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Abstract

Although developmental sociolinguistics is a refaly under-researched field, several studies
have described children’s use of sociolinguistidaldes and some have suggested theoretical
accounts for the learning mechanisms underpinag acquisition. Taking a historical point
of view, this paper aims firstly to provide an ewbtive review of the studies focused on
phonological variables over the past four decatieshe second section, we then deal with
three theoretical approaches to the acquisitiowaofation: abstract variable rule formation,
case-by-case concrete learning and exemplar th&deydiscuss the main assumptions of
these accounts, such as the role of input frequeadastraction and generalization processes
and the construction of the relationship betweeguistic and social information. Finally, in
the light of this discussion and in line with theadable results, we argue in favor of the
usage-based theory of language acquisition (Tohoas2003) as a general framework
including exemplar theory and explaining how cleldrlearn variable and categorical
linguistic forms as well as their social use.
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1. Introduction

No language is a homogeneous entity. All languggesent variation at different levels:
phonological, morphological, lexical, and syntactidoupland and Jaworski 1997). Since
Labov’s founding works (Labov 1972a, 1972b), sanmistics has described with precision
the internal variation of languages. These desoriptattest to both the homogeneity and
heterogeneity of linguistic knowledge, which iswesl as a system linking stability and
variation. On an individual level, linguistic vati@n gives the speaker the opportunity to say
the same thing in different ways, variants beinggfitical in reference or truth value, but
opposed in their social and/or stylistic significah (Labov 1972b: 271). Four decades of
variationist research in adults have shown thatatian is structured according to strong
regularities. The usage frequency of competing avasi is conditioned by intra- and
extralinguistic factors. On an intralinguistic lévelifferent studies have shown that the
selection of variants depends on word frequencgmgnatical constraints, phonological
context, etc. (Armstrong 2001; Labov 1994; Wolfra869). Where extralinguistic factors are
concerned, sociodemographic characteristics ofkgpeasuch as social background, gender
and age are revealed to influence the choice aoania: For instance, it has been shown that
speakers from higher-class backgrounds generatiguyme more standard variants than those
from lower-class backgrounds, and that women aw@rel generally use more standard
variants than men and the young (Labov 1972b; TiHutigj’4; Wolfram 1969). The status of
individuals and the density of their ties in thedb social network (neighbourhood, peer
group) also affect the usage frequency of variafthe more integrated an individual is in a
group, the more non standard variants he produgesaufieu and Cichocki 2002; Cheshire
1982; Labov 1972a; Milroy 1987). Furthermore, sbaiharacteristics being equal, the
frequency of variants depends on the context ofettehange. This effect is observed at the
level of macro contexts when comparing globallynfal situations (classroom interaction,
medical consultation) with informal situations (filynmeal, peer-group interaction). It also
persists at the level of micro contexts i.e. susiwesperiods during the same interaction
defined according to local parameters such as @saimgthe topic of conversation (Coupland
1980). Another line of research on variation hdaldshed that linguistic variants are subject
to social judgment. In short, so-called standandawés are associated with social prestige, a
high level of education, professional ambition &fiiciency, whereas so-called non standard

variants are linked to social skill, and solidarity loyalty towards the native group (Labov



The acquisition of sociolinguistic variation 3

1972b; Trudgill 1975). For this reason, in obsegvparticular interactions it can be noticed
that the speaker selects specific linguistic vasian order to achieve pragmatic goals: for
example, to revive a bond based on a shared igd@itmperz 1989) or to attune the social

distance to the interlocutor (Giles and Powes|a@itb).

Results concerning the use of social dialects inltadare thus well established but the
guestion of the acquisition of variable linguistiorms remains under-explored. While
sociolinguistics was studying variation in aduftsycholinguistics was making considerable
progress in understanding language acquisitiorhildren. However, the two disciplines did
not join forces. In the sociolinguistic domain, theestion of acquisition remains a nascent
field. Where psycholinguistics is concerned, theaidhat the language environment is
variable and structured by social factors has yabelen taken into account. And yet it is
probable that the acquisition of sociolinguistiaigbles and their norms of usage occurs at
the same time as the general development of liiguskills (Chambers 1995). The
acquisition of variation “...then, is not a by-protlwt the learning process, but an integral
part of acquisition itself” (Roberts 2005: 153—-15%his idea that the acquisition of variation
is inherent to the process of acquisition itselplies taking into consideration a theoretical
issue that is crucial to both psycholinguistics @odiolinguistics. This issue is explaining
how children manage to build their linguistic knedtje while being part of an extremely
variable, socially structured, language environmeint other words, explaining how
knowledge about the social world and knowledge alamguage are integrated together and
structure each other. What is at stake is movimgtds a theory of language acquisition that
includes the notion of variation and the way lilketween linguistic and social knowledge are
constructed.

In this context, the aim of this paper is to pra@vign overview of research concerning
children’s acquisition and use of sociolinguistariables. To be more precise, we will firstly
provide a review of the studies focusing on phogalal variables over the past four decades
in order to specify the age at which the factorsafation intervene in development and how
they evolve and interact. Secondly, we will deathwihree theoretical approaches to the
acquisition of variation: abstraction of variableles, case-by-case concrete learning and
exemplar theory. In the light of the results notedhe first part, we will discuss the main
assumptions of these accounts before finally aggiinfavor of the usage-based theory of
language acquisition (Tomasello 2003) as a gefienalework that includes exemplar theory



The acquisition of sociolinguistic variation 4

and explains how children learn linguistic formsldheir social use, whether these forms are

categorical or variable.

2. Acquisition and use of sociolinguistic variablesin children

2.1.Fischer (1958)’s precursory work

In 1958, Fischer conducted the first variationistdy of children’s use of a well-known
English sociolinguistic variable: the variableng@) in the present participle ending. His
analysis of the production of 24 children aged leetv3 and 10 from a village in New
England shows that the choice betweémng] (standard variant) andir]] (hon standard

variant) is related to gender, social backgrouners@nality (aggressive/cooperative) and
mood (tense/relaxed), as well as to the formalityh@ conversation. Thus, girls use the
standard variant more than boys, higher-SES chmldrere than lower-SES children, and the
“model” boy (academically gifted, well-behaved) mahan the “typical” boy (physically
strong, mischievous). More generally, children pr@ more standard variants in formal than
in informal interviews. Although this study analgzthe productions of a sample of children
of greatly differing ages, in our view these ifitiasults are nonetheless of major importance
as they have often been confirmed by subsequediestu-ischer’'s pioneering approach did,
however, present the flaw of being purely desorgtin the following section we will see
how, very early on, Labov (1964) suggested a dgvetmtal model in which he advanced

hypotheses concerning the dynamics of the acaunsitf standard English and its varieties.

2.1.The acquisition model of standard English: Labo®64)

In order to observe the development of adult namgung speakers from New York, Labov
(1964) compared the performance of 58 childrenadalescents, aged between 8 and 19 and
divided into 5 age groups, with that of adults frén@ir community. The performance of
adults and children was estimated according to mposite index comprising both the
production and evaluation of several phonologicaiables, without differentiating between

the two. This index combines data obtained fromespeproduced in different situations
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(formal and informal), from subjective evaluatiooisvariants and from an auto-evaluation
test. Having calculated a percentage of resultgcsordance with adult norms for each age
group, the author observed that as age increafdsethcome closer to adult norms.

On the basis of these results, Labov (1964: 9188 forward a developmental model for
the acquisition of standard spoken English thatprises six stages. This model is the first
and only attempt, to our knowledge, to offer a gehéeory for lifespan development of
sociolinguistic competence in the field of variaiigt research. For the purposes of this paper,

we will outline the first four stages that corresgdo childhood and adolescence.
Stage 1Basic grammacbefore age 5)

This first stage corresponds to the mastering efrttain grammatical rules and lexicon of
spoken English and occurs under the linguistiaigrilce of the child’s parents.

Stage 2The vernaculafage 5-12)

The child learns the use of local dialect throughtact with his peer group. The linguistic

influence of the peer group replaces that of higmas.
Stage 3Social perceptiortearly adolescence)

Although the child still uses exclusively the vesnkar of his peer group, he becomes
progressively aware of the social significanceto$ tialect as he comes into contact with
other forms of speech. From the age of 14-15, wmldegin to display patterns of social
evaluation similar to those of adults.

Stage 4Stylistic variation(late adolescence)

The adolescent begins to learn to modify his speesaig standard forms in formal situations.
According to the model outlined by Labov (1964)ildten are monostylistic speakers until
late adolescence. In this view, they are monosiylim the dialect used in their family
environment until the age of 5, when they becomeaastylistic in the preferred dialect of
their peer group. It is only after having understdbe social value ascribed to linguistic
variants (cf. stage 3) that they become able ty Waeir use of dialect and standard forms
according to the degree of formality of the sitoatiHowever, in our view it seems surprising
that certain skills from the first stage — mordess standard dialect depending on the family
background — should be entirely swept aside whartironted with the peer group. Labov
(1964; 1972b) does not appear to envisage thelplitysof the co-existence of two dialects
in children’s usage, whereas he does for adultkgrsastating: “[...] there are no single-style
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speakers.” (Labov 1972b: 208). Although Labov (19&id not take social class into account
as a factor in his model, he observed nonethelegssbciolinguistic norms (norms favoring
the standard) were acquired at different ratesrdoog to social background. Using the same
composite index as in his 1964 publication, measguttie recognition of adult prestige norms,
he notes social stratification in the rate at whgohiolinguistic norms are acquired: between 8
and 13, “children of upper-middle-class familiearsthigher on the scale and show a more
complete response to sociolinguistic norms tharetemviddle-class children, and so on down
the line.” (Labov 1972b: 139). This age group cgpands to the second stage of the model
(the vernacular) during which, according to Labokildren are monostylistic speakers of
their peer group dialect and are as yet unawatheokocial value of different variants (cf.
stage 3). If social differences can be observenh filois stage onwards, we would suggest the
following hypotheses. Firstly, peer group vernaciganot the same for all children. Thus, the
social differences observed between children froath bsocial backgrounds could be
considered the result of the different vernacukrsise within the different peer groups.
Secondly, children acquire the vernacular in addito the linguistic uses passed on from the
family environment (cf. stage 1). In this case, eqpmiddle-class children, faced with more
normative speech at home than their lower-midddasclcounterparts, would display better
knowledge of adult prestige norms. The latter higpsis goes against the labovian model
suggesting that young speakers are monostylistithis way, it suggests that, in stage 2, the
linguistic uses of the family background acquiredlin stage 1 could co-exist with those of
the peer group. It can also be noted that, desipitesocial differences observed, all children
whatever their social background evolve in the sddieection”, i.e. towards increased
recognition of prestige norms (the standard).

The acquisition model for standard English suggebteLabov (1964, 1972b) thus posits
that young speakers are monostylistic until adeese. Furthermore, it supposes that
awareness of the social significance of usagesfafje 3, around 14-15 years) precedes the
ability to modify speech in formal situations. Theodel therefore situates the ability to
modify use of standard variants according to tme#&dity of the situation at the age of 16-17.
Indirectly, Labov also implies that social diffecers are already in place from the age of 8,
and precede perception of the social significatibmariants. Finally, the model supposes that
before the age of 5 all children learn the samesitbgrammar” and acquire the vernacular
later upon contact with their peer group. Althougibov never explicitly returned to this

model, in more recent work he considers that thianes acquired through peer-group contact
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“are built on or added to that pattern”, i.e. thrduage pattern of their mothers (Labov 2001:
437).

Although this model has often been called intosfjoe since, it is at the origin of a whole
field of research, that of the acquisition of sdioiguistic competence. In this domain, as in
others, the influence of Labov’'s work on subsequesearch remains clear, in particular

where models of the acquisition of variation araaned (see Section 3).

2.3.General trends over the past decades

In the following sections, we shall review reseafidm the past four decades focusing
upon phonological variables in children’s linguistievelopment, highlighting the main
results for each factor studied. The reasons betiinahoice to focus only upon one level —
phonology — are twofold. Firstly, the vast majorityf studies in children concern
phonological variables. Secondly, synthesizing Iteszoncerning, for example, children’s use
of both phonological and morphosyntactic variabkesricky because the dynamics and
factors for acquisition are likely to be differatgpending on the level being observed. From a
historical point of view, it is important to notieat studies in this field in the 1970s and 1980s
approached children’s production in light of esistied adult regularities. The 1990s saw the
beginning of an increasing concern with the develeptal process at work in the acquisition
of variation, exploring children’s linguistic us@s earlier age groups and putting forward

theoretical suggestions to explain patterns of ign.

2.3.1.Social backgroundwWhere factors of social class in the developmemtatess of the
variation acquisition are concerned, following #eample of Chevrot et al. (2000) we shall
guestion whether the social differences observatédrproduction of sociolinguistic variables
are the result of an early process of transmissiora gradual process of differentiated
learning of sociolinguistic usage. In other wordeg, shall ask whether these differences are
inherited at an early age from social background thuthe linguistic environment of the

children, or whether they are acquired with agdeasglopment progresses.

The influence of social background upon the praduacof variants is the factor that has

generated the most interest in research over thied@ayears. As early as 1977, Macaulay, in
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a study conducted with young speakers from GlasdBwaotland), observed that the
production of the five phonetic variable$, (u), (a), (au) and @s) was subject to sociolectal

variation. On the basis of a study of the produdiof 32 children aged 10 and aged 15
divided into four social groups, he noted the iefloe of social background in both age
groups. The higher the social class, the more &egthe production of standard variants.
This same effect was also noted in another studydwtted in Scotland on two further
consonantal variables £ and fig?) — with boys aged 11 (Reid 1978) and on the véziél)

in Australia with children aged 10 (Martino 1982hevrot et al. (2000) analyzed the variable
deletions in French of the final post-consonantalii children aged 6—7 and 10-12 during
two tasks of differing degrees of formality (one madormal and one less formal situation).
They observed an effect of social background at H@el2, but only in the least formal
situation. A study carried out with a sample of E8Bnch children aged between 2;3 and 6;0
from higher and lower-class backgrounds shows that production of variable liaisons
(elicited in an experimental task required namimgges) is significantly more frequent in
higher-class children than in lower-class child(€hevrot et al. 2011; Nardy 2008). Thus, as
in adults from the same background, higher-clagdreim produce more variable liaisons than
their lower-class counterparts. More specificallye author noted that these differences
increase progressively between the ages of 2 andd6at age 5—6 higher-class children
produce these liaisons twice as frequently as lashess children. Using data collected by
Barbu (2000), who filmed and recorded 24 childrem ikindergarten with an average age of
4;9, Martin (2005) also conducted a study of vdealmisons. She found a significant
correlation between three different continuous aloicidiced (father's occupation, mother’s
occupation, father’'s occupation + mother’s occupgtand the percentage of variable liaisons
produced by the children. It should be underlinkdt tthis correlation is extremely solid
because it is upheld even if the social index issatered in two discrete categories: higher
versus lower class. This same early effect of $deekground is also noted by Diaz-Campos
(2005) with 30 Venezuelan Spanish-speaking childi® observed that between 3;6 and
5;11 the children from a higher-class backgrouratipce the intervocalia/ more often than

those from a lower-class background.

Studies that have tested the impact of social backgl upon the production of
sociolinguistic variables all tend towards the sapmilt: the higher the position of the family
background on the social scale, the more standandbles children produce. Furthermore,
this effect is both early and robust because firss apparent at age 3 (Diaz-Campos 2005)
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and would seem to increase along with developm@heyrot et al. 2011; Nardy 2008). On
the face of these results, it appears that theabkatifferences observed in uses of
sociolinguistic variables are constructed on theidaf children’s linguistic environment of
origin. Thus, this would mean that adult socioleatage is transmitted to children within the
family environment that provides the requisite matefor linguistic development. On this
subject, it is interesting to note that, in thddief psycholinguistics, different studies have
shown that from an early age the social backgrafrile family influences the development
of certain verbal aptitudes. For example, studieBdrnstein et al. (1998), Hoff et al. (2002)
and Hoff (2002, 2003) indicate that social backgibinfluences lexical development from as
early as 2 years of age. In this way, social déifiees in usage can be seen as constitutive of
the first stages of language learning. It theref@ems essential to confirm and explore in
more detail the increase in social differences eeldpment progresses, bringing out the
factors that influence these differences, suchhasaccumulation of input, or cultural and

educational aspects.

2.3.2.Gender In this section, we will look at developmentaffeliences linked to gender.

More specifically, we will suggest directions foxptoring the question already raised
concerning the influence of background: are gertiéerences inherited at an early stage
from interactions within the family background ar they result from a gradual awareness of
the social roles ascribed to girls and boys? Whgeader is concerned, seemingly

contradictory tendencies have been observed.

A first group of studies notes no effect of gentdetween ages 2 and 9. This absence of

effect is attested for the variable) (with 97 Australian children aged between 5;8 aril
(Ingram et al. 1985), for the variabléng) in the United States with 48 children dividedoint
three age groups (4, 6 and 8 years) by Patters@®2j1land by Roberts (1994) with 17

children aged between 3;2 and 4;11. Foulkes €2@01) note the same absence of effect in
the production of tf in intervocalic context in Newcastle upon Tynengkand) with 24
children aged between 2 and 4 as do Smith et@D7(2in Buckie (Scotland) with 11 children
aged between 2;10 and 3;6 on the variable that ¢héifle ‘hooseé (the alternation between
the diphthong 4] and the monophtongif]). Finally, Chabanal (2001), in a study of 24 six-
year old children, observed no difference accordmgender on the production of liquief /

and I/ in post-consonantal word-final context in Frenthis absence of a gender effect noted
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between the ages of 2 and 9 could argue in favdahefypothesis of a gradual process of
development that is finalized during adolescenamHerty et al. (2006) interpret the absence
of a gender effect on children’s sociolinguistiovelepment as resulting from the fact that
mothers are the main source of input for both karyd girls in childhood. Thus, children of
both genders firstly acquire the variants preseriheir mother’'s speech. These authors, who
recorded young children in their family environmeaiso found that between age 2 and 4 the
children, irrespective of their gender, presentstme sociolinguistic regularities in the use of
(t) when the variable is in an intervocalic positidihis interpretation is in keeping with that
of Labov (1990) who indicates that maternal vasamve more chance of being transmitted,
due to the mother's central role in the educatidnchlildren. The later appearance of
differences linked to gender could therefore emdhgeugh contact with the peer group
(Kerswill 1996).

A second group of studies shows a gender effetictiraesponds to general tendencies in
adults. In Edinburgh (Scotland), Romaine (1984 )e0bess differentiation according to gender

at 6, 8 and 10 years of age. Young boys produce mon standard variants of the variables

(gs), (i), (au), (th) and @) than young girls. However, the author underlittest this effect

does not concern all the variables in her studg {riable ing) does not present the same

regularity) and that it is not statistically signdnt. She reanalyzed the data from Macaulay’s
(1977) study, isolating the 10 year-old speakeasmfclass Il (those whose father was a lorry
driver, unemployed labourer, slater or roadmenade comparing their productions with
those of her sample of children from a similar lgaokind. She observed the same tendency

as in her own study for non standard variants efvairiables: ds), (i), (au), (u) and @). If

further studies confirmed such gender differendeanaearlier age, it would be possible to
ascribe them to differentiated transmission ofaas within the child’s family environment.
On the basis of a study of the variabtg i word-medial context, Foulkes et al. (2005)
focused upon the type of variant used by 39 motiéhstheir child. They noted that mothers
of boys used significantly more non standard vasidahan mothers of girls when addressing
their child. This effect is also observed by Jom§2003) who studied the speech of five
mothers addressing their twins (one boy and ong gged from 2;5 to 3;9. Following
Foulkes et al. (2005), Johnson noted that mothedexted the standard variant of the variable
(t) when addressing their daughters. Foulkes et280%) interpret the differences in input
according to the child’s gender by suggesting that mothers are sensitive to the gender
identity of their child. By using more standardrfer with their daughters, mothers seem to be
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ensuring that the latter acquire the variants a@inatpositively evaluated. Where the mothers of
boys are concerned, these authors put forwardypethesis that they select the variants used

by adult males.

Finally, a third group of studies note a differeahdency: boys seem to produce more
standard variants than girls, contrary to the usealds in adults. In a study of the word-final
post-consonantak/ in French, Chevrot (1991) observes that at agetiee- gender effect does
not appear autonomously but in conjunction with twther variables studied: social
background and context. Indeed, only girls fromghér social background modify their use
of the variable according to the situation: unexpaly they deleter/ more in formal
situations. Furthermore, the author observes thabhformal situations boys from a higher
social background produce less deletion méfthan their counterparts from a lower social
background. This situational reaction that Cheyi®91) names “reversed” is clearly not in
keeping with the expected result i.e. that stangargnts are supposed to be more frequent in
formal situations. In 16 children aged betweenad 4;11 from the working class and lower
middle class, Roberts (1994; 1997) observes aaimabkult to Chevrot (1991): the girls delete
more (-t, d) than the boys. Although the authorsiders the linguistic data that she collected
as being typical of an informal style, we would w&gon the contrary, that they can be
considered as formal as those analyzed by Chet®&1(. The data collection method used
by Roberts (1994; 1997) consisted of an interviath whe researcher during which, amongst
other things, the child had to recount family amdraecurricular activities, play store and
doctor, tell a story from a picture-book, etc. Thype of interview seems to us to be of a
formal nature for a number of reasons. Firstly, dlaghor is unfamiliar to the child as the
interview is their sole meeting. Secondly, roleyptg exercises, in this case playing store or
doctor, are known to favor the use of certain typiegariants appropriate to the role taken on
(Ervin-Tripp 1973; Slosberg-Andersen 1990). Finallshen telling a story to an unfamiliar
individual, it can be expected that the child wilbduce the variants heard in situations when
adults adopt a more formal posture, such as dwshayed reading. We would therefore
gualify somewhat the observations made by Robé&®@84; 1997) by underlining that the
situation in which this unexpected gender effecor@gnnon standard variants produced by
girls) is apparent is in fact a more formal sitaafisimilar to that in the study carried out by
Chevrot (1991).

In point of fact, due to the heterogeneous resttis,available data do not allow us to

conclude in favor either of the early transmissibrisage by parents or of a learning process
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that occurs throughout childhood and adolescenodowing Chevrot et al. (2000) and
Roberts (1994, 1997), we will, however, retain tiagion that the emergence of a gender
effect could be dependent upon the variable studibate generally, variants with strong
social value in the adult community may be thosespd on to girls at an early stage; the
other variants, less salient, would thus be acduater in development through the influence
of the peer group, different educational pract@esording to age or the effect of accumulated
input. It would then be necessary to take into antdhe sociolinguistic status, in the
community, of the variables studied in order t@iptet results concerning gender (Foulkes et
al. 2005) or other factors of variation (Smith e2®07; Smith et al. this issue).

2.3.3.Context The model of acquisition of Standard English fautvard by Labov in 1964
suggests that awareness of the social value oanariprecedes the ability to vary use
according to the communicative context. Thus, atiogrto this author, stylistic adaptation
appears at the end of adolescence. In light ofsthdies presented in this section, we will
guestion the age of such adaptation and the redseisid it: is it dependent upon an
awareness of the social value of uses or doestuttr'om a more automatic association made

between certain variants and certain types of acteyn?

As early as 1973, Ervin-Tripp summarized the usaféfrican American Vernacular
English (AAVE) during preadolescence (between agesnd 13). She indicates that the
communicative situation influences the selectiostahdard variants in children’s speech. For
example, the usage frequency of standard variaeteases when children are role-playing
doctor or teacher, are interviewed by an authdigyre or are interviewed alone rather than
in a group, as well as when the interviewer usdg standard English rather than variable
speech (Houston 1969; Kernan 1969; Labov et al8;196lliams and Naremore 1969).

Other dialectal varieties of English have been shbject of surveys examining the
influence of the communicative situation. On thsi®af four situations of decreasing levels
of formality — reading, formal interview with thesearcher, less formal interview with two
friends and the researcher, role-playing activitghwpeers without the presence of the
researcher — Reid (1978) observes that 16 Scattigtiren age 11 vary their use of variants
according to the context of the exchange. Thislrésuorne out in the study by Macaulay

(1977) comparing a reading-aloud exercise with slp@eoduced during an interview with the

researcher, which noted that at age 10 and 15rehildroduce more standard variantsidf (
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and @s) in a reading context. Where the word-final pastsonantal g/ in French is
concerned, Chevrot et al. (2000) notice that, & mimore formal exercise (oral gap-filling
exercise based on pictures, resembling a schowitgitthe 10-12 year-olds produce more

/r/ than in the less formal situation (conversatiothwihe researcher comparing pictures).
Romaine (1984), for her part, compares the prodoaif the variablesg6), (ing) and {) in a

reading situation and an interview situation. Shseoves that, from the age of 10, the
children are capable of selecting more standarcnirin the appropriate situation. From this
result, she draws the hypothesis that childrenofide aware that the use of non standard
variants is not appropriate for reading. On thibjasct, she is in line with the conclusions
made by Labov (1964), although she places thisevems of the social value associated with
variants at an earlier age. In the 1990s, seveaahtonist studies conducted in different
languages observed an earlier stylistic adaptatian that highlighted in the past. For the

variable (ing) in American English, Patterson (1992) notes that48 children of her sample

divided into three age groups — 4, 6 and 8 yearase-the non standard variant more often
in a conversational situation than when recounéingtory or in a picture-naming task. She
also observes that the interlocutor and the topspeech influence the selection of variants.
As for Roberts (1994), she notes that between 82411, children vary their use of the

variable (ing) according to their interlocutor. Indeed, childreelect the standard variant

more frequently when addressing an adult than vegeinessing another child. A similar early
effect is also evidenced by a study carried ousentland on the variablkoosein English.
Examining mother-child interactions, Smith et 20@7) observe that, from the age of 3;2, the
11 young speakers of the study use more non stndaiants during daily activities and
games than during interactions of an educationdigt color is it} or disciplinary Behave!
Get up) nature. With respect to a Spanish variable, tibervocalic d/, Diaz-Campos (2005)
notes that when children age 4;6 and 5;11 are emalty engaged in their speech — situation
that, following Labov (1972b), the author definssb&ing informal — they produce more non
standard variants than when they answer the rds&questions, i.e. in a formal situation.
Analyzing the productions of a group of kindergarthildren, Martin (2005) observes that it
is during activities requiring a particular lingticsposture that variable liaisons are most often
realized. Indeed, they are used in role-playingasibns (playing mom and dad, playing
school) pretending to read, staging plays with ahémetc. The author suggests that children
acquire certain social knowledge about languageutiir activities that lead them towards a
more normative use of variables. One result runsnt® to these findings. In children
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between 3;2 and 4;11, Roberts (1994, 1997) notioesdaptation when the variable, @) in
English is addressed to an adult, another chila muppet.

It would therefore appear that children’s styligtstaptation of sociolinguistic variables can
occur far earlier than envisaged by Labov (1964his model of acquisition. Indeed, the
results that we have outlined show that from ab/ess 3 years old children are capable of
selecting variants according to the type of inteoaicin question (Roberts 1994; Smith et al.
2007). This result is similar to observations regay acquisition in bilingual contexts.
Different studies have shown that from 2—-3 yearage children are able to select and use the
language of their interlocutor (De Houwer 1990; i@énton et al. this issue; Lanza 1992;
2004; Youssef 1991). On this subject, Youssef (198) claims that “[...] the acquisition of
stylistic awareness and the specification of appabe linguistic behavior to accommodate it
is associated with the acquisition of forms pef $@ese results call into question Labov’s
initial model according to which situational adata emerges with awareness of the social
value of variants (Labov 1964). On the contrarywituld seem — as Patterson (1992)
underlines — that children acquire patterns ofistigl variation as soon as they participate in
daily family interactions. Thus, from their firstonds, they associate sociolinguistic variants
with different types of interaction and it is onligter in development that they use these
variants as markers of social identity. The authwnmarizes her position as follows: “[...]
stylistic differences precede rather than follove #wvaluation of specific variants and the
ability to discuss the relationships among variastgial groups, and styles.” (Patterson 1992:
178).

2.3.4. Evaluation of sociolinguistic variables and linktkviproduction.In this section,
given over to the evaluation of sociolinguisticialies, we will call into question one of the
main assumptions of the labovian model accordinghich awareness of the social value of
variants is not apparent until early adolescende stage 3 of the acquisition model for
Standard English) when the child comes into contattt different linguistic varieties more
often (Labov 1964). Furthermore, in light of therk® of Chevrot et al. (2000) and Barbu et
al. (this issue), we will examine the possible lbdtween production and evaluation.

On the basis of analysis of extracts from intergancluding the five phonetic variables
(i), (u), (@), (@u) and @s), Macaulay (1977) asked 15 year-old informantsiétermine the

social background and occupation of each of thabitants recorded. He observes that the
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young girls’ evaluations are similar to those ofilégl which is not the case in the boys of this
age. It would therefore seem — and this is theatighypothesis — that boys are less aware
of adult social values than girls. Lafontaine (1p86nducted a large survey with 123 pupils,
divided into four age groups (8, 12, 14 and 18 y&dd) from different social backgrounds in
school in the region of Liege (Belgium). Her aimsnm@ examine the attitudes of young
Belgian speakers regarding regiolectal and sodullefeatures. Variables from different
linguistic levels (accent, lexicon, syntax, phocgtivariable liaisons) were put forward for
evaluation by the children. Using individual intews involving different types of tasks —
open questions, closed questions, judgments ofptadméty on pairs of variants, auto-
evaluation, etc. — she comes to the conclusiondhadiren, even at a very young age, are
aware that linguistic material is subject to certaules and norms. This early normative
judgment is apparent from as early as 8 years ef Bgwever, even if children produce
speech in which markers of normative judgment appsach as “well-spoken”/“badly-
spoken”, Lafontaine (1986) underlines that thesekara are not based on the same criteria as
for adults. For children, they refer to the trutlltie or the politeness of the utterance they are
evaluating. It would seem that it is only from thge of 9-10 years that the first justifications
for linguistic norms based on context/interlocutwe verbalized (Buson 2009; Buson and
Billiez this issue). This is also the age at whattldren’s judgments of regional accents are
negative and they favor standard variants. Thadss the case where the different sociolectal
variables evaluated are concerned: from age 12hhdren identify the standard variants as
being more ‘prestigious’ or more ‘appropriate’. Acding to Lafontaine (1986), the
prescriptive and normative discourse of the schostitution instils in pupils a system of
common rules that place value on standard variantsbring children’s judgments in line
with those of adults. In the context of Australianglish, Martino (1982) also examines the
judgments of ten boys age 10, divided into two a&lobackgrounds — working class and
lower middle-class — regarding the consonantalaldei 6/. She concludes that children
from both backgrounds are aware of the prestigensal value ascribed to realizing]|
Despite this awareness, working-class childremclai prefer the non standard variafhtthat
they are more familiar with and that, with one gt@m, they use systematically. This result
can be compared with the study carried out by Titudd975) in Norwich (England), in
which the author observes that adult males of thekiwg class prefer to use the non standard
variant of @g), despite recognising the prestige value of thaeddrd variable. Analyzing an

auto-evaluation test, Trudgill (1975) concluded thé preference for non-prestige variants is
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due to covert norms, hidden values to which speakler not admit within the interview

context, displaying loyalty towards the social granf origin.

The studies outlined above situate the beginnifgvauation in line with that of adults at
age 10-12 at the earliest. Only one study pladesathan earlier age. Chevrot et al. (2000)
conducted a study of the evaluation of the wordfipost-consonantak/ in French with a
group of 24 children age 6—7 and another groupdoftlldren age 10-12. The children were
led to judge the acceptability of different uttezas using the variable in question and asked
to state whether the speaker spoke “well” or “badihe authors note that children age 6-7
make an unfavorable judgment of the lack of thengnee %/ before a pause. Wher//is
followed by a consonant-initial or vowel-initial wah the 6—7 year-olds do not make different
judgments. In other words, no attested differengst& between the judgments in favor of the
conservation ofg/ and those in favor of deletion of the variablé.a§e 10-12, the children’s
preference for conserving//before a pause extends to the pre-vocalic canbextoth age
groups, the authors observe the relative homogenéithe judgments because no influence
of social background can be noted. This resulinikeeping with the results obtained by
Labov (1972b, 1976) in adults; despite social sication of use, speakers share common

evaluative norms.

Finally, the comparison of production and evaluatiives disparate results. Whereas the
absence ofrl before a consonant is not detected by the childge 6—7 or 10-12 in the
evaluation task, Chevrot et al. (2000) note a \@ear situational adaptation regarding this
context: in children of 10-12, whatever their ganalesocial background, pre-consonantal /
is realized more often in formal than in informaiations. The opposite result is observed for
/r/ before a vowel or a pause. Even if the deletibthe phoneme is judged unfavorably in
the evaluation task, the situational adaptatiofaidess clear: only the 10-12 year-old girls
from a higher-class environment alter their produns depending on the context. According
to the results of Chevrot et al. (2000), it woukm that the ability to adapt speech to the
situation is not dependent upon the ability to folae judgments placing value on the
variants used in formal situations. A study by Baset al. (this issue), conducted on the
production and evaluation of variable liaisons Wi children between age 2 and 6 divided
into four age groups (2-3, 3—4, 4-5, 5-6), seemgrt@ounter to this observation. Firstly, the
authors note no noteworthy evolution of judgmenttavor of standard variants between ages
2 and 6. Secondly, they find a significant effettsocial background (upper versus lower

class) on the standard judgments that becomes appstrent at 5-6 years old; upper-class
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children form more standard judgments than lowasslIchildren. Finally, they observe that a
significant correlation between the production awdluation of variable liaisons is apparent
at age 4-5 and age 5-6 whatever the social baakgrdihus, the children between 4 and 6
years old who make the most positive evaluationstahdard variants are also those who
produce them the most often in a formal situatitre (production exercise consisted in
naming pictures). Bringing together the studieCinevrot et al. (2000) and Barbu et al. (this
issue), it could be thought that at early stages dhquisition of patterns of usage of
sociolinguistic variables is not guided by awaresnes$ the social value of usage. In the
youngest children, familiarity with certain variamt— more or less standard depending on
their background — would thus guide both productemd evaluation. The differences
according to social background noted in very yoahiddren’s evaluation could be transitory
and linked to the children’s linguistic environme®ine hypothesis is therefore that schooling
instils in individuals the norms of standard langgideading to recognition of this variety by
all speakers of the commuriityndeed, from the age of 6~7 (when children bedgmentary
school) Chevrot et al. (2000) note social unifoynof evaluations. A more precise way of
testing this hypothesis would be to compare theuiadgpn of sociolinguistic uses in
communities where children go to school at differ@ges, by linking the use and evaluation

of sociolinguistic variables in teachers, caregvand pupils.

2.3.5. Age The impact of schooling on children’s sociolingjid patterns may also be
revealed in examining the way the overall massapiavits produced evolves with age. Where
standard variants are concerned, no study haswaasan increase in their level of production
below the age of 6. Roberts (1994), who comparedptioductions of children age 3 with

those of children age 4, notes no age effect inptioeluction of the variable t{-d) or the
variable (ng). Other studies indicate an increase in non stangaiants — and so a decrease

in standard variants — as development progressesXxample, Smith et al. (2007) observe
that the three youngest subjects of their sampieda2;10, 2;11 and 3;0) were almost
categorical in their use of the standard variarthefvariablehoosewhereas the older children

(aged between 3;2 and 3;6) used the non standahwanore frequently. Chabanal (2004)
presents the same type of result, noting that @iarryoung subject of his longitudinal study,
deleted more liquidl/ and &/ in his fourth year than in his third year. Thigrease in non

standard variants observed at early ages couldubealthe input received by the children.
Indeed, work by Foulkes et al. (2005) and Smithalet(2007) has highlighted that the
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frequency of standard variants in speech addrdsseuldren by their mother reduces as they
grow older. It would also seem that peer input dalitect children’s linguistic uses towards
less standard forms. In a longitudinal study ofraug of 11 children in kindergarten (mean
age in period 1: 4;7, in period 2: 5;7), Nardy (8D0bserved the children’s social network
and their use of three sociolinguistic variabled=nench (variable liaison, post-consonantal
word-final R/, /I/ in the clitic pronounsl(s) (‘he/they’) andelle(s) (‘she/they’)). Using an
ethological method of direct observation of soclahaviour within the group —
instantaneous scan sampling (Altmann 1974; Santoal.e2000) — she quantified the
frequency of verbal interactions between each menabethe group. Furthermore, she
collected the children’s productions in two verstdict situations: one formal situation
during which the children told a story to an unkmoadult and one informal situation
consisting in spontaneous verbal exchanges amaerg.pehe analyses carried out show that
from period 1 (4;7) to period 2 (5;7), the levelstdndard variants produced by the children
decrease in both situations. However, this decresdg reaches the level of statistical
significance in the formal situation. Furthermareere is a link between the quantity of verbal
interactions between individuals and their use afiables. Thus, the more two individuals
interact, the more similar their use of sociolirggiai variables. Moreover, the children who
interact the most are those who use the most remmdatd variants. They could therefore

direct the whole group towards less standard us@rdnts.

From the age of 6, and until 10-12 years of agen&tioe (1984), Patterson (1992) and
Chevrot et al. (2000) note an increase in the ol of standard variants in formal
situations. Again, we can suppose that enteringetheation system (at roughly 6 years old
depending on the country) as well as discoverind l@arning the written form, may be

factors favoring the increase of standard varianthildren’s speech in formal situations.

Despite these general tendencies, the questioheofvay in which the overall mass of
variants produced by children evolves with agey@sed by different authors, remains partial.
As underlined by Chevrot et al. (2000: 297), “thaejon question is to identify not how the
overall mass of nonstandard variants develops rdther how their usage changes in each
situation and for each category of speakers.” lortsht would seem that the question of
evolution with age deserves to be examined in timges: firstly over the pre-school period
(increase in non standard variants in family inteoms) and secondly, over the school period

(increase in standard variants in formal situajons



The acquisition of sociolinguistic variation 19

2.3.6.Future issues to explore and necessary datee review of available research lays
down a number of milestones specifying how socgplistic regularities are established in the
course of development. Firstly, childhood differes@ccording to the social status of parents
are established fairly early — from the age of $edrs — and could increase until the age of
6. Secondly, stylistic ability to adapt the usevafiants to social context also appears from as
early as 3 years old within family interactionsirdly, regarding the gender effect, the results
are contradictory (depending on the study, theeenardifferences according to gender, more
standard variants in girls or more standard vasiamtooys). Fourthly, the changes in use of
variants with age do not seem to be linear. Thaltesemain partial, but they suggest an
increase in non standard variants until the ag®,dllowed by an increase in standard
variants in formal situations during the schoolrge&inally, research by Chevrot et al. (2000)
and Barbu et al. (this issue) suggests that eaweldpmental changes in the use of variants
are not linked to changes in their evaluation, tatlher to the frequency of variants in the
child’s environment. It is necessary to establisese developmental milestones, however
they often remain descriptive and do not explaia frinciples guiding the acquisition
process. In order to explain these principles,atertheoretical questions must be explored

further and new types of data must be collected.

The first issue concerns the influence of the listyt environment on the acquisition of
sociolinguistic variables. We reported evidencevshg the effect of parental input but also
that the caregivers themselves adjust the frequehtlye variants according to the age of the
children (Foulkes et al. 2005; Smith et al. 20@nsidering that the child and the caregiver
form a dynamic system of mutual adjustments thastsodevelopment, one kind of necessary
data would be long-term longitudinal studies onegarer-child dyads. Another expected
benefit of such a longitudinal study linking inpamd acquisition would be to confirm the
hypothesis that the cumulative effect of input tstl@e origin of the increase in social
differences between the ages of 3 and 6 (Chevialt 2011; Nardy 2008).

The second issue concerns the motor for developnemhildren’s progress driven by
learning the sociolinguistics norms and valuesheirtcommunity? Or is it the result of the
implicit learning of statistical regularities encdared in input? Although certain studies
highlight that early developmental changes in the of variants are not linked to changes in
their evaluation, but rather to the frequency afiarats in the child’s environment (Barbu et
al. this issue; Chevrot et al. 2000), one cannotugele the possibility that later modifications

in production are the result of the children orguais’ awareness of norms.
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From this perspective, it is important to take imimcount the sociolinguistic salience of
variants in the community. The most salient soogistic variants within a given
community could be more strongly linked to ideestiand social roles. Therefore, their social
meaning would be more directly accessible to chiidand more likely to orient their
production. Furthermore, in child-directed speadtls likely that caregivers control their use
of these salient variables to differing degreeseddmg on the social role attributed to the
child, and particularly the child’'s gender (Foulletsal. 2005; Smith et al. 2007; Smith et al.

this issue).

More generally, the respective influence of stet#tlearning and social norms and
identities during acquisition remain to be spedifisince both factors are not mutually
exclusive. In the context of naturalistic obsemas, this aim requires data to be collected that
links production and evaluation, in children, inldkdirected speech and in the community in
general. In a more experimental framework, in tlakevof studies carried out in adults in the
field of sociolinguistic cognition (Campbell-Kibl&010; Labov et al. 2011; Loudermilk et al.
2011), experiments based on priming methods (HayDRuager 2010; Squires 2011; Staum
Casasanto 2009) could enable us to determine tireelef automatic and implicit knowledge
at play in the relationships between linguistic @odial knowledge, at different ages. Thus,
future observations will need to determine the afl@xplicit and implicit knowledge in the
acquisition of sociolinguistic variation and howesie two types of knowledge interact,

contradict each other or converge.

3. Modelsfor the acquisition of variation

Numerous tendencies and perspectives raised byewimsw of questions have shown that
patterns of variation are acquired at an earlyestagd have also highlighted the key role
played by the frequency of forms encountered initipait during the acquisition process. A
theory of the acquisition of variation must thereféulfil a number of criteria. It must account
for the effect of the frequency of variants. It madso explain the construction of the
relationship between linguistic and social inforfoat Finally, as with all developmental
theories of language, it must explain the procésgeaeralization. After a brief presentation
of the three main learning mechanisms for variaoggested in sociolinguistic literature —
abstract variable rule formation, case-by-case @edearning and exemplar theory — we

will discuss these models in light of the critecited above.
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3.1.Abstract variable rule formation

It is to Labov (1972a) that we owe the concept afiable rules. Extending the concept of
optional rules, stemming from generative grammarthat of variable rules, he includes
within the very structural description of the rdte frequency of its operation and the weight
of constraints upon its level of application (im&k constraints and social characteristics of
the speakers). In the first stages of formulating motion of variable rules, Labov did not
specify whether it was a mechanism describing tinecsire of language or modelling
cognitive function. However, when addressing thesfjon of the acquisition of variation, he
clarified his position somewhat. According to Labd®89) and other authors who followed
this theoretical framework (Patterson 1992; Rob&f94; 1997; Smith et al. 2007), at an
early age the child constructs variable rules malaiphg abstract categories (nhoun, verb)
from the initial forms encountered in his envirommneVery early on, the general format of
these abstract rules would correspond to thoselwt apeakers with the exception of some
characteristics specific to children. Being expodedinput would then encourage the
adjustment of variable constraints in accordanceéh whose used by adult speakers
surrounding the child. Running counter to this tiyeother researchers put forward the notion
of case-by-case concrete learning which does raainas the same degree of generalization

and the early mastery of abstract categories.

3.2.Case-by-case concrete learning

Several authors who have also questioned the attguisf the mechanisms underpinning the
functioning of variable linguistic units note thahe variation observed in children’s
productions is subject to strong lexical conditrani According to these authors, this result
does not seem very compatible with the generatimgbrocess entailed by a rule, which, by
definition, is applied indifferently to all lexicatems (Chevrot et al. 2000; Diaz-Campos
2004; Wolfram 1989). From an early age, the pradacof variable forms would thus be
linked to the frequency of each carrier word inunprhe more frequent a lexical item, the
more opportunities children have to learn and répce the patterns of variation with which it

is associated (absence or presence of variatioghtugg of variants). In this view, therefore,



The acquisition of sociolinguistic variation 22

at no point do children generalize rules based lisiract categories. The variation in child
productions can be seen as the result of ‘weightezthorization of concrete variants. In the
following section, we will outline a third mode d&arning sociolinguistic variables,

elaborated in the context of exemplar theory.rikdi the copying of surface forms with the

ability to infer more abstract categories.

3.3.Exemplar theory

Exemplar theory posits that linguistic knowledgeanstructed through memorization of the
traces of an individual's language experiences @yB006). Within this conceptual view,
memorizing a linguistic form or an utterance amesutd memorizing not only the target
information but also a set of social and contexelaiments such as the type of speaker, the
acoustic characteristics of his voice (Foulkes &wtherty 2006; Pierrehumbert 2001),
information about the communicative situation (@swersus formal) (Bybee 2003), etc..
Thus, as suggested by Foulkes et al. (2001: 8@) d#tails encoded at the holistic stage of
representation will include features which haveidowuistic relevance among the adult
community”. In this view, each linguistic unit walibe represented in memory by a series of
exemplars corresponding to all the realizationthf unit (Pierrehumbert 2001, 2002, 2003).
Frequent linguistic units would thus be represertigdnore exemplars than less frequent
linguistic units (Bybee 2002ven if the experience with the input is also miedidy factors
such as attention and saliency (Foulkes 2010; élambert 2006). Concerning the degree of
availability of an exemplar, it would depend uptsgtrength in memory and how recently it
has been activated in reception and productionr@gtiembert 2001, 2002) as well as upon

neighbouring exemplars in the phonological spaceri&umbert 2003).

Foulkes et al(2001) put forward a model for the acquisition ¢fopological variation
within the framework of exemplar theory. The authalefend the notion of a bottom-up
learning process in which the environment playsaing role in acquisition. According to
this view, in an initial phase, upon contact witipuit children memorize different exemplars
for the same word. Each exemplar memorized inclegein information about the speaker,
his pronunciation, the situation, etc. After artialilexical store has been established, children
proceed to a more abstract analysis on the bassaolarity between different exemplars.
This process would thus lead them in principle éplicate the use of the variable in the
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linguistic environment to which they are exposediHis context, the encoding of variation
and its factors starts at a very early stage, as 83 the child comes into contact with his

linguistic environment and begins to memorize eletsef it.

3.4.Comparing the models

We shall now compare the different learning mectrasifor the acquisition of variation —
variable rules, case-by-case learning and exentphlewry — retaining the three criteria
derived from our review of the literature: the resigy to account for the role of the
environment and the effect of frequency, the retathip between linguistic and social

information, and processes of abstraction and géination.

The role of the environment is fundamental in ekarning mechanism, along with the
degree of frequency of perceived forms which inflcess acquisition. Despite this common
characteristic, the different theories can be gedrtaon the other levels. Where the
relationship between linguistic and social inforiatis concerned, exemplar theory advances
that these two types of information are in prineiphemorized and encoded simultaneously
from the beginning of the learning process. In ¢batext of learning variable rules, social
information is seen to be contained in the weighth external constraints that determine the
degree of applicability of the rule. In this persipee, the relationship between linguistic and
social information is only established once theegahformat of the rule is in place whereas,
in the case of learning by exemplars, social infttan is inherent to the memorization of
variants. Finally, where case-by-case learningoiscerned, the authors do not address the

guestion of the relationship between social anguistic information.

The models also differ regarding the process ofraton. It is not envisaged within the
framework of case-by-case learning. The authoisndlaat the child retrieves and memorizes
surface forms before then producing them, withoentioning relationships between these
forms. The authors defending the notion of learnimagable rules consider that the child
generalizes rules that operate on abstract cagsgasihich are available from an early age.
They do not, however, provide a more detailed dason of the process that leads to the

creation of these categories and rules on the ba#i® linguistic environment.

All things considered, exemplar theory seems tath®e most promising framework to

account for the tendencies observed in sociolinigussudies concerning children. Contrary to
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variable rules and case-by-case learning, thisryhiades into account the early link between
linguistic and social information, explains howsthink is constructed, and also highlights the
impact of frequency of perceived forms within theglistic environment. However, as
conceded by Foulkes (2006: 25-26), the exemplamapp does not explain “to what extent
the store of traces is subject to abstraction, idvan that abstraction takes, or what role (if
any) the abstract representation plays in speewttuption or perception.” It is for this reason
that we shall now turn to usage-based theory, whedms to offer the most comprehensive
framework including the tenets of exemplar theond aaccounting for the process of

generalization.

4. Per spectives. usage-based theory asa model for variation acquisition

Usage-based theories suggest that usage is theokemderstanding the way linguistic
systems are formed, and how they function and evoMore specifically, linguistic
knowledge is structured through usage events, coecrete utterances that the speaker
produces and hears (Kemmer and Barlow 2000). Téguéncy of linguistic experiences
therefore has a central role to play. Upon contatit usage events, children are thought to
memorize concrete pieces of language formed fraouad sequence that is associated with
other information retrieved from the interactiomaintext. Depending on the specific case,
these concrete pieces of language may correspoaditogle adult word or to a sequence of
words memorized as a frozen phrase (Tomasello 20B®)connecting the memorized
sequences on the basis of their formal or functismailarities, children generalize schemas
allowing them to produce utterances that they haaxeer heard before (Tomasello 2003). In
this way, on the basis of stable and recurrentsteirey establish a first level of abstraction.
For example, by connecting stored sequences shidmnigxical itemt’s, such ast’'s daddy

it's me it's the dog they would eventually generalize an item-baséeis@ of the typé’s +

X, where X is a slot into which new elements canitserted. During the course of
development, these patterns are reorganized intaonks forming more complex and
abstract schemas, which are not necessarily founped a shared lexical item. According to
Tomasello (2003, 2006), this process of abstractakes place through two simultaneous
cognitive processes. Firstly, the process of analatpich erases the concrete elements of the
schemas that become abstract elements defineddaagoto their role in the relational

structure. Secondly, functionally-based distribnéb analysis allows the emergence of
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categories such as “noun”, “verb”, etc. formed fr@pecific terms that fulfil a similar
communicative role in the perceived and producéerances. It should also be noted that a
schema is a mechanism that encodes patterns obctoom between memorized traces of
language experiences. In contrast to rules, schelma®t exist independently of the stored
sequences from which they emerge (Kemmer and Baz2@@@). Moreover, schemas explain

the way the child moves from stored concrete ussg@ets to more abstract categories.

This general framework of language acquisitionbetated by Tomasello (2003), does not
address the issue of sociolinguistic variaj@n se Nonetheless, we believe that it constitutes
a promising framework as it fulfils all three crite necessary for a theory of the acquisition
of variation. As with exemplar theory, linguistindwledge depends upon the nature and
frequency of usage events encountered in the emaeat, and social information is
constitutive of the traces memorized from thesgesavents. Furthermore, the emergence of
more abstract categories is a gradual process baiselihks made between a stock of

memorized traces leading to the formation of scleeonaonstructions (Goldberg 2003).

Nardy (2008) applied this conceptual framework tee tacquisition of a French
sociolinguistic marker well-documented and formadizn adults: the variable liaison (inter
alia, Armstrong 2001; Bybee 2001; Durand and Ly2868; Encrevé 1988). All the studies
that have focused upon social background concghawing that the realization of variable
liaisons is more frequent in higher-class adultshidy 1981; Booij and De Jong 1987; De
Jong 1994). The model put forward by the authorceams more specifically the variable
liaison between an adjective and a noun: for examplthe sequencgros arbre‘big tree’,
the liaison consonant// can be realized ¢gozasbs]) or not realized soasbg]). This
model integrates the numerous psycholinguistic masens that show that the liaison
consonant is encoded early on with the initialheff variants of the nouns that follow. In this
way, a noun such aarbre ‘tree’, encountered after the liaison consonants /z/ and t/
would take three forms in children’s lexicomakbs/, /zasby/ and tasby/. Furthermore,
these consonant-initial variants would coexist wattvowel-initial variant @sby/), drawn
from contexts where the noun is not preceded bgisoh consonanidli arbre ‘pretty tree’)
(Chevrot et al. 2007; Chevrot et al. 2009; Dugual €2009; Gallot et al. 2009). Nardy (2008)
hypothesises that at an early age children memdrizguent or salient adjective-noun
sequences in input, some of which can be associattid individuals or particular
interactions. The impact of social environment uplo® acquisition process could thus been
seen as being established from this early stage.t®the variable nature of liaisons, children
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from all backgrounds hear and memorize adjectivenrsequences with and without liaisons.
They would therefore generalize two competing sdsentirstly, linking the sequences
including a liaison, they would generalize a scherhthe typegros + /zX/, which specifies
that the adjectivegros should be followed by the variant of the noun begig with £/
([gsozarbg]). Such schemas thus allow the realization ofliison. Secondly, connecting
sequences without a consonantal liaison, they weldborate a schema of the types +
/[vowelX/ that selects the variant of the vowel-initiabun after the adjective dkoasbx]).
This second type of schema allows non-realizatibliasons. As higher-class children hear
more variable liaisons realized in their family gomment, they would therefore generalize
the schemayros + /zX/ more rapidly than their lower-class counterpafihis head start
would account for patterns of results concernirgglogressive increase in social differences
for the acquisition of variable liaisons betweea #yes of 2 and 6 (see Section 2.3.1). Indeed,
initial social differences could be the result bé thature of sequences memorized (with or
without liaison). This difference would then becomere marked when higher-class children

generalize the schemas carrying liaisons beforedalass children.

This general framework for acquisition seems totaude of very real interest when it
comes to accounting for the acquisition of variat@as it gives concrete existence to the
process of abstraction, unlike other theoreticamieworks. The notion of competing schemas
accounts for the cognitive selection of variantg@ 2001), as well as for the selection of
morphosyntactic structures and lexical units mameegally. Moreover, within this theory the
generalizations established are not disconnectedh fconcrete events perceived and
memorized by the speaker. This assumption entaissmain consequences. First, schemas
are associated with social information containedh@ memorized exemplars upon which
they are based. Second, schemas are not fixedybatmic insofar as they can continue to be
updated throughout life. Applying this integratiframework to sociolinguistic variation thus
appears a promising direction to take. As Dirk @eds underlined in an interview with
Juana Isabel Marin-Arrese (Marin-Arrese 2007: 294).] in the actual practice of a usage-
based enquiry, grammatical analysis and variaticamslysis will go hand in hand”. This
alliance implies reinforcing methodological exchasgand theoretical integration between
developmental psycholinguistics and sociolingusstic
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Notes

1. The variable transcribed a3 by Reid (1978) is the same as that transcribefhgsby

Macaulay (1977). It is the variation that affeafs rfealized either with an alveolar plosive —

[t] (butter['bata]) — or a glottal plosive —7] (butter['ba?2]) —.

2. The variable transcribed aggj by Reid (1978) is the same as that transcribgi@hg$ by
Fischer (1958), Romaine (1984), Patterson (199@)Rwberts (1994). This variable takes two

variants: nasal velar plosiva][ (correcting [ko'rektip]) and nasal alveolar plosiven]

(correcting[ka'rektm]).

3. Martin established her social indices by asogha score between 1 and 3 to the parents’
occupation. 1 corresponds to the occupations oftimrd in theINSEE index (teachers,
engineers etc.)NSEE Institut National de la Statistique et des Etudesri®miques- French
National Institute of Statistic and Economic Stggli€ corresponds to groups 4 and 5 (nurses,
commercial agents, etc.) and 3 corresponds todabar drivers (group 6 in thesee index)

(Desrosieres and Thévenot 1988).

4. This conclusion is compatible with the resulfs Bay (1980) concerning children’s
evaluation of local variants (Hawaii Creole Engjigsind standard variants (Standard English)
in 87 kindergarten and first-grade children dividedo two groups: those living in an
advantaged area and those living in a disadvantagesl Day noted a social difference in
evaluations by the kindergarten children whereaslifference of this type could be seen in
the first-graders. However, contrary to the studiésd in our review, Day’s research focused

on the global evaluation of syntactic, phonologmad prosodic variants without distinction.
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