Teen talk isn’t simple: Register-dependent complexity in Turkish adolescent speech
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Background. Adolescents are often described as drivers of language change [1] and as par-
ticularly proficient in informal peer interaction [2]. However, success in institutional contexts
(e.g., school, legal settings) requires mastery of more formal registers. Despite this, little is
known about how adolescents adapt their linguistic production across registers even though
this question is of crucial importance both in real-life and for psycholinguistic experiments.
Moreover, demographic variables such as socio-economic background are known to affect
language development and attainment [3,4], yet their precise role in shaping register-depend-
ent variation remains unclear. Drawing on a corpus of spoken productions collected through
a semi-controlled production task (RUEG: Research Unit Emerging Grammars [5]), we are
developing a systematic approach to data to disentangle how multiple dimensions of linguistic
complexity vary across formal and informal contexts in adolescent speech, and whether these
patterns are related to SES.

Methods In a first step of a bigger multilingual project, we analyze the Turkish section of the
RUEG corpus, which contains naturalistic data from 34 monolingual Turkish-speaking adoles-
cents. In the spoken production task, participants described a traffic accident video in two
conditions: (i) a formal voice message to the police (witness report), and (ii) an informal voice
message to a friend (WhatsApp). Through a partly-automatized chain of reannotation and
analysis over the original data from the corpus, we operationalize complexity across 5 do-
mains: 1) Lexical complexity through Ure’s lexical density [6] and normalized type/token ratio;
2) Morphological complexity through an adapted inflectional diversity index (MCI [7]; 3) Syn-
tactic complexity through a normalized score based on the number of complex sentences per
t-unit; 4) Discourse complexity through coherence relations [8] and pronoun/NP ratio [9]; 5)
Information density through Content Unit/Unit Ratio [10].

Results Analyses are ongoing. The adolescents showed variation in their productions, which
range from 20 to 225 words. A single speaker example (page 3) shows the normalized syn-
tactic complexity score is higher for the formal (1.85) than for the informal (0.42) production,
although more information is conveyed (i.e. higher information density) in the informal com-
pared to the formal production. This example, and other preliminary observations, suggest
that adolescents systematically adapt their linguistic production across registers, highlighting
their ability to flexibly allocate linguistic resources depending on communicative context. On-
going analyses will assess the robustness of these effects across speakers and complexity
domains, and characterize whether and how SES, but also other speaker-specific variables

such as age and gender, predict individual differences in register adaptation.
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speaker TUmMo56FT (formal)

TR: memur bey burada bir kaza yasandi. e kadin ve kdpegi yolda yurirken karsidan gelen
bir adam vardi. kdpek ona dogru kosmaya basladi. e yoldan gegen araba da bunu gorip
frene basti. arkadaki gelen araba bu olayi goérmedigi icin hizh bir sekilde geldi. ve bir kaza

yasandi. arabaya arkadan vurdu

RENDERED IN ENGLISH: officer there was an accident here. while a woman and her dog
were walking down the road there was a man approaching from the opposite direction. The
dog started running towards him. the passing car saw this and braked. because the car com-
ing behind didn't see this it came speeding up. and an accident happened. (lIt) hit the car

from behind.

Raw Score (13)/ T-units (7) = 1.85 Normalized Syntax Complexity Score

speaker TUmoS6FT (informal)

TR: yolda yUrirken bir kaza oldu. gergekten gok korktum. yani bana bir sey olacak diye ¢ok
korktum agikcasi. e iki aile vardi. kargidaki ailenin de bir kdpegdi var. senin kdpegine ben-
ziyor. e diger bir ailenin de cocugu var. sanirim o da babasi elinde topla oynuyor. topu
karsiya yola kacirdi. oradan da bir araba geldi. e o topu géren képek de yola atlayinca araba

da ani fren yapti. onun arkasindaki de o arabaya ¢arpti. dyle iste yani ¢cok korktum bu kadar.

RENDERED IN ENGLISH: while walking down the street there was an accident. i was really
scared. | mean | was terrified that something would happen to me. there were two families.
and the family across (the street) has a dog. it looks like your dog. and the other family has a
child. i think he is his father playing with the ball. he dropped the ball from his hands it rolled
into the road. a car came along. when the dog that saw the ball jumped into the road the car

braked suddenly. the car behind it then hit the car. so that's all, | was really scared.

Raw Score (6) / T-units (14) = 0.42 Normalized Syntax Complexity Score




