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As variation analysis gains time depth as a field of study, researchers increasingly are 
capitalizing on data gathered via variationist methodology decades ago, to more fully investigate 
language change in real as well as apparent time. The current study builds broadly on the long 
tradition of the analysis of variation and change in African American Vernacular English, as well 
as directly on Callier, et al.’s (2009) investigation of r-vocalization and ay-monophthongization 
in AAVE speakers in Washington, DC, in which patterns of variation and possible change were 
investigated in two data sets from one age cohort, both born in the mid 1950s but one recorded as 
teens in 1968 (Fasold 1972) and the other as middle‐aged speakers in the late 2000s. In the 
current study, we add data from current African‐American teens from inner city DC (born c. 
mid--‐1990s), thereby enabling us to investigate more directly whether the instability evidenced 
in the 2009 study is indicative of age-grading or a communal increase in usage levels for these 
two features of AAVE. Our quantitative investigation of four speakers in each of the three 
speaker groups (2030 tokens of the (ay) and (r) variables) reveals that the slight increase in usage 
levels for the two features over the lifespan is accompanied by a significant increase among 
today’s DC teens, thus revealing a pattern of communal change (e.g. Labov 1991). Such 
pattering, characterized by both individual and community instability, has been found in other 
studies of change in progress, for variants both above and below conscious awareness. Ongoing 
ethnographic study, supplemented by qualitative analysis of the patterning of variation in 
unfolding discourse, suggest that both variables are defining features of AAVE at some level of 
awareness, with r-vocalization in particular being utilized stylistically to indicate affiliation with 
or distance from inner-city African-American youth culture.  


