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This longitudinal study uses a mixed-effects model (Rbrul, Johnson 2009) to examine the 

acquisition of target-like patterns of phonological variation by 17 American learners of French 

during study abroad (SA) in France. Naturalistic speech data are recorded via sociolinguistic 

interviews (Labov 1966) at multiple points during the SA period to provide empirical evidence for 

the incipient acquisition of three phonological variables showing sociostylistic variation in native 

speaker (NS) speech. The variables include: 1) the elision of clitic nucleic vowels (je vois [ʒœ 

vwa] ~ [ʒvwa] ‘I see’; tu es allé [ty e a le] ~ [te a le] ‘you went’);  2) the elision of /l/ in 3rd person 

subject pronouns (il vient [il vjɛ]̃ ~[i vjɛ]̃), and; 3) the reduction of word-final obstruent-liquid 

consonant clusters (notre maison [no tʁœ mɛ ʒɔ̃] ~ [not mɛ ʒɔ̃] ‘our house’).  

 

The underlying hypothesis of this study is that the creation of dense, multiplex, exchange-based 

social networks (Milroy 1980) by L2 learners during SA is essential to the acquisition of 

sociolinguistic competence in the target language. To provide empirical evidence for this 

hypothesis, speech data are compared and correlated, using a mixed-effects model, with the results 

of a social network strength scale (SNSS, Milroy 1980:139) designed by the researcher for the SA 

learning context. The SNSS includes both density and multiplexity measures related to the number 

of hours spent interacting with NSs, the strength and number of links between members of the 

social network, and the breadth of activities and topics covered in these interactions.  

 

Previous studies of the acquisition of sociolinguistic competence by L2 French learners have 

demonstrated that the length of time spent in a francophone environment is the most influential 

factor in the learner’s development of sociostylistic variation (Regan 1995, 1996; Regan et al. 

2009; Sax 2003). Studies of Anglophone speakers in French immersion classrooms in Canada have 

also shown that time spent outside of class interacting with native French speakers is positively 

correlated with the use of mildly-marked informal variants (Mougeon et al. 2004; Mougeon et al. 

2010; Nagy et al. 2003). At the same time, these studies have shown that sociolinguistic 

competence is not acquired in the L2 classroom, immersion or otherwise.  

 

The current study examines both the linguistic and the extralinguistic factors contributing to the 

L2 acquisition of sociostylistic variation patterns during SA. Data for this study include over 5,500 

tokens of clitic nucleic vowels, 1,500 tokens of /l/ in 3rd person subject pronouns, and 1200 tokens 

of word-final consonant clusters. Results demonstrate that phonological variation patterns are 

acquired in a predictable order based on token type and collocation, that social networks with NSs 

are statistically significant predictors of phonological variation patterns for two of the three 

variables, and that social factors, such as previous (short-term) contact with French or previous 

coursework in French, are not statistically significant predictors of phonological variation patterns 

among L2 French learners. 

 

 

 

Select References 



Adamson, Doug & Vera Regan. 1991. The acquisition of community speech norms by Asian 

immigrants learning English as a second language: A preliminary study. Studies in Second 

Language Acquisition 13(1). 1-22. 

Bayley, Robert. 1996. Competing Constraints on variation in the speech of adult Chinese     

learners of English. In Robert Bayley & Dennis R. Preston (eds.), Second language 

acquisition and linguistic variation, 97-120. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Bayley, Robert. 2013. The Quantitative Paradigm. In J.K. Chambers & Natalie Schilling (eds.), 

The handbook of language variation and change, 2nd edn., 85-107. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Johnson, Daniel E. 2009. Getting off the Goldvarb standard: Introducing Rbrul for mixed-effects 

variable rule analysis. Language and Linguistics Compass 3. 359-383. 

Labov, William. 1966. The social stratification of English in New York City. Washington, D.C.: 

Center for Applied Linguistics. 

Lippi-Green, Rosina. 1989. Social network integration and language change in progress in an 

alpine rural village. Language in Society 18. 213-234. 

Lybeck, Karen. 2002. Cultural identification and second language pronunciation of Americans in 

Norway. The Modern Language Journal 86(ii). 174-191. 

Mendoza-Denton, Norma. 2002. Language and identity. In J.K. Chambers, Peter Trudgill & 

Natalie Schilling-Estes (eds.), The handbook of language variation and change, 475-499. 

Oxford: Blackwell. 

Milroy, Lesley. 1980. Language and social networks. Baltimore, MD: University Park Press. 

Milroy, Lesley. 2002. Social networks. In J.K. Chambers, Peter Trudgill & Natalie Schilling-

Estes (eds.), The handbook of language variation and change, 549-572. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Mougeon, Raymond, Katherine Rehner & Terry Nadasdi. 2004. The learning of spoken French 

variation by immersion students from Toronto, Ontario. Journal of Sociolinguistics 8(3). 

408-432. 

Mougeon, Raymond, Terry Nadasdi & Katherine Rehner. 2010. The sociolinguistic competence 

of immersion students.  Clevedon, UK: Multilingual Matters. 

Nagy, Naomi, Hélène Blondeau & Julie Auger. 2003. Second language acquisition and "real" 

French: An investigation of subject doubling in the French of Montreal Anglophones. 

Language Variation and Change 15(1). 73-103. 

Poplack, Shana & Douglas C. Walker. 1986. Going through /l/ in Canadian French. In David 

Sankoff (ed.), Diversity and diachrony, 173-198. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: Benjamins. 

Regan, Vera. 1995. The acquisition of sociolinguistic native speech norms: Effects of a year 

abroad on L2 learners of French. In Barbara F. Freed (ed.), Second language acquisition in a 

study abroad context, 245-267. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: Benjamins. 

Regan, Vera. 1996. Variation in French interlanguage: a longitudinal study. In Robert Bayley & 

Dennis R. Preston (eds.), Second language acquisition and linguistic variation, 177-201. 

Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Regan, Vera, Martin Howard & Isabelle Lemée. 2009. The acquisition of sociolinguistic 

competence in a study abroad context. Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 

Roy, Joseph. 2011. Sociolinguistic statistics: The intersection between statistical models, 

empirical data and sociolinguistic theory. Paper presented at Methods in Dialectology XIV. 

London, Ontario. 

Sax, Kelly. 2003. Acquisition of stylistic variation by American learners of French. 

Bloomington, IN: Indiana University dissertation. 


