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Introduction
The goal of this slang test was to see what constitutes a slang expression in Toronto, and what the social correlates of slang acceptability and non-acceptability are.

In modern society, it is often not clear what is acceptable versus non-acceptable language, and in which social groups this may correlate.  This study attempts to answer these questions by looking at a group of Torontonians, and analysing their opinions about slang.

Methods
I emailed a survey to approximately 50 of my friends and classmates in Toronto hoping that at least 15-20 would respond.  Twenty-four people responded.  The survey asked for the participants’ sex, age, educational background (sectioned into a) some high school/high school diploma, b) some university/university degree, and c) some graduate school/graduate degree), and occupation.  Occupation was later sectioned into three categories:  a) professional, b) sales, and c) no job (Table 2).

The survey then asked the participants to judge ten words/phrases with respect to if they thought each entry was slang or was not slang.  The participants were also asked to explain why they thought a particular word/phrase was or was not slang.

The ten phrases were partially taken from Cooper’s article, and partially taken from The Online Slang Dictionary (http://www.ocf.berkeley.edu/~wrader/slang/).  Some slang phases were also partially altered from Cooper’s article (Table 1).
Phrase in Slang Test

Phrase in Cooper

Word from Online

1.  This sucks


This situation sucks
n/a
2.  Way to go


Unchanged


n/a
3.  I'm so stressed

I’m really stressed
n/a
4.  She's such an airhead
n/a



Airhead
5.  Damn straight


n/a



Damn straight
6.  The 411*


n/a



The 411
7.  That's so ghetto

n/a



Ghetto
8.  Hang out


n/a



Hang out
9.  Kickass



n/a



Kickass
10. Don't go there

Don’t go there

n/a_____________             

Table. 1:  Slang phases used in test correlated with Cooper and The Online Slang Dictionary.

* E.g. I’ve got the 411 (the information) on the test.
Phrases were changed from Cooper or used from the Online Slang Dictionary, because they were judged to be more relevant to slang use in Toronto than what Cooper used in his study.

_______________________________________________________

Total


24

Gender



Education

Female
3


High School

4


Male

21


University

12

Age





Graduate School
8

16-20 3

Occupation
21-25 13


Professional
20

25-30 4


Sales


3

.     31-35

4


No job

1___________

Table 2:  Background of participants.

Results and Discussion
Phrase



Percentage___________________________

1.  This sucks


.92 (22/24)

2.  Way to go


.63 (15/24)

3.  I’m so stressed

.33 (08/24)

4.  She’s such an airhead
.75 (18/24)

5.  Damn straight


.79 (19/24)

6.  The 411



.83 (20/24)

7.  That’s so ghetto

.75 (18/24)

8.  Hang out


.92 (22/24)

9.  Kickass



.96 (23/24)

10. Don’t go there

.66 (16/24)__________________________

Table 3:  Percentage results.

Table 3 shows the percentage and the number of participants who thought each phrase was slang.  I’m so stressed was the least likely to be thought of as slang.  A common response was, “...more modern term, since we now know the existence of stress, but not slang.”  Others who thought the term was slang, were still somewhat hesitant to call it that, such as, “This one's only marginally slang, but it's definitely colloquial, and I use it all the time (it's direct, and readily understood).”  Still others were very sure the phrase was slang.  “Slang. A person isn't stressed unless they're under physical duress. Short for ‘stressed out’, which implies mental duress or psychological pressure.”

The next-lowest slang rating was given to Way to go.  A common sentiment stated, “not slang - simple direct saying to indicate approval or sarcastic disapproval.”  On the other hand, those who did think of the phase as slang often said, “Depends on the context, but if it is praise for a good job, then[sic] slang.”

This sucks and Hang out tied for the second highest slang rating.  For both, everyone but two people thought the phrases were slang.  For This sucks someone said, “I hear this used more than any of the others, and it's definitely slang.”  And for Hang out another said, “an older slang, but it doesn't have any reference to anything.”

Kickass got the highest slang rating of all ten phrases.  Everyone but one person thought Kickass was slang.  One person said for Kickass, “slang - newer slang, because that which ‘kicks ass’ is good or ‘cool.’”  Another said, “Yes. Only see 2 uses for it, and neither are used for what people say it as.”

                             Sex                Age              Education      Occupation    

Phrase


  Male Female_16-20 21-25 26-30 31-35 High Uni  Grad Pro  Sales No Job

1.  This sucks

  .90  1.0    .67   .92   1.0   1.0   .50  1.0  1.0  .85  1.0   1.0

2.  Way to go

  .62  .67    .00   .62   .75   .75   .00  .83  .63  .65  .67   .00

3.  I’m so stressed
  .38  .00    .00   .38   .25   .25   .00  .33  .50  .40  .00   .00

4.  She’s such an airhead .81  .33    .67   .80   .75   .75   .25  .83  .88  .70  1.0   .00

5.  Damn straight

  .81  .67    .67   .80   1.0   1.0   .50  .83  .88  .80  1.0   .00

6.  The 411


  .81  1.0    .33   .92   1.0   .75   .50  .83  1.0  .80  1.0   1.0

7.  That’s so ghetto
  .76  .67    .67   .62   1.0   1.0   1.0  .92  .63  .75  1.0   .00

8.  Hang out

  .90  1.0    1.0   .85   1.0   1.0   .75  1.0  .88  .95  .67   1.0

9.  Kickass


  .95  1.0    .67   1.0   .75   .75   .50  .75  1.0  .95  1.0   1.0

10. Don’t go there
  .67  .67    1.0   .69   1.0   1.0   1.0  1.0  .63  .65  1.0   0.0___

Table 4:  Percentage results according to sex, age, education, and occupation.  High=High School, Uni=University, Grad=Graduate School, Pro=Professional.

The results when divided by sex follow very closely (table 4).  The biggest difference is for She’s such an airhead, with the men more likely to say the phrase is slang.  This may have something to do with the fact that this was the only sex-based phrase (the use of she).

For age correlation (table 4), 26-30-year-olds, and 31-35 year-olds have the highest slang ranking (they were exactly the same, except for The 411).  Way to go has a sharp stratification between 16-20-year-olds, and 21-25, 26-30, and 31-35-year-olds.  Way to go might have been thought of by 16-20-year-olds as an older term, as thus so common as to not be thought of as slang.  The 411 shows this same pattern, but I think for different reasons.  It might have gotten high results among the older age groups because they thought it is associated with a younger crowd.  This is perhaps evidenced by comments such as, “I don't like this one - it sounds stupid” from a 21-year-old.  That’s so ghetto also shows the same pattern (with the stratification between 21-25 and 26-30), and probably for the same reason described for The 411.

What’s interesting about the educational background (table 4) is that, for 80% of the phrases, high school educated people had a lower ranking of the terms as slang.  In most cases, the difference was quite marked.  Perhaps this is because, as Cooper noted, university campuses foster a sense of community, and are places that use and coin slang expressions.


For occupation (table 4), the people who worked in sales, in general, had the highest slang ranking.  This was followed closely by the professionals, and less closely by the person with no job.  This follows Cooper to a certain extent as he states, “…the higher the training and education required for the position, the lower the tolerance level for slang.”  The person with no job can be taken as an anomalous datam.

Sources of Error

It is very obvious that the results have a strong bias towards males, 21-25-year-olds, university education, and professional workers.  This was partially due to the fault of the persons I originally selected for the survey, and partially due to a coincidence in those who responded.  This strong bias could very well greatly change the results of the survey, especially in regards to sex and occupation.

Conclusions


It is clear from the results above that This sucks and Way to go are the least likely to be called slang, and that This sucks, Hang out, and Kickass were the most likely to be called slang by Torontonians.  This held true across all the social correlates, except Kickass and Hang Out, which were about 50:50 in highest and second highest slang rating, although in the overall numbers Kickass was the highest.


An interesting aspect to note is that, while most participants marked Kickass as slang, many said they hardly used it.  A common reason why was the presence of ass in the compound, which many people found distasteful.  One person said, “I don't like this one either. It sounds coarse.”  Another said, “It sounds stupid.”  


Another interesting aspect to note is that there were a few people who labelled every phrase as slang.  A common response among them was, “They are all slang unless used literally.”  This is interesting, because it would seem to indicate that they thought every phrase in the English language that was not used literally was slang, and not, for example, an analogy.


Therefore, what constitutes slang in Toronto varies, and is sometimes sharply or gradually stratified by a certain social group.  Thus, certain slang terms are good judges of which social group an individual may belong to, especially those terms that show sharp stratification.  Because of higher social acceptability, other terms are not stratified, and are therefore found across all social groups.

