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What’s in a word?

• Word-like units are the child’s initial target for verbal communication. 

• But what counts as a word in a language is going to differ across 
different typologies.

• e.g., Mandarin versus Murrinhpatha
• Typology of language means the lexicon has different relationships to other 

domains of language.

• In CDL, words may be altered in nursery vocabulary. 



Core and extension features

CDL

Child language



Nursery vocabulary: Pitjantjatjara (Defina et al. 2023b)



Nursery vocabulary: Inuktitut (Lee & Allen, 2023)

Simpler phonologically and in affixation, but do not 
necessarily have phonological similarity with adult root.

Use of nursery vocabulary diminishes with development. 



Nursery vocabulary

• What are its structural features?
• Derived from standard lexemes?  How?
• Onomatopoeia? 

• What concepts do they denote?

• In what contexts are they used and by whom?  



What are caregivers talking about? Semantic fields

• The content of conversation 
will have both universal and 
culturally-specific themes.  

• As a starting point, we 
recommend taking the 
semantic fields from the 
MBCDI to categorise the 
distribution of word meaning 
in the input.



What are caregivers talking about? Semantic fields

• The majority of CDL uses a small 
amount of categories.

• This is likely to reflect many things in 
your data:

• Small data set.
• Focus on ‘here and now’ in 

recordings and in CDL in general.
• Socialisation routines (e.g., social 

conventions and reference to 
people). 



Word classes

• Distribution of syntactic categories in CDL and in children’s speech has 
long been of interest to researchers.

• Availability of forms in the input the raw ingredients of children’s acquisition.
• The difference between children’s linguistic behaviour and their input is 

revealing about constraints on learning.

• One common topic in this space has been so-called noun-bias in 
acquisition. 

• Robust evidence in many languages (Dutch, English, French, Hebrew, Italian, 
Korean, & Spanish (Bornstein et al., 2004).

• Less robust evidence in other languages (e.g., Tseltal, Casillas et al., 2024).



Word classes

• We recommend reporting on the distribution of word classes in CDL.

• Note the likely language 
specific nature of this 
endeavour.

• e.g., in Inuktitut, Lee and 
Allen (2023) looked at roots 
rather than surface form, 
since word class can change 
many times within the 
polysynthetic word. 



Word classes

• Creating this distributional description of the input will allow deeper 
interpretation of the children’s productions.

• e.g. Inuktitut-speaking children produced 2x more noun roots than 
verb roots. 



Summary

In your sketch of vocabulary and semantics, we recommend that you:

i. Describe the nature and structure of nursery vocabulary, if it exists.
ii. Describe the semantic fields of words in the input.
iii. Analyse the distribution of word classes in the input. 
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