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Apart from word counts, very little is known about quantitative properties of spok​​en Dutch. In this paper we present results of first explorations into the syn​tac​tically annotated part of the Spoken Dutch Corpus (CGN, or Corpus Ge​spro​ken Nederlands). We show, among other things, that certain findings for Eng​lish from Biber (1988), such as strong correlations between intuitive de​gree of formality and average word length, and between intuitive degree of for​mal​ity and degree of sentence embedding, carry over to spoken Dutch.

Introduction: formal properties of spoken Dutch

Grammatical ana​lyses of Dutch usually deal with written variants of the standard lan​guage. The large ANS grammar (Haeseryn et al. 1997), for instance, is essen​tial​ly about the written language used by a well-educated elite.
 Nevertheless, there is a tradition of research into properties of spoken Dutch. Let us just men​tion the seminal studies by the Groningen high school teacher Wobbe de Vries around 1910 (De Vries 1910, De Vries 1911, De Vries 1914), the dissertations of Bertha Uijlings (Uijlings 1956) and Frank Jansen (Jansen 1981), and the huge recent book by Jelle de Vries (De Vries 2001), plus a considerable number of smaller papers. All in all, there is a fair amount of data and analyses. However, these studies dealing with oral Dutch can be divided into two groups: they are either in-depth studies of one or two spoken language constructions, or anecdotal over​views of a large number of peculiar constructions, with shallow analyses at best. There is no such thing as a comprehensive grammar of spoken vernacular Dutch.

To mention another terra incognita, there hardly exist any quantative data with respect to Dutch, apart from word frequency counts (Van Berckel et al. 1965, Uit den Boogaart 1975) and some quantitative (corpus-based) explorations into the productivity of bound morphemes (Baayen 1989). As far as we know, however, hardly anything is known about, e.g., the distribution of various clause types and sen​tence types in Dutch. There are no studies com​par​able to, e.g., De Haan & Oost​dijk (1994) or Dick & Elman (2001), who looked into “clause patterns in modern British English” and “the frequency of ma​jor sentence types over dis​course levels [in English]”, respectively. We as​sume that the main reasons for this lack of quantitative data concerning Dutch are twofold: on the one hand, there is hardly a tradition of quantitative work on Dutch (but cf. below), and on the other hand (but not unre​lated), there is (or was, we should say now) no corpus to do such work on. Al​though there are some corpora of various types of Dutch text (e.g. the Eindhoven Cor​pus and the various corpora of the Institute for Dutch Lexicology INL), none of these are syntactically an​no​tated.

Given that there has been so little systematic research into properties of spoken Dutch, and hardly any tradition of quantitative linguistics with Dutch as an ob​ject language, it is not surprising that little quantitative is known about spoken Dutch, the only exception being the word frequency lists in De Jong (1979). In any case, there is nothing that comes even close to a book such as Miller & Wei​nert (1998), a corpus based study into the syntactic peculiarities of spon​taneous spoken English.

This situation, however, is going to change with the Corpus Gesproken Neder​lands (CGN), the Spoken Dutch Corpus. Among the goals of the project are the following (Oostdijk 2000a, Oostdijk 2000b):

· to collect 10 million words of spoken Dutch, both  from the Netherlands and Flanders, the Dutch speaking part of Belgium (2/3(1/3),

· to transcribe everything orthographically,

· to supply lemmatisation and morphosyntactic annotation for

every word (Van Eynde et al. 2000),

· to syntactically annotate 1 million words, both from the Netherlands and Flanders (2/3(1/3) (Hoekstra et al. 2001a, Hoekstra et al. 2001b).

The corpus will not be finished until July 2003, but we can already present some exploratory results. These may be interesting for at least two reasons:

· they are new and (at least partly) unexpected,

· they may help to give an idea of the kind of new research questions made possible by this new source of information.

1. Some quantative data on spoken Dutch

In this section, we will present the result of some elementary corpus counts, in​spired by Biber (1988), among others. As we do not have any ideas regarding ‘ty​pical’ or ‘standard’ values of what we count, we are more concerned with pos​sible differences between interesting subparts of the corpus. We will therefore start with comparing the Dutch and the Belgian subparts. But before we do so, we will have to give some explanation of what it exactly is that we count.

1.1. What we count

· SMAIN: main clause with the main verb in second position

(1)
Jan   slaat Marie

 
John hits  Mary

 
‘John hits Mary’

(2)
een deel van de  budgetten van de   interne  afdelingsbudgetten  van

a     part of    the budgets    of    the internal department-budgets of

de  geoormerkte budgetten zijn natuurlijk in*a intern        ook   wel

the earmarked    budgets     are  of-course ???   internally  part part 

 

degelijk geoormerkt

part      earmarked

‘part of the internal departemental budgets are earmarked of course’

· SSUB: subordinate clause: main verb in last position (but beware: preposi​tion​al phrases may show up after the verb)

(3)
… dat  Jan   Marie slaat

… that John Mary  hits

‘… that John hits Mary’

(4)
… zoals dat  ook ’t    geval is met  laten we zeggen de   additionele


… as      that also the case   is with let     we say       the additional 

middenlaag

    

middle-layer



‘as is the case with, let us say, the additional middle layer too’

· WHREL: headless relative


(5)
wie  honden slaat   (is een slecht mens)

who dogs      beats (is a     bad     person)

‘whoever beats dogs (is a bad person)’

(6)
wat   ik nu     zie is in dit   verdelingsvoorstel dat  de  budgetten toe-



what I   now  see is in this divison-proposal    that the budgets    al-

gewezen worden aan de   opleidingen binnen een onderwijsinsituut

lotted      are         to   the  schools        within an   education-institution

‘what I see is that according to this proposal the budgets are endowed 

to schools within educational institutions’

· WHSUB: embedded WH-question

(7)
ik vroeg hoeveel      je    denkt dat  hij weegt
I   asked how-much you think  that he weighs

‘I asked how much you think he weighs’

(8)
allerbelangrijkste is een goeie samenvatting waarin   staat    met  wie


most-important    is a     good  resume           wherein stands with who           

 je   't doet wie verantwoordelijk is voor wat   hoe  je    het gaat doen

you it do   who responsible          is for   what how you it    go    do

wat   je    gaat doen en   waarom je   denkt te menen   jouw onderzoek

what you go    do     and why      you think to assume your  research
goed  te  moeten keuren

good  to must      assess

‘most important is a good resume in which you state with whom you  

do it, who is responsible for what, how you will do it, what you will 

do and why you think your researched should be approved’

· SVAN: embedded sentences with the preposition van ‘of’ functioning as a kind of complementizer ( something like one of the modern usages of like in English.

(9)
die   vroeg aan mij van:    is die  dan     getrouwd?

          
that asked  to   me  van:   is that part  married

‘(s)he asked me like: is (s)he married?’

(10)
dan  heb   ik zoiets         van: laat maar…

then have I   something van: let   part

‘then I am like: leave it’

(11)
dus dat   even   voor wat   betreft     van   wat   voor soort van activi​-

so    that part  for    what concerns van  what for   kind   of    activi-

teiten worden  nou      vergoed?

     

ties     are         part   reimbursed

   

‘so far for the moment about the kind of activities that are reimbursed’

· SV1: sentences with the main verb in first position (yes/no questions, impera​tives, topic drop sentences, …)

(12)
wordt u      al          geholpen?

         
are      you already served

       

‘are you being served?’

(13)
kijk    maar  uit
      

watch part out

         
‘you’d better watch out’

(14)
doen we

         
do     we

         
‘OK’

Differences between the Belgian and the Dutch part 

(15)

	PRIVATE
Quantitative properties of two subcorpora of CGN (N=150194)

	
	  Netherlands 
	  Flanders 
	  N/B

	  words 
	  92631 
	  57563 
	  1,61

	  Bytes 
	  476793 
	  311265 
	  1,53

	  Bytes/word 
	  5,2 
	  5,4 
	  0,95

	  words/smain 
	  14,2 
	  14,5 
	  0,98

	  smain 
	  6529 
	  3963 
	  1,65 

	  ssub
	  2476 
	  1658 
	  1,49

	  rel 
	  582 
	  506 
	  1,15

	  whrel 
	  172 
	  104 
	  1,65

	  whsub
	  188 
	  77 
	  2,44

	  svan 
	  105 
	  46 
	  2,35

	  ssub+rel+whrel+whsub+svan 
	  3523 
	  2391 
	  1,47

	  (tensed) embedded/smain 
	  0,54 
	  0,60 
	  0,89

	  sv1
	  1590 
	  791 
	  2,01

	  sv1/smain 
	  0,24 
	  0,20 
	  1,22


On the basis of these numbers one might want to draw the conclusion that the Flemish variant is slightly more formal: both the average sentence (computed as the total number of words divided by the total number of main clauses
) and the average word are somewhat longer in the Flemish subcorpus than in the Dutch material.

We should, however, not be jumping to conclusions too hastily. Another explana​tion for the differences found might be that the Flemish and the Dutch subcorpus are not completely comparable (yet): on both sides of the border, we are still work​ing hard, but not always on exactly the same types of text at the same time.

Differences between text types

In order to get a better idea of the kind of differences there might exist (and that are not an artifact of the current state of the corpus), we will now take a look at the properties of subcorpora that have a reasonable size already.
 We selected four of these subcorpora, all four of which contain both Dutch and Flemish fragments:

· interview (with Dutch teachers),

· parliament (recordings of the Dutch “Tweede Kamer” and the Flemish “Vlaamse Raad”),

· radio (various types of broadcasts),

· spontaneous conversation (recorded especially for the CGN).

As a starting hypothesis we expect parliamentary speeches to be the most formal, spon​taneous conversations the least formal, and the other two text types some​where in between. The first results are in the second table (16):

(16)

	PRIVATE
Quantitative properties of four subcorpora of CGN (N= 121468)

	
	  interview 
	  parliament 
	  radio 
	  spontaneous

	  words 
	  45502 
	  13850
	  10144 
	  51972 

	  bytes 
	  251294 
	  81875
	  62856
	  285421

	  bytes/word 
	  5,5
	  5,9
	  6,2
	  5,5

	  smain 
	  3130 
	  748 
	  666 
	  4083

	  words/smain 
	  14,5 
	  18,5 
	  15,2 
	  12,7

	  ssub (a) 
	  1347 
	  580 
	  258 
	  1063

	  rel (b) 
	  382 
	  162 
	  95 
	  199

	  whrel (c) 
	  83 
	  28 
	  17 
	  60

	  whsub (d) 
	  68 
	  34 
	  6 
	  106

	  svan (e) 
	  41 
	  5 
	  3 
	  65

	  a+b+c+d+e 
	  1921 
	  809 
	  379 
	  1493

	  embedded/smain 
	  0,61 
	  1,1 
	  0,57 
	  0,37

	  sv1 
	  622
	  107 
	  78 
	  1210

	  sv1/smain 
	  0,20 
	  0,14 
	  0,11 
	  0,30


These numbers may be taken as support for our initial hypothesis: the average sen​tence length (taken again as words/SMAIN) is highest in the parliamentary speeches and lowest in the spontaneous conversations. The level of sentence em​bed​ding is also dramatically higher in the parliamentary material than elsewhere. The amount of SVAN and of verb initial sentences (SV1), both informal con​struc​tions intuitively, is also highest in the two subcorpora expected to be most in​for​mal, viz., interviews and spontaneous conversations. Surprisingly, however, the average word length is highest in the radio subcorpus, with parliamentary speeches in second position.

Perhaps we should therefore slightly adjust our initial hypothesis, in the sense that we make a subdivision between parliamentary speeches and radio recordings on the more formal side of the scale, and interviews and spontaneous conver​sions on less formal side. This finds support in the numbers of the following table (17), where we compare the numbers of nouns and verbs. Traditionally,
 no​min​al style is often seen as more formal than verbal style.

(17)

	PRIVATE
More quantitative properties of

	four subcorpora of CGN (N= 121468)

	
	  interview 
	  parliament 
	  radio 
	  spontaneous

	  words 
	  45502 
	  13850
	  10144 
	  51972 

	  nouns 
	  5359 
	  2114 
	  1950 
	  5081

	  verbs 
	  7393 
	  2346 
	  1580 
	  8705

	  nouns/verbs 
	  0,72 
	  0,90 
	  1,20 
	  0,58


According to Biber (1988:241), English discourse particles (he mentions well, now, anyway, anyhow, anyways) are “rare outside the conversational genre”. Com​par​able things have been said about Dutch modal particles, which supposed​ly occur more in informal than in formal genres. Van der Wouden (2001) showed that reality may be somewhat more complicated than that, in the sense that not all particles are equal in this respect. Miller & Weinert (1998:7) observe a major split in their speakers between those that heavily use the discourse marker like and those that do not. We have the impression that Dutch final of zo closely par​al​lels certain usages of English like (cf. also Fleischman (1999)). Anyway, table (18) offers some counts of particle-like things, plus two causal sentence connec​tors.
 

(18)

	More quantitative properties of four subcorpora of CGN (N= 121468)

	
	interview 
	parliament 
	radio 
	spontaneous

	  words 
	45502 
	13850
	10144 
	51972 

	
	  N 
	  N/Kw 
	  N 
	  N/Kw 
	  N 
	  N/Kw 
	  N 
	  N/Kw

	  wel part
	  435 
	  9,6 
	  56
	  4,0 
	  47 
	  4,6
	  521
	  10

	  toch ‘yet’ 
	  167
	  3,7
	  49 
	  3,5
	  34
	  3,4
	  200
	  3,8

	  of zo ‘like’ 
	  30
	  0,66
	  0
	  0
	  18
	  1,8
	  80
	  1,5

	  want ‘since’
	  103
	  2,3 
	  30
	  2,2 
	  19
	  1,9 
	  212
	  4,1

	  omdat ‘because’
	  81
	  1,8 
	  18
	  1,3 
	  8
	  0,8 
	  53
	  1,0


We observe that the least formal genres score highest with the modal particle wel, which is what we expect. In the case of the contrastive toch, however, we hardly find any difference. And with of zo the picture is really strange: parlia​ment​ary speech ranks lowest, which is what we expect, but the subcorpus scor​ing highest is radio, which is completely unexpected on the basis of earlier calcu​lations, where we found it to be rather formal. 

As regards the sentence connectors, we see that the more informal a text type is, the higher the frequency of want. The opposite effect, although weaker, is found for omdat. One reason for this effect may be that we get main clause order in the case of want, whereas we get subordinate clause order in the case of omdat, but there may be other, deeper, factors. Ear​li​er we saw a preference for main clause order in the more informal genres. 

(19)
Ik blijf binnen want ik heb   m’n paraplu    niet bij    me

I   stay inside   as      I  have my   umbrella not  with me

‘I stay inside as I didn’t bring my umbrella’

Ik blijf binnen omdat ik m’n paraplu   niet bij    me heb

I   stay inside   as        I  my  umbrella not  with me have

`I stay inside as I didn’t bring my umbrella’

The last counts we want to present here involve personal pronouns. The table in (20) gives the numbers. To quote Biber (1988:225): “first person pronouns have been treated as markers of ego-involvement in a text. They indicate an inter​per​son​al focus and a generally involved style. […] Numerous studies have used first per​son pronouns for comparison of spoken and written registers.” We therefore ex​pect the most formal subcorpora to have the least first person pronouns. Sur​pris​ingly, this expectation is borne out for the radio corpus, but not for the par​liamentary speeches.

(20)

	PRIVATE
More quantitative properties of the four subcorpora of CGN

	
	interview 
	parliament 
	radio 
	spontaneous

	  words 
	45502 
	13850
	10144 
	51972 

	
	  N 
	  N/Kw 
	  N 
	  N/Kw 
	  N 
	  N/Kw 
	  N 
	  N/Kw

	  pers. pron. 
	  3704 
	  81
	  846
	  61 
	  392
	  38 
	  4894
	  94

	  pron. 1st p. 
	  1755
	   39 
	  477
	  34 
	  121
	  12 
	  1892
	  36

	  pron. 2nd p. 
	  765
	  17 
	  113
	  8 
	  47
	  5 
	  1357
	  26

	  pron. 3rd p. 
	  1184
	  26 
	  256
	  18
	  226
	  22 
	  1645
	  32 


Again according to Biber (1988:225), “second person pronouns require a specific addressee and indicate a high degree of involvement with that addressee”. The in​for​mal subcorpora have more of them than the more formal ones, and the same holds for the third person pronouns. We leave the rest of the interpretation of these results for further research.

Concluding remarks

We have tried to show how the CGN can be used to learn things about register var​ia​​tion in Dutch we didn't know before. Much more can be looked at, of course: Biber (1988) counts no less than 67 variables. Some of the searches are still quite tedious, but that will improve, we hope, with the further development of the CGN exploration tool COREX.

It goes without saying that statistics should be used to assess the validity of the find​ings presented, but we leave that for another occasion.
 We still hope, how​ever, that this corpus can be a valuable tool for research into both the proper​ties of spoken Dutch in general and register variation within the language in particu​lar.
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� Not to mention its prescriptive aspect.


� In the glosses, part stands for ‘particle’, “typical Dutch word with no particular meaning” (term quoted by Foolen (1986)).


� Of course, we could compute the average sentence length in a different way, e.g. total number of words divided by the total number of main or embedded clauses. This yields 9,2 for the Dutch material vs. 9,1 for Flanders. What we cannot do, in any case, is divide the number of words by the number of full stops, as speakers don't use or pronounce full stops. Miller & Weinert (1998:30(31) even claim that spoken language lacks sentences in the sense of entities that start with a capital and end with a full stop. Following Halliday, they assume that “the language system must be analyzed as having clauses combining into clause complexes” (p. 130). In the orthographic transcription of the CGN, the corpus data have been divided in text units (chunks) with a length of anywhere between 1 and over 130 words.


� See Miller & Weinert (1998) on what might be a reasonable size in this respect.


� Cf., e.g., Burger & De Jong (1997:87).


� In the POS-tagging, which is used here, nominalized infinitives, as in het roken van sigaren ‘the smok�ing of cigars’ are labeled V. If we take these into account (by counting verbal elements func�tion�ing as head of a noun phrase as nominal rather than verbal), the picture might change dramatically.


� Kw is short for Kword: 1000 words.


� As an aside: One might think that almost all first person pronouns in the parlia�ment subcorpus would be plural (modestiae or maiestatis or “I am not personally res�pons�ible for this” or whatever), but that is not the case: over 300 cases are sin�gular.


� Cf. e.g. Grondelaers & Speelman (2001).





