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Variation
Vera Regan

13.1 Introduction

Language is inherently variable; this applies whether we are talking about
a speaker’s first, second or third language. Yet linguistics in the twentieth
century tended to focus on the invariant and variation was considered to be
a marginal issue. However, focus has increasingly been shifting to variation
in linguistic studies. For instance, in a 2010 article in New Scientist, Kenneally
says that Evans and Levinson (2009) “believe that languages do not share a
common set of rules . . . their sheer variety is a defining feature of human
communications . . . Language diversity is the ‘crucial fact for understanding
the place of language in human cognition.’” Whether or not one agrees that
all languages share a set of rules (Editors’ note, e.g. Universal Grammar; see
Chapters 1, 2, this volume), it is increasingly accepted that variation is an
important aspect of language.

All language may be variable; however, second language is particularly
variable. This chapter will address why variation in L2 is considered impor-
tant, and what more we have learnt about SLA by taking variation into
account. One approach to the investigation of L2 variability is the variation-
ist perspective on language. Recent interest in SLA and variation (see Bayley
and Regan 2004) is demonstrated in descriptions in standard works on SLA
(e.g. Bayley and Tarone, in press; Doughty and Long 2003; R. Ellis 1994a;
Mitchell and Myles 2004). This chapter is an account of the contribution of
research from within the variationist paradigm particularly to SLA research,
especially SLA in social context.

Variationist sociolinguistics places variation centrally in linguistic
description and analysis. Generally speaking, variation refers to differences
in linguistic form, or to two or more ways of saying the same thing.
Researchers then find correlations between these forms and social facts.
At any point where speakers can make a choice in discourse, this is a
potential site for a linguistic variable, such as -in/-ing alternation or use
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of quotative like in English, or ne deletion in French. For example, we can
say:

(1) I’m goin to the shop or I’m going to the shop

(2) I’m like “not in a million years” or I said “not in a million years.”

(3) je ne vois pas ça or je 0 vois pas ça ‘I don’t see that’

Before variation studies, it was felt that these alternatives were in free varia-
tion, that is choice of form was random. In fact, we now know that variation
is systematic (Labov 1966; Weinreich, Labov and Herzog 1968). Numerous
fine-grained, quantitative studies since the 1960s have demonstrated that
the choice of variants (or forms) (-in vs. -ing) by the speaker is not arbitrary but
conditioned (or affected) by the simultaneous effect of multiple factors, lin-
guistic and social. Many of these have been studies of non-standard dialects.
Social factors might include age, sex, social class, style of speech, ethnic-
ity and so on. Linguistic factors could include factors such as the previous
speech segment, or verb type. This particular variable, -in/-ing alternation,
is composed of two variants: -in and -ing. Variationists have also found that
forms in different language varieties tend to occur “more or less often,”
rather than “always or never.” For the variationist, it is a matter not only of
determining what occurs, but on what occasions and how often, which fac-
tors (social and linguistic) affect what occurrences and how this knowledge
forms part of the mental grammar of the speaker.

Descriptions of variation research, its methods, concepts and theoretical
frameworks in relation to first (native) language will be briefly described
in this chapter (more comprehensive accounts can be found in, for exam-
ple, Guy 1993; Labov 2001; Poplack 2000; Tagliamonte 2006; Walker 2010).
It should be noted that despite the title of the field of Second Language
Acquisition research, in reality, most speakers in the world are speakers of
many languages and in this chapter second language speaker also implies
third, fourth and multilingual speaker. After this general discussion, there
will be a discussion of the role of variation in SLA and, in turn, a discussion
of some of the areas of acquisition affected by variation, the contribution
of variation theory to L2 research, use of variationist methodology in the
investigation of L2 acquisition and likely future contributions of the “third
wave” in variation theory and practice to SLA research. While some of these
topics are dealt with elsewhere in this volume (Chapters 11 and 12), this
chapter will present specifically variationist perspectives on these issues.

13.2 Background

13.2.1 Variationist sociolinguistics
Psychologists have long been interested in probabilistic behavior. Adam-
son (2009: 79–80), for example, describes how experiments in probability
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matching showed that people can accurately gauge the proportion of differ-
ent events. People also have a sense of probability in relation to language
patterns, which may be part of language competence. This has implica-
tions for all language learning including SLA. Variationists investigate how
the learner’s mental grammar accommodates the variation found in every
speech community, and see it as a probabilistic grammar (a “more or less”)
not a categorical one (“either or”) (Adamson 2009).

Variationists seek to model the variable grammar of language and lan-
guages. Variation has always been linked to a theory of language change
by variationists such as Labov (1994, 2001), and the theory confronts the
paradox of the coexistence of fixed structure in language and also the fact
that language is changing. Given variation theory’s ability to model change
in linguistic systems, it seems unsurprising that variationists interested in
SLA saw the possibilities of using this type of modeling in the investigation
of the development of variable and constantly changing L2 systems.

Variationist research methods are mainly quantitative but have important
qualitative implications, having emerged from a strong anthropological tra-
dition (e.g. Sankoff 1980). Classic variationist research involves conducting
detailed analyses of naturally occurring speech data to account for variation
patterns. These data are collected through what is known as the sociolin-
guistic interview, audio-recorded conversations using standard “modules”
developed by Labov. These modules, or series of designed questions, pro-
duce shifts in topic and style in response to the interviewer’s questions,
covering topics such as danger of death, childhood, education and others.
Relative frequencies of linguistic phenomena in the discourse are counted.
Variationists are concerned, as we saw, not only with what is possible (as a
categorical, either/or approach would), but with what is likely and unlikely
and in what proportions (a probabilistic approach). Crucially, a variationist
approach correlates linguistic forms with social factors and tries to account
for both. Variationist research has revealed robust patterns of language use
in numerous speech communities. For example, studies of -in/-ing alterna-
tion in English have revealed similar patterns of use in different English-
speaking communities; -in usage is higher amongst working-class speakers,
among men and in informal speech. In multiple large-scale analyses of urban
communities groups of people tended to use the same relative proportions
of variants of a variable. For instance, most people in the same speech com-
munity, in casual speech, would use more -in than -ing. Despite differences in
rates of use, the relative patterns were similar in groups described as speech
communities.

Modelling variation in speech takes as given the fact that multiple fac-
tors contribute to the variation. Therefore a heuristic tool, Varbrul (variable
rule analysis), was designed by Labov and his colleagues (Rand and Sankoff
1990). The term variable rule is now rarely used. Originally, variable rules
were adapted from generative syntax’s optional rules but built probabilis-
tic information into their formulation. While the term is no longer used,
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probabilistic modeling is still a goal of variation analysis. Varbrul is a set
of computer programs designed to deal with naturally occurring speech
data. It models patterns in discourse and determines how the choice process
is affected by the factors in the environment in which the form appears.
These factors are said to constrain the choice. A multiple regression analysis
shows those factors which are significant in the production of the vari-
ant as well as their relative size. The results of the variable rule analysis
show whether the effect is statistically significant, the size of that effect
(the range between the highest and lowest factor weight) and the con-
straint hierarchies (involving the ordering of factor weights, see Poplack and
Tagliamonte 2001: 92–93). Constraint hierarchies refer to the fact that the con-
straints affecting the choice of variant can be ordered in a hierarchy, depend-
ing on the importance of the effect they have on the choice of form. For
instance, in relation to -in/-ing alternation within the factor group “gender
of speaker,” the factor “female” will emerge as more important than “male”
in use of -ing and so will be attributed a higher ranking in the constraint
order.

Variationists have noted an asymmetry of form and function in language;
as we have seen, several forms may be used variably to express the same
function. This asymmetry has been evident especially at the site of change
in language, often characterized by instability, where two competing forms
are in flux. One form may “win” and be maintained, and the other lost. Alter-
natively, both may maintain an existence in the language. Variationists are
sensitive to the inherent instability of form and function as the implications
are valuable both in predicting language change and for the social impli-
cations of synchronic variation. Given that learner language is also char-
acterized by an asymmetry of form and function and by constant change,
variation research tools are useful in researching variability in second lan-
guage (Young 1996). L2 longitudinal studies, as we will see later, can par-
ticularly benefit from this aspect of variation analysis. Such studies help in
understanding the progression of the L2 speaker from early stages to greater
proficiency.

Variation analysis depends on having “good data” (spontaneous, unmoni-
tored speech which constitutes, according to Labov, the most systematic lan-
guage). The interviewer captures this by obviating the “observer’s paradox,”
that is, eliciting relaxed speech despite the fact that the speaker is aware
of being observed. Strategies for overcoming such obstacles include encour-
aging speakers to talk about topics in which they are emotionally invested
(see above), thus avoiding focus on form and conscious choice between alter-
nants. Feagin (2002), Labov (1984), Milroy (1987), Milroy and Gordon (2003)
and Tagliamonte (2006) all provide excellent guides to field work. Narratives
in particular tend to produce spontaneous speech, and Labov and Walet-
zky (1967) elaborated a system for the analysis of these. Current poststruc-
turalist work on variation has referred to the role of narrative, as Labov
described it, in the enterprise of obtaining ethnographic data on the lives of
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individuals in a local context; Eckert (2000) is an example of such ethno-
graphic work.

While much variationist linguistic research focuses on social aspects of
speech, psycholinguistic and psychological aspects of variation in acqui-
sition have also been explored (for example, Dewaele 2009b; Dewaele and
Furnham 2000; Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004; Sia and Dewaele 2006). Newly
developing connectionist approaches have much to offer in this area also,
in that both connectionist networks and variation theory deal with proba-
bilities (Adamson 2009: 12–13); Mitchell and Myles (2004: 121) outline how
connectionist linguistics and cognitive linguistics are compatible with vari-
ationist theory.

13.2.2 Variation and SLA
We can see the evolution of variationist research in SLA as dividing roughly
into phases: an early phase, roughly the 1970s and 1980s where pioneering
studies explored the possibilities of variationist research methods in SLA; a
middle stage, roughly the 1990s, consolidating these openings in a number
of detailed variation studies; and the current phase, since approximately
2000, where ethnographic approaches to SLA are taken by variation sociolin-
guists, some of this being poststructuralist in approach. This section will
trace the development of these phases.

Variationist sociolinguistics (as developed by Labov) and SLA research (e.g.
Corder 1967; Selinker 1972) developed in parallel during the 1960s and
1970s, with little reference to each other. However, in the 1970s, a num-
ber of variationist researchers began to make connections between the two
fields and to see that they shared several research agendas (for instance,
Adamson and Kovac 1981; Dickerson 1974, 1975; and Tarone 1979, 1982).
They began to apply variationist models, constructs and research methods
to studies of SLA. It became apparent that variationist sociolinguistics had
benefits to offer SLA research. Its probabilistic, as opposed to deterministic,
models, looked promising in the investigation of the variable nature of L2
speech.

Variationist sociolinguistics and SLA research were both interested in par-
ticular speech varieties: SLA in interlanguage, and variation studies in non-
standard dialects. Both investigated speakers’ underlying systems, especially
to see whether the varieties were systematic or simply random. Sociolinguis-
tic approaches to SLA were established on both sides of the Atlantic. In
Europe, for example, the Heidelberger Forschungsprojekt “Pidgin-Deutsch”
showed that social factors were an important contribution to acquisition
(Meisel 1983). In the US, studies of SLA used variation research methods.
Tarone (1988) is a description of this early socially oriented research on SLA;
see also Adamson and Kovac (1981), Beebe (1980), Beebe and Zuengler (1983),
Berdan (1996), Dickerson (1975), Tarone (1982) and Wolfram (1985). They
all concluded that variability in L2 data was indeed systematic, as indeed
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variationists had demonstrated for L1 speech. (This does not ignore some
random developmental variability in learner language; performance errors,
processing limits and so on. [Editor’s note: this remains a problem for non-
variationist L2 researchers; see Chapter 31, this volume.])

A particular benefit of variationist research on L2 acquisition was the
significance of change in L2 speech over time, because of its focus on the
mechanism of language variation and change. In SLA research, this can be
used to chart changes in rates as well as changing constraint hierarchies in
relation to L2 development, especially in longitudinal studies (Hansen 2006;
Liu 2000; Regan 2004a). Young (1991) demonstrates that learners restructure
their grammars as they progress through various stages of variability, where
they use different forms (target and non-target) towards categorical usage;
that is, they always use one particular target form finally.

One problem with the early studies was that they attributed variation to
one factor alone, for example, to attention to speech, linguistic environment,
proficiency of speaker and others. However, we now know that multiple
factors contribute to the variation in L2 data. The multivariate analysis used
by variationists models the simultaneous effect of multiple linguistic and
social factors on L2 speech.

In the 1990s, a series of Variation Varbrul studies followed which addressed
the 1980s problem of multifactoriality (Adamson and Regan 1991; Bayley
1991; Regan 1996; Young 1991). Young and Bayley (1996: 253) summarize
the area in two principles: “the principle of quantitative modelling and
the principle of multiple causes” and applied these in studies of Chinese
speakers of English L2. Young investigated plural marking and Bayley, past
tense marking. Adamson and Regan investigated -in/-ing use by Vietnamese
and Cambodian speakers of English L2, and Regan investigated ne deletion
by Irish speakers of L2 French. These studies showed that the variation in
L2 speech was constrained by a number of linguistic and social factors and
they confirmed first-phase findings that variation in L2 speech was indeed
systematic. The studies further demonstrated that Varbrul was a powerful
heuristic and analytical tool for the analysis of these highly variable L2
speech data. But further variation studies were still needed and Bayley and
Preston (1996) produced a volume answering this need, consisting of seven
variationist studies.

13.2.3 Sociolinguistic competence: native speaker
variation speech patterns

So far, the variationist studies of SLA discussed had mostly been studies of
the acquisition of the categorical in language; that is, where the learner
acquires the elements in language where no choice is involved in targetlike
structures, for example, the structure of negation in English: I don’t see
(as opposed to learners’ use of I not see). A new strand in variation SLA research
began in the 1990s which focused on the acquisition of what is variable in
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language, that is, where the native speaker exercises choice: I was running vs.
I was runnin’, in this case between two targetlike possibilities where one is
non-standard. The categorical and the variable can be represented as two axes
(Pit Corder 1981): the vertical axis represents developmental progression,
and the horizontal axis progression on the sociolinguistic dimension, the
use of non-categorical native-speaker patterns of variation. On the vertical
axis, the L2 speaker may say variably I no walk and I don’t walk; i.e. a target and
a non-target form may be used variably until the target form finally wins
out. On the sociolinguistic axis, the speaker progresses along a continuum
of sociolinguistic competence.

Just as native speakers choose one variant rather than another, so do
L2 speakers. In the earlier phases of SLA research there was a tendency to
view the learner as acquiring a monolithic target language and prestige
norm varieties, frequently in a formal classroom. In reality, L2 speakers’
experiences are far more complex. They may be naturalistic learners with
exposure to a multiplicity of varieties, many stigmatized. In addition, L2
speakers are not necessarily literate (see Chapters 9 and 12, this volume).
SLA variationist research has begun to address this complexity.

Recent studies of how L2 speakers acquire target language variation pat-
terns assume that this type of variation is part of linguistic competence,
not simply relevant to performance. In addition, as this type of variation
involves choice, it forms an important part of the speaker’s identity con-
struction, self-presentation in interaction and establishment of relations
with their interlocutor (see Chapter 12, this volume). This area of sociolin-
guistic competence is an important part of acquisition for variationists, and
social approaches in SLA now take it into account (Bayley and Regan 2004).
It has become part of the current “third wave” phase.

13.2.4 The acquisition of native-speaker variation patterns:
naturalistic and formal settings

Studies of acquisition in different settings have shown that context is a
major causal variable. Adamson and Regan (1991), Bayley (1996) and Major
(2004) examined the acquisition of target language variation patterns in nat-
uralistic situations. As Schumann’s Acculturation Model (Schumann 1978b)
had suggested earlier, contact with native speakers was important for lan-
guage development. These studies provided evidence that naturalistic learn-
ers who have contact with native speakers (NS) tend to approximate NS rates
and constraint orderings in relation to NS variation patterns. Other studies
provided a comparison in terms of learning context, by examining more
formal settings (e.g. the year abroad, the immersion classroom and the tra-
ditional classroom). Year abroad is an interesting context for acquisition in
that it is neither only classroom setting nor only naturalistic, but a mix-
ture of the two (Byram and Feng 2006; DuFon and Churchill 2006; Regan,
Howard and Lemée 2009). Exposure to the two environments can potentially
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provide ideal conditions for the acquisition of a variety of registers and
norms. Regan (2005) is a longitudinal study of six Irish English study-abroad
learners of French and their acquisition of speech patterns in relation to
ne deletion. The Varbrul results demonstrated that both the rates of dele-
tion and the constraint ordering of the conditioning factors changed after
the learners’ year in France. These L2 speakers moved significantly closer to
NS French patterns. In addition, contrary to the hypothesis that the speak-
ers would “de-colloquialize” after a year back in a formal classroom, these
changes were, in fact, maintained. Contact with native speakers was crucial
in interindividual variability (which concurs with other findings already
noted). Agency also seemed to be involved in the degree of interindividual
variation (for instance, some of the speakers actively sought out the company
of native speakers more than others). Other variationist year abroad stud-
ies also demonstrate that L2 speakers approximate native-speaker patterns
(Lemée 2002; Sax 2000, 2003), but do not match them. Length of stay was
also a significant affecting factor, with those who stayed longest attaining
more targetlike patterns.

Research on the acquisition of variation patterns in the immersion
classroom by Canadian researchers, principally Mougeon and colleagues
(Mougeon 2010), provides an interesting comparison with the year abroad
experience and thus further findings on context of acquisition. Mougeon’s
Varbrul studies of the acquisition of variation patterns investigated several
variables connected with varying degrees of formality in the spoken French
of Canada by anglophone learners (e.g. F. Mougeon and Rehner 2010; Rehner
Mougeon and Nadasdi 2003). Results showed that, despite a degree of acquisi-
tion of native speech variation patterns, the immersion speakers in Canada
did so considerably less than the year abroad Irish students (see Lemée,
Howard and Regan 2007). Dewaele and Regan (2001) also found, in relation
to Dutch and Irish learners of French, that classroom learners acquired only
a restricted colloquial vocabulary. See also Sankoff et al. (1997) and Blondeau,
Nagy, Sankoff, and Thibault (2002) on Canadian anglophone L2 learners in
naturalistic settings acquiring the NS French norms.

Combining these results, which provide evidence across a range of situa-
tions, we can see a steady increase, in quantitative terms, from least contact
with native speakers to most contact (Lemée et al. 2007) in the acquisition of
vernacular speech patterns. We will further develop this below.

13.3 Contribution of variation theory to SLA

The analysis of L2 language variation has contributed to broader theoretical
discussions of SLA by providing empirical evidence in a number of domains.
These include social and psychological factors: the role of input, transfer,
age and gender, context of acquisition, and as dependent variables, mor-
phosyntactic phenomena such as tense and aspect, or various phonological
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phenomena. Preston (1996) has illustrated how quantitative work in SLA
has clear implications for our understanding of language transfer, effects
of exposure to the L2 and language universals in SLA. This section provides
an overview of some areas in which variationist research has been instru-
mental in evaluating competing theories of SLA, where it either confirms
earlier predictions or provides contradictory evidence, indicating the neces-
sity for further investigation. In addition, new findings on L2 acquisition
have emerged through variation research on SLA. A brief description follows
of how these topics have been approached by variationists.

13.3.1 Tense
Adamson, Fonseca-Greber, Kataoka, Scardino and Takano (1996) Bayley (1994)
Howard (2002) and Jia and Bayley (2008) have all studied tense in SLA from
within a variationist framework. An example is also Berlin and Adamson
(2009), who conducted a Varbrul analysis of English irregular past tense
marking by Chinese children. Results suggested that children learned irreg-
ular past tense verbs individually while adults tend to learn them in classes.
The children correctly marked verbs in obligatory past tense contexts in
background clauses more than in foreground ones. Speakers expressed back-
ground information when they had more linguistic resources and could
therefore be more accurate. The authors also found support for Andersen’s
prototype hypothesis and Bayley’s transfer hypothesis. That is, the partici-
pants marked telic verbs as past tense more frequently and earlier in the
acquisition process. They relied on telicity to indicate past in the earlier
stages and, as proficiency increased, relied less on perfective verbs. The fact
that Varbrul can take into account the multiple combinations of constraints
on past tense marking permits researchers to discover which combination
best accounts for the variation observed in the L2 speech in relation to
past tense. This study also contributes to previous findings on prototypes
in SLA research, findings on clause type and tense (Adamson et al. 1996;
Hansen 2001; Wolfram 1985; Young 1991) and also to the notion of saliency
(Wolfram 1985), where age makes a difference to its effects. This last find-
ing has implications for variation analysis of the development of L2 speech
over time. Through its use of Varbrul, the study thus contributed to several
key themes in SLA: transfer; the path of tense acquisition, the factors which
affect performance and at which stages of the process; the role of proficiency
level; the role of clause types, and prototype theory. These topics feed into
major overarching themes in SLA, such as the relationship of L1 to L2 and
routes and rates of acquisition.

13.3.2 Input
L2 research investigates the extent and nature of input, and more recently
the question of the input to which the L2 speaker has access. The role of
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input in SLA is discussed among others by Gass (2003), Pica and Doughty
(1985) and Rast (2008). An important contribution of variation linguistics
is that it makes precise input available to L2 speakers by means of fine-
grained descriptions of the speech in communities where L2 speakers live.
Communities’ speech norms are frequently non-standard, and variation-
ist research since the 1960s has produced a stream of detailed informa-
tion about target languages across the world. We need to know what the
target input is to be able to estimate the effects of crosslinguistic influ-
ence, if any. An example of variation research contribution to the issue
of input is Ghafar Samar (2000), cited in Bayley and Lucas (2007: 137),
who shows that L1 transfer, previously thought to play an important role
in the use of resumptive relative pronouns in the English of Farsi speak-
ers, did not, in fact, account for them. Once again quantitative analy-
sis, taking multiple factors simultaneously into account, was useful in
providing robust data on the issue under scrutiny; here, the role of L1
influence.

13.3.3 Group versus individual variation
Whereas the issue of group and individual variation had been convincingly
demonstrated by variationists dealing with native speakers (Guy 1980), the
relationship between group results and individual performance has been
more problematic in SLA, given the multiplicity of variables involved and
the well-documented L2 interspeaker variation. It is important to estab-
lish the appropriateness of proceeding with group results. Specifically, is it
inappropriate to bunch together groups of individual speakers: might this
mask individual effects? The issue of group results also relates to notions
of speech communities. If variationist analyses, for instance, find evidence
that linguistic factors have different effects, or that these factors change
over time, then we might conclude that speakers have different internal
grammars, or that these change over time as in the case of L2 acquisition.
This is invaluable empirical information for studying the process and route
of acquisition.

In relation to L2 speakers, Bayley and Langman (2004) and Regan (2004)
analysed the relationship between group and individual. Regan (2004) inves-
tigated five Irish English learners of L2 French, comparing longitudinal
results from three different testing phases and two different learning con-
texts (year abroad and classroom learning). Analyses of ne deletion in both
group and individual speakers over three phases showed that rates remained
similar for group and individual. Bayley and Langman (2004) studied the
acquisition of English by speakers of three different first languages: Chi-
nese, Hungarian and Spanish. They also found that individual variation pat-
terns closely matched group patterns on several dimensions. The results
from the two studies (one cross-sectional and one longitudinal) provide
crosslinguistic evidence that it is, in fact, reasonable to group results in
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L2 research. It is, however, necessary to continue to verify these conclusions
given that individual L2 learner differences may lead to more diversity in the
speech communities of which they are a part than traditional native speech
communities.

13.3.4 Gender
Gender has recently been the focus of much SLA research (see Chapter 8,
this volume, Kinginger 2004; Marriott 1995; Norton 2000; Polyani 1995) and
emerges as a crucial variable here, too. For example, Adamson and Regan
(1991) found interesting behavior relating to gendered use of language for
-in and -ing in L2 English by Vietnamese and Cambodian speakers. Male L2
speakers in Philadelphia were found to accommodate to male speech norms,
rather than adopting the overall community norms. Both male and female
speakers, like native speakers, used more -in in casual style, for instance.
But male speakers used -in even in careful style and went to considerable
efforts to approximate male norms. The Varbrul analysis showed that gender
seemed to be more important than style. Along the same lines, Major (2004)
examined gender and stylistic differences in the English of native speakers of
Japanese and Spanish. He studied four phonological processes widespread in
all varieties of American English and found that gender stratification (that is,
differences between genders) is acquired before style stratification. There is
also evidence in variationist SLA research of gender differences in L2 speech
in instructed contexts, immersion classroom and Year Abroad (Lemée 2003;
F. Mougeon 2006; R. Mougeon, Nadasdi and Rehner 2002; R. Mougeon and
Rehner 2001; Sax 2003).

13.3.5 Age
Age is an important causal variable in SLA research (e.g. Singleton and Ryan
2004; Chapter 15, this volume). For many years, the perspective taken in
SLA research on age was mainly a psycholinguistic one; little research had
been done from a social perspective before the development of variationist
studies of SLA. However, age interacts with many social factors such as
context, gender and social class, and consideration from a social standpoint
as well as a language-internal one is important for a full picture of the role
of age in SLA.

A central issue in the literature relating to age and acquisition is the
Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH). Research in SLA has generally accepted
the importance of the CPH and that age can play a major role, particularly
in relation to pronunciation. That age is not the sole factor is illustrated
by Flege, Munro and MacKay (1996), who investigated age and the acquisi-
tion of the English phonetic system. They analysed the production of word-
initial English consonants by Italian L1 speakers who began learning English
at different ages from childhood to adulthood. Using multiple regression,



Trim: 247mm × 174mm Top: 10.5 mm Gutter: 22.001 mm
CUUK1969-13 CUUK1969/Herschensohn & Young-Scholten ISBN: 978 1 107 00771 0 August 20, 2012 13:21

Variation 283

they found that, although an important factor, age was not an overriding
issue. Certain speakers who learnt English after childhood produced English
consonants like native speakers. This quantitative study concurs with
research which found that Dutch learners of French and English in a class-
room setting after age 12 attained pronunciation levels which native speak-
ers rated as nativelike, and in some cases in the English study more highly
than natives due to L2 speakers’ more standard accents (Bongaerts, van Sum-
meren, Planken and Schils 1997; Bongaerts, Mennen and van der Silk 2000).
This is contrary to previous notions that older people are incapable of “sound-
ing like native speakers.” This particular variationist research complements
and confirms psycholinguistic results.

13.3.6 Context
Context as a causal factor has figured prominently in the SLA literature;
from the seminal work of European researchers such as Meisel (1983), who
showed how crucially the process of grammaticalization was affected by
social factors in general and context in particular, by Véronique (1990), who
investigated arabophone speakers in France, to research on the other side
of the Atlantic (Andersen 1984; Schmidt 1983; Schumann 1978b). Meisel
showed that the speech of migrant workers in Germany with most contact
with native speakers was significantly more grammaticalized than that of
those with less NS contact. Unlike those with little contact, they tended to
use grammatical morphemes not crucial to meaning but having the effect
of making them sound more nativelike and therefore affecting how they
related to German society. Social networks played a significant role. Sub-
sequent Varbrul studies confirmed these findings. Bayley (1991) found that
contact with more native speech (mixed native English-speaking and Chi-
nese social networks, as opposed to Chinese-only networks) increased the
likelihood of learners’ past tense marking. Regan (1995) found that contact
with native speakers was important in the acquisition of target-language
patterns by Irish speakers of French. Likewise, Nagy, Blondeau and Auger
(2003) found that contact with native speakers was crucial to the acquisi-
tion of target-language patterns. In this area, variationist research brought
attention and fine-grained empirical evidence to an aspect of L2 acquisition
previously relatively neglected.

This research left no doubt as to the importance of social context in
accounts of acquisition. Since then, studies of variation and SLA, especially
NS variation patterns, have produced quantitative information on context
and language use as varied as the traditional classroom (Dewaele and Regan
2001, 2002), immersion classrooms (R. Mougeon, Nadasdi and Rehner 2010;
Rehner et al. 2003) year abroad (Howard 2002; Lemée and Regan 2004; Regan
1995; Regan et al. 2009; Sax 2003), and naturalistic contexts (Blondeau 2010;
Blondeau et al. 2002).
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13.3.7 Summary
In this second phase of variationist research on SLA, the range of topics
summarized demonstrates the integration of variationist perspectives into
mainstream SLA research. It offered powerful tools for investigating aspects
of interlanguage which would be difficult for other approaches to reach.
Detailed multivariate analysis using statistical tools is able to reach the
finest grain of L2 speech, demonstrating the numerous intersecting factors,
social and linguistic, which all result in the variation in this speech. Variation
research has become a part of any research program within SLA, whether
that research is on age, gender, input, or any of the other domains of SLA
research. Variationist perspectives have perhaps been most useful in the
area of language acquisition in social context, but this area has recently
become one of the central issues in SLA research. Indeed, so central has
social context become that variationist research has, itself, begun to focus on
problems in the analysis of social context that were not previously explicitly
enunciated.

13.4 Recent developments in variationist SLA research

After the growth of variationist research in SLA during the 1990s (in par-
ticular acquisition in social context), researchers began to feel the need
for a more subtle account of the experience of L2 speakers. They began to
refine the social categories on which analysis had been based. As seen ear-
lier, it was not the case that early variationist work was unaware of the
limitations of the essentialist and predetermined categories (age, sex etc.)
adopted from sociology, but these limitations were counterbalanced by the
research results that emerged. (Some superb early studies combined subtle
ethnographic and quantitative analysis.) However, as L2 variation research
developed, these limitations increasingly seemed a barrier to a full explo-
ration of the situation of the L2 speaker in society. This perception was part
of a general shift in research, as issues of globalization and migration in
the twenty-first century seemed to demand a multilayered, more nuanced
ethnographic description of the L2 speaker’s experience.

The work which followed aimed at greater sensitivity and subtlety in
relation to how exactly these categories of age, sex and so on are expressed
in different social groups. Eckert’s (2000) L1 variationist study of the “Jocks”
and the “Burnouts” has been influential not only in L1 studies, but also in L2
research. The study was based on participant observation of adolescents in a
Detroit secondary school and showed that an overly simple interpretation of
sex as a social category did not account for the variation in the speech of the
subjects. Eckert emphasized that neither sex nor social category (whether
the youngsters were Jocks or Burnouts; Jocks were those who were school-
and sports-focused and Burnouts those focused on social activities outside
of school) was sufficient in themselves to explain the variation, but rather
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the combination of the two was necessary, and this could only have been
evident from ethnographic work in the particular community. Replacing
the old sociological category of sex with that of gender as a social construct
enabled a dynamic concept which, by taking on new shapes and complexions
according to context and community, could yield richer accounts of the
variation in that particular group. Other scholars produced similar studies in
L1 speech ( e.g. Cheshire 2002; Holmes and Meyerhof 2003; Mendoza Denton
2008). While categories are used in quantitative analyses to show patterns
or tendencies, researchers now present these findings as pointing to (or
indexing), rather than defining, the social meanings associated with linguistic
forms. Focus is at a local rather than a structural societal level, and the
concept of community of practice, defined as a group of people whose mutual
interaction and communication is built around common activities (Lave and
Wenger 1991) has proved useful in the explanation of linguistic and social
behavior which does not fit neatly into the older essentialist categorizations.
Following on from this shift in L1 research, variation SLA research similarly
increased its emphasis on ethnographic research. Tarone and Liu (1995) is
an early example of work which brings together the two approaches. A
combination of qualitative ethnographic work and quantitative work on L2
data seeks to obtain as full a picture as possible of how variation in speech
interacts with people’s life histories (Regan 2010).

13.4.1 Identity and variationist SLA
Identity has emerged as central to the recent, more ethnographic, variation
SLA research, as well as its relation to style in speech (for example, Block
2009; Pavlenko and Blackledge 2004; see also Chapter 11, this volume). Post-
modern thinking on identity has been strongly influenced by Giddens (1991),
which has led to a dynamic concept of identity as constructed through inter-
action; the individual’s life narrative is acted out through time and space.
It is generally accepted in this research that individuals are shaped by the
structures within which they operate just as they themselves shape these
structures. And during this process, identities are created by the way indi-
viduals present themselves and also by the roles ascribed to them by those
who interact with them. Accommodation theory and monitoring (paying
attention to speech) involve the way a speaker presents him/herself and how
the speaker’s audience affects what is said, and are closely linked with the
process of identity construction.

Numerous frameworks explore the issues of identity; for instance, dis-
course analysis (Benwell and Stokoe 2007), conversation analysis (Markee
2000), narrative analysis and positioning theory (Bamberg 2004), performa-
tivity (Butler 1990) and language socialization (Bayley and Schecter 2003).
Ethnomethodological research investigates identity construction and lan-
guage practices (for example, Rampton 1999). People are constantly engaged
in the process of identity construction, finding a place for themselves in
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the social world by negotiating their positions in various intersecting com-
munities of practice in which they participate. Bakhtin (1986) portrays the
individual’s selfhood as emerging from struggle with their surroundings. L2
speakers are even more intensely caught in the maelstrom of different com-
munities as they cross borders of various kinds – geographical, psychological
and social. For L2 or multilingual speakers, by the nature of the multiple
worlds they inhabit and the fluidity of their relationships to these worlds,
the process must be managed with great subtlety. Identity construction
involves more than language; there is increasing research on the role of ges-
ture, clothes, body language and facial expression in identity construction.
However, we focus here on the role language plays in identity construction
as this has been to date easier to investigate. Whether we link this with
style, as Coupland (2007) does, or see it as the acquisition and use of varia-
tion patterns (Bayley and Regan 2004; Regan and Ni Chasaide 2010), the L2
speaker chooses from his/her linguistic repertoire in the process of identity
creation. The speaker uses variation patterns in order to construct identity,
to index aspects of persona and forge new links between place and persona.
The speaker also uses these variable patterns in adopting stances vis-à-vis the
norms and ideologies which are encountered in day-to-day interactions. The
fact that the speaker has a choice between different variants available means
that this type of variation is closely bound up with identity construction.
Bucholtz’s “tactics of subjectivity model” (2003: 408) says “identities emerge
from temporary and mutable interactional conditions, in negotiation, and
often in contestation with other social factors and in relation to larger, often
unyielding structures of power.”

An additional element for L2 speakers is that, depending on their level
of proficiency, the sort of “bricolage” (Hebdige 1984) which native speakers
engage in to construct identities is infinitely more complex. The L2 speaker,
even if highly proficient, has limitations on the linguistic resources available
to him/her in a way a native speaker does not. And, as we saw earlier, forms
can be used for functions different from those used by native speakers.
As postmodern researchers remind us, language is a practice, not a static
entity. L2 speakers use targetlike variation patterns in highly creative ways.
Regan and Ni Chasaide (2010) investigates identity and the acquisition of
these patterns. Several of the studies in the volume show how the use of
variation patterns functions as an element in self-presentation and identity
construction as performativity.

Among the choices available to the multilingual speaker are dialect or
vernacular features, register and language choice. Choice of language, and
the point at which switches are made from one language to another, can be
highly significant moves in identity construction. Equally, choice of variant
is significant. Where sometimes it has been supposed that a feature has not
been acquired by the L2 speaker, or is not targetlike, in fact, L2 speakers
may be carefully choosing to use certain non-standard features to identify
with certain aspects of their interlocutors. The male speakers in Adamson
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and Regan (1991) overuse the non-standard variant in order to emphasize
differential gender use. In terms of choice of language, Blondeau (2010)
finds that anglophone Canadian speakers in Montreal are now choosing
to use French in order to emphasize their identity as bilinguals, whereas
previously they chose English. Adolescents in an Irish immersion school
(Ni Chasaide and Regan 2010) reject the norms insisted upon by the school
and choose instead to construct their own brand of spoken Irish because it
better expresses their chosen identity as young, urban, East coast Ireland
adolescents speaking Irish (as opposed to the identification of Irish with
rural, elderly, West coast Ireland, traditional associations by school norms).

Variationist researchers are also increasingly focusing on migrant lan-
guage (Kerswill 2006). To understand the kinds of choices L2 speakers make,
we need to know what type of input is available to compare possibilities.
For example, we can only evaluate the extent to which language change
is being affected by newcomers to a country if we have exact measures of
variation both in the migrants’ and in traditional speakers’ use. There is
much comment both in the linguistics literature and in the popular press
about the effects of migrants on language in various communities (e.g. Mc
Crum, 2010; (Kerswill, Torgenson and Fox 2008); (Weise 2009). The language
variety with which the L2 speaker has contact is not always a standard vari-
ety; speakers may be living or working in areas where non-standard varieties
are commonplace. Due to lack of professional qualification equivalents or
language proficiency, people from one social class in their country of origin
may find themselves living and working in the context of a different social
class in the host country. This can result in feelings of dislocation or even
anomie, with implications for identity. Nestor and Regan 2010; Regan, Nestor
and Ni Chasaide 2010) found in terms of non-standard input, Polish people
living in Ireland, for instance, are likely to have Irish English as input, and,
depending on their social networks and workplace, probably a particular
regional variety of Irish English, not standard RP British English. Walker
and Hoffman (2010), dealing with ethnic orientation and linguistic varia-
tion in Toronto English, investigate popularly held beliefs about Canadian
English by analysing the use of two sociolinguistic variables in the speech of
Chinese- and Italian-speaking immigrants in Toronto. The variationist quan-
titative analysis provided evidence of agency on the part of the speakers from
the two ethnic groups, showing they appear to use overall rates of certain
variants to express ethnic identity.

How immigrant speakers relate to stable and incoming variables can reveal
much about where they situate themselves in the society in which they are
living: they may pick and choose within the available variants, old and
new. Thus, Bayley and Regan (2004) suggest investigating the acquisition of
incoming as well as stable variables. Age-grading and gender are indications
regarding whether a variable is stable or new. If it varies by geographical
region, but not age or gender, then a variable is most probably stable. If, on
the other hand, it varies according to age and sex, the possibility is that it
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is an incoming change. We need to investigate how L2 speakers react to all
aspects of the variable grammar of the community, not just what is held up
to immigrants as the ideal variety.

For instance, Meyerhof, Schleef and Clark (2009) analysed -in/-ing, and
how it was being adopted by Polish adolescent migrants in Edinburgh and
London. They examined the linguistic factors constraining -in/-ing but also L2
“Polish-specific” factors. They investigated attitudes toward life in the UK,
friendship networks, self-assessment of proficiency in English, time spent
learning English and age of arrival. They discovered that, despite having
been in the UK for quite short periods of time, the Polish teenagers were
replicating NS variation in relation to -in/-ing. Overall frequencies of the
apical -in were higher amongst the Edinburgh teenagers (as opposed to the
London dwellers), like the higher NS frequencies in Edinburgh. So the L2
speakers approximate NS patterns in relation to this stable variable.

In contrast to the stable -in/-ing, a new variable which has appeared in vari-
eties of English throughout the world is the use of like, both quotative (as has
emerged from adolescent English from (California) Valley Girl speech) and
discourse. This has been extensively studied in the variation literature on
native English (for example, D’Arcy 2005). An interesting question is whether
L2 speakers adopt the incoming variable and then how they pattern in rela-
tion to this variable. Do they have the same constraint ordering and rates
as the local community or do they, instead, pattern like a more “global-
ized” manifestation of the variation in like? Regan et al. (2010) contrasted the
acquisition of the new variable like (discourse) and the stable -in/-ing by Pol-
ish speakers in Ireland. High degrees of interspeaker variation were found.
Preliminary results suggest that this variation is primarily linked to age, but
also gender and social networks. In addition, the L2 speakers favored like in
clause-marginal positions, similar patterning to that of like in Irish English
native speech (Schweinberger 2010).

13.4.2 Identity and agency
As mentioned earlier, identity construction, as it relates to language use, is
increasingly seen to have an agentive element (Goldstein 1996; Norton 2000
are examples of identity construction and agency in L2 speakers). Wei and
Wu (2009), in a study of Chinese children’s acquisition of English, demon-
strates that there can be a considerable degree of agency in relation to how,
or even whether, L2 speakers access linguistic input. Regan and Ni Chasaide
(2010) examine the acquisition of variation patterns in two languages (L2 and
L3), using participant observation and sociolinguistic interviews. They stud-
ied Irish adolescents learning French and Irish in an Irish-immersion school.
The youngsters used the two languages differently depending on their stance
in the construction of different identities. For instance, they switched into
English from Irish in a systematic way. The switches to English were domain
related (technology and contemporary music). The study showed that have
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their own vocabulary, patterns of code switching different from native speak-
ers and different from those insisted on by the teachers in the school. In
relation to quotative like, the students behaved differently from native Irish
speakers. They chose to use like in the same way as it is used in the adolescent
anglophone culture throughout the world. Given that the students know an
Irish equivalent of like (mar), and could have used it, it is interesting that they
borrow it from English and seem to use it as an adolescent linguistic iden-
tity marker, as other English-speaking adolescents do. Their use of quotative
like is different from that of bilingual Montrealers who appropriate comme
instead of like in their French (Sankoff et al. 1997). The students’ use of like
is not an indication of developmental deficit (they are high-proficiency Irish
speakers), but seems to be rather an index of their construction of complex
linguistic and cultural identities.

Identity construction becomes acute in the case of migrants and those
who are, to some degree, marginalized in society. The migrant situation is
fluid, identities are constructed and reconstructed, communities are formed
and reformed, and language use is accordingly variable and affected by con-
stantly changing factors. As noted earlier, the process of identity construc-
tion is defined by individual choices by the speaker: the degree of integration
the person may wish for in the host community, the degree to which s/he
wishes to learn the language of the host community and the degree to which
s/he wishes to maintain their L1. The choice is not unconstrained, of course,
by society; self-determination is circumscribed. Regan and colleagues have
investigated issues of identity and language practices in relation to the Pol-
ish and Italian communities living in Ireland in an urban East coast and a
rural West coast setting (Nestor and Regan 2010; Regan and Nestor 2009;
Regan et al. 2010).1 Nestor and Regan (2010) investigate the issue of agency
in a case study of one Polish adolescent girl, Ola. She saw learning English
as an investment in her future: “I think it’s very good because I learn, like,
English a lot and I think that will help me in the future.” She herself was an
active agent in her own learning; she sought opportunities to use English.
Ola was the only Polish child in her school for several years, she enjoyed
her “different” status and was a model student. However, this situation was
shattered with the arrival of a large group of other Polish children during the
economic boom in Ireland. In a process of “distinction” (Bucholtz and Hall
2010: 24) the other Polish students resisted the model-minority identity, and
instead created a counterdiscourse to construct alternative identities such
as “the Polish speaker,” “the lazy student,” and so on. This resistance under-
cut Ola’s own sense of self. She felt alienated from her own ingroup and,
through the new students’ resistance, her identity became a site of strug-
gle. As a result, she renegotiated her own identities in order to challenge the
counterdiscourse of her peers. She remained a “model student,” but rejected
a national identification as Polish. She used variation patterns, in relation
to quotative and discourse like, as they embed in “Irish English” rather than
global English and made phonetic choices which were locally relevant (she
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spoke with a local regional accent). She thus renegotiated her national iden-
tification away from both dominant identifications in the school – Polish or
Irish – to position herself in a third, undefined space in between.

Ola’s experience is an example of how turbulent the experience of iden-
tity construction can be for migrant speakers, and how variable. Where Ola,
due to local circumstances, rejected her Polish identity, there is evidence
that many Polish speakers in France and in Ireland make strenuous efforts
to maintain this Polish identity (Regan and Dabaene forthcoming; Regan
and Nestor 2009). Ethnographic research applied in a study of Polish speak-
ers living in Paris found that family dynamics were constructed around this
maintenance, both linguistic and cultural. This includes the whole extended
family, including grandparents, helping to ensure the children were taken
to Polish school on Wednesday (in France a school half day) and Saturday,
where they learned Polish, spoken and written, Polish culture, and where
they met other Polish children. They also returned regularly for summer
holidays in Poland with family, particularly grandparents. In one interview,
a mother recounted a bad experience her son had at school when another
student called him Sale Polonnais “Dirty Pole.” Her son reacted passionately
to this insult by saying to his mother in recounting the experience; “Maman,
pourquoi elle m’a parĺe comme ça. Je suis fier d’̂etre polonnais; toi, tu es polonnaise,
mon père est polonnais!” “Mum, why did she speak to me like that?! I’m proud
to be Polish. You’re Polish. My father is Polish.” Alongside this fierce deter-
mination to maintain Polish identity, language and culture, there was an
equal determination to “become” French.

13.5 Conclusion

Research on variation and SLA in social context has recently taken an inter-
esting direction, with linguistic analysis of speech being combined with
ethnographic research and “thick descriptions” to produce rich accounts of
L2 acquisition. Earlier work in variationist SLA often focused on quantitative
analysis, with analysis of the ethnographic data collected often secondary
in the analysis. However, recent research has demonstrated the benefit of
combining the two types of data to produce a multilayered representation
of the experience of the L2 speaker. Detailed quantitative evidence pro-
duced by classic variationist analyses helps us to understand the nature and
the unfolding of the acquisition process. This two-pronged approach shows
which factors simultaneously constrain the variation in L2, and how the
acquisition process unfolds, by charting the changes in effects of factors
over time at different stages of development. Many of the central areas and
themes of SLA have been further developed by good quantitative research in
the past two decades. In addition to the quantitative analysis, we also have
a richly layered description of the process of acquisition as it takes place
in the day-to-day existence of the speakers, using ethnographic methods.
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We can observe speakers in the community of practice in which they par-
ticipate, enabling a more subtle understanding and hence a more nuanced
description of the roles they play, the personae they create, and the degree
of agency involved in the process.

In the future, research which combines quantitative and ethnographic
research methods (with longitudinal as well as cross-sectional studies) is set
to provide some of the most complete analyses to date of variation in SLA.
Neither method, quantitative nor qualitative, on its own is as powerful as the
two combined, as each method has its deficiencies. Ethnographic data pro-
vide subtle interpretations and do not require essentialist variables such as
social class or gender, but it depends very much on individual interpretation
of behavior. However, the recording of these data, which other researchers
can then analyze, requires video as well as audio-records, and this is both
time and labor consuming. In contrast, recording speech for linguistic anal-
ysis has the advantages of an objective recording and subsequent notation
system which others can analyze, but such social analysis tends to depend
on categories such as sex or social class. It is through observing the indexi-
cal relations between language and the context in which it occurs that the
fullest explanation of language use emerges.

Further studies of migrant and non-literate speakers are needed, in nat-
uralistic settings, and studies of both children and the elderly will prove a
rich source of information about diversity in society in the twenty-first cen-
tury as well as indications regarding the future directions for language and
society. The information gathered from this type of research will not only
contribute to both sociolinguistics and SLA theory, but will also be valuable
in educational planning and language policy at program level.


