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QUESTIONS

How do children learn language? How much is 
innate?

Are there universals in language acquisition or 
at least universal strategies?

Which factors are relevant for the order and 
time of acquisition (cognitive factors, language 
specific factors)?
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LANGUAGE ACQUISITION IN 
CROSSLING. PERSPECTIVE

Crosslinguistic language acquisition: study of the 
acquisition of individual languages other than English.

Comparative language acquisition: study of how the 
acquisition of specific variables compares in different 
langugages

  Ultimate goal --> typological language acquisition 
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LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 
THEORIES

NATIVIST THEORIES

‣ characteristics of grammar 
are due to innate principles

‣ universal grammar is innate, 
language specific principles 
are innate

‣ deductive theories

‣ criterion for theory: 
descriptive adequacy, 
simplicity

USAGE-BASED THEORIES

‣ characteristics of grammar 
are due to communicative 
principles

‣ only general cognitive 
abilities are innate no 
language specific structures

‣ inductive theories

‣ criterion: learnability
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PRELINGUISTIC 
DEVELOPMENT

Birth - 6 months:

Recognition of mothers voice (de Casper & Fifer 
1980)

Distinguish native language from other languages 
(Mehler et al. 1988, Moon et al. 1993)

Categorical perception of speech sounds (Eimas et al. 
1971)

Recog. of identity of sounds across contexts (Kuhl 
1980) Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



HIGH-AMPLITUDE SUCKING 
(BIRTH - 4 MONTHS)

1. [ba], [ba] acquisition  
phase (child learns that 
she can alter the 
sounds).

2. Habituation phase 
control group: 
no change in 

stimulus

test group: 
change in
 stimulus
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PRELINGUISTIC 
DEVELOPMENT

6 - 12 months:

Discrimination of phonetic contrasts. Up to approx. 
10 months discrimination of all contrasts. Then, only 
contrasts of native language/s are discriminated. 
(Werker & Tees 1984)

By 7 1/2 months children listen longer to familiarized 
words (Jusczyk & Aslin 1995) within longer sentences.
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PRELINGUISTIC 
DEVELOPMENT

Around 9 months (e.g. Tomasello 2003)

recogniton of symbols 

pointing

imitation

joint attention

intention reading
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DEVELOPMENT OF 
LANGUAGE

9 months to 1 year of age children start to use their 
first words

strong variation when children start speaking and 
how they progress.
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 LEARNING WORDS

Very different task in different languages, e.g. polysyn-
thetic languages vs. isolating languages
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COMPARATIVE LANGUAGE 
ACQUISITION

Basic Idea

If we want to understand the ability of children to 
learn any language and not only how a specific 
language is learned (like English or German) we need 
to look at the acquisition of a wide range of languages 
from different families and cultures.
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LANGUAGES TODAY
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VARIATION

Phoneme Inventories (Maddieson, 2005):

1. Consonant inventories
6 (Rotokas, Papua New Guinea) - 122 (!Xóõ, 

Southern Khoisan) out of a sample of 562 
languages

2. Vowel inventories
- 2 (Yimas (Papua New Guinea) -14 (German)
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WORD FORMATION

Inflectional synthesis of the verb (Bickel & Nichols, 2005)

Degree of synthesis as defined by the number of 
elements that make up a synthetic verb form

Large variation form 0 categories per verb form 
(Vietnamese) to 13 (Koasati)
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VARIATION IN WORD ORDER

Word order (Subject, Verb, Object) (Dryer, 2005)
All 6 logically possible orders are attested

SOV (Japanese)
SVO (Mandarin)
VSO (Irish)
VOS (Nias, Austronesian)
OVS (Hixkaryana, Carib, Brazil)
OSV (Nadëb, Brazil)
No predominant order

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



LANGUAGES WITH 
ACQUISITION STUDIES

Indo-European
Bantu

Maya
Sinitic

Semitic

99%

1%
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DATA WE WORK WITH

Diaries

Experiments

Longitudinal studies (corpora)
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LONGITUDINAL STUDIES 

1. Audio or video record the child and her caretakers 
Transcribe the data.

2. (Translate the data).

3. Tagging of the data (morphological glossing, and parts of 
speech glossing).

4. Further annotations, if necessary.

5. (Link to video or audio).

6. Analyze Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll
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Die VolkswagenStiftung muss als privatrechtliche und gemeinnützige Einrichtung sicherstellen, dass ihre der 
Wissenschaftsförderung dienenden Mittel wirtschaftlich und ordnungsgemäß verwendet werden. Es gelten daher 
die folgenden  
 

 BEWILLIGUNGSGRUNDSÄTZE. 
 
 
Die Stiftung geht davon aus, dass ihre Fördermittel nach Maßgabe dieser Grundsätze im Einklang mit den für 
den Bewilligungsempfänger* geltenden gesetzlichen Regelungen verwaltet werden. Bei Hochschuleinrichtungen 
sind dies die Grundsätze für die Bewirtschaftung von Mitteln Dritter. 
 
Der Bewilligungsempfänger hat dafür zu sorgen, dass diese Grundsätze sowie zusätzlich mitgeteilte besondere 
Bedingungen den am geförderten Vorhaben und an der Abwicklung der Bewilligung Beteiligten (z.B. Mitarbeiter, 
Auftragnehmer, Verlag, Verfasser, Herausgeber, ausführende Kassen) zur Kenntnis gebracht und von ihnen 
eingehalten werden. 
 
Diese Bewilligungsgrundsätze gliedern sich wie folgt:    Seite 
 
A. Mittelabruf, Allgemeines zur Bewirtschaftung 
 
 1. Abruf der Mittel       2 
 2. Wirtschaftlichkeit und Sparsamkeit    2 
 3. Abweichungen von der Bewilligung    2 
 
B. Grundsätze für einzelne Kostenarten 
 
 4. Personalmittel       3 
 5. Reisemittel       3 
 6. Geräte       3 
 7. Eigentumsregelung bei beweglichen Sachen   4 
 8. Eigentumsregelung bei Grundstücken und Gebäuden  4 
 9. Publikationskosten      5 
 
C. Verwendungsnachweis, Berichte, Veröffentlichungen 
 
 10. Rechnerischer Nachweis     5 
 11. Berichte       5 
 12. Veröffentlichungen      5 
 13. Öffentlichkeitsarbeit      6 
 
D. Sonstiges 
 
 14. Rücknahme, Widerruf, Einstellung    6 
 15. Schutzbestimmungen, Haftungsausschluss   7 
 16. Beteiligung am wirtschaftlichen Erfolg    7 
 
 
 
 
____________________ 

  * Bewilligungsempfänger der Stiftung ist grundsätzlich die wissenschaftliche Einrichtung, an der das Projekt/Teilprojekt  
    durchgeführt wird und nicht die natürliche Person des/der Antragstellers/in. 
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Red hair and freckles ...

Genetic studies show that some Neanderthals may have had red or fair hair

and lighter coloured skin

Fossil remains of Neanderthals paint an incomplete picture; they cannot tell

us about their cognitive skills or give us details of what they looked like. Since

scientists  in  Svante  Pääbo's  team  at  the  Max  Planck  Institute  for

Evolutionary  Anthropology  in  Leipzig  started  looking  into  the  DNA  of

Neanderthals, they have made some new and astonishing discoveries. Just

last  week,  the  Leipzig  scientists  published  their  discovery  of  the  human

variant  of  the  FOXP2  gene  in  our  nearest  relatives.  And  they  have  now

revealed another interesting detail: at least one percent of the Neanderthals

in  Europe  may  have  had  red  hair,  according  to  a  report  by  researchers

working  with  Carles  Lalueza-Fox  at  the  University  of  Barcelona,  Holger

Römpler  at  the  University  of  Leipzig  and  Michael  Hofreiter  at  the  Max

Planck Institute in Leipzig in the online edition of Science (Science Express,

October 25, 2007).

Fig.: Red-haired Neanderthals and modern man face to face.

Image: Knut Finstermeier, Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology;

original Neanderthal reconstruction: Reiss Engelhorn Museums, Mannheim

October 26th, 2007
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CHILD LANGUAGE DATA 
EXCHANGE SYSTEM 

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/

130 corpora of 30 different languages

Tools include:

Methods for linguistic coding

Systems for linking transcripts to digitized audio 
and video

Programs for computer analysis of transcripts
Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll
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CORPORA  CHILDES

Indo-European (16)

Sino-Tibetan (2)

Uralic (2)

Altaic (1)

Afro-Asiatic (1)

Austronesian (1)

Niger-Congo (1)

Dravidian (1)

Tai-Kadai (1)

Japanese (1)

Korean (1)

Basque (1)

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



Legend
 • Dark Green: countries with a majority of speakers of IE languages.
 • Light Green: countries with an IE minority language with official status.
 • Grey: other countries

IndoEuropean Languages today

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll Source: Wikipedia



AREA WITH MOST RARE 
FEATURES 

(Cysouw, 2005)



CORPORA  IN CHILDES

Indo-European (16)

Sino-Tibetan (2)

Uralic (2)

Altaic (1)

Afro-Asiatic (1)

Austronesian (1)

Niger-Congo (1)

Dravidian (1)

Tai-Kadai (1)

Japanese (1)

Korean (1)

Basque (1)

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll
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SAMPLING PROBLEMS
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CANTONESE (CHILDES)

*MOT:	 aa3_2 zeon3zeon3 gong2 bei2_2 ze4ze1_1 teng1 jau5 mou5 lok6 jyu5 ?

%ort: 阿 俊俊 講 比 姐姐 聽 有 冇 落 雨 ?

%mor:	 adj|aa3_2=the n:prop|zeon3zeon3=propernoun vt|gong2=say prep|bei2_2=to

	 n|ze4ze1_1=sister vt|teng1=hear vf|jau5=have neg|mou5=not_have

	 vdir|lok6=down n|jyu5=rain ?

*CHI:	 lok6 jyu5 .

%ort: 落 雨 .

%mor:	 vdir|lok6=down n|jyu5=rain .
Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



DATA

To make general claims about language acquisition 
and not the acquisition of a particular language we 
need to diversify sampling. It is not enough to restrict 
studies of language acquisition to one family (or even 
subfamily). 

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



POSSIBLE WORDS

German Chintang
ge-troff-en
an-ge-troff-en

but:

*ge-an-troff-en
*ge-troff-an-en

u-ma-tup-yokt-e-hẽ
3-NEG-meet-NEG-PST-1
‘He didn’t me’

or:

ma-u-top-yokt-e-hẽ
ma-top-u-yokt-e-hẽ

All theories about the word have assumed that there is a 
fixed order of morphemes in words. (But cf. Bickel et al. 
2007)
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ESTIMATION OF LANGUAGE 
DEATH (50% EVERY 50 YEARS)
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LANGUAGES AND THEIR 
NUMBER OF SPEAKERS

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



COMPARATIVE LANGUAGE 
ACQUISITION (SLOBIN)

	 Crosslinguistic method to reveal developmental 
universals and language-specific patterns:

	 H0: Language development is everywhere the same

	 H1: Hypothesis of specific language effects

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



LANGUAGES IN THE SAMPLE

Indo-European: 

(a) Germanic: English, German

Romance: French, Italian, Portuguese, Romanian, Spanish

Slavic: Polish

• Semitic: Hebrew

Finno-Ugric: Hungarian

Ural-Altaic: Turkish

Japanese

Trans-New Guinea Non-Austronesian: Kaluli

Polynesian: Samoan
Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



STRUCTURE OF LANGUAGE 
CHAPTERS IN SLOBIN 

1. Introductory materials about the language

2. Language acquisition data (errors, error-free 
acquisition, time of acquisition)

3. Data on the setting of language acquisition (cognitive 
pacesetting, linguistic pacesetting, input and adult-
child interaction

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



PROBLEMS TO COMPARE 
ACQUISITION PATTERNS

Huge variation within a language

Small sample longitudinal studies 

Variation in sampling and methods across languages

Different age ranges

How and what exactly to compare?

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



PROBLEMS TO COMPARE 
ACQUISITION PATTERNS

Criteria to make comparisons:

Age

Mean length of utterance (MLU)

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



Ingram (1989: 50)

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll
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PROBLEMS TO COMPARE 
ACQUISITION PATTERNS

Relevance problem

Variability problem

Data-sparsity problem

Arbritrariness problem

(Gries & Stoll, in press)



DEVELOPEMTAL STAGES IN 
CORPORA

Suggestion:  Variability based-neighbor clustering

all neighboring elements are compared on the 
basis of some distance measure

the two neighboring elements that are most 
similar to each other get merged

compute the distance measure on the basis of 
this merger

(Gries & Stoll, in press)
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MLUs of 123 recordings of Child 3 between 1;03.26 and 4;09.30: step 40
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MLUs of 123 recordings of Child 3 between 1;03.26 and 4;09.30: step 115

(Gries & Stoll, in press)
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SUGGESTION HOW TO 
PROCEED

Identify pattern in individual children

Compare each pattern to respective caretaker

Compare caretakers across sessions

Compare children across sessions

Compare across languages.

(Stoll in prep.)



EXPERIMENTS

Experiments are used to test a specific question with 
a clearly stated hypothesis.  

Experiments in general:

large enough number of participants for the 
variables tested.

control of variables possible.

good knowledge about the language/languages.
Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



EXPERIMENTS

Potential interfering variables

Participants 

Stimuli

Procedure

Practical questions

Leipzig Spring School 2008, Lieven & Stoll



Thank you!


