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In recent years, corpus linguistics has learned a lot about variability between corpora and texts. We have 

seen research on external factors such as task effects (Crowther et al. 2015, Gablasova et al. 2017, Schnur 

& Rubio 2021, Weiss 2017) and setting, as well as speaker factors such as age, socio-economic 

properties, aptitude, or motivation (Birdsong 2018, Dörnyei & Ryan 2015, Granena 2013, Larsen-

Freeman 2018, among many others). 

Building on this research, this paper will dig even further into different aspects of variability and 

discuss a number of theoretical and methodological implications. Using two German corpora that are 

maximally controlled for external factors with matching L1 and L2 subcorpora (Kobalt, Zinsmeister et 

al. 2012 and Falko, Reznicek et al. 2012) and deeply annotated for syntactic categories as well as 

morphological subclasses (see Lukassek et al. 2022, Shadrova 2021), this paper will investigate intra- 

and inter-speaker variation with respect to morphology and syntax. The results of recent research I have 

conducted with colleagues indicate a surprisingly high degree of variance between L1 speakers in the 

distribution of word formation subclasses (cf. Shadrova et al. 2021), which challenges the construct of 

native speaker homogeneity beyond stable, stratified, and situational variation and raises methodological 

questions for comparative L1-L2 studies as well as to the role of frequency in entrenchment. 

I will further present evidence for intra-individual differences, looking into procedural factors, such 

as priming and self-priming and within-text register fluctuation, highlighting the necessity of accounting 

for text dynamics and aspects of (the acquisition of) register knowledge.  At the same time, the 

distribution of syntactic categories such as dependencies and parts of speech is much less variable across 

speakers and even between corpora, suggesting categorical differences between syntax and the lexicon 

in production and challenge the notion of “constructions all the way down” (Goldberg 2006, 18).  

Based on these explorations of variability between and within speakers, as well as between linguistic 

layers, I will discuss the potential of small, deeply annotated and well-understood corpora, which are 

ideally suited to accommodate to the needs of careful linguistic analysis in a complex space of 

interactions and path-dependencies. 
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