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BACKGROUND | The usage-based thesis assumes that language acquisition results from the extraction 
of linguistic units from input (Langacker 1987, Tomasello 2003, Bybee & Beckner 2012). Frequency is 
central to that process: the more often an utterance is encountered, the more entrenched it becomes in 
memory (Langacker 2000, Boyland 2009). From a cognitive sociolinguistic perspective, it has been 
argued that the frequency with which language variants and social categories co-occur in input 
influences the speed with which the mental link between them is acquired by language users (Foulkes 
2010; Docherty, Langstrof & Foulkes 2013). However, experimental research on this topic is limited in 
number and methodologically diverse: the differing design choices from previous studies complicate the 
construction of a uniform framework to answer the fundamental question of how socially meaningful 
language variation is learned. 

RESEARCH AIMS | The aim of the present study is twofold. First, it examines how the distributional 
characteristics of linguistic input relate to the acquisition of sociolinguistic variation. Second, the study 
proposes a coherent methodological paradigm to experimentally investigate this and related 
developmental questions of socially meaningful language variation by building on and optimising design 
choices from earlier work in a structured way. 

METHOD | Our experiment employs semi-artificial language learning to train participants on a non-
existing sociolinguistic variable, thereby exploring various co-occurrence patterns of language variants 
and social categories in a fixed amount of input. A sample of 80 Flemish students is exposed to short 
sentences in Dutch that contain a pseudonoun (e.g. Ik zie een stipis. “I see a stipis.”). This pseudoword 
can contain either one of two different variants, viz. a voiced versus voiceless medial stop, which co-
occur probabilistically with two speaker gender identity groups, i.e. speakers identifying as male versus 
as female. Co-occurrence patterns of variants and speaker groups are manipulated between 
participants: one variant is used by one group in 90%, 75% or 60% of the group’s total number of 
utterances. After exposure, participants complete a categorisation task that measures their learning of 
associations between the linguistic variants and speaker gender identity, also testing for pseudowords 
not encountered in the training phase. 

EXPECTED RESULTS | Frequency of co-occurrence strengthens the mental representation of 
utterances and facilitates the retrieval of linguistic and social information (Boyland 1996, Bybee & 
Thompson 2000, Ibbotson 2013, Drager & Kirtley 2016). We therefore expect more frequent co-
occurrence of the same linguistic variant with the same social setting to result in more successful 
learning across participants, i.e. in the 90% condition followed by the 75% and 60% conditions 
respectively. Our results will contribute both to the refinement of models of the cognitive representation 
of sociolinguistic knowledge and to the development of a methodological paradigm to address the 
question of how listeners acquire the social meaning of linguistic variation. 
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