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In recent years, research work into the mental maps of dialects has taken 'off from the earth’s surface' and flown 'into the human mind' (Inoue 1999a, 175). A large amount of work has now taken place which finds inspiration in one or all of Preston's (1999, xxxiv) 'principal techniques' for the study of perceptual dialectology (Inoue 1999b; Long 1999; Hartley 1999; Montgomery 2006). Others, such as Pearce (2009) have adopted methods used in much earlier perceptual dialectology studies (Weijnen 1999 [1946]; Kremer 1999 [1984]).

Perceptual dialectology provides access to everyday language evaluations. It permits non-linguists to show where they think dialect areas exist, to indicate where they think the 'best' language is used, and to tell linguists what they think about voice samples and where they think they are from. This is beneficial to the field of language, variation and change because it can help linguists to challenge their own assumptions about what they are studying, as well as permitting language users themselves to tell researchers what they should be looking at. However, perceptual dialectology studies are not without their problems. Giving respondents the opportunity to express their evaluations means that researchers are often supplied with complex and messy data. (This is of course not to say that data provided by real people in other subfields of language variation and change research is not complex and/or messy, but that research into perceptions of dialects presents its own set of problems.)

Eliciting respondents' mental maps, one of the most used techniques in perceptual dialectology (Preston 1989) means that a large amount of geographical data relating to the placement and extent of perceived dialect areas is gathered. Although numerical data relating to the recognition levels for dialect areas amongst respondents is important (Bucholtz et al. 2007), the ease with which this is processed means that it is often prioritised over geographical area data. 

Attempts have of course been made to deal with map data in the past (Preston and Howe 1987; Preston 1996; Long 1999): respondents' lines have been digitised and composite maps produced. However, these methods have provided static representations of data which cannot readily be used alongside data from other research (either research in the field of linguistics or in other fields). This talk will discuss new ways of processing data in perceptual dialectology and language variation studies using Geographical Information Systems (GIS) (Petsas 2009), as well as the possibilities offered by geo-browsers such as Google Earth (see de Vriend, Boves, van Hout and Swanenberg, 2011). I will argue that the move to these technologies ensures that the geographically-related data linguists gather is more readily available for cross-disciplinary collaboration.
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