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The direct comparison of discourse variables across corpora, using consistent methodology, 
enables a more holistic, generalizable account of patterns in language change and variation [1]. 
This paper replicates previous methodology in the analysis of the construction I DON’T KNOW 
to provide such an account. 

 The use of negative epistemic construction I DON’T KNOW to encode pragmatic 
meaning (e.g. (1)) is now well established (e.g. [2;3;4;5;6;7;8]). 
(1)  hey at Christmas they used to get like I don't know sweaters like 

pants and socks stuff like that     
 (IMO/11) 

This semantic shift has been attributed to the grammaticalization of the construction: pragmatic I 
DON’T KNOW resides predominantly in syntactically unbound constructions, and is more prone 
to phonetic erosion [2;3;4]. Consistent findings of this form-function relationship in multiple 
varieties of English suggest pragmatic I DON’T KNOW has become a conventionalized 
discourse marker. A previously unreported effect of speaker age was reported in Victoria, British 
Columbia: the frequency of the phonetically reduced pragmatic form is reported to be increasing 
in apparent time [4].  

In order to examine whether this pattern identified in Victoria is community specific or 
indicative of a new stage of grammaticalization, this paper replicates the methodology of 
previous examinations of I DON’T KNOW. The data come from the Contact in the City Corpus 
[10]. Extraction is concentrated on 60-minute segments of sociolinguistic interviews from 36 
speakers from Toronto, ranging from 17 to 66 years of age. In total, 497 tokens were extracted. 
Given that discourse-pragmatic variables are inherently less frequent than phonological variables 
(e.g. [11]), the stratification of the sample and the form/function asymmetry that characterize the 
variable enable examination of usage patterns across a range of social and linguistic contexts. 
The variable context is defined in terms of the underlying structure (e.g. [1]); four phonetic 
variants are identified based on the degree of phonetic erosion. The variationist toolkit is 
employed to examine the form-function relationship of the construction; qualitative methods are 
used to determine the pragmatic function of tokens. While previous studies have only examined 
the effects of age and gender on the use of I DON’T KNOW, this paper additionally examines 
the effect of ethnic identity on the patterning of the construction. Speakers in the sample 
identified as having British/Irish, Chinese, or Italian ancestry. Older speakers who were born 
abroad were included to determine whether L1 transfer persists in later generations (e.g. [10]).  

Analysis of patterning across social and linguistic factors yielded results that are 
consistent with those from previous analyses [2;3;4], suggesting a universal path of 
grammaticalization for I DON’T KNOW. Variant choice was consistent among younger 
Canadian-born speakers regardless of ethnic background; persistent language transfer is therefore 
not supported. However, as in Victoria, the phonetically reduced pragmatic form is increasing in 
apparent time in Toronto, suggesting generational change in the discourse marker I DON’T 
KNOW. I argue that the generational change observed in the patterning of variants is not 
indicative of an emerging new form, but rather the phonetic reduction of an already 
grammaticalized form. A universal path of grammaticalization underlies the development of this 
construction, and frequency effects are driving its ongoing change: the grammaticalized form, 
available for a broader range of discourse functions, is produced more often and is consequently 
subject to further phonetic reduction.  
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