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Traditional models of language processing suggest that the meanings of individual 

words are combined with information conveyed through syntax in order to support 
comprehension. However, the ultimate interpretation of an utterance relies upon additional 
factors such as pragmatics, prior discourse, and the social context of the speech act. What 
remains unknown is when and how sociolinguistic variation is perceived during on-line speech 
processing and how this variation affects word and sentence-level recognition. The present 
study measures changes in brain activity using electrophysiological scalp recordings (i.e. event-
related potentials) to assess the real-time integration of sentences that differ along a well-
defined sociolinguistic variable, the realization of the English progressive inflectional 
morpheme (ING) which alternates between velar and apical variants (he’s working vs. he’s 
workin’).  

In this study we crossed word expectancy with the sociolinguistic register of a preceding 
passage (Figure 1). 280 passages were developed such that each passage consisted of a context 
with 4 occurrences of a progressive form, followed by a single, sentence-final critical word 
inflected for the progressive. Sociolinguistic registers were either all FORMAL (velar) or all 
INFORMAL (apical). The target word was either CONGRUENT or INCONGRUENT with the 
preceding register. In addition, the target could be a HIGH CLOZE word highly predicted by 
the context or a LOW CLOZE alternative.  

We recorded the EEG of 17 subjects listening to these passages while engaged in a 
comprehension task. We found an expected effect for cloze probability, as well as an effect for 
sociolinguistic register and congruency. Our results show that while attending to speech for 
meaning, the allomorphic form of a word can facilitate or hinder mechanisms involved in 
sentence interpretation. Specifically, our findings show increased amplitude in negative 
potential (N-400) as a function of cloze probability (CLOZE*AP [F(1,16) = 17.00, MSE = 3.53, 
p=.001]) and sociolinguistic register (CLOZE*REGISTER*AP*LR [F(1,16) = 16.58, MSE = 
0.13, p = 0.001]). These findings suggest that processing linguistically marked forms disrupts 
language processing at the level of lexical semantics. As one of the first studies using event-
related potentials to explore the perception of sociolinguistic variation, our findings highlight 
the utility of this technique for advancing our knowledge of how sociolinguistic variation is 
processed in real time.  

 


