At the same time, specialists in the UK and elsewhere have examined related features of young people’s communications – code and style-shifting, ritualised expression of resistance, group solidarity, etc. without acknowledging the importance of slang in these respects.

Since 1995 a tally of university students’ slang has been compiled at King’s College London on the lines of the survey carried out by Professor Connie C Eble at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill since 1972. This article is intended as a broad-focus introduction to the King’s project, to be followed by more detailed examinations of some of its components.

The problems involved in carrying out a fully authentic survey of non-standard oral usage are daunting. In recording student conversation the great variation in frequency of slang usage in typical interactions would mean that, in many instances, long sequences of redundancy would have to be registered for each occurrence of relevant usage. Despite technological advances, electronic ‘eavesdropping’ has become not only complicated to arrange but controversial. Overt, supervised or unsupervised recordings of course carry the danger of inhibition, of playing up to perceived expectations, and of the phenomenon examined by Lytra (2002) whereby respondents’ playful avoidance strategies can complicate the researcher’s task.

In the event the database has largely been compiled on the basis of donations. Students across the College and in various other Higher Education institutions in Greater London are invited to contribute examples of current slang usage, as a minimum a list of terms used or heard with definitions, but ideally using a template similar to an entry in a learner’s dictionary. This would incorporate regional and usage labels, exemplification, etymology, etc. which would be distributed at seminars and published on the College website. In practice, nearly all submissions come from undergraduate students, and mainly from the departments of English Language and Literature and Education where lectures and seminars on slang are delivered.

Donations solicited from the general student population are supplemented by data recovered by a network of informants who have been sensitised in lectures and seminars to the linguistic objectives of the survey, and who are then able to report from within peer-groups and compile their own lists.

The core of the King’s database now numbers some 4500 lexical items, after editing to remove terms appearing to be Americanisms, Australianisms, South Africanisms, etc. (submitted by overseas students, for example, but not demonstrably in wider use in the UK), a task complicated not only by the ‘nativisation’ of many American terms – humungous (impressive, excessive), arm-candy (an attractive escort), booty (the backside, sexually attractive and/or available partners) - in UK speech, but by the transfer of terms such as arsey (truculent, bumptious) or wanker (pitiable and/or obnoxious individual) from British into American usage. It is likewise important to try and identify what are suspected to be nonce (one-off) terms or inventions submitted with mischievous intent.

As a first step in analysing the data a rough categorisation of terms collected between 1995 and 2000 into semantic fields has been attempted. The semantic categories are not pre-existing but have been suggested by the data itself, and therefore rely to some extent on the judgement and intuition of those who have analysed it. Unsurprisingly, these differ somewhat from semantic classifications recorded elsewhere. Most obviously there has been conflation of some related categories on lines suggested by observation of language used in context or ‘co-textually’; for example ‘romance, sex and the parts of the body concerned in related activities’ stretches the concept of a unitary category to its limit, but does seem to accord with the way these concepts are encoded and deployed in conversation. There are other potential overlaps, for instance a social categorisation such as catalogue-man (male whose clothes are in poor taste) is invariably pejorative and can also serve as an ‘insult or term denoting a misfit’; an item such as gutted (‘mortified’), shown under ‘negative or unsettling states’, might equally be filed under ‘disapproval/disappointment’, but the items in the tables are listed under one heading only. The classification appears in Table 1.

Table 1.
SEMANTIC CLASSIFICATION OF TERMS COLLECTED AT KCL                                                                  

	1. Intoxication by drink or drugs (17.46%)
	hammered, langered, bladdered, 

rat-arsed

	2. Terms of approbation (15.23%)
	don, dope, det, safe, wick, fit, top , mint

	3. Romance, sex and related body parts (12.06%)
	on the sniff, out trouting, copping off, wabs, buns

	4. Insults and terms denoting misfits (11.42%)
	flid, minger, moose, smurf, swamp-donkey

	5. Terms of disapproval/disappointment (8.25%)
	cheesy, grievous, pussy, rank

	6. Greetings, farewells and exclamations (5.07%)
	easy, seen, yo, laters

	7. Social or ethnic categorisations (4.76%) 
	Bud-bud, bachelorette, arm-candy, catalogue man

	8. Relaxation (4.44%)
	chillin’, vegging (out), hanging, gazing

	9. Money (3.80%)
	trust, squids, lookah, brassic

	10. Negative or unsettling states (3.49%)
	gutted, weirding, married alive

	11. Anger or excited states (3.17%)
	fanny-fit, (chuck a ) hissy, throw a bennie

	12. Food (2.53%)
	scran, cane, Chicken McButtock

	13. Clothes (2.22%)
	kegs, shreddies, Claire Rayners


Some tentative conclusions may be drawn from the material collected at King’s. It must to some extent give an indication, if not of actual student behaviour then at least of what students like to talk about. In broad terms the index of prevalence is confirmed by comparison with the unsorted glossary of student slang compiled by the Student World commercial website in 2001.  The well-known phenomena of relexicalisation (new words coined for old) and overlexicalisation (a seeming superabundance of synonyms), mentioned by Halliday in connection with criminal argots (1978), are represented, as are examples of all the figures of speech and word-formation processes recorded by Eble (1996). The leading categories in terms of frequency, with intoxication in first place, are those featuring in most ‘mainstream’ slang dictionaries, while the ritual greetings, farewells, terms of address and peer categorisations correspond with the important functions of adolescent slang in reinforcing in-group identities and celebrating sociability (The latter is a key term employed by Eble which I use to subsume both ‘solidarity’ and ‘intimacy’). (See Labov, 1982 and Eckert, 1989.)

Although the longevity of key terms was not the focus of the sampling, it is interesting to note that many items were recorded over several years, and when not re-submitted were confirmed anecdotally as still being in use. This suggests, as attested elsewhere, that slang is not by definition ephemeral in the short-term (even what look like vogue terms – wicked and cool, for example–are retained), although over the 1972 - 1987 period of the Chapel Hill study, the retention rate was ‘below 10%’. The fact that students are encouraged to donate ‘current usage’ of course means that they may omit items in the lexicon not deemed novel.

Other salient features of the sampling are the large number of terms originating in black speech (hench (strong, well-built (male)), mash-up (damaged, destroyed, intoxicated by drink or drugs), butters (unattractive, offensive), mampy (poor quality, defective), etc), the widespread use of cultural allusion (Tony Blairs (flared trousers), Archer (a sum of £2000), Tutu (a Class II, division 2 degree)) and the persistence of rhyming slang (Claire Rayners (trainer shoes), Richard (Gere) (beer), etc.) as a mechanism for generation of new items.

Several US universities publish lists of currently popular slang terms: California State Polytechnic University’s top twenty for 2002 was as follows (definitions are those provided by the compilers):

1. tight – awesome

2. chill/chill out – relax

3. dawg - friend

4. homey – buddy

5. trip – to be upset

6. what’s up – hello

7. wack – undesirable

8. dude – a person

9. hella – extremely

10.  dope – nice

11.  ghetto – cheap

12.  phat – stylish

13.  hot - good-looking

14.  sweet – wonderful

15.  bling-bling  - expensive

16.  bounce – to leave

17.  yo – a greeting

18.  ride – automobile

19.  down – willing

20.  sick – very good

There are other examples of slang glossaries partially sorted according to semantic categories. One such is at the Ohio State University website, which employs slightly different designations, including ‘attraction phrases’, ‘derogatory words’ and ‘salutation terms’. An important category in most North American collections (also featuring strongly in older lists compiled at Oxbridge and UK Public Schools) was entirely missing from the King’s sample; this consists of nicknames for campus institutions and buildings or local academic procedures and traditions. In many US compilations there is a significant presence of work-related terminology, whereas the London data concentrates on purely student-centred practices with some emphasis on the hedonistic. In the British context, in particular the explicitly ‘countercultural’ content, the element of resistant ‘anti-language’ present in street-gang argot, criminal cant and the youth slang of the 1960s and 70s, seems to have dwindled into insignificance.

Following the sorting into clusters by meaning, a comparison was attempted with the items recorded at Chapel Hill over a roughly similar period.

This comparison appears in Table 2.

Table 2.

	
	At KCL
	At UNC

	1. Intoxication by drink or drugs 
	17.46%
	9.67%

	2. Terms of approbation 
	15.23%
	19.35%

	3. Romance, sex and related body parts 
	12.96%
	5.37%

	4. Insults and terms denoting misfits 
	11.42%
	12.90%

	5. Terms of disapproval/disappointment 
	8.25%
	6.45%

	6. Greetings, farewells and exclamations 
	5.07%
	9.67%

	7. Social or ethnic categorisations 
	4.76%
	3.22%

	8. Relaxation 
	4.44%
	4.30%

	9. Money 
	3.80%
	0%

	10. Negative or unsettling states 
	3.49%
	2.15%

	11. Anger or excited states 
	3.17%
	3.22%

	12. Food 
	2.53%
	2.15%

	13. Clothes 
	2.22%
	0%


Given the many variables in play, such a comparison must be treated as only the most general indication of possible patterns. The gender balance in the two target groups is different; Chapel Hill is a residential campus setting, whereas King’s students live off campus (possibly explaining the discrepancies in terms relating to money and clothes); the socio-economic and ethnic mixes are also probably somewhat dissimilar. With these caveats, the comparison does reveal that the concerns of students, or at least the subjects of their conversations, are similar in both institutions. The actual vocabulary items common to both institutions (ho, horny, hot, hound, etc.) made up only around 10% of the total.

Collection and sorting of samples of campus slang using a lexical field approach is a first stage, designed mainly to facilitate the publication of glossaries and dictionaries and the development of teaching materials. A second stage is the carrying out of in-depth micro-studies, looking at the encoding of social behaviour on the one hand, and at formal aspects relating to rhetoric (as a key to conceptual sets and systems), etymology, diachronic change, etc. on the other. Despite the problems, mentioned above, of recording slang usage in the context of authentic interactions, this has been carried out with some success, particularly by students themselves operating as participant-observers within their peer-groups. Work in progress includes conversational analysis of data recovered in a wide variety of settings, and a comparison of usage in neighbouring institutions.

Slang, its users and its settings provide a dynamic matrix through which language transformation and innovation can be observed and analysed, and insights can be gained into the thoughts and actions of young people operating within their own small cultures. Any marginalisation of slang as ‘peripheral’ or ‘deviant’ on the part of linguists can only be a social judgement and reflects a dated view of academic culture itself. It is time for teachers and language enthusiasts to engage in a less sporadic fashion with this uniquely rewarding resource.
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