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Worldwide connectivity via television and the Internet, coupled with significant local 

demographic and cultural changes, is forcing speakers of traditionally distinct varieties of 
Canadian English to re‐evaluate their own vernacular usage under the pressures of localization 
and globalization (cf. Meyerhoff & Niedzielski, 2003). High school students in these areas thus 
construct their individual and group identities with reference to local norms and broader 
archetypes from popular culture. This paper presents a qualitative ethnographic and quantitative 
sociophonetic investigation of Riverview Rural High School on Cape Breton Island, on Canada's 
east coast, and examines the sociolinguistic realities of archetypal social groups like "jocks" (i.e. 
keepers of the institution), “burnouts”(i.e. rebels against the institution), and “nerds" (i.e those 
that define themselves as neither of the two), which appear consistently in both sociolinguistic 
enquiries and public/popular representations of high school culture. In Cape Breton the standard 
Canadian pronunciation of /aw/ before autosyllabic voiceless consonants (i.e. with a mid‐central 
nuclei) competes with both a traditional and an incoming form (with a mid‐back and a mid‐front 
nuclei, respectively) (cf. Chambers, 1973; 2006; Hung et al. 1993; Boberg, 2008). My 
hypothesis marks self‐identified "cafeteria people", similar to Eckert's (1989; 2000)"jocks", as 
the leaders in the use of the incoming or the standard /aw/pronunciation. “Cafeteria people” and 
“smokers” (similar to Eckert’s “burnouts”) are the most significant and numerous of the various 
social groups at Riverview. They also represent the two extremities of the social spectrum at the 
school. A small group of “nerds” (cf. Bucholtz, 1999) at the school are the self‐professed 
“gamers”, who brag about their enjoyment of non‐mainstream culture and disinterest in broad or 
mainstream cultural practices. A multivariate analysis of data (N=1080) taken from 
sociolinguistic interviews with 18 students, stratified by gender and three social groups, and 
coded for both social and linguistic factors, shows the “gamers” leading the use of the standard 
Canadian form and “smokers” and males leading the use of the incoming non‐standard form, 
while the “cafeteria people” and women defy sociolinguistic expectations and lead the use of the 
traditional non‐standard form. 


