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MOTIVATION



To understand how humans acquire the capacity 
to perceive, comprehend, and produce language

Biological factors …
 Innate linguistic and/or cognitive abilities
 Mental architecture, mechanisms of storage and access

Environmental factors …
 Input, interaction
 Culture, family, SES

Linguistic factors …
 Language structure – phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, etc.
 Frequency, integrating multiple cues

Need data from many languages to understand what is really 
universal (i.e. true for all humans) and what is language-specific

GOAL OF LANGUAGE ACQUISITION RESEARCH
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IMPORTANCE OF MANY LANGUAGES

“[T]o show how the child’s mind can learn …, with 
approximately equal ease, any one of [a] vast range of 
alternative systems … calls for a diversified and strategic 
harnessing of linguistic diversity as the independent 
variable in studying language acquisition …: Can different 
systems be acquired by the same learning strategies, are 
learning rates really equivalent, and are some types of 
structure in fact easier to use?”
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7000+ languages in the world, 400+ language families
Represents vast diversity in linguistic phenomena and structures
50% of these  languages predicted to be lost by end of century

VAST LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY
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Rich tradition of crosslinguistic work including:

 Comparable analysis across languages (Slobin 1985-1997)

 Comparative analysis across languages     
(e.g. Berman & Slobin 1994, Dressler & Karpf 1995, MacWhinney & Bates 1989)

 Data archiving, sharing, and analysis programs (MacWhinney 2000)

 Individual corpora in several languages 
(e.g. K’iche (Pye), Sesotho (Demuth), Zulu (Suzman), Warlpiri (Bavin), Inuktitut 
(Allen), Mohawk (Mithun), Navajo (Courtney)

Clear impact of this work on theory and understanding of acquisition

EXISTING RICH TRADITION
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<2% of languages covered in top 4 acquisition journals (103/7000)
Research highly skewed to English and other Indo-European languages

BUT STILL MUCH TO BE DONE

Kidd & Garcia 2022

English: 54%, Other IE: 30%, Non-IE: 16%
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Indo-European and non-IE research highly skewed to a few languages

BUT STILL MUCH TO BE DONE
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KEY QUESTION
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Word list for one child

WAYS TO ADDRESS THE CHALLENGE

Resources:
Money, 

Personnel

Less

More

Impact:
Linguistics,
Community

Smaller

Larger

Time:
Researcher,
Language

Less

More

Full longitudinal study for 
20 children

Solutions that are
both useful 
and doable!

 Need different approaches for different situations
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ACQUISITION 
SKETCH PROJECT



https://nflrc.hawaii.
edu/ldc/sp28-the-
acquisition-sketch-
project/



Facilitate collection and analysis of acquisition corpora that are:

 Small-scale and manageable

Comparable to facilitate crosslinguistic comparison

Achievable with realistic resources

Useful for testing and developing theories

Useful for documentation, maintenance, and revitalization

Well-annotated and sustainably archived

 Incorporating ethnographic and metalanguage data

GUIDING FOCUS FOR PROJECT
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Observable spontaneous language use in dynamic everyday contexts

Main age range for development (ages 2, 2½, 3, 3½, 4)

Representative-ish – two children at each age

Five hours of data – one hour for each age (30 minutes per child)

Main areas of language 
– phonology, lexicon, morphology, syntax, gesture

Child language and child-directed language

KEY FEATURES OF ACQUISITION SKETCH
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Researchers with:
 Experience and knowledge of the language
 Some resources and time
 Community with fluent L1 learners
 Not necessary to have acquisition background 

Ideal for:
 Language documenters
 Community members
 PhD students

Goal: Reduce barriers via concrete guidelines

LIKELY SKETCH WRITERS
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SKETCH ACQUISITION MANUAL (SAM)
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Structure of the Corpus

 Age/number of children

 Amount of data

 Participants and content

 Rationale for setup

PART 1: THE SKETCH CORPUS
CONSTRUCTING THE CORPUS 

Practical Considerations

 Identifying children and 
contexts

 Recording setup

 Archiving and metadata

 Ethical considerations
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Preparing Files for Transcription

 Transcribers

 Segmentation

 Tiers

PART 1: THE SKETCH CORPUS 
PROCESSING THE DATA 

Transcription and Translation

 Deciphering utterances

 Transcription and the 
adult interpretation

 Transcription as data 
collection

 Beyond transcription
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GUIDELINES AND SUGGESTIONS:
DATA RECORDING OPTIONS
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QUESTIONS TO SPARK IDEAS:
SELECTING PARTICIPANTS
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EXAMPLES FROM EXPERIENCE:
EQUIPMENT / TRANSCRIBING OPTIONS

Defina et al. 2023a, p. 17, p. 28 Motivation Sketch Project        Discussion        22



Background

 Language typology

 Data

 Learning environment and 
ethnotheories

Multilingualism

PART 2: THE ACQUISITION SKETCH
CONTEXTUALIZING THE SKETCH

Outlook

 Community report
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Child-Directed Language

 Scaffolding techniques

 Responding to non-target-
like utterances

 Phonology and prosody
 Lexicon and semantics
Morphosyntax

 Gestures

PART 2: THE ACQUISITION SKETCH 
WRITING THE SKETCH

Child Language

 Phonology and prosody

 Lexicon and semantics

Morphology

 Syntax

 Gesture
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GUIDELINES AND SUGGESTIONS:
CHILD MORPHOLOGY
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KEY CONCEPTS FROM LITERATURE:
TYPICAL FEATURES OF CHILD-DIRECTED LANGUAGE
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QUESTIONS TO SPARK IDEAS:
ROUTINES IN CHILD-CAREGIVER INTERACTION
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SUMMARY BOXES:
KEY AREAS OF FOCUS IN PHONOLOGY

Defina et al. 2023b, p. 67 Motivation Sketch Project        Discussion        28



EXAMPLES FROM ONGOING SKETCHES:
DATA SET FOR PITJANTJATJARA
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EXAMPLES FROM ONGOING SKETCHES:
CDL INTONATION IN QAQET
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EXAMPLES FROM ONGOING SKETCHES:
WORD TRUNCATION IN INUKTITUT
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EXAMPLES FROM ONGOING SKETCHES:
DEICTIC GESTURES IN MURRINHPATHA
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THREE SKETCHES SO FAR
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MLU in morphemes increases with age
Some differences between children at a given age
 Literature: Consistent with pattern from other languages
 Larger study: Same pattern but more variation between children 

CLASSIC FINDINGS – INUKTITUT SKETCH

DOES MLU INCREASE WITH AGE?

Lee & Allen 2023, p. 189;
Allen & Dench 2015 Motivation Sketch Project        Discussion        34



1-morpheme words most frequent at every age
3-morpheme words common by 2;4, 7-morpheme words by 2;10

 Literature: Consistent with West Greenlandic data
 Larger study: Similar results

TYPOLOGICAL FEATURES – INUKTITUT SKETCH

HOW DOES POLYSYNTHESIS DEVELOP?
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11 passives in 1166 utterances = 0.1%
Infrequent but present, including full passive
Present from 2;4 – much earlier than age 4-9 as predicted by UG
 Literature: Contradicts maturation, supports frequency
 Larger study: Same pattern but much more detailed analysis 

(productivity, verb types, frequency, interaction with structures)

THEORETICAL DEBATES – INUKTITUT SKETCH

DO PASSIVES EMERGE LATE?

1;4 1;10 2;4 2;10 3;4

Short Passive 0 0 1 4 5

Full Passive 0 0 0 1 0

Number of short and full passives at each age
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DISCUSSION



Acquisition Sketch Project provides:
 Format and guidelines for collecting and archiving data
 Format and guidelines for writing an acquisition sketch
Many suggestions, tips, and examples from experience
Clear models to follow from existing sketches
Publishing outlet – Special Issue 28 in LDC
Possibility for future comparative work across sketches
 Support from experienced child language researchers
Community of fellow sketch writers

SUMMARY
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Data are limited
 More suited for description than explanation, for breadth than depth
 Can’t confirm absence of phenomenon, show productivity, do 

inferential statistics to confirm generalizability

Easier to see patterns if you know what to look for
 Think carefully about features of your language and how they may 

address current debates or gaps in the field
 Ask community members about typical strengths / difficulties

Children are variable 
 Some results may depend heavily on which children you select

Work not trivial
 Much less work than larger project but still will take ± 1 year

CAVEATS
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Five hours of data in an acquisition sketch can contribute a lot!

 Useful descriptive findings

 Generalizations about higher-frequency phenomena

 Promising hypotheses for further research

 Support for community materials

 Broader understanding of the variation space

 Increased diversity and corrected bias in acquisition research

TAKE-HOME MESSAGE

Good luck in developing your own acquisition sketch!
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THANK YOU!
QUESTIONS?
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