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Course description

Explaining how children acquire language is a central goal of cognitive science. The
problem is hard due to the diversity found at every level of human languages (Evans &
Levinson 2009). An explanation for children’s linguistic accomplishments cannot be
achieved without an understanding of language diversity, and yet researchers have
documented child language in fewer than 300 of the world’s 7,000+ language
communities. There is an urgent need to expand this dataset by documenting how
children acquire thousands of indigenous languages. These languages possess 80.5% of
the typological variation in human language including such features as out-of-control
reduplication (Upper Chehalis, United States), harmonic pronouns (Lardil, Australia) and
ballistic stress (Chatino, Mexico).

This course will introduce participants to a community-based model of acquisition
research that includes working with indigenous activists and training indigenous speakers
in the art of child language documentation and linguistic research. The community model
strengthens local linguistic infrastructures while engaging with acquisition theories.
Participants will prepare a grant application using community-based approaches that
address the significance and broader impacts of research on the acquisition of indigenous
languages.

The two-week course is divided into four sessions.

Session 1 provides an introduction to the scope and significance language diversity, and
the implications of language loss for the study of child language (Davis et al. 2014; Evans
& Levinson 2009; Kidd & Garcia 2022; Majid 2023; Pye 2021; Singh 2022). The goal of
this session is to discover ways to present language diversity as a linguistic object, and to
prepare a section of a grant proposal that demonstrates the significance of language
diversity in relation to the planned research.

Session 2 will address practical issues in working with indigenous communities
(Eisenbeiss 2006; Kelly et al. 2015; Pye 2022). The goal of this session will be to prepare
a section of a grant proposal that demonstrates the feasibility of the project. The chief
concern is to locate a language community and community members who are willing to
work on the project. It is important to identify the goals of the community and how to



accommodate them. We will discuss ways that participants can locate a community
member who can lead the project, and adjusting outcomes for the project relative to the
level of training needed to achieve the outcomes. Another issue to address is the data that
the investigator will collect, and the time needed to process the data. The methods used to
collect the data must meet the cultural requirements of the community and the
investigator’s access to child speakers. We will address the best practices in documenting
child language that are tailored to the community’s linguistic needs. We will discuss the
difficulties inherent to locating two-year-old speakers and working with their families.
All of these issues are central to justifying a budget for the research. The assignment for
this session will be to write a budget and a budget justification for the research. The
budget should include payment to speakers as research assistants and payment to
children’s families. Finally, we will discuss the ethics of gaining consent for participation
from families and children, and how to demonstrate consent to a funding agency.

Session 3 will be devoted to identifying analytical goals for the project and methods for
achieving them. This session will cover how to demonstrate the scientific merit of the
project. A key element for meeting this goal is recognizing the genius embodied in each
language. We will demonstrate methods for analyzing child phonology, morphology,
lexical categories, argument structure and discourse. We will discuss the limitations of
working with small samples and how the analyses can be adjusted to yield maximum
information from small samples. We will also consider how to expand this framework in
order to work in several communities at the same time. The assignment for this session
will be to identify specific features of a language for study and their implications for
acquisition theory. Participants are encouraged to have a language in mind.

Session 4 will address the broader impacts of acquisition research in indigenous
communities. We will discuss how the training of community members in recording,
transcribing and archiving language data can be repurposed to strengthen the linguistic
infrastructure of the community. We will discuss the production of language materials
that can be shared with the children’s families and community as well as how the results
of the study can be used to support the revitalization of the local language, e.g.,
developing teaching materials, children’s books, etc. We will workshop ideas in this
session for archiving data and communicating the goals and products of the research to
indigenous communities. The assignment for this session will be to write a data
management plan.

This course is targeted towards researchers who are interested in expanding research on
the acquisition of indigenous languages whether they are students or linguists with an
interest in documenting language acquisition. The participants should have intermediate
training in linguistics, but do not need special training in language acquisition.
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