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Documenting Child Language 

Sonja Eisenbeiss, University of Essex 

1. Introduction 

This paper argues for the integration of child language data into language 
documentation projects and shows the benefits that the documentation of child 
language can have for (i) acquisition researchers, (ii) descriptive, theoretical and 
historical linguists, and (iii) members of language maintenance or revitalisation 
projects. Moreover, it discusses which implications different user requirements have for 
data collection and provides pointers to resources, tools and stimuli.  

The recent surge of interest in endangered languages has led to widespread 
efforts to document them; and a growing number of linguists have argued for the 
development of a new discipline of documentary linguistics (Himmelmann (1998), 
Lehmann (2001), Tsunoda (2001), Woodbury (2003)). For them, the aim of this new 
discipline is to create rich records of the linguistic practices of a speech community, 
which are not tied to particular linguistic approaches or even to the discipline of 
linguistics itself. Thus, they distinguish documentary linguistics from traditional 
linguistic description, which attempts to record a language as a system of abstract 
elements, constructions, and rules (Himmelmann (1998)). Despite the aim of a very 
broad orientation, the focus of current language documentation projects is still typically 
on the documentation of the language used by adult native speakers, and child language 
data only plays a minor role – or none at all (see e.g. the lack of relevant discussion in 
the references cited above).  

In contrast, acquisition researchers have collected child language data for quite 
some time now, initially in the form of parental diaries (see Stern and Stern (1928) for 
an overview) and later through systematic audio or video recordings (see Slobin (1985, 
1992) for an overview). Since the mid-1980s, language acquisition researchers have 
made their data available to others via the database of the CHILDES project 
(http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/, MacWhinney (2000), Sokolov and Snow (1994)). The 
earliest entries of this database are transcripts of spontaneous speech samples from 
Indo-European languages, but over the years the database has developed into a multi-
media collection with transcripts and recordings from a growing sample of 
typologically diverse languages. At the same time, new databases are being built up, 
some of them using the same infrastructure, tools and archiving standards as language 
documentation projects which focus on the language of adult native speakers (see e.g. 
the language acquisition archive of the MPI for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen, which is 
connected to the DOBES project, http://www.mpi.nl).

Acquisition researchers and field-working linguists with an interest in 
documentation already share an interest in the creation of (multi-media) corpora and the 
development of tools for the collection and analysis of such data. However, language 
documenters might still ask themselves whether it is wise to allocate some of their 
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limited resources to the documentation of child language. Conversely, acquisition 
researchers might be hesitant to integrate their data collection into larger documentation 
projects when this means that they have to conform to procedures, conventions and 
standards for data archiving which are not directly relevant for their own data 
management and analysis. Moreover, even if language acquisition researchers and 
language documenters agree that it is useful to integrate child language data into larger 
language documentation projects, they will still need more information about the aims, 
methods and needs of the other discipline to make efficient use of the resources 
available. In particular, the data collection and elicitation methods typically employed 
by fieldworkers cannot be simply transferred to the documentation of child language. 
Neither can they be simply replaced by the experimental methods used in child 
language laboratories because these are often not appropriate for use in the field. Thus, 
language documenters need more information about the methods used to collect child 
language data. Similarly, acquisition researchers require more information about field-
compatible data collection methods and archiving standards for data from endangered 
languages. And researchers from both disciplines have to take into account what 
linguistic communities might expect from the documentation of their language and its 
acquisition. Therefore, I will discuss the potential benefits that the documentation of 
child language can have for (i) acquisition researchers, (ii) descriptive, theoretical and 
historical linguists and (iii) linguists and community members involved in language 
maintenance or revitalisation projects. For each of these groups, I will present typical 
uses of acquisition data and discuss which implications the needs and requirements of 
this user group have for data collection and participant selection.  

2. Language acquisition researchers 

Until the mid-1980s, nearly all child language studies involved a comparatively small 
set of Indo-European languages (see Slobin (1985) for an overview). Since then, 
acquisition researchers have collected and analysed child language data from a broader 
range of typologically diverse languages which are spoken in different cultural contexts 
(see e.g. Slobin (1992, 1997), Sokolov and Snow (1994), Fletcher and MacWhinney 
(1995), Ritchie and Bhatia (1999)). However, the set of languages for which acquisition 
data are available is still comparatively limited and contains only very few endangered 
languages. Nevertheless, crosslinguistic acquisition studies have already proved crucial 
for testing claims about potential universals of child language and child-directed 
speech, for investigating the temporal organisation of language development, and for 
studying the development of grammar, lexical items, conversational competence and 
narrative skills.  

2.1 Universals of child language and child-directed speech 

Potential universals of child language and child-directed speech play a central role in 
the debate about the role of nature and nurture in language acquisition, which has been 
driven by research on the so-called logical problem of language acquisition (see Pinker 
(1989), Bertolo (2001) for an overview): children only hear a finite number of target 
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language utterances, but they learn to produce, understand and judge an unlimited 
number of utterances. Thus, they have to generalise from individual utterances to the 
regularities of their target language. These generalisations could potentially deviate 
from the regularities of the child's target grammar in two ways: The child's 
generalisations might be too restrictive, or not restrictive enough. If the child’s 
generalisation is too restrictive, the target might contain structures which are not 
covered by it. For instance, upon hearing input sentences with overt subject noun 
phrases (e.g. Giovanni canta ‘John sings’), an Italian child might incorrectly assume 
that all Italian sentences must have an overt subject. This incorrect generalisation can 
easily be rejected on the basis of positive evidence (input sentences) as Italian children 
will hear a large number of sentences where the subject has been dropped (e.g. canta 
‘he sings’).  

In contrast, if the child’s generalisation were not restrictive enough, it would 
allow for the production of sentences that are ungrammatical in the target language. For 
example, German children are confronted with input sentences where the subject noun 
phrase is omitted in topic position (e.g. Hast Du Hunger? Nein, ___ hab gerade 
gegessen. 'Are you hungry? No, ___ have just eaten'). Based on such sentences, a 
German child could arrive at the incorrect generalisation that subjects can be omitted in 
any sentential position (like in Italian). In this case, positive evidence is not sufficient to 
show that the child’s generalisation is incorrect. Input sentences with omitted subjects 
in topic position as well as input sentences with overt subjects would be compatible 
with the child's incorrect generalisation. Rather, the child would require negative 
evidence, i.e. information about the ungrammaticality of the sentences that the child 
incorrectly expects to be grammatical (in this case: sentences with omitted subjects in 
non-topic position such as Gerade hab ___ schon gegessen. ‘Just have ___ already 
eaten'). Crosslinguistic studies have shown that even though parents might sometimes 
correct their children, negative evidence is not systematically available to all children at 
all stages of development (see Marcus (1993) for an overview). Hence, acquisition 
researchers have to explain how children either avoid incorrect generalisations or 
recover from them if they cannot rely on negative evidence. 

Generative linguists argue that children do not come up with random 
generalisations that then have to be rejected on the basis of negative evidence for the 
resulting errors. In their view, innate linguistic universals constrain all utterances of 
human languages so that generalisations which would violate these universals are never 
made and thus never have to be rejected. In order to support this assumption, generative 
acquisition researchers try to show that children may produce utterances that are not 
target-like, but that these utterances are possible structures of human languages and 
positive evidence is sufficient to overcome the non target-like generalisation. For 
instance, they have shown that English-speaking children sometimes fail to invert 
subjects and auxiliaries when they form questions (1), but when they are confronted 
with sentence pairs like (2) they do not seem to come up with the incorrect 
generalisation that questions in English are formed by fronting the first auxiliary of the 
sentence – even though this generalisation would be compatible with pairs of simple 
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sentences like (2) (Crain 1991). They never produce errors like (3), but form correct 
questions for sentences with embedding as soon as these structures can be tested (4).  

(1) Where the chicken is running? 

(2) The chicken is running. Is the chicken running?    

(3)  * Is the farmer who ___ running after the chicken is bald? 

(4) Is the farmer who is running after the chicken ___ bald? 

This can be captured by the so-called Structure-Dependency Principle 
(Chomsky (1966)). According to this principle, all grammatical operations refer to 
structural aspects of grammatical representations, and not to properties like linear order. 
Thus, children should entertain correct or incorrect generalisations about the auxiliary 
of the main clause, but no generalisations about the first auxiliary in a sentence. Recent 
minimalist versions of generative grammar try to derive principles like the Structure-
Dependency Principle from more general principles of cognition (see Eisenbeiss (2005) 
for an overview). However, independently of the status of universal constraints, we 
need more data from typologically diverse languages to test the claim that such 
constraints prevent certain types of generalisations and errors in children's language.  

Such data is also required to evaluate usage-based approaches to language 
acquisition (e.g. Tomasello (2003)). According to these approaches, very general 
cognitive principles are sufficient to constrain children's hypothesis space because 
children are quite conservative. They start out with limited generalisations, which are 
centred around individual lexical items and phrases - and then gradually extend these 
generalisations by analogy. Evidence for these claims comes from studies showing a 
high proportion of formulaic utterances in early child language as well as initial 
restrictions of morphemes and constructions to particular lexical items (see Tomasello 
(2003) for an overview). However, the studies available so far typically involve single 
children and their mothers and were conducted in Western societies. Thus, it is still 
open whether these results can be generalised to different cultural and family settings. 
In addition, recordings from situations which are less ritualised and more linguistically 
challenging than meal times, picture-book reading, and recurrent games are required to 
avoid any underestimations of children's linguistic productivity. 

Cross-cultural and crosslinguistic studies have already provided a more 
nuanced picture of children's input. For instance, they refuted the claim that all children 
receive systematic implicit negative evidence, i.e. different types of responses of adults 
to children’s incorrect and correct utterances (for instance more questions following 
incorrect children’s utterances; see Marcus (1993) for discussion). However, there is 
initial evidence for other universal properties of children’s input, in particular the 
predominant use of simple sentences, a high pitch and a high degree of variation in 
intonation (Ingram (1989), Locke (1995)). Moreover, child-directed speech is 
characterised by sequences of adult utterances with a constant communicative intention 
and different types of variation in form, e.g. lexical substitution and rephrasing, a shift 
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from full noun phrases to pronouns, the addition, deletion or reordering of constituents 
(Küntay and Slobin (1996), Eisenbeiss (2003), Bowerman et al. (2003)). Such 
‘variation sequences’, together with syntactic simplification and strong prosodic 
patterns, can highlight constituent boundaries as well as morphological contrasts and 
provide evidence for word order flexibility, syntactic processes, and the optionality of 
particular constituent types. But, again, crosslinguistic and cross-cultural studies are 
needed to determine which of these properties are truly universal and how exactly they 
contribute to the process of language acquisition. 

2.2 The temporal organisation of language development  

Acquisition researchers not only have to find solutions for the logical problem of 
language acquisition and to test their claims about universals in crosslinguistic and 
cross-cultural studies. They also have to explain why a given grammatical property is 
typically acquired at a particular age, i.e., they have to account for the absolute timing 
of individual acquisition processes. Moreover, they must provide an account for the 
order in which grammatical phenomena are acquired, i.e. for the relative timing of 
language development.  

With respect to the absolute timing of language development, some generative 
linguists argue that certain grammatical properties only become available after a certain 
point in development, activated by processes of neural maturation. For instance, Borer 
and Wexler (1987, 1992) have claimed that some of the syntactic processes required for 
the formation of passive sentences like The man was bitten by the cat "mature" around 
the age of four. This hypothesis, which was based on English, has been challenged by 
studies on other languages, where passives are more frequent in the input (see e.g. 
(Suzman (1985), Pye and Poz (1988), Demuth (1989, 1990), Allen (1994), Allen and 
Crago (1993, 1996)). In these studies even two-year old children have been found to 
produce passives productively, which suggests that the relevant syntactic processes are 
already available to them. Moreover, such findings show the potential impact of input 
properties like frequency.  

With respect to the relative timing of acquisition processes, researchers have 
referred to both formal and conceptual factors. The most (in)famous form-oriented 
approach was the so-called derivational theory of complexity (Miller and Chomsky 
(1963), Brown/Hanlon (1970)). According to this approach, complex sentences are 
derived from basic sentences by transformations and the more transformations a 
construction involves the more complex it is - and the later it should be acquired. For 
instance, passives are assumed to be derived from active sentences by the passive 
transformation and should thus be acquired after active sentences. The derivational 
theory of complexity could not be confirmed empirically and proved to be too simple to 
capture the complexity of language development (Fodor et al. (1974), Ingram (1989: 
435ff.)).  

One of the best-known concept-based accounts of developmental orders was 
developed by Gentner (1982). According to her, nouns are universally acquired before 
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verbs because nouns can easily be mapped onto object concepts whereas the mapping 
of verbs onto action concepts is cognitively far more complex. However, recent studies 
have shown that children do not acquire verbs later than nouns when verb types are 
more frequent in child-directed speech than noun-types – as in Mandarin Chinese and 
Korean (Choi and Gopnik (1995); Tardif (1996)).  

Taken together, the available results suggest that acquisition orders cannot 
simply be predicted on the basis of form or meaning alone, but result from a complex 
interplay of formal and semantic factors. For instance, studies on many Indo-European 
languages have documented a two-word stage in which grammatical morphemes and 
function words are frequently omitted, giving the impression of telegraphic speech (e.g. 
doggy run instead of the doggy is running). In contrast, children acquiring Greenlandic 
Eskimo, where the input consists mainly of polysynthetic verbs, do not exhibit a two-
word stage, but go through a stage where most utterances do involve more than two 
morphemes (Fortesque and Lennert Olsen (1992)). This suggests that there might 
indeed be some maturational constraints on early child language, but that they do not 
simply affect all grammatical elements or particular syntactic operations. Rather, they 
seem to put an upper limit on the number of elements that children can produce in early 
stages of language development – and the morpho-syntactic properties of the target 
language then determine how this limitation affects child language. However, in order 
to test such accounts for the timing of language development, we need more studies 
which systematically vary the formal complexity of constructions and word forms 
within and across typologically diverse languages. 

2.3 Grammatical development 

In addition to the logical problem and the problem of development and order, 
acquisition researchers must explain how children acquire the form-meaning pairings 
encoded in the morphemes and constructions of their target language. In the 1980s and 
1990s, several explicit models were developed. Proponents of the so-called semantic 
bootstrapping approach postulated an innate repertoire of grammatical categories, 
which are inherently linked to innate semantic categories (e.g. NOMINATIVE or 
ERGATIVE: Tr.AGENT, NOMINATIVE or ABSOLUTIVE: Intr.AGENT; 
ACCUSATIVE or ABSOLUTIVE: PATIENT; Pinker (1984). Moreover, children are 
assumed to use semantic information and their innate form-function links to find 
instances of their innate grammatical categories in the input. For instance, they could 
compare the markers for AGENT and PATIENT arguments of intransitive and 
transitive verbs to find out whether their target language had an accusative system 
(itr.AGENT= tr.AGENT) or an ergative system (itr.AGENT = tr.PATIENT). In such a 
model, children have to compare markers for arguments of transitive and intransitive 
verbs and thus must be able to unambiguously distinguish between them. However, in a 
language with argument ellipsis like Japanese, many transitive verbs frequently occur 
with just one argument or no arguments at all. Thus, Pinker would either have to 
explain how children manage to distinguish transitive and intransitive verbs or he 
would have to give up the assumption that children make a decision about the 
transitivity of every single verb they hear (see Lüpke, this volume on the relation 



Sonia Eisenbeiss 112 

between lexical transitivity and argument occurrence in discourse in Jalonke). 
Moreover, he would have to extend his model to explain how children acquire 
languages with a split case system, where arguments with the same thematic role can 
carry different markers, depending on factors such as tense, aspect, person, animacy, 
pragmatic function, etc. (see Dixon (1987), VanValin, (1992), Blake (2001)). Such an 
extension would, for instance, be necessary to account for the acquisition of Hindi, 
where ergative markers are restricted to perfective contexts (see Kachru/Pandharipande 
(1978), Kachru (1987), Narasimhan accepted, a, b). 

Similar problems arise for syntactic bootstrapping approaches, which claim 
that the syntactic frames of verbs can help children to home in on plausible verb 
meanings (see e.g. Gleitman (1990), Fisher et al. (1994), Naigles (1990, 1996)). For 
example, based on research with English-speaking children, Fisher et al. (1994:366) 
argue that children who hear a verb with three noun phrases in a sentence like She 
VERB-ed the chicken some food can infer that this verb expresses transfer. However, 
even the closely related language German exhibits sentences with three noun phrases 
which exhibit the same case markers and syntactic properties as the three arguments of 
the possession transfer verb geben 'to give', but do not encode transfer or possession 
(e.g. [Die Frau]NOM hackt [dem Huhn]DAT [den Kopf]ACC ab; [The woman]NOM 
hacks [the chicken]DAT [the head]ACC off; 'The woman is hacking the chicken's head 
off'). Moreover, not even the sentence as a whole needs to encode possession or transfer 
when a verb appears with three noun phrases. For instance, according to Wilkins (p.c.), 
the perception verb see/look in the Australian Aboriginal language Arrernte occurs with 
an ergative, an accusative and a dative noun phrase, but this verb does not express 
transfer and the dative noun phrase does not encode a GOAL or a POSSESSOR, but the 
endpoint of a path of vision (which is the location of the event participant that is 
encoded as an accusative noun phrase).  

Findings such as those mentioned above have led to a number of revised 
models which take the crosslinguistic variability in argument realisation and form-
meaning mapping into account and try to accommodate the linguistic properties and 
acquisition facts which have already been documented in crosslinguistic studies on 
adult and child language (see e.g. Eisenbeiss (2003), Fisher (1999, 2002) and the 
references cited there). These models cannot be discussed in detail here, but it is clear 
that any further development in this direction will require even more precise 
information about interlanguage variability and potential universals as well as 
information about acquisition paths and error patterns for typologically diverse 
languages. The same is true for models of the acquisition of other syntactic, 
phonological or semantic aspects of language.  

2.4 Lexical development 

Languages do not exhibit a simple 1:1 mapping of atomic concepts to lexical items. 
Rather, languages differ with respect to the way in which they divide their semantic 
space and package meaning components in lexical elements, and children must learn 
the language-specific semantic distinctions and packaging. For instance, languages 
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encode different amounts and types of event-participant information in their predicates 
(see e.g. Brown 2001), e.g., the roots of holding or carrying-verbs in Tzeltal Maya 
reflect where and how on the body the object is supported (on head, in arms, etc.), 
while speakers of Navajo must choose a verb root according to properties of the carried 
object itself (animate, a container with contents, etc.). Moreover, predicates impose 
constraints on participants and selection restrictions. For instance, the associated body 
part is not an argument of carrying verbs in Tzeltal.  

Initial studies showed that children learning English and other European 
languages often fail to respect predicate constraints on event participants, e.g., they 
apply break to the tearing of cloth or paper and cut to smashing a walnut with a mallet 
or crushing ice with a rolling pin (Bowerman (1978), p.c., E. Clark (1993)). Such errors 
suggest that children start out with relatively undifferentiated event meanings and only 
later constrain them by adding in finer participant specifications. However, children 
acquiring Korean differentiate accurately among verbs for putting clothing on various 
body parts (Choi and Bowerman (1991)), and learners of Tzeltal discriminate among 
several verbs for carrying objects (Brown (2001)). Thus, more crosslinguistic studies 
are required to determine when and how children home in on the language-specific 
semantic distinctions of their target.  

In addition, there are many studies on the acquisition of lexical packaging, 
most of them based on Talmy's typology of motion event encoding. According to 
Talmy (1985), motion events involve four basic components – MOTION, FIGURE (the 
moving entity), GROUND (the reference point object with respect to which the figure 
moves) and PATH (the course followed by the figure with respect to the ground). In 
addition, a motion event can have a MANNER or a CAUSE. Languages differ with 
respect to the way they package the different aspects of motion events for linguistic 
encoding. In so-called satellite-framed languages like English, the motion component is 
typically conflated, i.e. combined with the manner or cause of the motion and encoded 
in the verb, whereas the path is expressed by a ‘satellite’, e.g. a spatial particle or a 
prepositional phrase (Jack walked/ran into the room). In contrast, in verb-framed 
languages like Spanish, the path and motion tend to be conflated and realised in the 
verb whereas manner – if expressed at all, is encoded separately, e.g. in an adverbial 
phrase (Jack entro al cuarto caminando/corriendo 'Jack moved-into the room 
(walking/running)'). Since the 1990s, a growing number of studies have investigated 
how children learn the appropriate packaging of the motion event components in their 
target language (e.g. Berman and Slobin (1994), Bowerman et al. (2003), Slobin 
(2004)). These studies have shown that even the earliest word combinations are 
influenced by the lexical packaging strategy of the target language. However, more 
studies are required to determine how they arrive at these patterns and how they deal 
with lexical items in their language which do not exhibit the dominant conflation 
pattern of the language (e.g. the English verb to enter, which conflates MANNER and 
PATH like a verb from a satellite language). Moreover, we need more studies on the 
acquisition of languages that do not show a clear satellite-framed or verb-framed 
pattern, e.g. languages with serial verb constructions (e.g. Lao) where the different 
semantic components can be encoded in separate verbs.  
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2.5 The acquisition of narrative skills and conversational 
competence 

Learning a language is not restricted to acquiring its grammar and lexicon. Speakers 
have to go beyond individual utterances and produce connected discourse and they 
must become a competent member of a particular linguistic community.  Hence, a good 
documentation of child language must provide a basis for studies on narrative 
development and the linguistic socialisation process that leads to conversational 
competence in a particular community. 

The starting point for studies on narrative development is the fact that the 
world does not present separate ‘event units’ which can then be encoded in discourse. 
Rather, events must be construed and verbalised through choice of perspective and 
through the grammatical options of the target language. Moreover, a narrative does not 
consist of a simple linear chain of events, but involves hierarchical structuring of the 
plot. Thus, children have to learn the language-particular means of event filtering, 
packaging and plot structuring; and a growing body of crosslinguistic studies have 
investigated how they achieve this (see e.g. Berman and Slobin (1994), Strömqvist and 
Verhoeven (2004)). Many of these studies involve similar or identical stimuli (e.g. 
wordless picture books) and thus allow for detailed crosslinguistic comparisons. These 
comparisons show that, independently of the target language, children initially tend to 
treat scenes as isolated events and only later start to relate events more by temporal 
links. However, by the age of nine, they are usually able to distinguish between 
foregrounded and backgrounded information, to encode temporal and causal 
connections, and to make evaluative statements about the states of mind of the 
characters in the narrative. Moreover, from the earliest stages, children are highly 
influenced by the linguistic means that their target language provides for 
perspectivisation and event packaging. Thus, there does not seem to be an initial 
universal stage in narrative development.  

Studies on linguistic socialisation and the development of conversational 
competences investigate the factors that enable children to become a competent 
member of a particular linguistic community. Such studies have compared the 
interactions of children with their siblings, peers, older family members and other 
adults and they have shown the following factors to be crucial: explicit comments or 
differential responses for specific aspects of linguistic behaviour, the provision of adult 
and peer models, and the participation in particular gender- or class-specific subcultures 
which create and maintain particular styles of interaction (see e.g. Ochs and Schieffelin 
(1986, 1995), Coates (1998)).  

2.6 Implications for data collection 

The discussion in this section has shown that crosslinguistic studies on children’s 
language and input are essential for a more nuanced picture of language acquisition. 
They have contributed to the debate about the logical problem of language acquisition 
by revealing potential universal properties of child language and child-directed speech. 
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For this it is necessary to obtain samples of children's interactions with primary 
caretakers, peers, siblings and other speakers in their community. Simply recording 
individual children’s interactions with a researcher will not provide information about 
the relation between children's linguistic behaviour and the input they actually receive 
in their daily lives.  

Crosslinguistic acquisition studies have also addressed the problem of 
development and order and investigated the relative and absolute timing of acquisition 
processes. Some of these studies involve longitudinal designs which focus on 
individual development and monitor the language development of individual children 
by recording them several times over a long interval. Others are cross-sectional studies 
with larger groups of children from different age ranges who are each recorded at one 
point in time only. These cross-sectional studies can supply acquisition researchers with 
representative information about the ages at which children typically master particular 
grammatical phenomena. However, at least three children per age group are required to 
capture inter-individual variation in the speed of linguistic development. Moreover, 
these children should be carefully chosen. For instance, one cannot study the crucial 
developmental processes between the age of two and three years if all three year olds in 
the sample are linguistically precocious and the two-year olds are developing 
comparatively slowly. Therefore, when planning a cross-sectional study, it is advisable 
not to rely on information about chronological age alone, but to supplement the 
information about age with a general measure of linguistic development for each child.  

The most common general measure for linguistic development is the so-called 
MLU, i.e. the mean length of utterance (Brown (1973)). The MLU is calculated by 
determining the total number of morphemes in a sample with at least 100 utterances 
and dividing it by the number of utterances; see Brown (1973:53ff) for details of the 
original procedure and the CHILDES webpage for details on calculating MLU-values 
with the CLAN tools (http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/). The rationale for this measurement 
is based on the idea that an increase in average sentence length reflects an increase in 
morpho-syntactic complexity (see e.g. Brown (1973:53)). This assumption is not 
without problems. For instance, a 6-morpheme utterance like Sally want no more egg 
now, which lacks several grammatical morphemes, is morpho-syntactically less 
complex than a 5-morpheme utterance like Sally want-s egg-s, which exhibits target-
like grammatical markers.  

The exact procedures for MLU-calculation have to be adapted to the 
morphological properties of the respective language; and researchers have to decide (i) 
how speech should be segmented into utterances, (ii) which utterances should be 
included in the sample, and (iii) how the number of morphemes should be determined. 
All of these issues are a matter of debate (see e.g. Brown (1973), Eisenberg et al. (2001: 
328ff) for discussion and further references.). Nevertheless, it is generally accepted that 
the MLU is a better predictor of linguistic behaviour than chronological age alone – at 
least as long as the MLU values are small. MLU-values above 3 or 4, which are typical 
for children of three years and older, tend to show a higher degree of variation and 
fluctuation (see Eisenberg (2001:325) for references and discussion). Hence, they are 
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assumed not to be reliable measures of linguistic development, but to reflect the nature 
of the particular communicative interaction (see e.g. Brown (1973)).  

Thus, the mean length of utterance may not be a perfect measure of linguistic 
development and will have to be adapted to the language in question, but it can provide 
additional information for participant selection and help to achieve a more 
representative sample. Nevertheless, it is still difficult to draw direct inferences about 
developmental orders from cross-sectional samples as they do not provide data on 
individual development. A more reliable indicator of developmental orders is 
implicational relationships between the mastery of different grammatical phenomena. 
Take, for instance, a cross-sectional sample where (i) some children produce morpheme 
A as well as morpheme B, (ii) some children use only A, and (iii) no child shows 
mastery of B, but not A. Here, the acquisition of B implies the acquisition of A – which 
suggests that A is acquired before B – or at least not later.  

Beyond providing information about universals and developmental orders, 
both longitudinal and cross-sectional acquisition studies with typologically different 
languages have helped to evaluate and modify models of grammatical development. 
For such studies, it is crucial to take into account that not all grammatical phenomena 
necessarily pose the same learnability problems. For instance, children might not learn 
the distribution of case markers, which are quite closely linked to thematic roles, in 
exactly the same way as the distribution of gender markers, which might have some 
semantic basis, but are ultimately based on purely distributional co-occurrence patterns 
in contexts of agreement (see Pinker (1984) and Eisenbeiss (2003, 2005)). Thus, these 
differences are reflected in acquisition models and in order to test such models, 
acquisition researchers need a data base that allows them to investigate a broad variety 
of grammatical phenomena. As not all of them are highly frequent, this might require 
either large samples or the use of elicitation techniques (see section 5). Moreover, 
children show considerable variation with respect to the absolute and relative timing of 
the acquisition process, the proportion of formulaic utterances etc (see e.g. Bates et al. 
(1995)). In addition, some children initially tend to replace function words or 
morphemes with phonologically reduced forms whereas others omit these elements 
completely or produce fully inflected - but often not target-like - forms from the 
beginning (Peters (2001a, b), Eisenbeiss (2003)). Thus, in order to distinguish between 
general acquisition mechanisms employed by all children and individual strategies or 
preferences, it is crucial to evaluate acquisition models on a representative sample of 
children which includes children from different genders and social groups as well as 
children with different personality types.  

For studies on lexical development, data for different semantic domains are 
needed and these data must involve the linguistic encoding of similar, but slightly 
different events and objects to allow for detailed studies of children's semantic space 
and its development. This makes it advisable to use elicitation techniques to 
supplement spontaneous speech samples. Moreover, for fine-grained semantic analyses 
of words for events, topological relations and (parts of) objects, the intended referents 
of these words must be clearly identifiable from the non-linguistic context, which is 
easier with video recordings than with audio recordings or note-taking. This is also true 
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for studies on aspects of events that are not easily recoverable from audiotapes (e.g. the 
exact manner of motion of a motion event described by the child).  

Finally, for crosslinguistic acquisition studies on conversational competence 
and narrative skills, one needs representative data samples which involve participants 
from different social groups and genders and cover interactions both within and across 
genders, social and age groups. Moreover, one should record narratives which come 
from different genres and are aimed at different audiences. In order to keep them 
comparable across cultures, one should consider the use of well-established elicitation 
techniques and materials (e.g. video-clips and picture-books that have been used in 
previous crosslinguistic studies; see section 5). 

Thus, in sum, data for acquisition studies must come from a broad range of 
participants, genres, and discourse types and provide data for different grammatical 
phenomena and semantic domains. Moreover, studies on grammatical and lexical 
development tend to focus on children below the age of six; and studies on 
phonological development often even start with the very earliest sound productions of 
children. In contrast, studies on narrative development typically involve older children. 
Thus, data from a broad age range is required to allow for different types of analysis. 
Ideally, the documentation should cover the time span from birth to the pre-teenage 
years. This requires efficient corpus planning. In particular, it is advisable not to record 
a comparatively large group of individual children and to obtain input samples for each 
of these children from their primary caretakers. Rather, one should try to make 
recordings in a small number of families who come from different social backgrounds 
and each have several children. In this way, less time is required for travelling between 
recording sites and setting up equipment and one needs to record fewer adults for an 
analysis of children’s input. In addition, the recording of all siblings provides a better 
basis for input analysis as it provides crucial information which is often neglected in 
studies where only the primary caretaker’s conversations with the target child of the 
study are recorded and other sources of input are ignored. Moreover, factors of social 
group are easier to control if the sample involves several groups of children who share 
the same social and family background. However, this strategy might have to be 
modified for studies in cultures where small families are the norm or at least common. 
Here, it is advisable to record at least some single children in order to ensure 
representativeness. Moreover, some group recordings with several peers should be 
made to obtain a larger sample of children and to capture input from peers. 

3. Descriptive, theoretical, and historical linguists 

Careful corpus planning is also required if child language documentation is not only to 
make a contribution to acquisition research, but also to the description of adult 
language and its change over time. In the following, I will use a few examples to show 
how child language studies can supplement studies on morphological default 
operations, verb classes, implicational universals and language change. I will not argue 
that the acquisition results provide data that are "better" than data from studies on the 
adult linguistic system and, of course, the interpretation of individual findings is still a 
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matter of debate. However, I will argue that any claims about linguistic structure are 
stronger if they are based on converging evidence from typological and crosslinguistic 
acquisition studies. Moreover, I will show how the consideration of learnability issues 
which arises from acquisition studies might provide a new perspective that could lead 
to deeper insights into the linguistic systems of the world's languages and their 
development over time.  

3.1 Morphological default operations 

When several different morpho-syntactic operations compete, the status of these 
operations needs to be determined. Specifically, grammatical operations like the 
addition of an affix can be default operations; i.e. can apply to any member of the 
respective category, regardless of phonological or semantic properties, unless the 
application is blocked by the existence of a stored form.  An example of this would be 
the English plural rule which adds –s to any noun without an irregular plural. 
Alternatively, an operation can be productive, but its application may be restricted to a 
particular subset of elements from this category which shares certain semantic, 
phonological or morphological properties, i.e. the operation can have an input 
condition. For instance, the affixation of the genitive singular marker –s in German is 
restricted to a particular declination class (so-called strong non-feminine nouns). And 
finally, a grammatical operation might be completely unproductive synchronically, like 
the affixation of –en in English irregular plurals (e.g. oxen).  

Assigning a morphological operation to one of these three classes is not 
always straightforward. For instance, German noun plurals involve one of five plural 
endings (-s, -(e)n, -e, -er, -ø). Theoretical linguists agree that –er and -ø are not 
productive, but there is an ongoing debate about the status of the other plurals (see 
Clahsen (1999) and replies for an overview): –(e)n and -e are frequent and productive, 
but tend to appear with nouns that have particular morpho-phonological properties (e.g. 
feminine nouns ending in schwa for -(e)n). In contrast, -s has a low frequency, but 
applies to a broad range of nouns, including borrowings, acronyms and novel words. 
Therefore, there is a debate whether the more frequent or the more unrestricted plural – 
or none of them – is a default form. Similarly, Dutch has two plural affixes, -s and –n, 
which both apply to nouns that have particular phonological properties. Therefore, it is 
debated whether they both have the same status or whether one of them involves a 
morphological default operation.  

These debates are far from settled and linguists have brought forward many 
arguments which are based on the adult language. Recently, acquisition studies have 
started to shed new light on these issues (see e.g. Clahsen (1999) and replies). In 
particular, researchers argue that children should overgeneralise default affixes to 
contexts in which a more specific form is required (e.g. ox-es instead of oxen). 
Moreover, default overgeneralisations should even occur when the respective operation 
has a low frequency (like the German –s plural) and they should not be restricted to 
items with particular phonological or semantic properties. In contrast, unproductive 
processes should only lead to few, similarity-based overgeneralisations. And processes 
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with input conditions should lead to generalisations which are constrained by these 
conditions. For instance, if the German -(e)n- plural is a process with an input condition 
(a restriction to feminine nouns ending in schwa), it should be generalised to all nouns 
fulfilling this condition – even if the child has not heard them yet. In addition, 
processes with input conditions might be influenced by input frequency because 
children need evidence for the acquisition of the process itself and for the acquisition of 
its input conditions. Thus, data about overgeneralisations cannot only inform us about 
the acquisition process, they can also help linguists to determine the status of 
grammatical representations. So far, this type of research has been restricted to a few 
Indo-European languages (most of them Germanic). Only recently, researchers have 
begun to study more complex morphological systems in non-Indo-European languages 
(e.g. the noun class systems of Bantu languages, see e.g. Demuth 1992, 1994).  

3.2 Verb classes and form-meaning mappings 

Linguists interested in form-meaning mappings use the syntactic behaviour of verbs to 
classify them and to derive information about form-meaning mapping from these 
classifications (see e.g. Levin 1993). For instance, linguistic studies on German and 
other languages (e.g. Basque) have distinguished two classes of two-place dative verbs 
(e.g. Wunderlich 1997, Joppen and Wunderlich 1995); and acquisition studies with 2-3 
year old German children support these analyses: The dative argument of verbs of 
social interaction encodes a THEME and typically follows the nominative-marked 
AGENT noun phrase (see (5)). Moreover, the dative argument can become the 
nominative subject in so-called recipient passives (see (6)).  

(5) Der Junge NOM hilft dem HuehnerzuechterDAT.  

The boyNOM helps the chicken farmer DAT  

(6)  Der Huehnerzuechter NOM kriegt geholfen  

The chicken farmer NOM gets helped 

Therefore, it has been claimed that these dative THEME arguments carry a 
lexical case but otherwise behave like THEMEs which are realised as direct accusative 
objects. This is supported by the observation that children tend to initially replace the 
dative marker for the THEME with an accusative marker and start to produce the 
correct marking on a verb-by-verb basis as expected for an acquisition process that 
involves the learning of the item-specific properties of individual verbs (Eisenbeiss 
(2003), Eisenbeiss et al. to appear).  

In contrast, dative EXPERIENCER/POSSESSORs tend to precede the 
nominative-marked STIMULUS/POSSESSUM (see (7)) and cannot become the subject 
in recipient passives (see (8)). Hence, it has been claimed that the dative 
EXPERIENCER/POSSESSOR is ranked higher than the STIMULUS/POSSESSUM of 
these verbs, but carries a lexical dative marker instead of the nominative marker for 
higher arguments. Evidence for this assumption comes from the observation that 
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children overgeneralise nominative markers to dative EXPERIENCER/POSSESSORs 
(Eisenbeiss (2003); Eisenbeiss et al. to appear).  

(7) Dem Huehnerzuechter gefaellt die neue Huehnerrasse. 

To-the chicken farmer DAT appeals the new breed of chicken NOM 

(8) * Der Huehnerzuechter kriegt gefallen. 

The chicken farmer NOM  gets pleased

Similar classes of dative verbs have also been documented for typologically different 
languages like Japanese and Basque (see e.g. Gamerschlag (1996), Joppen and 
Wunderlich (1995)); and child data could reveal whether similar error patterns can be 
observed for such languages. Similarly, theoretical linguists have provided a variety of 
analyses for the distinction between unaccusative and unergative verbs and these 
analyses have been the basis of studies on several Indo-European languages and should 
be tested on a larger variety of languages (e.g. vanHout (1996)).  

3.3 Implicational universals 

Typologists and acquisition researchers have a shared interest in implicational 
universals, which state that the presence of one linguistic property in a language implies 
the presence of another linguistic property in the same language. For instance, Jakobson 
(1942) claimed that the occurrence of fricatives should presuppose the occurrence of 
stops. Hence, one should not find a language that has fricatives, but no stops. Moreover, 
if children’s grammars were subject to the same constraints that apply to adult 
speakers’ grammars, there should be no stage in language development where children 
already produce fricatives, but no stops.  

Thus, child language data could provide additional evidence for implicational 
universals which are established on the basis of typological studies. In addition, 
acquisition models can provide accounts for implicational universals. For instance, 
according to Greenberg's universal number 36, the occurrence of grammatical gender 
distinctions implies the occurrence of number distinctions (Greenberg (1963:74)). 
Similarly, crosslinguistic acquisition studies show that two- and three-year olds already 
exhibit gender distinctions, but gender acquisition does not seem to start before number 
distinctions appear (see Eisenbeiss (2003) for an overview). 

This is unexpected if one adopts a semantic-bootstrapping analysis of gender 
acquisition like Pinker (1982). According to this analysis, children use the natural 
gender of noun referents and innate links between innate gender categories and 
concepts of natural gender to find instances of gender categories (i.e. forms with a 
particular gender) in the input. Thus, acquiring gender distinctions should be 
independent of the acquisition of other morphological distinctions and children should 



Documenting Child Language 121

be able to acquire linguistic systems that have gender, but no number distinctions.1

Hence the implicational relations between gender and number cannot be captured if one 
assumes that gender distinctions are acquired by bootstrapping from natural gender. 

In contrast, the observed implicational relations between gender and number 
can be captured if one considers the different status of number and gender features: 
number features do not encode an inherent property of a noun or verb. Rather, they can 
be treated as output features for grammatical operations which apply to these lexical 
elements. For instance, the addition of a noun plural marker can be interpreted as an 
operation which creates a plural form with output specification [+PLURAL] that 
contrasts with a singular form with the specification [-PLURAL]. Moreover, children 
should be able to determine the meaning distinctions that correspond to the contrasts 
between singular and plural forms independently of other grammatical features (see 
Eisenbeiss (2003) for details).  

In contrast, gender distinctions may be semantically motivated, but they are 
ultimately based on purely distributional co-occurrence patterns in contexts of 
agreement (Corbett (1991)). Moreover, gender features (and noun class features) are 
inherent features of nouns and not assigned to them by a grammatical operation. Hence, 
they are not output features. However, they can impose restrictions on the application 
of grammatical operations, e.g., a [+FEMININE]-feature can restrict the affixation of 
the Latin nominative plural marker –ae  to those adjectives which agree with a feminine 
noun. Adjectives agreeing with neuter or feminine nouns carry different affixes in the 
plural. Thus, gender features can be analysed as input features which restrict operations 
that assign output features. Eisenbeiss (2003) argues that children can only detect such 
a restriction on a grammatical operation once they have identified this grammatical 
operation in the first place. For instance, children can only acquire gender-based 
restrictions for plural affixes once they have discovered that plurals are marked 
differently from singulars. Only then can they establish a paradigm with the respective 
output forms – e.g. a simple adjective paradigm with a singular and a plural cell. If the 
language exhibits gender distinctions, they could find two or more gender forms 
competing for cells in this initial paradigm. This should then motivate the detection of 
the distributional patterns for the different gender forms that compete for one cell.  

Note that this account for Greenberg’s universal 36 is solely based on the 
claim that output features like NUMBER can be acquired independently of other 
features, whereas the acquisition of input features like GENDER requires the prior 
detection of output feature distinctions. This account does not make any predictions 
about GENDER and NUMBER per se. Other output features (e.g. case features) could 
also provide the basis for the discovery of gender distinctions. Hence, the fact that 
Greenberg only found an implicational relationship between gender and number - and 
not between gender and other output features like definiteness - might be an artefact of 
the pervasiveness of number distinctions in the world's languages.  There might be 

                                                
1Moreover, if Pinker's analysis were correct, children should show specific problems with the gender of 
inanimate noun referents as these do not have any natural gender, but this prediction could not be 
confirmed (MacWhinney 1978, Maratsos/Chalkey 1980, Levy 1983, Mills 1986, Müller 2000). 
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languages with gender distinctions which do not exhibit number distinctions, but given 
the learnability argument discussed above, such languages should have other nominal 
output features that result in paradigmatic contrasts. This hypothesis could be tested 
both in typological studies and in acquisition studies where implicational relations in 
the acquisition process could be investigated. Thus, in sum, data on developmental 
sequences in child language cannot only provide additional evidence for implicational 
universals which are established on the basis of typological studies. They can also 
provide a learnability account for such universals and a new perspective for further 
studies.  

3.4 Language change 

Language change occurs when particular linguistic properties are not transmitted across 
time, i.e. when older linguistic properties or elements are reanalysed and/or substituted 
by newer linguistic properties or elements. Adult monolingual native speakers exhibit 
such substitutions in the lexical domain, where they use new words to replace old 
words. In contrast, systematic grammatical innovations do not seem to be characteristic 
for adult monolingual native speakers (see Kroch (2001)). Rather, the lack of 
transmission for grammatical properties seems to be related to the process of language 
acquisition. Thus, the documentation of child language and child-directed speech is 
relevant to the study of language change. In particular, it can help historical linguists to 
determine whether linguistic change arises due to processes involved in first language 
acquisition or due to the way in which adults learn a second language in situations of 
contact.  

Many historical linguists attribute language change to subtle changes in the 
evidence available to children learning their first language (see e.g. Lightfoot (1991, 
1999)). For instance, the so-called principles and parameters model of generative 
grammar postulates innate universal wellformedness constraints for linguistic 
representations and innate "parameters", i.e. a finite set of values from which learners 
can choose on the basis of simple input data. For instance, the verb-second parameter 
determines whether finite verbs are positioned in the second position of the sentence 
and can be preceded by any other constituent (as in German) or not (as in English 
where the position immediately preceding the verb is restricted to subjects). The 
trigger, i.e. the relevant positive evidence for the [+VERB SECOND]-setting of this 
parameter would be sentences with a non-subject constituent in sentence-initial position 
and a finite verb in second position, e.g. object-verb-subject sentences. This trigger 
could become rare in children's input, for instance because their parents start to use 
fewer object-verb-subject sentences and instead produce more subject-verb-object 
sentences, which are compatible with both settings of the parameter. Such a lack of 
trigger data could then prevent children learning a verb-second language from setting 
the parameter to the target value – and thus lead to language change. Thus, adults might 
not change their grammar, but they might start to use certain linguistic structures less 
frequently, which might lead to their children building up grammatical representations 
that are different from the language of their parents.  



Documenting Child Language 123

Note that the idea that changes in input frequency can bring about syntactic 
change may be central for generative approaches, but it is also compatible with usage-
based accounts of language acquisition. After all, such accounts assume that any type of 
language acquisition is driven by frequent patterns of form/meaning mappings in 
learners’ input (e.g. Tomasello (2003)) – and thus it can be expected that changes in 
these patterns cause children to develop linguistic representations that differ from the 
ones of the older generation, who was exposed to data with different frequency 
distributions. Thus, independently of the linguistic framework, one would expect that at 
least some processes of linguistic change arise due to processes involved in first 
language acquisition. Then, syntactic innovations should be visible in children’s data, 
but not in the data of their parents. However, the change should be caused by a low 
frequency of trigger data, which should be detectable by an analysis of children's input. 
Thus, an analysis of children's own language and their input could provide evidence for 
approaches that link changes in grammar to processes of first language acquisition.  

However, many researchers assume that at least some language change 
processes are not caused by children, but can be attributed to the way in which adults 
learn a second language in situations of language contact, (e.g. Thomason and Kaufman 
1988). In these situations, a group of adults might learn the second language 
imperfectly, due to interference from their first language. If their second-language 
usage then becomes the input for their children, they might pass on the interference-
based properties of their own imperfectly learned second language. In such a situation, 
innovations should appear in the data of adult native speakers, and their children should 
pick up these changes in their own speech – a prediction that could be tested by 
analysing children's own language production and their input. Thus, in sum, child 
language data and children's input data can help historical linguists to distinguish 
between two different causes of acquisition-related language change: (i) frequency 
shifts in input data for first language acquisition and (ii) imperfect second language 
learning in contact situations.  

3.5 Implications for data collection 

As the previous discussion has shown, acquisition data can contribute to descriptive and 
theoretical linguistics by providing an additional source for testing claims about 
morphological default operations, verb classes and implicational universals and by 
providing the basis for learnability accounts for implicational universals. However, 
such a contribution to linguistic research is only possible if the documented child data 
sample involves a broad range of phenomena, including low frequency phenomena 
information about input frequencies for different forms and classes of linguistic 
elements. In order to achieve this, the range of activities and conversation topics for 
spontaneous speech samples should be quite broad. In addition, the individual samples 
should be large enough to allow for quantitative analyses of error data, e.g. for 
comparisons of error rates for different types of arguments or grammatical morphemes. 
Moreover, as I will argue in the following, spontaneous speech samples should be 
supplemented by elicited data that cover the core constructions of the language, ideally 
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with a focus on those phenomena where acquisition data might make a relevant 
contribution to language description and linguistic theory.  

When it comes to implicational universals, longitudinal studies can provide 
fine-grained information about steps in development. However, just as claims about 
implicational universals in typology should be based on a sufficiently large sample of 
languages, claims about implicational universals in development should be based on 
(cross-sectional) studies with representative groups of children for different age ranges 
so that inter-individual variation is taken into account. Thus, a combination of 
longitudinal and cross-sectional designs would be optimal.  

For potential contributions to historical linguistics, a good coverage of 
different phenomena is also crucial, but the path of development is slightly less 
important. Rather it is essential to provide child language data as well children's input 
data because both are required to determine whether ongoing processes of language 
change are driven by first or second language learners. Thus, in sum, a documentation 
of child language can make a contribution to descriptive, theoretical and historical 
linguistics if it provides a good coverage of the relevant grammatical phenomena in 
children's own speech and their input and shows the course of children's linguistic 
development.  

4. Language maintenance projects and linguistic communities 

Fieldworking linguists who are mainly interested in language maintenance and 
revitalisation might be very concerned by the idea of allocating their limited resources 
to the collection of child language data. And members of a linguistic community who 
are interested in resources for the maintenance of their language might find acquisition 
data less relevant than texts and recordings which represent more prestigious variants of 
the language. However, as I will argue in the following, documenting child language 
may be a good ‘investment’ for language maintenance projects as it can contribute to (i) 
the assessment of the endangerment status of languages (ii) a positive attitude towards 
the continued use of endangered languages and (iii) the development of resources for 
language maintenance and revitalisation projects.  

4.1 Assessing endangerment status of a language  

For an endangered language to survive, it must be passed on from parents to children. 
Hence, information about the degree to which this intergenerational transmission 
actually occurs is crucial for assessing how endangered a given language actually is 
(see Fishman (1991), Salminen (1999) for an overview of other endangerment criteria). 
Studies on intergenerational transmission typically use demographic data, 
questionnaires and interviews to investigate the size of linguistic communities, their 
attitudes to the language in question and its use, and these studies either focus on the 
official use of languages or they compare their use in different situations (see e.g. 
Fishman (1991) for an overview). 
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However, one could argue that the ultimate test and predictor of language 
maintenance is in parent–child interactions, because interactions between family 
members, in contrast to more formal situations, typically allow for real choice between 
languages. Thus, data on the actual use of different languages in child-adult interactions 
within the family could supplement the findings from demographic, questionnaire and 
interview studies.  In my view this might be useful; the parents I have worked with in 
the creation of child language corpora were usually very keen to provide rich and 
varied linguistic input for their children and most of them were convinced that they 
fulfilled their own expectations to a large degree. But when they actually saw 
themselves on video, they were often surprised by how little they actually talked to 
their children – and how formulaic and full of linguistic routines their actual language 
use was. Hence, data from real child-adult interactions might provide a new perspective 
on statements offered in interviews and questionnaires and such data might help to 
develop better questionnaires with more detailed questions as they show areas where 
self-perception and actual language are most likely to differ. In addition, recordings of 
child-adult interactions where a particular language is chosen over others might also 
provide some information about the attitudes and other factors that influence this 
choice.  

4.2 Fostering a positive attitude towards the continued use of 
endangered languages  

Documenting acquisition data does not only provide a basis for assessing the state and 
development of intergenerational transmission, it can also foster a positive attitude 
towards the continued use of endangered languages. The very fact that a language is 
being documented already adds to its status and might thus make its preservation more 
desirable in the eyes of its native speakers. However, if only prestigious texts and the 
variety spoken by the elders and the elite of the language community were documented, 
this value might not be attributed to other variants and elitist ideologies might lead to a 
disengagement of many speakers who might otherwise become involved in language 
maintenance or revitalisation (see e.g. Flores Farfán (2001), Austin (2004) for a 
discussion of problems caused by linguistic purism and elitism). In contrast, it clearly 
signals the value of ALL variants of a language if researchers take an interest in 
documenting even those varieties which are clearly not "perfect" in the eyes of adult 
native speakers and spoken by low-ranking members of the community. It is probably 
no coincidence that for many European languages, the documentation of dialects and 
child language tended to go hand in hand when it started at the end of the 19th century 
(see e.g. Grimm (1864), Stern and Stern (1907, 1928)). Thus, the very fact that child 
language is documented might already challenge elitist and prescriptive views of 
language that stand in the way of language maintenance.  

The real challenge, however, lies in convincing parents and educational 
professionals that the continued use of an endangered language does not limit the 
professional and social perspectives of children who grow up with this language as their 
native language or as one of the core languages in a multilingual setting. Here, the 
results of studies on multilingualism which clearly show its benefits could prove 
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helpful. Such studies show that providing children with input or instruction for the 
endangered language does not impede the acquisition of the national language and 
reading skill; rather it promotes the child’s educational and cognitive development and 
at the same time it increases the active participation of parents in their child’s schooling 
and the child’s esteem for the parents (see e.g. Dolson and Mayer, 1992, Cummins, 
1989, 1992, 2000). However, despite the fact that multilingualism is not the exception, 
but the norm for speakers across the world (see e.g. Cook 2003 for discussion), the vast 
majority of studies on bilingualism or multilingualism are based on pairs of languages 
that are closely related (e.g. English/German or German/Italian) and/or spoken in a 
Western society (e.g. Spanish/Basque, Welsh/English etc.; see e.g. De Houwer, A., 
1995 for an overview and the journals International Journal of Bilingualism, 
Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, and Bilingual Research Journal as well as 
Linguistics for current studies). Thus, more data on multilingualism with different 
language combinations in different cultural settings are needed to eliminate negative 
myths about early bilingualism and to dispel the worries about bilingual language 
development that might prevent parents and education professionals from raising 
children with two languages (see e.g. the publications by Multilingual Matters). In 
addition, such studies could determine successful practices that foster the continued use 
of endangered languages rather than enhancing the existing shift towards a dominant 
language.  

4.3 Resources 

When it comes to resources for language maintenance or revitalisation projects, it is 
quite obvious that a good knowledge of children's lexical and grammatical abilities at 
particular stages is necessary for the development of age-appropriate teaching 
materials. Also, it is clear that curricula for language teaching might benefit from 
information about the order in which grammatical phenomena are typically acquired in 
first language acquisition. But the contribution of child language documentation and 
description to language teaching can go beyond these more obvious applications.  

Firstly, studies suggest that it can help children to move from oral conversation 
to written text creation when they can transcribe their own speech (see e.g. Hidi and 
Klaiman (1984), Annany and Casell (2001)). Hence, audio and video recordings of 
children could become part of literacy programs. Secondly, at least some language 
teachers promote the use of children's songs or nursery rhymes in language teaching as 
these texts highlight the dominant stress patterns and the rhythmic properties of the 
language. Moreover, the embedding of linguistic activities in musical activities with 
children could help older learners in language revitalisation projects to overcome 
inhibitions in the use of a language they do not master fully. Finally, children's songs 
and nursery rhymes and indeed any (semi)ritualised linguistic practices involving 
children and adults are crucial for the intergenerational transmission of language and 
thus their documentation can help to support these practices.  

The collection of such data requires only some basic knowledge of audio and 
video recording, which can be taught to members of the language community far more 
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easily than traditional linguistic elicitation or transcription techniques. Thus, it can 
become part of strategies for involving the language community in the documentation 
process instead of relying on a top-down approach to language planning and schooling 
(see e.g. Flores Farfán (2001), Austin (2004) for overviews and discussion of 
community involvement issues). 

4.4 Implications for data collection 

In the previous sections, I have tried to show how the documentation of child language 
can help linguists and linguistic communities to assess the endangerment status of a 
language, to foster a positive attitude towards the continued use of this language, and to 
develop resources for its maintenance. However, some of the data collection methods 
which acquisition researchers typically employ might need to be modified for such an 
enterprise. Firstly, the assessment of intergenerational transmission requires 
information about actual child-adult interactions in a broad variety of everyday 
situations – and not special ‘free play’ sessions between the child and a researcher or a 
parent, which are not typical for children’s daily linguistic experience. Secondly, 
acquisition researchers typically focus on productive language use as they are interested 
in the child's developing linguistic abilities. Hence, they might not record children's 
songs, stories or nursery rhymes or other cultural and linguistic practices which are 
important for the creation of a language documentation that can inform and support 
language maintenance projects. Finally, the previous discussion has stressed the 
importance of community involvement in the documentation process as well as in the 
organisation and use of the resulting materials. As I have pointed out, one way of 
getting community members involved is to make them part of the recording process – 
even when this may mean investing more time for training than usual for a language 
acquisition research project where the researchers are doing most of the recordings 
themselves or with one or two assistants. Note, however, that a restriction of the 
sampling to a small number of extended families might mean that only comparatively 
few adults would have to be trained to do recordings.  

Making a documentation useful for a community might also mean including 
more data from linguistic activities that are enjoyable to watch or listen to. This 
requirement clearly needs to be balanced with the needs of linguists and other language 
professionals who need information about a variety of linguistic elements and 
constructions. Elicitation games, which provide both information and a certain amount 
of entertainment, might provide at least a partial solution for this problem (see section 
5). 

5. Summary and discussion 

In the preceding section I have shown how at least three types of potential users can 
benefit from the documentation of child language. Firstly, such documentation can help 
language acquisition researchers to investigate potential universals of child language 
and child-directed speech, the timing of acquisition processes, and the development of 
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grammar, lexicon, conversational competence and narrative skills. Secondly, 
descriptive, theoretical and historical linguists can use acquisition evidence for their 
studies on morphological default operations, verb classes, implicational universals and 
language change. The learnability issues which arise from such studies might provide a 
new perspective that could lead to deeper insights into linguistic representations and 
their development. Thirdly, the documentation of child language can help language 
maintenance projects to assess how endangered a language really is, to foster a positive 
attitude towards the continued use of this language, and to develop the resources for 
language maintenance and revitalisation projects.  

The discussion in the previous sections has shown that this combination of 
benefits can only be achieved if the documentation involves participants from different 
social groups, age ranges and genders. As discussed above, this is easier if researchers 
focus on a few families with several children instead of recording individual children  
and their respective primary caretaker(s). Moreover, if the recording is focused on a 
few families it is easier to train the comparatively small number of adults in these 
families to do the recordings themselves. Thus, this organisation of the recording 
process might make it easier to involve members of the respective linguistic community 
in the data collection – which might make the documentation more valuable for them. 
The value of the documentation for the community can be further enhanced if 
community members are able to use the documentation for their own purposes, in 
particular for the creation of teaching materials and the support of cultural and 
linguistic practices. Such uses of a documentation require that it covers a broad range of 
grammatical phenomena, lexical elements, genres, and discourse types. 

In this respect, the needs of community members and the needs of acquisition 
researchers and other linguists overlap. In addition, acquisition researchers and other 
linguists need data that are comparable enough to support crosslinguistic and cross-
cultural studies. In order to achieve both broad coverage and crosslinguistic 
comparability, it is advisable to combine the four most common data types in 
acquisition studies and documentation projects: (i) observed communicative events, (ii) 
experimental data, (iii) staged communicative events, and (iv) data collected via 
linguistic elicitation. 

5.1 Observed communicative events 

In his article about documentary linguistics, Himmelmann (1998) defines 
communicative events as those in which external interference is limited to the fact that 
this event is being observed and/or recorded. Acquisition researchers typically call 
recordings of observed communicative events ‘spontaneous speech samples’ or 
‘naturalistic data’. Despite the differences in terminology, recording spontaneous 
speech samples is common both in fieldwork and in acquisition studies because this 
data type is least likely to be affected by the observer's paradox (Labov (1972:113)), i.e. 
the fact that the objects of research are susceptible to change because of the ongoing 
research process, in particular the presence of researchers, stimuli or recording 
equipment. This is especially important for longitudinal studies, where stronger and 
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systematic observation effects can develop over time. Moreover, spontaneous speech 
samples can be obtained from speakers of all ages without any prior in-depth 
knowledge of the respective language and without having to create special stimuli or 
experimental items. Finally, spontaneous speech samples are required for MLU-
calculations, can be analysed with respect to a broad range of phenomena, and can 
provide input data if children are recorded with their main communicative partners. 
Thus, spontaneous speech samples should be the basis of any documentation and they 
can also provide useful initial information for the creation of stimuli for elicitation and 
experiments.  

However, recording procedures have to be adapted to the fact that the level of 
background noise tends to be louder and children are often less focused, cooperative, 
and well-articulated than adults (see Slobin (1967) and Demuth (1996) for many 
helpful suggestions). Moreover, when transcribing children’s speech, researchers have 
to make decisions about conventions for transcribing and annotating utterances which 
are not target-like (e.g. utterances with baby words like doggy or words with omitted 
syllables like (ba)nana, and utterances with omitted grammatical morphemes like 
chicken eat.). The CHILDES webpage provides information about the CHAT format 
for transcription and annotation and the bibliography contains many useful references 
(http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/). 

Even when these issues are taken into account, simply observing 
communicative events has its limitations. Firstly, one might not be able to obtain 
enough data for the study of linguistic phenomena which are comparatively rare in 
everyday conversations (for instance passive sentences with three-place verbs like The 
chicken was given some food by the farmer). Secondly, observing communicative 
events provides researchers with positive evidence, i.e. information about constructions 
that are grammatical for the speaker under study. But spontaneous speech samples do 
not supply negative evidence, i.e. they cannot tell researchers which constructions are 
ungrammatical for the speaker. After all, even if a certain type of utterance does not 
occur in a large spontaneous speech sample, this might simply be due to the discourse 
situation in the recording. Hence, the absence of particular constructions in spontaneous 
speech samples cannot be taken as evidence for their ungrammaticality. Thirdly, 
recording children (or other speakers) in routine situations might lead to an 
underestimation of their linguistic abilities as such situations do not require very 
sophisticated descriptions, negotiations or explanations that might involve more 
complex constructions. And fourthly, cultural practices and even the most basic 
everyday situations can differ widely from culture to culture – or even from family to 
family within the same culture. Thus, if one simply records those activities that are 
representative for the respective speaker or community, the communicative events that 
are observed might be very different from recording to recording, which makes 
crosslinguistic and cross-cultural comparisons difficult. 
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5.2 Experimental data 

In (psycho)linguistic experiments, researchers carefully manipulate one or more 
variables (e.g. CONSTRUCTION TYPE, INFLECTION TYPE, or AGE ) and measure 
whether any changes with respect to this variable have an effect on the speaker’s or 
listener's behaviour. For instance, one could compare correctness rates for active and 
passives and for different age groups in an experiment where children have to point to 
pictures corresponding to active sentences (e.g. The chicken is chasing the duck) or 
passive sentences (e.g. The chicken is being chased by the duck). Experiments can be 
used to study a variety of linguistic behaviours (production, comprehension, 
grammaticality or truth-value judgment, imitation, etc.), and some types of experiments  
can provide negative evidence  (see e.g. Crain and Thornton 1998, Lust et al. 1999, 
McDaniel et al. 1996, and Menn and Bernstein-Ratner 2000 for introductions to 
experimental methodology for child language studies).  

Experiments involve more control, but also more external interference than the 
mere observation of communicative events. Thus, care must be taken to minimise 
unwanted task effects. More serious problems with the use of experiments result from 
the fact that many experiments can only be carried out with children that are at least 
three years old. Moreover, the design of successful experiments requires careful and 
systematic manipulation of linguistic variables and thus detailed prior knowledge about 
the respective grammatical phenomenon. Hence, experiments can only be used for the 
documentation of a language when detailed knowledge about the relevant construction 
is already available to the researcher – either from previous studies or at a later stage in 
a documentation project. However, it might be advisable to pilot the experimental 
technique and some initial stimuli at an earlier stage as this might show which 
modifications are necessary to adapt the technique and the materials to the research 
environment and the linguistic properties of the language.  

5.3 Staged communicative events 

Staged communicative events are communicative events which are enacted for the 
purpose of recording and thus do not serve any specific communicative purposes other 
than producing data (Himmelmann (1998)). Researchers staging such events might 
either give rather general instructions (e.g. 'tell me that story we talked about') or 
provide more specific stimuli (e.g. drawings, photographs, toys, or films). The use of 
elicitation stimuli is a comparatively recent development in descriptive and 
documentary linguistics (see Lüpke, this volume) as well as in acquisition research. 
Nevertheless, it is very promising for child language documentation projects.  

Similarly to spontaneous speech samples, the application of elicitation games 
or stimuli is limited to the study of language production and can only provide positive 
evidence. However, the staging of communicative events can provide more 
crosslinguistic comparability as well as more control and richer data sets than  
observation of communicative events. Nevertheless, in contrast to experiments, the 
staging of communicative events tends to be exploratory in nature as no strict 



Documenting Child Language 131

experimental design is involved. For the fieldwork situation of many documentation 
projects, this can be an advantage as the staging of communicative events requires less 
detailed prior knowledge about the constructions of the language than the design of 
linguistic experiments.  

Moreover, many elicitation stimuli are freely available and have been used for 
a large number of languages so that crosslinguistic comparisons are possible. Among 
the best known stimuli for children is the so-called “frog-story” stimulus, a word-less 
picture book that has been used in studies on narrative development (Berman and 
Slobin 1994, Strömqvist and Verhoeven 2004). Other stimuli that can be used with 
children are the “Fish Film” videos by Tomlin (1995, 1997), the “Pear Story” 
developed by Chafe (1980), the stimuli from the LEXLERN-project (Eisenbeiss et al. 
1994), and many of the stimuli which can be found in the field manuals of the 
Language-and-Cognition group of the MPI for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen (see 
http://www.mpi.nl). 

5.4 Data collected via linguistic elicitation  

Linguistic elicitation is a type of communicative event that has been invented for 
linguistic research and documentation, and three types of elicitation can be 
distinguished: (i) contextualising elicitation, where native speakers are asked to 
comment on or provide contexts for a given word or construction, (ii) translation, 
where native speakers are asked to translate a given form into their native language, and 
(iii) judgment, where native speakers are asked to evaluate the acceptability or 
grammaticality of a given form or construction (Himmelmann (1998)). The 
methodology of elicitation is still a matter of intense debate (see e.g. Matthewson 
(2004) and the references cited there for discussion). Moreover, linguistic elicitation 
requires the speaker under study to possess well-developed meta-linguistic abilities and 
is thus not easily applicable for child language studies. However, it might be possible to 
adapt some of these techniques for exploratory studies with children. 

6. Conclusion 

In summary, documentation of child language enables language acquisition researchers 
to investigate potential universals of child language and child-directed speech, the 
timing of acquisition processes, and the development of grammar, lexicon, 
conversational competence and narrative skills. It provides descriptive, theoretical and 
historical linguists with additional evidence for their studies on morphological default 
operations, verb classes, implicational universals and language change, and the 
learnability issues which arise from such studies might provide a new perspective that 
could lead to deeper insights into linguistic representations and their development. 
Moreover, the documentation of child language can help language maintenance projects 
to assess how endangered a language really is, to foster a positive attitude towards the 
continued use of this language and to develop the resources for language maintenance 
and revitalisation projects. In order for these benefits to be achieved, any 



Sonia Eisenbeiss 132 

documentation of child language should involve children from different social groups, 
age ranges and genders as well as their parents, caretakers, siblings and peers. At the 
same time it should combine spontaneous speech data, experimental data, staged 
communicative events, and elicited data to capture a broad range of linguistic 
phenomena and the full range of children’s linguistic abilities. Most importantly, 
however, the documentation of child language should be integrated into larger 
documentation projects and resources should be made easily accessible beyond the 
domain of language acquisition researchers. First steps in this direction have been 
made, see e.g. current developments in the CHILDES project 
(http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/), the collaboration of the Language Acquisition Group of 
the MPI for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen and the DOBES project (http://www.mpi.nl) 
or Lust et al. (2005); but we still need to develop better common standards for 
elicitation, data collection, recording and archiving techniques and feasible solutions 
for the ethical, legal, and logistic problems that all language documentation projects 
have to deal with – whether they focus on adult or child speakers.  
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