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ABSTRACT

To study how languages are learned, experimental researchers have developed precisely controlled
methods whereby participants learn and get tested on artificial language systems. Recently, these
methods have been enriched with social references (e.g., speaker gender cues) which enables
research into socially patterned variable language: languages exhibit variation that depends
probabilistically on speaker social characteristics such as one’s social class or gender. This chapter
introduces artificial language learning as a tool for sociolinguistic research and summarizes previous
research that has used artificial language materials to achieve control over input and learner variables
that affect the acquisition of social variation.
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