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Skewed Sociolinguistic Awareness
of a Native Non-standard Dialect:
Evidence from the Cypriot Greek
Writing of Greek Cypriot Students

loli Ayiomamitou and Androula Yiakoumetti*

School of Education, Oxford Brookes University, Oxford, United Kingdom

Over the last 50 years, sociolinguistic research in settings in which a regional, social, or
ethnic non-standard linguistic variety is used alongside the standard variety of the same
language has steadily increased. The educational implications of the concomitant use
of such varieties have also received a great deal of research attention. This study deals
with regional linguistic variation and its implications for education by focusing on the
Greek Cypriot educational context. This context is ideal for investigating the linguistic
profiles of speakers of proximal varieties as the majority of Greek Cypriots are primarily
educated in just one of their varieties: the standard educational variety. The aim of our
study was to understand Greek Cypriot primary school pupils’ sociolinguistic awareness
via examination of their written production in their home variety [Cypriot Greek (CQG)
dialect]. Our assumption was that, because written production is less spontaneous than
speech, it better reflects pupils’ conscious awareness. Pupils were advised to produce
texts that reflected their everyday language with family and friends (beyond school
boundaries). As expected, students’ texts included an abundance of mesolectal features
and the following were the ten most frequent: (1) palato-alveolar consonants, (2) future
particle [en:a] and conditional [itan na] + subjunctive, (3) consonant devoicing, (4) CG-
specific verb stems, (5) final [n] retention, (6) [én/ éni] instead of [ine], (7) CG-specific verb
endings, (8) [én/é] instead of [0en], (9) elision of intervocalic fricative [y], and (10) CG-
specific adverbs. Importantly, in addition to the expected mesolectal features that reflect
contemporary CG, students included a significant and unexpected number of basilectal
features and instances of hyperdialectism (that are not representative of today’s linguistic
reality) which rendered their texts register-inappropriate. This led us to conclude that
Greek Cypriot students have a skewed sociolinguistic awareness of variation within their
first dialect and a distorted impression of their own everyday language. We argue that
the portrayal of CG in its basilectal form was performed intentionally by students in an
effort to distance themselves from a socially constructed identity of a rural, uneducated,
and stigmatized non-standard-dialect speaker. The study is of international relevance as
it deals with sociolinguistic issues that pertain to all bidialectal speakers.
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INTRODUCTION

Research in settings where regional, social, or ethnic linguistic
varieties are used alongside a standard variety of the same
language has burgeoned in recent years. Indeed, the issue
of bidialectism is increasingly being viewed as a priority.
Researchers have particularly aimed to identify whether the
bilingual advantage, which has strong empirical support
(Bialystok, 1988; Bialystok et al., 2012), extends to speakers
of proximal dialectal varieties (Antoniou et al., 2014, 2016).
In pursuit of this aim, a flourishing area of research has
grown up around the premise that dialectal diversity may often
have favorable outcomes and, in particular, that there is merit
in assessing the potential for bidialectal programs in formal
educational settings to produce beneficial learning outcomes.
In Cyprus, Yiakoumetti (2006, 2007) demonstrated that the
experimental introduction of bidialectal education (deploying the
Cypriot Greek (CG) dialect alongside Standard Modern Greek)
led to improved learning of the targeted standard variety. In
Australia, Malcolm and Truscott (2012) provided evidence of
positive influences on repertoire building when a bidialectal
program (deploying Australian Aboriginal English alongside
Standard Australian English) was introduced. Similarly, in
Canada, improvement in Standard Canadian English reading
skills was recorded when Canadian Aboriginal English was used
alongside Standard Canadian English in bidialectal programs
(Battisti et al., 2011; Ball and Bernhardt, 2012). In the Creole
setting of Guinea-Bissau, Benson (1994, 2004) discovered that
more students spoke in class and that there was less reliance on
rote learning when bidialectal programs (deploying the native
Crioulo alongside Standard Portuguese) were introduced. (For a
review of studies on the outcomes from expanded use of Pidgins
and Creoles in education, see Siegel, 2012.)

Research on bidialectal education has thus far focused
exclusively on the effects of such education on educational
linguistic varieties in bidialectal settings. In other words,
bidialectal programs such as the ones just described targeted
performance in students second variety, the educational
standard. This is understandable considering that language policy
goes hand in hand with power and prestige and that educational
varieties are particularly prone to being associated with such
value-laden concepts (Bourdieu, 1991; Spolsky, 2004).

This study focuses on the first dialect of speakers of proximal
varieties. Specifically, it aims to explore bidialectal primary-
school students’ sociolinguistic awareness as it is reflected
in their written performance in their native non-standard
regional dialect. The Greek Cypriot educational context served
as vantage point for our exploration. This setting is ideal for
investigation as it is representative of most bidialectal settings
in which language policy disproportionately focuses on students’
educational standard variety. Traditionally, educational settings
in which speakers employ the use of proximal varieties have
been characterized by the anachronistic ideology that promotes
exclusive use of an educational monolingual standard variety
(Yiakoumetti, 2012). Both directly and indirectly, inclusion
of varieties other than the prescribed standard is usually
discouraged. In many cases, the very existence of these varieties

is ignored and, in some cases, such varieties are openly banned
from the classroom (Ndemanu, 2014).

Our research treatment was to encourage students to write in
their dialectal native variety. The ultimate aim of this activity was
to identify students’ sociolinguistic awareness via their written
performance in a variety which can only be described as both
(a) their most familiar variety but also (b) a variety which has
never formed part of their formal education. In other words,
students were asked to write in a variety which is their native
variety but which they do not consider as being associated
with formal writing or for formal use when writing in a school
setting (Papapavlou and Pavlou, 2005). Our research facilitated an
investigation of students’ written performance in the absence of
any support (as current language policy comprehensively neglects
students’ first dialect). Importantly, the project reflected students’
opinions as to what constitutes their first dialect and the policy’s
effects on these opinions.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Setting of the Study

Greek Cypriot Sociolinguistic Landscape

Two linguistically related varieties are primarily used in Greek-
speaking Cyprus: the CG dialect and Standard Modern Greek
(SMG). (Similarly, Cypriot Turkish and Standard Turkish are
used in Turkish-speaking Cyprus.) CG is the naturally acquired
mother tongue of virtually all Greek Cypriots who go on to
learn SMG via formal education. CG is widespread on the island
as it represents the universal medium of everyday informal
communication. SMG is the educational language variety.

Cypriot Greek is characterized by internal variability
(Tsiplakou et al., 2016). Early descriptive studies (Contosopoulos,
1969; Menardos, 1969; Newton, 1972, 1983) presented CG as
a geographical continuum which consisted of a set of basilects
placed in opposition to a geographically defined acrolect,
that of ehhknvikd, Greek (Newton, 1972; Tsiplakou et al,
2006). Post-1974, these continuum varieties started to exhibit
homogenization. This was primarily due to rapid demographic
and social changes (as a result of the Turkish military occupation)
and to heightened exposure to metropolitan SMG. Dialect
leveling and koineization processes are still ongoing (Rowe and
Grohmann, 2013). Today’s CG koine is almost entirely free of
local variation as infrequent regional variants are fast becoming
obsolete at phonological, morphosyntactic, and even lexical
levels (Terkourafi, 2005; Tsiplakou, 2014). Some researchers
argue that now CG can best be described in terms of a register
or a stylistic continuum (rather than a geographically defined
continuum) (Tsiplakou et al., 2016).

Contemporary CG is employed by all Greek Cypriots
independently of their socioeconomic backgrounds. Various
researchers on the island argue that today’s CG has expanded in
domains which previously dismissed the dialect as inappropriate:
its use has taken over both formal and informal domains
replacing the use of SMG in a substantial number of cases
(Themistocleous, 2009, 2010; Papapavlou, 2010, 2017). For
example, contemporary CG (or at least its acrolectal levels) are
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now used in formal or semi-formal domains such as the court,
public speeches, university lectures and the media. The dialect
is indeed allocated an increasingly larger space in the current
Cypriot mediaspace via the broadcasting of Cypriot sitcoms and
telenovelas which are enjoying high popularity. We note that
this recent expansion of CG is primarily associated with oral
production. The emergence of CG in traditionally SMG domains
has naturally granted the dialect more visibility and legitimization
(Tsiplakou and Ioannidou, 2012).

Cypriot Greek speakers recognize a hierarchy of linguistic
varieties which range from ‘heavily peasanty’ to SMG (Tsiplakou
et al, 2006; Katsoyannou et al., 2006; Papapavlou and
Sophocleous, 2009). (We further address this hierarchy in our
Methods where we outline the various levels of language use
along a continuum.) It must be emphasized here that the
sociolinguistic and linguistic realities on the island offer its
speakers a varied linguistic repertoire. Greek Cypriots have a wide
range of features at their disposal. Their choices are therefore
aligned to the context of the event of communication and may
vary along the contemporary CG continuum.

In addition to the linguistic varieties already mentioned above
(Cypriot Greek, Standard Modern Greek, Cypriot Turkish, and
Standard Turkish), English is prominent in various domains
such as the civil service and legal system. Western Armenian
and Maronite Arabic are minority languages recognized within
the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages.
Kurbetcha, a variety of Romani which is not well studied, is
present but not recognized in the Charter (Hadjioannou et al,,
2011).

In spite of linguistic diversity that is characteristic of Cyprus,
the Greek Cypriot language policy treats SMG as the sole formal
language of the national curriculum. The 2010 curriculum proved
to be both an innovative and an abortive document. It was
innovative for condoning the use of CG within formal education
(Tsiplakou, 2015; Ministry of Education and Culture [MoEC],
2010). It was abortive in that its acknowledgment of CG led
to heated debates which resulted in the rapid production of a
replacement document which once again contained no reference
to CG.

CG in Writing

Cypriot Greek is considered to be a spoken variety while SMG
is the variety associated with writing. Apart from a number
of improvised orthographic conventions (Chatziioannou, 1996;
Yiangoullis, 2009; Katsoyannou et al., 2013; Coutsougera and
Georgiou, 2014) that have been developed by poets, writers and
lexicographers in an attempt to reflect unique dialectal sounds
which do not exist in SMG (i.e., post-alveolar fricatives, post-
alveolar affricates), the dialect is not codified and it does not have
an established standard orthographical system.

Although rare, when writing occurs in the dialect, it is
usually restricted to everyday informal communication events
and involves forms of writing that are closer to speech such
as instant messaging and online text-based communication
among teenagers and young adults (Themistocleous, 2009, 2010;
Sophocleous and Themistocleous, 2010). Due to the wide use of
the Roman alphabet in online interactions, a romanized version

of written CG (rather than one based on the Greek alphabet) is
also very often employed, adding further to the multiplicity of
writing systems that exist for the dialect. Research on the written
form of the dialect has highlighted the repercussions of the lack
of a unified way to represent the dialect and pointed out the
need for its codification and standardization (Armosti et al., 2014;
Papadima et al., 2014).

Participants

One hundred and nineteen Greek Cypriot bidialectal students
(63 boys and 56 girls) participated in the study. Students
were in the fifth grade of primary education and all resided
in the urban and semi-urban Limassol district. Their age
range was 10-11 and all students’ native variety was CG. The
participants formed a sociolinguistically homogeneous group
as they were all born and raised in Limassol and all had
Greek Cypriot parents. Students without Greek Cypriot parents
and/or whose first variety was not CG were excluded from the
analysis. In compliance with advice provided by the Cypriot
Ministry of Education and Culture, we limited our sampled
population to fifth graders as final-year sixth-grade pupils have
additional demands associated with final exams. Our study was
carried out in accordance with the recommendations of our
institution’s Ethics Committee as well as those of the Cypriot
Ministry of Education and Culture, with written informed
consent from school headteachers and students’ parents or
legal guardians. Access to information associated with students’
familial socioeconomic and educational profiles was not available
so the influence of these factors on sociolinguistic awareness
could not be considered.

Primary Data-Collection Tool: CG Writing
Task

Students’ sociolinguistic awareness was assessed via written
texts which they were expected to produce in their native CG.
Our assumption was that, because written production is less
spontaneous than speech, it better reflects pupils’ conscious
awareness. The task aimed to shed light on students’ ability to
choose and produce the mesolectal register of contemporary
Cypriot Greek.

During the design stages of the written task, we considered
it essential for the language of the completed tasks to be
characterized by non-test language (Luoma, 2004). We thus chose
to develop a task that would simulate the usage of written CG in
a real-life situation. To achieve this, a dialog between peers was
chosen as the basis and the following scenario was presented to
students for their responses.

Scenarijo: “Pambos and Koullis are two Cypriot pupils. Pambos
lives with his family in Nicosia but they are soon relocating to
Limassol. Pambos is apprehensive about this change and worries
about feeling lonely in Limassol. He thus sends a message on
MSN/Facebook or calls Koullis who resides in Limassol to share
his worries.”

Instruction: “Imagine you are Koullis! Write the imaginary
dialog you would have with Pambos. What do you think you
would tell him to comfort him?”
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It was thus inferred that the language of the tasks may be
closely related to daily oral speech and it may also contain
oral features that typically occur in online chat rooms or in
telephone conversations. To assist students, explicit instructions
regarding the linguistic variety they were expected to produce
were provided. This guidance was as follows: (i) to write in
the way they normally speak everyday outside of school with
family members and friends and (ii) to use the Standard Greek
alphabet to represent their pronunciation. In addition, the first
three sentences of the script were provided as part of the
task description such that students could continue on from
these example sentences: “I'ewd cov Kodhhn, o [l mog eljua!
ToaL IOV KA VELS:;; ETlaca o TNAEQ®YO VO GOV TTw KATL...
(Hello Koulli, its Pambos! How are you? I called you to tell
you something ....)”. We note that the written guidance on
how to conduct the task was provided in SMG to conform with
usual classroom practice. However, as the request to write in the
home variety was unusual, we also ensured that students were
told orally what was requested of them. This was performed
in CG.

The actual topic of the task ensured that the language of the
text would reflect students’ everyday CG. While the instructions
allowed for certain freedom to incorporate individual language
choices, the scenario of the task clearly placed the target language
event closer to mesolectal registers of CG (thus excluding
language close to formal SMG but also excluding language close
to basilectal CG). Despite the fact that compartmentalization of
variants and registers is hazy (Tsiplakou et al., 2006), previous
research has identified that Greek Cypriot speakers distinguish
and recognize at least three levels of use (Sophocleous, 2006;
Tsiplakou et al., 2006; Papapavlou and Sophocleous, 2009): (i)
basilectal CG which corresponds to ‘heavy Cypriot, peasanty,
Bapewd kumplakd, (ii) mesolectal CG which corresponds to
‘correct, tidied-up Cypriot, cwot, GLOTAPLOLEVE KUTTPLAK,
and acrolectal CG which, despite approximating SMG, does not
concide with it and perhaps corresponds to what has been named
Cypriot Standard Greek (Arvaniti, 2010). If SMG were to be
placed alongside the aforementioned levels, it would occupy
the acrolectal end of the continuum (with the case of the
language of school textbooks being a characteristic example).
In light of this hierarchy, we note that formal SMG (primarily
found in school textbooks), daily mesolectal CG (the form of
language Greek Cypriots use in their daily lives), and basilectal
CG (heavy Cypriot that includes features which are not part of
Greek Cypriots’ active repertoire) clearly require the use of a
distinct set of variants with which students are expected to be
familiar.

In essence, our hypothesis was that the writing task would
tend to encourage students to identify and correctly deploy
(i) CG and not SMG and (ii) contemporary mesolectal CG
and not basilectal CG. The students thus needed to resort
to their repertoire and retrieve the unique structural features
which constitute today’s mesolectal CG. This task may, at first
glance, seem straightforward but the fact that contemporary
mesolectal CG (which is employed by Cypriot Greeks on a
daily basis) is almost exclusively associated with oral speech
renders the task quite demanding. Indeed, students were often

rather baffled when asked to write in their familiar home variety
(D1) and this is a phenomenon which has also been observed
previously by other researchers (Tsiplakou and Hadjioannou,
2010).

To conclude, the writing task aimed to elicit information on
students’ perceptions about what is distinctively CG, thereby
providing a richer insight into the nature of their register
awareness.

Secondary Data-Collection Tool:

Interviews

Interviews were conducted to complement the writing task
data. A subset of eight students, four boys and four girls,
were randomly selected and interviewed individually. A semi-
structured format was employed allowing for flexibility in the
development of a casual, informal conversation. The issues
covered in the interviews fell under two broad topics: (i) students’
perceptions of their two varieties and (ii) students’ views on their
own language use.

Data Codification and Analysis

The corpus of written scripts was scanned and imported
into NVIVO 10 qualitative analysis software. The corpus
was manually tagged for distinctive dialectal grammatical
and lexical features as well as dialectal expressions as these
formed the unit of analysis. Dialectal forms were identified
according to the main and most marked characteristics of
CG based on previous research. Specifically, to compose a
list of features, both descriptive as well as empirical studies
on CG that focus on individual CG phenomena were taken
into account (Newton, 1972; Arvaniti, 1999; Pavlou and
Papapavlou, 2004; Tsiplakou, 2004, 2006; Varella, 2006). In
addition, three linguists who were native speakers of CG
acted as independent raters and provided comments about the
nature of a variety of features. This included assigning the
features to the appropriate CG register (mesolect, acrolect, or
basilect).

The resulting data were statistically analyzed via a general
linear model approach to establish whether gender and/or
class contributed significant effects. Response variables for (i)
mesolectal, (ii) basilectal and (iii) hyperdialectal production
were derived by weighting the number of instances per
script over the total number of words in each script. As
no significant effects were detected (P > 0.24 (1,115) for
all potential predictors), these analyses are not reported.
However, descriptive statistics including the mean number
of mesolectal instances (£95% CI) and the percentages of
scripts containing each of the three types of language use are
provided.

RESULTS

Data from students’ CG texts highlighted two types of findings:
(i) the expected mesolectal CG use and (ii) the unexpected non-
mesolectal CG use. Both types are presented below.
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Mesolectal Features of Contemporary
CG: 10 Most Common CG ltems in
Students’ D1 Writing

All 119 scripts contained mesolectal CG features. The mean
number of mesolectal items per script was 27.8 £ 2.5 (95%
CI) and the mean number of words per script was 96.4 + 4.6
(95% CI). As each script is the discrete work product of a single
and unique student, script is the appropriate sampling unit.
The frequency of each item is thus presented as the percentage
of scripts containing the item. The most common features
are presented in the text below and in Figure 1 (in order of
frequency).

(1) Palato-alveolar consonants: In their attempt to render their
writing as CG as possible, 98 out of the 119 students used
Itf1, 1 [ and /3/ (palatal fricatives and affricates) 451 times.
(Examples: ‘"Eooet kapid papdka vo teg fdhm péoa; [éfi
kampd mbaraka na tes valo mésa] is there any shed in which
I can put them? D épe teg KOTES TLLAL TEG TGOVPES |LOV.
[fére tes kotes tfe tes ts"rires mu] bring.IMP my chickens
and my goats)

(2) Future particle [en:d] and conditional [itan na] +
subjunctive: the two morphological items were used by
97 students and occurred 386 times. (Examples: Evé
pLeTakop (w otn Agesd [end metakomio sti lemes6] I'm
going to move to Limassol. "Htav var 6oV mTw 6TL evvd
LETAKOMUNOW 0TN YNTwvld cov.[itan na su po Oti enid
metakomiso sti yiton:a su] I wanted to tell you that I'll be
moving to your neighborhood)

(3) Consonant devoicing: 87 students produced 202 instances
of sequences of obstruents that followed the CG
phonological process of voice assimilation. (During
this process, the first voiced consonant changes into
a voiceless consonant to assimilate with the adjacent
voiceless /k/ sound.) (Example: matyxvifkia [pexnifcal
games)

(4) CG-specific verb stems: 79 students produced a total of
159 such instances which involved verbs that differed
morphologically from SMG. (Example: k&pvete [kdmnete]
doing.2PL)

(5) Final [n] retention: the tendency to add a [n] sound at
the end of a number of words was another strong CG
phonological indicator. 70 students used this feature in 204
instances. (Example: v mapaokev [tin paraskevin] on
Friday)

(6) [én/ éni] instead of [ine]: The use of the CG form [én/éni]
to express the 3rd person singular of the copula verb [ine].
This item was used by 67 students and occurred 150 times in
total. (Example: ev 1650 wpaia [en toso oréa] it’s so good)

(7) Cypriot Greek-specific verb endings: This type of feature
appeared in the scripts of 64 students and occurred 117
times in total. (Example: mdelg oyxohelo [pais sxolio]
£0.2SG to school)

(8) [én/ €] instead of [Oen]: the form [én/ é] was found to be
used in the place of the SMG [Jen] to express negation.
It occurred in 63 students’ scripts 117 times. (Example: ev
Tdw POvov dpay elpot dppwotn [en pdo ménon dman
ime drosti] I don’t go only when I'm unwell)

(9) Elision of intervocalic fricative [y]: such instances were

encountered in the scripts of 59 students 152 times.

(Example: oi(y)ovpa [si(y)ura] surely)

Cypriot Greek-specific adverbs (lexical features). 55

students used adverbs that are specific to the dialect 95

times in their scripts. (Example: 8opé [0amé] here)

(10)

As can be seen from the list above of the ten most frequently
used mesolectal CG features, the vast majority of the items found
in students’ CG scripts are morphological and phonological. No
syntactic features were found among the 10 most recurrently used
items, while only one type of lexical item was recorded.

Non-mesolectal CG Use

(1) Basilectal use: 55.5% of scripts included at least one
basilectal CG instance. Items found under this category
were dated or obsolete and not representative of
contemporary CG. Some are restricted to isolated rural
areas and others are almost entirely extinct. (Examples:
okoielo [skolio] school, x éhw [¢élo] want.1s, ey [ejid]
I, ypdvia [yron:a] years, evkapiotdoe [efkaristose] thank
you, tolpng [tsP1iris] father, pa [ra] (form of address for
female), tod [poa] here).

Palato-alveolar consonants

Future particle [en:d] and conditional [itan na]+subjunctive
Consonant devoicing

CG-specific verb stems

Final [n] retention

[én/ éni] instead of [ine]

CG-specific verb endings

[én/ €] instead of [den]

Elision of intervocalic fricative [y]

CG-specific adverbs (lexical features)

FIGURE 1 | The 10 most common mesolectal CG items as measured by percentage of student scripts which contained at least one instance of the item.

90
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(2) Hyperdialectism: 15.1% of scripts included at least one
hyperdialectal CG instance. Hyperdialectisms were only
ever present in scripts which also contained basilectal
instances. Students showed a propensity to construct
regional or pseudo-regional words mostly in terms of
morphophonology by over-applying, re-introducing, and
mis-adapting obsolete phonological and morphological
features. Students’ hyperdialectism does not constitute part
of contemporary CG or older stages of CG. (Examples:
hexwvo [tilexono] telephone.ls, toug yikodg pov
@ihovg [tus jikds mu filus] my own friends, {woroyikog
tgimog [z:oolojikds tfipos] zoo, moyxw oe [poxo se]
desire.1s you, Aegnedv [lemedn] Limassol, topdtev
[tordten] now).

Sample Script

A sample script is provided below.

- Hvtawovve to gukdploto; [indapune to efkdristo] what's
the good news?

- "Eva petokop{m otn Agped [éna metakomio sti lemed]
I’'m moving to Limassol

- Ivtamovvn;; ev Y€hw vo petakopielg oty Aegpeso.
[indapuni en ¢élo na metakomiis sti lemes6] what? I don’t
want you to move to Limassol

- Evapyd topd yratl etolpogodpLoote yio vo @LoULey.
[enaryd tord jati etimaziumaste ja na flumen] it’s too late
now because we are getting ready to leave

- Ewd mdelg okohelo twpdtev otnAgpecd. [end pais skolio
toraten sti lemesd] are you now going to go to school in
Limassol?

- E vau PéBea. Evd oe ey LLlo. [e ne vévea end se pe¢imio]
Surely. I'm going to miss you

- Ey1é va eig wek£. [ejo6 na is pelé] me too, crazy.

- “Eva ekivio Topdtey va idw ot X®pa ot Agesd. [éna
ksecinfo tordten na pdo sti xora sti lemesd] I'm going to
start going now to Limassol

- Oa ot Tudow TheQovim 6tav etdw AgjLedv. [Oa se pcdso
tilefonio 6tan ftao lemeodn] I'll call you when I arrive in
Limassol

- Evtd ¢uhodv pov [endd filuin mu] OK (presumed), my
friend
Metd and 3 ®peg [metd apd 3 dres] After 3 hours (narrative
voice)

- Kod\n epudoapey 1o omitt pag ev wheto. "Eotel €va
pdho mdpko dimha mov to €00 pov. [kuli eftdsamen to
spiti mas en téljo é[i éna m?alo paroko dipla pu to éso mu]
Koulli, we arrived. Our house is perfect. There is a big park
next to my home

— Moakdpl va TEPVAS KAAE TLS PEPES GOV 0TO KEVOUPKOV
€00 oov. [makari na pernas kald tis méres su sto cenurokon
és0 su] May you spend good days in your new home

- Oa mepwdo kahd Lhapdko. [Ba perndo kala filardko] I will
have a good time, friend

- Na pniodpev ike pov. [na milimen file mu] Lets stay
in touch

- Mmdui. [mbai] Bye

The script features a number of mesolectal items such as the
CG future particle [éna], the negative particle [en], and final
[n] retention. An example basilectal item is the word [¢élo].
This word has been replaced by its standard equivalent [0élo]
in contemporary speech. [to?aten] is a hyperdialectism. The
phrases [dipla pu to éso mu] and [sto cendrokon éso su] do
not conform to either mesolectal or basilectal CG use and they
may be thus also be considered as hyperdialectisms despite
the fact that the words in these phrases are not individually
hyperdialectal.

DISCUSSION

Students’ Sociolinguistic Awareness

The participants were successful in employing an abundance
of mesolectal features in their CG writing tasks. The most
common mesolectal CG items recorded in students’ writing
were phonological and morphological. This is not surprising
considering the high number of differences between the
two varieties that fall under these two categories (Tsiplakou
et al, 2006; Hadjioannou et al, 2011). In addition, the
marked and stigmatized character of many phonological
and morphological features makes them easily noticed
and, subsequently, acquired and produced by CG speakers.
This finding is in agreement with previous research which
demonstrated that speakers are especially sensitive to
phonological CG features due to the fact that these features
do not form part of the SMG inventory (Karyolemou and Pavlou,
2001).

However, in addition to mesolectal CG items, the language
choices of many of the students were characterized by the
use of an unexpected register (with 55.5% of scripts including
basilectal and hyperdialectal items). Such linguistic behavior was
also observed by others (Coupland, 2001, 2007; Eckert, 2001;
Tsiplakou, 2011; Tsiplakou and Ioannidou, 2012). This basilectal
and hyperdialectal use rendered students’ scripts register-
inappropriate. This amounts to telling evidence of skewed
sociolinguistic awareness. The independent raters involved in
this study unanimously concurred with this judgment despite
the predominance of mesolectal features. It could well be
that it was the emblematic use of marked variants that led
the researchers and independent experts to characterize items
as non-mesolectal and thus inappropriate (Tsiplakou et al.,
2006).

Naturally, a key question is why did students stylise texts
in this way when they were instructed simply to write down
their language as they commonly use it? Was the use of
hyperdialectism and basilectal CG an intentional practice and, if
so, what is the meaning of this linguistic choice? One possible
explanation may be that students’ production stems from a
limited linguistic and metalinguistic awareness of what the
term ‘Cypriot dialect’ encompasses. Supplementary information
drawn from interview data provided additional evidence to
substantiate the claim that the students had a very vague
understanding of the nature of the language that they use.
Students themselves admitted that they were unable to evaluate
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their own language in one word and they frequently resorted
to ambivalent definitions like o £86v eAAnvikd (almost Greek),
mep{Tov eAANVLKE (more or less Greek), 6L ak pLpeg eAAN VLK
alhd ovte kvumplakd (not exactly Greek but not Cypriot
either). These comments highlight that, while students were
aware that their speaking diverges sufficiently from the standard
variety spoken in Greece, they were nevertheless reluctant to
identify their speech with the Cypriot dialect. For them, the
dialect was perceived in its basilectal form alone. Consequently,
they often seemed to perceive that whatever is not Cypriot is
standard Greek. This finding accords well with Tsiplakou’s (2011)
finding that Greek Cypriot students tend to claim that they
do not speak kvumpiaxd as they implicitly define CG as the
basilect.

A second and related possible explanation for students’ use
of marked dialectal items was that their language choices were
conscious and intentional. We argue that students’ choices
were guided by underlying intentions and were thus not
random. Students’ choice of text style was an instrument which
allowed them to construct the identity that they perceived
the task to be requesting. This is a conclusion that other
researchers have also drawn (Tsiplakou and loannidou, 2012).
The scripts provide evidence that students perceptions were
considerably skewed in that, although they were asked to
write in the mesolectal register, basilect, and hyperdialect
were used extensively. By including features that are highly
marked, negatively evaluated, or even satirized by folk
media, students may well be reflecting deeply entrenched
societal attitudes. Attitudinal studies carried out in Cyprus
highlight that, while SMG traditionally enjoys appreciation
and respect, CG is seen as an inferior linguistic system.
Of course, such negative attitudes toward non-standard
dialects are common worldwide. For instance, even non-
standard-speaking parents prefer their children to be educated
in the standard varieties and, in many cases, they view
their own dialects as inferior (McGroarty, 1996). Other
parents, although desirous for their home varieties to be
recognized and respected in schools, concomitantly believe
that teaching these varieties would negatively affect their
children’s learning of the educational standard (Epstein and Xu,
2003).

In an attempt to distance themselves from negative
associations that accompany the dialect, students may
have chosen to employ highly marked basilectal items and
hyperdialectalism in their scripts. These conscious choices may
be demonstrative of a desire to downplay the divergences between
their own language and that of Greeks. This phenomenon has
also been noted and discussed by Tsiplakou and Ioannidou
(2012).

We hasten to add that, although it was hypothesized that
the task would tend to elicit mesolectal CG, the observed
phenomenon of bundling together of Cypriot forms is also quite
predictable. As already mentioned, students were inexperienced
in this sort of activity so perhaps the mixing of registers was
inevitable. However, it is surprising that there was a high
number of participants who produced hyperdialectisms and
basilectal CG.

How Were Students Able to Produce CG

Features That Are Now Obsolete?

The question that logically arises is how did students gain
access to variants that have long fallen out of use and are no
longer considered part of the contemporary CG? One plausible
explanation might be the extensive coverage of CG in the
media that was contemporaneous with our study. At the time
of data collection, regional basilectal forms of the dialect (and
the respective culture that accompanies them) were extensively
featured in popular Cypriot sitcoms: the satirical element of
such shows relied heavily on the language of the script. It was
precisely this divergence from contemporary CG and associated
lifestyle that ascribed comical qualities to these productions.
The students’ exposure to these shows may have played a
significant role in making them at least loosely acquainted with
older forms of the dialect. The data reveal that, in students’
minds, the dialect was equated solely with speech forms such
as those used in the media. The vast discrepancy between
students’ CG and the actors’ CG perhaps led students to the
erroneous assumption that what they themselves speak cannot
be labeled ‘Cypriot dialect’. This would explain why the students
emulated and reproduced basilectal obsolete variants although
they were specifically asked to use contemporary CG in their
scripts.

We do not believe that students’ use of basilectal CG
is in itself an indication of basilectal dialect awareness or
acquisition (Tsiplakou, 2009). Indeed, we suggest that it was
their limited knowledge that led to exaggerated imitations and
hypercorrections.

Implications

Our investigations proved to be especially informative with
regard to (i) how students conceptualize contemporary CG
and (ii) their level of awareness concerning the internal
variation and appropriate use of CG. Consequently, we
can conclude that students seem to be unaware of the
multiplicity of registers that compose the CG. In addition, they
were unsuccessful in processing contextual information and
appropriately representing mesolectal registers of their native
variety in writing.

What effect does lack of sociolinguistic awareness and limited
written proficiency in learners’ native varieties have on linguistic
cognitive development? Naturally, we do not argue that speakers
need to be proficient in writing: besides, there are languages
with oral-only traditions. However, it is legitimate to ask this
question in relation to the speakers of the study. It would be
most unfortunate if, primarily due to the deficiencies of Cypriot
language policy, speakers were undergoing semidialectism. We
use this term after ‘semilingualism’ (Baker, 2001) to denote
limited competence in their two proximal varieties. Studies on the
island have already identified that students’ written SMG is laden
with CG features (Yiakoumetti, 2006, 2007). Our study sheds
light on the linguistic realities of students with proximal varieties:
in the absence of language-policy support for harnessing and
promotion of their native varieties, students seem to be left alone
to identify crosslinguistic differences and similarities between
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the various varieties and this lack of support can comprise their
linguistic repertoires.

CONCLUSION

The Greek Cypriot sociolinguistic reality requires and supports
linguistic diversity. This is due to the facts that proximal varieties
are concurrently used on a daily basis and that knowledge and
manipulation of these varieties is a requisite skill for Greek
Cypriots. Looking at the discourse of our participants, there
is a mismatch between the way that they speak and their
understanding of the true features of their native variety. The
participants’ language choices as captured via their written
production seem both outdated and unrepresentative of their
current daily oral language use. This is not to say that the
outdated language they produced is not valuable. On the
contrary, ideally, students should be exposed to both current
and bygone forms of their native variety to better appreciate
its living character and the fact that linguistic varieties evolve
to better serve their speakers. Students’ scripts may however
have served as an accurate reflection of the limitations and
deficiencies of the current language educational system. The
fact that students did not choose to reproduce in writing the
language they use daily, whether consciously or because of
inaccurate understanding of what CG entails, highlights the
need for formal education about dialectal issues for speakers of
proximal varieties. Students were not in a position to successfully
complete the task at hand. This statement may sound extreme
considering that participants did produce an abundance of
mesolectal features. However, a great number of them did include
a number of basilectal and hyperdialectal features which we
consider to be the cause of the register-inappropriate scripts.
This is disappointing considering that students were expected to
write in the variety most familiar to them, their native variety.
If students cannot fulfil such requests, how can they be expected
to confidently and appropriately express themselves in a variety
with which they are less familiar (such as a standard variety)?
Support of the current language-education status quo is thus
difficult to justify (Yiakoumetti, 2015). Students should both
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