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Sociolinguistic variation produced by speakers is also used by listeners during language 
comprehension; inferred social information is used to resolve ambiguous input in speech perception 
(Niedzielski 1999; Hay et al. 2006; Staum Casasanto 2009). Listeners may likewise use such cues 
during sentence processing, if syntactic structures are cognitively represented with social information 
(Hay & Bresnan 2006; Bender 2007). This paper discusses ongoing experiments that test the 
sociolinguistic perception of grammatical variation, adding to research that integrates psycholinguistic 
methods with the investigation of sociolinguistic phenomena (Loudermilk et al. 2009). The 
experiments modify the structural priming paradigm used in psycholinguistics (Branigan 2007; 
Pickering & Ferreira 2008), which shows that exposure to a syntactic variant influences the likelihood 
that it will be subsequently expected over alternatives. 

The experiments investigate the processing of subject-verb agreement in two English 
morphosyntactic variables: there's+NOUNSG/PL (There's a dog/dogs) and NOUNPL/SG+don't (The dogs/dog 
don't bark). Each trial contains a sentence in which one noun is obscured, followed by two images; 
participants choose which image corresponds to the masked word. In target trials, the masked noun is 
the subject, and participants choose between singular and plural noun photos; photo choice implicitly 
indexes the interpretation of agreement. Speaker gender is also manipulated. Results show that 
exposing participants to nonstandard agreement in a prime stimulus increases the likelihood that they 
will interpret an ambiguous target stimulus as nonstandard, and that nonstandard agreement is a more 
likely interpretation in trials with male voices. The results suggest that both recency of exposure to a 
structural variant and speaker information affect whether a structure is expected or preferred over an 
alternative. I discuss these results in the context of syntactic exemplar theory (Hay & Bresnan 2006; 
Walker 2008), which argues that grammatical constructions are stored with social information as a 
product of experience. 
 
 


