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Abstract: Despite the assumption in early studies that children are monostylistic 

until sometime around adolescence, a number of studies since then have demon-

strated that adult-like patterns of variation may be acquired much earlier. How 

much earlier, however, is still subject to some debate. In this paper we contribute 

to this research through an analysis of a number of lexical, phonological and 

morphosyntactic variables across 29 caregiver/child pairs aged 2;10 to 4;2 in inter-

action with their primary caregivers. We first establish the patterns of use – both 

linguistic and social – in caregiver speech and then investigate whether these 

patterns of use are evident in the child speech. Our findings show that the acqui-

sition of variation is highly variable dependent: some show age differentiation, 

others do not; some show acquisition of style shi�ing, others do not; some show 

correlations between caregiver input and child output, others do not. We inter-

pret these findings in the light of community norms, social recognition and socio-

linguistic value in the acquisition of variation at these early stages.
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286 J. Smith et al.

1 Introduction

Consider the exchanges in (1) between Luke, aged 3;5 and his mother Molly.

(1) a. (Luke) Are we gan to Isla’s? (Molly) Uhuh. (Luke) Are we? (Molly) Later on, 

aye. (Luke) Say yes or no. (Molly) Aye . . . yes. (Luke) No, say yes or no. 

(Molly) Yes.

b. (Luke) Take it off! (Molly) No don’t no! Dinna now! Just leave that. Just hold 

on. No dinna! You’ll break it. Don’t do that! (Luke) How?

c. (Molly) Where’s your shoes? (Luke) I dinna ken where they’re at. (Molly) 

Your wellie boots is in the back of the car. You wanting them on again? (Luke) 

Aye.

These interactions between mother and child raise a number of questions about 

acquisition of variable forms. At what age does Luke “know” that there are two 

ways of saying yes in his dialect: standard yes and the local form aye? When does 

Luke first “know” that there are two forms of the negative imperative – dinna and 

don’t? When does Luke “know” that in his dialect he can say The wellie boots is in 

the back of the car but never They is in the back of the car? And when does Luke 

not only “know” about these patterns of variation, but also when will he start to 

use them in an adult-like structured way? In other words, when does Luke, and 

every other young child, start to acquire the highly complex patterns of variation, 

both linguistic and sociolinguistic, widely attested in adult speech?

Despite the assumption in early studies that children are monostylistic until 

sometime around adolescence (e.g., Labov 1970; Wolfram and Fasold 1974) a 

number of studies since then have demonstrated that adult-like patterns of varia-

tion may be acquired much earlier. How much earlier, however, is still subject 

to some debate. Some suggest that systematic patterns are acquired in the pre-

adolescent years e.g., 10–12 (e.g., Reid 1978; Renn and Terry 2009; Romaine 1984; 

Chevrot et al. 2000), others in the first school years i.e., 6–8years old (e.g., Labov 

1989; Patterson 1992). Even more recent research provides some evidence that 

they are acquired even earlier, in tandem with the acquisition process more 

generally (e.g., Diaz-Campos 2005; Foulkes et al. 2005; Roberts 1994; Smith et al. 

2007).

These differing results on when a child gains “sociolinguistic maturity” 

(Kerswill and Williams 2000: 105) may be in part due to the different linguistic 

variables under study. Kerswill (1996: 199) points out that “exactly when a child 

acquires a feature of his or her first dialect depends on the linguistic level [and] 

the complexity of the conditioning” of the variable in question. Chevrot et al. 

(2000: 296) suggest that in addition to linguistic considerations, the age at which 
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The social and linguistic in the acquisition 287

sociolinguistic patterns are acquired “depends on the perceptual salience of the 

variants in question [. . .] and their sociolinguistic value in a given community.” 

In other words, the complex linguistic and social correlates of a particular vari-

able will have a significant effect on what is acquired when. However, “salience” 

and “sociolinguistic value” in a particular community might be “different for dif-

ferent social groups” (Kerswill and Williams 2002: 101). It might also be different 

for speakers within a group, because of competing appropriateness norms (e.g., 

Wolfram 1991). These “norms” are particularly relevant in the case of initial input 

in these early years as child directed speech (CDS) is demonstrated to be highly 

influential in the acquisition of variant forms (e.g., Kerswill and Williams 2000). 

At the same time CDS may differ from general community norms and differ ac-

cording to the age of the child (e.g., Foulkes et al. 2005; Roberts 2002).

Our previous work on the acquisition of variation in pre-school children in 

interaction with their primary caregivers (Smith et al. 2007, 2009) indicates that 

sociolinguistic norms are evident from the earliest stages. We found that the 

specific linguistic variable under study, in tandem with the age of the child, had 

a  significant impact on caregiver input and in turn, on how and when the ac-

quisition of adult-like patterns of variation emerges in child output. However, we 

hypothesized that an overriding factor in explaining the contrasting patterns of 

acquisition rested on whether the variable being acquired had some “social rec-

ognition” (Labov 2001: 196) in the community in question.

In this paper we test this hypothesis further by bringing together results from 

previous analyses (Smith et al. 2007) with a number of new variables and a larger 

sample of speakers. In our previous work, we included 11 caregiver/child pairs. 

Here we include 29. In our previous research, we have investigated three vari-

ables. In this paper we investigate six, taken from different areas of the grammar. 

We first establish the patterns of use – both linguistic and social – in caregiver 

speech and then investigate whether these patterns of use are evident in the child 

speech. This will allow us to explore further a range of questions related to the 

acquisition of sociolinguistic norms in these early stages. We first review the data 

in question.

2 Caregivers and children in Buckie, Scotland

The data come from a small fishing town, Buckie (population circa 8000), which 

is situated on the north east coast of Scotland, 60 miles north-west of Aberdeen. 

The speech community forms a linguistically homogeneous group (e.g., Smith 

2000a, 2000b, 2001) which provides a controlled environment for tracking the 

emergence of structured variation in child language. The caregiver/child corpus 
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288 J. Smith et al.

contains 29 dyads aged between 2;10 and 4;2 (Table 1). Children by these ages are 

at a stage where full clauses are used, allowing for the analysis of morpho-

syntactic variation such as agreement phenomena, negation and tense forma-

tion. To control the sample as much as possible, the participant selection process 

was guided by the following criteria: (i) both parents were born and raised in the 

community; (ii) the mother was the main caregiver, i.e., no substantial time was 

spent with extended family, childminders etc.; (iii) no child was in formal nursery 

education, to avoid effects of standardization.

The caregivers were provided with lightweight minidisc recorders (Sony 

MZ-R700) and lapel microphones (Sony ECM-T145) and requested to undertake a 

Table 1: Caregiver/child corpus

Childs’s name Caregiver’s name Sex Child’s age at time of recording

Elizabeth Martha F 2;10

Jade Avril F 2;10

Ricky Sheila M 2;10

Emma Danielle F 2;10

Ellen Joyce F 2;10

Jennifer Karen F 2;10

Max Alice M 2;11

Charlie Amy M 2;11

Isabel Mary F 3;0

Heather Tania F 3;1

Kevin Joanne M 3;1

Kerry Paula F 3;2

Stephen Donna M 3;2

Jake Liz M 3;2

Becky Amanda F 3;2

Billy Sarah M 3;2

Lyle Fran M 3;3

Annie Kimberley F 3;3

Gareth Carol M 3;3

Lucy Lesley F 3;4

Ellie Gail F 3;5

Luke Molly M 3;5

Kieran Ruth M 3;6

Gus Mandy M 3;9

Oliver Judy M 3;9

Marie Eileen F 3;10

Izzie Denise F 3;11

Ella Louise F 3;11

Dan Suzie M 4;2
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series of recorded sessions with their child, in a variety of situations where inter-

action takes place. These included mealtimes, trips in the car, walks, and lots and 

lots of play. The recordings amounted to ten hours for each pair, 290 hours in 

total. The transcribed corpus totals ca.700,000 words (see detail in Smith et al. 

2007).

3 Testing the acquisition of sociolinguistic norms

3.1 The variables

Extending our previous research, we selected six variables: two lexically restricted 

phonological variables (2a)–(2b); two lexical variables (2c)–(2d); two morphosyn-

tactic variables (2e)–(2f). This allows us to test the acquisition of variation across 

a range of variables taken from different levels of the grammar.2

(2) a. We’ll just go r[ʌʉ]nd by that h[uː]sie.3

(Caregiver)

b. I ca[n’t] see them. I ca[na] see them.

(Ella 3;11)

c. I don’t know it, I just dinna ken.

(Caregiver)

d. Aye kissie kissie yes kissie yes huggle.

(Oliver 3;9)

e. You’re too good at this jigsaws. Are you finding all these edges?

(Caregiver)

f. We’ll go and see if the grapes is open, see if the grapes are ready.

(Caregiver)

For each variable there is a binary distinction between a standard variant and a 

vernacular Scots variant. Across each of the variables we tested a range of mea-

sures which have been shown to have an influence on the acquisition of sociolin-

guistic norms. We detail these below.

2 We do not include t/d deletion in this analysis (Smith et al. 2009). In this paper we limit 

the variables to those which have a binary distinction between a Scots variant and a standard 

variant.

3 Gloss: We’ll just go round by that house.
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3.2 Comparison with general community norms

CDS has been shown to be qualitatively different from adult to adult speech, with 

modifications at the lexical, syntactic and phonetic levels (e.g., Snow 1994). 

Foulkes et al. (1999, 2005) provide details of how it may also differ quantitatively: 

their study of word-medial intersonorant and word-final prevocalic (t) in New-

castle found much lower rates of the vernacular variant in CDS when compared to 

adult norms. Roberts (2002) finds similar results in a pilot study of the pronuncia-

tion of (ay) in words such as kite in Memphis, Tennessee.

We have at our disposal a 300,000 word corpus of adult to adult speech from 

the community (see detail in Smith 2000a). This provides a baseline from which 

we can compare the norms of CDS to the more general sociolinguistic norms in 

this variety. Our previous results showed that the hoose variable had much lower 

rates in CDS when compared to adult norms, while the Northern Subject Rule had 

very similar rates. In other words, quantitative differences in CDS are variable 

specific. To test this hypothesis further, we compared the overall rates in commu-

nity norms with those in CDS across all six variables. The original corpus con-

tains three generations of speakers, but in order to ensure comparability with the 

caregiver data, we use the youngest generation only (22–31 years old) in these 

analyses.

3.3 Caregiver input/child output

Generative models of first language acquisition are based on the premise that in-

put has little bearing on output (e.g., Chomsky 1988). More usage-based accounts 

suggest otherwise (e.g., Tomasello 2003). Previous research on acquisition of 

variable forms shows a statistically significant correlation between caregiver and 

child rates of use for some variants (e.g., Kerswill and Williams 2005; Patterson 

1992; Chevrot et al. 2011). Our 2007 results showed this to be variable specific, 

leading us to suggest that some variables may be acquired through a rule-based 

process while others rely on copying of input (see e.g., Westergaard 2009). We 

further test for the correlation between input and output both in overall distribu-

tions and across caregiver/child individual pairs in this larger database.

3.4 Age of child

Foulkes et al. (2005: 201) demonstrate that caregiver talk “gradually becomes 

more similar in character to that of the inter-adult mode as the children get older” 
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i.e., there are higher frequencies of the standard variant with caregivers in inter-

action with very young children but these are replaced by increasing frequencies 

of the nonstandard variant as the child gets older. Smith et al. (2007) showed that 

the variable which demonstrated social awareness showed age differentiation 

and the other did not. Again, we attempt to further these insights on age related 

use across this larger database.

3.5 Style shi�ing

The emergence of adult-like patterns of style shi�ing appear to be in place at least 

at pre-adolescence (e.g., Hoyle and Adger 1998; Cheshire 1978, 1982; Purcell 1984; 

Renn and Terry 2009) with evidence of meta-awareness of informal and formal 

variants also attested (e.g., Reid 1978; Romaine 1978, 1984; Chevrot et al. 2000). 

Studies which include a range of ages may provide further insights. Chevrot et al. 

(2000: 302) in their study of postconsonantal /r/ in French find “stylistic adapta-

tion” in 10–12 year olds but not 6–7 year olds. Similarly, Kerswill and Williams’ 

(2000) study of the new town of Milton Keynes found more systematic style shi�-

ing with 12 year olds when compared to 8 and 4 year olds. Roberts (1994: 177) re-

marks that “the acquisition of social constraints on variation has its beginnings 

in early childhood, but the bulk of this learning appears to take place a�er the age 

of four”. It may be even younger still. Diaz-Campos (2001, 2005), for example, 

found Spanish speaking children in Venezuela aged 4;6–5;11 using patterns of 

style shi�ing which model the adult patterns, although the younger speakers 

aged 3;6–4;6 did not. Patterson (1992) also found style shi�ing in her 4 year old 

speakers, and suggests that this is the result of young children learning to associ-

ate standard variants automatically and unconsciously with certain types of 

interactions within the family environment. The “family environment” may be 

further circumscribed to the primary caregiver. Labov (2001: 437) states that style 

shi�ing in caregiver speech is one of the key criteria for children acquiring socio-

linguistic norms in that “[l]inguistic variation is transmitted to children as stylis-

tic differentiation on the formal/informal dimension [. . .] formal speech variants 

are associated by children with instruction and punishment, informal speech 

with intimacy and fun”. In Smith et al. (2007) we found style shi�ing with one 

variable, but not with another across this formal/informal dimension. To test 

for these constraints further, we divided the data into different stylistic contexts 

which naturally arise from the caregiver’s multifaceted roles in daily interaction 

with her child: teaching and play versus routine and discipline. Interactions 

where the context is unclear were excluded. In line with Labov (2001: 437), we 

hypothesize that the more formal contexts of teaching and discipline would have 
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higher rates of the standard variant and the more informal contexts of routine 

and play would have higher rates of the vernacular Scots variant.

3.6 Linguistic constraints

Chambers (2003: 174) suggests that there is no time gap between the acquisition 

of categorical rules and the acquisition of variable rules. However “complexity 

and conditioning” (e.g., Kerswill 1996: 199) of the variable in question might 

influence when linguistic constraints are acquired. For example, Kovac and Ad-

amson (1981) find variable use of finite be deletion in their 5 year old African 

American Vernacular English speakers, but not the specific linguistic constraints 

generally associated with this feature (see also e.g., Guy and Boyd 1990). Further, 

Roberts (1994) demonstrates that some variable constraints within one variable 

may take longer to acquire than others: children as young as 3 years old in her 

sample had largely mastered the phonological constraints on t/d deletion, but 

only partly acquired the grammatical constraints. Our research on the same 

variable (Smith et al. 2009) mirrored these results. In contrast, Smith et al. 2007 

showed a range of linguistic constraints on use – lexical and morphosyntactic – 

were acquired even by the very youngest speakers in the sample. We test whether 

this is the case across this wider range of variables by testing a number of linguis-

tic constraints on use in the caregiver and child data.

3.7 The interaction of linguistic and social constraints, and 

the order of acquisition

Roberts (1994: 30) points out that most studies of acquisition tend to “focus on 

one type of constraint or the other”. By testing both linguistic and social con-

straints, we may be able to contribute to the debate on order of acquisition (e.g., 

Labov 1989). Labov’s (1989) research on (ing) in three children aged 4, 6, and 7 

in Philadelphia leads him to suggest that social and stylistic constraints are ac-

quired before articulatory and grammatical constraints. Patterson’s (1992) study 

of the same variable supports this: the 4 year olds in her study demonstrated 

adult-like patterns of style shi�ing but had not yet acquired the systematic pat-

terns of use associated with grammatical class or discourse function. The older 

children in her sample (6 and 8 year olds) had acquired both. Roberts (1994), on 

the other hand, found that the children in South Philadelphia had mastered the 

linguistic constraints on t/d deletion, but had not yet acquired the social con-

straints on use. Youssef’s (1991: 96) longitudinal study of verbal marking in a 

BBrroouugghhtt ttoo yyoouu bbyy || CCaarrddiiffff UUnniivveerrssiittyy

AAuutthheennttiiccaatteedd || 113311..225511..225544..7766

DDoowwnnllooaadd DDaattee || 33//3311//1144 44::1144 PPMM



The social and linguistic in the acquisition 293

child (age 2;4 to 4;9) exposed to Trinidadian Creole and standard English suggest 

that social and linguistic constraints are acquired at the same time.

Our previous research suggests that order of acquisition is dependent on the 

particular variable being acquired (Smith et al. 2007). We explore which types of 

variables may lend themselves to acquisition of social constraints first, linguistic, 

or both at the same time.

In sum for each of the variables we test:

1. Comparison of overall distributions between community, caregiver and child.

2. Comparison across ages of children.

3. Correlations between caregiver/child pairs.

4. Comparisons across different situational contexts.

5. Comparisons across linguistic constraints.

We use each of these pieces of evidence as building blocks in uncovering patterns 

of acquisition.

4 Results

4.1 The hoose variable

To set the scene, we first revisit a variable which we have previously analyzed in 

detail in Smith et al. 2007: the alternation between the diphthong [ʌʉ] and the 

monophthong [uː] as in (2a), herein referred to as the hoose variable.

This lexically conditioned variable belongs to the MOUTH class (Wells 1982) 

of words, which have the orthographical form <ow> or <ou> as in now, house and

down. [uː] is considered stereotypical of Scots or more northern varieties of Eng-

lish (e.g., Stuart-Smith 2003) and avoided in more formal speech (e.g., Eremeeva 

and Stuart-Smith 2003, Romaine 1984). It is a lexically diffused phonological vari-

able, with the two variants being phonetically distinct.

4.1.1 Overall distributions

In a reduced sample in our adult to adult data, 94% are realized with the local 

variant. In fact, the standard variant is only used to a significant degree in the 

lexical item how. Table 2 shows the overall distributions for the caregivers and 

children. Note that with this and following the tables, the total number of con-

texts of use is indicated. Thus, for Table 2, there are a total of 6715 contexts of use 

for the hoose variable, and 37% of these are realized with the local form.
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The caregivers use the local form 37% of the time, and the children use lower 

rates at 24%. Both of these percentages are considerably lower than that in the 

adult to adult data.

4.1.2 Linguistic constraints

Our 2007 paper demonstrated that certain lexical items were near-categorically 

standard: (how and discourse marker now) or near-categorically non-standard 

(anow, meaning just now), as in (3).

(3) a. H[ʌʉ] many sleeps till Christmas?

(Lucy 3;4)

b. N[ʌʉ], you’re out to see grandma the day.

(Caregiver)

c. Mam fitt does that smell like an[uː]?

(Becky 3;2)

Moreover, there was a statistically significant correlation between caregiver and 

child in the remaining variable lexical items. To test for this categorical vs. vari-

able constraint in this larger dataset, Figure 1 shows the distribution of the local 

form by the most frequently occurring individual lexical items.

The figure shows that this result is replicated when the additional 18 speaker 

pairs are included – how, and discourse marker now are near-categorically stan-

dard and anow is near-categorically nonstandard in the caregiver speech and this 

is replicated in the children’s speech. Further, a Pearson’s Correlation reveals that 

there is a statistically significant matching between caregivers and children 

across the remaining variable lexical items (r = 0.564, df = 13, p < 0.05).4 This pro-

4 In the 2007 data, we noted the higher rates of the local form with the adverb now in the child 

data, but had “no explanation” at that time for the result. Note here that the caregivers and chil-

dren have almost identical rates, thus we attribute the 2007 result to statistical fluctuation.

Table 2: Overall distribution of local form in the caregiver and child data (Total N = 9873)

Caregivers Children

N % N %

6715 37 3158 24
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vides further support for our 2007 findings that lexically conditioned categorical 

and variable constraints in the input are matched in the output. We now remove 

these categorical contexts from further analysis.

4.1.3 Frequency by age

In our 2007 paper, we found that there was a difference in use of the local form by 

age: (i) younger speakers were near-categorical in their use of the standard form 

and (ii) the older the children were, the more they used the local form. Figure 2 

divides the data by the 29 individual speaker pairs in order to test whether these 

patterns are maintained in these data. Note that in this and the following figures 

by individual speaker pairs, the children are ordered le� to right from youngest to 

oldest.

Figure 2 shows that 10/11 of the younger speakers use lower rates of the local 

form when compared to the overall rates. The exception to this is one of the 

youngest speakers, Elizabeth, who has 33% use of the local form. Note too, that 

three of the older children – Gareth, Gus, and Izzie – also have low rates, despite 

belonging to the older cohort. For the caregivers, 7/11 caregivers of younger chil-

dren have lower rates than the average compared to only 7/18 for caregivers of the 

older children.

Fig. 1: Use of local form by frequently occurring lexical items
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We found that these results were similar across a number of other variables in 

this study, i.e., there was a split in percentages of use between children up to 3;2 

(Kevin) and those above that age (Kerry onwards). In addition, a number of the 

older speakers had rates of use similar to the younger group. These descriptive 

statistics were further validated through a cluster analysis run using PASW 18. 

This revealed that the children fell into two groups, one comprising the eleven 

younger speakers and four of the older children (Gareth, Gus, Marie, and Izzie) 

and one comprising the other older children. Based on these findings, it might 

seem reasonable to group these four older speakers with the younger ones. How-

ever, although children differ in their rate of acquisition (e.g., Brown 1973), Pinker 

(1990) suggests that “[f]or just about every rule that has been looked at, 3-year 

olds obey it a majority of the time”. In our data we saw a marked difference in 

use of forms when comparing the 11 younger children to the 18 older ones: the 

younger cohort had a number of non-targetlike developmental forms but the 

older cohort had very few.5 Moreover, we show that the difference between these 

four older children when compared to their peers is probably due to caregiver 

input: the mothers of these children are more standard than the other caregivers 

5 These include examples such as dogs not bite and what’s piggies say?

Fig. 2: Use of local form by individual caregiver/child pairs
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of older children. For this reason, we group the children and caregivers into two 

broad categories: older vs. younger. Using these broad categories for this vari-

able, t-tests reveal that the difference between the older and younger age groups 

is highly significant for the children (p < 0.001) (8% vs. 46%) and significant for 

the caregivers (p < 0.05) (31% vs. 52%). Thus, this larger dataset provides further 

support for the 2007 results regarding age of child: younger children (and their 

caregivers) use lower rates of the local form.

Finally, when the pairs are divided into the 11 younger children and the 18 

older children, Pearson’s Correlation reveals statistically significant matching in 

terms of frequencies of use between the older children and caregivers (r = 0.749, 

df = 16, p < 0.01) but not with the younger children and caregivers (r = 0.528, 

df = 9, p > 0.05).

4.1.4 Stylistic constraints

Figure 3 shows how this variable patterns by situational context, divided into 

two broad categories of formal (Teaching and Discipline) and informal (Play and 

Routine). As the younger children have very different rates of use from the older 

children, we now separate the speakers accordingly.

Figure 3 shows style shi�ing across the different contexts for caregivers of 

both older and younger children. These patterns are replicated in the older 

Fig. 3: Use of local form by situational context and age
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children. The difference between formal and informal contexts of use is statisti-

cally significant for these three groups (older children: chi square = 15.58, df = 1, 

p < 0.001, caregivers of younger children: chi square = 23.44, df = 1, p < 0.001, 

caregivers of old children: chi square = 16.08, df = 1, p < 0.001)6. Note however 

that for the younger children, there is no statistically significant difference for 

situational context (chi square = 1.1, df = 1, p > 0.05), and in fact the highest rates 

of use are in Teaching/Discipline, suggesting that these younger speakers have 

yet to acquire the patterns of systematic style shi�ing associated with this 

variable.

4.1.5 Summary of the hoose variable

For the hoose variable, our 2007 results are supported in this larger database. 

Younger children use the local form at much lower rates than the older children. 

Caregivers style shi� with this variable, as do older children. Younger speakers do 

not. The categorical vs. variable lexical constraints on use in the input are repli-

cated in the output, regardless of age.

4.2 Negation

The second variable involves different phonological realizations of negative par-

ticles in negative declaratives, both nonclitic and enclitic forms: local forms na

and nae (realized as [na] and [ne] are in variation with the standard English real-

izations n’t and not as in (2b).

There are a number of syntactic constraints on use across the different clause 

types (interrogatives, imperatives, tag questions and declaratives) but here we 

include declarative contexts only and concentrate on the phonological variants. 

The alternation is restricted to these negative particles thus it is not a productive 

phonological process in the dialect. The local variant is associated with working 

class speech and informal contexts (e.g., Macaulay 1991). It is also a stereotype in 

this dialect (Smith 2000a) as it is in Scots more generally. Didna(e) in particular, 

is singled out as a form that wouldn’t be used in “polite speech” by the Edinburgh 

school girls recorded by Romaine (1984).

6 All chi-squares are carried out on nominal data. We chose to use chi-square tests rather than 

t-tests in cases where we examine situational context. As the children (and caregivers) had 

individually low numbers of tokens for the formal contexts of teaching and discipline, it would 

not have been possible to test for statistical significance otherwise.
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4.2.1 Overall distributions

In our adult to adult data, 99% of all negative contexts appeared with the local 

form. In other words, there was virtually no use of the standard form in vernacu-

lar data. Table 3 shows the overall distribution of forms in the caregiver and child 

data across these contexts of use.

The table shows that there are higher rates of the local form in the caregiver 

speech when compared to the hoose variable. However, the rates are still not as 

high as the adult to adult data. As with the hoose variable, the children have lower 

rates of the local form when compared to the caregivers.

4.2.2 Frequency by age

Figure 4 divides the data by individual speaker pairs.

Note that with this variable, three of the younger children use relatively high 

rates of the local form – Ellen, Jennifer and Max. Elizabeth, Charlie and Isabel are 

(near) categorically standard, as are Marie and Izzie at the opposite end of the 

graph. Despite this, t-tests reveal that the difference between the older and 

younger age groups (20% vs. 56%) is highly significant for the children (p < 0.001). 

It is not statistically significant for the caregivers however (p > 0.05) (63% vs. 

80%). In other words, there is no difference in caregiver use according to whether 

their child is older or younger.

Furthermore, Pearson’s correlation tests reveal that there is a statistically sig-

nificant matching in the older children/caregiver pairs (r = 0.816, df = 16, p < 0.01) 

but not in the younger pairs (r = 0.102, df = 9, p > 0.05). This is similar to the re-

sults to the hoose variable.

Figure 5 demonstrates that there is statistically significant style shi�ing with 

older children only (chi square: 20.99, df = 1, p < 0.001). In contrast to the rates of 

use, this looks very different to the hoose variable.

Table 3: Overall distribution of local negation forms in the caregiver and child data (Total 

N = 8761)

Caregivers Children

N % N %

4845 72 3816 47
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4.2.4 Linguistic constraints

Further investigation of the data showed that auxiliary do accounted for 31% of 

the total contexts of use. To test whether this very frequent context patterned dif-

ferently from negation with other verbs (e.g., Tagliamonte 2006: 122), Figure 6 

Fig. 4: Use of local negation forms by individual speaker pairs

Fig. 5: Distribution of local negation forms by situational context
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divides the data into do negation vs. negation with other verbs. The categorical 

speakers are removed from the data.

Figure 6 shows that caregivers and children in both age cohorts have the 

same pattern when the data are split into do and non-do negation: higher rates of 

the local form in non-do contexts. Thus, although the different age groups have 

different rates of use of the local form, on this linguistic measure they have the 

same patterns of use.

4.2.5 Summary of negation

As with the hoose variable, there is a statistically significant difference in 

rates  of  use between the younger and older children. All speakers show simi-

lar  linguistic constraints on use, regardless of age. However, with stylistic con-

straints, only the older children style shi�. We return to these points in the 

discussion.

4.3 ken vs. know

The first lexical variable we analyze is the alternation between ken and know, as 

in (2c). This form has been around since the 1300s (OED s.v. ken) but is still com-

monly used throughout Scotland (e.g., Miller 1993) and widely commented on as 

a feature of vernacular speech (e.g., Aitken 1979).

Fig. 6: Use of local form by negated verb and age
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4.3.1 Overall distributions

In our adult to adult data, as with the local negation forms, ken is used near-

categorically – 99%. Table 4 shows the overall distribution of use across the care-

giver and child groups. 

In the caregiver speech, there are considerably lower rates of use when com-

pared to the adult to adult data and the children have even lower rates.

4.3.2 Frequency by age

When we looked at this variable across the individual speakers we found that 7 

speakers – Ellen and Joyce, Stephen and Donna, Max, Ruth and Charlie – had 

fewer than ten tokens each. One child (Kieran) had no tokens at all. This is not 

surprising, as lexical variables are o�en the least frequently occurring in spoken 

data (e.g., Tagliamonte 2006: 64). Figure 7 shows the results for only those 

speakers who had >10 tokens7.

Note the split in the younger speakers vs. older speakers – with the younger 

speakers there is virtually no use of the local form at all. Not surprisingly, there is 

a statistically significant difference between the two age groups for the children 

(p < 0.001) (5% vs. 49%). On the other hand, despite a big difference in rates of 

use (37% vs. 63%), t-test reveals no statistically significant difference between the 

caregiver groups (p > 0.05).

For caregiver/child correlations, a Pearson’s Correlation reveals no statisti-

cally significant matching for the eight young child/caregiver pairs (r = 0.554, 

df = 6, p > 0.05) but for the older pairs there is (r = 0.882, df = 14, p < 0.01).

7 Note that some speakers have zero realizations of the nonstandard form e.g., Emma and Dani-

elle. In these cases, the speakers had more than 10 tokens, but all of them were the standard 

variant.

Table 4: Overall distribution of local lexical form ken in the caregiver and child data (Total 

N = 1898)

Caregivers Children

N % N %

1141 54 757 31
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4.3.3 Situational context

We now calculate the use of ken across situational context, dividing the speakers 

into younger and older cohorts.

Figure 8 shows that there is statistically significant style shi�ing for the older 

caregivers (chi square: 5.17, df = 1, p < 0.05) and children (chi square: 8.53, df = 1, 

p < 0.01). There is none for the younger children or caregivers.

Fig. 7: Overall distribution of local form by speaker pairs

Fig. 8: Use of local form by situational context and age
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4.3.4 Summary for ken vs. know

The caregivers use much lower rates of the local form compared to the adult to 

adult data. The younger speakers have very low rates of the local form and the 

difference in age groups is statistically significant. There is systematic style shi�-

ing with the older cohort but not with the younger in both caregiver and child 

speech.

4.4 Aye vs. yes

The second lexical variable is the alternation between the standard English form 

yes and the dialectal form aye, and in (2d). The standard form has been in use 

since Old English whereas the dialectal form entered the language around the 

beginning of the 17th century (OED sv. aye), and it remains today one of the most 

defining characteristics of the Scots tongue. In more formal situations, it is some-

what stigmatized: for example, it is reported that pupils are reprimanded for 

using it in school (e.g., Matheson and Matheson 2000: 217). It is one of the forms 

cited by schoolchildren in Romaine (1984), which wouldn’t be used in “polite” 

speech. In other words, it is a stereotype.

4.4.1 Overall distributions

There is near categorical use of the local form in adult data: 99% use of aye. Table 

5 shows the overall distribution of use for the local form across caregiver and 

child speech.

Although lower than the adult to adult data, the caregivers still have high 

rates of the local form – 80%. The children are considerably lower, at 53%.

Figure 9 shows the use of aye by individual speaker pairs.

As with ken, there is a split in use of the local form, with generally much 

lower rates amongst the younger children. 5/11 children have in fact no use of aye

Table 5: Overall distribution of local form aye in the caregiver and child data (Total N = 8106)

Caregivers Children

N % N %

3202 80 4904 53
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at all. Note too, however, that 4 of the older children are also near categorical. 

Despite this, there is a statistically significant difference in the age groups 

across  the children (p < 0.01) (11% vs. 56%) and the caregivers (p < 0.05) (61% 

vs. 82%).

Pearson’s correlations of the young and old child/caregiver pairs show no 

statistically significant matching of frequencies (young pairs: r = 0.206, df = 9, 

p > 0.05, older pairs: r = 0.254, df = 16, p > 0.05). This is most probably due to the 

fact that a number of the older children categorically use the standard where their 

mothers are variable.

4.4.2 Stylistic constraints

Figure 10 shows the use of aye across three different situational contexts, with the 

younger and older pairs separated. The (near) categorical speakers have also 

been removed.

For the variable speakers, the figure shows that there is no style shi�ing for 

the caregivers and children in the older cohort. The lines are flat, with no statisti-

cally significant difference across contexts the contexts for children (chi square: 

Fig. 9: Overall distribution of local form by speaker pairs
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0.15, df = 1, p > 0.05), or caregivers (chi square: 1.12, df = 1, p > 0.05). In contrast, 

for the younger cohort, the patterns are very different; the highest rates of the 

local form appear in the formal contexts for both caregivers and children, in other 

words, the opposite of the expected pattern of higher rates of the local form in 

informal contexts. The difference is statistically significant for the caregivers (chi 

square: 5.76, df = 1, p < 0.05), but cannot be tested for the children due to too few 

contexts of use.

4.4.3 Summary

There is a highly significant difference between older and younger children and 

their caregivers in the use of the local form. There is no style shi�ing with the 

older children and caregivers, and the opposite pattern to what is expected for 

younger children and caregivers. We return to these points later.

4.5 Plural demonstratives

The first morphosyntactic variable we consider is the use of “singular” demon-

stratives in plural contexts. In this dialect and dialects in the north east of 

Fig. 10: Use of local form by situational context and age
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Scotland more generally, singular demonstratives proximate this and distal that

can be used with plural subjects (e.g., Macafee and O’Baoill 1997; McRae 2000),8

as in (2e). In contrast to the hoose, negation and the lexical variables, the local 

forms are not overtly commented on by the speakers of these dialects, despite 

their widespread use (e.g., McRae 2000; Smith 2000).

4.5.1 Overall distributions

In our adult data, the local form is used 84% of the time. Table 8 shows the overall 

distribution of the local form in the caregiver and child data.

The table shows that in sharp contrast to the previous 4 variables, the care-

givers use the local form at the same rates as the adult to adult data. The chil-

dren’s rates are slightly lower.

4.5.2 Frequency by age

Figure 11 shows the results by individual speaker pairs.

The figure shows that all caregivers and all children have high rates of the 

local form, regardless of age. There is no statistically significant difference be-

tween the older and younger children (p > 0.5) (74% vs. 75%) or the caregivers 

(p > 0.1) (76% vs. 85%). A Pearson’s correlation for caregiver/child pairs reveals a 

statistically significant correlation (r = .379, df = 27, p < 0.05).9

8 A third variant thon is used in distal demonstratives but it does not appear in the caregiver/

child data, hence it is not considered here.

9 A reviewer has suggested that nonagreement in this case may be “easier” at the cognitive level. 

The widespread use of this form in the adult data precludes such an interpretation.

Table 8: Overall distribution of local forms in the caregiver and child data (Total N = 1276)

Caregivers Children

N % N %

810 80 466 68
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4.5.3 Social constraints

Figure 12 looks at the use of this variable across situational context in caregiver 

and child speech. Due to the similarity of results in Figure 14, we do not separate 

the speakers by age.

As Figure 12 shows, there is no systematic style shi�ing in the use of this and 

that with plural demonstratives according to situational context. In fact, for the 

caregivers and children, the lowest use of the local form appears in informal con-

texts and the highest in formal ones, although this is not statistically significant 

(p > 0.05 in both cases).

4.5.4 Linguistic constraints

In the adult to adult data, we find a number of internal constraints on use. Spe-

cifically, there are higher rates of the local form in distal (that/those) contexts, as 

opposed to proximal (this/these) contexts. We test these constraints in Figure 13.

The figure shows a more to less hierarchy of use across the proximal and 

distal contexts in caregiver speech and this is replicated in the child speech. 

Across both sets of speakers, this is highly statistically significant (p < 0.001).

Fig. 11: Use of local form across individual speaker pairs
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4.5.5 Summary of plural demonstratives

In sum, for plural demonstratives, caregivers have rates of use similar to adult to 

adult use. All children have high rates of the local form, regardless of age. There 

is no style shi�ing, but there are linguistic constraints in caregiver speech which 

are modeled in the children’s speech.

Fig. 12: Use of local form by situational context in caregiver and child speech

Fig. 13: Use of local forms by proximal and distal contexts
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4.6 Northern Subject Rule

Finally, we revisit another variable discussed extensively in our 2007 paper – the 

use of -s in 3rd person plural contexts, otherwise known as the Northern Subject 

Rule (NSR), as in (2f). In standard English, -s in the present tense appears on 3rd 

person singular contexts only. In Buckie, as well as in other varieties of Scots, the 

-s inflection can appear in 3rd person plural full NP contexts but not with pro-

nominal they (e.g., Tagliamonte et al. 2005). Despite its widespread use, dating 

back to the 13th century (e.g., Murray 1873) to the best of our knowledge it is 

not overtly commented on by speakers of Scots. It is certainly not the subject of 

comment on in the community in question. In fact, speakers are surprised when 

this form is pointed out to them (Smith 2000a), suggesting that is has little or no 

“social recognition”.

4.6.1 Overall distributions

In the adult to adult data, we found a categorical vs. variable split in use of -s as 

the historical record predicts: in pro they contexts, less than 1% appear with -s

while full NPs appear 60% of the time with -s.10 In our 2007 paper, we found that 

this categorical vs. variable split was evident not only in the caregiver data, but in 

the children’s too. Table 9 shows the results across the current corpus.

The table shows that the split is maintained across this larger dataset. In 

other words, from the very beginning, the children have this categorical vs. vari-

able rule. We now remove the categorical contexts of pronominal they from the 

remaining analysis.

10 The tokens that did have they + -s (N = 7) were specialized to verbs of communication which 

Leech (1987: 11) points out have their own specialized system connected to the semantics of these 

verbs.

Table 9: Overall distribution of -s in 3rd person plural contexts (Total N = 3815)

Caregivers Children

pro they NP pro they NP

N % N % N % N %

1365 1 1342 72 480 1 628 70
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4.6.2 Frequency by age

Figure 14 shows the data across the 29 speaker pairs.

The figure reveals that all caregivers and all children – regardless of age – 

have high rates of the local form. There is no statistically significant difference 

between young and old for the children (p > 0.05) (73% vs. 68%) or their care-

givers (p > 0.05) (71% vs. 71%). In addition, there is no correlation between child 

and caregiver pairs (r = 0.202, df = 27, p > 0.5).

4.6.3 Linguistic constraints

In addition to the NP vs. pro split, a number of other contexts were shown to be 

(near) categorical in the adult data (Smith 2000) and these were replicated in the 

caregiver/child data in the 2007 paper. These included existentials as in (4a) 

“singular” pronominal demonstratives this and that, as in (4b) and the demon-

strative pro here (4c). Pro these and those (4d)–(4e) were near-categorically stan-

dard. Table 10 shows the distribution of these contexts across the 29 speaker 

pairs.

Fig. 14: Use of the local form across individual speaker pairs
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(4) a. Ok is there any deers?

(Gus 3;9)

b. This is hard ains.

(Jake 3;2)

c. Here’s more berries in the hedge.

(Caregiver)

d. Wow these are good are they?

(Marie 3;10)

e. Are those mine?

(Becky 3;2)

Table 10 shows that the near-categorical contexts in our 2007 paper are also cat-

egorical in this larger database.11 We now remove these (near)-categorical con-

texts for the following analyses.

4.6.4 Situational context

Our 2007 paper showed that there was no style shi�ing with this variable. Figure 

15 shows the results for this larger database.

The figure shows that there is style shi�ing in the caregiver and child speech, 

but in the opposite direction to what is expected: Teaching/Discipline has the 

highest rates of use for both groups, although the effect is not statistically signifi-

cant (p > 0.05 in both cases).

11 We note that in these contexts, grammaticality judgments show that both variants are accept-

able. With pro they, however, -s is rejected outright by all speakers, with the exception of verbs of 

communication (see Adger and Smith 2010). The first author, a native speaker of this dialect, has 

the same judgments.

Table 10: Distribution of -s across a number of 3rd person contexts

Caregivers Children

N % N %

existentials 454 94 197 96

this/that 200 100 74 99

here 34 100 14 93

these/those 13 0 22 9
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4.6.5 Further analysis of linguistic constraints

In addition, in fully variable contexts, we found a wide range of percentages of 

local use across a number of other configurations in the 2007 paper: interroga-

tives (5a) vs. declaratives (5b), be (5c) vs. other lexical verbs (5d).

(5) a. And farr is mine?

(Becky 3;2)

b. Pirates are bad mannies.

(Caregiver)

c. My legs is not very long.

(Heather 3;0)

d. No muppets go across the bridge.

(Ellen 2;10).

We sum up this variable by graphing the use of the local form across the different 

linguistic contexts of use discussed above. Figure 16 shows the results.

Figure 16 shows remarkable similarities across the different contexts of use in 

caregiver and child speech. We return to this point below.

4.6.6 Summary of Northern Subject Rule

In sum, there is no style shi�ing in the expected direction with -s in 3rd per-

son plural contexts, but the categorical vs. variable linguistic constraints in the 

Fig. 15: Use of local form across situational context
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caregiver data are replicated in the child data, as are the fully variable contexts 

of use.

5 Discussion

We have investigated six linguistic variables in the speech of caregivers and chil-

dren in Buckie. What do these results tell us about the acquisition of variation? At 

the beginning of the paper we laid out a number of measures by which we would 

assess the mechanisms involved in this process. Specifically, comparison in both 

input (caregiver speech) and output (child speech) with 1) adult to adult norms 2) 

different age groups 3) different situational contexts 4) different linguistic con-

texts. We review each of these in turn.

5.1 Comparison with adult to adult norms

Across the six variables we reviewed, we found different rates of use of the ver-

nacular forms between community, caregiver and child. These are summarized in 

Figure 17.

Smith et al. (2007) demonstrated that frequencies of use of vernacular vari-

ants in caregiver speech differed from community norms with the morphosyntac-

Fig. 16: Use of the local form across a number of 3rd person plural contexts
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tic variable but not with the lexically conditioned phonological variable. These 

initial overall frequencies of use lend further support to this finding. Figure 17 

demonstrates that for the hoose variable, negation, ken and aye, the caregivers 

used considerably lower rates of the local form when compared to adult to adult 

patterns of use. We also note that the children have lower rates than the care-

givers across these four variables. With plural demonstratives and the NSR, on 

the other hand, the caregivers have very similar rates, or in the case of the NSR, 

even higher rates than general community norms. Moreover, the children repli-

cate these overall distributions. Thus, just as in our 2007 paper, there is an initial 

split  between the morphosyntactic variables, and the remaining four lexical/

phonological variables.

However, this larger study reveals finer distinctions within these broad cate-

gories now that we have six variables at our disposal. Within the lexical category, 

the caregivers use relatively high rates of aye (80%) when compared to ken (54%). 

The same is true of the children. The lexically conditioned phonological variables 

are the same: the caregivers and children have higher rates of the local form with 

negation when compared to the hoose variable. This, despite the fact that these 

four variables are near-categorical in the adult to adult data. Part of this complex-

ity may arise from the different age cohorts, where variants may be treated differ-

ently in CDS depending on the child’s age (Foulkes et al. 2005). It was to this 

question that we next turned.

Fig. 17: Use of local form in community, caregivers and children
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5.2 Frequencies of use according to age

When we divided the children and caregivers into individual speaker pairs we 

found that with some variables there was a statistically significant difference be-

tween (caregivers of) younger and older speakers: (caregivers of) older speakers 

had higher rates of the local form. With other variables there was no difference. 

Table 11 summarizes these results.

The table shows that with the hoose variable, negation, ken and aye, there are 

statistically significant differences in rates of the local form with the younger chil-

dren when compared to the older children, with lower rates of use in the younger 

cohort. This is found for hoose and aye in the caregivers as well. For demonstra-

tives and the NSR, there is no difference in either caregivers or children. In other 

words, some variables are used at higher/lower rates according to the age of the 

child and others are not.

These findings across the different age groups may be linked to input. Table 

12 summarizes whether there is a statistically significant correlation between 

caregivers and children in rates of use of the local forms.

Some general tendencies emerge in Table 12. There is no correlation in fre-

quencies of use for the NSR across all children. This is what we found in our 2007 

Table 11: Statistically significant differences in frequencies of use between older and younger 

age groups

Children Caregivers

hoose  
negation  X

ken  X

aye  
demonstratives X X

NSR X X

Table 12: Statistically significant correlations between caregiver input and child output

Younger children Older children

hoose X 
negation X 
ken X 
aye X X

demonstratives  
NSR X X
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paper also. For demonstratives, there is a correlation. For the remaining vari-

ables, we find that there is a statistically significant correlation with the older 

cohort of speakers, but not with the younger. The exception to this is aye, where 

there is no correlation with either age group.

How can these results be explained? Vosoughi (2010: 3) finds that as a child 

gets closer to the age of acquisition of particular words, the “caregivers tune the 

prosodic and distributional characteristics of their speech to the linguistic ability 

of the child”, using, for example, exaggerated prosody with certain lexical items. 

This process is then “reversed” as the child passes the age of acquisition, with 

e.g., “normal” prosody being employed from there on in. This is said to demon-

strate “a new kind of adaptive behavior by the caregivers in the context of child 

language development” (Vosoughi 2010: 4). The results for the current research 

may also show a new kind of adaptive behavior, but with an added local/standard 

twist: the caregivers exaggerate the use of the standard variant with younger chil-

dren but once the children pass the age of acquisition, then the caregivers revert 

to adult-like norms in their speech (see also Smith et al. 2007).12 Thus, although 

the caregivers of the younger children are in fact using both variants, the stan-

dard one may have more prominence in the speech of the caregiver and this is the 

form that the child will hear, and use, first. This would explain the lack of correla-

tion in this younger age group: in some cases their use is categorically standard, 

despite robust variation in the caregiver speech.13 This is demonstrated in the 

interaction between Amy and Charlie aged 2;11 (6). Amy’s last negative utterance 

– which is the standard form – is louder and longer than the preceding local 

forms:

(6) (Charlie) Abbey didn’t show us that thing to me. (Amy) Did she nae? (Charlie) I 

want to go and visit Abbey. (Amy) Well we’ll be gan to Brewsters in a little while 

darling. See Abbey later. (Charlie) I want to go and see Abbey this minute. (Amy) 

But Charlie you havena had your shower. And you havena got your clothes on.

(Charlie) I want to go and see her. I want to see her mam. (Amy) Charlie I dinna

think she’s up. It’s really early. (Charlie) Well we’ll go-. (Amy) Abbey winna be 

up. (Charlie) Can I go and see Kelly? (Amy) Darling they winna be up yet. They 

won’t be up.

12 We also note that 4 of the older speakers – Gareth, Gus, Marie and Izzie – have consistently 

lower rates of the local forms when compared to their peers. However, their caregivers also have 

lower rates.

13 We note that there is no correlation between older child and caregiver with aye. This may be 

due to the fact that five of the older children are categorically standard with this variable.
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This privileging of the standard form through emphatic use might explain why 

Charlie uses the local form only 3% of time, despite the fact that his mother, Amy, 

uses it nearly 80% of the time.14 Thus we have an added dimension in acquisi-

tion: certain standard variants are exaggerated in caregiver input and this pro-

foundly affects child output.

In terms of the overall findings for input/output, the (lack of) correlations 

across the different variables lead us to believe that some variables may be learned 

on a word by word basis i.e., through a copying of surface forms (e.g., Chevrot et al. 

2000) e.g., hoose, ken, whereas others such as NSR involve a more complex array 

of constraint acquisition (e.g., Labov 1989; Roberts 1997a; Smith et al. 2009; Henry 

et al. 1997a; Westergaard 2009). Some may involve both (e.g., Patterson 1992).

However, frequencies of use are not the only clue to the processes at work in 

the acquisition of variation. Patterns of use – both linguistic and sociolinguistic 

– may provide further clues to how and when variable patterns are acquired.

5.3 Linguistic constraints

Chambers (2003: 173) suggests that variable rules are acquired at the same time 

as  categorical rules. Our results support this hypothesis. Table 13 reviews the 

linguistic constraints on use across four of the variables where these were tested 

in our data.

The table shows that all children, regardless of age, replicate the linguistic 

patterns of use in the caregiver data. In other words, they have acquired the com-

plex linguistic constraints on use, both categorical and variable, at least in those 

we tested for. For example, with the hoose variable, there were categorical con-

straints on lexical items how, discourse marker now, and anow and a statistically 

significant correlation between caregivers and children for the remaining vari-

able lexical items.15 For negation, there was a statistically significant hierarchy of 

use according to verb type in both caregiver and child speech: lower rates of local 

form with do negation when compared to other verbs.

As a child has more or less mastered his/her first language by the age of three 

(e.g., Brown 1973), these results, for these variables at least, suggest that variable 

14 It would also explain the somewhat anomalous result for the hoose variable, where children 

generally acquire monophthongs before diphthongs but here the younger children acquire the 

standard diphthong variant first.

15 Note that the younger children have a tick and a cross for this variable: this is because they 

had acquired the categorical rule for how, now and anow but unlike general community or care-

giver norms, were near-categorical in their use of the standard form in the remaining variable 

contexts.

BBrroouugghhtt ttoo yyoouu bbyy || CCaarrddiiffff UUnniivveerrssiittyy

AAuutthheennttiiccaatteedd || 113311..225511..225544..7766

DDoowwnnllooaadd DDaattee || 33//3311//1144 44::1144 PPMM



The social and linguistic in the acquisition 319

constraints are acquired at the same time as categorical ones in these pre-school 

years. Thus, although rates of use may vary, the patterns are the same. Our results 

also question Johnson’s (2005) assertion that variable input causes a delay in the 

comprehension of grammatical morphology (see also Yang 2002; Miller 2007; 

Miller and Schmidt 2009). Although we do not test here for comprehension of 

forms per se, there is no delay in the systematic production of these forms in line 

with adult norms, as evidenced in the mastery of constraints for the NSR and 

demonstratives.

However, not all linguistic constraints may be acquired this early: our re-

search on t/d (Smith et al. 2009) showed acquisition of articulatory, but not gram-

matical constraints in the same database of speakers, highlighting Kerswill’s 

(1996: 199) point regarding the linguistic complexities of the variable in question. 

We are currently exploring this further through the analysis of a number of other 

variables.

5.4 Stylistic constraints in interaction with age

Table 14 provides a summary of the variables which show systematic style shi�-

ing () and those which show either no statistically significant difference in use 

across the informal/formal dimension or pattern in unexpected ways, i.e., higher 

rates of the vernacular form in more formal contexts (X).

Table 13: Linguistic constraints by age and variable

Younger Caregivers Children Older Caregivers Children

hoose  /X  
negation    
demonstratives    
NSR    

Table 14: Style shi�ing by age and individual variable

Younger Caregivers Children Older Caregivers Children

hoose  X  
neg X X X 
ken X X  
aye X X X X

demonstratives X X X X

NSR X X X X
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Table 14 shows that there is no style shi�ing with the younger children across 

any of the variables. However, we note that with the exception of hoose, there is 

no style shi�ing in the caregivers of these children either. With the older cohort, 

there is style shi�ing with hoose and ken in caregivers and children, and with 

the children also for negation. Thus, a general picture emerges that when there 

is style shi�ing in the caregiver speech, there is also style shi�ing in the child’s 

speech. When there is no style shi�ing in the caregiver speech, there is none in 

the child’s either. This provides further support for our 2007 findings which sug-

gested that style shi�ing is input-based. Moreover this may be maturational. 

Chevrot et al. (2011) suggest that for adult-like patterns of variation to appear, the 

child must be exposed to the cumulative effect of the input. This may explain why 

the youngest children are less likely to pattern like their mothers, whereas the 

older children are more likely to follow parental norms.

Why is there a general lack of style shi�ing overall with these variables? We 

propose that there are different explanations for the different age cohorts. For the 

caregivers of the younger children, their lack of style shi�ing may arise from over-

monitoring in CDS with particular variables, which result in unsystematic pat-

terns of use. Once there is less monitored speech, as Foulkes et al.’s (2005) results 

suggest, a more systematic pattern emerges, as is shown in the older age group’s 

use. For the older cohort, there is style shi�ing with hoose and ken only. These are 

exactly the variables which showed much lower rates of the local form compared 

to community norms (Figure 16). Thus, when there is a window of variation, this 

older cohort put the variants to good use in CDS. In contrast, with aye and nega-

tion, CDS overall rates were nearer to community norms, and their patterns of use 

are too. As in the adult to adult data, there is no style shi�ing.

The results across situational context and age suggest that some variables 

come to mirror community norms very quickly while others remain quite different 

in these early stages. This leads us to believe that these forms may have different 

“sociolinguistic value” in CDS at the start of the acquisition process, but these 

come to mirror community values more generally, where the local variants are 

the norm. This leads us to predict that the local variants will come to dominate 

caregiver/child interaction in the home environment as the child gets older: the 

caregiver’s, and hence, children’s rates of use will reach the same level as the 

general community norms i.e., used categorically. The standard variants, now 

learned, will be consigned to more formal situations such as school and talking to 

outsiders.16

16 We also predict that the morphosyntactic variables will remain at the same rates of use, 

regardless of the context. These are not amenable to higher or lower use across different contex-

tual styles.
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5.5 The order of acquisition

Finally, recall the debate on the order of acquisition, where some studies show 

that social constraints are acquired first (e.g., Labov 1989) while others show 

that these are acquired a�er linguistic constraints (e.g., Roberts 1994). Where we 

tested for both social and linguistic constraints, our results showed that for the 

majority of the variables, there was no style shi�ing, in either caregiver or child 

speech, thus it is not possible to use these as evidence for order of acquisition. 

The only test case is with hoose: the younger children had acquired the categori-

cal lexical constraints on use, but did not show systematic patterns of style shi�-

ing evidenced in their caregivers’ speech. However this is only one piece of evi-

dence. We now need to explore a series of variables which demonstrate social and 

linguistic constraints to uncover what is acquired when, thus we leave this ques-

tion for future research.

6 Conclusion

We now return to our original question posed in the introduction: when do chil-

dren acquire the highly complex patterns of variation, both linguistic and socio-

linguistic, widely attested in adult speech? We conclude that they do so at a very 

early age, in tandem with language acquisition more generally. However, the 

details of how the acquisition process unfolds may differ according to the vari-

able under study and even then this may be “different for different social groups” 

(Kerswill and Williams 2002: 101).
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