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ABSTRACT 

 
 In 2012, Trayvon Martin was killed by George Zimmerman, who, after a month-

long highly-publicized trial, was acquitted of second-degree murder. In this study, I 

examine the testimony of Martin’s childhood friend and key witness for the prosecution, 

Rachel Jeantel. Although Rachel Jeantel was an ear witness to the altercation between 

Zimmerman and Martin, her approximately six hours of testimony was reportedly 

entirely disregarded by the jurors. Linguists, in the years since this trial occurred, have 

argued that the disregard for her testimony was mostly due her language variety: African 

American Vernacular English (McWhorter, 2013; Subtirelu 2013; Rickford and King, 

2016). There have been numerous cases in the United States and around the world in 

which lay people of the court are treated unfairly by the opposing side’s attorney as a 

result of their vernacular dialect (Gumperz, 1982b; Wodak-Engel, 1984; Eades, 2004). 

This study illuminates another mechanism by which witness testimony may be 

undermined by the practices of the court reporter. The court reporter is tasked with 

creating a “verbatim” account of what was said during the trial and is not explicitly 

involved in the adversarial process.  

 Each chapter of this study illustrates how Jeantel’s “nonstandardness” in the 

courtroom environment is co-constructed by the court reporter and others present, 

including Jeantel herself, as problematic in part through the interaction of the court 
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reporter and the physical creation of the official court transcript. While lending insight 

into court reporter participation, and connections among the concepts of repair 

(Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks, 1977; Svennevig, 2008; Meredith and Stokoe, 2014), 

revoicing (Agha, 2003; Tannen, 1995; 2007b; 2010), intertextuality (Bakhtin, 1981; 

Matoesian, 1999; Gordon, 2009), and corrective feedback from Second Language 

Acquisition (Mackey, Kanagas, and Oliver, 2007; Ortega, 2009; Lyster and Saito, 2010), 

this study also contributes to ongoing efforts at improving the criminal justice system by 

encouraging fair treatment for speakers of nonstandard language varieties.  
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Chapter One: 

Introducing the Zimmerman Trial and the Present Study 
 

 Defense:  And as he says he sees the man  
   and as he confronts him  
   and says “why you followin’ me”,  
   you're really paying attention then? 
 Prosecution: Objection to mischaracterization in  
    terms of the word "confront." 
 Judge:  Ok, ask her a question. 
   Let it be her words. 
 

1.1 Trayvon Martin’s Death and the Trial of George Zimmerman  

 On a rainy night in February 2012, a seventeen-year-old African American male, 

Trayvon Martin, walked to his father’s house in a gated community in Sanford, Florida. 

George Zimmerman, a twenty-eight-year-old Peruvian American male, was on duty as 

neighborhood watch for the community and started following Trayvon Martin under the 

suspicion that he was “up to no good,” according to Zimmerman’s call to 911 (Baldwin, 

2012). Meanwhile, Trayvon Martin was on the phone with his childhood friend, eighteen-

year-old Rachel Jeantel, and he allegedly told her that a man was watching and following 

him. According to Jeantel, dialogue was exchanged between the man and Martin before 

she heard muffled sounds, after which the phone went silent. Trayvon Martin was shot 

and killed by George Zimmerman, who argued that he shot Martin in self-defense. The 

State of Florida filed an affidavit stating probable cause alleging that George Zimmerman 

racially profiled Martin and shot him, as Martin was committing no crimes. Zimmerman 

was charged with second-degree murder and manslaughter, but after about a month of 

highly publicized trial, the six-member jury acquitted Zimmerman of all charges.  

 During the trial itself, the race of both the defendant and the deceased was a key 

component of both sides’ arguments. It appeared obvious that the State of Florida 
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pursued a line of evidence that George Zimmerman racially profiled Trayvon Martin, as 

Martin was an unarmed Black teenager walking back from a convenience store. 

However, in a surprising turn, the defense used a portion of Rachel Jeantel’s testimony to 

position Trayvon Martin as being the one who racially profiled and attacked George 

Zimmerman, whose only recourse was to stand his ground. The defense used Florida’s 

Stand Your Ground Law (2005) as support for this claim, which states states that a person 

is justified in the use of deadly force and has no obligation to retreat if the person 

believes that force is necessary to prevent their own or another’s bodily harm or 

imminent death. In a recent analysis of the language of how Trayvon Martin was 

positioned as being racist, Slobe (2016) discussed how Trayvon Martin’s reported use of 

the term creepy-ass cracka to describe George Zimmerman (through Jeantel’s testimony) 

was used to signal an “individual with inherently violent, racially motivated intentions” 

(p. 623). Furthermore, in her book on the Zimmerman trial, Bloom (2014) writes that 

Maddy, the one woman of color on the jury, told Bloom, “‘All the other jurors…were 

offended by “creepy-ass cracka,”’ Maddy said, ‘and they were done with Jeantel once 

they heard that’” (p. 135).  

 Even though Jeantel was not constructing herself as the author of these words, 

and she was simply relaying what Trayvon Martin had reportedly told her, she became 

the courtroom surrogate, thus giving his proxy testimony, as argued by Rickford and 

King (2016). The defense’s positioning of Trayvon Martin as racist against white people 

thus became a positioning of Jeantel as racist against white people, which may have 

contributed to the reported disregard of her testimony by the jurors (Rickford and King, 

2016).  In the over sixteen hours of jury deliberation, Jeantel’s testimony did not come up 
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once according to one of the six jurors, juror B37, during her TV interview with 

Anderson Cooper on CNN.  Juror B37 states that she found Jeantel “not credible” and 

that “no one mentioned Jeantel in the jury deliberations” (as cited in Rickford and King, 

2016; p. 971). The jury consisted of six women, five of Caucasian/Anglo descent and one 

of Puerto Rican descent. According to the one woman of color within the jury, Maddy, a 

Puerto Rican woman, Jeantel’s testimony played no role in the jurors’ decision to acquit 

George Zimmerman of second degree and manslaughter charges (Bloom, 2014; p. 148).  

 The subsequent acquittal of George Zimmerman sparked outrage in many 

communities around the United States. One individual on Facebook, Alicia Garza, coined 

the phrase “Black Lives Matter” in reaction to the outcome of the Zimmerman trial. This 

trial and Jeantel’s testimony, in particular, inspired the public conversation of the unfair 

treatment of African Americans in the courtroom and in the criminal justice system 

overall. My study seeks to expose these issues as they relate to the current state of 

African Americans and African American Vernacular English speakers in the United 

States judicial system through a case study analysis of how the testimony of this key 

witness – her “voice,” –not only the utterance that was said, nor solely the manner (i.e. 

lexical, phonological, and grammatical features as well as speech act and level of 

formality) of what was said, but also the agency that a speaker’s voice holds in the 

sociopolitical context of their speech – is oriented to by the court reporter during the trial, 

and how is transcribed in the official record.  

1.2 An Orientation to the Present Study 

 This study focuses on the testimony of Rachel Jeantel who became the key 

witness for the prosecution team, the State of Florida.  Her testimony spanned about six 
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hours over two days in the 2013 Zimmerman trial, but as mentioned, it was reported that 

although she was an ear witness to the altercation between Zimmerman and Trayvon 

Martin, her testimony was entirely disregarded by the six jurors. Linguists, in the few 

years since this trial occurred, have argued that the disregard for her testimony was most 

likely due to her language variety: African American Vernacular English (Rickford, 

2013; McWhorter, 2013; Subtirelu, 2013; Rickford and King, 2016; Sullivan, 2016).  

 When linguists discuss the language of the courtroom, most of the literature has 

been focused on the adversarial, oppositional relationship between attorneys and lay 

people. However, what has yet to be examined is how the court reporter’s 

characterization of an individual’s voice in the court proceedings and the transcript affect 

the portrayal of the individual’s character. There have been numerous cases in the United 

States and around the world in which witnesses and defendants who are speakers of 

vernacular dialects of the institutional “standard” are treated unfairly on the stand by the 

opposing side’s attorney (e.g. Gumperz, 1982b; Wodak-Engel, 1984; Eades, 2004; 2005).  

 This study focuses on the discourse of an institutional representative who is not 

explicitly involved in the adversarial process, the court reporter. Court reporters in the 

American courtroom are tasked with creating a “verbatim” account of what was said in 

the interactional environment of the trial. Using a phonological shorthand of the English 

language by means of a stenograph machine (Wood, 2016), they type what each speaker 

in the courtroom said, which then gets automatically adapted (via computer program) into 

regular English orthography to create the official court record. It has been attested in the 

minimal amount of literature examining the text produced by court reporters that there is 

a substantial amount of “cleaning up” of the language in the official transcript. Motivated 
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by the work of interactional sociolinguists (Gumperz, 1982a; 1982b; Walker, 1985; 

Tannen, 1995; 2007a; 2007b; 2010; Gordon, 2009); sociolinguists (Labov, 1968; 

Rickford, 1999; 2013, and Rickford and King, 2016); forensic linguists (Eades, 2004; 

2005), sociolegal discourse analysts (Matoesian, 1993; 1999; Cotterill, 2003), sociolegal 

scholars (O’Barr, 1982), conversational analysts (Drew, 1997; Svennevig, 2008), and 

second language acquisition scholars (Mackey, et al., 2007; Lyster and Saito, 2010), I 

examine how the court reporter, during Rachel Jeantel’s testimony, perhaps inadvertently 

portrays Jeantel’s African American English as problematic in both the interaction in the 

courtroom and the record of that interaction, which I suggest likely contributed to 

discrediting Jeantel’s testimony and her personal character.  

 This “problematic portrayal” or “problematizing” is discussed throughout the 

study and is evaluated based on the notion that the court reporter signals through a variety 

of ways that there is something amiss with what Rachel Jeantel had said or how she said 

it. This is closely related to Goodwin’s (2004) examination of professional vision and his 

term highlighting, or making certain phenomena in a complex field salient by marking 

them in one way or another, and I argue that the court reporter highlights Jeantel’s 

utterance as problematic by the way in which the court reporter participates.   

1.2.1 The Court Reporter in Rachel Jeantel’s Testimony  

 The United States judicial system follows the adversarial system, the idea that 

there are two opposing parties, the prosecution and defense, that present their positions 

before an impartial judge or jury (Hale, 2004; p. 31). Under the assumption that one 

party’s case is the legal “truth,” each side presents its case to the judge and/or jury in an 

effort to discredit the opposing party’s case, which is typically done during the cross-
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examination of witnesses, plaintiffs, or defendants. Much of the literature on the 

courtroom discourse ecology has examined the asymmetries in knowledge, power, and 

participation that is also found in other institutional contexts, such as the medical field 

(Heritage, 1997). The courtroom is unique, however, in that there is a distinctive 

adversarial relationship between the opposing parties and the opposing witnesses. 

Furthermore, the institution of the courtroom has another unique component in that lay 

people, i.e. the jury, are sometimes the final arbiter of “truth” and determine the outcome 

of the case. This inevitably creates an environment in which the parties portray or 

position the witnesses in such a way that will influence the jury members to align with 

their respective “truth.” The manipulation of jury members in the courtroom has been 

examined by many scholars in the field of discourse analysis (see Cotterill, 2003; Archer, 

2011) who emphasize the fact that in jury trials, the attorneys may appear to be 

addressing the witness on the stand, but it is the jurors who are the intended audience. In 

this analysis I do not focus on the adversarial participants of the courtroom. Instead, I 

maintain that the jurors are also influenced by non-adversarial participant, namely the 

court reporter.   

 In the American courtroom, the court reporter is tasked with creating the official 

record of the trial. According to the United States Court Reporter Act 28 § 753, written in 

1948, everything that is said or introduced into evidence must be recorded or transcribed 

“verbatim.” Although there is very little literature on the court reporter overall, the work 

that has been done has pursued this notion of what “verbatim” actually means (Walker, 

1985; 1986). What the literature does reveal is the huge implications of this “verbatim” 

official record because this document is used in future legal proceedings, most 



	 7 

importantly the appeals process. The court reporter must thus ensure that what he or she 

transcribes in the creation of the official record is accurate, and he or she may request 

clarification of any party if necessary. There is no consensus, however according to court 

reporters and scholars of court reporter discourse (see Walker, 1985; 1986; Wood, 2016), 

on the institutional process of how the court reporters request clarification or whether 

attorneys, judges, or other institutional participants have a preference for how they do so.  

 The court reporter during Jeantel’s testimony was Shelly Coffey, a white woman 

living in Sanford, Florida. Her language features suggest that she is a speaker of 

Mainstream American English, according to my assessment of the around six-hour 

testimony. Since I am not focusing on the individual woman, but rather her institutional 

relationship to the witness, I will henceforth call her by her title, the court reporter.  

 The six key participants in the courtroom had the following number of turns of 

dialogue:  

• The Judge:  around 250 
• The Prosecution: around 250 
• The Defense:  around 1,100 
• The Witness:  around 1,300 
• The Court Reporter: 108  
• The Jurors:  2 (outside of the judge’s direct instructions) 

 
The approximation of the lines attributed to the judge, prosecution, defense, and witness 

is due to the fact that there are certain portions of the audiovisual data that I analyzed 

where the audio cut out when the attorneys were speaking to the judge at her bench. The 

court reporter’s 108 tokens of participation all occurred within the available audiovisual 

data, and while there could have been more during those times when the audio cut out, 

there is no way for me to determine whether she addressed the witness directly within 

these cut-outs. Furthermore, it is important to note that all of these speakers use different 
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registers of Mainstream American English that range from formal standard English to 

informal standard English. In a few instances, namely between the judge and the 

attorneys, there is use of formal legal language, as well.  

 In this testimony, I examine the court reporter’s 108 recorded discrete 

participation tokens; each time I found that they were in response to an utterance spoken 

by Rachel Jeantel, save for one. This unique instance (i.e. in which it was not Rachel 

Jeantel triggering the participation of the court reporter) can be seen in the following 

exchange, which I transcribed (transcription conventions appear in the Transcription 

Conventions). 

 Example (1.1): 

 4604 Defense:  And he [Trayvon] didn’t say it à 
   “why you followin’ me for”   

 4605 Court Rep: I- I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you? 
 4606 Defense:  He didn’t say it à 
    <pleading> “why you followin’ me for”> 
 4607   He said,à 
    <argumentative>“WHY YOU FOLLOWIN ME à 
    FOR!”>, didn’t he? 

4608 Witness:  No sir, not that kinda way 
 

Here the court reporter says in Line 4605 I-I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you? to the defense 

attorney who is quoting what Trayvon Martin had allegedly said to the defendant. It is 

important to note that this instance of Trayvon Martin being “voiced” contains an 

instance of copular be absence, a feature of African American Vernacular English, 

because as my analysis shows, vernacular and informal features seem to be highlighted in 

this courtroom.  

 In other words, the fact that the court reporter participated 108 times, 107 of 

which were in response to a speaker of African American Vernacular English and one 

time was in response to a white man voicing a speaker as having African American 
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English vernacular features is strong evidence that African American Vernacular English 

and other vernacular dialects are somehow “unclear” or “unacceptable” in the courtroom.   

1.2.2 Key Terminology Used Throughout the Study 

 When doing a linguistic analysis on the ways in which people speak with a keen 

eye to their dialect, choosing the correct terminology to describe their dialect can be 

difficult. Although this analysis does not take a variationist sociolinguistic approach, I do 

utilize terminology taken from that field, such as AAVE, standard, and informal. This 

section describes how I interpret and use the following terms: AAVE, “standard,” and 

voice. 

1.2.2.1  African American (Vernacular) English and Mainstream American 

English 

  I have chosen to describe Rachel Jeantel’s particular variety of English as 

African American Vernacular English (AAVE). I was originally hesitant to do so because 

of the debate surrounding this label. Since not all African Americans speak the same 

dialect, not all speakers of African American English are African American, and not all 

speakers of African American English speak the same monolithic dialect of African 

American English, I sought out to utilize a benign label, such as African American 

English or Black English, but these still invite criticisms. I also did not want the term to 

highlight the different-ness via vernacularity of her dialect. However, it became clear 

through the research in variationist literature, particularly Rickford and King’s (2016) 

comprehensive analysis of Rachel Jeantel’s language, that she is in fact a vernacular 

speaker of African American English and exhibits certain Caribbean Creole English 

(CCE) influences in her language. For instance, one distinct feature of Jeantel’s AAVE is 
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the absence of plural –s, which Rickford and King (2016) find to be twice as high as 

other AAVE speakers to whose language they compare her language features (p. 959). 

They suggest that this may show some Caribbean influence from the varieties of 

Caribbean dialects that are spoken in her Miami neighborhood. Therefore, I follow 

Rickford and King’s (2016) analysis and describe the language variety that Rachel 

Jeantel speaks as African American Vernacular English.  I will specify the cases where 

that deviates to a regional dialect, e.g. white Southern American English.  

 I also use the term Anglo American English in accordance with Lippi-Green’s 

(2011) discussion of white speakers of what American society deems the “standard” and 

more generally will use the term Mainstream American English to illustrate that the 

standard is not equivalent to being Caucasian/White. However, this term also does not 

account for the many varieties of English spoken by white Americans and that some non-

white people speak this variety and some white Americans may not. Therefore, when 

there is a specific use of another dialect of American English, I will specify which dialect 

I have determined is present, e.g. white Southern American English.   

1.2.2.2   “Standard” versus Standard  

 Another term that is important to clarify is “standard.” In the sociolinguistic 

literature what counts as standard and formal varies by cultural, regional, societal, and 

even institutional contexts. This work explores how Rachel Jeantel’s AAVE is 

constructed by the court reporter as a type of “violation” of an institutional expectation. 

Thus, this expectation creates a “standard” by which speakers’ language use is evaluated 

in this institutional context. However, when using the term “standard” (in quotations) I do 

not mean to convey the variationist perspective of standard being a prescriptive standard 
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(i.e. formal standard) or an informal standard. The term “standard” (in quotations) echoes 

the following quote from Gumperz in his own examination of cross-cultural 

communication within the courtroom, when he refers to “standards”: 

Misunderstandings are mutual and they are as much due to the nature of the 
situations in which interactions take place, and to the standards by which words 
are evaluated, as to linguistic or cultural facts as such. (Gumperz, 1982b, p. 195; 
emphasis my own) 
 

This term also encompasses formalizing of register or increasing politeness features to 

suggest that the “standard” of the institution of the courtroom is that of polite, formal, 

Mainstream American English. In this study I illustrate instances by which Rachel Jeantel 

or the court reporter acknowledge such a “standard by which words are evaluated” by 

powerful people in American society and the courtroom. I also illustrate times when 

Rachel Jeantel changes aspects of her dialect to conform to a prescriptive standard or a 

more informal standard as in dialect variationist research. Understanding the confusing 

nature of “standard” versus standard, I am consistent in the way I use these two terms, 

always keeping the quotations around the “standard” when I invoke Gumperz (1982b) 

and the associated institutional evaluation and omitting the quotations with standard 

when discussing specific features relevant to dialect research.  

1.2.2.3  Voice and Revoicing 

 Another important term to clarify is voice. I am motivated by the discourse 

analytic literature on voice that examines the relationship between an utterance and 

register (Agha, 2003); an utterance, its speaker, and an audience’s alignment towards 

both or either (Agha, 2005); an utterance and its societal context (Bakhtin, 1981); a 

speaker and his or her agency (Ribeiro, 2006); and the taking on of voices when quoting 

another (Tannen, 2007b). In an attempt to synthesize all of these points I use the term 
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voice to discuss not only the utterance that was said and the manner (i.e. lexical, 

phonological, and grammatical features as well as speech act and level of formality) in 

which it was said, but also the societal “loudness” or agency that a speaker’s voice holds 

in the sociopolitical context of their speech. In other words, my use of voice is both literal 

and metaphorical.  

 A large amount of my analysis is the examination of how the court reporter, a 

speaker of Mainstream American English, revoices the witness, a speaker of African 

American English. This term, revoicing, also contains a literal and metaphorical meaning. 

The literal component is taken from studies of classroom interaction where O’Connor and 

Michaels (1993; 1996) refer to is a restatement and/or incorporation of a previous 

speaker’s utterance. The metaphorical component is related to agency, as well, in that 

revoicing in classroom, and arguably other, institutional contexts signals to the speaker 

and the audience that there was something amiss with what the previous speaker had just 

said. This can be viewed as diminishing the agency of the original speaker and thus may 

contribute to further silencing his or her voice, especially if that voice is reflective of a 

dialect that is marginalized in the greater sociopolitical climate.  

 This study is greatly inspired by Rickford and King’s (2016) work on hearing (i.e. 

valuing) Jeantel’s voice and I echo their need to “work for justice”: “Working for justice 

can take many forms…[linguists] believe it should include listening to vernacular dialects 

more closely and hearing their speakers more clearly and more fairly” (p. 949). This 

means not only in the courtroom, but in all environments. Their article examines the 

features of AAVE that are systematically present in Jeantel’s speech in general, but does 

not focus on the interaction of Jeantel and other institutional representatives. This study 
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expands upon Rickford and King’s examination of Jeantel’s language and thoroughly 

explores the language of the court reporter and her participation. Each chapter illustrates 

components of how Jeantel’s “nonstandardness” in the courtroom is co-constructed by 

the court reporter as problematic moment-by-moment.  

1.3  A Preview of Chapters 

 Chapter Two is a synthesis of the relevant literature and motivating frameworks 

that guide this study. I introduce and explicate five main topic areas as they relate to the 

courtroom and their implications for my analysis. The five areas are institutional 

discourse of the courtroom, intertextuality and the courtroom, other-initiated repair, 

transcription as an institutional practice, and ideologies of vernacular language. Using 

literature from scholars who apply discourse analysis in the courtroom (Shuy, 2007; 

Cotterill, 2014), along with research by other sociolegal scholars (O’Barr, 1982; Lind and 

O’Barr, 1979; Conley, et al., 1978) and institutional discourse scholars (Agar, 1985; 

Goodwin, 2004), I examine how the asymmetries in knowledge and power add to the 

adversarial nature of the courtroom. I then introduce what Kristeva (1980) terms 

intertextuality, based on Bakhtin’s (1981; 1986) theorizing. Bakhtin’s work focused on 

the notion of dialogicality (1981), the idea that every word spoken or written is “half ours 

and half someone else’s” (1981; p. 345). A word only becomes one’s own, according to 

Bakhtin, when the speaker “populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he 

appropriates the word” (p. 293). Intertextuality is a central topic of interest for my study 

and I define this term as the phenomenon of a text or utterance incorporating and 

acknowledging its interaction with other texts, past and future. This is crucial to my 

analysis because the courtroom process is inherently intertextual as seen during the 
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repetition of information between different events within the trial (i.e. interview, 

interrogation, depositions, direct examination, cross examination, etc.), as well as the 

sociolegal concept of holding a witness accountable for what he or she had said 

previously, which can be used to identify potentially inaccurate inconsistencies in 

testimony (O’Barr, 1982; Matoesian, 1999).  

  In Chapter Two, I also briefly discuss how the concept of repair, as introduced by 

conversation analysts Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks (1977), is important when 

examining the court reporter’s institutional purpose of seeking clarification of what was 

said. The next section of Chapter Two introduces the notion of transcription as an 

institutional practice and explains how court reporters, and analysts, should approach this 

process with awareness of the inability to achieve neutrality when creating a transcript. 

Motivated by literature on court reporters (Walker, 1985) and linguists (Ochs, 1979; 

Bucholtz, 2000), I discuss the ways in which transcripts may echo the opinions or biases 

that a transcriber holds towards the speaker or the utterance that they are transcribing. 

Finally, tying in all these topics, is the notion of ideologies of non “standard” or 

vernacular varieties of language. For years, sociolegal scholars, such as O’Barr (1982) 

have examined how attorneys use a witness’s or defendant’s vernacular varieties against 

them on the stand to make the individual’s speech appear “ ‘stupid’ and unlike [the 

attorney’s] own speech” (p. 26). In recent years, Eades (2004) examined how ideologies 

towards the Aboriginal English spoken by defendants in Australia put them at severe 

interactional disadvantage in the courtroom, which has an analogous conclusion to the 

findings in the United States and the sociopolitical landscape surrounding African 

Americans in the American criminal justice system.  
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 Chapter Three discusses in more detail the data used in this study: the audiovisual 

recording of the testimony, my transcription of the recording, the official court record 

purchased from the court reporter, herself, and an interview with the President of the 

North American Court Reporter’s Association, Nativa Wood. In this chapter I also 

discuss the methodologies I used to analyze and incorporate the data in the chapters that 

follow. I introduce in more detail the approach of Interactional Sociolinguistics and 

describe how it guides my analysis. I also discuss in more detail how I operationalize the 

term voice, and review the literature that inspired the literal and metaphorical usage of the 

term. This chapter additionally addresses discusses my role as an analyst and explains 

how I negotiated the meta-methodological struggle of analyzing the veracity of another’s 

transcript as it compares to my own transcript.  

 Chapters Four, Five, and Six are analytical chapters, which provide a holistic 

approach to analyzing the discourse of the court reporter by first examining the court 

reporter’s participation in the interactional environment of the courtroom and then 

pivoting to how this participation served as a stepping stone to the court reporter’s 

development of the official court transcript. 

 Chapter Four focuses on the overall participation of the court reporter. I introduce 

the distribution of her participation during the direct and cross examinations of the 

witness and identify and explain the categories of participation that her turns at speech 

conform to: “sorry” queries (e.g. I’m sorry), clarifying questions (e.g. Can you say that 

again?), commands (e.g. Wait, wait, wait!), comments (e.g. I can’t hear you), and 

revoicings (e.g. “Because she didn’t know my age?”). There were in total 108 instances 

of court reporter participation, and the revoicing subtype was the most frequent, 
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constituting half of the total participation tokens of the court reporter (n=54). Of the 108 

instances of court reporter participation, only one of the court reporter’s turns was 

targeted at someone other than the witness. Using concepts from Conversation Analysis 

(Schegloff, Sacks and Jefferson, 1974; Svennevig, 2008; Meredith and Stokoe, 2014), I 

examined the court reporter’s participation as types of repair initiators, which either 

presented as other-initiated other repair, i.e. initiating and repairing the “issue” for the 

witness, or other-initiated self-repair, i.e. initiating the repair, but allowing the witness to 

“fix” the problem herself.  When the witness was able to repair the utterance herself, she 

frequently “fixed” her previous utterance from a vernacular feature to a “standard” of 

sorts. This self-standardization or self-formalization implies that Jeantel understands that 

there is a “standard by which words are evaluated” (Gumperz, 1982b, p. 195) either in the 

courtroom or for the court reporter. Furthermore, it is shown in all three analytical 

chapters that there is a tendency for the court reporter to standardize Jeantel’s speech to 

Mainstream American English or formalize it to a less informal equivalent. Therefore, 

this “standard” becomes a prominent facet of the courtroom interactional space.  

 Chapter Five further explores the court reporter’s revoicing of the witness, Rachel 

Jeantel, as it pertains to a more synchronic (e.g. immediate and within-conversation) 

intertextuality (Tannen, 2007b). This chapter focuses on how the court reporter appeared 

to be requesting confirmation or clarification of Jeantel’s words by presenting Jeantel’s 

own words back to her. However, in this repetition, certain differences occurred between 

what Jeantel had just said and what the court reporter repeated. I examined the instances 

of revoicing Jeantel’s utterances as they relate to evaluation (as per Gumperz [1982b], 

“the standard by which words are evaluated”) from a field known for investigations of 
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specific types of language evaluation, second language acquisition (SLA). In SLA, there 

are two previously identified types of evaluative feedback that are very similar to the 

types of revoicings that occur in my data: recasts and prompts. Recasts are instances in 

which a speaker reformulates an individual’s “incorrect” utterance (Mackey, Kanagas, 

and Oliver, 2007) and prompts are a speaker’s withholding of a correct form of an 

utterance with the suggestion that the individual has the tools to correct his or her mistake 

(Lyster and Saito, 2010). My analysis showed that recasts and prompts also can be 

examined as evaluative feedback just like in the field of SLA because they both indicate 

to the witness that there is something amiss with her original utterance and depending on 

the court reporter’s strategy, the witness can either be presented with a standardization of 

her own words (recast) or be prompted to try again, presumably for a standardization and 

formalization.  

  Chapter Six examines the institutional process of transcription as a non-neutral 

phenomenon although the court reporter’s participation in the interactional space is not 

(overtly) a part of the adversarial courtroom. The verbal participation of the court reporter 

examined in Chapters 4 and 5 was in efforts to create the official record, which then can 

be used in future appeals processes, but critically not the jury deliberation. However, the 

crucial component in the examination of the court reporter’s actual transcription is that it 

sheds light on mistranscriptions that did occur and potentially could critically impact the 

outcome of an appeal. This includes what seem to be a contradiction between the 

transcription of the witness’s testimony by the court reporter as compared to my own 

transcription, as examined in Chapter Six.   
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 Chapter Seven briefly summarizes the findings of this study and discusses how 

this study is a response to the calls for action made in Rickford and King’s (2016) work 

that linguists are the best-equipped to ensure there is “Justice for Jeantels” in and out of 

the courtroom. Acknowledging that no one text can fix all the problems regarding unfair 

treatment of African American English speakers, I further echo their call for action and 

suggest explicit venues for future research that could greatly improve the perception and 

representation of vernacular speakers’ voices in the adversarial courtroom. 
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Chapter Two 
Review of Relevant Literature and Motivating Scholarship 

 
2.1 Introduction  

 In this chapter, I provide the background of my methodological perspective and 

the foundational literature of the analysis sections found in Chapters 4, 5, and 6.  To 

begin, I orient the reader to the institution of the courtroom and the importance of 

institutional context to my analysis in Section 2.2. In Section 2.3 I introduce the notion of 

intertextuality, particularly as it relates to the implications of quoting another in the 

courtroom. In Section 2.4, I familiarize the reader with the court reporter’s institutional 

task of “verbatim” transcription of what was said in the courtroom and then review the 

small amount of literature on the influences that the court reporter’s participation may 

have on the overall interaction in the courtroom. Section 2.5 is a discussion of the court 

reporter’s transcription method as an institutional process that takes into account 

linguists’ and other court reporters’ discussions of the inability to create a “verbatim” 

transcription. Finally, in Section 2.6, I conclude with a discussion of ideologies towards 

non-standard varieties of English particularly as they pertain to the courtroom and 

institutional environments.    

 In my study, I will be utilizing the framework of Interactional Sociolinguistics 

and acknowledging its inherent interdisciplinarity by applying research by sociologists, 

anthropologists, legal scholars, and linguistics to the interactional environment of the 

courtroom. Linguistic anthropologist John Gumperz (1982b) pioneered the use of 

Interactional Sociolinguistics in the courtroom. In his analysis, Gumperz examined the 

testimony of Dr. A, a multilingual Navy physician in Southern California native to the 

Philippines, who was charged with negligence when he treated a young child with burns 
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that he deemed non-severe, who subsequently died six hours later. This led to the fellow 

physicians’ and law enforcement officers’ conclusions that child abuse occurred. 

Gumperz (1982b) found that during the trial, Dr. A and the attorneys did not share 

contextualization conventions, which may have led to “a pejorative judgment or 

conversational breakdown” (p. 179). Also, Gumperz states that culturally specific 

discourse conventions, such as directness of speech, often resolve potentially ambiguous 

answers on the stand, but in many inter-ethnic settings, such resolutions do not occur.   

2.2  Institutional Discourse of the Courtroom 

 The United States court system is inherently an exercise in power, as it is 

organized with two opposing parties presenting their clients’ cases to an impartial third 

party, the judge or jury, and is appropriately categorized as an adversarial court system. 

The seminal literature on the discourse within this adversarial system has investigated an 

array of linguistic features that focus closely on these power and knowledge imbalances, 

which include question-answer sequences, turn-taking, holding the floor, and listening 

behavior (O’Barr, 1982; Agar, 1985; Conley, et al. 1978, Goffman, 1981). In more recent 

years, discursive features, such as facework, acknowledging the jury, and hedging have 

been researched very thoroughly in the most oppositional of the interactional contexts: 

the cross-examination (Matoesian, 1999; Archer, 2011; Cotterill, 2014).  

 Discursive psychologist Rom Harré (1979) defines institutions as having “an 

interlocking double-structure of persons-as-role holders …and of social practices 

involving expressive and practical aims” (p. 98). The discourse that then emerges in 

institutional domains is most accurately expressed by Drew and Heritage (1992; p. 3-4), 

who state that “interaction is institutional insofar as participants’ institutional or 
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professional identities are somehow made relevant to the work activities in which they 

are engaged.” The literature on institutional discourse, overall, frequently discusses the 

American courtroom as a significant interactional context in which to examine authority, 

hierarchy, and power. For instance, linguistic anthropologist Michael Agar (1985) closely 

examines courtrooms and medical clinics and the commonalities that characterize the two 

institutions. Agar maintains that professional representatives in all institutions must 

diagnose the client, direct the client, and report the client to other professionals in the 

institution. Maintaining this structure, or interactional script, allows for an unmarked or 

unremarkable interaction; whereas, breaking the structure yields marked, or violated, 

interactions. For instance, an example of script violation could be a client issuing a 

directive to a professional.  

 Charles Goodwin is a prominent figure in Conversation Analysis. In his work on 

the examination of the discursive practices used by members of a profession, he discusses 

three practices that are typical of institutional professionals in their field that when 

combined construct the individual’s professional vision (Goodwin, 2004): 1) coding 

schemes, used to transform materials being attended to into the objects of knowledge 

being discussed in the profession; 2) highlighting, making certain phenomena in a 

complex field salient by marking them in one way or another; and 3) the production and 

articulation of material representations, such as a legal brief. I will be incorporating the 

notion of highlighting to these normative notions of effectiveness and appropriateness to 

identify instances in which institutional representatives mark certain utterances or 

features as salient to the domain of scrutiny.  



	 22 

  Roger Shuy is an instrumental figure in applying discourse analytic and 

sociolinguistic frameworks in the legal context. Much of his work identifies areas in 

which legal professionals utilize conversational strategies within professional-lay 

interactions. He defines conversational strategies as “ways of planning and negotiating 

the discourse structure (conversational agenda) over long stretches of conversation” 

(Shuy, 2015; p. 834), and identifies twelve types linguistic devices used by law 

enforcement both consciously and unconsciously when interacting with suspects or 

people of interest. These include: using ambiguity, blocking the target’s [lay person’s] 

words, interrupting the target at critical points, speaking on behalf of the target, lying to 

the target about crucial information, among others. Although these strategies are mostly 

used by law enforcement during information-seeking interactions, these strategies can 

also be found during courtroom testimony, particularly speaking on behalf of the target. 

Shuy cites Tannen’s (2004; 2010) term ventriloquizing and Schiffrin’s (1993) notion of 

“speaking for another” in his discussion of speaking on behalf of the target, which I 

address in more detail in the following section. However, Shuy notes that sometimes 

there are institutional sanctions that require a speaker to speak for another, such as when 

a parent speaks on behalf of a child in a hospital, or when a translator speaks on behalf of 

a foreign-language speaker (Shuy, 2005; p. 18). This understood sanction does not 

typically appear in everyday, non-institutional conversations, and Shuy states that 

speaking on behalf of another depends on a speaker’s alignments towards the original 

speaker or the utterance (discussed further in Schiffrin, 1993).   

 The research on linguistic features and strategies in the larger context of the 

American courtroom has focused closely on interactions between lawyers and the lay-
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participants in the institution: the witness, the defendant, the victim, and the jury. This 

professional-lay interaction is fascinating as it clearly highlights power and knowledge 

asymmetries. The courtroom includes many contexts in which the professional-lay 

interaction occurs directly, including opening and closing statements (lawyer-to-jury), 

direct examination (lawyer-to-victim/witness/defendant; not oppositional), cross-

examination (lawyer-to-victim/witness/defendant; oppositional); jury instructions (judge-

to-jury). In many of these interactional contexts, the lay participant is expected to be 

silent or respond when the professional allows, which certainly allows for an abundance 

of sociolinguistic and sociocultural data.  

 The main issues driving the analysis of professional-lay interactions in the 

courtroom is exploring access to knowledge, uncovering the delineating of authority, and 

ensuring civil liberties are being upheld for those on trial. Adversarial linguistic strategies 

in the courtroom have been extensively researched in the fields of sociolinguistics, 

discourse analysis, and sociolegal literature. As discussed in sociolinguist Dawn Archer’s 

(2011) analysis of facework during cross examination, lawyers utilize the linguistic 

strategy of threatening the face of the lay participant on the stand to manipulate the 

perceptions of the impartial third party (the jury) into “seeing” the face-threat being 

portrayed. Cotterill’s (2014) examination of discourse and discord in the courtroom 

analyzes phrases that acknowledge the jury, and her findings further support the notion 

that the impartial third party (the jury) is the main auditor of the interaction, thus the 

arbiter of truth. These patterns are particularly interesting because much of the previous 

research on discourse in the courtroom during cross-examinations has focused heavily on 

the interaction between the adversarial opposing lawyer and the witness on the stand and 
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the authority therein. However, the recent research on the impact of acknowledging and 

influencing the jury (Cotterill, 2014) suggests that although the jury is rarely an active 

participant, its presence and ultimate power affects the interaction between the 

professional and the lay participants.   

 My data set includes a variety of professional and lay participants, and as such, I 

will examine the inherent asymmetries in courtroom interactions that span a professional-

lay cline. For instance, Heritage’s (1997) work on Conversation Analysis in the 

institutional environments identified four types of asymmetries in institutional 

conversations: asymmetries of participation, asymmetries of interactional and 

institutional ‘know-how’, epistemological caution and asymmetries of knowledge, and 

rights of access to knowledge (p. 164). Much of the literature of the courtroom institution 

has focused on the asymmetries of participation. Cotterill’s (2014) examination of 

discourse in court proceedings in the United Kingdom lays out the hierarchical nature of 

the courtroom in the following diagram (edited to conform to the terms used in the 

United States legal system):  

  Level of legal training/seniority: 
  Judge 

Lawyers 
Court reporters/Interpreters 
Witnesses/defendant(s) 
Jurors 
 
Level of interactional rights: 
Judge 
Lawyers 
Expert witnesses 
Witnesses/defendants during direct-examination 
Witnesses/defendants during cross-examination 
Court Reporters/Interpreters 
Jurors 

 



	 25 

Witnesses are not only poorly placed in the hierarchy of seniority or experience in 

the courtroom, particularly during cross-examination testimony, but also poorly placed in 

the hierarchy of linguistic rights, i.e. what they can say and when, within the interaction. 

Throughout most of the literature on language in the judicial process, researchers explain 

the disadvantages that witnesses are faced with in terms of constraints on what they can 

say. For instance, witnesses are typically required to conform to a yes or no answer 

during a cross-examination (Agar, 1985; Conley et al., 1978) and are interrupted by the 

judge if their response becomes too narrative-like (Conley et al., 1978). However, this is 

not found with all witness questioning; Conley, O’Barr, and Lind’s (1978) work on 

presentation style in the courtroom finds that “legal tacticians have advised that the 

credibility of a witness can be enhanced on direct examination if the lawyer allows and 

encourages the witness to testify in the narrative style” (p. 1387). The narrative style in 

their framework is similar to the canonical examples of narrative introduced to the field 

of linguistics by Labov (1972) and Waletsky (Labov and Waletsky, 1967), that is, a 

narrative that follows a temporal order of events and includes a description of where, 

when, and to/by whom some sequential order of events occurred.  Conley, et al.’s (1978) 

conclusions suggest that if those hearing the testimony, i.e. members of the jury, hear a 

narrative style from the witness, then it indicates that the lawyer has faith in the witness’s 

competence. Also, by nature of the structure of examination, witnesses are also restricted 

from asking questions, but if they do, their questions are typically limited to requests for 

clarification (Agar, 1985; Cotterill, 2014).  

 The courtroom is an interesting institutional environment in which the 

asymmetries of power, knowledge, and participation evolve and are dependent upon the 
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structure of the adversarial judicial system. Within the asymmetries of participation, 

however, there is a further level of complication by which the institutional representatives 

utilize techniques to achieve specific goals. In this study, I focus on one institutional 

representative, the court reporter, whose institutional goal is to record “verbatim” what 

was said in the courtroom. Therefore, I analyze the linguistic strategies used when the 

court reporter seems to encounter trouble in what is said by the members of the 

courtroom while she is creating the official record.  

2.3 Intertextuality and the Courtroom 

 A central topic of interest for my study is the notion of intertextuality, which I, 

integrating previous literature, define as the phenomenon of a text or utterance 

incorporating and acknowledging its interaction with other texts, past and future. This is 

central to my analysis as the courtroom process is inherently intertextual; witnesses, 

victims, and suspects are asked to recount previous experiences and reminded of prior 

testimony not only in the present context, but also over months, and sometimes years, of 

the duration of a trial. Another aspect of intertextuality that my analysis  will pursue is 

the intertextuality of transcription practices. In other words, I uncover how utterances are 

recontextualized into written format and the subtle comments, or metamessages, that 

accompany such recontextualization.   

 Intertextuality is a term originally coined by Kristeva (1980 [1967]) as she 

introduced the texts of Mikhail Bakhtin, Russian philosopher and semiotician, to a 

western audience. Bakhtin’s work focused on the notion of dialogicality (1981; 1986), 

the idea that every word spoken or written is “half ours and half someone else’s” (1981, 

p. 345). A word only becomes one own, according to Bakhtin, when the speaker 
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“populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word” (p. 

293). Kristeva (1980) introduces the notion of intertextuality as analogous to dialogicality 

and states that “any text is constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the 

absorption and transformation of another” (p. 37).  

 The phrase a mosaic of quotations illustrates just one of many imaginative 

metaphors through which intertextuality is examined in the literature. Other scholars 

contend that intertextuality is the “sea of former texts that surround us” (Bazerman, 2004, 

p. 83) or a “speech chain” made up of a “historical series of speech events linked together 

by the permutation of individuals across speech-act roles” (Agha, 2003, p. 247). Another 

helpful visualization of intertextuality comes from Fairclough’s (1992) discussion of 

intertextuality in the field of Critical Discourse Analysis. Fairclough illustrates the 

heterogeneity of texts as having bumpy or smooth surface texture. For example, a bumpy 

textual surface is one in which an introduced text does not follow the key or tone of the 

surrounding text, whereas a smooth textual surface textual surface contains another text 

that is unmarked or integrated structurally and stylistically in the surrounding text (p. 

272). The notion of textual surface was also discussed in variationist sociolinguist Natalie 

Schilling’s (Schilling-Estes, 2004) work on intertextuality in the sociolinguistic interview 

where she finds that occurrences of intertextuality within this particular interactional 

environment (the sociolinguistic interview), “are not always neatly joined at clear 

boundaries, but are fused into one another” (p. 54). This suggests that creating 

intertextuality is a discursive strategy that interactants can utilize in various interactional 

settings including, but not limited to, written texts, naturally occurring conversation, and 

interviews.  
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 The integration of a text from a previous context into a new textual environment 

can occur synchronically, involving immediate repetition, or diachronically, involving 

reaching back in time to retrieve a text (Tannen, 2007b). Both of these intertextual 

devices can have social implications because such texts – which Becker (1994) calls prior 

texts – can be shared or unshared by the participants in the interaction. Becker states that 

“social groups seem to be bound primarily by a shared repertoire of prior texts” (p. 165) 

and also uses the term languaging to capture the phenomenon of “taking old texts from 

memory and reshaping them into present contexts” (p. 166). Languaging, or 

intertextuality, is crucial to the construction of relationships and group identity because 

an audience member not privy to the shared prior text may be at a participatory 

disadvantage or may feel alienated from group membership (see, e.g. Sierra, 2016).  

 Johnstone’s (1994) seminal edited volumes on repetition further explores what 

repetition within conversation is, how it is defined, and how it can be examined. 

Analyzing data from a variety of sources, contributors explore various conversations that 

include repetition, such as repetition in joking and play, negotiation of conflict, and the 

perpetuation of culture in conversation. In a chapter on the dialogue surrounding 

repetition in discourse, Johnstone et al. (1994) emphasize the importance of evaluating 

repetition as “call[ing] attention to the prior” and stress that it “brings it forward again for 

further treatment” (p. 8). When we repeat something, we’re saying, “pay attention to this 

again” and making it impossible to treat the repeated utterance as devoid of further 

context (p. 13). Johnstone et al. use the term “bracket” to illustrate how the repeated 

utterance is treated differently by listeners, “making it impossible to treat the language as 

if it were transparent, by forcing hearers to focus on the language itself” (p. 13). The 



	 29 

authors also introduce the notion that whether the repetition is immediate (or synchronic) 

or displaced from a prior conversation (or diachronic) is difficult to define as these two 

types of intertextuality are not discrete notions, but rather appear on a continuum (an 

argument that Tannen, 2007b, also advances). The categorization of these two types of 

repetition depends on how you define “within conversation” or “prior conversation,” and 

critically, how you define “conversation” (Johnstone et al., 1994; p. 5).  

 Tannen has worked extensively on the phenomenon of intertextuality in a variety 

of interactional environments. Most notably, in Talking Voices, Tannen (2007b [1989]) 

examines of repetition in conversation, exploring the use of intertextual devices as 

mechanisms that do a variety of interactional “work,” including creating identity and 

constructing power and solidarity. Tannen (2007b) states that repetition in a single 

conversation, or synchronic intertextuality, is a resource by which speakers automatically 

recontextualize another’s or their own words in conversation as a spontaneous way of 

participating, without necessarily stopping to think. Tannen also explains that the 

dimensions of production, comprehension, connection, and interaction occur 

simultaneously to create coherence in discourse, as well as show interpersonal 

involvement (2007b, p. 101). A key contribution of Tannen’s book is her theorizing and 

analysis of phenomenon of “constructed dialogue,” or “the representation of speech in 

discourse” (Tannen, 2007b, p. 9). She examines this type of intertextuality as a 

diachronic resource by which speakers can portray utterances as something that someone 

said or thought previously, although, as Tannen (2007b, p. 9) importantly points out, “the 

dialogue often bears no relation to any actual prior utterance but rather frames a current 

utterance as dialogue in order to dramatize the speaker’s evaluation of it and to create a 
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recognizable scene as well as captivating rhythm.” Hence, Tannen introduced the term 

“constructed dialogue” as an alternative to “reported speech.”  

 Related to Tannen’s work on intertextuality, Gordon’s (2009) examination of 

intertextuality in family discourse illustrates the use of repetition and intertextuality as a 

powerful resource in creation of family membership. She finds that recontextualizing and 

“reshaping” (Becker, 1994) prior texts into a surrounding text “is a powerful 

contextualization cue, a way of sending particular metamessages that interlocutors (and 

the analyst) can glean and interpret to discern frames” (Gordon, 2009; p. 191). According 

to Gordon (2009; p. 11; see also Gordon, 2015), intertextuality and what Tannen and 

Wallat (1993) call interactive frames, or definitions of situations, are “inextricably 

intertwined” because meaning-making in an interaction relies upon shared understanding 

of frames and such understanding is closely linked to cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

and experiences. Gordon highlights this link between frames and intertextuality by citing 

Gumperz (1982a) and states “previous interactive experience is a central part of 

conversational inference, or what he describes as ‘context-bound process’ by which 

participants interpret each others’ utterances” (Gordon, 2009; p. 11).  

 When examining constructed dialogue and the alignments that occur within this 

and other intertextual processes, it is important to discuss Schiffrin’s (1993) concept of 

“speaking for another.” Schiffrin explains that speaking for another can be interpreted 

with within Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theory of politeness in that it can be seen in a 

negative sense, i.e. “butting in,” or in a positive sense, i.e. “chipping in,” but a critical 

point of speaking for another is that the speaker is taking an interpersonal stance wherein 

he or she is not only using the “other” as a basis for their next utterance, but the speaker 
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also enters into the perspective and perception of the “other” in order to speak from that 

“other’s” point of view.  The notion of interpersonal stance thus evokes a discussion of 

how speakers display how they feel about the person, or their alignments (Goffman, 

1979). Schiffrin concludes that the relationship between the speaker’s alignment towards 

the utterance and the “other” and the immersion of self into the “other’s” point of view 

suggests that one is speaking for another, they are then taking the role of the other.  

 In Baffy and Marster’s (2015) analysis of constructed dialogue during cross-

examination testimony, they find that constructed dialogue serves an evaluative function 

when the attorney effectively “constructs” an alternate reality by suggesting what the 

defendant should have done. For instance, when the attorney states, “did you…say, ‘Are 

you okay?’” (p. 149), the attorney is suggesting what the defendant could have done to 

prevent the victim’s death. Furthermore, this “alternate reality” invites the members of 

the jury to evaluate the defendant’s conduct in such a way that is blameworthy. Jury 

evaluation is a critical component to any jury trial and this work by Baffy and Marsters 

highlights the importance of analyzing courtroom discourse in a way that addresses how 

individuals in the trial are portrayed in ways that manage the jurors’ impressions of them.  

 In her 2003 dissertation on intertextuality in jury deliberation, Magenau invokes 

Bauman and Briggs’ (1990) argument that intertextuality is a strategy used to establish 

authority, construct truth, and control the interaction. Magenau (2003) shows that the 

jurors incorporate legalistic texts into their arguments during deliberation to harness the 

authority of these texts. She finds that the juror who physically holds the legalistic text 

has control of the information therein and thus coined the term, kinetic intertextuality, 

which signifies the embodied orientation towards a reference text. Bauman and Briggs’ 
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(1990) framework is highly suitable for analysis in the courtroom because they 

emphasize the importance of access to texts and how differences in access, competence to 

use such texts, and values attached to these texts may yield variable social power. They 

also emphasize that these “elements … are culturally constructed, socially constituted, 

and sustained by ideologies” (p. 76), which further explicates the importance of analyzing 

intertextual strategies in the courtroom. Additionally, Matoesian (1993; 1999) applies 

Tannen’s (1995; 2007a; 2007b) theorizing of constructed dialogue to the courtroom and 

discusses how a witness’s testimony can be used against them by means of many of the 

intertextual strategies discussed above. Since Matoesian’s work directly relates to a 

speaker’s ideologies towards the dialogue that they are reconstructing, I discuss his work 

in more detail in Section 2.6.  

 In sum, intertextuality as an interactive feature that is directly applicable to the 

interactional space of the courtroom, not only because the criminal justice system is 

inherently intertextual, but also because reconstructing someone’s words and voice 

necessarily betrays the individual’s own opinions towards the original speaker of those 

words.  

2.4 Introducing Other-initiated Repair as it Relates to Intertextuality 

 This analysis  examines a specific type of recontextualization of another’s words 

that may, on the surface, appear to be a simple repetition of the witness’s words to clarify 

what was said. However, the manner by which this type of clarification is executed is 

reminiscent of what scholars in the field of Conversation Analysis would call repair. 

Introduced by Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks (1977), repair refers to a type of utterance 

in which an interlocutor (be it the speaker or another individual) identifies or signals that 
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there needs to be something changed in an utterance. This something that needs to be 

changed is considered by Schegloff, et al. (1977) to be the “trouble source.” When the 

repair is initiated by the original speaker of an utterance, it is considered to be self-

initiated repair, whereas when it is initiated by another interlocutor, that would be other-

initiated repair. Who completes the repair (i.e. who “fixes” the trouble-source) can then 

determine whether it is self/other-initiated self/other repair. The literature on repair 

relevant to this study focuses on the notion of other-initiated repairs. Schegloff et al. 

(1977) found that in their data set compiled from a large corpus of audiotapes of naturally 

occurring conversations, there is a preference for a speaker to complete the repair of their 

own utterance rather than having an interlocutor do so. They found that this is 

independent of who initiated this repair. They conclude that “self-initiated repairs yield 

self-correction, and opportunities for self-initiation come first. Other-initiated repairs also 

yield self-correction” (p. 377).   

 In Drew’s (1997) work on open class initiators of repair, he examines repair 

initiation that does not target a specific trouble source, examples of which are utterances 

such as, “what?,” “sorry?,” “pardon?,” etc. These could indicate a lack of hearing of a 

part or all of an utterance, a trouble with the factuality of the utterance, or something else. 

In other words, “open” forms or repair leave the “trouble source” vague. More recently, 

in Svennevig’s (2008) examination of other-initated repair, drawn from a corpus of 

informal conversations between unacquainted interlocutors and an institutional 

interaction of Norwegian social welfare officers and non-native clients, the author 

discusses three types of trouble sources and the techniques for addressing them. 

Svennevig (2008) suggests that although an analyst cannot know what the speaker’s 
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motives are for an other-initiated repair, there are signals in the repair-seeking utterance 

that can suggest whether the hearer had an issue with hearing, comprehension, or overall 

acceptability of the utterance. The first type of trouble source is problems with hearing 

the utterance. These are typically signaled by phrases such as “What?” “Pardon?” 

“Huh?.” The second type is problems of understanding, which are signaled by displays of 

incomprehension of the utterance, “What do you mean?” or requests for clarification or 

expansion of the information, such as “where?.” The third type is that of problems of 

acceptability, which concern not only the linguistic features of an utterance but also, as 

Svennevig (2008; p. 7) states, “a social action.” Svennevig (2008; p. 7) goes on to explain 

that, “to accept a conversational action can involve such different things as the truth of 

the claims made, the speaker’s right to perform the action in question, the relevance of 

the utterance to a current situation, etc.” Table 2.1 (from Svennevig, 2008; p. 8) 

represents these problems with acceptability. Problems can be signaled by stating that 

there is a problem with the utterance (see Table 2.1: unspecific problem indicators), 

specifying the nature of the problem (in Table 2.1: category specific indicators), and/or 

proposing a solution to the “unacceptable” trouble source (in Table 2.1: candidate 

solutions).  

 To further elucidate these three other-initiated repair types, Svennevig identified a 

classification of repair based on the genre (i.e. hearing, understanding, and acceptability) 

of the trouble source of the utterance and the method by which the speaker should 

manage the problem.  
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 Hearing Understanding Acceptability 
Unspecific problem 
indicators 

Display of non-
hearing: “Huh?” 
“What did you 
say?” 

Display of 
incomprehension: 
“What do you 
mean?” 

Error indication: 
“There’s a 
mistake” 

Category specific 
indicators 

Repeat with 
question: “Ross 
what?” 

Clarification request: 
“where?” 

Error 
specification: 
“you said (0.5) in 
the Oxfordstreet” 

Candidate solutions Hearing check 
(full/partial repeat): 
“Ross and fox?” 

Understanding 
check: “you mean” 
+ paraphrase 

Candidate 
correction: “you 
mean” + 
correction 

Table 2.1: The Relation between Sources of Trouble and Formats of Other-Initiated 
Repairs 
  The repair-seeking utterances by the court reporter, the institutional 

representative whose discourse is examined in this study, are strategies presumably by 

which this individual is hoping to achieve her institutional purpose of creating a 

“verbatim” transcription. It is important, therefore, to analyze her participation as a 

repair-initiator as there is an institutional, and a legal, obligation for what was said to be 

accurately depicted in the official record.  

 The existing literature on repair, however, does not examine interactions within 

an institutional context with the same gatekeeping implications as the courtroom. 

However, scholars find that the preference for self-repair may be different in the 

classroom as compared to casual conversations. Dippold (2014) found that other-initiated 

repair took on different forms and tended to yield a different preference for correction 

dependent upon the class the students were taking. If the students were in an Oral Skills 

classroom, there was a preference for self-correction by the student or other-correction by 

a class member. However, if the students were in their Accounting class, Dippold (2014) 

found a preference for other-repair by the tutor. Also, Dippold (2014) states that 
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corrections of repairs occur when “an utterance is deemed inadequate,” which follows 

Meredith and Stokoe’s (2014) notion of “actual error.”  

 This concept is related to the notion of “contingent queries” (Garvey, 1977; 

1979), or jointly-produced sequences of utterances in which the speaker and listener are 

both required to attend to prior discourse to then create their next utterances. There are a 

number of subtypes of contingent queries, which include nonspecific requests for 

repetition (N-R), specific requests for repetition (S-R), specific requests for confirmation 

(S-C), specific requests for specification (S-S), among others. This categorization is 

helpful in determining what aspect of a prior utterance a speaker is attending to, or 

perhaps, on which  the speaker is initiating a repair-of-sorts. Garvey argues that children 

acquire language in a give-and-take environment with adults and thus, contingent queries, 

and the numerous types therein, are a helpful way to analyze how children use the adult’s 

responses to construct a repaired utterance.  

 In summary, for the purposes of this study, I draw on these aforementioned 

approaches to other-initiated repair, which allows me to examine the court reporter’s 

participation in response to the witness’s voice, which is found to be analogous to 

institutional representatives seen in other institutional environments.   

2.5 Transcription as Institutional Practice  

 Intertextuality in the courtroom not only relates to the phenomenon of voicing 

another or recontextualizing prior utterances into a different context; intertextuality in the 

courtroom can also be seen in the practice of transcribing the official record for the court. 

The court reporter is tasked with creating the official record of the trial. According to the 

United States Court Reporter Act 28 § 753, written in 1948, everything that was said or 
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introduced into evidence “must be recorded verbatim by shorthand [or] mechanical 

means” (U.S.C. 28 § 753; p. 31). The court reporter then must also produce a written 

transcript of the proceedings if either party requests the transcript or if either party 

appeals the case. It is important to note that the transcript is not available to jurors to 

examine during jury deliberation because there is not enough time to construct the 

transcript. According to Nativa Wood, President of the National Court Reporters 

Association, it may take anywhere from days to weeks to convert the transcript into an 

intelligible format, which is dependent upon the length and complexity of the trial at hand 

(personal communication, February 22, 2016). This time constraint is also due to the 

nature of how the record is created. In a process that is also characteristically intertextual, 

the court reporter transcribes the utterances of the courtroom into a shorthand-of-sorts. 

The shorthand notation was created for rapid transcription on a specialized keyboard with 

letters, or letter clusters, that directly correlate to phonemes and positions in a syllable. 

For example, a syllable-initial /n/ is represented as a T P H, where as a syllable-final /n/ is 

represented as PB. Therefore, the word “not” is represented as T P H O T and “counts” is 

represented as K O U PB TS (COCRA, 2016). Then, if the court reporter receives a 

request for the transcript, they convert the shorthand into standard English orthography 

via computer software that can translate between the shorthand to English words. If the 

software does not have a specific word in its dictionary, as in a slang term or specific 

jargon, the court reporter may then input the word directly into that dictionary for future 

use. In fact, according to Ms. Wood, it is customary for court reporters to have a master 

dictionary of words they come across to assist the software in the transcription process 

(personal communication, February 22, 2016).  
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 Transcription conventions and theories surrounding transcription processes have 

been investigated extensively in the field of sociolinguistics. In the seminal work 

“Transcription as Theory,” Ochs (1979) stresses the importance of being cognizant of the 

analyst’s influence on creating the transcript, including the assumptions that are made in 

the transcription process. She states, “One of the consequences of ignoring transcription 

procedure is that researchers rarely produce a transcript that does not reflect their 

research goals and the state of the field” (Ochs, 1979; p. 3). Furthermore, Ochs writes, 

“…a transcript should not skew the reader to carry out a line of inference that runs 

contrary to what we know about [a speaker’s] communicative competence”  (1979; p. 

47). These quotations are directly applicable to the influence of the court reporter as 

observer and/or researcher of the courtroom; they also relate to the importance of 

acknowledging how the court reporter’s goals and expectations may trickle into the 

transcript itself.  

 The work on transcription practices within sociolinguistics in institutional settings 

has been mainly a retroactive analysis of judicial encounters. For instance, Bucholtz 

(2000) writes about her involvement in a criminal case in which transcription questions 

arose once a public defender argued that there were “linguistic issues [that] might have 

affected the interrogation process” (p. 1441). Bucholtz identified instances in which the 

transcript and the videotape of an interrogation were inconsistent. She concluded, “that 

the interrogating officer took advantage of the client’s emotional state and expressed 

uptake of his attempt to strike a deal but that this part of the interaction was 

systematically erased in the transcript” (p. 1442).  
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 However, there has been very little research done on court reporters and their 

transcription practices and participation in the courtroom. Sociolinguist Anne G. Walker, 

herself a former court reporter, writes in her dissertation on “verbatim” transcription of 

legal proceedings that editing is a well-attested phenomenon with court reporters, but 

there is no real consensus as to when and how editing should be executed (Walker, 1985). 

This is due to the fact that there is uncertainty concerning the term “verbatim” in the 

Court Reporter Act  (U.S.C. 28 § 753; p. 31). Walker writes that “Everyone ‘knows’ that 

verbatim means word-for-word. Not everyone, however, agrees on which words, or 

whose words, or even what a word is” (Walker, 1985; p. 40, emphasis in original). 

Therefore, the literature has found that non-content features, such as paralinguistic 

features and discourse markers, are typically omitted, or “cleaned up” by the court 

reporters (Tiersma, 1993). The phenomenon of editing within the official transcript was 

also acknowledged by Ms. Wood who stated that there is a difference in opinion about 

the omission or inclusion of certain linguistic features, such as um’s and uh’s in the 

official transcript. Additionally, Ms. Wood expressed that if she is presented with a 

syntactically incorrect sentence, such as what she called, a “run-on sentence” she will 

contact the judge to query whether she may edit the sentence to the “correct” grammatical 

standard, i.e. input correct punctuation (personal communication, February 22, 2016). 

However, in many examinations of transcription practices overall, scholars find instances 

in which court reporters edit an individual’s utterances in strategic, influential ways. 

Bucholtz’ (2000) analysis of transcription in the courtroom also finds that court reporters 

often standardize vernacular features and may also hyper-standardize the attorneys’ 

utterances in the interaction.    
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 Therefore, intertextuality in the courtroom appears as not simply the 

recontextualization of prior utterances into the present trial context, but also in the 

complex process of creating the official court record, including the transformation of 

utterances into shorthand and then into written orthography. Furthermore, it is the court 

reporter who generates the text that future interactions in the trial will rely upon. As 

Bucholtz (2000; p. 1440) states in her analysis of the “Politics of transcription”:  

All transcripts take sides, enabling certain interpretations, advancing 
particular interests, favoring specific speakers, and so on…Embedded in 
the details of the transcription are indications of purpose, audience, and 
the position of the transcriber toward the text. (Bucholtz, 2000; p.1440) 
 

Just as speakers imbue their quotations with subtle comments on the speakers or 

utterances (Matoesian, 1993; 1999; Tannen, 2005; 2007b; 2010), transcripts echo the 

opinions or biases the transcriber holds towards the speaker or utterance. This then has 

immense implications for the representation of individuals’ voices in the transcript. 

Therefore, I will be focusing much of my analysis on the influences that the transcript has 

on the portrayal of the individuals in the courtroom as well as how the court reporter 

represents their voices during the trial itself as she generates the official transcript.   

 Transcription as institutional practice is also illustrated by the court reporter’s 

participation in the interactional space of the courtroom. The court reporter’s placement 

on Cotterill’s (2014) hierarchy of participation in Section 2.3 suggests that the court 

reporter has lower participatory rights than the witness. That is, court reporters are 

allowed to speak much less than the witness is. According to Ms. Wood (President of the 

United States’ National Court Reporters Association, personal communication February 

22, 2016), court reporters are required to participate if they do not understand what an 

individual has said. Walker supports this notion, writing: 
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Their [court reporters’] position as guardian of the record gives them the 
right, even obligation, to stop the proceedings if for any reason they 
cannot do their jobs, for no one, not even the judge, is permitted to stand 
in the way of the court reporter’s compliance with the statutory 
requirement for a complete record of the proceedings. (Walker, 1985; p. 
59) 
 

However, Walker (1985; p. 60) discusses that the sentiment of obligation to stop 

proceedings to clarify an utterance is not held universally. She quotes a fellow 

court reporter:   

I myself am loath to halt a witness, not because the occasion does not 
arise, but because before taking that measure I weigh the pros and cons, 
and usually the cons outweigh the pros. After all, it is out of character for 
the reporter, the quiet man, to surface after a long period of submersion 
and make waves. Only the judge speaks for the court, many judges say. 
The lawyer is irate when his torrid cross-examination is brought to a 
grinding halt by the court reporter, derailing his train of thought and 
wrecking his tactics and strategy. At best, interruption by the record-maker 
is a calculated risk. (Cohen, 1984; p. 80)  
 

Inspired by these quotations, the analysis presented in this study will take a strong 

focus on the participation of the court reporter during the trial at hand. I will 

examine how she approaches participation in general throughout the six hours of 

testimony as well as how she approaches the language varieties present in the 

courtroom. I conclude with another quotation from Walker’s (1985; p. 85) 

dissertation where she cites a fellow court reporter: “[the judge and lawyer] profess 

astonishment when the reporter cannot hear or understand. All language, all 

dialects, and all intricacies of English diction and spelling are somehow expected 

to be at the reporter’s command… (Swem, 1984: 66).” I will be closely examining 

this matter of command of English dialects, as it appears to still be a concern for 

court reporters as well as a real concern for analysts of the processes within the 

courtroom. 
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  2.6 Ideologies of Nonstandard Language in the Courtroom 

This next topic, ideologies of language, is directly related to the interactions seen 

within my data, where multiple individuals have each brought their own cultural 

background, personal experience, and personal and professional socialization to the 

courtroom. These ideologies are then applied to how the exchange is expected to play 

out, particularly as it pertains to language, or language variety. Therefore, personal and 

institutional ideologies of language are very important to investigate in the judicial 

institution.  

Ideology is a complex and broad concept and defining the term tends to fall on a 

spectrum of neutrality to negativity (see Woolard and Schieffelin, 1994; p. 57). I follow 

the definition proposed by Gee (1996; p. 21): “[b]y ideology I mean a social theory which 

involves generalizations (beliefs, claims) about the way(s) in which goods are distributed 

in society.” He continues to specify that goods are anything that members of a society 

have determined are “beneficial to have or harmful not to have” and lists “life, space, 

time…wealth, status, power, control” (Gee, 1996; p. 21).  Gee then emphasizes the 

intersection between language and ideology by considering language a good as defined 

above and stating “it is certainly considered a good in many societies…to speak a 

language and speak it well” (Gee, 1996; p. 21). This is related to Gee’s notion of big-D 

Discourse versus little-d discourse (Gee, 1996; 2015), where big-D discourse applies to 

“the ways in which people enact and recognize socially and historically significant 

identities or ‘kinds of people’ through well-integrated combinations of language, actions, 

interactions, objects, tools, technologies, and values” (Gee, 2015; p. 1). Big-D Discourse 

therefore applies directly to ideologies of these various dimensions (language, actions, 
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interactions, etc.) and small-d discourse applies to analysis of language used, such as 

utterances. 

I adopt Gee’s definition of ideology as it relates to my analysis of interaction 

because it incorporates the principles of Interactional Sociolinguistics and discourse 

analysis, as illustrated by this quotation: “ideologies simultaneously explain, often 

exonerate, and always partially create, in interaction with history and the material bases 

of society, the distribution of goods” (Gee, 1996; p. 21). Gee’s perspective of ideology in 

the scope of linguistic analysis highlights the importance of exposing the often tacit 

nature of ideology and calling attention to and ideally removing the  “moral complicity” 

towards goods, such as “well spoken” language. This is similar to Silverstein’s (1979; p. 

193) examination of language ideology, which is defined as a set of beliefs about 

language that rationalizes people’s understanding and perceptions of how language is 

structured and used.   

Now that ideology has been defined, I turn to scholars such as Woolard and 

Schieffelin (1994) for the discussion of ideologies of language as they examine cultural 

variation in ideas about speech and conceptions of language and language varieties. In 

this work, the authors emphasize that ideologies of language are not simply tied to the 

language itself, but also the language group and personal identity of the speakers. Citing a 

vast number of scholars in the field of ideological research, they contend that ideology of 

language can pertain to aesthetics, morality, and epistemology of group members as well 

(p. 56). Woolard and Schieffelin (1994; p. 58), too, emphasize the importance of research 

in the areas of language, ideology, and social context: 

The term ideology reminds analysts that cultural frames have social 
histories and it signals a commitment to address the relevance of power 
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relations to the nature of cultural forms and ask how essential meanings 
about language are socially produced as effective and powerful. (Woolard 
and Schieffelin,1994; p. 58) 
 

Cultural frames and sociohistorical import are intertwined with ideologies of language 

because beliefs and opinions towards a language, language variety, or speakers of that 

language are learned through socialization and folk beliefs (Woolard and Schieffelin, 

1994; Matoesian, 1999). As Woolard and Schieffelin (1994; p. 61) state, “language 

varieties that are regularly associated with (and thus index) particular speakers are often 

revalorized –or misrecognized – not just as symbols of group identity, but as emblems of 

political allegiance or of social, intellectual, or moral worth.”   

 The idea that aspects of a person’s identity, particularly their language, 

have associated social meaning has been explored in the sociolinguistic literature 

as the concept of indexicality. Indexicality is based on the idea that symbols 

(linguistic and non-linguistic) will ‘index’, or point, to elements of social context 

(Silverstein, 1976). Ochs (1992; p. 339) applies Silverstein’s notion of indexing 

to examine how gender is portrayed through language: “Given that language is 

the major symbolic system of the human species, we would expect language to 

be a source and moving force of gender ideologies.” Ochs extends indexicality to 

examine how personal characteristics or identities are indexed through language. 

De Fina (2010) states that indexicality can be seen at work when associations are 

created between a type of accent and a certain kind of persona or social group. 

She illustrates this with an example from Italy where “the uvular pronunciation 

of the r sound is associated with a snobbish and stiff persona,” a stereotype that 



	 45 

may be exploited in political discourse to portray specific identities (De Fina, 

2010; p. 269-270).  

 Within this exploration of indexicality in the literature, scholars discuss 

the associations between indexical traits and their corresponding social meaning 

and how they pertain to the consciousness of the individuals involved. In 

Eckert’s (2008) work on variation and the indexical field, she states “in order to 

understand the meaning of variation in practice, we need to begin with this 

ideological field, as the continual reconstrual of the indexical value of a variable 

creates, in the end, an indexical field” (p. 464). The indexical field is a 

“constellation of meanings that are ideologically linked” and she emphasizes that 

this field is not static, but a “continuous process of reinterpretation” (Eckert, 

2008; p. 464).  

 Returning to a broader examination of ideologies of language, Conley and O’Barr 

examine how language is treated in the courtroom on the institutional level and explore 

how linguistic features are perceived on a systemic level. In Conley and O’Barr (1990), 

they argue that the speakers who used features associated with a more “powerless” 

speech style (i.e. increased frequency of intensifiers, hedges, hesitations, question 

intonation, and politeness) are less likely to be considered credible than speakers who 

used features associated with with a more “powerful” speech style (i.e. an absence of the 

aforementioned features).  The powerless speech style, although often associated with 

women’s speech (Lakoff, 1975), was found to appear in both men and women’s speech 

who are members of a lower (i.e. less powerful) social status. There is an overall 

tendency in the courtroom towards language that is professional, institutionally-friendly, 
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genre-specific, and “powerful” under Conley and O’Barr’s perspective. The authors find 

that this disenfranchises speakers who are unaware of the linguistic expectations of 

courtroom representatives. Conley, O’Barr, and Lind empirically analyze the listeners’ 

impressions of those with powerless and powerful speech by use of a survey and 

conclude that: 

If…the use of the powerful or powerless style is determined by the witness’ 
social status and power in relation to the court, then the presentational 
effects observed in the powerful/powerless study suggest that low-status 
witnesses, by virtue of the way they speak, have less credibility and thus a 
lesser chance of a fair hearing than do high-status witnesses.  
(Conley et al., 1978; p. 392-3; emphasis in original) 
 

The authors continue with a call to attention that, “[disadvantaging low-status 

individuals] of course, is not congruent with the ideals of American justice” (Conley et 

al., 1978; p. 393) and refer to the case of Griffin v. Illinois, in which the Supreme Court 

ruled that a criminal defendant may not be denied the right to appeal because of the 

inability to pay for a trial transcript. The text of this decision states, “there can be no 

equal justice where the kind of trial a man [sic] gets depends on the amount of money he 

has” (Griffin v. Illinois, 1956; p. 1393).  

 In subsequent literature on ideologies of language in the courtroom, O’Barr 

(1982; p. 25) lays out the four registers of language that may appear in the courtroom 

from data collected in American courtrooms (O’Barr, et al., 1976): formal legal language 

closely parallels written legal language and is typically used by judges; standard English 

is typically used by lawyers and most witnesses and is characterized by somewhat formal 

lexicon and roughly corresponds to what Wolfram and Schilling (2016) identify as formal 

or prescriptive standard English; and informal English is spoken by some witnesses and 

a few lawyers who do so strategically to emulate the speech of “ordinary folks” for the 
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jury, and corresponds to informal standard English (Wolfram and Schilling, 2016). The 

fourth type, subcultural varieties, are defined as: 

Varieties of language spoken by segments of the society who differ in 
speech style and mannerisms from the larger community; in the case of 
particular courts studied in North Carolina, these varieties include Black 
English and the dialect of English spoken by poorly educated whites. 
(O’Barr, 1982; p. 25)  
 

I will henceforth characterize the four varieties, or registers, that the authors 

categorize as follows: (a) formal legal language; (b) formal standard; (c) 

informal standard; and (d) vernacular or nonstandard, respectively. This is 

motivated by the work on American dialects by Wolfram and Schilling (2016). 

O’Barr and colleagues (1982; O’Barr et al., 1976) find that in their data no one 

speaker ever used all four varieties of language, but most speakers tended to shift 

between the four possibilities when context required it. O’Barr (1982; p. 25) 

provides a few examples: lawyers are more likely to address prospective jurors 

during voir dire, or jury selection, using the informal variety “as though seeking 

solidarity with them” or “emulating the speech styles of ‘ordinary folks’.” He 

continues, “when questioning witnesses, they [lawyers] are likely to remove 

themselves from hostile witnesses … by attempting to make the colloquial 

[informal] or subcultural varieties of language appear ‘stupid’ and unlike their 

own speech” (O’Barr, 1982; p. 26). My work will suggest that “nonstandard” 

varieties may still be undermined –likely inadvertently – by an institutional 

representative over thirty years later.  

 Matoesian, building on Tannen’s (2007b [1989]) analysis of “constructed 

dialogue” as diachronic intertextuality and applying the concept to language ideologies, 
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examines how a speaker makes subtle comments on a language or on a speaker of that 

language when quoting another in the courtroom setting, thereby displaying agency, or 

the capacity to freely act on ones’ own behalf. He applies perspectives from Woolard and 

Scheifflin (1994) and Mertz (1994), explaining that linguistic ideologies are not abstract 

belief systems, nor historically inherited and “collectively conditioned forms of 

domination” but instead, “represent the microculture of communicative practice, forms of 

situated linguistic action consisting of folk beliefs about language practice” (Matoesian, 

1999, p. 81).  In the courtroom, direct quotation is a strategy by which linguistic 

ideologies are exposed. Matoesian (1999; p. 82) highlights this by building on sociology 

and linguistics scholars Mayes (1990), Waugh (1995), and Tannen (1995), and states 

“direct quotes do not represent an exact wording of prior speech inasmuch as they refer to 

a form of constructed speech in which the reporting voice subtly leaks into the reported 

utterance to strategically manipulate the audience’s impression of the quoted speaker” 

(Matoesian, 1999; p.82). These subtle leaks may also comment on additional ideological 

factors, such as race, gender, and class because, quoted speech, especially in the 

courtroom, highlights the asymmetry of knowledge and participatory rights between 

speaker (typically the attorney) and quoted voice (typically the witness or suspect) 

(Matoesian, 1999). The connection between quotations and ideologies is supported in 

work by Clark and Gerrig (1990) in which they introduce the importance of what is 

selected to be highlighted when quoting another, for instance the words, propositional 

content, speed of utterance, and volume (p. 799). Clark and Gerrig (1990) emphasize the 

implications of the selectivity in quotations by stating, “The verbatim assumption, in 

effect, grants a privileged status to the sentence uttered (or, perhaps, the utterance issued) 
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and claims that it is what speakers are committed to providing. But…speakers can be 

committed to depicting any combination of [linguistic features]. No one of them is 

privileged” (p. 799).   

 Sociolinguist Diana Eades’ work on how Aboriginal English is treated in the 

Australian courtroom has shown that certain linguistic features that are present in 

Aboriginal English, such as silence and “gratuitous concurrence” (i.e. responding ‘yes’ to 

a question regardless of the speaker’s agreement), were not understood in the courtroom 

and thus the speakers did not receive just and fair representation (Eades, 2004). In Eades’ 

discussion of a witness’s perspective, she writes, “They [the lawyers] reported that she 

[the witness] had been very difficult to communicate with, and she reported that they had 

asked her questions and not waited for the answers!” (Eades, 2004; p. 495).  In the end, 

however, the jury convicted this individual of murder “in the absence of important 

evidence which should have been used in her defence” (p. 495). Therefore, there was an 

apparent issue of the comprehension of vernacular dialect forms and their associated 

meanings in addition to people’s social evaluations of these forms and meanings.  

 Eades’ work on this subject matter inspired a legal handbook that has been 

adopted in the Australian judicial system; this handbook lays out the communicative style 

of Aboriginal English speakers and was written for the institutional representatives of the 

courtroom (Eades, 1992). However, in a subsequent case, Eades found that prosecuting 

attorneys, when cross-examining three young Aboriginal men, had utilized her own legal 

handbook as a mechanism to subvert the communication of the young men. Eades states 

that, “knowledge of the Aboriginal English use of gratuitous concurrence was used by 

defense counsel to lead the boys to agree to conflicting proposition, and thus appear to be 
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unreliable and untrustworthy witnesses” (Eades, 2004; p. 501). Therefore, Eades calls for 

a new approach to sociolinguistic analysis in the courtroom because “it was clearly not a 

situation in which there was a misunderstanding of the cultural differences in the use of 

English” (p. 502). She proposes a critical sociolinguistic approach in which analysts 

explore not just the power in the discourse, but the power behind the discourse, which she 

states is “impossible as long as sociolinguistic analysis of Aboriginal English in the legal 

system ignores socio-political issues” (p. 502).  

 As with Aboriginal English speakers in Australia, treatment of African American 

Vernacular English (AAVE) speakers in the United States is less than favorable. In 

sociolinguist Rosina Lippi-Green’s (2011, p. 189) examination of the treatment of 

English with an Accent, she discusses “Anglo attitudes towards AAVE.” She states 

“Anglos rarely hesitate when they are asked their opinions on AAVE” and that Anglos 

“tend to focus on morphological markers…and the pronunciation of specific words” 

(Lippi-Green, 2011; p. 190). One example is the willingness for Anglo-English speakers 

to point out that ask pronounced as [æks] as being “the most horrendous of errors” (p. 

191). Lippi-Green’s (2011) work succinctly illustrates the issues surrounding the 

complexities of Anglo attitudes towards AAVE; she remarks that Americans are 

uncomfortable with AAVE because it “will not go away, no matter how extreme the 

measure to denigrate and exclude” (p. 196). She concludes with a statement about such 

measures: “official policies around [AAVE] (and other) stigmatized varieties of language 

are policies of patronage and tolerance rather than acceptance” (p. 196).  

 In recent years, there has been controversy over the legitimacy of AAVE. This 

was exemplified with a 1996 resolution by the Oakland, California school board that 
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mandated instruction in both AAVE and Mainstream American if the student’s primary 

language was AAVE. In one of many responses by sociolinguists, dialect variation expert 

Walt Wolfram (1998) responded to the resulting debate over this resolution by stating 

that the controversy revealed the intensity of people’s ideologies about language varieties 

and arguing for increased public awareness about language diversity.  

 Rickford and King’s (2016) award-winning examination of the treatment and 

evaluation of Rachel Jeantel’s language in the murder trial of George Zimmerman, the 

State of Florida v. George Zimmerman, is a huge motivation for the current work. In 

response to reports that Jeantel’s testimony was dismissed by the jurors and the public at 

large, Rickford and King provide an examination of her highly systematic, and possibly 

Caribbean influenced, AAVE to enforce the notion that her treatment on and off the stand 

was more due to the institutionalized racism in the courtroom and less to do with her 

being unintelligible. Focusing on the dialect of Jeantel, they illustrate a possible 

Caribbean influence to her AAVE, as she was raised in a household and community in 

which Haitian Creole and Dominican Spanish were being spoken. Rickford and King 

conclude this work with strategies by which linguists and other researchers can help 

“nonstandard” speakers to be better heard, better treated, and better valued in the 

courtroom and beyond.  

 In my study, I will apply the above perspectives of language ideologies and 

pursue perceptions of the witness’s language use as they relate to dominant attitudes 

towards phonological and morphosyntactic variation (such as those uncovered by Lippi-

Green, 2011; Green, 2002; Rickford, 1999; Rickford and King, 2016; and Wolfram and 

Schilling, 2016).  
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2.7 Summary  

 In sum, the framework motivating this study is that of Interactional 

Sociolinguistics, which led me, in this chapter, to incorporate insights from Conversation 

Analysis on repair and relate it to research on repetition and intertextuality; to review 

institutional discourse analyses; and to take into account language ideologies especially 

in regards to African American English. The literature so far in these arenas, while 

providing a strong foundation, has not focused upon a crucial intertextual component of 

courtroom interaction: the court reporter and his or her creation of the court transcript. 

My study fills this gap by paying close attention to this influential participant as she 

relates to the sociolinguistic issues discussed above.  
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Chapter Three 
Data and Methodology 

 
3.1 Introduction 

 This chapter lays the methodological foundation for the analyses presented in 

Chapters Four, Five, and Six. I begin by describing the data being analyzed, the 

testimony of Rachel Jeantel, as it is situated within the larger context of the State of 

Florida v. George Zimmerman (Section 3.2). I continue to discuss the relevant 

participants in the interactional space, that is the judge, attorneys, jurors, court reporters, 

witnesses, etc., to conclude this subsection (Section 3.3). The next section (Section 3.4) 

takes an in depth examination of the data collection, transcription process, and the 

relevant linguistic details of the key participants. This is followed by a description of the 

unit of analysis that is present throughout the analytical process, voice (Section 3.4.5). 

Finally, I conclude this chapter with a discussion of the importance of acknowledging the 

role that I, as an analyst, have in influencing the analysis presented here (Section 3.5).  

3.2 The Data: State of Florida v. George Zimmerman and the Testimony of Rachel 

Jeantel 

 On February 26th, 2012, Trayvon Martin a seventeen-year-old African American 

male, was walking back to his father’s house after buying candy and a drink from the 

nearby 7-Eleven store. While he was walking home, he encountered George Zimmerman, 

a twenty-eight-year-old Peruvian American male, who was on duty as neighborhood 

watch for the community. Zimmerman started following Trayvon Martin under the 

suspicion that he was “up to no good,” according to the 911 tape (Baldwin, 2012). 

Meanwhile, Martin was on the phone with his friend, Rachel Jeantel, who told her of this 
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man watching and following him. She testified to hearing dialogue exchanged between 

the man and Martin later followed by muffled sounds, after which the phone went silent. 

Trayvon Martin was shot and killed by George Zimmerman, who argued that he shot 

Martin in self-defense. After about a month of highly publicized trial, Zimmerman was 

acquitted of second-degree murder charges.  

 The analysis that follows focuses on the testimony of Rachel Jeantel, within 

which there are a number of voices present (six, if members of the jury are counted as 

one voice). The following is a list of those whose voices are represented in the testimony 

and the excerpts within this study; also indicated are their roles within the Zimmerman 

trial.  

o Rachel Jeantel: Witness #8 for prosecution  
o Bernie de la Rionda: Prosecuting attorney for the State of Florida  
o Don West: Criminal defense attorney for George Zimmerman 
o Judge Debra Nelson: Seminole County judge  
o Shelly Coffey: Court reporter  
o Jurors: members of the six-person jury 

 
Furthermore, there are a few individuals whose voices are not literally present, but who 

are referenced within Jeantel’s testimony. 

o Trayvon Martin: The deceased 
o Sybrina Fulton: Trayvon Martin’s mother 
o Benjamin Crump: Martin-family attorney 
o George Zimmerman: The accused 
o Friends of Rachel Jeantel, the witness 

 
Not only does the testimony involve many participating individuals and voices, it also 

contains references to many different trial-related events (i.e. deposition, interviews, 

direct- and cross-examinations, etc.) that occurred between the time of the crime and the 

present time of the testimony, shown in Figure 3.1: 
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Figure 3.1: Timeline of Events and Opportunities for Repetition Experienced by 
Rachel Jeantel in the State of Florida v. George Zimmerman  

These dates and participants are referred to by Rachel Jeantel, the attorneys, and the 

judge, while the court reporter and the jurors typically only participate in the courtroom 

discourse to request clarification. It must also be noted that participation of the jurors is 

extremely rare in the interactional environment of the courtroom, but does indeed occur 

within this testimony. The audiovisual recording of the testimony also includes images of 

the individuals sitting in the gallery, or the public space of the courtroom, but these 

individuals are not usually heard, save for a few instances of non-linguistic sounds, such 

as coughing.   

3.3  The American Criminal Courtroom and its Participants 

 The adversarial legal system is structured such that two opposing parties, the 

prosecution and defense, present their positions before an impartial judge or jury (Hale, 

2004; p. 31). The United States judicial system follows the adversarial perspective that 

there is one legal “truth” and in order to demonstrate the veracity of its case, one team 

must discredit the other’s by any means at its disposal, which is generally undertaken 

during the cross-examination, in which plaintiffs, defendants, and witnesses are 
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questioned by the opposition’s attorney. This creates an asymmetry in knowledge, power, 

and participation also found in other institutional contexts (Heritage, 1997); however, the 

adversarial courtroom contains an overt adversarial relationship between the opposing 

parties and their respective witnesses.  

 The participants in a criminal adversarial trial are as follows: two opposing parties 

(i.e. the prosecution and the defense), present their case in front of an impartial person 

(i.e. judge) or group of people (i.e. jury). In the United States during a criminal trial, the 

burden on proof is upon the prosecution (Hale, 2004); therefore in this case, the State of 

Florida must prove beyond reasonable doubt that George Zimmerman is guilty.  

Furthermore, in the adversarial criminal trial, the defendant is not required to provide 

testimony, for if he or she did take the stand, he or she would be subject to cross-

examination by the opposing counsel. In the State of Florida v. George Zimmerman, 

Zimmerman did not provide testimony and the prosecution pursued the trial with a 

number of key witnesses, including a clerk at 7-Eleven store where Trayvon Martin 

purchased candy (Skittles), the neighbors who heard the altercation, and possibly the 

most compelling of the witnesses, the ear witness (via phone) to the altercation between 

George Zimmerman and Trayvon Martin, Rachel Jeantel.  

 According to forensic linguist Cotterill (2003), a credible witness is the building 

block to a successful case; therefore, the implicit goal of each attorney is to discredit the 

opposing witnesses by any and all means. One main strategy for discrediting the 

opposing witness during cross-examination testimony is using the witness’s own words 

against them (Mauet, 1996; Matoesian, 1999; Cotterill, 2003; Magenau, 2003; Baffy and 

Marsters, 2015). In a seminal work on trial technique, legal scholar Mauet (1996) 
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maintains that once an attorney identifies an inconsistency, he or she should present the 

witness with the “actual words of the impeaching statement” (p. 247) to successfully 

discredit the individual. Previous research on courtroom discourse has found that the 

attorney-witness interaction throughout the course of the trial is an exercise in which the 

linguistic strategies of the attorney are chosen to effectively manage the impressions of 

the jury, so they may be able to find in favor of their side. 

 The Sixth Amendment and Article III of the U.S. Constitution guarantee a jury 

trial to anyone facing criminal charges (U.S. Const., amend. VI). In Florida, a jury 

consists of only six people unless the defendant is facing a capital sentence, in which case 

the jury consists of twelve members (Williams v. Florida, 399 U.S. 78, 1970). The jury of 

the State of Florida v. George Zimmerman consisted of six members and four juror 

alternates, as Zimmerman did not face any capital charges. All six jurors were women, 

with only two of the alternates being men. Five of the six jurors were considered to be 

White and the sixth was considered to be Puerto Rican (Rickford and King, 2016, also 

see related media articles by Stutzman and Weiner, 2013; Alcindor, 2013).  

 In the American courtroom, another institutional representative present in 

criminal trials is the court reporter who is tasked with creating the official record of the 

trial. As mentioned, according to the United States Court Reporter Act 28 § 753, the court 

reporter must “[record] verbatim by shorthand [or] mechanical means” (U.S.C. 28 § 753; 

p. 31) everything that is said or introduced into evidence. If either the prosecution or 

defense requests the transcript, the court reporter then must also produce a written 

transcript of the proceedings. Critically, however, the transcript is not available to jurors 

to examine during jury deliberation because there is not enough time to construct the 
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transcript. Instead, the official transcript is typically created for appeals processes 

initiated by either of the opposing parties.  

 Consider the placement of the court reporter in the hierarchy of courtroom 

proceedings introduced by Cotterill (2014), and previously shown in Chapter Two:  

  Level of legal training/seniority: 
Judge 
Lawyers 

à Court reporters/Interpreters 
Witnesses/defendant(s) 
Jurors 
 
Level of interactional rights: 
Judge 
Lawyers 
Expert witnesses 
Witnesses/defendants during direct-examination 
Witnesses/defendants during cross-examination 

à Court Reporters/Interpreters 
Jurors 

 
This hierarchy suggests that although court reporters receives substantial training and 

appear to be more senior than the witnesses and defendants, their interactional rights are 

lower than the lay members (excluding those in the gallery, i.e. audience) of the 

courtroom. It is an interesting aspect of the courtroom that there is an individual whose 

objective is to remain relatively silent in the interaction but holds more institutional 

power than an individual who is expected to speak more than they are.  

3.4  Methodology: Data Collection, Analytical Tools, and Procedure 

3.4.1 Interactional Sociolinguistics, an Analytical Approach 

  In this section, I provide background on the analytical approach of Interactional 

Sociolinguistics, also addressing its key theoretical concepts. According to John J. 
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Gumperz (2001), Interactional Sociolinguistics, which he is credited as founding, is “an 

approach to discourse analysis that has its origin in the search for replicable methods of 

qualitative analysis that account for our ability to interpret what participants intend to 

convey in everyday communicative practice” (p. 215). Similarly, Schiffrin (1994) states 

that Interactional Sociolinguistics “provides an approach to discourse that focuses upon 

situated meaning” (p. 133). In other words, Interactional Sociolinguistics is an approach 

to discourse analysis that examines how individuals make sense of the world around 

them, create identities, and construct relationships via discourse. Interactional 

Sociolinguistics incorporates methodologies from linguistics, sociology, and 

anthropology and applies these to audio or audiovisual recordings of naturally occurring 

conversations (Schiffrin, 1994). Typically, qualitative analysis is performed upon a 

detailed transcription of the data. Analysts in Interactional Sociolinguistics provide 

detailed transcription conventions and strong foundations in sociolinguistic theory, which 

yields empirically sound replicability.  

 In Interactional Sociolinguistic research, language is analyzed as constructing 

social and cultural meaning. In Gumperz’s (1982a; 1982b) work on cross-cultural 

communication, he examined how speakers interpret interactions by means of 

interpreting speaker-produced “contextualization cues,” or the linguistic and 

paralinguistic features that allow participants in interactions to understand what is 

intended by the utterance. Therein he states, “contextualization may raise expectation 

about what is to come at some point beyond the immediate sequence to yield predictions 

about possible outcomes of an exchange, about suitable topics, and about the quality of 

interpersonal relations” (p. 233). In other words, as explained in Gordon’s (2011) 
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discussion of Gumperz and Interactional Sociolinguistics, contextualization cues are 

subtle clues relayed via how something was said that tell people what was meant by what 

was said. Listeners have a similarly nuanced context-dependent process, what Gumperz 

calls “conversational inference” where they interpret contextualization cues through their 

own cultural background and social expectations. Gumperz’s (1982a) foundational work 

on interaction, Discourse Strategies, illustrates how speakers from culturally diverse 

backgrounds may utilize contextualization cues in disparate, or contradictory, ways. 

When “contextualization conventions,” or ways of using and interpreting 

contextualization cues are different, misunderstandings can occur. Interactional 

breakdowns as a result of contradictory contextualization conventions therefore can 

contribute to larger societal issues, such as “ethnic stereotyping and differential access to 

information and opportunities” (Gordon, 2011; p. 67).  

 A complement to Gumperz’s focus on conversational inference and a perspective 

that influenced Gumperz’ work is the work of Erving Goffman. Goffman presented a 

sociological framework for examining the form and meaning of social contexts. Another 

key concept in Interactional Sociolinguistics, and one that Goffman provided the field of 

Interactional Sociolinguistics, is the notion of “frame.” Discourse analysts (and Goffman) 

attribute the origin of “frames” to anthropologist Gregory Bateson (1972). Bateson, 

observing monkeys playing in a zoo, concluded that one monkey’s playful nip of another 

during play meant something different, interactionally, than it would if the same bite 

occurred outside of playing. Therefore, he concluded that there were certain messages, or 

metamessages, that signaled to the other monkeys that this nip is play, therefore 

establishing a “play frame.”  
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 Gordon (2015) describes the influential relationship between Bateson’s notions of 

metamessages and frames and Goffman’s (1974) own interpretation of framing and the 

impact that it has had on the field of sociolinguistics and discourse analysis. Goffman 

(1974) expands upon Bateson’s idea of framing as a psychological process that 

contributes to meaning-making, and applies the notion to social and interactional 

environments. Goffman (1974, p. 10) considers frames to be “definitions of a situation” 

that interactants establish together during a social encounter. Goffman (1981) also 

introduced the notion of “footing,” or alignments participants take up towards one 

another and create between themselves and utterances.  Goffman (1981; p. 128) states, a 

“change in footing implies a change in the alignment we take up to ourselves and the 

others present as expressed in the way we manage the production or reception of an 

utterance.” He continues to address the intersection between framing and footing by 

saying, “a change in our footing in another way of talking about a change in our frame for 

events” (Goffman, 1981; p. 128).  Gordon (2009; p. 12) highlights that the notions of 

footing, framing, and alignment are investigated in the literature to explore “how framing 

occurs moment by moment in interaction as well as how interlocutors discursively 

construct identities.”  

 The concepts of framing, footing, and contextualization cues are all linked, as 

contextualization cues (e.g. pitch, intonation, gaze, gesture, etc.) are used to construct 

frames and footings. Gordon (2011) emphasizes this logical relationship by illustrating 

that Gumperz himself identified a connection between contextualization cues and 

framing. Gordon (2011; p. 72) writes, “invoking Silverstein’s (1992, 1993) discussions of 

indexicality, Gumperz remarks that ‘Contextualization cues, along with other indexical 
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signs, serve to retrieve the frames (in Goffman’s sense of the term) that channel the 

interpretive process’ (Prevignano and di Luzio, 2003: 10).” Following this reasoning, 

many scholars have identified how contextualization cues, as defined by Gumperz, are 

used to define situations, i.e. to accomplish framing. Most notable in the work of framing 

and Interactional Sociolinguistics is the work of Tannen and Wallat (1993) who analyze 

how a pediatric physician uses contextualization cues to deftly switch between different 

frames and signal when she is speaking to the child patient, the patient’s mother, and the 

the future viewers of a video recording being created for educational purposes.  

 Footing also applies to alignments that speakers hold towards the utterances that 

are said, which Goffman (1981) refers to as production format. According to Goffman, a 

speaker is not a static, solitary being, but encompasses an animator, the one who 

physically produces the words, an author, the one who selects that words to utter, and a 

principal, the one whose position is established by the words expressed (Goffman, 1981). 

Gordon (2015) provides a clear example that distinguishes between the three: “political 

speeches…provide a common example where the speaker does not fit all three roles” (p. 

326). She continues, “a speaker who reads a statement on behalf of the president may 

very well only fill the role of animator: she voices words chosen by a professional writer 

of such statements (the author) to represent the position of the president (the principal)” 

(Gordon, 2015; p. 326).  

 In speaker-hearer interactions, the complexities not only lie in characteristics of 

the speaker, but also the hearer. Goffman (1981) identifies hearer roles as either ratified, 

those who have an official role in a social encounter, or unratified, those who have access 

to the encounter but are considered by Goffman to be bystanders. An individual can 
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become ratified within an encounter and can choose whether or not to participate in the 

discourse. Participants can also choose to address certain individuals and not others, 

leaving these later individuals ratified, but not addressed. The crux of Goffman’s hearer 

distinctions (ratified vs. unratified) is based on access to official status in the encounter, 

whereas the distinctions between addressed and unaddressed participants lie among those 

who are ratified in the encounter. Overall, the distinctions between speakers and hearers 

in interactions are considered to constitute Goffman’s (1981) participation framework.  

 Tannen and Wallat’s (1993) examination of a pediatric medical interaction 

highlights the relationship between footing shifts and changes in register. The 

pediatrician uses a “motherese”-type register when speaking with the young patient, but 

uses a conversational register when speaking with the mother of the patient. Furthermore, 

the interaction was being recorded for medical students’ future use, and the physician’s 

register changed to a reporting-style with medical jargon when she directed her speech to 

the recording. Another intriguing work that details shifts in footing within participation 

frames is Schiffrin’s (1993) analysis of sociolinguistic interviews. She describes footing 

shifts as interactional moves; for instance, when an individual speaks on behalf of 

another, he or she can be seen as either being supportive and helpful or seen as “putting 

words in someone’s mouth” (p. 238-9). Schiffrin illustrates that just as changes in 

linguistic features, such as register or prosody, may indicate footing shifts, footing shifts 

themselves may be facilitating understanding of the discourse, and relationship 

construction, in the interaction.  

 Few scholars have examined footing in courtroom interaction, particularly with 

respect to the court reporter, but the work on footing shifts during interpreted encounters 
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yields a satisfying analogy. Keith, in his (1984) work on interpreting, suggests that an 

interpreter negotiates between two different types of footings: the translation of the 

utterance and the comprehension of the utterance. Translation appears to result in 

creating meaning equivalents, whereas comprehension may result in requests for 

clarification or repetition to achieve the meaning equivalent. Keith, therefore, identifies 

these two footings as differences in authorship: with translation, the author of the 

utterance is someone else and when requesting clarification, the author of the utterance is 

the interpreter. This analysis can be easily applied to the various manners of participation 

of the court reporter.  

 Additional work by Angermeyer (2005) applies Goffman’s (1981) model of 

participation framework and his notion of footing to interpreted interactions. Using 

transcripts from interpreter-mediated courtroom proceedings, Angermeyer investigates 

the use of address terms by court interpreters and find that the interpreters change their 

utterance to conform to the institutional expectations and not the expectations of the 

participant being addressed. For instance, an individual on the stand (i.e. a witness) being 

addressed expects “polite” forms of address (e.g. Usted, Spanish for ‘you’ formal) as a 

cue to signal that they are being addressed, but instead court reporters tend to use less 

formal terms of address. Angermeyer also found that inclusion of formal address terms 

depends on whether the interpreter is relaying information regarding an individual 

referred to from prior text, such as a court transcript, or whether an individual is being 

referred to in the present courtroom. This suggests that the inclusion of formal terms of 

address is dependent upon the recipient of the address and upon his or her relationship to 

the interpreter (p. 223).    
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 In sum, Interactional sociolinguistics provides a set of qualitative methods and 

theoretical concepts to analyze encounters such as the one that is the focus of my 

analysis.  

3.4.2 Data Collection 

 The dataset used in this analysis is the approximately six hours of direct- and 

cross-examination testimony of Rachel Jeantel, witness for the State of Florida. Rachel 

Jeantel is multilingual and a native speaker of Haitian Creole, Spanish, and African 

American English. Her linguistic capabilities were of much debate inside the courtroom 

as well as in the news and social media.  A video recording of the testimony is available 

on YouTube (Grossman, 2013), from which I have created a transcript using discourse 

analytic and interactional sociolinguistic transcription conventions, described below in 

Section 3.4.3. 

 I also examined the official court transcript produced by the court reporter to 

compare the two transcriptions. I approached the 18th district court of Seminole County, 

Florida to obtain the official court transcript of Jeantel’s testimony. I then had to purchase 

the transcript from the court reporter, herself, and she sent me the transcript in an 

electronic copy via email.  Once I retrieved the official court transcript, only then was I 

able to see the name of the court reporter because her name, Shelly Coffey, is present 

under “the reporter” on the transcript cover page. This also meant that I could not easily 

determine whether there were other testimonies for which she was also the court reporter. 

This would be useful to compare her discourse with during Jeantel’s testimony as 

compared to the testimonies of other witnesses, because I would have to purchase the 

additional transcripts before attaining that information. That being said, and 
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understanding this as a limitation, I am approaching my dataset of the two-day testimony 

of Rachel Jeantel as a discourse analytic case study where I investigate only this court 

reporter’s responses and requests for clarification during only Rachel Jeantel’s testimony.  

 Another useful piece of data I collected was an interview with Nativa Wood, the 

President of the National Court Reporter’s Association, who relayed her decades-long 

experience of being a court reporter and training other court reporters. We mainly spoke 

about the institutional process of creating the official court record and she relayed the 

taxing nature of simultaneous transcription. She discussed the variety of dialects that she 

experienced and the flexibility the court reporter must have when exposed to different 

ways of speaking, and exposure to new words, such as a slang term used by an 

adolescent.  

3.4.3 Transcription Process 

 I approached the initial transcription of Jeantel’s testimony with the meta-

analytical issue of Bucholtz (2000) in mind. At first, I narrowly transcribed the data 

utilizing transcription conventions adapted from Tannen (2007a) in which overlap, pause, 

and paralinguistic features, such as speed, volume, and stress, were closely examined. 

Below is a sample of some of the transcription conventions that are used in the excerpts 

from the transcript within this study (for the comprehensive list of conventions, see 

Transcription Conventions):  

/??/ or /words/  slashes enclose uncertain transcription 

carriage return  each new line represents an intonation unit 

-   hyphen indicates shortened word or adjustment within an  

   intonation unit (e.g. false start) 

?   question mark indicates rising intonation 

.   period indicates falling, final intonation 
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,   comma indicates a continuing intonation 

(. .)   dots indicate silence (more dots indicate longer silence) 

 

As my analysis focuses the interaction between an African American English speaker and 

Mainstream-American English speakers, and how their voices were represented in the 

courtroom environment, I was tasked with accurately and appropriately representing their 

voices in my own transcript. I began by transcribing the six voices present with an 

examination of whether they did or did not use vernacular variants.  

 However, as the analysis evolved, I encountered the issues that many linguists 

have faced: that correctly portraying dialect features or vernacular ways of speaking 

seemed to resemble more of an eye-dialect, which was an unfortunate result.  Bucholtz 

(2000) discusses the debate surrounding eye-dialect, or the use of orthography to reflect 

the pronunciation of a word that does not in fact reflect a phonological difference from 

their typically-spelled counterpart, e.g. wimmin for “women” or sez for “says.” Preston 

(1985) differentiates between eye-dialect with his term allegro speech, or the use of non-

standard orthography to capture a casual and relaxed (i.e. informal) or “slangy” way of 

speech (p. 328), using examples such as “gonna” and jeet for “did you eat.” He states that 

eye-dialect seemingly serves as a way to denigrate the speaker being represented in text 

by highlighting the markedness of his or her speech through orthography. When 

transcribing my data, I did not want or intend to represent the speaker’s voice with 

changes to the orthography of the words that they were speaking. In addition to the 

negative evaluations that come along with such representations of speech, I felt as though 

this would impede the other details of the transcript that I am attending to. Furthermore, 

if I were just to focus on the African American English speaker whose vernacular 



	 68 

variants were of question in this quasi-eye-dialect approach, this ran the risk of 

pathologizing her utterances, an issue that was also discussed in Bucholtz (2000) and 

Preston (1985).  

 Therefore, I revisited my transcription procedure and adopted methodologies that 

sociolinguistic variationists utilize wherein I transcribed the “standard” dictionary 

orthography of the utterance, in addition to an IPA representation of relevant items, but 

also noted in a separate coding schema whether or not the item contained vernacular 

pronunciation or morphosyntactic features. This insured that my transcription was narrow 

enough to represent the interactional features that were essential on a pragmatic, 

discursive level but my coding scheme included the relevant dialectal features that 

represented the speakers’ voice.  For instance, consider this snapshot of my coding 

schema in an excerpt of Rachel Jeantel’s testimony; the information about dialect features 

appears in the “Comments” column (Column G): 

 

Figure 3.2: Coding Scheme Used in Conjunction with the Transcription of Rachel 
Jeantel’s Testimony 
 
As the focus of the study is the relationship between Rachel Jeantel and the court reporter 

in co-constructing Jeantel’s language as problematic for the courtroom environment, I 

more narrowly coded the utterances in which the court reporter participated. In the 

picture above, you see in column B the court reporter’s participation type is coded as RV, 
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or revoicing. Then the court reporter’s utterance is presented in column C. In terms of the 

dialectal features of Rachel Jeantel, I coded whether the utterance contained phonological 

or morphosyntactic African American Vernacular English features, supported by 

Rickford’s (1999) and Green’s (2002) comprehensive accounts of AAVE features. I also 

included (L)exical as a code as there are a number of lexical items that speakers of 

AAVE utilize in a distinct way from Mainstream American English speakers, such as 

nigga v. nigger. The lexical code also accounted for more informal terminology that is 

found by both AAVE and Mainstream American English speakers, such as dude.  

 In the transcripts for this study, I only include the role of the speaker and not his 

or her name to allow for the reader to understand the institutional relationship between 

the participants.  

 

Figure 3.3: Screenshot of Transcription to Illustrate Transcription Conventions  

As you can see, Rachel Jeantel is presented as “Witness” in the excerpts, along with the 

court reporter, the prosecution, and the additional voices in the testimony (i.e. jurors, 

judge, and defense attorney), however for clarity, I refer to her by name in the text of the 

study.  
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3.4.4  The Linguistic Background of Key Participants 

 This work focuses on the participation of the court reporter as it relates to the 

representation of Rachel Jeantel’s voice in the interactional space of the courtroom and 

the transcript. As the court reporter in this trial, Shelly Coffey, was not a key participant 

in the media, nor are court reporters typically presented in the courtroom, I was unable to 

determine her own linguistic background from outside sources. Therefore, utilizing 

literature from dialect research (namely Wolfram and Schilling, 2016), I used the 

evidence from the audiovisual recording of Jeantel’s testimony to determine that the court 

reporter patterns as an Mainstream American English speaker, and a picture found of her 

on social media suggests that she is a white woman.  Ms. Coffey does not appear to use 

any white Southern American English features (e.g. PIN-PEN merger, double modals, or 

monophthongization), but it can be inferred from her residence in Central Florida that she 

may be familiar with such features because speakers in this area are sometimes found to 

utilize Southern American English features (Labov, Ash, and Boberg, 2005). The 

possible dialects that the court reporter may have been exposed to previously, during her 

formative years, or during her career as a court reporter are most certainly a contributing 

factor to her treatment of vernacular varieties in the courtroom. I acknowledge this lack 

of in-depth background as a limitation, but for the sake of this study, I focus on the social 

and interactional meanings that are created during the interaction of Rachel Jeantel and 

the court reporter.   

 Since Rachel Jeantel’s language was of much debate in the courtroom and the 

media, there is much more literature available on her linguistic background and language 
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features. For instance, in the direct examination of Rachel Jeantel, the prosecuting 

attorney for the State of Florida, i.e. her own attorney, says the following: 

 Example (3.1): 

 260 Prosecution: Ok. 
 261    And I, and I know that you grew upà 
     in a Haitian family, 
 262    So make sure that everyone can à 
      hear you, 
 
This connection between a Haitian upbringing and lack of clarity or low volume of 

speech is perhaps the tamest denigration of Jeantel’s linguistic capabilities during her 

testimony. Other instances of questioning her language abilities were typically initiated 

by the defense attorney and surround whether or not she can read written English, 

whether her tri-lingual childhood in some way impedes her ability to speak English, and 

whether people in her “culture” are racist for saying words like “cracker,” (to refer to a 

white person). These issues were largely represented in the media when people posted on 

various social media platforms or commented regarding her ability to speak English. 

 Rickford and King’s (2016) comprehensive analysis of Jeantel’s language 

illustrates that although the courtroom and society may have considered her language to 

be unintelligible or unclear, this has more to do with institutionalized racism and negative 

language ideologies towards vernacular dialect than it has to do with her actual language 

features. Rickford and King (2016) find that Jeantel’s language is highly systematic and 

she is a speaker of AAVE; they state that her AAVE may even have certain Caribbean 

influences perhaps due to the neighborhood in Miami. Some grammatical features that 

Rickford and King (2016; p. 957-8) point to are auxiliary-subject inversion in embedded 

indirect questions, such as “But I do remember him asking me have I ever got a gun 

before;” existential it, not there, “Monday it was a rumor going around his school;” and 
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preterit ain’t for didn’t, “They ain’t [= didn’t] call my number.” They also compare her 

AAVE features to those of a number of previously examined AAVE speakers in previous 

literature, such as Foxy Boston (Rickford, 1992), Tinky Gates (Rickford, 1992), the 

Cobras (Labov, et al., 1968), the Oscar Brothers (Labov, et al., 1968) and Detroit Lower 

Working Class speakers (Wolfram, 1969). By comparing Jeantel’s AAVE to these other 

speakers’ language use, Rickford and King (2016) identify certain areas in which she is 

highly systematic in her AAVE, but they also identify features, such as absence of plural 

–s, that do not pattern as they do for other speakers. For instance, Rickford and King find 

that Jeantel’s rate of plural –s absence (27%) is counted to be twice as high as Foxy and 

Tinky (13% and 11%, respectively). Foxy and Tinky are adolescent African American 

women from Palo Alto, California. Rickford and King conclude that this may be another 

feature that illustrates Caribbean influence from the varieties that are common in her 

Miami neighborhood (p. 959-960).  

3.4.5 Voice as a Unit of Analysis 

 The AAVE features, the words, and the accompanied sociocultural expectations 

that Jeantel uses make up her voice.  The phenomenon of voice is related to concepts such 

as constructed dialogue, reported speech, and quoted speech. My characterization of 

voice as a literal and metaphorical phenomenon is motivated by Deborah Tannen’s 

(2007b) notion of taking on of voices and Asif Agha’s (2003) discussion of social voice. 

This characterization of voice within the field of Interactional Sociolinguistics allows for 

the incorporation of the issues surrounding terms such as constructed dialogue, reported 

speech, quoted speech, and social voice.  
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 The courtroom is full of voices and there has been a large array of research done 

on the representation of a witness’s voice in the courtroom and how the lawyer reflects 

the witness’s voice (Matoesian, 1993; 1999). What has yet to be examined is how the 

court reporter’s characterization of an individual’s voice during the court proceedings and 

the transcript affect the portrayal of the individual’s character. In interactional 

sociolinguist Branca Telles Ribeiro’s (2006) chapter on footing, positioning, and voice, 

she discusses the construction and performance of identities of two brothers during a 

phone conversation in which one is delivering difficult news about their mother’s health. 

Ribeiro argues that although features of footing, positioning, and voice are 

interconnected, there must be a distinguishing of the three “as to grasp different types of 

metamessages which are at work in everyday talk” (Ribeiro 2006; p. 49). Most important 

for this study is Ribeiro’s examination of voice as a portrayal of a speakers’ agency in the 

conversation. She finds that by analyzing voice as agency one can illustrate how a 

speaker orients towards their intentions and their emotions, as well as understanding the 

interactional and social work that a speakers’ voice, thus agency, has on the interaction.  

Examples of voice in Ribeiro’s data include one brother’s physical voice which includes 

features such as contrastive pace, emphasis, and loudness, which thus signal an emotional 

state of self and an intent to communicate urgency and pain (p. 71). The second brother’s 

rational voice is in direct contrast to that and includes features such as a slow pace, 

carefully selected words, elongated vowels, and strategic pauses. Ribeiro finds that the 

second brother’s voice is seeking to emphasize reason and logic, as opposed to emotional 

involvement (p. 72). This definition of voice is more of a metaphorical use of the term, in 

that it productively illustrates how one’s voice is not just one’s words with his or her 
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utterance, but reflects the ways in which an individual speaks as well as their agency or 

power inside the interactional space. 

 Agha’s (2005) examination of voicing, footing, and enregisterment shows that 

voicing another can establish footings, or alignments, towards the individual being 

voiced. Agha evaluates the phenomena of voicing another and its role “in encounters with 

registers and in the maintenance and transformation of register values over time” (Agha, 

2005; p. 38). Register is a complex notion that applies to the language or variety (or 

features) used by individuals in certain social situations. In a footnote, Agha (2005; p. 57) 

defines register as “a social regularity of recognition whereby linguistic (and 

accompanying nonlinguistic) signs come to be recognized as indexing pragmatic features 

of interpersonal role (persona) and relationship.” When discussing intertextuality, a 

collection of linguistic usages and features can become enregistered, meaning when “a 

linguistic repertoire becomes differentiable within a language as a socially recognized 

register of forms” (Agha, 2003; p. 231). When enregisterment occurs, Agha argues that it 

is not simply an encounter with a register, but an encounter by which individuals 

establish opinions based on the voice or variety of language being represented in the 

register.  

 Agha’s notion of enregistered voices is similar to Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of 

social voices such that a register may be associated with a social class. When an 

individual is voicing not just the utterance of another, but imbuing their own words with 

the register of another (and perhaps even the dialect of another), the speaker may be 

indexing stereotypical social persona that accompanies a register. This can be seen in the 

trope of a Valley Girl, where the social indexical that accompanies uptalk, or high rising 
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terminal intonation on declaratives, may be that of a specific type of young woman. This 

notion directly relates to Tannen’s (2010) plenary address at the annual meeting of the 

Linguistics Society of America in which she introduces the topic of ventriloquizing. The 

broad definition of ventriloquizing, which I will be adopting here, is when “a speaker 

animates another’s voice in the presence of that other.” When this type of constructed 

dialogue, or Tannen’s preferred term of “taking on of voices,” occurs, it is a resource by 

which individuals negotiate the relative connection and power they hold towards one 

another. Tannen (2010; p. 6-7) states that taking on voices allows speakers to, “introduce 

a persona, borrow characteristics associated with that persona, to, for example, downplay 

the relative hierarchy between themselves and interlocutors or create closeness with 

interlocutors or those whose personas they reference.” This type of taking on of voices 

may also be done in a manner that does not establish connection or downplay hierarchy; 

it may, in fact, be a resource used to establish dominance or distance oneself from the 

persona being referred to or the individual being ventriloquized.  

 As discussed in Chapter One, I attempt to synthesize all of these points and use 

the term voice to discuss not only the utterance that was said, not only the manner (i.e. 

lexical, phonological, and grammatical features as well as speech act and level of 

formality) of what was said, but also the societal “loudness” and agency that a speaker’s 

voice holds in the sociopolitical context of their speech. Therefore, my use of voice is 

both literal and metaphorical.  

 Furthermore, when revoicing another individual, this metaphorical component of 

voice and agency is very clear. I use voice as a unit of analysis to examine how revoicing 

in this institutional context of the courtroom signals to both speaker and the audience (i.e. 
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the jury) that there was something amiss with what the previous speaker had just said. My 

analysis suggests that this diminishes the agency of the original speaker and thus 

contributes to further silencing his or her voice, especially if their voice is reflective of a 

dialect that is marginalized in the wider sociopolitical climate.  

 In my data, it neither just Rachel Jeantel’s testimony, nor her word choice alone, 

that is being inadvertently challenged, it is her manner of speaking, including her lexical, 

phonological, and grammatical features that are questioned.  This study will highlight the 

importance of educating society as a whole on vernacular varieties and the (often 

unacknowledged) stigma they hold. This stigma holds huge implication for gatekeeping 

institutions such as the classroom and the courtroom. Rickford (2013) reminds us in his 

Language Log article on the Zimmerman Trial that in this courtroom, Rachel Jeantel’s 

voice is the closest proxy to the victim’s, Trayvon Martin’s, whose voice was silenced.  

Rickford notes that her voice was poorly received in the proceedings and poorly reflected 

in the transcript, which, combined, had enormous repercussions for the outcome of the 

trial. Trayvon Martin’s voice was silenced by death, but Rachel Jeantel’s voice was 

silenced by other means.  

3.4.6 Analytical Processes: Using Interactional Sociolinguistics to Examine the Data 

 I examine the data using the lens of Interactional Sociolinguistics and 

acknowledging the mechanisms of power involved in the relationship between African 

American people and the U.S. criminal justice system. I integrate this approach with 

concepts from other disciplines, such as Conley and O’Barr’s (1998) merger of 

sociolinguistics and socio-legal scholarship and Matoesian’s (1993) perspectives on 

structure and agency, and Eades’ (2004) discussion of critical sociolinguistics, among 
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others. Although motivated by other disciplines, I follow the interactional sociolinguistic 

analytical methods of transcribing (see Schiffrin, 1994; Tannen, 1995; 2007a and 

Transcription Conventions for a full list of conventions) the audiovisual data of this 

testimony. I transcribed all five hours forty-eight minutes and twenty-six seconds of 

audiovisual data that included six speaking participants. As my transcription evolved, I 

kept in mind my research question of how the court reporter revoices others in the 

courtroom.  

 The coding scheme first included identification of what type of participation the 

court reporter’s turn was, such as clarification question (Can you repeat that?), “sorry” 

queries (I’m sorry?), command (Wait!), comment (I can’t hear you), and revoicing (“I 

never thought the mother the interview would be at the mother house”…Is that what you 

said?), which all indicated that there is some sort of “trouble” or “problem” with the prior 

utterance. This scheme is based on Searle’s Speech Act Theory (1969) in which I used 

the general notion of Speech Acts as a guideline for how I distinguished the differences 

between a statement like I can’t hear you versus Wait!.  

 I categorized the court reporter’s participation across thirty-minute intervals 

spanning the entire length of the transcription to give a sense of her inconsistent 

participation. I counted a single participation token as each time the court reporter held 

the interactional floor. Therefore if the court reporter said, “ ‘So he kept, he told me the 

man was looking at him, so I had to think it might be a rapist.’ You said something after 

that but I didn’t hear,” that would be counted as one turn with two participation types 

therein, a revoicing and a comment. 	
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 Within the subset of revoicing, I identified whose voice was being repeated by the 

court reporter and the utterance that was being revoiced, or triggering utterance. 

Although it is impossible to predict what the court reporter’s motive was by her 

participation (beyond the assumption that she was aiming to produce an accurate 

transcription), I attempted to identify potential features that could have been triggering 

the other-initiated repair. Therefore, in the triggering utterance, I classified which 

linguistic or paralinguistic feature was present that could have resulted in participation 

from the court reporter. For instance, if Rachel Jeantel’s utterance was unclear when I 

transcribed it or her voice trailed off at the end, I coded “volume”; however, if the court 

reporter revoiced Jeantel’s utterance as the r-full cracker and the triggering utterance 

contained r-lessness (cracka), I coded that as a phonological feature present in some 

AAVE speakers (–R). Finally, I identified the following utterance spoken by the 

individual being voiced to see if the court reporter’s revoicing triggered a change for the 

speaker, i.e. resulted in the completion of a repair.  

3.5 My Role as Analyst 

 This analysis brings to light the importance of situating myself in this 

investigation. From the beginning, I acknowledged the issue surrounding transcription 

and how subjective this analytical tool can be. I worried about hearing vernacular features 

where there weren’t any; I was concerned that I would vilify the court reporter’s 

transcription and her representation of the witness’s voice; I anticipated spending days 

and weeks trivializing a specific utterance that was slightly inaudible to see the speaker 

really said what I thought he or she said. All of these issues, and those brought up by 

scholars in this field who focus on transcription as institutional practice (see Bucholtz, 
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2000; Walker, 1985; Metzger, 1999), remain present, shaping my analytical toolbox. 

However, I have decided that it is crucial to acknowledge these concerns and to allow 

them to be a vital component of my analytical process.  

 I take on many roles in this study, the first as an interactional sociolinguist who 

pursues veracity and consistency of transcription with my own transcription procedure. 

The next role I adopt may be that of quasi-copy-editor or fact-checker of the court 

reporter’s official transcript by comparing her transcript to my version. This assumes that 

my transcript is “the truth,” which in and of itself is a methodological and ideological 

concern. The third role I have assumed in this study is that of innovator: how can I as a 

linguist, who is sensitive to the subjectivity of this entire methodology, think of a way to 

better reflect an individual’s voice in the courtroom? Throughout this analysis, I became 

more sympathetic to the difficulties of a “neutral” transcription even with all the luxuries 

afforded to me that are not afforded to the court reporter in the interactional environment 

(e.g. hitting pause, rewind, slowing down, identifying phonetic specifications, fast 

forward, etc.), and have thus pursued this third role as the most important in my study 

regarding the implications of empirical and objective analysis.  

 In this chapter, I have introduced the data of the State of Florida v. George 

Zimmerman and the relevant institutional organization features such as the expectations 

of the adversarial court system in the United States and the roles of the participants 

present in a criminal trial in Florida. I also discussed what I was able to find out regarding 

their linguistic background, and then identified the methodology used to analyze the 

testimony of Rachel Jeantel in this trial and ways in which I investigated my unit of 

analysis, voice. I concluded this chapter with a discussion of the many roles that I played 
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as a linguist when faced with a potentially subjective methodological issue which may 

seem on the surface a potential limitation, but has been further utilized as an analytical 

tool in its own right. The next chapter is the first analytical chapter of this study and will 

examine the overall participation of the court reporter in the testimony of Rachel Jeantel.   
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Chapter Four 
Analysis of the Court Reporter’s Participation in the Testimony of Rachel Jeantel in 

the State of Florida v. George Zimmerman 
 

4.1 Introduction 

  In this chapter, I examine the court reporter’s overall participation frequency in 

the testimony of Rachel Jeantel and the types of participation the court reporter exhibits. I 

illustrate how the pattern of the court reporter’s participation is much more frequent in 

the first half of the testimony, and suggest this indicates the court reporter getting used to 

the witness’s voice and her speech patterns. I explore the court reporter’s participation 

further by identifying the participation types utilizing a coding scheme based on Searle’s 

Speech Act Theory (1969), and categorize her turns at speech as either a request for 

clarification (Say that again?), a “sorry” query (I’m sorry?), a comment (I didn’t hear 

what you said), a command (Wait, wait, wait!), or a revoicing of Jeantel’s previous 

utterance (“the mailing area?”). My analysis suggests that, collectively, the court 

reporter’s participation types serve as other-initiated repair (Schegloff, Jefferson, and 

Sacks, 1977); I apply methodologies from literature on repair to the participation of the 

court reporter to suggest that although the literature claims that court reporters participate 

infrequently, the presence of the court reporter’s participation and the manner by which 

the court reporter participates in this testimony inadvertently works to problematizes the 

speech of the African American English speaking witness, Rachel Jeantel. This 

problematizing of Jeantel’s language thus highlights the issues surrounding the 

acceptability of African American English in the courtroom and also shows that Jeantel 

may have an acute awareness of such a lack of acceptability. This chapter provides a 

supplement to the research on language in the courtroom by illustrating how the 
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participation frequency and type by a seemingly neutral party, the court reporter, may 

influence how the witness is portrayed. This perhaps unintentionally negative portrayal 

may have affected how Jeantel’s testimony and credibility in the Zimmerman trial was 

seen by the jury, thus perhaps explaining why her testimony was not considered at all 

during the over sixteen hours of jury deliberation (as reported by Bloom, 2014).  

  This chapter also explores how Jeantel reacts to the court reporter’s participation. 

That is, how does Jeantel interpret the clarification requests that the court reporter is 

uttering? This question was inspired by an example that I found early in my analysis 

where Jeantel clearly illustrates that she is aware that when the court reporter’s utterance 

suggests that Jeantel’s previous utterance was in some way unclear or problematic in that 

Jeantel changes some aspect of the original utterance. Consider the example (all 

transcriptions used in this chapter are my own). Here, you see that the defense attorney is 

questioning Jeantel about her interviews with the media and Trayvon Martin’s family 

attorney, Benjamin Crump. Attend to the original utterance in Lines 3325-3326 I don’t 

remember, but it was by phone and the following two lines of dialogue.  

 Example (4.1):  

 3322 Defense:  Did you talk with somebody from ABCà  
    news separately from your interviewà  
    with Mr. Crump? 
 3323 Witness:  Yes. 
 3324 Defense:  And when and where was that, please.  
à 3325 Witness:  I don’t remember,  
à 3326   but it was by phone. 
à 3327 Court Rep: I don’t remember- 
à 3327 Witness: I don’t remember,  
 3328   it was byà  
à    <very stressed> phone-dah > [ˌfoʊnˈdə] 
 3329 Defense: And and when approximately after à 
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    March 19th was the day you were à   
    interviewed, 
 3330   When after that did you talk to theà   
    reporter from ABC news. 
 3331 Witness:  I don’t remember.  
  
Based on Jeantel’s repair in this example, it is not clear what she was interpreted the 

“issue” to be with her utterance in Line 3326 It was by phone. Perhaps, as evidenced by 

the stress on the added /d/ in the repetition of the word phone, she has some underlying 

knowledge of t/d deletion that is common in AAVE speakers and hypercorrected to the 

“phonedah” output in Line 3328. However, this awareness and/or intention is unclear in 

the data, but what is clear is that the court reporter did not follow up with a second 

request for clarification and the attorney initiated his next turn at talk after this 

“correction” of sorts. This brief example shows that Rachel Jeantel is aware that when the 

court reporter signals that there is a problem or something unclear with Jeantel’s 

utterance, she should then change some aspect of that utterance. The court reporter’s 

signal and Jeantel’s subsequent change are the focus of this chapter.  

4.2 Overview of the Court Reporter’s Participation Frequency and Type during the 

Testimony of Rachel Jeantel 

 This section discusses the overall participation of the court reporter. I delve into 

the frequency and organization of the court reporter’s participation in the approximately 

six hours of Rachel Jeantel’s testimony. As mentioned, there is a gap in the literature 

regarding court reporter participation in the courtroom, in part due to the fact that people 

in this role are found to participate infrequently. In contrast, I will show that the court 

reporter whose discourse I examine frequently participates during Rachel Jeantel’s 

testimony.  
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 Cotterill (2014) states that although the court reporter has more institutional rights 

than the witness and the jurors, the court reporter’s participation is much less frequent 

than these lay people. Walker (1985) also highlights court reporters’ rights to speak and 

writes, from her ownperspective as a sociolinguist and court reporter, that the court 

reporters’ “position as guardian of the record gives them the right, even obligation, to 

stop the proceedings if for any reason they cannot do their jobs” (p. 59). However, 

Walker (1985; p. 60) also explains that this “obligation” to stop proceedings to clarify an 

utterance is not universally followed by court reporters, nor is it an expectation of the 

judge or attorneys. She also quotes another court reporter who states that “‘I myself am 

loath to halt a witness…it is out of character for the reporter, the quiet man [sic], to 

surface after a long period of submersion and make waves’” (Walker, 1985). Motivated 

by this and other insights from Walker’s work, I sought to examine the participation 

frequency and type by the court reporter during Jeantel’s testimony in the Zimmerman 

trial.  

 On the surface, the participation of the court reporter in this courtroom is entirely 

directed to the goal of clarifying the utterances spoken in the trial environment, meeting 

the obligation cited by Walker of making an accurate and complete record of the trial. 

Her overall participation in the approximately six hours of testimony was 108 turns. As I 

mentioned in Chapter Three, I transcribed the entirety of Jeantel’s testimony and 

calculated each token of participation as each separate instance that the court reporter 

held the floor. Therefore, if there was an exchange such as the following in Lines 292 – 

300, I would count two tokens (indicated by arrows à). Here, Rachel Jeantel (indicated 

by “Witness” in the transcript) is giving testimony in her initial examination by the 
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attorney for the State of Florida. In this excerpt she describes what Trayvon Martin told 

her about the man following him. Attend to the way in which the court reporter revoices 

Rachel Jeantel’s original turn:  

 Example (4.2):  

292     Witness: So I had to think,  
293    it might been a rapist. 
294    Sayin’ he don’t know the area,  
295    he might been a rapist. 
296 à  Court Rep: He told me the man was looking at him, 
297    So I had to think 
298    He might be a rapist? 
299      Witness: Yes.  
300  à  Court Rep: What’d you say after that? 
 

These two tokens are representative of the types of participation the court reporter 

exhibited and the duration of the participation was typically constrained to a few seconds. 

I will discuss the types of participation in more detail in Section 4.2.   

 Analysis of the 108 turns of the court reporter reveals that they are not evenly 

distributed. In fact, she participates much more towards the beginning of the testimony. 

Consider Figure 4.1, which shows the distribution of the court reporter’s participation 

throughout the approximately six-hour testimony, broken up into sections of thirty-

minute intervals,	except for the last interval, which is shorter. Overlaid onto the figure is 

an indicator of the different phases of Jeantel’s testimony:	 
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Figure 4.1: Distribution of Court Reporter Participation Overall within Jeantel’s 
Testimony 

This figure illustrates the uneven distribution of the court reporter’s participation and 

shows that within the first thirty minutes, the court reporter participates 32 times (out of a 

total 108 turns for all of Jeantel’s testimony). This first interval of thirty minutes 

represents the entirety of the direct examination, which lasts in total 29 minutes and 49 

seconds, and the very high amount of participation here suggests that the court reporter 

may have needed to get used to the witness’s voice. These participation tokens are all 

requests for clarification, but the number of these requests dwindle after this first thirty-

minute interval, suggesting that the court reporter became acclimated to the voice of the 

witness. The next important interval to note is the 2:30:00 to 2:59:59 wherein a bump in 

court reporter participation occurs. This bump occurs right about an hour into the second 

day of the testimony, which began at 2 hours and 2 minutes. In the sixth interval (n=15), 

the court reporter’s participation seems to be most frequent during exchanges that contain 

phonological and morphosyntactic features of African American Vernacular English 
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(AAVE), such as the metathesis of ask as aks. The court reporter’s participation tapers off 

again after this halfway point of the testimony, but then there is another participation 

spike in the interval of 4:30:00 to 4:59:59. Upon further investigation, this too contained 

an increased amount of informal, and African American English features, such as the use 

of the informal term retarded and the AAVE feature remote past BIN (a systematic 

analysis of Jeantel’s AAVE features and informal features is explored in more depth in 

Chapter Six).  

 These specific examples will be explored in more depth in addition to many more 

that illustrate this court reporter’s increased participation in the interactional space of the 

courtroom. The interactions between attorneys and the witness are typically examined as 

conforming to the question-answer sequence, in which the attorney directs a question or 

statement to the witness, who then is required to respond. The literature typically does not 

examine how often the court reporter participates or what manner of participation the 

court reporter utilizes in this interaction. The next section will examine her 108 tokens of 

participation in further detail.  

4.3 Participation Types of the Court Reporter 

 While the literature does not provide an extensive discussion of the participation 

of court reporters, some useful observations have been noted.  When texts touch upon the 

court reporter’s role, for example, it is typically in reference to the Court Reporter Act of 

1948, which states that everything that was said or introduced into evidence “must be 

recorded verbatim by shorthand [or] mechanical means” (U.S.C. 28 § 753; p. 31). Again, 

there is no consensus of what “verbatim” means in this context, i.e. whether it includes 

discourse markers, such as uh, oh, like, false starts, speech errors, or “nonstandard” 
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variants of a word or phrase. This section examines the types of participation the court 

reporter enacts, with the Court Reporter Act of 1948 as a backdrop, to see how these 

might help achieve the “verbatim” representation of everything that was said or 

introduced into evidence.  

 Within the 108 distinct participation tokens, there are a variety of types of 

participation. I categorized the types of participation into the following categories. The 

array of categories emerged from the data as patterns became clear during analysis, 

however the labels of the categories were motivated by the general concepts of Speech 

Acts (Searle, 1969): 

Category  Example 

“Sorry” Query  I’m sorry? Or I’m sorry.  

Clarifying Questions  Can you say that again? 

Commands  Wait, wait, wait! 

Comments  I can’t hear you. 

Revoicings  “Because she didn’t know my age?” 

 
Table 4.1: Categorization of Court Reporter Participation Types within Rachel 
Jeantel’s Testimony 

The participation types are very clear in the testimony and I categorized them to most 

accurately reflect their transparent differences. Since I coded the participation token as 

each individual turn at talk, many of the participation tokens contained multiple 

categories of participation types. Consider Example (4.3) where Jeantel is telling the 

defense attorney, Don West, which individuals were present during the preliminary 

interview with Martin family attorney, Benjamin Crump: 
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 Example (4.3): 

3497 Defense:  Tell me then what you mean  
that you saw him 

3498 Witness:  We went um s-- detective  
((Someone coughs)) and Miss Sabrina  

à 3499 Court Rep: I’m sorry, “detective and?” 
3500 Witness: Miss Sabrina and Crump he had  

join in. 
 

The court reporter’s turn in Line 3499 would be coded as “Sorry” query (I’m sorry) plus 

a Revoicing (“Detective and”).  Therefore, in the following figure, which represents the 

entirety of the court reporter’s contributions, the total number adds up to more than the 

total number of turns because some turns contained two participation types: 

 

Figure 4.2: Distribution of Court Reporter Participation Types and Overall 
Percentage of that Type within Rachel Jeantel’s Testimony 

This figure illustrates that although the court reporter’s participation varied across the 

five categories, a majority of her participation falls into the revoicings type. The second 

most frequent was the category of “Sorry” query, which were labeled as such because 

each utterance always occurred as “I’m sorry” with either rising or continuing intonation.  
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 There was only one instance in the entire testimony in which the court reporter 

requested clarification from anyone other than Rachel Jeantel, the witness for the State of 

Florida. In this instance the court reporter responds to the defense attorney’s line of 

questioning with a I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you?; the attorney then clarifies his original 

sentence with additional information. In this context, the court reporter’s 108 turns signal 

that the witness’s words were in violation of some expectations of language in the 

courtroom;  I suggest that this may affect the portrayal of the witness’s testimony and her 

character. This issue will be discussed in further detail throughout this and subsequent 

chapters, but it is important to remember the fact that only once did the court reporter 

signal to another speaker that his or her words needed clarification, and the other times 

the voice who needed clarification belonged to Rachel Jeantel. (Also, as mentioned, I 

unfortunately was unable to gain access to other testimonies transcribed by the court 

reporter). 

 The next sections will take a closer look at the types of participation that the court 

reporter employed, beginning with the category of “Sorry” Query, I’m sorry?.  

4.3.1 “Sorry” Query 

 Of the twenty-six instances coded “Sorry” Query, there were twenty-one in which 

the court reporter’s turn was simply, “I’m sorry?.” These utterances triggered repair 

responses from Jeantel in which she changed some aspect of her immediately-prior 

utterance, be it increasing the volume of her voice, changing an informal aspect of her 

utterance to a more formal variant, or adding a politeness term, or something else 

entirely. Consider the following compiled examples of changes that were triggered by 

“I’m sorry” from the court reporter: 
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 Witness’s Initial  
Utterance 

Court 
Reporter 

Witness’s Changed 
Utterance 

Feature that Changed 

1. It was a ABC 
woman 

 

I’m 
sorry 

 

It was a ABC woman Stress, Volume 

2. Whatchu doin’ 
around here? 

What ARE you doin’ 
around here? 

Morphosyntactic, 
Phonological, Stress 

3. I know I did 
nothing wrong 

I know (.) sir Politeness term 

4. That’s real 
retarded, sir 

That’s real 
retarded to do 
that, sir 

Additional information 

Table 4.2: Rachel Jeantel’s Utterances Before and After the Court Reporter’s 
Request for Clarification Using “Sorry” Query 

In this table, one can analyze the utterance that changed as a reflection of what the 

witness believed to be the problem, or trouble, with her previous turn. None of Rachel 

Jeantel’s turns following the “Sorry” query were simply a reiteration of her previous 

utterance with louder volume. This suggests that Jeantel may be aware of some target 

feature in her speech that may be difficult to understand and perhaps dispreferred by the 

court reporter. For more on this, see Chapter 5. 

 In the first example in the table above, the witness stresses “ABC” in her 

reformulated utterance but keeps the rest of the original utterance the same. In the second 

example, she separates the contraction and adds the copula that was originally omitted 

and stresses that copula. Furthermore, in the third example, the witness pauses after a 

while, deletes a portion of her original utterance, and adds a politeness term, “sir,” 

directed at the defense attorney, which suggests that the witness believed that the 

problematic part of her utterance was the level of respect or formality.  

 Lastly, the fourth example is a fascinating one in that the witness initially quite 

clearly and audibly states that something is “real retarded.” The full context of the 

utterance is below. Here, the defense attorney suggests that if Trayvon Martin were going 
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to attack George Zimmerman, he might have tried to keep it a secret from Jeantel who 

was still on the phone with Martin:  

Example (4.4): 

 5561 Defense:  Maybe if he [Trayvon Martin] decided toà 
     assault George Zimmerman,  
 5562   he didn't want you to know about it 
à 5563 Witness:  That's real retarded, sir. 
à 5564 Court Rep: I'm sorry? 
à 5565 Witness:  That's real retarded to do that, sir,  
 

Although I cannot say with full confidence which feature of the witness’s original 

utterance in Line 5563 triggered the participation from the court reporter, the witness’s 

voice and pronunciation was clearly audible in the video recording, much more so than 

other utterances in the testimony. Therefore, I submit that the issue herein was the 

offensive term “retarded.” However, the participation of the court reporter did not lead 

the witness to change or censor herself as she does in other instances of court reporter 

participation. Instead, the witness clarifies what she meant by “that’s real retarded” and 

added further information “to do that” in addition to again stating the politeness term, 

“sir.” 

 This leads me to the aforementioned single instance in which the court reporter 

participates in response to someone other than the witness. It is in the following exchange 

with defense attorney, Don West. In this example, the defense attorney is challenging 

what the witness previously testified to hearing Trayvon Martin say to George 

Zimmerman. 
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 Example (4.5): 

 4604 Defense:  And he didn’t say it à 
   “why you followin’ me for”   

 4605 Court Rep: I- I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you? 
 4606 Defense:  He didn’t say it à 
    <pleading> “why you followin’ me for”> 
 4607   He said,à 
    <argumentative>“WHY YOU FOLLOWIN ME à 
    FOR!”>, didn’t he? 

4608 Witness:  No sir, not that kinda way 
 

The court reporter requests clarification after the defense’s revoicing of Trayvon Martin 

in line 4604 and the defense then expands upon his previous utterance in his subsequent 

turn by providing contrasting ways in which the Trayvon’s words “why you followin’ me 

for” could have been uttered (Lines 4606 and 4607). As seen with the witness, the 

defense responds to the court reporter’s use of a “sorry” question and a comment of not 

being able to hear him by providing additional information.  

 Of the twenty-six coded “Sorry” queries the remaining five tokens were instances 

in which the court reporter would begin with I’m sorry to initiate her turn and then either 

comment I didn’t hear you, as seen above with Example (4.5), or revoice the witness’s 

previous utterance. The witness would then change an aspect of her previous utterance in 

a similar manner to the ways shown in the table above. Although we cannot know exactly 

what specific aspect of Jeantel’s utterance motivated the court participation in the 

interactional environment of the courtroom, where the witness changed her utterance 

shows us what the witness believed was the violation in her utterance that triggered the 

participation of the court reporter, for example, volume, pronunciation, politeness, 

missing information, or “nonstandard” variety. This last item will be explored in further 

detail in Chapter 5.  
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 Next let us consider another type of participation that the court reporter employed 

nine different times, the clarifying question.  

4.3.2 Clarifying Questions 

 The following table is a representative sampling of four types of clarifying 

questions that the court reporter used to signal that some aspect(s) of the witness’s 

utterance was unclear to her. Similarly to the “sorry” query I’m sorry, these tokens of 

participation triggered a change in the subsequent utterance by the witness that varied 

from a phonological change to the addition of more information. Consider these four 

examples.  

 Witness’s Initial  
Utterance 

Court Reporter Witness’s Changed 
Utterance 

Feature that 
Changed 

1. I didn’t write 
that 

What did you 
say? 

I did not write 
that 

Contraction 

2. That [dæt] is 
that [dæt] day 

Can you say 
that again? 

That’s [ðæts] the 
[ðə] day 

Phonological, 
Added 
contraction 

3. And then the 
phone, yeah, had 
hung up. And the 
phone had -- 

What? The phone had ended Rewording 

4. That I was the 
last person who 
/???/ talked 

Can you repeat 
your answer 
please?  

That- that I was 
the last person to 
talk to they son 
and I aint go to 
the wake, no 
respect.  

Additional 
information 

Table 4.3: Rachel Jeantel’s Utterances Before and After the Court Reporter’s 
Request for Clarification Using Clarifying Questions 

In the first example, the witness changed a contracted form to non-contracted, which is 

not a unique feature of AAVE, but also seen in informal and formal Mainstream 

American English settings. In the second example, the witness changes her pronunciation 

of the initial sound in the word “that” from the stop variant typical of AAVE to the 

interdental fricative variant of the  “standard” Mainstream American English form when 
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she originally used the stop [d] in the word “that.” She also changes non-contracted that 

is from the original utterance to the contracted that’s in the changed utterance. In the third 

example, the witness’s original utterance contained a few hesitations and her volume was 

lower than that of the attorney, and after the court reporter’s participation, the witness 

reworded her original utterance and finished her thought from the first utterance. This is a 

similar strategy seen in the fourth example and previous examples where she includes 

additional information to her testimony.  

 Similarly, as we saw with the “sorry” query, there are three additional utterances 

in which the court reporter combines clarifying questions with another type of 

participation. In the following example, the court reporter asks a clarifying question then 

revoices an approximation of the witness’s previous utterance. In this next excerpt, we 

see an exchange where Rachel Jeantel is telling the defense attorney the details of the 

first family interview with the Martin family attorney, Benjamin Crump. Note that “she” 

in Line 1815 refers to Trayon Martin’s mother, Sybrina Fulton.  

 Example (4.6): 

à 1814 Witness:  First it supposed to be a person,  
à 1815   that’s what she told me.  

1816   Meet somewhere else’s place.  
1817 Court Rep: Ok, can you speak up?  

à 1818   “First she told me?” 
à 1819 Witness:  First she told me,  

1820   and we was ‘bout to leave to go my friendà  
   house 

In Lines 1814 and 1815, you can see Rachel Jeantel’s original utterance in which she says 

First it supposed to be a person, that’s what she told me. The court reporter asks a 

question suggesting that Jeantel’s voice is too quiet, or her volume is too low, suggesting 

that the “problem” in this utterance was hearing (Ok, can you speak up? Line 1817). 
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Then the court reporter repeats First she told me in Line 1818. This appears to be a 

concatenation of “first” from Line 1814 and “she told me” from Line 1815. Although it’s 

not exactly what Jeantel originally said, verbatim, Jeantel continues her subsequent turn 

and uses the words that the court reporter supplied First she told me and then adds 

additional information. The use of the phrase “first she told me” here in Line 1819 

doesn’t necessarily fit what Jeantel was aiming at conveying in Lines 1814-1816, but the 

court reporter’s clarifying question for Jeantel to “speak up” and the presentation of the 

revoiced utterance in Line 1818 seems to provide Jeantel with the “solution” to the 

“issue” in her first utterance.  

 In Chapter 5, I will be diving further into the issue of revoicing, and the 

implications therein, but before that, in this next section I continue the analysis of 

different types of participation that the court reporter employed in this testimony.  

4.3.3 Commands 

 There were fourteen instances of commands and command-like utterances from 

the court reporter throughout the testimony of Jeantel and these typically took the form of 

utterances such as Wait! or Say it again. The following table is again a representative 

sample of these types of commands and the initial and subsequent utterance of the 

witness.  
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 Witness’s Initial  
Utterance 

Court 
Reporter 

Witness’s Changed 
Utterance 

Feature that 
Changed 

1. Yeah, he’s going to 
leave the area 
where the mailin’ 
area at. 

Ok, say it 
again. 

He’s going to the 
leave the mailin’ 
area where he was 
at. 

Rewording, 
Additional 
information 

2. I had said get – he 
had ask [æks] me to 
make it clear  

In the 
microphone, 
please. 

He had ask [æks] me 
to make it clear 
(.) “I don’t 
understand what you 
had said”  

Additional 
information 

3. And then he said- 
told me he gon’ run 
from the back 

Ok, wait 
wait wait! 

Yeah, run from the 
back and I said 
“oh” 

Continuing her 
testimony 

4. /??/ What like, 
/??/ in this case, 
like, My friend Dee 
go to the wake they 
say they had got 
the man so, I said 
“ok” 

You have to 
repeat your 
answer 

She went to the 
wake 

Less 
information. 

Table 4.4: Rachel Jeantel’s Utterances Before and After the Court Reporter’s 
Request for Clarification Using Commands 

In the first example, the witness is describing where Trayvon Martin had told her he was 

while they were on the phone. He had said that he was near the “mailin’ area,” a term 

which did not seem to be in the inventory of the court reporter because it triggered a 

handful of tokens of clarification requests, this first example being the initial clarification 

request for this information. Consider this request for clarification in its original context 

below where the court reporter requests clarification in Line 405 Ok. Say it again, and the 

prosecuting attorney for the State of Florida also joins in to clarify the term “mailing 

area” as seen in Line 411 Did you say he said he's gonna leave the mailing area where 

he's at?.  

Example (4.7): 

à 404 Witness:   Yea, he’s going to leave the areaà 
   where the mailin area at. 

à 405 Court Rep: Ok. Say it again. 
à 406 Witness:   He's going to leave the mailin area à 

   where he was at 
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407 Court Rep: The mailing area? 
408 Witness: Yeah. Where you get your mail at. 
409 Prosecution: Alright.  
410   And and I’ll make sure everybody à 
   understands what you're saying. 

à  411   Did you say he said he's gonna leave à 
   the mailing area where he's at? 
412 Witness:   Yes. 
413 Prosecution: Ok what did you take that to mean? 
414 Witness:   That he’s leaving the area. 
415   He say he’s gonna start walking home. 
 

Example (4.7) provides another clear example of how revoicing plays a role in the 

interactional space of the testimony, as seen by Line 407 when the court reporter stresses 

the velar variant for –ING in “mailing area” in contrast to Rachel Jeantel’s –N variant (an 

informal, vernacular variant in all dialects of American English) in Line 106. However, 

commands such as Say it again and Wait, wait, wait! typically elicit the witness’s 

subsequent turn to include additional information as seen in the first three examples of 

the table above.   

 It is also interesting to note that the prosecuting attorney in Lines 409-411 joined 

in the exchange in efforts to clarify, or as he says make sure everybody understands what 

you’re saying. The command by the court reporter for her to say it again plus the 

participation (and manner of participation) of the State’s attorney, i.e. Rachel Jeantel’s 

attorney bracket Jeantel’s talk (Johnstone, 1994), drawing attention to it as potentially 

problematic. This could lead to an even stronger negative perception of her testimony in 

this exchange. Again, it is unclear why such participation was necessary as one could 

argue the phrase mailing area by itself is self-explanatory, but given the institutional 

roles of the participants (the court reporter as neutral representative and Jeantel’s attorney 

as on her side, it is likely both institutional participants had non-adversarial intentions 
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toward Jeantel or her language. Unfortunately, their participation inadvertently puts 

Jeantel’s language into question.  

 In one instance, the fourth example in the table above, the command-like 

utterance “you have to repeat your answer” elicited less information.  Consider this 

example in its original context; here the prosecuting attorney is asking about the events 

leading up to Trayvon Martin’s wake and the reasoning behind Jeantel’s not attending the 

wake. 

 Example (4.8): 

963 Prosecution: Um, at some point you found out à 
    that (.) people wanted to talk to you à 
    about this case?  
964     Bout what you had heard? 
965 Witness:  When his father called? 
966 Prosecution: Yes 
967 Witness: /??/ What like, /??/ in this case, like, 
968    My friend did go to the wake  
969   they say they had got the man,  
970   so I said “ok.” 

à 971 Court Rep: You have to repeat your answer /??/ 
à 972 Witness:  She went to the wake. 

973 Prosecution: Yep. A friend of yours went to the wake? 
à 974 Witness:  Yeah some of my friends went to the wake 
 975   and they had said, they had said,  
 976   his body was there, that his body,  
 977   he dead, he dead. 
 
In Line 971 when the court reporter states that the witness has to repeat her answer, the 

witness responds with much less information than her original utterance by simply stating 

that her friend went to the wake of Trayvon Martin. However, when the Prosecuting 

attorney for the State of Florida requests clarification with a paraphrasing question in 

Line 973, Jeantel supplies even more information than originally existed in the initial 
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utterance in Lines 967-970 Um, at some point you found out that (.) people wanted to talk 

to you about this case? but does not repeat the information from that initial utterance.  

 This is important in the context of the larger testimony. By providing less 

information, what does Jeantel consider to be the “problematic” aspect of the utterance 

that she has to repeat according to the court reporter? Jeantel’s utterance isn’t technically 

an answer in response to de la Rionda’s questions from Lines 963-964, but neither is her 

utterance to his question in Line 973 Yep. A friend of yours went to the wake?. Perhaps, 

then, the most critical aspect to relay in this testimony was that she had gotten 

information from a friend at the wake that the man who shot Martin was arrested (Line 

969 they say they had got the man) and when she has to repeat her answer, she repeats 

that this knowledgeable friend was at the wake which Jeantel did not attend.  

 The next type of participation type, comments, were the second least frequent 

type of turn that the court reporter employed, but nonetheless, they contributed to 

highlighting Jeantel’s talk and initiating repair. 

4.3.4 Comments 

 There were only ten instances in which the court reporter simply commented in 

response to an utterance that the witness, Rachel Jeantel, produced. These comments 

were varied but mostly included words that signaled that the court reporter couldn’t hear 

Jeantel or couldn’t understand her. Consider this table in which I have chosen four 

representative comments that the court reporter has made along with the initial utterance 

that triggered such a comment and the witness’s subsequent changes.  
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 Witness’s Initial  
Utterance 

Court Reporter Witness’s Changed 
Utterance 

Feature that 
Changed 

1. And then, then he 
say “the nigga 
still followin’, 
now followin’ me 
now 

Ok, can’t 
hear you 

The NIGGA still 
following me now 

Stress, 
Phonological 

2. <softly> On top of 
Trayvon, he had-> 

I can’t hear 
you 

It had to be on 
top of Trayvon, 
that’s where his 
headset be at. 

Volume, more 
information 

3. Whatchu doin’ 
around here? 

Can’t hear 
you 

What are you 
doing around 
here? 

Contraction, 
Phonological 

4. Yes, I didn’t go 
/examples/ and she 
had ask [æks] why 

I didn’t hear 
what you said 

I didn’t tell 
every detail 

Rewording 

Table 4.5: Rachel Jeantel’s Utterances Before and After the Court Reporter’s 
Request for Clarification Using Comments 

In the first example, Jeantel mentions that Trayvon Martin states that “the nigga [George 

Zimmerman] still followin’” him. This contains use of incendiary term nigga and is then 

followed by a comment that the court reporter did not understand or hear the witness. 

Jeantel, however, does not change the wording of her utterance, just like we saw with the 

request for clarification that occurred after “that’s real retarded, sir,” nor does she censor 

the word.  Instead, when her utterance containing nigga elicits a comment that the court 

reporter did not hear her, Jeantel repeats her utterance and stresses the incendiary term. 

The use of this term will be discussed in much more detail in Chapter Six.  

Contrast that to the last three examples in the table above.  In the second example, 

where Jeantel is explaining that the only thing she could hear was somebody rolling on 

top of Trayvon Martin’s headset, she rephrased her original utterance, Line 5417 on top 

of Trayvon, he had -, with increased volume and additional information to clarify her 

initial turn, Line 5419 It had to be on top of Trayvon, that’s where his headset be at. In 

the last two examples, Jeantel rephrases her original utterances to either the “standard” 

form or to an entirely different form. For instance, when she rephrases the whatchu to 
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what are you, she separates the words in the contraction whatchu to the more formal 

version in the second utterance. Interestingly, in the last example above, I didn’t go 

/examples/ and she had ask [æks] why the witness’s voice was almost inaudible on the 

word “examples” and she metathesizes the [sk] in “ask” to [ks], a feature which is 

common in African American English, and one of the most stigmatized by the 

Mainstream American English community1. In the witness’s revised utterance, she 

clearly paraphrases what she said in the first line of her original utterance by saying I 

didn’t say every detail and then omits the second line she had ask [æks] why which 

contained the feature commonly seen (and unfairly derided) in the discourse of African 

American English speakers. This further shows that the omission of African American 

English features and changing the register of the utterance from the more informal 

whatchu to more formal what are you permeates throughout the witness’s testimony. This 

will be discussed in Section 4.3 where I examine the influence that the court reporter’s 

participation has on Rachel Jeantel’s subsequent utterances in more detail.  

 To conclude this subsection, I discuss the instances in which the court reporter 

revoiced Rachel Jeantel in order to clarify the witness’s previous utterance.   

4.3.5 Revoicing 

 As previously discussed, voice is the combination of the lexical items, utterances, 

and language variety of a speaker, which can be understood in a literal and metaphorical 

sense (in terms of a speaker’s agency and presence); therefore, revoicings are instances in 

which an individual reiterates the voice of another or their self. It is understandable as an 
																																								 																					
1 For an interesting, but heartbreaking, examination of the derision of “aks” and the 
longstanding “ask-aks controversy,” see Rosina Lippi-Green’s (2007, p. 190-191) 
English With an Accent: Language, Ideology, and Discrimination in the United States. 
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institutional process that a court reporter would repeat a witness’s words back to make 

sure he or she transcribed the utterances “verbatim,” which he or she is required to do by 

the Court Reporter Act of 1948.   

 This type of participation is the most frequent participation strategy utilized by the 

court reporter, and is the strategy that is the focus of the next chapter.  In the 108 tokens 

of court reporter participation, 54 of them included revoicings and all of these revoicings 

were approximate repetitions of the witness’s, Rachel Jeantel’s, words. Consider four 

representative examples of revoicings made by the court reporter in the following table: 

 Witness’s Initial  
Utterance 

Court Reporter Witness’s Changed 
Utterance 

Feature that 
Changed 

1. He’s going to leave 
the mailin’ area where 
he was at 

The mailing 
area? 

Yeah, where you 
get your mail 
at 

Additional 
information 
 

2. Diamond [da:mIn] 
Eugene 

Downy U? DAImond 
[daImIn] Eugene 

Phonological 

3. ‘Cause it sound like 
his voice 
 

Because it 
sound like 
his voice? 

Yes ma’am N/A, 
Affirmative 

4. And then a second 
later, /uh/ Trayvon 
come say “oh shit.” 

And then a 
second 
later. 

A couple second 
later, Trayvon 
come say “oh 
shit” 

New/different 
information 

Table 4.6: Rachel Jeantel’s Utterances Before and After the Court Reporter’s 
Request for Clarification Using Revoicings 

In regards to this section, it is interesting to note that Jeantel’s responses suggest that she  

interprets the revoicings in a few different ways. One possible way she interprets this 

participation of the court reporter is that there is some issue with the phrase that she 

revoices. In these cases, the court reporter usually uses final rising intonation as seen in 

the first example where Jeantel’s the mailin’ area is revoiced by the court reporter as 

mailing area?, and Jeantel then explains, where you get your mail at. The full context of 

the first example was discussed in more detail in the Command section above in Example 

(4.7), but it must be restated that the revoicing here plays an important role in the 
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interactional environment of the courtroom. When Rachel Jeantel says mailin’ area and 

the court reporter responds with mail-ING area, with stress on the velar variant for –ING, 

Jeantel responds with an explanation of “mailing area” where you get your mail. The 

court reporter’s response containing “standard” and/or formal Mainstream American 

English juxtaposed to the original utterance which contained informal features highlights 

the markedness of these vernacular features within the Mainstream American English-

speaking courtroom, and thus unintentionally problematizes the phrase mailin(g) area 

even further. 

 The problematizing of Jeantel’s linguistic usage and dialect can also be seen in 

the second and third examples above in which the repetition of part of Jeantel’s utterance 

with a rising intonation signals that there is an issue with that particular part of the 

utterance. In the second example, Rachel Jeantel is discussing aliases by which she is 

known to her friends, including the name Diamond Eugene. Her pronunciation of 

Diamond contains a monophthong in the first syllable, which appears to confuse the court 

reporter because her attempted revoicing of Jeantel’s utterance is incorrect. She instead 

says Downy U? which contains the vowels that she heard in Jeantel’s pronunciation of 

Diamond Eugene [da:mIn judʒin], but was not what Jeantel said. Jeantel corrects the 

court reporter’s attempt at revoicing by repeating her name to contain the “standard” 

Mainstream American English equivalent of her name to contain the diphthong: [daImIn].  

In contrast, as seen in example three in the table above, if the court reporter’s 

revoicing is accurate, the witness will respond with yes ma’am. In example three above, 

Jeantel explains why she testified that she heard Trayvon Martin say “get off get off!” 

and says in Line 5304 of the transcript Cause it sound like his voice. In the next turn, the 
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court reporter adjusts the informal variant ’cause to the more formal variant because, but 

this is not taken as an important distinction for Jeantel perhaps due to the approximate 

semantic equivalence of the two variants. However, the court reporter revoices the AAVE 

morphosyntactic feature of null third person –s, as seen with because it sound like his 

voice. Jeantel response with “yes ma’am,” confirming what was revoiced was accurate. 

These affirmative responses from Rachel Jeantel occur only seven times in response to a 

revoicing from the court reporter.  

 Another way in which the witness interprets her testimony being repeated back to 

her is that there is an issue in the utterance following the revoiced section. This 

interpretation usually arises by the court reporter’s use of a flat or falling intonation, as 

seen in the second example above. In this example, the witness describes what she heard 

on the phone before the fatal altercation between Trayvon Martin and George 

Zimmerman, stating, and then a second later, /uh/ Trayvon come say “oh shit.” The court 

reporter interjects here with a revoicing of a second later <slight falling intonation> and 

paused before the second part of Jeantel’s turn. Consider this excerpt in its full context; 

the prosecution also participates here.  

Example (4.9) 

665 Prosecution:   What- what happened after that? 
666 Witness:   and then a second later, 
667    /uh/ /Trayvon come say “oh shit,” 

à 668 Court Rep:    “and then a second later.” 
à 669 Witness:   a couple second later 
à 670    Trayvon come say, “oh shit.” 
à 671 Prosecution:   Okay let me interrupt a second 
 672    when you say (.) the words, “oh, shit” 

673   pardon my language, 
674   who said that? 
675 Witness:   Trayvon. 
676 Prosecution:   He said it to you? 
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677 Witness:   Yes. 
678 Prosecution:   Okay.  

 
In this excerpt, the court reporter’s intonation falls after “and then a second later” and she 

stops her utterance before the phrase containing the swear word “shit,” Line 668. Jeantel 

takes this revoicing as a signal to repeat her entire phrase, even oh shit, and does so in 

Lines 669 and 670. The prosecution appears to have issue with that part of the utterance 

and explicitly states that he would like to interrupt her, in Line 671, and mitigates the 

swear word with pardon my language in Line 673. Perhaps then this shows a type of 

collaborative revoicing between the court reporter and the prosecuting attorney who 

together, but using separate strategies, highlight –whether unintentionally or not – the 

markedness of swearing in the courtroom.  That is, the court reporter pauses before the 

line containing the swear word but the prosecution explicitly asks who said, Oh shit… 

pardon my language. This explicit repetition of “oh shit” plus a pardon my language 

softener may also be a signal to Jeantel that the attorney deduced that the court reporter’s 

initial issue with the witness’s original utterance (Lines 666-667) was with the swear 

word. The notion of the prosecution collaborating in efforts of clarification (as well as 

formalizing and standardizing) is interesting as he is Jeantel’s attorney and must assume 

that he is in some way trying to help her, or helping the portrayal of her testimony.  

 For a more in depth analysis of revoicing and its implications for the portrayal of 

African Americans in the criminal justice system, see Chapter 5. The next section of this 

chapter will examine the above participation types in the context of what scholars have 

called other-initiated repair.  
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4.4 Court Reporter’s Participation as Other-Initiated Repair 

 In this section, I suggest that of the court reporter’s participation is productively 

conceptualized as a type of other-initiated repair; this is motivated by the literature on 

repair by Schegloff, Jefferson, and Sacks (1977), Drew (1997), Svennevig (2008), and 

Meredith and Stokoe (2014). Repair-initiation is a means by which an interlocutor (be it 

the speaker or another individual) identifies or signals that there needs to be something 

changed in an utterance. This something that needs to be changed is considered by 

Schegloff et al. (1977) to be the “trouble source.” In Drew’s (1997) work on “open” 

forms of repair, he examines repair initiation that does not target a specific trouble 

source, such as “what?,” “sorry?,” and “pardon?.” These repair initiations may signal 

difficulty in hearing part of the utterance, an issue with the veracity of the utterance, or 

any number of “problems.” Therefore, these “open” forms of repair do not indicate a 

specific “trouble source.”  

 There is a distinction between repair and correction, first introduced by Schegloff, 

Jefferson, and Sacks (1977) and expanded upon in more recent literature. Meredith and 

Stokoe (2014) state that “correction is a class of repair which occurs when there is an 

‘actual’ error” (p. 186). This then introduces a question on what an “actual” error would 

be in an utterance. Therefore, I am adopting Meredith and Stokoe categorization of 

“correction” being a subtype of repair. I also use a manner of categorizing other-initiated 

repair types by Svennevig (2008) in his work on other-initiated repair types in an 

institutional setting. He suggests that although an analyst cannot know what the speaker’s 

motives are for initiating an other-initiated repair, there are signals in the repair-seeking 

utterance that can suggest whether the hearer had an issue with hearing, comprehension, 
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or overall acceptability of the utterance. For example, if the hearer had an issue with 

comprehension of a speaker’s utterance, they may indicate that there is a nonspecific 

problem with understanding by saying “What do you mean?.” Whereas, if the hearer had 

an issue with a nonspecific problem with the acceptability of what was said, he or she 

may state, “There’s a mistake” (p. 338).  

 This literature on repair does not examine interactions within an institutional 

context with the same gatekeeping implications as the courtroom; however, scholars find 

that the general preference for self-repair, as introduced by Schegloff, Jefferson, and 

Sacks (1977) may not hold in the classroom. Dippold (2014) found that other-initiated 

repair appears differently and yields different results depending upon the class.  

 In my courtroom data, all of the court reporter’s participation tokens occur 

immediately after the witness’s turn, the main position which Schegloff et al. (1977) have 

identified as where other-initiated repair occurs (p. 367). The authors also identify turn-

constructional devices to initiate the repair, which Drew (1997) then categorized as 

“open” form repairs, such as  “huh?,” “what?,” and “sorry?.” I have adapted this 

categorization of open-class forms of repair and apply this category to instances in which 

the literal words within the trouble source are unclear and the repair-initiator does not 

signal to the interlocutor which part of the original utterance was the trouble source.  

 These open-class forms, as I have applied them, are present in approximately half 

of the participation tokens (where n=108) that the court reporter employed in Jeantel’s 

testimony of the Zimmerman trial (n=59). These 59 open form turns include multiple 

participation types, such as “Sorry” Query (I’m sorry?), Clarification Questions (Can you 

say that again?), Comments (I didn’t hear you), and Commands (Wait, wait, wait!). I 
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examine these participation types as “open” as there is no clear indication of where the 

trouble source of the utterance was. Revoicings, what Schegloff et al. (1977) considered 

to be a partial repeat of the trouble-source turn, were exactly half of the participation 

tokens (n=54). These could be analyzed as “closed” form repairs under Drew’s (1997) 

analysis as they identify a specific part of the prior turn to be problematic rather than 

these “open” forms which potentially identify the entire previous turn as problematic. 

However, it does not appear to be that “open” forms are a rigid categorization, and in 

fact, there may be a spectrum of open and closed forms of repair initiators. In other 

words, to complete a repair, one must identify what part of an utterance is the issue and 

then also identify what about this “issue” is wrong. Therefore, the input that is given to 

the one making this “error” must then signal whether there is a specific error (i.e. closed) 

or if it is more ambiguous (i.e. open).   

 Now that I have introduced the notion of repair as it relates to this testimony, let 

us examine more closely the issues surrounding a repair exchange and the implications 

that a court reporter’s initiation of repair suggests to the witness, the attorneys, and 

perhaps the jury.  

 In Drew’s (1997) discussion of “open” form repair, he briefly mentions that many 

of the instances of repair that were analyzed in his data were not triggered by issues of 

hearing or comprehension, but because what was said was in some way unsuitable for the 

interaction. He continues: 

This is most plainly evident in cases in which one speaker initiates repair 
in order to correct some aspect of the propriety of what the other speaker 
said, notably in the very familiar way adults initiate repair in response to 
utterances by children which do not accord with expected standards of 
politeness. (Drew, 1997, p. 95)   
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The example Drew provides, of a parent-child exchange, is reproduced below in a 

slightly modified format: 

 Example (4.10): 

1 Child: Put on th’ li:::ght 
à  2 Mother:  Par:do:n 
 3 Child:  Put on the light, please 
 4  Mother:  Better 

 
The mother’s initiation of repair in Line 2, Pardon, leads the child to complete the repair 

by quickly evaluating his or her original utterance to determine which aspect was 

inadequate. In this example, the child determined it was the lack of politeness that 

triggered the repair request by the mother. This exchange is also reminiscent of teacher-

student interactions in which the teacher is signaling to the student that there was 

something “incorrect” in their previous utterance.  In Jeantel’s testimony, there are 

examples that conform to this pattern, as well, even though the witness in question is not 

a young child, nor a student, but a nineteen-year-old lay person in the courtroom. 

Consider this following example in which defense attorney Don West is suggesting 

inconsistencies in Rachel Jeantel’s testimony. 

Example (4.11): 

3578 Defense:   Miss Jeantel, I’m not saying you didà 
    anything wrong,  
3579    so please don’t take it that way,  
3580 Witness:   I know I didn’t  
3581 Defense:   I’m trying to understand the dynamics ofà 
    this though 

à 3582 Witness:   I know I didn’t, I know I did nothingà  
    wrong 

à 3583 Court Rep:  I’m sorry? 
à 3584 Witness:   I know (.) sir 
à 3585 Defense:    Ok, thank you  

3586    I app- If I’m harsh in my tone  
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3587    it’s not because I’m suggesting you didà  
    anything wrong here.  
3588 Witness:   Mhm 
 

Compare the four lines highlighted by arrows here in Example (4.11), Lines 3582-3585, 

to Example (4.10) above of an exchange between a mother and child from Drew (1997). 

You can see that there is a similar pattern in which there is an initial statement Put on the 

light v. I know I did nothing wrong which is then followed by a request for repair by 

another speaker, Pardon v. I’m sorry?, after which the original speaker repairs their 

utterance by adding a politeness term Put on the light, please v. I know (.) sir. Then 

finally, in Example (4.10) the repair-seeking individual evaluates the repair with Better, 

and in Example (4.11), a third individual, i.e. not the repair-seeker, gives an evaluation-

of-sorts by saying Ok, thank you. Now in Example (4.10) it is clear to the child that the 

mother initiated the repair because this politeness term was missing, however in Example 

(4.11), the motivation for the repair is not as apparent. What can be deduced in this 

example, however, is that Rachel Jeantel may have perceived the trouble source in her 

original utterance as lacking the politeness term, sir. This deduction can be seen by the 

addition of the term sir as the only real difference between her original utterance and her 

subsequent turn as well as the slight pause before the sir as if adding emphasis to this 

repair-feature. Drew’s (1997) work on repair and the example above in (4.10) is an 

excellent analogy to how Rachel Jeantel could be viewed as having been inadvertently 

treated as child-like and further emphasizes the asymmetries in knowledge and power 

that Jeantel faces in the courtroom, much like the asymmetries in knowledge and power 

between child and adult. 
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 This example is just one of many in which repairs are sought for issues of 

“propriety,” as examined by Drew (1997), in my data. Furthermore, Svennevig’s (2008) 

examination of other-initiated repair in which he discusses repairs triggered by issues in 

“acceptability,” or issues not only with the linguistic components of the utterance, but the 

utterance as a social action. For the speaker’s utterance to be considered acceptable by 

the hearer, the hearer must, as Svennevig states, accept the truth of the claims made, the 

speaker’s right to perform the action of speaking, and the relevance of the utterance to the 

current interaction.  

 Although many tokens of the court reporter’s participation signal issues with 

hearing or understanding, which are typically signaled by explicit mention e.g. I can’t 

hear you, a number of the participation tokens may in fact be indicating issues with 

acceptability. Svennevig (2008) categorized repairs focusing on hearing, understanding, 

and acceptability by whether the repair-seeker was providing the original speaker with 

specific or unspecific solutions to the repair. This categorization utilized a schema based 

on a corpus of informal conversations between unacquainted individuals within an 

institutional interaction – native Norwegian social welfare officers and non-native clients. 

The data in this testimony does not fit neatly into the categorization schema laid out by 

Svennevig as it takes into account aspects of the courtroom institutional setting and an 

interaction that is replete with undercurrents of ideologies towards race, language, 

gender, institutional know-how, and so on. Therefore, when there is an unspecific signal 

of understanding or hearing, and analyzed by Svennevig, it could also be examined, and 

perhaps should be examined, using the lens of an issue of acceptability.  
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 Consider the “retarded” example from Section 4.2 Example (4.4) again. This 

example was first used to simply illustrate the “sorry” question participation type that the 

court reporter utilized to achieve a clarification. However, in this revisiting of the 

example, consider this exchange as it relates to how the court reporter signals, by 

initiating a repair, that there is something perhaps unacceptable in the language that is 

being used.   

 Example (4.4): 

 5561 Defense:  Maybe if he [Trayvon Martin] decided toà 
     assault George Zimmerman, 
 5562   he didn't want you to know about it 
à 5563 Witness:  That's real retarded, sir. 
à 5564 Court Rep: I'm sorry? 
à 5565 Witness:  That's real retarded to do that, sir,  
 

Again, in this exchange, defense attorney Don West was attempting to position Trayvon 

Martin as the individual who initiated the altercation, thus allowing George Zimmerman 

to act in self-defense. Don West suggests in Line 5561 that Trayvon Martin may not have 

wanted to tell Rachel Jeantel, the witness, while he was on the phone with her that he was 

about to attack George Zimmerman. Jeantel reponds with That’s real retarded, sir.  

Following previous research on repair, the court reporter is not identifying any particular 

part of Jeantel’s utterance as the trouble-source. Following Svennevig (2008) and Drew 

(1997), this is an unspecific, “open” form of repair seeking, and the witness appears to 

take it as such. She repeats her original utterance, adds a bit more information to do that, 

and does not censor the use of the offensive term “retarded.” This suggests that Jeantel  

may not consider the term to be unacceptable in the formal, serious interactional 
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environment of the courtroom, or it may suggest that she interpreted the “trouble” to be 

that the court reporter simply did not hear the utterance. 

 As we have seen in Sections 4.2 and 4.3, the court reporter’s participation signals 

that there is some issue with the previous utterance, by using both “open” form repair 

requests, similar to those in the previous example, such as “I’m sorry.” Furthermore, she 

also uses more “closed” form repair requests, which is the category of revoicings in 

which she repeats either the trouble source from the previous turn or begins to repeat the 

utterance, then pauses before the trouble source of the previous turn. According to 

Svennevig (2008), however, these revoicings wouldn’t necessarily be targeting issues 

with acceptability unless the repair-seeker provided an alternative to the phrase being 

uttered, i.e. “You said you went to the store? [and not the bank],” specified the error 

within the utterance, i.e. “You said Wor-ches-ter? [not Woo-ster],” or identified that there 

was an error “There’s a mistake [with what you said].”  When thinking about interactions 

in general, it seems naming something as “wrong” or a “mistake” would be too face-

threatening to occur very often, however, in the testimony there is one instance when the 

court reporter uses “No” to do this and revoices the previous utterance by the witness. 

Consider this next excerpt where defense attorney, Don West, is challenging what Jeantel 

had previously testified to telling Trayvon Martin’s family attorney, Benjamin Crump, 

about what occurred the night of the Trayvon’s death.  

 Example (4.12): 

2390 Defense: And (.) I asked you (. .) 
2391            what George Zimmerman said in response  
   (.) to       
2392            Trayvon Martin saying (. .) 
2394             “Why you followin’ me?” 
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2395             and (.) we actually played theà   
   recording of that section. 
2396             Do you remember that? 
2397 Witness:   Ye- yes: 
2398 Defense:   And- 
2399 Witness:   And I had told you 
2400             and said on the depo paper 
2401   that you have right now 
2402             that I had rush on the interviewà   
   between me and Crump= 

à 2403 Court Rep: =No. 
2404             “And I had told you 
2405            that in that depo paper 
2406            that you have there 

à 2407            that I /ha:d/.”2   
2408 Witness:    rush on the interview between à 
   me and Crump. 
 

Here the witness is trying to defend the inconsistencies that are appearing between the 

current testimony and previous testimonies she had given by explaining what had 

occurred during the interview with Trayvon Martin’s family attorney Benjamin Crump. 

The court reporter’s immediate latching and use of the word No in Line 2403 is a clear 

analogy to Svennevig’s (2008) acceptability example of “there is a mistake.”  This No 

says to everyone in the court that there is something wrong with the utterance that the 

witness just said. By pausing before the phrase that contains the African American 

English features of  had + V as simple past and –ed deletion (Line 2407-2408) and giving 

a negative evaluation in Line 2403 No, the court reporter signals that something is wrong 

with Jeantel’s utterance, and the likeliest possible candidate is one that contains a 

“nonstandard” feature. 

																																								 																					
2 This transcription was especially difficult. The audio quality and background noise is 
very poor so I could not determine whether the word final phoneme in had was a stop or 
a fricative (i.e. “had” or “have”). I based this unclear transcription hypothesis on what the 
court reporter’s official record had, which was “had rushed.”  
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 Then the court reporter continues to revoice Jeantel’s utterance in Lines 2404 to 

2407 And I had told you that in that depo paper that you have right now that I had and 

elongates the vowel in had and has falling intonation which then signals to Jeantel that 

there is an issue with the following part of her utterance.  In her revoicing of the first 

portion of Jeantel’s utterance, the court reporter makes semantically negligible errors 

such as the determiners being used (the vs. that) and lexical changes or omissions (that 

you have right now vs. that you have there), but crucially, in Line 2407, there is a pause 

before the phrase that contains the African American Vernacular English features. This 

pause indicates what Jeantel interprets as the trouble source of her utterance, which 

contains the phrase had rush on which is a frequently-occurring morphosyntactic feature 

of AAVE in which simple past is represented as had + past as well as a reduction of the 

final consonant cluster in rushed to be pronounced as rush, which is also a frequently-

occurring feature of AAVE (Rickford and Théberge Rafal, 1996; Wolfram and Schilling 

2016). Instead of suggesting a candidate correction for the phrase had rush, the court 

reporter requires a repetition of the phrase that contains the vernacular usage. In Chapter 

Five I will further explore acceptability as it pertains to these cases that do not fit into the 

schema for the relationship between sources of trouble and formats of other-initiated 

repair as proposed by Svennevig (2008).  

  With respect to “acceptability” of language, consider the following example. This 

is a different type of example because the initial request for repair is not executed by the 

court reporter, but instead it is initiated by two jurors. Participation by a juror is a rarity in 

the courtroom as a whole and is especially rare in this particular courtroom. The 

infrequency of this type of participation is supported by an admonishment from the judge 
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when a juror attempts to participate in the courtroom another time later in the testimony. 

However, this rare participation strongly signals that there is an issue with the witness’s 

utterance, and even further (perhaps unintentionally) problematizes Jeantel’s speech 

when seen in conjunction with participation from the court reporter.  In this exchange, the 

prosecuting attorney, Bernie de la Rionda, is asking Rachel Jeantel for more detail about 

what Trayvon Martin had said to her on the phone when he said that a man was following 

him.  

 Example (4.13): 

243  Witness:   I asked [æks] him how the man look like? 
244     He just told me the man  
245     The man look creepy 
246     And… 
247  Prosecution: He said the man looked creepy? 

à 248  Witness:   Creepy white? 
à 249     <faster> Excuse my language, cracka> 

250  Prosecution: Ok, and what did you say? 
à  251  Juror13:   Excuse me, I can’t hear 
à 252  Juror2:   I can’t understand.  
à 253  Prosecution: They’re having trouble hearing you,  

254     so take your time. 
255  Witness:   Creepy ASS cr:acka 

à 256  Prosecution: <loudly> creepy ass cracker:?> 
257  Witness:   Was- just lookin at him. 
258     And I said oh. 

à 259  Prosecution: Ok. and I and I know that you grew upà 
     in a Haitian family,  
  (Jeantel smiles, and shakes her head slightly) 
260     So make sure that everyone can hear you 
261      Try to speak as clear and  

à 262  Juror:   I still didn’t understand. 
263  Judge:    Can you repeat what your answer à 
     was please. 
264  Witness:   (exhales) Creepy ass Um… 
265      What you - What’s the question? 
266  Prosecution: The question was your answer 
267     They want you to repeat your answer  

																																								 																					
3 I’m unsure if this is two speakers or one, but the official court transcript transcribed it as 
“A Juror” both times but in two separate lines and then the attorney said “they” so it 
seems a fair assumption that it is two.  
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268      When you had asked 
269  Witness:    I had asked him how the man look like 
270     He look like a creepy ass cracka. 

à 271  Prosecution: Ok. I wanna make sure we got that. 
272      Creepy... 
273  Prosecution: [ASS] 
274   Witness:  [ASS] 
275  Witness:  Cra[ckA] 
276  Prosecution:    [CrackER] 

à 277  /Unknown Speaker/: Oh 
278  Prosecution: Ok. 

 
 

This example offers many intriguing interactional components to examine; however for 

the purposes of this chapter, let us example the instances in which an individual other 

than the speaker signaled that there was an issue with the original speaker’s utterance. 

First I must note, that the “original” speaker in this particular exchange was actually 

Trayvon Martin and although he was killed, his words are still being challenged.  In Line 

255 you see the first instantiation of the phrase “creepy-ass cracka,” a phrase which 

became a tool by which the defense positioned Trayvon Martin as being racist against 

George Zimmerman, which was used to help Zimmerman be acquitted for “standing his 

ground” and acting in self-defense. The witness states that Trayvon commented that 

Zimmerman appeared to be a creepy ass, excuse my language, cracka (Lines 248 and 

249). She indicates that she knows that the word “cracker,” a racial slur, is inappropriate 

and attempts to soften the term with the phrase “excuse my language.” The attorney and 

the court reporter appeared to have no real issue with her utterance as in the subsequent 

turn he merely states, Ok, and asks what happened next and the court reporter does not 

participate. It was the jurors who initiated the repair by utilizing another type of relatively 

unspecific and “open” source type of repair that called attention to their lack of 

comprehension and hearing in Line 251 Excuse me, I can’t hear and Line 252 I can’t 

understand. The first utterance, I can’t hear, is relatively “closed” in the sense that it 
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closes down the options of what the “trouble” was with the utterance, but I can’t 

understand is more “open” source because it does not indicate a candidate for what the 

“trouble” with the utterance; it could be anything. The attorney then acknowledges their 

inability to hear Jeantel even though he seemed to have no trouble hearing her (or else he 

likely would have requested clarification), nor apparently did the court reporter who had 

been participating very frequently at this stage when she had difficulty hearing or 

understanding. The judge also did not respond to the issue of clarity, just the issue of 

participation from the juror.  

 Jeantel intuited that the trouble source of her previous utterance was the phrase 

“creepy-ass cracka” and repeated the phrase with emphasis on the intensifier –ass (for 

more detail on this, see Chapter Six and the discussion of ass-words [Spears, 1998]). 

Perhaps she anticipated that the term cracka would be the main source of trouble in her 

utterance, as she had said excuse my language the first time she said the word (Line 248), 

but the true motivation behind her interpretation of the trouble source is unclear in the 

data. The prosecution then revoices her phrase in Line 256 but adds very strong emphasis 

on the word final /r/ ending of “cracker,” thus transforming her words to have the 

“standard” Mainstream American English equivalent of the informal lexical item cracker. 

The prosecution’s turn thus appears to be the “completion” of the repair and notably he 

alters the phrase creepy-ass cracka to the “standard” Mainstream American English 

pronunciation. Jeantel seems to consider this issue resolved as her next turn, Line 257 

Was just looking at him, continues her testimony. However, the prosecution identified a 

clear ideology towards her linguistic capability as a child of an immigrant in Line 259-

261 when he says, Ok, and I and I know that you grew up in a Haitian family, so make 
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sure that everyone can hear you. Try to speak as clear and. In this utterance, he creates 

an indexical link between growing up in a Haitian family with difficulty being 

understood. This is then corroborated by a juror who takes the next turn after the 

Prosecutor, in Line 262, and says, “I still didn’t understand.”  

 Missing here is the court reporter, the individual who is in charge of taking down 

all the language of the trial. She did not participate once during this exchange. There is a 

question of who spoke the line of dawning comprehension in Line 277 Oh., but as the 

court reporter did not participate in the earlier question of comprehension of creepy ass 

cracka, I speculate that this speaker is a member of the jury. Another curious aspect of 

this exchange is that in no place was there an explicit mention that Rachel Jeantel’s 

utterance was unacceptable (save for Jeantel’s own Excuse my language), however, there 

was an explicit mention by the prosecution that her immigrant and multilingual 

upbringing is cause for her not being understood on the stand. This is supported by the 

juror, who for all intents and purposes utilizes these general, unspecific requests for 

repair, thus suggesting the issue was possibly only with audibility or comprehensibility 

according to Rickford and King (2016).  

 Although my focus of this study is the court reporter’s discourse, I include this 

example to further illustrate the issue of problematizing Jeantel’s speech. This chapter 

introduces the phenomenon of a frequently participating court reporter and how her 

participation is almost entirely oriented towards Jeantel’s talk. Example (4.13) further 

shows that another participant who is considered to rarely speak up, the juror, also orients 

towards Jeantel’s talk. The fact that the court reporter is missing from this interaction is 

fascinating and could raise speculation about the allowability of problematizing speech. 
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Did the court reporter not participate because the issue of clarity was being addressed by 

another? Did she not participate because there was no issue of clarity? Whatever the 

reason, the presence and absence of court reporter participation sheds light on the 

acceptability of African American English in the courtroom by showing how certain 

aspects of Jeantel’s vernacularity or informality seem to trigger participation by other 

participants in the courtroom.  

4.5 Discussion and Conclusion 

 In summary, this chapter introduced a preliminary examination of the 

participation of the court reporter during the testimony of Rachel Jeantel. In this chapter, 

I illustrated the participation frequency of the court reporter, showing that the court 

reporter’s participation was much more frequent during the first half of the testimony, 

particularly during the first half hour. I submit that this distribution could be due to the 

court reporter getting used to the witness’s voice and manner of speaking. The next 

section took a close look at the types of participation that the court reporter employed and 

identified interactional or linguistic issues that may have triggered certain types of 

participation from the court reporter. This section showed that in the 108 participation 

tokens of the court reporter, only one instance was targeted towards someone other than 

the witness. That is, 107 participation tokens were geared towards clarifying what this 

witness said. This subsection also discussed the ways in which the witness “fixed” her 

original utterance depending upon the type of participation that the court reporter 

employed. Many of the instances of “fixing” her previous utterance are fixes from no 

politeness markers to inclusion of politeness markers, from informal to formal, from a 

vernacular to a “standard” usage.  
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 In this table, you will see a summary of the twenty-three4 instances in which 

Rachel Jeantel standardizes an aspect of her African American English variety or 

formalizes another component of English. She standardized (S) a phonological feature 

(e.g. pronunciation of interdental th), a morphosyntactic feature (e.g. presence of copular 

be), or a formalization (F) of a lexical feature (e.g. the formal way of saying dude as 

person or the addition of a politeness term, sir): 

Participation Type Phonological (S) MorphoSyntactic 
(S) 

Lexical 
(F) 

Total Changed 
and the % of 

Changed within 
the Part. Type 

“Sorry” Query (n=26) 2 1 2 5 (20%) 
Clarifying Questions 
(n=9) 

2   2 (22%) 

Commands (n=14)  1 1 2 (14%) 
Comments (n=10) 1   1 (100%) 
Revoicings (n=54) 7 2 3 12 (22%) 
Unknown Participation 
Type 

1   1 (100%) 

Total 13 4 6 23 

Table 4.7: Rachel Jeantel’s Standardization and Formalization with the Triggering 
Participation Type by the Court Reporter 

Jeantel’s most frequent strategy for repairing the “problematic” utterance was a 

phonological standardization, such as using the diphthongal variety of a monophthong 

/ai/, pronunciation of an interdental th in this is that or Bluetooth, and the realization of r 

in r-less tokens. The morphosyntactic features she changed were copular be presence and 

a standardization to a regular past tense in she did go to the wake to she went to the wake. 

The lexical features she formalized were typically equivalents of a more formal variety of 

a word, as we saw with dude to person, or let me to allow me. The participation type that 

seemed to trigger the most changes in bare numbers (n=12) was also the most frequent, 
																																								 																					
4 These twenty-three tokens were the only instances wherein standardization was both 
possibly appropriate and present.  
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and that was revoicings. Although the percentages appear small, the n values are also 

quite small, thus perhaps skewing the results. What should be noted is the interplay 

between how the court reporter is highlighting, i.e. making salient (Goodwin, 2004), that 

there is something unclear in Jeantel’s utterance, and the strategies by which Jeantel 

remedies that in her subsequent utterance.  

This table and the examples within this chapter suggest that Jeantel is aware that 

the original way in which she uttered her words contained a “problem” -- a “vernacular” 

or informal feature, or a lack of politeness term –in that when the white woman who is a 

speaker of “standard” Mainstream American English and in an official institutional role 

asks her to clarify, she should repeat the utterance to “fix” it to have a more “standard,” 

formal, or polite equivalent. Her bi-dialectalism in African American English and 

Standard American English and awareness of the differences between the two dialects, as 

well as between registers, shown throughout the testimony.  

 I have shown that the most frequent type of participation for the court reporter 

was in the category revoicings, in which she partially or fully repeated the words of the 

witness. When discussing revoicings, I speculated as to the implications of an African 

American English speaker’s words being read back to her by a “standard” Mainstream 

American English speaker, as well as the influence this may have on others in the 

courtroom. This section showed that the types of repair-initiating behaviors that the 

interlocutors employed were not generally explicit indicators of the specific “trouble” 

with the utterance. However, Jeantel (and perhaps others, especially given how Jeantel 

completes the repairs) interpret these repairs as issues of acceptability of her vernacular 

and informal features.   
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 The next chapter will examine the cases of repair that are within the category of 

revoicings to discuss revoicing as an intertextual device that may betray certain 

ideological leanings that the court reporter may have towards African American 

Vernacular English and how it may be an institutional device used to further highlight (à 

la Goodwin, 2004) the salience of AAVE.  
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Chapter Five 
Analysis of the Court Reporter Revoicing Rachel Jeantel in the State of Florida v. 

George Zimmerman 
 

5.1 Introduction 

 In this chapter, I further explore the phenomenon of revoicing in the testimony of 

Rachel Jeantel in the George Zimmerman trial. Revoicing was introduced in Chapter 4 as 

one type of participation employed by the court reporter in this trial. This chapter 

demonstrates how revoicing is an intertextual device by which not just a speaker’s words 

are repeated, but also the manner or dialect by which the words are pronounced. 

Motivated by the literature on intertextuality (such as the theorizing by Bakhtin, 1981), 

this chapter also introduces the association between intertextuality and ideologies, or the 

notion that when a speaker voices another, the speaker may include subtle comments 

towards the utterance or the speaker of the original utterance. Matoesian (1999) examines 

this phenomenon in the discourse of the courtroom and concludes that direct quotation is 

a strategy by which linguistic ideologies are exposed. Conforming to Tannen’s (1995) 

theorizing on constructed dialogue, Matoesian argues that “direct quotes do not represent 

an exact wording of prior speech inasmuch as they refer to a form of constructed speech 

in which the reporting voice subtly leaks into the reported utterance to strategically 

manipulate the audience’s impression of the quoted speaker” (p. 82). In this chapter, the 

intertextual device of revoicings, and the potential subtle comments, are examined in the 

context of the ideologies of language held within the institution of the courtroom.  

 Revoicing in the institutional context of the classroom has been examined at 

length by O’Connor and Michaels (1993; 1996). They define revoicing as a teacher’s 

restatement and/or incorporation of previous student comments and/or answers. This 
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restatement or incorporation is then considered to build a discourse based on the 

contributions of the students, thus allowing students to claim or disclaim ownership of 

their alignments towards what they said previously. Building on Erickson (1982), 

O’Connor and Michaels (1993; 1996) discuss how revoicing allows teachers and students 

to co-construct the interactional space of the classroom as well as jointly constructing the 

lessons being taught in the classroom. My definition of revoicing is instances in which an 

individual expresses the voice of another (or themselves), and thus acknowledges 

O’Connor and Michaels’ definition of revoicing although my dataset is within yet another 

institution, the courtroom.  

 In this chapter, I highlight the importance of analyzing revoicings in the 

institutional context of the courtroom as an intertextual strategy that is also susceptible to 

interact with the speaker’s ideologies towards the utterance or the original speaker. The 

connection between quotations and ideologies is supported by Clark and Gerrig (1990) 

who discuss the notion that what is selected to be highlighted when quoting another –for 

example volume, propositional content, speed of dialogue, or accent— thus comments on 

the speaker’s opinions towards that certain highlighted feature. This is similar to 

Johnstone et al.’s (1994) term “bracketing,” or the idea that when repeating another’s 

words the speaker forces their audience to focus on the language of the original speaker 

in a distinct way, as if commenting, “pay attention to this again.” In terms of institutional 

implications, Goodwin’s (2004) term highlighting is relevant here. He defines it as 

making salient certain phenomena in a complex field by marking them in one way or 

another. I argue that the court reporter’s revoicing of Rachel Jeantel’s utterances serves as 

highlighting the previous utterance as an institutional representative in charge of the 
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language of the courtroom, thus marking Jeantel’s language as “salient” (and further 

“bracketing” her language as an aspect to be attended to by the attorneys, the judge, and 

the jury). This highlighting is therefore yet another way in which the court reporter may 

be inadvertently influencing how Jeantel is portrayed to the jurors. This could be related 

to what Baffy and Marsters (2015) found in their analysis of how attorneys, during cross-

examination, construct the defendant’s prior utterances to create an “alternate reality” 

where they were more blameworthy, which thus invited the jurors to evaluate the 

defendant as culpable; therefore, this constructed dialogue could harm the character 

presentation of the witness. However, it must be noted that the court reporter is likely just 

focused on getting an accurate transcript and not participating in the adversarial strategy 

found in Baffy and Marsters (2015).   

In the first section of this chapter, I analyze revoicings as intertextual strategies 

and examine the possibilities for them to expose ideologies. I also examine more closely 

the distribution and type of revoicings that occur on a broader scale.  I find that the 

distribution of the court reporter’s revoicing of the witness, Rachel Jeantel, mimics the 

distribution of the court reporter’s overall participation: Revoicings occur much more 

frequently in the first half of the testimony as if trying to get accustomed to the witness’s 

voice. In the second section, I identify the two types of revoicings that occur in the 

testimony and introduce the terms recast and prompt, originally from the field of Second 

Language Acquisition, but here adapted to fit the institution of the courtroom. The term 

recast was originally defined as “a target-like reformulation of interlocutors’ previous 

incorrect utterance” (Mackey, Kanganas, and Oliver, 2007). Prompt was originally 

defined as a withholding of the correct form of the utterance and a signal to the 



	 128 

interlocutor that a student holds the correct answer in his or her existing knowledge 

(Lyster and Saito, 2010). Motivated by the interdisciplinarity of Interactional 

Sociolinguistics, I bring together these terms from SLA with the discussion from Chapter 

Four about correction as a subtype of repair and Meredith and Stokoe’s (2014) notion of 

correctly addressing an “actual error.” If you notice, in the definition of recast and prompt 

there is an overt mention of incorrect vs. correct utterances or answers; this along with 

the “actual error” discussion has been fruitful when examining the discourse of another 

institution: the courtroom.  

I find that although the institutions of the SLA classroom and the courtroom are 

very different, strategies that provide corrective feedback, such as recasts and prompts, 

are found in the courtroom as well. These specific strategies plus their intertextual 

structure may also subtly commenting on the ideologies that the institutional 

representative, the court reporter, holds towards African American English that it may be 

an unwelcome variety in the courtroom. The third section examines recasts and prompts 

in much closer detail and illustrates how these clearly support the previous literature on 

intertextuality and language ideologies towards vernacular dialects. This section 

concludes by proposing that recasts and prompts are a manner by which the institutional 

representative discursively indicates that there is something amiss with the witness’s 

language: By reformulating the witness’s language with the standard Mainstream 

American English form, formal form, or pausing before a phrase that contains African 

American English features, the court reporter inadvertently problematizes these features. 

The institutional representative effectively acts as the language authority of the 

courtroom, in the sense that she controls what language gets recorded in the official 
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transcript and has the power (or obligation) to clarify the language of the courtroom. This 

chapter illustrates that the court reporter’s requests for clarification via revoicing can 

productively be analyzed as possibly exposing– and constructing in discourse—certain 

institutional ideologies that the court reporter, or the courts overall, may hold towards 

vernacular varieties of English. This may, in turn, have led to the reported devaluing of 

Jeantel’s testimony by the jury.  

5.2 Analyzing Revoicings as Intertextual Strategies in the Courtroom 

 In focusing on the relationship between the intertextual strategy of voicing or 

revoicing another and the language ideologies held by the speaker, this chapter expands 

upon Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of social voices, or the idea that a register may be 

associated with a social class. This means that an individual revoices not just the 

utterance of another, but also imbues their words with that register, which may index a 

stereotypical social persona that accompanies a register.  This is similar to Agha’s (2003) 

notion of enregisterment or when linguistic features or linguistic repertoire becomes 

socially recognized as a “register.” Enregisterment is closely linked to an individual’s 

ideologies or opinions towards that register and the speaker (or speakers) who employ 

such a register, and the cultural/societal value of the speakers of that register.  

 The discussion of social voices is related to the research on of adopting a 

language or language features in order to parody or mock them, or what scholars in 

anthropology and linguistics call ‘mock languages’5 (Hill, 1993; Zendella, 2003). Hill 

(1993) found that middle- and upper-middle class college educated whites frequently use 

“Mock Spanish,” as seen in phrases such as “no problemo” and “hasta la bye-bye.” Hill 
																																								 																					
5 Chun (2009) also looks at the phenomenon of “Mock Asian” along these same lines.  
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finds that these speakers of “Mock Spanish” consider the phrases to be harmless or, in 

some cases, flattering, whereas native Spanish speakers tend to consider these phrases 

insulting. Hill argues that Mock Spanish usage is related to covert indexing of negative 

stereotypes associated with Spanish speakers and the adoption of the Spanish language in 

the mocking manner can only be accurately analyzed within the lens of the sociopolitical 

landscape of negative attitudes towards Latin@s and Hispanics. Related to “Mock 

Spanish” is the double-standard that scholars have found in relation to language usage. 

Zentella (2003) finds that “Mock Spanish” is illustrative of such a double-standard 

wherein Spanish speakers are expected to conform to the linguistic standard of 

Mainstream American English while Mainstream American English speakers are free to 

ignore the phonotactic and grammatical constraints of Spanish and parody the language 

through innovations, such as “correctomundo.”  

 Mock Ebonics has also been examined in the sociolinguistic literature, including 

one examination of how Mock Ebonics in computer mediated communication  (CMC)  in 

a corpus compiled from the internet arose in the wake of the Oakland School District 

decision on improving the English-language skills of African American students (Ronkin 

and Karn, 1999). Ronkin and Karn (1999) find that there are four major strategies in how 

Mock Ebonics is used in the CMC data:  (1) asystematic graphemic representation of 

phonetic segments, such as “Ah cannot tell; but Ah know dat deir persuasive words mos’ 

made me forget…” (p. 364, emphasis my own); (2) the hyper-use of be, as seen with a 

Mock Ebonics version of Jack and Jill the nursery rhyme “Jack be felt down/An he 

busted he crown/An Jill be tumbling too” (p. 366); (3) semantic and pragmatic 

derogation, which the authors stress reinforces anti-Ebonics ideology that Ebonics is 
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simply slang wherein authors of this Mock Ebonics “[replace] semantically neutral words 

with ones with derogaroy connotations, and …[insert] interjections that are inappropriate 

to the registers of the original texts”  (p. 368). This is seen in another re-imagining of 

historical texts such as Electra by Sophacles, or Electra by SofaCleavages where the 

author writes, “Pheobus gave me da damn response which dou art not t’hear, dig dis” (p. 

368, emphasis in original); and finally (4) the use of vulgar expressions, which the 

authors write perpetuates a common outgroup stereotype of African-American males with 

a variety of negative attributes, such as abnormal sexual appetite evidenced by the 

frequent use of ho for “whore” in the text they analyze. The authors emphasize that these 

strategies and the overall grotesque use of Mock Ebonics perpetuates the negative 

language ideology that Ebonics (i.e. African American English) is a “less-than-

legitimate” variety of American English and it must be controlled, or even eradicated, so 

that speakers can succeed by assimilating into educational, social, and economic 

environments.  

 This chapter builds on the work of these scholars and explores not only the 

revoicing of the words of an individual who speaks African American English, but also 

the double-standard by which the African American English speaker is expected to 

conform to the “standard” Mainstream American English constraints and expectations of 

the courtroom. Therefore, I have adapted the term “voice” to encompass the intertextual 

phenomenon of constructed dialogue (à la Tannen, 1995; 2010), with acknowledgement 

of register (à la Agha, 2005), a speaker’s agency (à la Ribeiro, 2006), and the associated 

characteristics of the person’s language variety. 



	 132 

 As mentioned at the beginning of this study, legal process is fundamentally 

intertextual. Witnesses and suspects are asked to repeat recollections of events and what 

was said on a number of occasions: police interviews, depositions, pre-trial meetings 

witness preparations, direct examination, cross-examination, and re-directs, to name a 

few (Cotterill, 2003).  According to scholars in sociolegal and forensic linguistics, the 

rationale for such a high degree of repetition is to test the individual and the quality of the 

account being presented, which then enables jurors and judges to determine the 

credibility of the witness. In her testimony, Rachel Jeantel was tasked with repeating 

information, namely what she heard on the phone the night that Trayvon Martin was 

killed, over and over again throughout the duration of the trial. The figure below, 

reproduced from Chapter Three, shows the timeline of events and opportunities for 

repetition and confirmation of her story (or opportunities for inconsistencies) that Rachel 

Jeantel experienced.  

Figure 5.1: Timeline of Events and Opportunities for Repetition Experienced by 
Rachel Jeantel in the State of Florida v. George Zimmerman  

Not only did Jeantel have to repeat her own experiences and her own testimony over four 

discrete events after the crime, her words became part of the record taken down by court 

reporters which allowed for Jeantel’s testimony to be repeated back to her. For example, 
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during her cross examination (Numbers 4 and 5 in the figure above, and the data for this 

study), the defense attorney questioned what she had said during the deposition (Number 

3) that she had told Martin family attorney, Benjamin Crump (Number 2), about what she 

had heard on the night of Trayvon’s death (Number 1). These temporal jumps certainly 

illustrate the intertextuality of the courtroom and trial experience, but there need not be a 

long time between prior texts to exemplify intertextual strategies in this interactional 

space.  

 Johnstone et al. (1994) suggest that the concept of intertextual (across 

conversations) and intratextual (within conversations) repetition lie upon a continuum. 

However, as echoed in Gordon (2009) and Hamilton (1996), the criteria for deciding 

what type of inter/intratextual feature is being represented depends on how you define a 

text or conversation. In this work, I illustrate both types, where the revoicings that I 

examine in this chapter are much more intratextual, and in Chapter Six the official court 

transcript, which is a literal representation of recontextualized text, is more intertextual. 

Since the two types are indivisible, I chose to discuss them in this study in the most 

general sense of the term intertextuality.   

 In this first section, I discuss the revoicings as intertextual strategies in which the 

court reporter immediately repeats Jeantel’s words back to her in the apparent effort to 

clarify what was said. This section returns to the examination of revoicings as a strategy 

for inducing other-initiated repair, which leads to the discussion of revoicings as 

intertextual strategies that may allude to the speaker’s ideologies towards the utterance or 

original speaker of the utterance.   
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 As I have defined voice is the combination of the words, utterances, and language 

variety of a speaker, revoicings are instances in which an individual expresses the voice 

of another (or themself). I have identified this strategy as an understandable institutional 

strategy for court reporters to employ because their institutional process and goals are 

constrained by the requirement that they create a verbatim record of the proceedings 

(U.S.C. 28 § 753; p. 31). Consider the following excerpt containing revoicing as an 

orientation to the type of examples I analyze in this chapter. In this example, the 

prosecution for the State of Florida is directly examining their witness, Rachel Jeantel, 

regarding what she and Trayvon Martin were discussing over the phone on the night he 

was killed. In this exchange, she mentions that Trayvon Martin told her that “the man,” 

i.e. George Zimmerman, was still following him:  

 Example (5.1) 

288 Prosecution: What did you say to him?  
289    Or what did he say to you à 
    after that? 
290 Witness:  So (.) he kept – 
291    he told me the man was à 
    looking at him  
292    So I had to think  
293    it might been a rapist 
294    sayin he dont know the area,  
295    he might been a rapist. 

à 296 Court Rep:  “He told me the man was à 
     looking at him 

297    So I had to think 
298    He might be a rapist?” 
299 Witness:  Yes.  

 
The court reporter’s revoicing of Jeantel’s utterance begins in Line 296, but if you 

quickly compare the two utterances (Jeantel’s starting in Line 290), you can see that the 

original utterance contained more discourse markers (e.g. So in Line 290), more detail 

(e.g. sayin’ he don’t know the area in Line 294), repetition (e.g. it/he might been a rapist 
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in Lines 293 and 295). This truncation and summarization of the witness’s utterances in 

the revoicing by the court reporter is not uncommon, but it is interesting to note that the 

witness’s next turn was Yes, suggesting that she believed that was an accurate summary 

of what she was attempting to convey in her testimony. These “successful” revoicings 

only occur seven times out of the 54 total revoicings. In the 54 total revoicings, sixteen of 

these were revoicings in which the court reporter was revoicing Jeantel to see if she was 

correct in understanding Jeantel’s words. Therefore, out of these sixteen, Jeantel 

responded in the affirmative seven times. For the rest of the times, she clarified what she 

had said by adding more information or changing some aspect of her original 

pronunciation, as we saw with Diamond [da:mIn] Eugene à Downy U? à DAY-mond 

[daI:mIn] Eugene.  

 As was discussed in Chapter 4, revoicings are the most common participation 

type that the court reporter employs for the institutional goal to clarify what the witness 

has said and thereby create an accurate record. As mentioned, of the 108 overall tokens of 

court reporter participation, 54 of those were revoicings the witness, Rachel Jeantel. 

There was only one instance in which the court reporter sought to clarify another’s 

utterance, the defense attorney. In this instance, he was revoicing an utterance by 

Trayvon Martin, who was voiced as having African American English features. This 

section introduces the court reporter’s revoicing of another as an important addition to the 

literature on the courtroom and intertextuality. By discussing the issues surrounding 

recontextualization of prior utterances, i.e. intertextuality, and the context where these 

occur, this chapter will argue that there is a strong relationship between revoicing and the 

exposure of a speaker’s ideologies and opinions towards another speaker’s words, or their 
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language variety, or perhaps the speaker herself. In other words, while the court 

reporter’s revoicings may aim to create a “verbatim” record, they may simultaneously 

problematize “nonstandard” language use.  

5.3 Analyzing Revoicing as Evaluative Corrective Feedback  

 In the previous chapter, I introduced the phenomenon of revoicing repairs in 

which the court reporter targeted a trouble source in Rachel Jeantel’s testimony and either 

provided her with the court reporter’s own interpretation of what had just been uttered, 

e.g. the mailing area?, or paused in the middle of the repetition of Jeantel’s utterance to 

allow Jeantel to fill in the rest of what she had said, e.g. …and in that depo paper that you 

have there that I had … Both of these repair types appear to be similar in structure to the 

concept in the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) called corrective feedback 

(Mackey, Kanganas, and Oliver, 2007; Lyster and Saito, 2010). As mentioned, corrective 

feedback is where an instructor presents the language learner with various types of 

feedback to indicate that there was an error somewhere in the learner’s production or 

comprehension (Lyster and Saito, 2010). The type of corrective feedback that is present 

in my data would be characterized in the field of SLA as either recast, “a target-like 

reformulation of interlocutors’ previous incorrect utterance” (Mackey et al., 2007; p. 

286); or a prompt, a withholding of the correct form of the utterance and a suggestion that 

the learner has the correct form in their existing knowledge (Lyster and Saito, 2010; p. 

268).  

 There is a clear issue with using the term recast and prompt as it is defined in the 

SLA literature in this institutional environment because the courtroom is distinct from the 

second-language-learning classroom in innumerable ways. One glaring issue is that the 
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main, overt institutional goal of a court reporter creating utterances that resemble recasts 

and prompts is not to educate the witness. However, the fact that this concept from the 

field of SLA best fits the phenomenon of revoicing in the interaction between the court 

reporter and Rachel Jeantel suggests that a redefinition of prompt may be appropriate. 

Therefore, I am expanding Lyster and Saito’s (2010) definition of prompt to fit the 

courtroom institution; thus, prompt will now be defined as a withholding of the trouble 

source of the utterance that encourages the interlocutor to produce their own “target” 

output.  This is reminiscent of the notion of open-class repair initiators, or an utterance 

that signals there is a trouble source in the utterance but the trouble source is vague and 

not identified in the repair-seeking utterance (see Drew, 1997).  

 As introduced in Chapter Four, the term “correction,” as a subtype of repair, is 

used when the original utterance contained an “actual error” (Meredith and Stokoe, 

2014). This term is similar but not identical, to the word “correct” from the field in SLA 

of “corrective feedback,” which is a strategy by which an instructor presents the language 

learner with feedback to indicate that there was an error somewhere in the learner’s 

production or comprehension. In this section, I examine the relationship between repair 

initiations from the court reporter as indicators of corrective feedback, where an 

institutional representative signals to a speaker that there is an error somewhere in the 

speaker’s utterance and that the institutional representative may have a target or “correct” 

answer in mind to fix that error.  

 Let us now analyze the following excerpts through the lens of corrective feedback 

as an institutional technique that identifies an “error” in an individual’s utterance, and has 

a target “correction” (i.e. repair) in mind.  Consider the following example, a 
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reproduction of Example (4.7) from Chapter 4. In Chapter 4, this example illustrated how 

revoicing plays a key role in the court reporter’s institutional process of requesting 

clarification. Here, consider this example as it relates to a certain “target” that the court 

reporter is aiming towards with respect to the language of the courtroom. In this 

exchange, the court reporter is attempting to clarify Jeantel’s testimony of where Trayvon 

Martin told her he was walking on the night he was killed: 

Example (5.2): 

 404 Witness:   Yea, he’s going to leave the areaà 
   where the mailin’ area at. 

 405 Court Rep: Ok. Say it again. 
 
 

 406 Witness:   He's going to leave the mailin’ à 
    area where he was at 
à 407 Court Rep: The mailing area? 
 408 Witness: Yeah. Where you get your mail at. 

409 Prosecution: Alright.  
410   And and I’ll make sure everybody à 
   understands what you're saying. 
411   Did you say he said he's gonna leaveà 
   the mailing area where he's at? 
412 Witness:   Yes. 
413 Prosecution: Ok what did you take that to mean? 
414 Witness:   That he’s leaving the area. 

 415   He say he’s gonna start walking home. 

The repetition of the mailing area in Line 407 could be analyzed as an example of a 

clarifying request (see Mackey et al, 2007) because on the surface the court reporter is 

repeating the utterance and requesting more information, which she receives in Line 408 

Yeah, where you get your mail at. However, the way in which the court reporter requests 

clarification by revoicing Jeantel’s utterance with the “standard” Mainstream American 

English equivalent and stress on the velar ending to –ING, mailing area, suggests that 

this exchange could also be evaluated as a recast.  
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 The trouble source or “correct target” of this exchange is somewhat ambiguous.  

From the definition of recast the court reporter’s “correct target” of the pronunciation of 

the term was mailing. This “correct target” of the “standard” is further supported by the 

prosecution’s revoicing of mailing area with the velar ending in Line 411. However, it 

could also be the case that the court reporter’s “trouble source” was the definition of the 

term mailing area, which Jeantel interpreted from Line 408 Yeah, where you get your 

mail at. The court reporter’s lack of participation after this explanation in Line 408 also 

supports that possibility. The prosecuting attorney, however, does not seem to understand 

that Jeantel has clarified sufficiently and expands upon the term mailing area even more 

from Lines 410 and 411 And and I’ll make sure everybody understands what you’re 

saying. Did you say he said he’s gonna leave the mailing area where he’s at.  

 Now let us consider revoicing repair that takes the structure of what SLA scholars 

would call a prompt. Again, I use an example originally introduced in Chapter 4. In 

Chapter 4, this example showed how the court reporter expressly states that there is a 

violation with something in Jeantel’s original utterance by stating “No” in the beginning 

of her turn. In this revisiting of the example, consider the exchange as it relates to the 

prompt construction within SLA in addition to the explicit negative evaluation of 

Jeantel’s turn. Here the court reporter is attempting another clarification of Jeantel’s 

testimony in which she is explaining that she rushed a previous interview with Martin 

family attorney, Benjamin Crump.  

Example (5.3):  

2399 Witness:   And I had told you 
2400            and said on the depo paper 
2401   that you have right now 
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2402             that I had rush on the interviewà  
   between me and Crump= 

à 2403 Court Rep: =No. 
2404             “And I had told you 
2405            that in that depo paper 
2406            that you have there 

à 2407            that I /ha:d/”=  
2408 Witness:   =rush on the interview between à 
   me and Crump. 

 
The court reporter begins her turn with a negative evaluation of Jeantel’s utterance in 

Line 2403. She then continues to revoice Jeantel’s prior utterance, and recasts the 

previous utterance with certain changes (including a standardization of had + regular past 

to have), but the court reporter crucially pauses before the “problematic” phrase rush on 

which contains AAVE features of consonant cluster reduction in Line 2407. This then 

requires, i.e. prompts, Jeantel to fill in the rest of her utterance, thus continuing to 

highlight the markedness of this phrase.  

 This example could easily be transplanted into a second language learning 

environment and reach similar conclusions of acceptability of language. If the court 

reporter was labeled as “teacher” and the witness was labeled as “learner,” it could be an 

interaction in which the teacher negatively evaluated the production of certain features 

(Line 2403, No) in the learner’s utterance and is prompting this student to correct or re-

formulate their utterance into what the teacher thinks is the “correct” way to say the rest 

of the sentence.  It is possible that this pattern in the courtroom similarly positions the 

person who is “corrected” as lacking some knowledge.  

 Of the 54 total number of revoicing tokens, twenty-one of them could be analyzed 

as “recasts,” or a reformulation of Jeantel’s previous utterance and thirty-three could be 

analyzed as “prompt”-like wherein the court reporter pauses before the trouble source of 
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the utterance which thus requires Jeantel to fill in the “correct” ending. According to 

scholars of corrective feedback, prompts can range from implicit to explicit but are 

critically distinct from recasts in the manner by which they require the learner to act and 

correct their language. Ortega (2009) considers this distinction to be dependent upon 

demand, or “the degree of conversational urgency exerted upon interlocutors to react to 

the negative feedback” (p. 75). Therefore, prompts may not appear explicit on the 

surface-level of the utterance, “but might be considered explicit in terms of their 

illocutionary force” (Lyster and Saito, 2010; p. 152).   

 Intertextual strategies have long been examined as mechanisms by which an 

individual’s ideologies towards a speaker or language are exposed (see O’Barr, 1982; 

Bauman and Briggs, 1990; Matoesian, 1999), and these types of corrective feedback via 

revoicing are yet another intertextual strategy that also functions in this way. In the next 

section, I discuss how revoicings can be further analyzed as institutional evaluations of 

the witness’s language and these linguistic devices may be subtly (or not so subtly) 

commenting on the institutional ideologies towards vernacular language that are held by 

the court reporter. The next section will also provide evidence that the speaker, Jeantel, is 

aware of these institutional ideologies: The ways in which she changes her subsequent 

utterances in response to the court reporter’s revoicings.  

5.4 Revoicings and Ideologies Towards Vernacular Language in the Courtroom 

 In this section, I examine how the two types of revoicings exhibited by the court 

reporter, recasts and prompts, subtly display the court reporter’s institutional language 

ideologies of the less-than-legitimacy of vernacular dialects. I illustrate how the recasts 

of the witness’s previous utterances typically include a “standardization” to the 
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Mainstream American English equivalent. I then discuss how prompt-like revoicings also 

covertly hint at the institutional ideologies towards African American English.  

5.4.1 Recasts  

 Recasts in this analysis are not typically presented with a negative evaluation of a 

speaker’s utterance, as is seen in the revisiting of Example (5.3) with the explicit No. 

More frequently, the recasts of Jeantel’s utterance include more subtle reformulations of 

her utterance or her language. However, these subtle changes almost always contain 

“standardizations” of Jeantel’s original utterance to the Mainstream American English 

equivalent. In Example (5.3) above, the recast starting in Line 2404 And I had told you 

that in that depo paper that you have there, that I had… includes semantically negligible 

reformulations but the line preceding Jeantel’s following utterance contains a 

morphosyntactic alteration of the phrase “had rush on” which contains the African 

American English features had + past to indicate regular past.  

In this section, I include four representative examples of recasts, summarized at 

the end of this section in Table 5.1. To begin, let us examine the first recast, a 

reformulation of Jeantel’s original utterance in which the final –ed was deleted in the 

verbs call and answer, a common feature of African American English following the 

constraints of past tense –ed deletion (Labov, 1968; Wolfram, 1969; Fasold, 1972; 

Rickford, 1999; Wolfram and Schilling, 2016). Here, Rachel Jeantel is explaining to the 

prosecution, the attorney for the State of Florida, Trayvon Martin’s location as she 

understood it from their phone call on the night of his death. She begins the excerpt by 

stating that Trayvon Martin had told her he was running to get away from “the man” (i.e. 

George Zimmerman) when their phone call was dropped. The prosecution initiates the 
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request for clarification in Line 600 with Okay, let’s just take a second. This is followed 

by another initiation of clarification in Line 607 by the prosecution to which the court 

reporter interrupts in Line 608 and initiates a recast of Jeantel’s utterance:   

  Example (5.4): 
 

592 Witness:  Yeah, run, from the back 
593   and I said “oh:.” 
594   And then a second later (.) 
595   he said he /went/ to run from the  
   back. 
596   And then I start hearing wind, 
597   And then the phone just shut off. 
598   (.) And, 
599   I [had called back.      ] 
600  Prosecution: [Okay let’s take just a] second à 
    make sure everybody’s got it 
601    because there are there are someà   
   people 
602   taking-write-writ-writing down notes. 
603    (.) K. Take your time. 
604 Witness:  And then the phone just shut off, 

à 605    and then I had call back, 
à 606   he answer. 

607 Prosecution:   Okay. The phone just- 
608 Court Rep: Wait a minute please.  
   “and then the phone just shut off 

à 609   and then I had called back and he à  
   answered?” 
610 Witness:  Yes. 

 
In the court reporter’s recast of this utterance, in Line 609, she inserts the –ed into the 

location typically found in Mainstream American English. The court reporter maintains 

the had even though had + past does not indicate the same thing in African American 

English (had + past = regular past) as it does in Mainstream American English (had + 

past = perfect). This would suggest that the court reporter has no awareness of this 

morphosyntactic feature of African American English, which would thus raise the 

question, would she change it to “standard” Mainstream American English past (i.e. omit 

the had) if she did know of such a difference? I would suspect not since additional 



	 144 

instances of recasts appear to be in situations in which phonological features are the key 

feature being reformulated, and it can be debated whether the court reporter perceived the 

–ed deletion in rushed to be a phonological reduction.  

 In the second representative example of recasts, the defense attorney is asking 

Rachel Jeantel about a letter she wrote to Trayvon Martin’s mother and whether she 

signed her name at the bottom of the letter: 

Example (5.5): 

2803 Defense:  Did you sign it at the bottom. 
2804 Witness:  Yes 
2805 Defense:  What name did you use? 
2806 Witness:  Diamond [da:mIn] Eugene  

à 2807 Court Rep: I’m sorry 
2808 Witness:  Diamond [da:mIn] Eugene 

à 2809 Court Rep: Downy U.?  
2810 Witness:  Diamond [daImIn] Eugene 
2811 Court Rep: Thank you 
 

In Line 2807, the court reporter requests clarification with I’m sorry suggesting she does 

not understand the name that Jeantel is saying, Diamond Eugene, which could be due to 

Jeantel’s monophthong in the initial syllable of Diamond as well as the unexpected 

appearance of a nickname. In the court reporter’s recast, Downy U? in Line 2809, she 

incorrectly reformulates the name to one with the same [a] vowel but with the incorrect 

glide. This suggests that the court reporter is attempting to standardize to an Mainstream 

American English equivalent; however the “target” is off. This is seen when Jeantel 

corrects the court reporter and standardizes herself to the “correct target” in her 

subsequent utterance to include the diphthong. Critically, monophthongization is not 

uniquely an African American English phenomenon; Southern American white varieties 

of English also exhibits monophthongization (Wolfram and Schilling, 2016), which could 
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theoretically be the dialect that the court reporter is familiar with working in Central 

Florida.  Although there are subtle constraints as to where African American English 

speakers differ from standard Southern American English speakers in terms of 

monophthongs, Diamond, does not fall into this environment6 (Wolfram and Schilling, 

2016).  

 In another illustrative example of recasts, the court reporter’s recast of Jeantel’s 

utterance simply includes a reformulation of the word cause to its non-contracted version 

because. Interestingly in this example, the court reporter maintains the morphosyntactic 

feature of African American English that is present, i.e. the absence of the –ed morpheme 

in sound. In this example, Jeantel is recounting that she could not hear what Trayvon 

Martin was saying to George Zimmerman when the altercation between the two began.  

 Example (5.6):  

5296 Witness:  I couldn't hear that well (.) 
5297   it was Trayvon,  
5298   but when I heard “get off, get off”  
5299   and I started calling his name   
5300   “Trayvon, Trayvon” /???/ 
5301 Court Rep: Wait a minute,  
5302   “I couldn’t hear that well  
5303   it was Trayvon,  
5304   but when I heard ‘get off get off’  
5305   when I started calling his name à 
   ‘Trayvon, Trayvon’…” 
5306 Witness:  ‘Cause it sound like his voice. 

à 5307 Court Rep: Because it sound like his voice? 
5308 Witness:  Yes, ma'am.  
 

																																								 																					
6 According to Wolfram and Schilling (2016, p. 229), African American English speakers 
and standard Southern Anglo American English speakers tend to pronounce the 
diphthong /ai/ as [a]. However, Southern Anglo Americans are much more likely to use 
the [a] pronunciation before voiceless consonants, as in laht [læt]for light, whereas 
African American English speakers may say light with the diphthong /aI/.  
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This recast is a simple recast of a informal truncation of the word ’cause to the formal 

(perhaps then the institutional “standard”) uncontracted form because and does not 

appear to be targeting any specific African American English features. However, this and 

the previous recasts illustrate that the court reporter’s participation and her revoicing of 

Jeantel’s utterances include a reformulation and formal (and thus “standard”) version; 

this suggests that the court reporter’s preferred variety to achieve her institutional goal of 

taking down what was said “verbatim” is a more formal variety.   

 The fourth interesting example of a recast includes a phonological feature of 

Southern American English, the full context of which can be seen here in Example (5.7). 

In this excerpt, Rachel Jeantel is trying to convey the context in which she heard Trayvon 

Martin say “get off, get off” to George Zimmerman before Zimmerman shot and killed 

Martin. She begins by stating that it wasn’t that their phone call had ended, as seen in 

Line 5338 Yeah, [the phone call had] not cut off, because she could hear other sounds, 

some sounds suggesting an altercation between the two men: 	

Example (5.7): 

5338 Witness:  Yeah, not cut off.   
5339   Like you could hear grass sounds,à 
   wet grass,  
5340   and you could hear Trayvon was à 
   saying 
   get off, get off me,  
5341   and then I was scr- saying Trayvon, à 
   Trayvon,  
5342   and then the phone yeah had hung up.   
5343   And the phone had /ended/ 
5344 Court Rep: What? 
5345 Witness:  The phone had ended [IndIt] 
5346 Court Rep: The phone had what? 
5347 Witness:  Ended [IndIt] 
5348 Court Rep: Had what? 
5349 Witness:  Ended. [IndIt] 
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à 5350 Court Rep: Ended? [ɛndId] 
5351 Defense:  So what you're saying is that  
5352   after you heard something hitting à 
   somebody,  
5353   (.) then you heard grass? 
5354 Witness:  Repeat your answer again? 

 
Jeantel’s pronunciation of the word ended contains two distinct phonological features, 

one that is shared with white Southern American English and one that is unique to 

African American English. The initial vowel in the word ended is pronounced reflecting 

the PIN-PEN merger found among white and African American speakers of Southern 

American English wherein the vowel /ɛ/ is pronounced as [I] before nasals (Labov et al., 

1968; Wolfram and Schilling, 2016). However, the second feature that is present is the 

devoicing of the final /d/ consonant so it is pronounced as [t]. Devoicing of voiced stops 

after a vowel appears to be unique in American English dialects to speakers of African 

American English (Rickford, 1999; see also Fasold and Wolfram, 1970; Bailey and 

Thomas, 1998).  Perhaps then, the combination of these two features affected the way in 

which the court reporter comprehended the word ended, as evidenced by her continued 

request for clarification in Lines 5344 What, 5346 The phone had what?, 5348 Had 

what?. Finally, in Line 5350 Ended?, the court reporter reformulates Jeantel’s utterance 

to contain both the standard Mainstream American English equivalent of distinguishing 

the PIN-PEN vowels and the voicing of word final /d/.  

In the subtle instances of recasts found in this testimony, the court reporter 

employs different strategies when revoicing Jeantel’s utterance. In Table 5.1, which 

summarizes examples (5.4) – (5.7), you can see Jeantel’s original utterance, the court 

reporter’s recast of her utterance, and by Jeantel’s response to the court reporter’s recast. 
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In the last column, I have identified which feature of Jeantel’s original utterance is 

reformulated in the court reporter’s recast.  

Ex. # Witness’s Original 
Utterance 

Court Reporter’s 
Utterance 

Witness’s Next 
Utterance 

Recasted 
Feature 

(5.4) And then the phone 
just shut off, and 
then I had call 
back, he answer. 

Wait a minute 
please "and then 
the phone just 
shut off and then 
I had called back 
and he answered" 

Yes Morphosyntactic 
(perhaps perceived 
as phonological) 

(5.5) Diamond [da:mIn] 
Eugene 

Downy U? Diamond[daImIn]  
Eugene 

Phonological 

(5.6) ‘Cause it sound 
like his voice 

Because it sound 
like his voice? 

Yes ma’am Phonological 

(5.7) Ended [IndIt] Ended? [ɛndId] N/A Phonological 

Table 5.1: Table of Recast and Feature Reformulated in the Witness’s Original 
Utterance 
 
When examining the four recasts from Table 5.1, it is interesting to see the pattern by 

which the court reporter reformulates the witness’s language. Typically, these recasts are 

present when there is an issue with comprehending a phonological feature of AAVE. 

Recasts are therefore fundamentally intertextual because they are constructions of an 

utterance that recontextualizes a prior utterance into a new context. As Tannen (2007b) 

states, synchronic intertextuality, i.e. repetition within a conversation, is a spontaneous 

resource that does not necessarily require a speaker to stop and think. However, this 

instantaneous process does not mean that this is devoid of subtle shifts in what Goffman 

(1981) calls footings, or alignments towards the speaker or the utterance. Repetitions and 

intertextual processes such as recasts may actually be more illustrative of a speaker’s 

alignments towards a speaker or what was said due to this instantaneous, unconscious, 

automatic process. Gordon (2009) also explores the relationship between 

recontextualization of prior utterances and these alignments by discussing how 
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“reshaping” of “prior texts” (see Becker, 1994) “is a powerful contextualization cue, a 

way of sending particular metamessages that the interlocutors…can glean and interpret to 

discern frames” (Gordon, 2009; p. 191). I argue that these metamessages not only signal 

frames, but also a speaker’s footings or alignments towards the original utterance and 

speaker of the utterance. Therefore, this chapter supports the notion that recasts are an 

explicit (re)construction of dialogue that may convey the speaker’s ideologies towards 

the speaker or the utterance in a way that previously has not been explored.  

5.4.2 Prompts 

 Similar to recasts, utterances that resemble prompts in the SLA field are not 

typically intended as explicit negative evaluations of the speaker’s language capabilities 

in this dataset. Instead, as we saw with recasts, they indicate a trouble source in the latter 

half of the utterance, i.e. the part that the court reporter was not sure how to revoice. As a 

reminder, I have defined prompts as a withholding of the trouble source of the utterance, 

which encourages the interlocutor to produce their own “target” output.   

 Again, consider an example originally introduced in Chapter 4 and used in this 

chapter as a representative example for a prompt. Here you see an explicit negative 

evaluation of Rachel Jeantel’s linguistic output, as indicated by the inclusion of the 

negation, No. This negative evaluator is then followed by a prompt of Jeantel’s original 

utterance. Consider this example now as it relates to the importance of the pause that the 

court reporter has before rush, namely part of the phrase that represents multiple features 

of African American English: 
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Example (5.3), Revisited: 

2399 Witness:   And I had told you 
2400            and said on the depo paper 
2401   that you have right now 
2402             that I had rush on the interviewà  
   between me and Crump= 

à 2403 Court Rep: =No. 
2404             “And I had told you 
2405            that in that depo paper 
2406            that you have there 

à 2407            that I /ha:d/”  
2408 Witness:   rush on the interview between à 
   me and Crump. 
 

In this example, the court reporter begins to prompt Jeantel that there was something 

amiss in the latter half of her utterance that I had rush on the interview between me and 

Crump in Line 2402. Jeantel is then invited to repeat the feature that carries the 

morphosyntactic and phonological variants found in African American English to finish 

the original utterance; in accepting the invitation she does not reformulate this “trouble 

source” to have the standard Mainstream American English equivalent to rushed. This 

again is reminiscent of open-class repair initiators (Drew, 1997), where the trouble-

source is not clear, but instead is left up to the interlocutor to identify. However, the 

definition of prompts in this chapter allow for a more institutionally focused context 

suggesting that there is an expectation of a “correct” or “appropriate” answer.  

 In this section, I have chosen four representative examples of prompts which are 

summarized in Table 5.2 at the end of the chapter. In the first example, Rachel Jeantel is 

telling the defense attorney that none of her friends knew that George Zimmerman had 

not been arrested in connection with the death of Trayvon Martin: 

 Example (5.8) 
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  1480 Defense:  Had anybody told you that had à 
     gone to the wake that they knew 
  1481   George Zimmerman had not yet à 
     been arrested 
  1482 Witness:  They didn’t know either[iða]  
  1483   They woulda told me 
 à 1484 Court Rep: They-? 
  1485 Witness:  They did not know either[iðɚ]  
     They woulda told me 
     Trust me they was textin’ me à 
     like crazy= 
  1486 Defense: =Mhm. 
  
 In Line 1484 They-?, the court reporter begins a prompt to initiate a correction or a 

clarification of Jeantel’s original utterance (Lines 1482-1483), but it is unclear based on 

the structure of Jeantel’s two phrases which phrase was the court reporter’s actual 

“trouble source.” What is clear is that Jeantel interpreted the trouble source as being 

contained in the initial phrase They didn’t know either [iða] in which she contracts did not 

to didn’t and uses the r-less variant of the –er ending in either. This, again, is a frequently 

occurring feature of African American English in which an r after a vowel is deleted; this 

particular rule is applied more often at the end of the word where the following word 

begins in a consonant (Rickford, 1999), as in They didn’t know either(ah), they woulda 

told me. Jeantel repeats her original utterance, prompted by the court reporter, and 

reformulates her initial utterance to contain all the “standard” equivalents possible: They 

did not know either ([iðɚ]). She separates the contraction in didn’t à did not and she 

provides the r-full equivalent of either. This further supports that there is certainly 

awareness or belief coming from the witness that the institutional “target” output is the 

standard and/or formal. This proposition is further corroborated by the absence of the 

court reporter’s participation in the next available turn and instead the defense attorney’s 

affirmative mhm (Line 1486).  
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 In the second representative example of revoicing that is structured as a prompt, 

Rachel Jeantel is trying to convey to the defense attorney that she and Trayvon Martin 

believed that George Zimmerman was racially profiling Trayvon Martin: 

 Example (5.9): 

3050 Defense:  Tell me, what is it about this event, 
3051   specifically, that convinced you it à 
   was racially-based. 
3052 Witness:  Trayvon was being followed  
3053   and it was around seven  
3054   and it’s not that late  
3055   and it’s in the rain,  
3056   like, come on now. 

à 3057 Court Rep: It was in the rai:n…   
3058 Witness:  It was in the rain,  
3059   or it was raining and = 
3060 Defense: =Alright, so it’s raining 
3061 Witness:  Yes 
 

Starting in Line 3052, Rachel Jeantel gives a list of reasons she, and perhaps Trayvon 

Martin, used as evidence that this was racial profiling. She begins with a simple fact that 

Trayvon Martin was being followed and then continues to say that it “was not that late,” 

perhaps suggesting that it is not abnormal for someone to be walking around at that time, 

and then concludes her line of evidence with Line 3055 It’s in the rain. In Line 3056 she 

adds an evaluative idiomatic phrase come on now, which implies that her list above is 

evidence enough. In the next immediate turn, however, the court reporter prompts Jeantel 

with a reformulation of Jeantel’s utterance it’s in the rain à it was in the rain with an 

elongated vowel in rain and a falling intonation perhapssuggesting she is prompting the 

following utterance like, come on now. Jeantel then repeats the court reporter’s 

construction it was in the rain and then self-repairs to or it was raining in Line 3059.  

 Consider these next two representative examples where Jeantel changes lexical 
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features of her original utterances, again acknowledging that what she had said may have 

been “vernacular” of sorts. These examples feature the same prompting construction 

where the court reporter repeats a portion of Jeantel’s utterance and then pauses before 

finishing the latter portion. In this first example, the defense attorney is challenging who 

was present the day that Jeantel was interviewed by the media.   

 Example (5.10): 
3604 Defense:  Ben Crump was present,  
3605   Sabrina Fulton was present,  
3607   in these two vehicles that came à 
   to pick you up  
3608   on the afternoon of April 2nd, 2012 
3609 Witness:  Yes, sir. 
3610 Defense:  And was Mr. de la Rionda present? 
3611 Witness:  I don’t remember him,  
3612   like, I was in the back of the car.  
3613 Defense:  Do you know of anybody else à 
   being present? 

à 3614 Witness:  I do remember a tall dude 
à 3615 Court Rep: I do remember… 
à 3616 Witness:  A tall person. 

3617 Defense:  Did you ever see him again later à 
   that evening? 
3618 Witness:  Yes, sir 
 

In Line 3614, Jeantel states that there may have been another person, a tall dude, present 

that day. The court reporter immediately revoices her and prompts a completion of the 

phrase, and then in Line 3616, Jeantel changes her original utterance to contain a more 

formal lexical item. That change appears to be accepted by the court reporter as there was 

no secondary request for clarification and the defense attorney accepts the inclusion of a 

tall person into her testimony and asks if she saw him (him, because dude typically 

signifies male) again.  

 Another instance of lexical changes that are accepted by the institutional 

representatives can be seen below in Example (5.11). In this example, the defense 
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attorney is re-cross-examining Rachel Jeantel about a line of questioning regarding 

whether Trayvon Martin approached George Zimmerman and initiated the altercation, 

which led to Trayvon’s death.  

 Example (5.11): 

  5756 Defense: Is that what you're saying that – 
 5757   you're saying that  
 5758   if Trayvon Martin was getting readyà 
    to assault this man  
 5759   that he would have said  
 5760   “hang on a minute, I'll call youà 
    back?” 

  5761 Prosecution:  Same objection.  
  5762    Argumentative. 
  5763    Speculation.  
  5764 Judge:  Just one second.   
  5765   Overruled. 
  5766 Witness:  No, sir.   
 à 5767   He would not let me on the phone 
 à 5768 Court Rep: No, sir.  He would not? 
 à 5769 Witness:  He would not allow me on the phoneà 
     with him  
  5770   if he was about to have a fight. 
  5771 Defense:  I didn't I didn’t understand that.   
  5772   Say that again.  
  5773   What about that-  
  5774   he would have told you if he wasà 
     getting ready to have a fight? 
    
Here again you see Jeantel’s original utterance in Line 5767 being partially revoiced by 

the court reporter in Line 5768, and then, Jeantel reformulates her original utterance to 

contain a more formal synonym of let me to allow me. Although the defense attorney has 

subsequent questions on the rationale behind this, the court reporter appears to be 

satisfied with the new output that Jeantel provided and does not request clarification 

again.  

 In sum, prompts are yet another way to voice another person while also subtly and 

likely inadvertently exposing attitudes about the speaker and/or the speaker’s language.  
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Although these prompts do not clearly illustrate a preference for “standard” varieties of 

language, as recasts appear to do, the prompting of the witness to repeat (and correct) her 

utterance that contained the vernacular features would suggest that indeed, the court 

reporter’s preference, or what she is most comfortable within the institutional context, is 

different from the vernacular. Furthermore, there is evidence that Jeantel is aware of this 

institutional preference and when prompted, she almost always “standardizes” (that is 

changes to the “standard” Mainstream American English or to formal American English) 

any aspect of the problematic utterance, regardless of whether the vernacular was an 

African American English feature, or an informal Mainstream American feature (i.e. 

dude à person). Another piece of compelling evidence to illustrate that the “standard,” 

and especially, not the vernacular is the institutional “target” for the courtroom is that 

once an utterance was standardized, the court reporter did not persist in her clarification 

even if the phrase being standardized was not the problematic part of the utterance, as 

seen in Example (17) when Jeantel “corrects” her pronunciation of either from [iða] to 

[iðɚ]. 

In this section, I have chosen four illustrative examples of prompts in where to the 

best of my judgment there was no issue with the volume of Jeantel’s voice. The examples 

are summarized below:  
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Ex. # Witness’s Original 
Utterance 

Court Reporter’s 
Utterance 

Witness’s Next 
Utterance 

Feature 
Changed 

(5.8) They didn’t know 
either [iða], They 
woulda told me 

They… They did not know 
either [iðɚ] 

Phonological 

(5.9) It’s in the rain, 
like come on now 

It was in the 
rain… 

It was in the 
rain, or it was 
raining and… 

Phonological 

(5.10) I do remember a 
tall dude 

I do remember… 
 

A tall person  Lexical 

(5.11) No, sir.  He would 
not let me on the 
phone 
 

No, sir.  He 
would not? 
 

Allow me on the 
phone with him if 
he was about to 
have a fight 

Lexical 

Table 5.2: Prompts and Rachel Jeantel’s Interpretation of the Preferred “Target” 
Output 

What is notable about prompts compared to recasts is the distribution of responsibility 

between the court reporter and the witness. With recasts, the court reporter indicated 

which features were problematic, thus indicating the trouble-source, whereas with 

prompts, the court reporter highlighted (i.e. made certain aspects salient [Goodwin, 

2004]) the witness’s language as somehow problematic but left it up to the witness to 

decide which part was problematic, thus inviting Jeantel to both identify the specific 

“trouble” and to complete the repair.  

 Prompts, as seen with recasts, are another interesting recontextualization of 

Jeantel’s previous utterances. In this case, however, prompts are also a co-construction of 

her utterance and can be examined with respect to production format (Goffman, 1981).  

Here, it is clear that the author, i.e. the one who selects what words are said first, is 

Rachel Jeantel. However, when the court reporter physically produces the words (either 

in a recast or a prompt) she is the animator. Curiously, however, the court reporter also 

becomes an inadvertent co-author of sorts because she makes certain changes to the 

original utterance. When Jeantel is led to finish the prompt, regardless of whether this 
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new construction is identical to her original words or not, she becomes a co-animator of 

her originally authored utterance.  

 This is a interesting phenomenon to examine through the lenses of intertextual 

strategies and constructed dialogue (Tannen, 2007b) because it even further 

problematizes Jeantel’s voice in the courtroom. Consider the co-construction of Jeantel’s 

authored utterances step by step: first, the attorney directs a question or statement to 

Jeantel; then, by the constraints of the question-answer sequence of examination in 

American courtrooms, she is required to answer. Then, the court reporter interjects into 

this sequence and participates in the interaction by asking a clarifying question or by 

diving into a recontextualization of Jeantel’s authored words. The court reporter’s 

participation is the first layer of (likely unintentional) problematizing of Jeantel’s voice 

because it signals to Jeantel and the jury that what she said or how she said it was in 

violation of the court reporter’s expectations in some way and she thus failed to capture 

it. Next, the manner by which the court reporter participates problematizes Jeantel’s voice 

because if the court reporter revoices Jeantel and “standardizes” or pauses before a word 

or phrase with a vernacular feature, she again recontextualizes Jeantel’s authored words 

in a new context and highlights the vernacularity or informality of Jeantel’s voice 

because it is not coming from the original author. And again, Jeantel is required to 

respond and repeats her words or phrase, which again fundamentally alters the original 

utterance and its presentation into the interaction. At each level of the interaction, with 

each step to achieve a clarification, Jeantel’s original words and her original voice are 

recontextualized and reconstructed to have a new meaning.   
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5.5 Discussion and Conclusion 

 This chapter takes a closer look at revoicings using the lens of intertextuality and 

concepts from Second Language Acquisition to illuminate the subtle ideologies that are 

displayed when an utterance is recontextualized in a new environment. The first section 

introduced revoicings as intertextual processes wherein a speaker voices another’s words. 

The literature on intertextuality in the courtroom has mostly been confined to the 

discussion of repetition of a witness’s testimony, which is evoked by an attorney’s 

identifying inconsistencies in their story, thus allowing the witness to be labeled as non-

credible. This chapter takes another perspective of intertextuality in the courtroom and 

examines instances of synchronic intertextuality, or those that occur immediately, where 

the witness is revoiced back to herself by the court reporter. This chapter reinforces that 

the same conclusions found by Matoesian (1999), O’Barr (1982), Cotterill (2003), and 

others who examined attorney-lay interactions, but rather in the context of the court 

reporter’s discourse: When a speaker repeats the words of another he or she imbues the 

recontextualized words with his or her own personal ideologies towards the speaker or 

the utterance.  

 In the previous chapter (Chapter Four), I discussed how the court reporter’s 

participation in general can be evaluated as repair-seeking: When these revoicings occur, 

they seek repair of an item in the revoiced utterance or part of the revoiced utterance. 

Chapter Five more deeply investigated two types of revoiced repairs and examined 

through the lens of a related equivalent as introduced by in SLA: corrective feedback 

constructions. I have suggested that the court reporter’s revoicing strategies are 

productively analyzed using two concepts from SLA. The first, recasts, are 
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reformulations of a speaker’s previous incorrect utterance and the second, prompts, are a 

withholding of the correct form of the utterance and a suggestion that the learner has the 

correct form in their existing knowledge. My data showed that recasts and prompts also 

can be examined as evaluative feedback just like in the field of SLA because they both 

indicate to the witness that there is something amiss with her original utterance and 

depending on the court reporter’s strategy, the witness can either be presented with a 

standardization or formalization of her own words (recast) or be prompted to try again for 

another attempt at the utterance, which the witness tends to produce as containing 

“standardizations.” I use this term “standardization” in response to Gumperz’ (1982b) 

quote that states, “misunderstandings are mutual and they are as much due to the nature 

of the situations in which interactions take place, and to the standards by which words are 

evaluated, as to linguistic or cultural facts as such” (p. 195, emphasis my own); this term 

also encompasses formalizing of register or increasing politeness. The “standardizations” 

that Jeantel produces can be seen as a change to the standard, i.e. standard Mainstream 

American English equivalent, or the formal, i.e. less-informal American English. This 

term when in quotations, “standardization,” is an illustration that there is an institutional 

expectation or standard, which includes both standard Mainstream American English and 

a formal register.  

 This section also showed that the approaches to examine repair from the field of 

Conversation Analysis and examining feedback from the field of SLA can be 

incorporated into a strong methodology to examine requests for repair in which there may 

be a “correct” answer in mind in another institution, the courtroom.  
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 Section 5.3 even further examined recasts and prompts in the context of 

intertextual strategies and their relationship to ideologies towards certain language 

varieties. Again, extensive literature in the field of intertexuality has discussed how one’s 

words are not simply one’s own and that a speaker “populates [them] with his own 

intention” when the words are appropriated (Bakhtin, 1981; p. 293). Furthermore, by 

adopting and adapting another’s words and register, this may inadvertently (or 

intentionally) come off as a parody (as seen with “Mock Ebonics” [Ronkin and Karn, 

1999] and “ventriloquizing” another’s voice in the broad sense of the word [Tannen, 

2010]).  

 My analysis showed that when the court reporter recast Jeantel’s previous 

utterance, what was then reformulated was typically a “standardization” including a more 

formal version (and more standard, i.e. non-vernacular) of Jeantel’s previous utterance. 

This left Jeantel to either accept the reformulation, which she usually did, or if the 

reformulation was an incorrect interpretation of what Jeantel had said, she would then 

“standardize” the original utterance herself (see Table 5.1, Example 5.5: Diamond 

Eugene).  This also shows that Jeantel is aware of this preference for the “standard” in the 

courtroom. This is reminiscent of Zentella’s (2003) discussion of the double-standard that 

Spanish speakers face wherein American society forces them to conform to the linguistic 

standard of Mainstream American English while Mainstream American English speakers 

are free to ignore the phonotactic and grammatical constraints of Spanish and parody the 

language through “Mock Spanish” bastardizations. This may also be reflective of how 

usage of Mock Ebonics on the Internet perpetuates the negative language ideology that 

African American English and informal language is less-than-legitimate in the 



	 161 

courtroom. The “standardization” of Jeantel’s original utterance occurred when the court 

reporter revoiced Jeantel via recast and prompt constructions. Within the prompt 

construction, Jeantel’s orientation to the request for a repair to the “standard” is also an 

interesting type of co-constructed utterance between the court reporter and Jeantel.  

 It is difficult to know, empirically, what the motivating factors were for the court 

reporter to revoice Jeantel in a way that corresponds closely with prompts from the 

second-language-learning classroom. However, what we have seen in the examples in 

Section 5.3 is that these prompts, as I have defined them, indicate that a certain linguistic 

“target” is not being met. The utterances that initiated the prompts contain African 

American English features, informal features, and other vernacular dialectal features; I 

must conclude then that the linguistic “targets” that are not being met are more 

“standard” (that is both standard and formal Mainstream American English) constructions 

or pronunciations. This is especially compelling as these representative examples are not 

ones in which there was, from my perspective as an analyst who had the luxury of re-

listening and pausing, a question of volume or clarity of articulation. The court reporter’s 

institutional goal and legal obligation is to take down what was said “verbatim” and, as 

such, when understanding that the “standard” is the preferred target in the context of her 

institutional goal, it is not surprising that the court reporter would be led to hold and 

perhaps inadvertently recreate (at least) an institutionally driven ideology against 

vernacular dialects and informal usages in the courtroom.  

 In sum, this chapter extends the literature on intertextuality in the courtroom by 

exploring the discourse of the “neutral” participant: the court reporter, an institutional 

representative whose talk up until now has not received much research attention. This 
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chapter supports previous work on intertextuality and its association with a speaker’s 

ideologies as it illustrates how a court reporter’s revoicing of another individual indirectly 

indicates that vernacular dialects are in violation of the “target” or the “expected” 

language variety in the courtroom. This chapter clearly illustrates how a speaker’s 

revoicing of another can not only comment on the speaker’s alignment towards the 

speaker and utterance, but also alter the utterance simply by recontextualizing the original 

utterance into a new environment. Jeantel is then forced to repeat herself, which even 

further recontextualizes the utterance, which yields a more explicit problematizing of her 

language and voice.   

 Furthermore, this chapter showed that there is an awareness of language varieties 

and the ideologies therein held by the “nonstandard” speaker. This is clear because 

Rachel Jeantel, a speaker of African American Vernacular English speaker, among other 

varieties, was incorrectly clarified or prompted to clarify, and she did so by 

“standardizing” her own words so as to conform to the expectations she perceived as 

belonging to the court reporter. Once Jeantel “standardized” herself, the court reporter 

accepted her utterance and did not request further clarification. Therefore, this creates an 

understanding of standard Mainstream American English and more formality as preferred 

and highlights the lack of acceptability of African American English and less formality in 

the courtroom.  

 Chapters Four and Five have not only revealed the highlighting of Jeantel’s 

language use but also have given the necessary foundation to understand the court 

reporter’s institutional task of creating the official record of the courtroom. In the next 

chapter, I closely examine the official transcript as it relates to how Jeantel’s voice, which 
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has been positioned as problematic in the interactional space of the courtroom, is 

reflected in the official transcript.    
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Chapter Six 
Analysis of the Court Reporter as Institutional Gatekeeper of Voices in the Official 

Transcript 
 

6.1 Introduction  

 So far, in this study, I have focused on the court reporter’s participation as she 

works towards the creation of the official transcript during witness testimony. I have 

demonstrated how the court reporter’s frequency and manner of participation in response 

to a speaker of African American Vernacular English (and not others) may signal that 

there is – and may work to (re)construct – an institutional “standard” (following Gumperz 

1982) of formal standard English in the courtroom. This chapter takes a complementary 

perspective by examining the actual official transcript that I acquired from this 

testimony’s court reporter and focusing on how she represents the African American 

Vernacular English and other informal and vernacular features that are present in Rachel 

Jeantel’s testimony. Rickford and King’s (2016) work on the treatment and evaluation of 

Rachel Jeantel’s language in the murder trial of George Zimmerman provides a basis for 

my analysis by highlighting the systematicity of her AAVE by examining her speech in 

general and discuss how her AAVE variety reflects certain Caribbean influences (see 

Section 3.4.4.) In this chapter, I will expand upon this work, and some of the AAVE 

features they discuss, by examining how the court reporter treats these features within the 

official transcript and how Jeantel’s voice is reflected therein.  

 The first section of this chapter expounds upon the idea that the court reporter is 

productively conceptualized as an institutional gatekeeper of what language is 

“acceptable” or “allowed” in the official record. I revisit and describe in greater the work 

of Anne G. Walker (1985; 1986), sociolinguist and former court reporter, who discusses 
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the institutional and legal obligations that court reporters face in creation of the official 

record. Walker appears to be one of few scholars who examine the institutional influence 

of the court reporter, but her findings are similar to those regarding language interpreters 

in the courtroom and other institutional encounters. Davidson’s (2000) research on 

Spanish-English interpreting in doctor-patient interactions found that the interpreter plays 

a critical role in the gatekeeping aspect of the interaction. Gatekeeping encounters, as 

Davidson and others (see Erickson and Shultz, 1982; Gumperz, 1982a; 1982b; Sarangi 

and Roberts, 1999) examine them, are professional-lay interactions in which an 

institutional representative has certain control over the outcome the layperson is able to 

achieve. Davidson (2000) found that Spanish-English interpreters tend to act as social 

agents and participants within the discourse of the doctor-patient interaction. He shows 

examples where interpreters ask questions typically left to medical professionals in 

English-English interactions, or even participate in such a way, significantly modifies the 

patient’s voice. In another context, Metzger’s (1999) work on ASL interpreting also 

found that there is a paradox of neutrality in the interpreting world and there can be no 

way to change modes of language without drastically altering the message conveyed. 

This phenomenon is a different, more metaphorical representation of intertextuality, in 

fact, but the literature can still apply. One’s words are never one’s own, according to 

Bakhtin (1981), and when they are recontextualized in a different place (Becker, 1994), 

in a different voice (Agha, 2005; Ribeiro 2006), in a different language (Becker, 1994; 

Metzger, 1999; Davidson, 2000), and/or in a different modality, i.e. oral to written 

(Walker, 1985), the original words are (intentionally or not) fundamentally altered.  
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 The next section of this chapter illustrates how exactly the court reporter in the 

Zimmerman trial actually reflects the features of Jeantel’s language variety in the 

courtroom in the official transcript. My findings in that section support the conclusions 

that Walker (1985) found in her dissertation decades previously: court reporters tend to 

standardize, or “clean up” as Walker says, phonological features of a language variety to 

aid in the legibility of the transcript for the appellate and future readers, but they typically 

keep certain morphosyntactic (and lexical) features that are more content-dependent. 

However, I expand upon Walker’s findings by discussing the implications that occur 

when there are mistranscriptions (of various kinds) of the speaker’s utterances, and 

specifically how that may affect the portrayal of the speaker’s voice within this static 

record of testimony.  

 In this chapter, I also explore certain African American Vernacular features and 

other informal nonstandard features that Jeantel utilizes throughout the testimony. As 

Rickford and King (2016) point out, she exhibits certain vernacular varieties of African 

American English, such as her frequent plural –s absence (27%), which was is counted to 

be twice as high as other African American English speakers from sociolinguistic 

literature. Rickford and King conclude that this may be another feature that illustrates 

Caribbean influence from the varieties that are common in her Miami neighborhood (p. 

959-960). With this in mind, this chapter examines phonological, morphosyntactic, and 

lexical features that Jeantel uses in her testimony that are either reflective of African 

American Vernacular English (such as interdental th realization) or informal American 

English (such as the use of the term cracka). To begin the examination of these features 
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within the official court record, one must understand the crucial role that the court 

reporter has on the interactional space of the courtroom.   

6.2 The Court Reporter as Institutional Gatekeeper of Language 

 …A transcript is a written record of what the court reporter believes he or she 
heard… (United States v. Guess 1984; p. 1288) 

 

 This section introduces the idea that the court reporter is an institutional 

gatekeeper of voices in the courtroom, because she or he produces the official transcript. 

The official transcript is the key component of future legal proceedings as its creation is 

dependent upon the Court Reporters Act of 1948, which states everything that is said 

must be a verbatim reproduction either by a phonetic shorthand or mechanical means  

(U.S.C. 28 § 753; p. 31). One intention of this act is to allow any future reader to 

understand exactly what had occurred during this legal proceeding, regardless of the 

temporal and spatial distance the reader may have from the actual trial (Walker 1986). 

Therefore the individual in charge of this document, the court reporter, holds a large 

amount of institutional power and his or her actions may influence not only the present 

trial, but potentially the outcomes of future trials.  

 The literature on the discourse and influences of the court reporter is minimal and 

most of the work has been done by Walker (1985; 1986) who examines the “verbatim” 

transcription of legal proceedings and the subsequent beliefs that appellate readers, those 

who determine whether a court decision could be reversed (appealed), form about the 

participants within the legal proceedings. She includes a quotation by Judge Levin H. 

Campbell from personal correspondence: “the maintenance of a record of proceedings in 

a trial court is absolutely essential to the working of our judiciary. There can be no 
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meaningful right of appellate review without an accurate trial record” (Walker, 1985; p. 

7). However, Walker’s work illustrates how editing during the creation of an official 

transcript is very common and is typically intended as an improvement to keep the 

general “sense of the utterance” while helping a possible future reader to understand what 

was said (1985; 1986). She differentiates between the retention of content, as protected 

by the Court Reporter Act of 1948, and context, which is “anything outside the dictionary 

meaning” and is much more susceptible to editing (Walker, 1986; p. 410).  

 When discussing dialect and language variety in the courtroom, Walker 

references the works of sociolinguists (Wolfram, 1970; Shuy and Fasold, 1973; Wolfram 

and Fasold, 1974; among others) and social scientists (Lind and O’Barr, 1979; Fishman, 

1959) to highlight that a speaker’s language variety contributes to how they are perceived 

by others. This perception and the attributions given to a speaker who uses a certain 

language variety are more likely to be negative when elements of the other speakers’ 

speech differ from the listener, especially if these elements are nonstandard (see 

Wolfram, 1970 for a foundational work on speaker evaluations of vernacular varieties).  

 The overall influence this has on the official transcript is intriguing, as Walker 

(1985; p. 121-3) explains: 

Accent per se seldom enters a court record, since phonological phenomena 
such as the dropping of a consonant ([worl[d], ca[r]…) or backing and 
rounding of a vowel (hoi toid for high tide) are not considered by either 
the record takers (court reporters) or readers (judges and lawyers) to be 
important information. 

 

She states that even when an “accent” is examined within a dialect or language 

variety, such as African American English, the phonological features of that 
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language variety are “ruled out as too stylistic for replication in a transcript” 

(Walker, 1986; p. 413). However, the features of the dialect that do appear in the 

transcript are, “those features of a dialect which are generally considered in [the 

standard] culture to be ungrammatical – such as double negatives or use of 

‘ain’t’” (Walker, 1986; p. 414).  

 Walker also finds that the omission of linguistic features is not reserved to 

stylistic (i.e. distinctive and individualistic) or nonstandard features that may 

make a transcript appear too difficult to read, but also occurs in the voices of 

judges, attorneys, and other speakers in the courtroom.  She finds that 82% of 

court reporters self-report to “cleaning up” the grammar of judges and lawyers: 

27% always clean up the language, 55% sometimes clean up the language 

(Walker, 1985; p. 118). Furthermore, she states that one motivation for the court 

reporters’ editing is to “reflect what they believe to be the attitudes of their 

employers towards standards for written language” (p. 3).  “Their employers” 

would be considered the judges with whom they are working consistently and 

Walker provides a quote by a judge who conveys the following sentiment towards 

“nonstandard” language reflected in the official transcript. The judge states that 

the “verbatim” transcription of ungrammatical features, “‘might give some insight 

into the character, intelligence and credibility of the witness’” (Walker, 1986; p. 

419). This judge’s sentiment appeared to apply to speakers of “nonstandard” 

variety if they were lay people and not expert witnesses or other speakers, thus 

indicating that nonstandard dialects are perhaps stupid or less-than-legitimate for 

the courtroom.  
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 There has been a vast array of literature on issues of interpreting in the 

courtroom and the possible institutional gatekeeping that occurs along with 

transferring ones’ voice to another modality, be it another language (Davidson, 

2000) or from a signed language to an oral language (Metzger, 1999). Walker’s 

(1985; 1986) findings support the idea found in the literature on interpreting that 

there is a myth that interpreters can remain “neutral.” Additionally, Davidson 

(2000) states, “interpreters interpret for a reason, because there is some 

communicative or social goal that needs to be met; they do not simply wander 

upon two speakers shouting at each other in different languages and offer their 

services.” Furthermore, the literature on transcription as a theoretical process by 

sociolinguists Ochs (1979) and Bucholtz (2000), discusses how necessarily 

selective the transcription process is and how it is unavoidable for one to create a 

transcript that does not reflect the state of the institution or the transcriber’s goals 

(Ochs, 1979; p. 3). These scholars’ perspectives can be applied to my work when 

examining the court reporter’s institutional purpose of creating the official record. 

The court reporter in the Zimmerman trial does not wander off the street and 

begin transcribing what a speaker is saying; she is fulfilling her institutional and 

legal obligation of creating an official record of the courtroom.  

  Walker’s findings that the court reporter appears to selectively edit a 

speaker’s dialectal features, remain a part of the institutional process that I find in 

this chapter, because on the surface “cleaning up” seems like it may be helpful in 

certain ways. Furthermore, her plea for researchers to attend to the issue of the 

transcription process in the American judicial system has not been answered in 
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the past thirty years, although scholars have considered transcription in other 

high-stakes institutional encounters, such as Bucholtz (2000) and her analysis of 

African American English in police interrogations. This study, and especially this 

chapter, aims to answer that plea and continue to raise awareness of the legal 

significance that persists.  

6.3 Analyzing African American English, Informal, and Vernacular Features 

in the Transcript   

 In the previous section, I introduced how any court reporter’s creation of 

the official record is an institutional task that cannot be a neutral representation of 

the language of the courtroom. In this section, I more closely examine how 

Rachel Jeantel’s African American Vernacular English and other “nonstandard” 

(in contrast to the institutional “standard” [Gumperz, 1982a]); that is how 

informal, vernacular, and AAVE features are reflected in the official transcript. 

Throughout, I will provide the side-by-side comparison of the official transcript 

on the left, and then my transcript on the right, which, to the best of my ability 

and knowledge, is an accurate reflection of the linguistic features of the voices in 

in the courtroom. Within the excerpts below, I have formatted the two transcripts 

to improve legibility. However, it is important to understand the visual 

representation of the official transcript to fully comprehend how all the voices are 

structurally portrayed. Consider the following screenshot of a page of the official 

transcript; attend to how the speakers are introduced into the official record and 

the variety of voices that are represented within the text: 
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Figure 6.1: Screenshot of Page 11 of the Official Court Record of the Testimony of 
Rachel Jeantel   

This screenshot shows that the structure of the voices is mostly constrained to who is 

asking the question (Q) and who is answering the question (A). When a new speaker 

comes into the exchange, the court reporter indicates that by their role (A JUROR; THE 

COURT [the judge]) or their name (MR. DE LA RIONDA).  

 I begin this section with an investigation of a selection of the phonological 

features of African American English that Jeantel illustrates in her testimony. I also 

included other informal features, such as lexical items retarded and vernacular feautres, 

such as –ass constructions. I then examine certain morphosyntactic features, followed by 

lexical features that appear in her testimony. I take this moment to remind the reader that 

the court reporter is working in real-time, unlike many of us who have the ability to stop, 

pause, and scrutinize the language we’re transcribing. Therefore, the court reporter 

cannot transcribe what she did not hear and although she may try to represent what was 

said in the courtroom, including her own voice, there are certainly limitations to the 

human ear and cognition that constrain real-time transcription. Also, it is unknown 
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whether this (or any) court reporter fills in the missing information once it has been 

clarified when they are transferring the official record from the phonetic short hand to 

English orthography.  

6.3.1 Phonological Features 

 This section will examine how the court reporter’s official transcript reflects four 

representative phonological features of African American English and vernacular 

varieties of English that Rachel Jeantel presents in her testimony: the PIN-PEN merger, 

realization of indefinite articles, monophthongization, and realization of interdental 

fricative th. In accordance with Walker’s (1985; 1986) findings, I also find that the court 

reporter “cleans up” Jeantel’s phonology. This particular aspect of “editing” the transcript 

may not have huge implications on how a person’s voice is portrayed in the official 

record, especially due to the issues surrounding eye-dialect representation, but this 

subsection illustrates that phonological “cleaning up” varies from other types, discussed 

later in this chapter.  

6.3.1.1  The PIN-PEN Merger 

 A common feature that appears in both African American English and Southern 

white varieties of American English is the PIN-PEN merger, that is a merger of the [ɪ] and 

[ɛ] vowels before nasals /m, n, ŋ/ (Labov, 1968; Rickford, 1999). A closer examination 

of the following excerpt appeared in Chapter Five, Example (5.7), but let us revisit this 

example as it compares to the official transcript. In this example, Rachel Jeantel is 

explaining during her cross-examination with the defense attorney that during her phone 

call with Trayvon Martin on the night of his death, she could hear muffled sounds, which 
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indicated to her that an altercation was occurring. This excerpt begins with her saying 

that she knew the phone call had not “cut off” because she could hear sounds. Compare 

the court reporter’s transcription on the left to my transcription on the right. The relevant 

transcription differences for this analysis are bolded in the right column.  

 Example (6.1) 

A. Not cut off. 

  Like you could hear  

  grass sounds, wet grass,  

  and you could hear Trayvon  

  saying get off, get off,  

  and then I’m saying  

  Trayvon, Trayvon  

  and then the phone  

  had hung up.  

  And the phone had --  

   THE REPORTER: What? 

   THE WITNESS: The phone had --  

   THE REPORTER: The phone had what? 

   

 

   THE WITNESS: Ended. 

   THE REPORTER: Ended?  

5338 Witness: Yeah, not cut off.   

5339     Like you could hear  

         grass sounds, wet grass,  

5340     and you could hear Trayvon was à 

         saying get off, get off me,  

5341     and then I was scr- saying à 

         Trayvon, Trayvon, 

5342     and then the phone yeah à 

         had hung up. 

5343     And the phone had /ended/ 

5344 Court Rep: What? 

5345 Witness: The phone had ended[ɪndɪt] 

5346 Court Rep: The phone had what? 

5347 Witness: Ended [ɪndɪt] 

5348 Court Rep: Had what? 

5349 Witness: Ended. [ɪndɪt] 

5350  Court Rep: Ended? [ɛndɪd] 

 

This example illustrates a revoicing from the court reporter in Line 5346 the phone had 

what? wherein she begins to repeat Jeantel’s utterance from Line 5343 the phone had 

/ended/, but she is unsure of what exactly Jeantel had said. This misunderstanding is 

reflected in the court reporter’s official transcript, seen on the left, where she uses to 

dashes (--) to indicate an incomplete utterance. During my transcription process, I, too, 
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was unsure what Jeantel said at the end of that phrase, therefore I indicated my lack of 

certainty with sociolinguistic conventions of unclear transcription (e.g. /word/ ). I 

returned to this section of testimony and slowed down the audio and could approximately 

hear “ended,” although, I could have been primed for this as the subsequent exchange 

surrounded the clarification of this word as “ended.”  

 This example shows that the court reporter does not reflect an approximation or a 

guess of what the word was until she is certain the word was “ended.” Again, in real time, 

this task would be very difficult. Furthermore, although the court reporter includes her 

own participation in the official transcript, she omits one adjacency pair: Line 5347 ended 

and Line 5348 had what?. The data does not elucidate why this decision was made and 

you will see in subsequent examples similar omissions of her participation or 

concatenations of her turns into one line. This could also indicate that the court reporter 

may not consider her own participation and clarification to be as critical for the 

“verbatim” representation of voices in the courtroom. And perhaps, this also shows that it 

is impossible to fully transcribe her own participation when she instantaneously 

transcribing the voices of the trial.   

6.3.1.2  Realization of Indefinite Articles 

 The indefinite articles a and an, in African American English are consistently 

realized as a (Ash and Myhill, 1986), whereas in “standard” Mainstream American 

English there is a differentiation based on the initial phoneme of the following word: if 

the following phoneme is a consonant, the article is realized as “a,” if it is a vowel, it is 

realized as “an.”  For instance, in Mainstream American English a speaker would say I 

have a banana and an apple, but in African American English it could be produced as I 
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have a banana and a apple. Rachel Jeantel often produces her indefinite articles before a 

noun that starts with a vowel as a, as discussed in Rickford and King (2016). Consider 

the following exchange where Jeantel is telling the defense attorney that someone 

contacted her asking if she would consider doing an interview with a media outlet. The 

differences in the transcript are bolded in both columns.  

 Example (6.2): 

Q.   So you got a text from  

somebody where the media wanted  

to talk with you further? 

A. It was – 

 

 THE REPORTER: I’m sorry? 

 THE WITNESS: It was an ABC 

 woman. 

3360 Defense: So you got a text fromà 

       somebody where the media wanted 

3361   to talk with you further 

3362 Witness: It was a ABC woman 

3363 Defense:   [Right     ] 

3364 Court Rep: [I’m sorry?] 

3365 Witness: It was a ABC woman  

 

Again in this exchange, the court reporter does not include the initial phrase that 

contained the trouble source (which rendered the talk non-transcribable). It is important 

to note that unlike in Example (5.7) where she says in Line 5346 the phone had what? her 

request for clarification here would be considered an open class initiator of a repair, as 

the trouble source is left vague and so it is up to the witness to interpret the issue 

(following Drew, 1997). Perhaps not knowing what aspect of her utterance was 

problematic for the court reporter, Jeantel then repeats her entire utterance in Line 3365 it 

was a ABC woman with stress on ABC. In the official transcript, the court reporter also 

does not reflect the defense attorney’s turn that acknowledges he understood what Jeantel 

said in Lines 3362 It was a ABC woman. This is perhaps due to the fact that the court 
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reporter’s request for clarification overlapped with the defense attorney saying Right in 

Line 3363. It is not until Jeantel repeats herself in Line 3365 It was a ABC woman that 

the court reporter transcribes the utterance, but misrepresents the indefinite article that 

Rachel Jeantel used, substituting the standard Mainstream American English equivalent 

an. The court reporter also includes her own voice in this exchange. It is unclear whether 

there is a pattern for when the court reporter includes or alters her participation, but it is 

heartening to see her own voice in the transcript from a transcript-as-theory perspective 

(and it also suggests that this court reporter is quite skilled). As an analyst, I appreciate 

that in the creation of the official record, the court reporter attempts to include her own 

voice when it is a part of the interactional environment.  

6.3.1.3  Monophthongization of  /aɪ/ 

 Another feature of African American English that is shared with Southern 

Mainstream American English is monophthongization of the diphthong /aɪ/. This feature 

is discussed in Chapter 5 Example (5.5) illustrating that although there are certain 

constraints on African American English monophthongization, which differs from 

standard Southern Mainstream American English, this environment does not match these 

constraints (see Footnote 6); the court reporter could theoretically be familiar with 

monophthongization of the /aɪ/ diphthong from working in Central Florida. Let us revisit 

Example (5.5), as it is an illustrative example of the presence of monophthongization in 

Jeantel’s language variety. Here Jeantel is telling the defense attorney the name she 

signed at the bottom of a letter that she wrote to Trayvon Martin’s mother, Sybrina 

Fulton, recounting what she heard on the phone the night that Trayvon Martin was killed. 

This example was first examined as illustrative of Jeantel’s knowledge that her everyday 
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language variety is not the target “standard” that the court reporter would like to hear, and 

thus, Jeantel alters some of her features. Now consider this revisiting of the example as a 

comparison between the two transcripts. The differences between the two transcriptions 

will occur in bold in the right column: 

 Example (6.3): 

Q. Did you sign it at the 
bottom? 

A. Yes. 

Q. What name did you use? 

A. Diamond Eugene 

2803 Defense: Did you sign it at the bottom. 

2804 Witness: Yes 

2805 Defense: What name did you use? 

2806 Witness: Diamond [da:mɪn] Eugene  

2807 Court Rep: I’m sorry? 

2808 Witness: Diamond [da:mɪn] Eugene 

2809 Court Rep: Downy U.?  

2810 Witness: Diamond [daɪmɪn] Eugene 

2811 Court Rep: Thank you 
 

Again, you can see that the court reporter does not reflect Jeantel’s utterance in the 

transcript until it has been clarified, which in this example meant a clarification utilizing 

the “standard” Mainstream American English (not even “standard” Southern American 

English) equivalent of the first syllable in Diamond Eugene, as seen in the pronunciation 

in Line 2810 Diamond [daɪmɪn] Eugene.  The court reporter also did not include any of 

her turns in this exchange: Line 2807 I’m sorry?, Line 2809 Downy U?, and Line 2811 

Thank you are omitted. This again raises the question as to why the court reporter 

included her voice in Example (6.2), but not in this example; it could also be that the 

difficulty/impossibility of transcribing while speaking and/or because she didn’t see this 

exchange as “essential” in making a “verbatim” record.  
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6.3.1.4  Interdental Fricative Realization 

 Another distinctive phonological feature of African American English is the 

realization of voiced and voiceless interdental fricatives /ð/ and /θ/, respectively. 

According to Rickford (1999), the voiced interdental fricative /ð/ can be realized as [d] or 

[v], as seen with den for Mainstream American English “then,” and bruvver for 

Mainstream American English “brother” (p. 4). Jeantel sometimes realizes /ð/ as [d] as 

seen in the following example. In this exchange, the defense attorney is asking Rachel 

Jeantel about her conversation with Trayvon Martin’s father, Tracy Martin, regarding the 

Martin family attorney. Differences in the transcripts can be seen in bold on both 

columns: 

 Example (6.4): 

Q.   You talked with Tracy 

Martin, and he said would you 

talk with his lawyer? 

A.   That Sunday  

I had received a call from a 954 

number. 

Q.   Let's back up first, though,  

to the conversation with Tracy 

Martin.  

 

 

A.   That's the day that he  

told me –  

well, not me, but  

would you talk to my attorney. 

1500 Defense: You talked with Tracy Martin  

1501     and he said would you talk withà 

         his lawyer? 

1502 Witness: [d]at Sunday he-  

1503     I had received a call from a 954à 

         number? 

1504 Defense: Let’s back up first, though,à 

         to the conversation with uh Tracyà 

         Martin 

1505 Witness: [d]at is [d]at day 

1506 Court Rep: Can you say that again? 

1507 Witness: [d]at’s [d]e day [d]at he  

          told me,  

1508      well, not me, but (.)  

1509      “would you talk to my attorney” 

 

In this exchange, Rachel Jeantel categorically realizes the voiced interdental fricative /ð/ 

as [d], as seen in Line 1502 That [d] Sunday he-, Line 1505 That [d] is that [d] day, and 
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Line 1507 That’s [d] the [d] day that [d] he told me... The court reporter’s uncertainty 

over what was said in Line 1505 That is that day and her subsequent request for 

clarification are not represented in the official transcript. It is not until Line 1507 that’s 

the day that he told me… that she accurately transcribes what Jeantel had said (in terms of 

words spoken) and interestingly, this is one of the occasions where Rachel Jeantel does 

not standardize the phonological features of her language variety to the Mainstream 

American English equivalent, as seen in Example (6.3) Diamond [da:mɪn]  à Diamond 

[daɪmɪn].  

 Jeantel consistently produces the voiceless interdental fricative /θ/ as [θ]. At the 

ends of words, however, Jeantel exhibits another distinctive phonological feature of 

African American English in which word-final single consonants are frequently deleted 

after a vowel (Rickford, 1999; p. 4). Consider the following exchange in which Jeantel is 

telling the prosecuting attorney during her direct examination how she was able to talk to 

Trayvon Martin on the phone while she was doing her hair for school the next day: 

 Example (6.5): 

A. I was in my bathroom.   

I was trying to fix my hair for 

school the next day. 

Q.   Okay.   

   So you were talking.   

   How were you able to talk and 

   fix your hair 

   at the same time?  

 

 

 

     THE REPORTER:  What? 

     THE WITNESS:  Bluetooth. 

713 Witness:  I was in the bath[θ]room 

714      I was trying to fix my hair for (.) 

715      school the next day, 

716 Prosecution: Okay. 

717      So, you were talking- 

718      how were you able to talk and fixà 

         your hair 

719            [at the same time.] 

720 Witness:   [On Bluetooth[∅].]  

721     <nods> On Bluetooth[∅].  

722 Prosecution: [You were on Bluetooth[θ]?] 

723 Court Rep:   [I’m sorry, what?      ] 

724 Witness:  BLUEtooth[∅].  
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Q. So when were you  

   talking to him, 

   you had a Bluetooth connection?  

     A. Yes.  

725 Prosecution:  K. So, while you wereà 

        talking to him, 

726     you had a Bluetooth[θ] connection= 

727 Witness:   =Yes.  

 

In this exchange, I have included each speaker’s realization of the interdental fricative 

either in its realized form [θ] or in its absent form [∅] in the target word Bluetooth to 

illustrate the consistency with which Jeantel omits the phoneme, even when repair is 

initiated by the attorney and the court reporter. The court reporter’s transcription of this 

feature is, again, missing until the word has been repeated and clarified a few times, even 

though Jeantel’s pronunciation of this word is consistent and not standardized. It is also 

important to examine which voices are omitted in the official transcription because 

simply by reading the transcript, one could interpret the court reporter’s turn of what? to 

be in response to the prosecution attorney’s previous turn of  Okay, So you were talking.  

How were you able to talk and fix your hair at the same time? (my transcript, Lines 716-

719); Jeantel’s voice is elided.  

6.3.2  Morphosyntactic Features 

 As discussed previously, Rickford and King (2016) identify certain areas in which 

Jeantel’s AAVE is highly systematic, but also exhibits features that do not pattern exactly 

with other speakers of AAVE, such as the absence of plural –s.  They find that Jeantel’s 

rate of plural –s absence (27%) is counted to be twice as high as other adolescent African 

American women, namely Foxy and Tinky (13% and 11%, respectively), and much 

higher than other AAVE speakers that have been studied in the past. Rickford and King 

conclude that this may be another feature that illustrates Caribbean influence from the 

varieties that are common in her Miami neighborhood (p. 959-960). This section will 



	 182 

examine how the court reporter’s official transcript reflects four representative 

morphosyntactic features of African American Vernacular English and vernacular 

varieties of English that Rachel Jeantel presents in her testimony: possessive ’s deletion, 

multiple negation, remote past BIN, and preterite had. This section will show the 

strategies in “cleaning up” the record that the court reporter utilized when compared to 

the phonological features discussed previously. 

6.3.2.1  Possessive ’s Deletion 

 Rachel Jeantel exhibits an almost categorical deletion of possessive ’s, which is 

another distinctive feature of African American English (Rickford, 1999; Green, 2002).  

Throughout the testimony, Rachel Jeantel utters the phrase daddy fiancée house six times 

and each time the ’s that would be present in Mainstream American English (daddy’s 

fiancée’s house) is absent. In the official transcript, the court reporter observes this 

differentiation and represents Jeantel’s voice in the transcript accurately by transcribing it 

as daddy fiancée house.  Jeantel also exhibits ’s absence in other possessive 

environments, suggesting this is not an idiomatic feature reserved for daddy fiancée 

house, such as I had told you on depo it was Trayvon voice. This utterance is also 

represented accurately in the transcript, in terms of the morphosyntactic features.  

 There is, however, one instance in which Rachel Jeantel’s possessive construction 

is not accurately represented in the transcript. Consider the next exchange in which 

Rachel Jeantel is defending herself during the cross-examination and telling the defense 

attorney why she signed the letter to Trayvon Martin’s mother using the pseudonym 

Diamond Eugene. Differences are in bold in both columns:  
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 Example (6.6): 

Q.   That's a name that you've made up? 

A.   That's my nickname. 

Q.   But you're last name 

     isn’t Eugene? 

A.   That's my mother.  

2822 Defense: That’s a name that you made up? 

2823 Witness: That’s my nickname 

2324 Defense: But your last name  

     isn’t Eugene 

2825 Witness: That’s my mother last name  

 

In this example, perhaps the court reporter inaccurately transcribes Jeantel’s utterance 

due to a homophonous Mainstream American English equivalent. In Line 2825, That’s 

my mother last name, the absence of possessive ’s may have signaled to the court reporter 

that this was a bare noun with no additional morphological component suggesting that it 

was a part of a possessive construction. This inaccurate transcription may be semantically 

negligible because the association between Eugene and my mother was reflected, but the 

critical connecting feature of Eugene and my mother + last name was omitted in the 

official transcript, which could contribute to an inaccurate reflection of Jeantel’s 

testimony. This then could be used as evidence in future appeals processes that Jeantel 

never explicitly stated that Eugene was her mother’s last name or she could be held to the 

“fact” that she testified that her mother’s name was Eugene.   

6.3.2.2  Multiple Negation 

 Multiple negation is found in many vernacular varieties of English dialects, 

including the use of ain’t, but critically this section illustrates how speakers of African 

American Vernacular English use ain’t in different ways. According to Rickford (1999), 

ain’t is a frequently used preverbal negator in African American English and is used for 

Mainstream American English “am not,” “isn’t,” “aren’t,” “hasn’t,” “haven’t,” and 

“didn’t.” Similarly, the use of ain’t frequently co-occurs with multiple negation as in He 
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ain’t do nothing. Rachel Jeantel consistently utilizes these two features of negation in 

African American English, about ten times7 but only four of these ain’ts appear in the 

official transcript. For the remaining six or so instances, ain’t was either a part of lines 

that were omitted entirely or standardized to didn’t. When ain’t is used in places that 

didn’t could also be appropriate, scholars consider this phenomenon to be a “camouflage 

feature” of AAVE. Spears (1982; p. 850) defines camouflaged forms as being, 

“phonetically similar to identical forms…, but which are used with different semantic 

values.” Therefore, there may be two underlying lexical entries for ain’ts, one meaning 

am not, isn’t, aren’t and the other meaning, didn’t.  

 In the court reporter’s transcript, there are four ain’ts, one reflects the first 

meaning (i.e. am not, isn’t, aren’t) and three reflect the second meaning (i.e. didn’t). 

However, when compared to my transcript, there are three missing ain’ts that are used in 

the second meaning. These three are either transcribed as didn’t, as seen in Example (6.7) 

below, or are omitted in the context. Consider the ain’t standardization that occurs in the 

following exchange. In this example, Rachel Jeantel was discussing with prosecuting 

attorney, Bernie de la Rionda, the reason why she lied to Trayvon Martin’s parents when 

she told them she was in the hospital and could not attend Trayvon Martin’s wake:  

 Example (6.7):  

 THE WITNESS:  That I was the last person  
 that talked to they son.   
 I didn't go to the wake  
 from respect. 

996 Witness: That-that I was the last person 
         to talk to they son (.)  
997      and I ain’t go to the wake,  
998      from respect. 

 

																																								 																					
7 Some instances where ain’t may have occurred are unclear in the testimony and I 
transcribed them as /ain’t/.  
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This example is an interesting aspect of when standardization is not categorical in the 

court reporter’s creation of the official record. Jeantel’s ain’t in Line 997 was 

standardized to the Mainstream American English equivalent didn’t, but the pronoun they 

with a null possessive in Line 996 was not standardized to the Mainstream American 

English equivalent their.  

    Although multiple negations are rare in Jeantel’s testimony, it is interesting that 

although the court reporter occasionally includes the vernacular variant ain’t, she does 

not include the multiple negations that can co-occur with ain’t and other negated 

auxiliary verbs, for example, that are presented with a double negation with didn’t in the 

following example:   

Example (6.8): 

A. No, I did not know 

about that.   

Recording from Crump,  

yes, I knew about that  

because he had told me talk louder,  

this will be recorded,  

and I said, yeah. 

	

1854 Witness: No, I didn’t know nothing  

         about that.  

1855    Recording from Crump?  

1856    Yes I knew about that.  

1857    Cause he had told me talk louderà 

        this will be recorded  

1858    and I said, yeah. 

 

The presence of the different ain’ts illustrates that ain’t for didn’t was “cleaned up” and 

“standardized” (i.e. adapted to the American English and informal didn’t), but ain’t for 

other forms was not cleaned up. The notion of “camouflaging” suggests that the court 

reporter may not have actually heard this as different because there is an equivalent form 

in vernacular forms of American English.  
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6.3.2.3  Remote Past BIN 

 Another distinct morphosyntactic feature of African American English that 

Jeantel exibhits is one of tense-mood-aspect and is the use of stressed BIN to indicate 

remote past, that is that an action happened or a state came into being long ago (Rickford, 

1999; p. 6; Green, 2002; p. 54-55). For example, She BIN married would likely be taken 

to mean “She has been married for a long time, and still is” versus the standard American 

English meaning of She’s been married, which is “She used to be married.” Consider this 

excerpt in which Rachel Jeantel is defending how much attention she was paying to the 

conversation she was having with Trayvon Martin on the night of his death: 

 Example (6.9): 

Q: And you have this  

conversation with him  

for a couple of minutes, 

and then he says he sees the man again? 

A: Yes, sir. 

Q: And are you really paying 

  attention now? 

A: I was – 

 

 

THE REPORTER: I’m sorry?  

 

I was?  

THE WITNESS: I was paying attention, sir. 

Q.   So after you're talking to him 

5531 Defense:  And you have this  

conversation with him (.)   

5532     for a couple of minutes, (.)  

5533     and then he says he sees the man again. 

5534 Witness:  Yes, sir 

5535 Defense:  And are you really paying  

attention now? 

5536 Witness: I was been payin’ at—attention, 

                [sir 

5537 Court Rep: [I’m-   

               I’m sorry? 

5538 Witness:  I was been payin’ attention, sir 

5539 Court Rep:  I was— 

5540 Witness:  I was been payin’ attention, sir. 

5541 Defense:  So after you're talking to him  
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on the phone,  

he seems out of breath for a  

couple of minutes.   

He says to you he sees the man again,  

and you, you pay particular  

attention now? 

A: I was been paying attention, sir,  

when I had called him back. 

Q.   So the answer is, yes,  

you were focusing on this? 

A.    Yes, sir. 

        on the phone,  

5542    he seems out of breath for a  

        couple of minutes.   

5543    He says to you he sees the man again,  

5544    and you-you pay particular 

attention now? 

5545  Witness: I was been paying attention, sir,  

5546     when I had call him back. 

 5547 Defense: So the answer is, yes,  

          you were focusing on this? 

5548 Witness: Yes, sir. 

 

In Rickford’s (2013) and Rickford and King’s (2016) examination of Rachel Jeantel’s 

language, the authors note that her use of remote past BIN in this example, Lines 5536, 

5538, 5540, 5545 I was been payin(g) attention, sir… indicates that she was paying 

attention at the time of the phone call and is still paying attention. As seen with other 

instances of vernacular features in the transcript, the court reporter does not include the 

accurate representation of what Jeantel said until very late in the exchange after multiple 

repetitions from the witness (see Line 5545). The first approximation of Jeantel’s 

utterance that appears in the transcript is seen in Line 5540 I was been payin’ attention, 

sir which is transcribed as “I was paying attention, sir,” omitting the remote past BIN. 

This transcription perhaps inadvertently does not accurately reflect what Jeantel was 

attempting to convey because it misattributes the aspectual nature of remote past BIN and 

only states that Jeantel was paying attention at the time of the call and omits her attention 

at the present moment.  
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6.3.2.4  Preterite had + V 

 A preverbal marker of tense in AAVE is the use of had to mark simple past, such 

as Then we had went outside for Mainstream American English “then we went outside” 

(Rickford, 1999; Rickford and Theberge-Rafal, 1996; Green, 2002). Jeantel utilizes this 

construction very frequently throughout her testimony and it is typically reflected 

accurately in the transcript. For instance, the official record stating I told him you better 

run.  And he had told me he almost by his daddy fiancee house is how I heard the same 

phrase when I transcribed it. The feature of preterite had could be interpreted by an 

Mainstream American English speaker as the use of perfective had which could 

approximately convey a similar interpretation, but again would inaccurately reflect the 

tense feature of the verb. This is perhaps why this feature is typically present in the 

official transcript.  However, there is an issue with the had + V interpretation when it co-

occurs with a phonological phenomenon of African American English, consonant cluster 

reduction. 

 This example has been shown in Chapters 4 and 5 as representative of not only 

the court reporter’s influential participation in the interaction, but also how requiring the 

author of an utterance to revoice his or her words that contain vernacular features may 

even further unintentionally problematize the speaker’s voice in the courtroom. Consider 

the following example as it relates to the problematizing of Jeantel’s voice not only 

within the interactional space of the courtroom, but also in the official record. In this 

exchange, Rachel Jeantel is explaining to the defense attorney during her cross-

examination why she rushed through the interview with Trayvon Martin’s family 

attorney, Benjamin Crump.  
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 Example (6.10): 

 

The key phrase had rush on was introduced in Chapter 4 Example (4.12) and Chapter 5, 

Example (5.3) and contains the preterite had + V feature, but also exhibits a phonological 

feature of consonant cluster reduction wherein the /t/ in rushed is deleted so it is realized 

as rush. According to Rickford (1999), this consonant cluster reduction occurs most 

frequently in words ending in /t/ or /d/. Therefore, the reduction can appear in 

monosyllabic, monomorphemic words such as tol’ for “told” or in words with multiple 

morphemes, such as passed /pæst/ being reflected as [pæs] and multiple syllables, such as 

THE WITNESS:  Like I told you  

from the beginning,  

that interview, I think it last 

 like 13 minutes.   

I don't know,  

but it didn't last for that long.   

So I had a rush on it,  

because I really did not want to be  

on the phone, sir.   

So I did not take my time,  

just like  

I took my time  

when I was talking  

to the State;  

with Crump, no,  

so the question is no. 

3965 Witness: Like I told you  

          from the beginnin’ 

3966      That interview, I think it lastà 

          like thirteen minutes,  

3967      I don’t know,  

3968      It didn’t last for that long, 

3969      So I had rush on it, 

3970     ‘cause I really did not want to beà 

          on the phone, sir.  

3971      So I did not take my time andà 

          just like I— 

3972      I took my time,  

3973      I had more time when I was talkingà 

          to the state.  

3974      But Crump, no.  

3975      So the question is no. 



	 190 

rapis’ for “rapist.” However, this then results in a misunderstanding of what Jeantel’s 

utterance was as you can see by the court reporter’s interpretation of rush as a noun and 

the auxiliary have + past as the main verb to have + past. This again illustrates that the 

aspectual representation of Jeantel’s testimony is not being accurately reflected in the 

official record.  

 According to Green (2002), there are certainly instances in which consonant 

cluster reduction requires additional context for the speaker’s intent to be fully 

understood. For instance, if the sentence was Yesterday, she pick me to be on the team, 

the adverb yesterday would indicate past tense and temporal information would not need 

to be clarified. In contrast, however, if the sentence was she pick me, listeners may need 

additional context to understand whether there is a past or non-past differentiation. Green 

(2002) cites Labov’s (1969) experiment in which even some speakers of African 

American English do not perceive the final –ed in sentences such as He pick me and I’ve 

pass my test (Green, 2002; p. 110). Therefore, it can be concluded that it is not only the 

court reporter’s unfamiliarity with African American English that results in an inaccurate 

portrayal of aspectual and phonological features of Jeantel’s testimony, but perhaps the 

nature of the variants that native speakers even experience difficulty with. Inaccurate 

transcriptions of such features could potentially have ramifications later on if the 

transcript were read during an appeal.  

6.3.3 Slang and Obscenities 

 This section is an examination of five lexical items whose form or meaning are 

characteristic of AAVE or informal English. Although some of these items may be used 

in similar ways to informal Mainstream American English speakers, I am utilizing 
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Spears’s (1997) work on the ideologies of African American English obscenity usage 

compared to the actual usage of these features. The words examined in this section are –

ass words, cracker, retarded, dude and nigger v. nigga.  Many of these terms are very 

“loaded” –recall that Martin’s reported use of the term “cracker” was used to portray him 

as racist –so how they are transcribed is potentially very important.  

6.3.3.1  -ass Words  

 Spears (1998) takes a close look at the grammatical/pragrmatic feature of AAVE 

and some Mainstream American English dialects of so-called –ass words. He points out 

that –ass words illustrate a trend in African American English lexical usage in which 

obscenities are becoming neutralized or normalized across a wide range of social 

environments to lose their obscene connotation by the speakers. Spears also emphasizes 

that –ass words are not inherently negative or positive, but are merely modifiers to 

intensify the word to which they attach or to add poetics and “rhythmic utility” to 

conversation (Spears, 1998; p. 11).  

 Jeantel’s use of –ass words appears in only one, but critical, phrase during many 

different points of the testimony.  Seven minutes into her testimony, Rachel Jeantel is 

asked by the prosecution how Trayvon Martin described the man who was following him, 

George Zimmerman. Consider my transcription of the following excerpt. Attend to the 

eruption of voices in the courtroom in response to Jeantel’s utterance.  

 Example (6.11): 

244 Witness:  He just told me the man(sigh) 
245   The man look creepy 
246   And… 
247 Prosecution: He said the man looked creepy. 
248 Witness: Creepy white. 
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249   Excuse my language, cracka.  
250 Prosecution: Ok, and what did you say? 
251 Juror:  /??/ 
252 Court Rep:  /??/ 
253 Prosecution: They’re having trouble hearing you,  
254    so take your time. 
256 Witness: Creepy ASS cr:acka 
257 Prosecution: (loudly) creepy-ass cracker:? 
258 Witness: Was- just lookin at him. 
259   And I said, oh. 
260 Prosecution: Ok. And I- and I know that you grew upà 
   in a Haitian family 
261    So make sure that everyone can hear you 
262    Try to speak as clear and=  
263 Juror:  =we still didn’t understand. 
264 Judge:  Can you repeat what your answer was please. 
265 Witness: (exhales) Creepy-ass, Um… 
266   What you- 
267   What’s the question? 
268 Prosecution: The question was your answer 
269   They want you to repeat your answer  
270   When you had asked 
271 Witness: I had asked him how the man look like 
   He look like a creepy-ass cracka. 
272 Prosecution: Ok. I wanna make sure we got that. 
273   Creepy (.) 
274       [ASS] 
275 Witness: [ASS] 
276 Witness: Cra[ckA] 
277 Prosecution:    [CrackER] 
278 Juror:  Oh, /cracker/ 
279 Prosecution:  Ok. 
280   Is that what you recall him saying? 
281 Witness: YES 
282 Prosecution: Is that to mean a white individual? 
283 Witness:  Yes, Caucasian. 
 

The use of the –ass word here is an emphasizer on the key aspect of this phrase creepy; 

Jeantel goes on in the sentences after this exchange to emphasize that she was worried 

that “the man” was a rapist and had sinister intentions for watching and following 

Trayvon Martin so closely, which further conveys Trayvon Martin’s creepy description. 

Although the key issue of the court reporter and juror’s comprehension may not be with 

the –ass modifier, and instead with the word cracker, the court reporter’s interpretation of 
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the –ass modifier is interesting as the use of the term persists through the two days of 

testimony.  

 The court reporter accurately portrays each instance of creepy-ass in each 

iteration of the term regardless of the speaker. Consider this excerpt of her transcription 

in which the judge clarifies during the prosecution’s redirect that actually what Jeantel 

had said was creepy-ass cracker, not creepy white cracker (although Jeantel’s original 

wording was indeed creepy white, excuse my language cracker, see Chapter 4 Example 

(4.13)):  

 Example (6.12): 

 MR. DE LA RIONDA 

 Q.   My question is do you recall Mr. West asking you that 
Trayvon Martin referred to the man that was following him as a 
creepy white cracker? 
     A.   Yes, sir. 
          MR. WEST:  Objection.  I didn't say that. That's a 
mischaracterization of the testimony. 
          THE COURT:  Sustained, because I think the words were 
creepy-ass cracker. 
          MR. DE LA RIONDA:  I apologize. 
     Q.   Were the words creepy -- pardon my language -- 
creepy-ass cracker? 
 A. Yes, sir.  

The court reporter’s accurate representation of lexical items does not appear to be 

surprising when examined in the context of transcription practices discussed in Section 

6.1. The “verbatim” representation of a speaker’s voice, even when revoiced by others, 

seems to be the most accurate on the lexical level, but variable on the phonological level 

and occasionally the morphosyntactic level.  

 Consider the next, more incendiary term, in the phrase creepy-ass cracker. 
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6.3.3.2  Cracker 

 When examining the usage of the word cracker in the court transcript, it is 

important to note that George Zimmerman is a Peruvian-American man, but the defense 

attorney then took the usage of this term cracker to burgeon the defense that Trayvon 

Martin attacked George Zimmerman and it was a race-based offense. Consider my 

transcription of Rachel Jeantel explicit response to the defense: 

 Example (6.13): 
3125 Defense: You don’t think that’s a racial comment? 

3126 Witness: No. 

3127 Defense: You don’t think creepy ass crackER is à 
 a racial comment? 

3128 Witness: No. 

and 

  3174 Defense:  You don’t think calling someone a à 

     creepy-ass cracker is offensive?  

  3175 Witness:  No. 

 

Previous excerpts showed that each time, Rachel Jeantel produces the word cracker with 

word-final r-lessness, cracka. However, in each instance of the court reporter’s 

transcriptions of this term, Jeantel’s r-lessness is not portrayed and instead it is 

transcribed as cracker. Furthermore, when the attorneys are revoicing the phrase creepy-

ass cracker, they are r-full, which, as you’d expect, is represented in the transcript as 

cracker as well8.  

 
																																								 																					
8 I have yet to find literature that discusses cracker v. cracka patterning the same as 
nigger v. nigga where cracker represents a more incendiary lexical entry compared to 
cracka.  
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6.3.3.3  Retarded 

 The term retarded has been taken from initially being a (now outdated and 

offensive) label for individuals with intellectual disabilities to be a derogatory term to 

describe people and things. The term retarded is used in informal and vernacular 

environments, most notably by younger speakers, as analogous to stupid or subpar 

(Siperstein, 2010). As evidenced by the use of this term within the institution of the 

courtroom, the use of retarded could also fit in Spears’ (1998) discussion of 

neutralization and normalization of obscene terms in an array of social contexts. Rachel 

Jeantel uses this term once in response to the defense attorney suggesting that Trayvon 

Martin was racially profiling George Zimmerman and approached Zimmerman to 

physically assault him. This example was first discussed in Chapter 4 as a representative 

example of how the court reporter may signal to Jeantel that there is a feature of her 

original utterance that is somehow in violation of the acceptability of the language of the 

courtroom. However, Jeantel’s repetition of the term may then illustrate how this word is 

normalized in her everyday language, and that she views it as a perfectly acceptable 

register for the courtroom. She does not, for example, preface the term with “excuse my 

language” as she did with “cracka.” Consider this example now as a comparison between 

how the court reporter reflects Jeantel’s voice and her own voice in this exchange.  

 Example (6.14): 

Q.   Maybe if he decided to  

assault George Zimmerman 

he didn't want you to know about it? 

A.   That's real -- 

  THE REPORTER:  I'm sorry? 

  THE WITNESS:  That's real retarded  

5566 Defense:  Maybe if he decided toà 

       assault George Zimmerman 

5567   he didn't want you to know about it 

5568 Witness:  That's real retarded, sir. 

5569 Court Rep: I'm sorry? 

5570 Witness:  That's real retarded  
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to do that, sir,  

 

when you don't know the person.   

Trayvon did not know him. 

        to do that, sir. 

5571 Defense:  I- 

5572 Jeantel:  when you don't know the à 

         person, why a person.   

5573    Trayvon did not know him. 

 

This is analogous to issues of comprehension with phonological features in which the 

court reporter is unable to capture in real-time the initial instance of the word retarded 

and it is not until Jeantel clarifies what she had said that it is reflected in the transcript. 

Again, this word is reflected in its entirety with no deviation from Jeantel’s production, 

but the court reporter’s request for clarification and its omission in the transcript may be 

suggest that this word played a role in triggering a conversational breakdown as seen by 

this interpretational hiccup for the court reporter.  

6.3.3.4  Dude  

 There are a few instances in which Jeantel utilizes the informal word dude to 

mean male person and then once prompted, “standardizes” (à la Gumperz, 1982) to the 

more formal synonym person. In this next exchange, Jeantel is telling the defense 

attorney who she remembers being present during a meeting with the Martin family 

attorney, Benjamin Crump: 

 Example (6.15):  

  A.   I don't remember him.  I 

was in the back of the car. 

  Q.   Do you know of anybody 

 else being present? 

A. I do remember a tall dude. 

 

 

3610 Witness: I don’t remember him, 

3611        like, I was in the back of the car 

3612 Defense: Do you know of anybody à 

             else being present? 

3612 Witness: I do remember a tall dude 

3613 Court Rep: I do remember  

3614 Witness: A tall person. 
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  Q.   Did you ever see him again 

later that evening? 

  A.   Yes, sir. 

 

3615 Defense: Did you ever see him again à 

              later that evening? 

3616 Witness: Yes, sir 

 

The court reporter prompts Jeantel to finish I do remember in Line 3613, but does not 

include her participation in the official transcript. She also does not include Jeantel’s 

response to the court reporter’s clarification in Line 3614 A tall person. However, she 

maintains the use of the more informal lexical item dude. This could then affect the way 

that Jeantel’s voice is portrayed in the official transcript because it does not illustrate the 

interactional negotiation Jeantel had with dude vs. person. 

 However, there is an instance in which Jeantel self-repairs and formalizes 

(perhaps “standardizes”) dude to another synonym man and that is accurately reflected in 

the official transcript: 

 Example (6.16): 

  A.   The dude was close -- the man 
was close to him, sir. 

Witness: The dude was close -- the man 
was close to him, sir. 

 

This excerpt illustrates Jeantel’s awareness that some of her lexical choices may be 

perceived as inappropriate for the courtroom and self-initiates and self-repairs the trouble 

source that is dude. The court reporter’s accurate transcription of this awareness would 

thus allow readers to fully interpret Jeantel’s awareness of her own language.  

6.3.3.5  Nigger v. Nigga  

 Spears (1998) discusses that just as –ass words are becoming neutralized and 

normalized in a wide array of social contexts, nigga too has evolved from being an r-less 
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pronunciation of a highly offensive term to a lexical item with its own meaning, one non-

offensive to in-group users of the word. He states that in the case of nigga, the one key 

etymological feature of the lexical item [+ of African descent] has been partially (if not 

totally) deleted from speakers’ semantic representation of this term. I have introduced in 

Section 6.2.1 the implications of the realization in the transcript as nigger by citing 

Spears (1998):  

I use nonstandard spelling for some words to reflect their pronunciation 
and to emphasize their use by African American speakers as opposed to 
others. In some cases such distinctions are important, e.g., that between 
nigga and nigger, which in much African American discourse on language 
are two different words. The second belongs to White varieties of English 
and carries its own semantic and pragmatic properties. (Spears, 1998; p. 
20) 

This quotation emphasizes the notion that there may be two lexical entries for the r-ful 

and the r-less variants of the term in a speaker’s lexicon.   

 This following example not only illustrates how the court reporter transcribes the 

term nigga in the official record, but also shows that her own attorney, the prosecution, 

had difficulty in understanding her use of the term in this setting:   

 Example (6.17): 

A. And then he said  

the nigger still – 

 

     THE REPORTER:  I can't hear you. 

     THE WITNESS:  That nigger is still 

following me now. 

Q. That he's still  

   following him? 

 

 

     A.   Yes. 

Witness: And then- then he say,  

the nigga still followin  
Now, followin me now.  
Court Rep: Ok, can’t hear you. 

Witness: The NIGGA is still  

    followin’ me now. 

Prosecution: That he’s still 

following him? 
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     Q.   Okay.  Use a word to describe – 

 

   A JUROR:  Wait. 

 

 

   THE COURT:  Let's go slowly. 

 

   A JUROR:  I didn't hear. 

 

   THE WITNESS:  Now the nigger's still 

following me. 

Q.   Pardon my language,  

but did he say the word –  

pardon my language,  

did he used word nigger to  

describe the man now? 

     A.   Yes. 

 

 

Juror: W- Wait /???/ 

Prosecution: Did he use a word to 

describe that. 

Court Rep: Let-let’s go slowly. 

 

 

 

Witness: Now the nigga still 

following me  

Prosecution: K. Pardon my language, 

but did he say the word- 

Pardon my language,  

did he use the word nigger to 

describe the man now? 

Witness: Yes.  

 

Again, Spears’ (1998) work on the ideologies of African American obscenity usage, he 

notes that the word nigga is used by younger African Americans to mean ‘male’, 

analogous to the usage of ‘guy.’ However, the court reporter instead uses “nigger” which 

has a different, more incendiary lexical meaning. The following exchange, (my 

transcription) illustrates Jeantel’s understanding that nigga means ‘guy’ rather than 

something more incendiary: 

 Example (6.18): 

 455  Prosecution: Pardon my language, 
 456     but did he say the word 
 457    pardon my language,  
 458    did he use the word 
     nigger to describe the man  
     now? 
      459  Witness:    Yes. 
      460  Prosecution:  Okay. 
à    461 Witness:    That's slang. 
à    462  Prosecution:  That's slang? 
      463 Witness:    Yeah. 
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Jeantel’s characterization of nigga as mere ‘slang’ indicates that she is uing the term as 

informal, in-group synonym with no particularly negative connotations. The critical 

component of accurately transcribing nigga vs. nigger is that the r-ful form is a different 

and highly derogatory lexical item. If the term nigger had actually been used, the 

audience’s evaluation of the speaker of that r-ful term could easily jump to assumptions 

regarding the potentially racist ideologies of that speaker.  

 In sum, the court reporter utilizes different strategies when faced with 

phonological, morphological, and lexical features of African American English and 

vernacular varieties of English. The court reporter typically adapts the phonological 

features of African American English that the speaker utters to the prescriptive 

“dictionary entry” equivalent, which is also generally the standard Mainstream American 

English equivalent, as well. This could be a result of issues that even linguists face when 

trying to accurately represent a speaker’s voice in their own transcripts; if we included 

every nuanced phonological feature a speaker utilizes, we might create an illegible or 

pejorative representation of the speaker’s voice. When Jeantel utters morphosyntactic 

features of African American English, most of these are maintained in the official 

transcript, although sometimes these features are standardized to the Mainstream 

American English equivalent or interpreted as another category all together. When these 

adaptations happen, they at times –inadvertently, likely—change Jeantel’s testimony to 

not include the temporal or grammatical aspect that is seeking to be conveyed. And 

finally, when the court reporter transcribes slang or obscenities that Jeantel utters, she 

typically inserts them, unaltered except for their “dictionary-entry” equivalent. The 

consequences of that, as seen with the lexical differences between nigger v. nigga, is that 
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this may not be accurately conveying the witness’s testimony or the importance of lexical 

differences between what Jeantel said and what was transcribed.  

 Other than the case of nigga vs. nigger, the consequences of the use of these 

nuanced linguistic features of African American English in the courtroom and their 

misrepresentation in the official court transcript may not at first seem to be dire, because 

one could argue that the Mainstream American English equivalents are approximately 

analogous. However, these examples do illustrate that the witness’s voice and some 

critical components of her testimony (i.e. time frame) are not reflected in the transcript. 

These slight changes in the testimony may have a cumulative effect on how the voices in 

the transcript are perceived and further represented in later interactions, especially given 

the prominent place of intertextuality in the courtroom. Intelligibility issues may be 

influenced by a listener’s cultural and linguistic background as well as their societal and 

institutional expectations. Gumperz (1982a) introduced the term contextualization cue to 

describe how a speaker indicates what is intended by an utterance, and suggested uses of 

such cues to allow a listener to create meaning via a process he calls conversational 

inference. When people from culturally diverse backgrounds interact, they may use 

conversational inference and contextualization cues in different and contradictory ways 

(Gumperz, 1982a). In the trial that Gumperz’ (1982b) examines in this work, there is also 

an issue of differences in tense and aspect and how they can be inaccurately translated 

and interpreted. These can result in conversational breakdowns, such as those explored in 

Chapters Four and Five, but also help explain why the court reporter interpreted certain 

African American English features through her lens of “standard” Mainstream American 

English, such as “I had rush” being interpreted as “I have rushed.” Just as Gumperz 
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(1982a) states, these contradictory contextualization conventions can yield negative 

impressions of individuals and greater societal issues.   

 The next section will discuss in more detail the implications of inaccurate 

transcription of a misattribution of one’s voice for the future of the witness or more 

critically, the trial itself.   

6.4 Inaccurate Transcription and its Implications 

 The previous section alluded to the implications of inaccurate transcription of 

phonological, morphological, and lexical features of AAVE.  These implications include 

the inadvertent misrepresentation of Rachel Jeantel’s voice in the transcript as seen in the 

omission or revision of certain features, leading to the mischaracterization of the 

temporal aspect and even semantic meaning of her testimony. Such mistranscriptions can 

potentially have grave implications since the creation of the official record is mostly used 

in appeal processes. When an attorney requests the official record from a previous trial 

date, the court reporter converts the phonetic representation of the transcript to an 

orthographic representation. Then the newly adapted official record can be used as 

evidence of what an individual did or did not say.  

 Consider an example of a Jamaican Creole speaker’s testimony, retrieved from 

Rickford and King (2016). In this example, phonological and morphosyntactic features of 

Jamaican Creole affected the perception of the British English transcriber. The speaker 

said the phrase mi a drap a groun an den mi staat ron (I fell to the ground and then I 

started to run), which was transcribed as I drop the gun and then I run. Rickford and 

King (2016) point out that the phonetic similarity between Jamaican Creole groun and 

“ground” and gon and “gun” contributed to this error. Fortunately, however, there was no 
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legal consequence of this transcription error because the transcription was checked by a 

Jamaican Creole interpreter who caught the mistake.  

 This issue was even covered in the Jeantel cross-examination when words that she 

was transcribed as saying were then presented to her in an attempt to catch her in an 

inconsistent answer. The defense attorney first asked Rachel Jeantel to explain if she had 

said that she couldn’t hear Trayvon Martin say “get off, get off me” to George 

Zimmerman. When she adamantly refuses that she said that in previous testimony and 

that she could definitely hear Trayvon Martin say that, Zimmerman’s defense attorney 

says, “I know that’s what you’re saying today.” Then, the prosecuting attorney shows the 

defense attorney another transcript in which he, Mr. de la Rionda, has Jeantel transcribed 

saying “I coulda heard Trayvon,” which leaves a semantic ambiguity in how sure Jeantel 

was that it was Trayvon Martin that she heard. Consider the following exchange of my 

transcription:  

 Example (6.19): 

4794 Defense:  On the transcript that Mr. à 
   De La Rionda has,  
4795   (.) on page 14, “could you tell whoà  
   was sayin’ that.”   
4796   Your answer was “I coulda à 
   heard Trayvon,  
4797   I coulda heard Trayvon.”  
  

  (lines omitted) 
 
    4803 Defense:   Oh, sure.   
  4804   Could you tell who was saying that.  
  4805   I coulda heard Trayvon. 
   4806 Witness:   I could hear Trayvon. 
   4807 Defense:   Coulda is what this says. 
   4809 Witness:   Trust me.   
  4810   They messed up.   
  4811   I could hear Trayvon. 
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Even though this previous transcript has Rachel Jeantel as responding in a more 

equivocal way that she coulda heard Trayvon Martin say “get off,” she is adamantly 

refusing that she said such a thing. She even goes so far as to eloquently summarize the 

implications that this chapter hopes to convey in Line 4809 and says, Trust me, they 

messed up. I could hear Trayvon. When this exchange was transcribed in the official 

transcript, coulda is represented as “could have,” which more strongly adds an equivocal, 

ambiguous feature to Jeantel’s voice in the transcript. It is unclear why coulda is reflected 

in the transcript that the defense attorney is referring to. In Rickford’s (2013) article on 

Jeantel’s language on trial in her testimony, he mentions that the testimony played in 

court (which, unfortunately, I could not get access to the audio for) appears to sound 

more like “ ‘I could, an’ it was Trayvon’” (Rickford, 2013).  

 I would like to introduce a final example in which the mistranscription is in direct 

opposition to what the speaker said, which opens the possibility of this speaker being 

held to this inaccurate transcription at a future date. In this excerpt, Rachel Jeantel is 

clarifying, during her cross-examination, the circumstances by which she spoke to 

Trayvon Martin’s mother Sybrina Fulton after his death: 

 Example (6.20): 

Q.   And Sybrina Fulton  

 sent you a text  

 wanting you to talk 

 with the attorney? 

A.   Yes. 

Q.   And you agreed to do  

 that later that day? 

A. Yes.  I wanted to talk to  

 my mother before I could,  

 so she could agree  

 for me to talk to her, 

1575 Defense:  and Sabrina Fulton  

        sent you a text 

1576    wanting you to talk  

1577    with the attorney? 

1578 Witness: Yes 

1579 Defense: And you agreed to do 

       that later that day 

1580 Witness: Yes, well I had to talk to  

        my mother ‘fore I could(.) 

1581    mm ‘fore she could agree à 

        for me to talk to her –  
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 her and her attorney. 

Q. Your mother was out of 

  the country, though?  

A. Yes. 

Q. So-- 

A. She don't know  

my mother was out of the country.   

She don't know my mother. 

Q.   No.  I was just  

confirming that you knew your  

mother was out of the country. 

A.   Yes, I knew. 

Q.   And you wanted to  

talk with your mother  

or she -- 

A.   She wanted,  

 she wanted to talk to my mother.  

She knew my age. 

 

 

Q.   You lied to her  

  and said you were 16? 

THE REPORTER:  Wait. Wait. Wait. 

THE WITNESS:  Yes. 

THE COURT:  Did you get that down? 

THE REPORTER:  She wanted  

to talk to my mother? 

THE WITNESS:  She wanted to speak  

to my mother before she talked to 

me. 

THE REPORTER:  Did you say she 

knew my age? 

THE WITNESS:  She knew my age. 

THE COURT:  She didn't know my 

age. 

THE REPORTER:  Thank you. 

1582    her and her attorney 

1583 Defense: your mother was out ofà 

        the country, though = 

1584 Witness: =Yes  

1585 Defense: [So] 

1586 Witness: [she] ain’t know thatà 

         my mother was out of country,  

1587   She don’t know my mama 

1588 Defense: You know, I was just (.)  

1589     confirming that you knew your  

1590     mother was out of the country 

1591 Witness: Yes 

1592 Defense: And you wanted toà 

          talk with your mother?  

1593         [Or she?   ] 

1594 Witness: [She wanted] to t- 

1595    She wanted to talk to my 

mother.  

1596      She aint know my age 

1597 Witness: [She-] 

1598 Defense: [You ] lied to herà 

         and said you were 16? 

 

1600 Witness: (.) Yes? 

1601 Judge: Did you get that down? 

1602 Court Rep: She wanted (.) à 

         to talk to my mother? 

1603 Witness: She wanted to speakà 

         to my mother before she talked 

to me 

1604 Court Rep: Did you say, “she knew 

my age?”  

1605 RJ: She don’t know my age 

1606 Judge: <slowly> She doesn’t know my 

age> 

1607 Court Rep: Thank you. 

 

The critical point of this excerpt happens towards the end of the exchange in which 

Rachel Jeantel explains to the court reporter and the judge that Sybrina Fulton did not 
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know that Jeantel was eighteen at the time because Jeantel had told Ms. Fulton that she 

was sixteen and thus Ms. Fulton understood Jeantel to be a minor. Line 1605 She don’t 

know my age is mistranscribed and revoiced by the court reporter as she knew my age and 

it is not until the judge corrects the court reporter that the transcript reflects that 

correction. The intervention of another individual, just as was seen with the drop a groun 

v. drop the gun example, is the only thing that stopped this mistranscription, and perhaps 

impeded future repercussions. The judge’s correction is not entirely accurate in the 

transcript, that is the official transcript says she didn’t know my age, whereas my 

transcript, Line 1606 shows She doesn’t know my age, which represents a difference in 

the temporal nature of the knowledge.  However, this mistranscription still remains in the 

transcript and is in the official record even though the speaker never uttered that Ms. 

Fulton knew she was of legal age.  

 Furthermore, another example of mistranscription that could have been used 

against the witness is illustrated in the following exchange. Here, the defense attorney is 

asking Rachel Jeantel about her phone conversation with Trayvon Martin’s father when a 

detail about an attorney becomes a critical detail: 

 Example (6.21): 

Q.   So in the call where he said  

he thinks you are were the last 

person to talk with Trayvon 

Martin, he wanted you to talk to 

his attorney? 

A.   Our attorney. 

1510 Defense: So in the call where he said  

1511      he thinks you were the lastà 

          person to talk with Trayvon Martin, 

1512      he wanted you to talk to  

                [my attorney  ] 

1513 Witness:   [Can you speak] to my attorney. 

 

The court reporter transcribed the pronoun in Line 1512 He wanted you to talk to [my] 

attorney as “his” attorney, suggesting that Tracy Martin wanted Rachel Jeantel to speak 
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with Tracy Martin’s attorney, Benjamin Crump. However, the defense attorney had said 

my attorney, which most likely means the same thing as his attorney if the defense 

attorney was voicing Tracy Martin. Rachel Jeantel overlaps with the defense attorney, 

possibly making it difficult for the court reporter to hear and accurately transcribe the 

attorney’s original utterance, and repeats “my attorney,” meaning my as in Tracy Martin 

in the story world.  The court reporter, however, transcribes this as our attorney, which 

implies that she and Tracy Martin both employed Benjamin Crump as their attorney, 

unless the court reporter meant our as our family attorney. Regardless, this opens the 

door for misinterpretation of who has employed and is affiliated with Benjamin Crump.   

 Although the mistranscriptions that occur in this testimony appear to be subtle, 

they at times have larger implications, such as the “coulda” in Example (6.19) and the 

pronoun mismatch in Example (6.21). Most times, these errors are corrected and 

sometimes reflected in the official record, but critically, these mistranscriptions are 

sometimes not corrected. What may be potentially problematic is that these 

mischaracterizations of a speaker’s testimony may add up and thus lead towards an 

inaccurate portrayal of the speaker’s voice and testimony which could then mar the 

record used in future legal interactions or contribute to the inaccurate portrayal of a 

speaker’s voice.  

6.5 Discussion and Conclusions 

 This chapter expanded on the previous, but sparse, research on the influence of 

the court reporter’s transcription process and how the changing of an oral medium to 

written text affects the portrayal of a speaker’s voice. In the first section, I motivated the 

need for analyzing the court reporter as an institutional gatekeeper, just as researchers 
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have argued for language interpreters, such as English to Spanish (Davidson, 2000) or 

English to ASL (Metzger, 1999). The second section takes a very close look at the 

African American Vernacular English features that are present in Jeantel’s testimony and 

how those are reflected in the official transcript. I find, in accordance with Walker’s 

(1985) findings, that the phonological features are typically standardized, or “cleaned 

up,” to reflect the “dictionary entry” and Mainstream American English production of the 

word (i.e. “cracka” à cracker). This allows for legibility and avoids the issues that 

linguists have found with eye-dialect, thus lowering the possibility of pathologizing a 

speaker’s voice in the transcript (Bucholtz, 2000). However, this at times changes a 

word’s actual meaning, as in the nigga v. nigger example. Further, when it comes to 

morphosyntactic and lexical features of African American Vernacular English, these are 

typically represented in the official transcript. Where deviations occur, they occur when 

there is an analogous or best fit “equivalent” in Mainstream American English. In the 

final section of this chapter, I discussed the implications of imprecise transcription and 

considered how the static record of the language of the court may influence future 

readers’ perceptions that were in the speakers of that courtroom.  

 Walker (1986) pleads for researchers to continue the discussion of the influence 

of the court reporter’s transcription practices on legal proceedings, and unfortunately, 

researchers have not responded in the past thirty years. This chapter revisits her findings 

and emphasizes that there is still room for considerable study. Therefore, I am leaving 

this chapter and study with a plea for increased research in the areas of technology of 

speech-to-text transcription used as resources to help achieve consistent and accurate 

reflections of a speaker’s voice. Speech-to-text technology has improved vastly over the 
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past few years and is now able to transcribe a speaker’s utterances into any orthographic 

representation that the arbiter of the technology requires, and with high accuracy. Also, 

this technology allows for the dictionary that is used in the speech recognition process to 

be customized to any genre and trained to any speaker. However, while speech-to-text 

technology has been introduced to the courtroom, it has not yet been adopted on a large 

scale. This seeming aversion to new technology is reminiscent of what Walker (1985) 

found in her own dissertation where she introduced a possibility of audio recordings to 

aid her fellow court reporters, who were overwhelmingly reluctant to adopt it. This 

decades-old aversion must be explored further to determine the underlying issue, be it 

funding, training, job opportunities, or some other. I intend to do just that, using this 

study as motivation.   
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Chapter Seven 
Conclusion 

 

This study has contributed to sociolinguistics by providing a greatly needed 

analysis of the court reporter’s discourse in relation to a witness who speaks a vernacular 

dialect, AAVE, and also uses other informal English features. Largely motivated by the 

literature on intertextuality, this study shows how the court reporter’s institutional need to 

clarify what was said can be evaluated both as a repair-strategy and as an evaluative 

feedback tool that together inadvertently problematize, via highlighting the language of 

the witness. This study shows that Jeantel’s literal and metaphorical voice is treated in 

such a way that serves to signal to Jeantel, other courtroom participants, and wider 

audiences, that there is something “amiss” or problematic with her language. Together 

with the court reporter, Jeantel works to standardize or formalize her language, thus co-

constructing this problematic portrayal of her vernacular variety, as well. By contributing 

to the literature on intertextuality in the courtroom, this study further explores the nature 

of revoicing and how it reveals and (re)constructs certain alignments or ideologies a 

speaker holds towards an utterance or a speaker (cf. Matoesian, 1993;1999; Cotterill, 

2003; 2014; Agha, 2003; 2005; Ribeiro, 2006; Tannen, 2007; 2010; among others).  

In this chapter, I summarize the findings of this analysis and discuss how they 

contribute to our understanding of the influence of the court reporter in the courtroom. 

Section 7.1 discusses the findings of this study as they relate to furthering the fields of 

Interactional Sociolinguistics, including the study of intertextuality, institutional 

discourse, and language ideologies. Section 7.3 dives deeper into how the participation of 

the language authority of the courtroom, the court reporter, perhaps inadvertently exposes 
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her ideologies towards vernacular dialects and thus has some effect on how the speakers 

of such dialects are portrayed. Section 7.4 explores practical contributions that this study 

may provide and describes the areas of future research that I hope will emerge from this 

work.  

7.1 Interactional Sociolinguistics and Court Reporter’s Participation 

 This study illustrates a key tenet of the framework of Interactional 

Sociolinguistics of interdisciplinarity, wherein scholars apply perspectives of sociology, 

anthropology, sociolegal literature, and other fields to examine how individuals make 

sense of the world around them, create identities, and construct relationships via 

discourse (Schiffrin, 1994). Gumperz (1982a; 1982b), pioneering the field of 

Interactional Sociolinguistics, was the first to apply the framework to the courtroom to 

illustrate conversational breakdown as a result of unshared contextualization conventions 

(1982b). Using Interactional Sociolinguistics as my foundation, I approached examining 

the court reporter’s participation in reference to Gumperz’ (1982b) quote that states, 

“misunderstandings are mutual and they are as much due to the nature of the situations in 

which interactions take place, and to the standards by which words are evaluated, as to 

linguistic or cultural facts as such” (p. 195).  In this study, I am most concerned with the 

phrase, “the standards by which words are evaluated.” Using the literature of sociolegal 

scholarship (O’Barr, 1982), second language acquisition (Mackey, Kanganas, and Oliver, 

2007; Lyster and Saito, 2010), discourse analysis of the courtroom (Walker, 1985; 

Matoesian, 1999; Eades, 2004, Cotterill, 2003, among others) and conversation analysts 

(Schegloff et al., 1977; Drew, 1997; Svennevig, 2008), I pursued these standards of 

evaluation and have concluded that the court reporter’s participation in and of itself is an 
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influential, albeit unintentional, feature in the portrayal of Rachel Jeantel’s testimony and 

thus her character.  

 The first analytical chapter, Chapter Four, examined the frequency by which the 

court reporter participated and the distribution of her participation. The fact that her 

participation was much more frequent in the first half of the testimony might suggest that 

the court reporter was in some way getting used to or calibrating to the witness’s voice. 

There were 108 instances of court reporter participation in total and within these, I 

identified five subtypes of participation: “sorry” queries (e.g. I’m sorry), clarifying 

questions (e.g. Can you repeat that?), commands (e.g. Wait!), comments, (e.g. You’ll 

have to say that again), and revoicings (e.g. The mailing area?). The revoicing subtype 

was the most frequent and consisted over half of the total participation tokens of the court 

reporter. Of the 108 instances of court reporter participation, only one of the court 

reporter’s turns was targeted at someone other than the witness, but the question of what 

triggered the need for clarification is the critical component of this chapter. Using 

approaches from Conversation Analysis, I examined the court reporter’s requests for 

clarification as types of repair initiators, which either completed the repair for the witness 

or allowed the witness to complete the repair herself. When the witness was able to repair 

the utterance herself, she frequently “fixed” her previous utterance from a vernacular 

feature to a “standard.” This self-standardization implies that Jeantel understands that 

there is a “standard by which words are evaluated” (Gumperz, 1982b; p. 195) either in 

the courtroom or for the court reporter. Furthermore, it was shown in all three analytical 

chapters that there is a tendency for the court reporter to standardize Jeantel’s speech as 
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well. Therefore, this “standard” becomes an overt facet of the courtroom interactional 

space that the jurors then observe to determine the credibility of the witness in question.  

 The second analytical chapter, Chapter Five, further explores the court reporter’s 

revoicing of the witness, Rachel Jeantel, as it pertains to intertextuality. Intertextuality is 

a phenomenon frequently examined within Interactional Sociolinguistics as it is an 

excellent illustration of how shared texts (Becker, 1994; Gordon, 2007), repetition 

(Tannen, 1995; Tannen, 2010), and recontextualized voices (Bakhtin, 1981; Agha, 2004; 

Ribeiro, 2006) all shape the interaction and can enhance or detract from the creation of 

identity and relationships. Chapter Five looked at synchronic, or immediate and within-

conversation, intertextuality to focus more on how the court reporter requested 

clarification by presenting Jeantel with the words she had just said. I examined the 

instances of revoicing Jeantel’s utterances as they relate to evaluation (à la “the standard 

by which words are evaluated”) from the field known for language evaluation, second 

language acquisition (SLA). In the field of SLA, there were two types of evaluative 

feedback that were very similar to the types of revoicings that occurred in my data: 

recasts and prompts. Recasts are instances in which a speaker reformulates an 

individual’s “incorrect” utterance (Mackey et al., 2007) and prompts are a speaker’s 

withholding of a correct form of an utterance with the suggestion that the individual has 

the tools to correct his or her mistake (Lyster and Saito, 2010). My data showed that 

recasts and prompts also can be examined as evaluative feedback just like in the field of 

SLA because they both indicate to the witness that there is something amiss with her 

original utterance and depending on the court reporter’s strategy, the witness can either 
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be presented with a standardization of her own words (recast) or be prompted to try again 

(for a standardization).  

 In this chapter, I concluded that this “standardization” was in the service of the 

court reporter’s primary institutional goal. The court reporter had an institutional (and 

legal) obligation to take down what was said in the courtroom, but when faced with a 

vernacular and perhaps unfamiliar variety, she likely sought the “standard” to which she 

was accustomed. Furthermore, when discussing these “standardizations” as they relate to 

evaluative feedback, it is important to acknowledge the research that has been done 

examining the relationship between intertextuality and language ideologies. Bakhtin 

stated that words are not ever one’s own creation and that a speaker “populates [their 

words] with his [sic] own intention” (Bakhtin, 1981; p. 283). Furthermore, building on 

previous scholarship on quotations, Matoesian (1999; p. 82) applies this notion with 

respect to the courtroom and intertextuality and states, “direct quotes do not represent an 

exact wording of prior speech inasmuch as they refer to a form of constructed speech in 

which the reporting voice subtly leaks into the reported utterance to strategically 

manipulate the audience’s impression of the quoted speaker.” When considering the court 

reporter’s evaluative revoicings of Jeantel, it is difficult to ignore the effect –even if 

unintended—that it may have had on the jury. Because Matoesian’s work examined the 

influence of intertextuality on the adversarial process of cross-examination between an 

opposing attorney and the witness, it does not apply to the court reporter because the data 

does not show that she does not “strategically manipulate the audience’s impression of 

the quoted speaker.” However, the application of this quotation to the court reporter’s 

revoicings of Jeantel does further imply that standardizing a speaker’s voice when 
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revoicing them may effect the audience’s impression of that speaker by highlighting the 

difference of the original utterance to the standardized utterance or marking the original 

utterance as incorrect, or at least as worth of additional scrutiny. Furthermore, it also calls 

attention to language as an object for consideration, as Johnstone et al. (1994) explain 

with regards to repetition. Johnstone et al. discuss that when we repeat something, we are 

indirectly saying, “pay attention to this again” and thereby make it impossible to treat the 

repeated utterance as devoid of further context (p. 13). They use term “bracket” to 

illustrate how the utterance is treated differently by listeners, “making it impossible to 

treat the language as if it were transparent, by forcing hearers to focus on the language 

itself” (p. 13). When the court reporter revoices Jeantel’s utterance in the interest of 

“verbatim” transcription, she “brackets,” inadvertently inviting not only Jeantel, but 

everyone else in the courtroom to attend to her language. This shifts the focus from the 

content of what Jeantel had said to the way in which it was said.  

 This conclusion leads to the findings in Chapter Six in which I examined the 

institutional process of transcription as a non-neutral phenomenon although the court 

reporter’s participation in the interactional space is not (overtly) a part of the adversarial 

courtroom. The verbal participation of the court reporter examined in Chapters Four and 

Five was in effort to create the official record, which is then able to be used in future 

appeals processes, but critically not the jury deliberation. The official record does not get 

created until the phonological markings created on the stenograph keyboard are 

processed into English orthography, which only occurs when an attorney or other 

institutional representative requests it. The analysis of the court reporter’s transcript as it 

compares to my transcription (understanding that my transcription may not be without 
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faults) is fascinating as it mirrors the findings of Walker’s (1985) dissertation: the 

phonological features of African American English are typically standardized, or in 

Walker’s words “cleaned up,” to reflect the institutional standard that prefers the 

Mainstream American English equivalent of a word.  This institutional practice is 

understandable as it allows for legibility and avoids the issues that even linguists have 

found with eye-dialects. In other words, phonological standardization lowers the 

possibility of pathologizing a speaker’s voice in the transcript (Bucholtz, 2000). 

However, when it comes to morphosyntactic and lexical features of African American 

Vernacular English, these are typically reflected in the official transcript as they were 

uttered in the courtroom, although sometimes errors occur and these could have 

important repercussions (e.g. errors involving tense/aspect, or lexical representations). 

Thus, another crucial component in the examination of the transcription process is 

shedding light on mistranscriptions that do occur and can potentially impact the outcome 

of an appeal or, as seen in Chapter Six, actually do lead the courtroom participants to 

believe that there was a contradiction of the witness’s testimony.   

7.2 Integrating Theories to Examine Voice 

 While the focus of this study has been on an analysis of the court reporter's 

participation and how it may have affected the portrayal of Rachel Jeantel’s voice, 

conducting the analysis led me to bring together different perspectives on how voices are 

intertwined in discourse –repair, revoicing (in the classroom and in Bakhtin’s work), and 

intertextuality. This study contributes to the field of Interactional Sociolinguistics by also 

incorporating perspectives from other fields, such as Second Language Acquistion, to 
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illustrate how different approaches on institutional settings can apply to discourse 

analysis.  

 This study has also extended careful consideration of the theory behind 

transcription practices, motivated greatly by the work of Ochs (1979), Preston (1985), 

and Bucholtz (2000). These theories apply directly to the interactional setting and 

gatekeeping institution that is the courtroom. This study illustrates a different kind of 

transcription context that is typically examined in discourse analysis because it shows the 

difficulties of real-time transcription for the court reporter, who also may participate in 

the interactional space. This aspect of my study offers a new perspective on the age-old 

issue that linguists grapple with of how to reflect living, breathing voices on paper in a 

way that is fair, productive, accurate, and just.   

7.3 The Court Reporter’s Effect on the Portrayal of Jeantel’s Testimony  

 In the years since the Zimmerman trial, linguists have discussed how Rachel 

Jeantel’s testimony was almost entirely ignored by the jury (Rickford and King, 2016), 

how her character dragged through the mud in the media (Rickford and King, 2016), how 

the use of creepy-ass cracker was used by the defense to position Trayvon Martin as 

racist in our “post-racial” and “colorblind America” (Slobe, 2016), and how there is an 

indexing between African American English and non-credibility on the stand (Sullivan, 

2016).  Just as much of the sociolinguistic literature on the courtroom in general is aimed 

at the discourse of defense attorneys, much of the focus on Jeantel’s portrayal has been in 

response to how the attorneys affected her portrayal. In this conclusion, I’d like to 

emphasize how the court reporter’s participation affected the way Rachel Jeantel’s 

testimony and character were portrayed in the courtroom and the media. While the court 
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reporter’s participation may not have been strategic in this regard –her goal was to do her 

job—her participation may have had unintended effects in terms of Jeantel’s portrayal.  

 Rickford and King’s (2016) work wonderfully summarizes the relationship 

between Jeantel’s alleged intelligibility and the testimony of her credibility, while 

focusing mostly Jeantel’s linguistic usage rather than the discourse of the attorneys or the 

court reporter. They harken back to an example used in this study of the outrage that 

sparked from Jeantel’s initial use of creepy-ass cracka and the subsequent participation 

that occurred from jury members. Furthermore, Rickford and King (2016) discovered that 

although the jurors were not given the official transcripts of Jeantel’s testimony, jurors 

would have been able to request playback of certain aspects of the testimony if they were 

unclear on what she said, but this never happened (p. 972). Also, Rickford and King note 

that in the over sixteen hours of jury deliberation, Rachel Jeantel’s testimony was not 

mentioned once (as reported in Bloom, 2014). Rickford and King (2016) conclude that 

this reported dismissal of Jeantel’s testimony illustrates a connection between lack of 

understanding and credibility, as emphasized by a juror’s explicit mention that she did 

not believe Jeantel was a credible witness (p. 971).  

 The jurors were not the only ones who discounted Jeantel’s testimony based on 

her supposed lack of intelligibility.  I found, performing a Twitter search for Rachel 

Jeantel’s name, that Twitter user #Abovetheinfluence states “Rachel Jeantel found guilty 

of murdering the English language #ZimmermanTrial.” Another user says, “Fuck having 

a speech analyst for the phone call, they need interpreters for Rachel Jeantel’s ‘witness’ 

testimony #zimmermantrial. Sad.” Unfortunately, these are some of the tamer tweets that 

occurred in response to Jeantel’s testimony, and they illustrate just a sample of what 
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media resources were used to pillory Jeantel’s language which then was used to tarnish 

her character.  

 If the jury and public opinion “blamed” Jeantel’s intelligibility and credibility on 

her linguistic performance, as Rickford and King (2016) claim, it may have been 

exacerbated by the court reporter’s consistent request for clarification and the revoicings 

of Jeantel’s utterances in a more “standardized” way. One could argue that the court 

reporter’s participation alone may have influenced the portrayal of the witness because 

the court reporter acts as the institutional authority on the language of the courtroom. 

However, the court reporter’s 108 tokens of participation in response to a speaker of 

African American English versus the single token of participation in response to the 

defense (who was also at the time voicing an African American Vernacular English 

speaker) implies that it may have been African American Vernacular English that 

triggered the court reporter’s participation (and perhaps the inability to comprehend the 

utterance). Now, it is not the court reporter’s institutional purpose to ensure that a speaker 

is understood, it is his or her purpose to take down the language of the courtroom to 

create the official record, but this study illustrates that the ways in which this institutional 

goal is met may influence the portrayal of the speakers whose talk is being transcribed.  

7.4 Limitations, Contributions, and Future Research 

 As with all studies, this work faces definite limitations.  The main limitations that 

must be discussed are the external influences that form the court reporter’s ideologies, or 

opinion and beliefs about certain societal goods, i.e. language. I was unable to acquire 

any external information about the court reporter’s upbringing or linguistic history and 

relied upon her talk in the trial to inform my conclusion that she was an Ango American 
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English speaker. It would have been very helpful to know whether the court reporter was 

familiar with (or even exposed to) vernacular or non-standard dialects, particularly in her 

career environment.  In lieu of this, I focused my analytical process on what the data 

presented regarding her interaction with Rachel Jeantel while still acknowledging the 

institutional setting. Furthermore, alongside this limitation comes the inability for me to 

acquire additional testimonies to compare the court reporter’s interaction with Jeantel to 

that of other speakers. This was due to the difficulty acquiring the official record of 

Jeantel’s testimony at all, confounded by the economic burden of purchasing that official 

record. A comparison how the same court reporter interacted with multiple witnesses 

would be a wonderful supplement to this study, but this work is a much-needed 

foundation for the literature on how court reporters interact and influence the courtroom 

overall.  

  In terms of contributions to the literature and the field of linguistics, this study 

contributes to the calls for further research into court reporter discourse made by Walker 

(1985) and for the investigation of cross-dialect intelligibility and the vulnerability that 

non-standard speakers face in institutions dominated by a standard language variety (see 

Rickford and King, 2016). This study has also shown that although there are many voices 

in the courtroom, those whose voices are institutionally silenced by the racism, be it 

obvious or subtle, that permeates our society need to be heard (i.e. listened to, valued) in 

the courts (as well as other institutions). Lippi-Green (1994) points out that language 

complaints and discrimination against a speaker’s accent are widely considered to be 

“acceptable” and it is “even judicious to censor and punish those who do not conform” 

(p. 169). She states that language and accent discrimination and “standard” language 
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preference and ideologies permeate society and are a key component through which 

racism and ethnocentrism are institutionalized. This study, therefore, presents a need for a 

two-pronged approach for improving the treatment of speakers who do not speak the 

prescribed Mainstream American English in the criminal justice system. Following 

Rickford and King’s (2016) conclusion regarding what linguists can do to help create 

fairness and justice throughout the courts, I support possibly making available 

interpreters for African American Vernacular English and other non-Mainstream 

American English speakers, “recognizing that in some cases witness or 

plaintiffs/defendants may not want that option, perhaps considering it demeaning” 

(Rickford and King, 2016; p. 981). Also recognizing that this may be potentially 

problematic, the availability of translators for speakers of nonstandard varieties of 

English, could ensure that the witness is understood by all parties. However, again, the 

implications of a language-representation for an English-speaking witness may also 

influence the jury. This is an excellent avenue for further research.  

 Furthermore, this study also provides a basis to explore the value of jurors getting 

transcripts during their deliberation, and “for linguists with the relevant expertise to help 

check court reporters’ transcripts of vernacular dialect speakers before jurors get them” 

(Rickford and King, 2016; p. 982).  Although it is sometimes jarring for individuals to 

read a transcript of an interaction and very difficult for the tone and mood to be conveyed 

therein; having a transcript available for the jury may be an improvement to what is 

currently available. Additionally, this study suggests a need for adoption of automated 

speech to text technology as a supplement to the court reporter’s transcription processes. 

This would complement the improvement in comprehension provided by a potential 
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interpreter with an improvement in the physical representation of all speakers’ voices in 

the official transcript. Therefore, the jurors could both read a more accurate and improved 

transcript, that is consistent across speakers, alongside the actual recordings of the trial to 

better interpret the interaction. It is my hope that this study and the research that emerges 

from this work will work towards the criminal justice system providing Justice for 

Jeantels.  
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