
 

   
 
 
 
 
 

Scots Syntax Atlas Data Hack – Workshop Abstracts 
 

 
Dialect data and generative syntax: theory and methodologies 
Dr Andrew Weir, NTNU Norwegian University of Science and Technology 
 
One of the central goals of generative linguistics is to have a comprehensive, and 
hopefully ‘elegant’, theory of how languages vary, and how they can in principle 
vary, i.e. what the limits of variation are. We also know, of course, that there is no 
clear boundary between languages and dialects. Microcomparative syntax – the 
comparison of very closely related language systems – has recently become 
something of a cottage industry; the idea being that careful analysis of ‘micro’ 
differences can illuminate necessary ingredients of a ‘macro’ analysis. 
 
In this session, I’ll draw on case studies in Scots/Scottish English, as well as 
perhaps other languages, to talk about how microcomparative work on closely 
related varieties/dialects (as well as being illuminating for its own sake) can feed into 
this larger theoretical picture. I will also discuss some of the methodological 
challenges involved – weighing the pros and cons of introspective (‘armchair’) 
judgements, corpora, syntactic atlases, and fieldwork, and how each of these 
approaches can contribute to the formulation and testing of grammatical 
hypotheses. 
 
 
Approaches to geospatial visualisation with language data 
Dr Tam Blaxter, University of Cambridge 
 
A huge amount of the data we work with in linguistics and related disciplines has a 
geographical component. After all, speakers come from and live in places. Speech 
acts have to happen somewhere. Speech communities are, first and foremost, 
spatially defined. And yet linguists often fail to explore the spatial patterns to be 
found their data, relegating this work to a small number of subdisciplines—
dialectology, linguistic geography and linguistic landscapes. In this workshop I will 
try to persuade you that geospatial visualisation is an important and worthwhile tool, 
and can often hold the keys to questions which do not appear to be ‘geographical’ 
at first glance—in theoretical linguistics, sociolinguistics and beyond. 
 
I’ll discuss a case study from my own work, where I try to use geospatial 
visualisation techniques to answer a historical linguistic question: why was the 
nominative case lost in the history of Norwegian? We’ll also go over some of the 
advantages and pitfalls of different approaches to geospatial visualisation, including 
animated mapping. Most of what we’ll cover can be done in the QGIS software 
package, which is freely available and easy to use. 



 
Art, language and creative approaches to conceptualizing place  
Dr Amanda Thomson, Glasgow School of Art 
 
In this workshop, I will talk about (my) creative practice, and practice based 
methodology, drawing on the element of my arts practice that focuses on the 
forests of Morayshire and the native pinewoods of Abernethy in Scotland. This work 
relates to my arts practice based PhD, which explored these forests and ideas 
around how places are ongoing and ‘made’ and to my ongoing research and 
investigations in the ways we can conceptualise and narrativise places in ways that 
take into account a place’s multi-layeredness and complex intertwined histories. 
 
I’m interested in the confluence of how different knowledges impact on places and 
how we come to understand them and the role of a contemporary arts practice and 
creative responses in how we make might sense of and articulate these different 
elements. I will talk about my multi-disciplinary, multi-modal way of working, 
including the artist’s book form, and will talk about the research that led to the 
creation of the book, A Scots Dictionary of Nature, a collection of Scots words 
found in 19th Century Scots Language dictionaries (Saraband, 2018). 
 
 
 
 
Data exploration and visualization using R 
Andres Karjus, University of Edinburgh 
 
This workshop serves as a quick introduction to data exploration and visualization 
using R. All software used in this workshop is free and open-source. This workshop 
does not assume any R knowledge (although going through the pre-workshop 
exercise is recommended).  
 
We will start with the basics of R syntax, how to explore and wrangle data in R, and 
how to turn these data into various types of useful visualizations. We will make use 
of the packages ggplot, plotly and rmarkdown, among others. ggplot is widely used 
and has lots of extensions that make it possible to create practically any graph 
imaginable, and it’s easy to make them look pretty too. The main selling point of 
plotly is creating interactive plots with hover labels, selectable data and zooming 
capabilities. R markdown can be used to generate web pages (and dashboards, 
slides and so on) out of the results of data analyses and visualizations, using very 
simple markdown syntax.  
 
To participate in this workshop, it is necessary to download R, the RStudio IDE, and 
a number of R packages on your laptop. Since the workshop is short (and the 
venue’s internet speed is unknown), it is crucial to get this done beforehand: go to 
the following link and follow the instructions: 
 
https://andreskarjus.github.io/artofthefigure/preworkshop_scosya.html 
 


