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Abstract
The outstanding property of human language is its diversity, and yet acquisition data is
only available for three percent of the world’s 6000+ spoken languages. Due to the
rapid pace of language loss, it may not be possible to document how children acquire
half of the world’s indigenous languages in as little as two decades. This loss
permanently diminishes the scope of acquisition theory by removing its empirical base.
In the face of pervasive language loss, the question of how best to document the
language of the last children to acquire indigenous languages assumes critical
importance. A collaborative effort by researchers is required to identify the most
efficient procedures for documenting children’s language, and share them worldwide.
This paper makes the case for documenting diversity and outlines steps needed to
accomplish this goal.

Keywords: documentation; indigenous languages; acquisition toolkit

Introduction

The imminent loss of fifty percent of human languages by the end of the century
(Crystal, 2000; Grenoble & Whaley, 1998; Hale, 1992; Krauss, 1992) will irrevocably
impact empirical research on language acquisition. Currently research on language
acquisition addresses many specialized topics across several hundred languages
constituting roughly three percent of the world’s 6000+ spoken languages (Crystal,
2014). This research has not resulted in a comprehensive description of language
acquisition for even this small set of languages (Berman, 2014). We lack comparative
data on children’s early vocabulary, children’s early sounds, children’s verbs,
children’s use of negation, and children’s use of topics for more than a handful of
languages. The data needed to construct a representative sample of languages to test
acquisition theories in a meaningful way do not exist.

Researchers have previously noted the paucity of documentation on the acquisition of
the world’s languages (Ambridge & Lieven, 2011; Berman, 2014; Lieven & Stoll, 2013;
Lust, 2006; Pye, 2017; Slobin, 1985; Stoll, 2016). Crystal (2014), for example, observed
that over 40 years the Journal of Child Language only published papers on the
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acquisition of 20 languages spoken outside Europe. He added that “Given the presence of
6,000+ languages in the world, it seems we have still some way to go to put typological
flesh on our hypotheses, with several language families having no representation at all in
this.” Kelly, Forshaw, Nordlinger and Wigglesworth (2015: 286) observe that “There is a
dawning realization that the field of child language needs data from the broadest
typological array of languages and language-learning environments.”

Far more serious are the linguistic features that are missing from the acquisition
record. We do not know what unique features children produce in the majority of
languages that remain undocumented. Textbooks on language acquisition do not
include information about the acquisition noun incorporation, split ergativity, switch
reference, obviation or ballistic stress. The urgent need to document the acquisition
of children’s speech in 6,000+ languages can only be addressed by reorienting the
field from an intensive focus on the acquisition of a few languages to the
documentation of child language in thousands of languages. This reorientation sets
new theoretical goals, transforms our understanding of what children acquire, and
brings immense challenges. My goal in this paper is to make the case for reorienting
the field in such a drastic manner, and outline the steps needed to accomplish it.

I focus on documenting the acquisition of indigenous languages in this article
because these languages are critically endangered. As stated on the United Nations
webpage < https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/2019/01/2019-international-year-
of-indigenous-languages/> “In 2016, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a
resolution (A/RES/71/178) proclaiming 2019 as the International Year of Indigenous
Languages, based on a recommendation by the Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues. At the time, the Permanent Forum expressed concern that 40 per cent of the
world’s estimated 6,700 languages were in danger of disappearing – the majority
belonging to indigenous peoples.”

Indigenous languages are the dark matter of the linguistic universe. According to
Ethnologue <https://www.ethnologue.com/statistics/size> just 19.5% of the world’s
languages have 100,000 or more speakers. Assuming that language endangerment is
inversely correlated with the number of speakers suggests that it is critical to
document how children acquire the 80.5% of the world’s languages with fewer than
100,000 speakers. These languages possess 80.5% of the typological variation in
human language that is needed to fully understand children’s ability to acquire
language. Testing a theory of language acquisition with data from 19.5% of human
languages cannot be justified. A sample that is typologically skewed toward
Indo-European languages makes a bad situation worse.

The implications of language loss for language acquisition research

The Sports Sunday section of the June 22, 2014 New York Times ran a picture on its
first page labeled “Indigenous Sateré residents of Nova Belo Horizonte, an
impoverished village in the Amazon basin, watched the World Cup match between
Brazil and Mexico on Tuesday.” The picture accompanies a story by Jeré Longman
with the title “The Everywhere Game: The World Cup’s Fevered Grip Can Be Felt
Even in the Deep, Isolated Amazon Rain Forest, Where Outsiders Seldom Visit.”
The picture shows a family group sitting in a thatched-roof house watching the game
on television. Three men and a 10-year-old girl sit in the front row, while the
women and smaller children sit in the back. While the reporter marveled at the
natives’ determination to watch the game, a linguist sees a picture of the Sateré
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language being replaced by Brazilian Portuguese. The picture captures a two-hour
period in which the younger children observe how the global economy claims the
linguistic affiliation of the dominant family members.

Another New York Times story “A Long-Frozen Place, Melting and Changing Right
Under Their Feet” by Neil MacFarquhar (August 4, 2019) describes how global
warming is reshaping the arctic region of Yakutia in Russia. The January
temperature there now reaches minus 50 Fahrenheit rather than minus 75, which is
enough of a difference to melt the permafrost in unpredictable ways and make travel
more difficult. MacFarquhar writes that “Indigenous peoples are more threatened
than ever … leaving them feeling baffled, unsettled, helpless, depressed and
irritated.” Climate change will contribute to the cultural extinction of many
traditional societies and their languages.

Today, predictions of language loss are nearly as ubiquitous as warnings of global
climate change. Indeed, rising sea levels and desertification will severely impact
marginal societies who typically speak endangered languages. Political conflict, global
pandemics and criminal cartels adversely impact marginal communities that have
maintained indigenous languages for millennia. Language loss also results from
government aid to communities in the form of rural electrification, roads,
community schools and cellphone towers, which improve the lives of many villagers
at the cost of introducing the majority language to minority communities. I still
marvel at watching nature documentaries and professional wrestling matches in
adobe homes in Guatemala that lacked indoor plumbing.

The contexts for language loss have been widely documented (cf. Brenzinger, 2007;
Campbell, 2017; Crystal, 2000; Dorian, 2004; Grenoble & Whaley, 1998; Thomason,
2015). What is not appreciated so well is the increasing rate of language loss and its
profound implications for research on language acquisition. The linguistic consensus
is that half of all languages spoken today will be lost by the end of this century
(Campbell & Belew, 2018; Crystal, 2000; Grenoble & Whaley, 1998; Hale, 1992;
Krauss, 1992). Languages become extinct when their last speakers die. Assuming that
these last speakers are between the ages of 60 and 80 years old when they die
implies that they will be born sometime between 2020 and 2040. In other words,
only two decades remain in which to document how children acquire over half of
the world’s languages.

The documentation of indigenous languages of Mexico is instructive. McQuown
(1955: 501) claimed that “in one small portion of the area, in Mexico just north of
the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, one finds a diversity of linguistic type hard to match on
an entire continent in the Old World.” Ethnologue (Eberhard, Simons & Fennig,
2019) estimates there are 282 indigenous languages in Mexico (https://www.
ethnologue.com/country/MX, accessed 3/3/19). Campbell and Belew (2018) catalogue
the endangered languages in Mexico as well as in Central America and the
Caribbean. Table 1 lists ten indigenous languages in Mexico where some level of
documentation for language acquisition exists, with citations for some of this
research (cf. Pfeiler, 2007). Acquisition studies of a few other indigenous languages
in Mexico are available in student theses and dissertations that are not readily
accessible. The 10 languages belong to four language families and constitute 3.5% of
the 282 living indigenous languages in Mexico. Theories of language acquisition do
not fully address these findings.

It has taken approximately 40 years to assemble this acquisition record for Mexico.
At this pace, one language every four years, it would take another 1088 years to
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document how children acquire the other 272 indigenous languages of Mexico. At twice
this pace, it would still take 544 years. I doubt if we have another 50 years to accomplish
this work. The scarcity of documentation is much the same for Africa, Australia,
Indonesia, New Guinea and every other continent outside of Europe.

Documenting the acquisition of indigenous languages while there are still children
who are acquiring them requires a fundamental shift in the conceptual framework
for doing language acquisition research. There is an urgent need to develop an
approach to document the acquisition of indigenous languages as rapidly as possible,
archiving the research and returning the products of this research to the indigenous
communities. Current methods for language acquisition research are not equal to the
task of documenting the acquisition of four thousand languages in even eighty years
(50 new languages each year for the rest of this century). The prospect of imminent
language loss imposes a moral and scientific imperative to shift from intensive
research on the acquisition of a few languages to comprehensively documenting the
acquisition of the many endangered languages while the languages are still being
acquired by children.

The importance of documenting the acquisition of indigenous languages

The importance of documenting the acquisition of indigenous languages is still not
widely appreciated (Hale, 1998; Mithun, 1998; Pye, 2017). Indigenous languages have
grammatical features that do not exist in better studied languages (Evans & Levinson,
2009; Hale, 1992, 1998; Krause, 1992; Mithun, 1998). We lack information on the
acquisition of ejective, implosive, double articulated and click consonants. Little
information is available on the acquisition of laryngealized vowels and grammatical
tone. Insufficient information is available on the acquisition of ergative and active
agreement, and especially on the acquisition of languages with split ergativity (Bavin
& Stoll, 2013; Pye, 1990; Pye, Pfeiler & Mateo Pedro, 2013). Also lacking is
information on the acquisition of object-initial basic word orders, noun/oblique

Table 1. Published acquisition research for indigenous languages in Mexico

Family Language Acquisition Studies

Mayan Ch’ol de León, 2007; Pye, 2017; Pye, Pfeiler & Mateo Pedro,
2017b

Tzeltal Stross, 1969; Brown, 1994, 1998, 2001; Brown et al., 2013

Tzotzil de León, 2001; Pye et al., 2007; Brown et al., 2013

Wastec Larsen, 1949; Pfeiler & Pye, 2012; Pye & Pfeiler, 2017a

Yucatec Carrillo Carreón, 2007; Pfeiler, 2002, 2003; Straight, 1976

Otomanguean Northern
Pame

Pye, Berthiaume & Pfeiler, 2020, in press

Zapotec de López, 2007; Stemberger & Chávez–Peón, 2014

Totonacan Totonac Montes Castañeda, 2014

Uto-Aztecan Huichol Gómez López, 1998, 2007

Nahuatl Ramírez Nava, 2005
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incorporation and grammaticalized complex animacy hierarchies. Even though the
acquisition of pronouns has been a longstanding focus of research, we know little
about the acquisition of person marking across languages that use pronouns,
pronominal clitics and nominal classifiers (Siewierska, 2004).

Evans and Levinson (2009: 446) observe that “The diversity of language is, from a
biological point of view, its most remarkable property – there is no other animal
whose communication system varies both in form and content. It presupposes an
extraordinary plasticity and powerful learning abilities able to cope with variation at
every level of the language system.” Haspelmath (2010: 85) adds that “Different
languages represent historical accidents and (unless they influenced each other via
language contact or derive from a common ancestor) the categories of one language
have no causal connection to the categories of another language.”

Every linguistic feature, whether they are subjects, passives or stop consonants, is
unique to each language (Comrie, 1981; Port & Leary, 2005; Stassen, 2011). The
difference between the allophonic contrast between plain and aspirated stops in
English, e.g., [p] vs. [ph], and the phonemic contrast between similar sounds in
Thai, e.g., /p/ vs. /ph/, reflects the different ways in which the sounds are organized
in the two languages (cf. Port & Leary, 2005). Evans and Levinson (2009: 433) note
that “experts on sound systems are abandoning the Jakobsonian idea of a fixed set of
parameters from which languages draw their phonological inventories, in favor of a
model where languages can recruit their own sound systems from fine phonetic
details that vary in almost unlimited ways …”

The contrast between put in in English and kkita in Korean reflects the difference
between the IN/ON semantic contrast in English and the tight/loose-fitting semantic
contrast in Korean (Bowerman & Choi, 2001). Bowerman and Choi suggest that
“early semantic development involves a pervasive interaction between nonlinguistic
conceptual development and the semantic categories of the input language, not just a
one-way mapping from preexisting concepts” (2001: 477). The world’s languages
embody different constellations of linguistic features and provide the primary
empirical evidence of children’s capacity to learn a myriad of language-specific
features. The following three examples illustrate diverse linguistic features that remain
outside the scope of acquisition theories.

Sumu is an endangered Misumalpan language spoken by 7,000 people in Honduras
and Nicuragua. Most other Misumalpan languages have died out. Sumu has a
switch-reference system that tracks reference between clauses and distinguishes the
case of the same referent from that of a switched referent. Sentences (1a-b) illustrate
the Sumu switch-reference system (Hale, 1998).

(1) a. yang nawah tal-i îr-ikda.
I tiger see-PROX run-PAST.1SG
‘On seeing the tiger, I ran away (same subject).’

b. yang nawah tal-ing îr-ida.
I tiger see-OBV.1SG run-PAST.3SG
‘Upon my seeing the tiger, it ran away (different subject).’

In (1a), the verb tal ‘see’ has the suffix -i to indicate that the subject has the same
referent as the subject of the following clause. In (1b), the same verb has the suffix -ing
to indicate that its subject has a referent that is not the same as the subject of the
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following clause. Research on the acquisition of switch reference would supply essential
information on children’s ability to track referents across clauses.

In 1966 Ken Hale published a brief note on the pronominal system of Lardil, an
Australian aboriginal language spoken today by fewer than 5 people on Mornington
Island. Norvin Richards noted that Lardil “was deliberately destroyed” through a
program of assimilation and relocation (Wright, 2003). Hale reported that Lardil
pronouns mark a distinction between harmonic and disharmonic generations (2).
The harmonic generations include kinship relations between parents and
grandparents or between parents and grandchildren. The disharmonic generations
include the kinship relations between children and parents. We are unlikely to ever
know how children acquire the harmonic distinction in pronouns, and how they
would extend the pronouns to new acquaintances.

(2) Lardil pronouns (Hale, 1966)
Harmonic Disharmonic

Second person dual kirri nyiinki
Third person dual birri nyiinki
Second person plural kili kilmu
Third person plural bili bilmu

Mam is an Eastern Mayan language with a half million speakers who live in western
Guatemala (England, 1983). Mam generally uses an ergative set of verb affixes to
cross-reference the subject of transitive verbs and an absolutive set of verb clitics to
cross-reference the object of transitive verbs and the subject of intransitive verbs.
Mam extends the ergative set of person markers to cross-reference the object of
transitive verbs in temporal clauses (3). These extensions result in transitive verbs
with two ergative markers, one cross-referencing the subject, and the other
cross-referencing the object.

(3) Mam verb with two ergative person markers (England, 1983: 259)
ok t-kuʔ-ʂ ky-awa-ʔn ʂxaal kxoʔn …
when ERG3SG-DIR-DIR ERG3PL-plant-DEPTV person cornfield
“When the people plant the cornfield …”

The third person singular ergative marker t- in (3) cross-references the cornfield,
whereas the third person plural ergative marker ky- cross-references the people.
Children acquiring Mam must learn when to use ergative affixes to cross-reference
the objects of transitive verbs and when to use absolutive clitics. Fortunately,
acquisition data are available for Mam and show that two-year-old children
understand the form and function of extended ergativity (see below).

We cannot fully understand children’s ability to acquire language until we have
information on the diverse language features that children acquire, including
switch-reference, harmonic pronouns and extended ergative marking. The only way
to gain this understanding is to document how children acquire thousands of
languages that instantiate the full panoply of grammatical features that occur in
human languages. We cannot understand the theoretical implications of acquiring
the unique features of languages without the primary data from children.

Journal of Child Language 459

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000920000318 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000920000318


Impediments to research on indigenous languages

The paucity of research on the acquisition of indigenous languages is evidence of a
systemic gap in the practice of acquisition research in the sense that researchers lack
a framework that motivates the study of indigenous languages on a scale required to
document the acquisition of these languages before they go extinct. The absence of
research on indigenous language acquisition restricts understanding of the
significance of such research, which restricts the resources devoted to such research.

One criticism of rapid documentation projects of the kind I advocate is that such
research should not be undertaken before grammars and dictionaries become
available for the adult language. Without basic linguistic information, the investigator
will lack the requisite knowledge that is needed to understand how the language
really works. My response to this criticism is twofold. First, we are still waiting for
definitive grammars for most languages. We do not have the luxury of waiting for
linguists to produce grammars before documenting the acquisition of endangered
languages. Secondly, the recordings of children interacting with their families reveal a
verbal repertoire that will be missed in standard linguistic fieldwork with adult
informants. In any case, this criticism misses the point of documenting language
acquisition so that a permanent record will exist when a better understanding of the
adult language becomes available.

Another criticism is that children may no longer be acquiring indigenous languages
in monolingual communities. Most indigenous languages have been in contact with
national languages for centuries and have borrowed heavily from the national
languages (Thomason & Kaufman, 1988). Children in these situations may produce
a high percentage of words in the national language. Such situations appear to be
problematic at first glance, but actually present more opportunities than problems
(cf. Pye, 2013; Pye et al., 2020). We do not have a good record of children’s language
for communities that are in the process of abandoning the indigenous language.
Such information would prove vital to programs, which try to strengthen the use of
indigenous languages. Additionally, speakers do not borrow words from the national
language at random. They tend to borrow nouns for consumer goods and retain
verbs from the indigenous language thereby preserving most of the grammar of the
indigenous language. There is much we can learn about the acquisition of
indigenous languages in mixed communities.

A reviewer asked why the focus should be on documenting indigenous languages
with small populations (under 100,000 speakers) when it would be much easier to
document the acquisition of languages with large populations and educated speakers.
While it is much easier to research language acquisition with large populations, there
is no rush to do so. It will be possible to document how children acquire these
languages for the foreseeable future. Moreover, acquisition data are already available
for most languages with more than 50 million speakers: Chinese, Spanish, English,
Hindi, Arabic, Bengali, Portuguese, Russian, Japanese, Turkish, Korean, French,
German and Italian. It will not be possible to document how children acquire
endangered languages much longer.

The time for making excuses for not documenting how children acquire a majority
of the world’s languages has passed. Documenting the acquisition of the world’s
languages requires urgent attention now.

In the following sections I outline the infrastructure that is necessary to increase the
documentation of endangered languages in this century. In the next section of the
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paper, I propose a protocol for language acquisition research whose aim is to produce a
description of language acquisition that is as comprehensive as possible given the
limited time available to record children. The development of a standard protocol for
language acquisition research should produce a dataset that accelerates
cross-linguistic comparisons. The five studies that I propose document basic features
of the acquisition process and can serve as a nucleus for future investigations. In the
third section, I discuss the infrastructure that is necessary to promote the
documentation of acquisition in more languages. A critical step in this endeavor will
be to develop a coordinated plan for determining the languages that are most in
need of documentation. The final section of the paper discusses the broader impacts
that such studies will have on language documentation and language maintenance.

A framework for the rapid documentation of language acquisition

In this section I sketch a course of action for increasing the documentation of
endangered languages in this century. The number of languages that need
documentation and the abbreviated time that is available for documenting them
impose strict limits on any documentation plan. I propose developing a toolkit for
language acquisition research whose primary aim is to document language
acquisition in a manner that is both efficient and comprehensive. This toolkit can be
shared with anyone interested in documenting the acquisition of a language in order
to shift the documentary burden from a small number of dedicated researchers to a
distributed network of documentarians linked through the internet and local
universities. Such a network will enable speakers of indigenous languages to assume
much of the responsibility for documenting the acquisition of their own languages,
and hopefully return the products of their efforts to their community.

Documenting children’s language has five phases: 1) finding and recording the
children and their families, 2) transcribing the recordings, 3) archiving the
recordings and transcriptions, 4) analyzing the results and 5) returning the results to
the community. It is essential to identify ways to make each phase as rapid and
efficient as possible. The transcription and analysis phases generally take the most
time to complete so anything that can be done to shorten these two phases will
increase the number of languages that can be documented. I discuss each phase in turn.

Phase I: Recording children and their families

Many textbooks and field manuals offer excellent guidelines for language acquisition
research. Brown (1973) provides the classic description for recording and analyzing
longitudinal samples of children’s language, and the field manual edited by Slobin
(1967) provides guides to documenting different features of children’s language.
Textbooks by Ambridge and Lieven (2011), Clark (2003), Ingram (1989) and Lust
(2006) describe more recent research procedures. Also worth consulting are guides to
assessing children’s language such as the one edited by Miller (1981). Ingram (1981,
1989) provides procedures for assessing children’s phonological development. More
recent publications identify the best practices for working with children and families
in remote field conditions (cf. Demuth, 1996b; Eisenbeiss, 2006; Kelly & Nordlinger,
2014; Kelly et al., 2015; Stoll & Lieven, 2014).

Time will always be the limiting factor. I estimate that a one-hour recording
generally requires two weeks to transcribe. This rate allows 24 hour-long recordings
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to be transcribed by one person per year, allowing some time away for holidays and
accidents. This schedule limits the documentation to recording one child twice a
month for one hour over the course of one year, recording two children twice a
month for a half-hour, or recording eight children for three hours each. Stoll
(2016:145) suggests recording each child for up to five hours in a single week, but
such a schedule may not be practical in all cultures. Of course, more transcribers or
more time allows more recordings to be transcribed, but increases costs. The
recording schedule is highly dependent on the number and ages of the available
children, which differ by the size of the language community. Recording three
two-year-old children over the course of a year is ideal (cf. Brown, 1973), but
cross-sectional recordings of five children aged 2;0, 2;6, 3;0, 3;6 and 4;0 also yield
useful information (cf. Cook, 2006; Mithun, 1989). Milroy (1987) provides a classic
discussion of the factors that influence the quality of language samples.

Language acquisition researchers will need to seek permission from the families and
language community to conduct their research. This is a delicate process that is
difficult to do without a deep understanding of the community and its language
situation. A very real hazard in work with indigenous communities is that an outside
investigator will unknowingly stumble into a situation that leads to malign rumors
about the purposes of the research. Many indigenous communities have good reason
to be suspicious of outsiders because of their experiences with strangers taking their
resources or their children (Nolan, 2020). The process can be made easier by seeking
the help of experts who work with the community, who can identify the conditions
for doing research in the community, who can introduce the researcher to community
members who can aid in the research, and who can vouch for the integrity of the
researcher. These intermediaries can be linguists or health workers or ideally members
of the community themselves such as college students or school teachers.

Working with small children will likely attract attention from the community as well
as institutional review boards. It is essential to provide children and their families with
information about the purpose of language documentation, and how their identities will
be protected. They should also be informed about the significance of their
contributions. It is of utmost importance to protect the children and their families
from harm so it may be necessary to use audio-recorders rather than video cameras
in order to protect family identities while making the recordings available on a
community language archive. This is not a problem that can be taken lightly, and
must be tailored to the needs of the individual families and communities.

Phase II: Transcription

The pressure of time severely constrains the level of transcription that is useful in rapid
documentation. I advocate the use of a minimalist transcription format that transcribes
what the children say, the adult interpretation of the children’s utterances, and a
translation of the adult interpretation into the national language, cf. <http://pyersqr.
org/minimal/>. An orthographic system is an enormous help to the transcription
process, but otherwise a broad phonetic transcription will serve. Additional
annotations for morphological or discourse analysis complicate transcription and
introduce errors. It is best to avoid adding grammatical codes in order to maintain a
strict separation between the transcription and analysis phases of the project.

One broader impact of language acquisition research should be the training of
members of the language community to transcribe and analyze their own language.
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It is hard to overestimate the impact that teaching speakers to write their own language
on computers has in terms of elevating their respect for their language. Adding speakers
from the language community to the research team, asking them to record, transcribe
and analyze the data they record, and looking for ways to return written products of the
research to the community help to elevate respect for the indigenous language in the
community. It also promotes understanding in the community for the acquisition
research, and extends the training of indigenous peoples to document their own
languages (England, 2003, 2007; Hinton, 2001; Gehr, 2013). One way to return
written documents to the community is to make books for the participating families
from the transcriptions of their children’s recordings that show how their language is
written. Adding photographs of the family members to the books adds to their impact.

The employment of native speakers in the transcription phase of the project
constrains the level of transcription. Adding morpheme glosses and grammatical
codes to the transcription makes it more difficult to recruit native speakers for the
transcription work. Grammatical codes can be added after the basic transcriptions
become available at a time when the investigator has a better understanding of the
language. It is far more important to make use of the linguistic and cultural insights
that native speakers bring to the interpretation of children’s utterances.

Phase III: Archiving the recordings and transcriptions

A plan for archiving the recordings and transcriptions should be a central part of any
language documentation project. The CHILDES archive (MacWhinney & Snow, 1985)
is well-known in language acquisition research, but many other language archives now
exist such as The Archive of the Indigenous Languages of Latin America (https://ailla.
utexas.org), and the Documenting Endangered Languages Programme <https://www.
eldp.net> at the School of Oriental and African Languages. The Language in Time
and Space webpage supplies a list of language archives around the world (https://
lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/langtimespace/resources/resourcesarchives/). The Open
Language Archives Community offers information on the best current practice for
the digital archiving of language resources (http://www.language-archives.org/).

Language acquisition data should be archived with future centuries in mind so it is
important to consider how changes in technology may render the collection
inaccessible. The material will be most useful if it is accessible in the cloud, but
the internet brings a host of problems that include hacking and possible
misappropriation of the material. The safety of the children and the community has
to be paramount when archiving the recordings.

Archiving the recordings generates considerable costs. I estimate that storing a
one-hour, high-definition, video recording with its transcription requires 5 gigabits.
Twenty-four recordings for one child would require approximately 100 gigabits to store.
It is reasonable to assume that the recordings for one language would require 500
gigabits, and the recordings for a thousand languages would amount to 500,000 gigabits.

Recordings of child language document the culmination of the last two-hundred
thousand years of linguistic evolution and constitute a critical part of the world’s
intellectual heritage. The creation and protection of language archives requires a
global initiative similar in scope to the world’s natural history museums. Funding
sources for a project of this magnitude would have to include a mix of public and
private sources. Publicity for the project would increase its visibility and help secure
funding.

Journal of Child Language 463

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000920000318 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://ailla.utexas.org
https://ailla.utexas.org
https://ailla.utexas.org
https://www.eldp.net
https://www.eldp.net
https://www.eldp.net
https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/langtimespace/resources/resourcesarchives/
https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/langtimespace/resources/resourcesarchives/
https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/langtimespace/resources/resourcesarchives/
http://www.language-archives.org/
http://www.language-archives.org/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000920000318


Phase IV: Analysis

A shift to a model of archiving acquisition data for the world’s indigenous languages in
two decades is the main reason to abandon the model of the individual investigator who
collects and analyzes child data from a single language over a period of several decades.
Archived acquisition data for indigenous languages will retain their significance long
after their collectors have retired and the acquisition theories of the day are
forgotten. Shifting the orientation of acquisition research to documentation places a
premium on devising efficient analytical methods and collaborative modes of research.

Researchers must always investigate the grammar of an indigenous language on its
own terms (Boas, 1911). In creating a protocol for child language documentation, it
is essential to invent analysis techniques that can be used with languages of all types
and that use minimal transcriptions. One way to do this is to focus attention on
analyzing the words that children produce. Lexical acquisition stands at the heart of
acquisition research, and only requires minimal assumptions about the adult
grammar. It is also easy to do with minimal transcriptions.

The first step in lexical analysis is to produce a lexical concordance for the children’s
words. A concordance provides the utterance contexts for a child’s production of each
word in the recording. It is best to use the adult targets as the concordance keys in order
to group together a child’s attempts at each adult word. The first publication for any
investigation of children’s language should be a lexical concordance for each
recording. A portion of a lexical concordance for a two-year-old child acquiring
Northern Pame is shown in (4).

(4) A lexical concordance for a two-year-old Northern Pame speaker
Word Begin Time Child’s Utterance Adult Target Translation
daʔtsəlʔ 03:54.9 kiʔil daʔtsəlʔ It bit.
daʔuaɲ 20:56.8 ane daʔuaɲ It threw it.
danã̀s 12:44.2 nas danã̀s orange
dapaj 05:15.5 paj dapaj tomato

16:26.2 paj dapaj tomato
16:30.6 paj dapaj tomato
07:21.6 pa dapaj tomato

The lexical concordance in (4) shows the variation in the child’s production of four
lexical types. The time codes make it possible to locate the child’s utterances in the
original recording. The concordance provides basic data on the lexical categories that
the child produced as well as their type and token frequencies. Information on
concordance programs is posted on my webpage <http://pyersqr.org/minimal/>. In
the remainder of this section I will sketch five studies of children’s lexicons that can
be done with a lexical concordance.

Study 1: The Lexicon
The lexicon has been a neglected area of research on language acquisition partly due to
a lack of appreciation for the degree of lexical variation across languages. Typologists
have long emphasized the differences between words across languages (Haspelmath,
2011; van Gijn & Zúñiga, 2014). One source of variation is the difference between
word units defined by prosody and word units defined by the grammar (Bickel &
Nichols, 2007; Mithun, 2014).
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The grammatical classes of words differ between languages and therefore define a
basic research question that concerns how children establish the grammatical classes
for words in the adult language. Languages may have distinct noun classes for
alienable and inalienable nouns, grammatical gender or arbitrary noun classes.
Languages may have distinct verb classes for transitive, intransitive, stative, existential
and derived verb classes or arbitrary classes for verbs (Grinevald, 2003). Languages
may or may not have distinct classes of adjectives, articles, pronouns, prepositions or
positional verbs. The particle classes never cease to puzzle linguists. Publishing a
simple record of children’s first words is already a major step in documenting the
acquisition of a language (cf. Nelson, 1973, 2014; Rescorla, 1980).

Adding codes for the lexical categories to the lexical concordance makes it possible
to sort children’s words by their lexical category. The sorting can be accomplished
rapidly and accurately in any spreadsheet program. The example in (5) adds a
column for lexical categories to the concordance in (4). The code LD refers to one of
four verb categories specific to Northern Pame (Berthiaume, 2012) while the code
CN is used for common nouns.

(5) A lexical concordance for a Northern Pame child with lexical category codes
Word Category Begin Time Child’s Utterance Adult Target Translation
daʔtsəlʔ LD 03:54.9 kiʔil daʔtsəlʔ It bit.
daʔuaɲ LD 20:56.8 ane daʔuaɲ It threw it.
danã̀s CN 12:44.2 nas danã̀s orange
dapaj CN 05:15.5 paj dapaj tomato

16:26.2 paj dapaj tomato
16:30.6 paj dapaj tomato
07:21.6 pa dapaj tomato

Surprisingly little information is available on children’s lexical development for
indigenous languages. The Northern Pame example shows a child’s production of a
language-specific category of verbs. The examples in (6) show children speaking the
Mayan language Mam using intransitive verbs in contexts where English or Spanish
speakers would use transitive verbs.

(6) Mam children’s use of intransitive motion verbs as substitutes for transitive
verbs (Pye, 2017)
a. WEN (2;0.2)

kuʔ pe tuʔn?
= ma pa 0-kub’ kape t-uʔn-a

REC already ABS3-go.down coffee ERG2-by-ENC
‘Did you already pick the coffee?’ (lit. ‘Did the coffee already go down by you?)

b. JOS (2;7)
maʔ aʃ x wonn.

= ma xaw-ʂ xal w-uʔn-a.
REC rise-away CL.NH ERG1-by-ENC.
‘I lifted it up.’ (lit. ‘It rose up by me.’)

WEN produced the oblique agent phrase using the relational noun t-uʔn-a ‘by you’
in (6a), and JOS produced the oblique agent phrase w-uʔn-a ‘by me’ in (6b). Relational
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nouns take the same possessive morphology as common nouns, but are used to express
syntactic relations. The use of relational nouns to express agents in oblique phrases
enables Mayan languages to use intransitive verbs to express events that involve
agents and patients. Grammatical words such as relational nouns are an important
part of the lexical acquisition process and constitute their own domain of study.
Grammatical words are also one of the primary sources of diversity across languages.

Study 2: Segmental inventories
Phonological research can be the most rewarding research to undertake with small
language samples because the few, isolated utterances that children produce contain a
lot of data on the sounds that children produce as well as the substitutions that
children make for adult sounds. Phonological research provides some of the richest
data on language variation in child and adult speech and we can use these variable
realizations to gain insight into the developing stability of children’s grammar. An
analysis of child phonologies in six Mayan languages demonstrated that the
individual variation for children acquiring each language differed from the variation
for children acquiring the other languages (Pye, Pfeiler, Mateo Pedro & Stengel, 2017c).

A basic phonological study consists of providing an inventory of the sounds that
children produce in their words. David Ingram (1981, 1989) provides an efficient
method for identifying children’s basic segments from the noise of their background
variation. Phonological studies begin with lists of words that children produce so a
lexical concordance feeds directly into studies of phonological development.

Ingram’s method is based on selecting a representative phonetic type from the
variety of phonetic tokens children produce for individual words. The representative
phonetic type serves as a compromise between all of the words children produce and
their variations on each word. The Northern Pame example in (5) shows four
attempts by the child to say the word dapaj ‘tomato’. The child produced the word
as [paj] in three of his four attempts so [paj] would be selected as the representative
phonetic type for the adult word dapaj. Once the list of representative phonetic types
is constructed, the investigator can use segment frequency across word types and a
substitution analysis to construct an inventory of consonants and vowels that a child
uses in initial, medial and final positions in words.

Incredibly, we lack consonant and vowel inventories for most of the languages where
language acquisition research exists. Establishing standard procedures for extracting
such data is essential. Table 2 shows the initial consonant inventories for children
acquiring English, K’iche’, Mam, Teenek and Chipewyan that were produced using
Ingram’s procedure. These data show that the children generally produced the nasal
and plain stops as well as glides in initial position. They produce voiced stops if the
adult language has them and not otherwise. They produce different types of affricates
and fricatives depending on the phonological structure of the adult language. The
children generally omit uvular and ejective stops. The children acquiring the three
Mayan languages have initial consonant inventories that are more similar to one
another than to the consonant inventories of children acquiring English and
Chipewyan.

Segmental inventories like those in Table 2 are just a starting point for further study
(cf. Menn, 1983; Bernhardt & Stemberger, 1998; Pye et al., 2017c). These are only
inventories of the consonants that the children produce in initial position so they
should be augmented with inventories for consonants in medial and final positions
as well as vowels. Each sound can be broken into a set of features for voice, place
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and manner of articulation. Studies of the children’s feature inventories produce more
information about the structure of children’s phonological representations (cf. Pye et al.,
2017c; Rice & Avery, 1994).

Study 3: Prosody
Prosody has significant effects on the shapes of children’s early words and yet remains
one of the least studied aspects of child language acquisition. Prosodic effects are
evident in the syllables that children produce and those that they omit. Prosody has
the hierarchical structure shown in (7) where a phonological word contains at least
one foot, the foot contains at least one syllable, and the syllable contains at least one
mora (Hayes, 1995; Lahiri, 2001; Selkirk, 1984).

(7) Prosodic Hierarchy
PW (Phonological Word) bananas
|
Ft (Foot) nanas
|
σ (Syllable) nas
|
μ (Mora) na

Theories of prosodic development predict that children initially construct Minimal
Words that contain a binary foot composed of either two mora or two syllables
(Archibald, 1995; Demuth, 1996a, 2001; Fee, 1995; Fikkert, 1994). Demuth (1996a,
p.181) states that “the evidence presented here points strongly to the fact that
children’s early words are not randomly truncated forms, but well-organized
Minimal Words.”

A key part of assessing prosodic effects is understanding the nature of stress and how
it is placed in different languages. Languages can assign primary stress to syllables by
their weight, e.g., whether the syllable is open or closed, or by position, or both.
Stress can manifest as a change in pitch in pitch-accent languages or by changes in
vowel duration or amplitude. And then there is the phenomenon of ballistic stress,
which DiCanio and Bennett (in press) describe as including “some/all of the
following phonological characteristics: (1) fortis-initial onsets, (2) shorter vowel
duration, (3) an abrupt, final drop in intensity, (4) tonal variation (specifically F0
raising), (5) post-vocalic aspiration, and/or (6) coda devoicing.”

Table 2. Initial consonant inventories for children acquiring English, K’iche’, Mam, Teenek and
Chipewyan

Language Source Initial consonant inventory

English Ingram, 1981 (m) n p t k b d (g) (f) (s) h w

K’iche’ Pye et al., 1987 (m) n p t k ʔ* tʃ* (b) x* l* w*

Mam Pye et al., 2017c m n* p t* k* tʃ* l w j

Teenek Pye et al., 2017c m n p* t* k tʃ b (t’) (k’) θ ʃ h* l (w)

Chipewyan Cook, 2006 m n t k ʔ ts tʃ b d g dz dʒ (ts’) h (r) l (w) j
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Prosodic effects are evident in the Northern Pame lexical concordance shown above
in (5). Most words in Northern Pame have an initial syllable that is extrametrical in that
it does not bear tone (Berthiaume, 2019). Children acquiring Northern Pame tend to
omit the extrametrical syllables (Pye, Berthiaume & Pfeiler, in press). The Northern
Pame child omits the initial syllable of the four words shown in (5), for example,
producing the verb daʔuaɲ ‘It threw it’ as [ane].

An example of prosodic effects at the phrasal level is seen in the production of
directional clitics in the Mayan languages K’iche’ and Mam. K’iche’ and Mam
incorporate directional clitics into the verb complex in order to specify the direction
of the agent’s movement in the event. The resulting verb complex has one marker
for aspect and absolutive person marking. The examples in (8) show verb complexes
with directional clitics in K’iche’ and Mam.

(8) Verb complexes with incorporated motion verbs
a. K’iche’

ʃ-ux-ee war-oq.
CMP-ABS4-go sleep-DEPIV
‘We went to sleep.’

b. Mam (England 1983:212)
ma 0-tsax t-tsju-ʔn tʃeep tʃ’it.
REC ABS3-come ERG3-grab-DEPTV José bird
‘José came and grabbed the bird.’

These examples show that the K’iche’ directional -ee ‘go’ and the Mam directional
-tsax ‘come’ are placed after the aspect and absolutive markers and before the verb,
if intransitive (8a), or before the ergative subject marker if the verb is transitive (8b).
The single absolutive person marker /-ux/ ‘we’ in (8a) cross-references the subject of
the intransitive verb war ‘sleep’. The null third person absolutive marker in (8b)
cross-references the object of the transitive verb tsju ‘grab’.

We find a major difference in the acquisition of directionals in K’iche’ and Mam
(Pye & Pfeiler, 2019). The use of directionals is largely absent in the speech of
K’iche’ children until the age of three years, whereas children acquiring Mam use
directionals before the age of two years. K’iche’ integrated the pieces of its verb
complex while increasing the prominence of the final syllable of the complex. The
pieces of the verb complex remained less prosodically integrated in Mam with the
result that the directional clitics retained metrical prominence unlike the case in
K’iche’. Two-year-old children acquiring K’iche’ and Mam respond to their structural
features by producing the prosodically prominent syllables in the verb complex.

Study 4: Morphosyntax
Morphosyntax constitutes another undocumented area of acquisition research due to
the paucity of information on the acquisition of indigenous languages. The unique
characteristics of grammatical morphology in individual languages make it a
challenge to generalize results (Pye, 2017; Stassen, 2011). Grammatical morphemes
surface as prefixes, infixes, suffixes, circumfixes, clitics and reduplicated syllables, and
may appear as stressed or unstressed syllables. Grammatical morphemes express a
world of specialized meanings such as whether an event is out of control, whether
the event was directly observed by the speaker, or whether the word occurs at the
end of an intonational phrase (Pye, 1983).
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The example of extended ergativity in the Mayan language Mam that I presented in
(3) offers one example of how to use a lexical concordance for morphosyntactic
analysis. Mam extends its ergative cross-reference markers to the subjects of
intransitive verbs and the objects of transitive verbs in a limited number of adverbial
phrases (England, 1983). Recordings of children acquiring Mam showed that
contexts of extended ergativity in the children’s speech occurred almost exclusively
following the purpose adverb ii ‘so that’ (Pye, 2017). A portion of a two-year-old
Mam child’s lexical concordance entry for the purpose adverb is shown in (9). This
example does not have morpheme glosses in keeping with the minimal transcription
practice.

(9) Lexical concordance entry for the purpose adverb ii ‘so that’ for a Mam
two-year-old
Word Child’s Utterance Adult Target Translation
ii taaʃ xhunt kuun. ii taxs xunt quʔn. So that we turn another page.

taxh tuj. ii ttsax ntʂuuja. So that my mother comes.
taa ʔunt. ii taxs xunt xa. So that another turns.
taa ʔunt kuʔn. ii taxs xunt xa quʔn. So that we turn another.
top xh luu. ii tops xa tzaluu. So that it’s tied up there.
top xh ii tops xa. So that it’s tied up.
kuuxh kin. ii tkub’ xal tʃikin. So that it remains there.
kuuxh kin. ii tkub’ xal tʃikin. So that it remains there.

The lexical concordance example in (9) shows the child’s productions that Mam
speakers interpreted as purpose clauses even though the child systematically omitted
the purpose adverb ii. The Mam speakers relied upon the discourse context and the
child’s use of extended ergative cross-referencing to interpret the child’s utterances.
The child produced the third person ergative marker /t-/ with the verbs axs ‘turn’
and ops ‘tied’. She omitted the ergative prefix with the verbs tsax ‘come’ and kub’
‘remain’ resulting in a 63% (5/8) frequency of use of extended ergative marking in
this session. We could also examine the concordance entries for each of these verbs
to see how often the child produced each verb in a context of extended ergativity.
The lexical concordance makes such analyses easy without adding elaborate
grammatical codes to the transcription.

Study 5: Verb arguments
Predicates and their arguments are the basic constituents of sentences. The production
or omission of verb arguments in children’s language has long been a topic of interest in
the pro-drop literature (Hamann, 2002; Hyams, 2011). Beyond the simple production
or omission of arguments further information can be learned about children’s
management of discourse by examining the types of arguments children produce.
Languages express verb arguments as noun phrases, pronouns, noun classifiers,
pronominal clitics, cross-reference markers on verbs, or some combination of all of
these features (Siewierska, 2004).

A simple catalogue of the forms that children use in argument realization serves as
an interesting benchmark of their knowledge of the discourse constraints on the use of
arguments. Children must attend to the discourse enough to realize when they have to
introduce a new topic into the conversation or refer to a previously mentioned entity.
Once again, a lexical concordance is a valuable aid in analyzing the verb arguments that
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children produce. Once the words have been coded for their lexical category, the verbs
can be examined for their contexts of use. The example in (10) shows a Mam
two-year-old’s concordance entry for the intransitive verb skueelan ‘to school’. This
verb was borrowed from the Spanish noun escuela ‘school’, but Mam converts the
word to an intransitive verb by adding the antipassive suffix /-an/.

(10) Lexical concordance entry for the Mam verb skueelan ‘to school’
Word Child’s Utterance Adult Target Translation
skueelan ke iʃ. nchi skueelan ɓiʃ. The girls are studying in school.

wej xh. nchi skueelan xa? Are they studying in school?

Mam is interesting in part because it uses a set of noun classifiers in place of
pronouns. The child’s first utterance contains the noun classifier ɓiʃ, which refers to
familiar people namely the child’s older siblings. The child used this classifier as the
subject of the intransitive verb. The child’s second use of the verb does not have an
overt subject. The particle xa is a question marker. Both of the child’s productions
omit the progressive prefix /n-/, the third person plural absolutive marker /chi-/ and
the antipassive suffix /-an/.

The number and types of overt arguments that children produce as subjects and
objects of verbs provide a clear indication of their acquisition of the discourse
requirements of the adult language. Languages typically balance verb argument
realization with the use of noun phrases, pronouns and agreement inflections on
verbs. Linguists have noted that adult speakers of Mayan languages introduce new
participants into the discourse as either direct objects of transitive verbs or subjects
of intransitive verbs (Du Bois, 1987; England & Martin, 2003). Children acquiring
the Mayan languages K’iche’, Mam and Ch’ol produce few overt arguments as either
subjects or objects, but, in many cases, their frequency of use of overt subjects with
transitive verbs is infrequent relative to their use of overt subjects with intransitive
verbs, which is similar to their frequency of use of direct objects (Table 3).

I used the label ‘Proform’ in Table 3 as a cover term for personal pronouns in K’iche’
and Ch’ol, and for noun classifiers in Mam, which Mam uses in place of personal
pronouns (cf. example 10 above). The K’iche’ and Mam children realized verb
arguments as proforms more frequently than the Ch’ol children. We need more
information about how children manage argument realization, especially if they
resort to the use of overt arguments instead of inflecting verbs for agreement (cf.
Hamann, 2002).

When reviewing transcriptions of children speaking an indigenous language one
constantly encounters small details of genuine theoretical significance. Two-year-olds
produce verb contrasts between falling people and falling fruit (Northern Pame);
they produce a demonstrative for something that can be heard, but not seen (Ch’ol);
they produce a derivational suffix for sudden events (Wastec); they produce
portmanteaux verb suffixes that mark a combination of verb transitivity and
derivational status (K’iche’); they produce oblique agent phrases with intransitive
verbs (Mam); and they omit singular prefixes on nouns (Northern Pame). Placing a
greater emphasis on documentation than analysis will not stop investigators from
publishing reports on the acquisition of language. It will expand awareness of all of
the ways that languages have invented to say things and the things that two-year-olds
say.
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Table 3. Overt argument production by children in three Mayan languages (Pye, 2017).

TV Subject TV Object IV Subject

NP Proform NP Proform NP Proform

Language Child Age n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

K’iche’ LIN 2;0 1 (6%) 7 (39%) 3 (13%) 2 (8%)

TIY 2;1 1 (3%) 1 (3%) 3 (8%) 2 (5%) 1 (3%) 3 (9%)

Mam WEN 2;0 5 (7%) 6 (8%) 2 (3%) 3 (4%) 4 (6%)

JOS 2;6 1 (3%) 18 (49%) 6 (16%) 24 (28%) 10 (12%)

Chol EMA 2;2 2 (2%) 6 (5%) 5 (4%) 4 (7%) 1 (2%)

MAR 2;10 6 (9%) 12 (18%) 1 (2%) 4 (16%)
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Phase V: Returning the results to the language communities

The National Science Foundation in the United States requires investigators to address
the broader impacts in research proposals. This requirement suggests that investigators
go beyond simply seeking permission from the language community for their research
and think of the ways in which their research can be returned to the language
community and the wider world. The broader impact of research on language
acquisition is an issue that we need to address systematically as a research
community. Additional information on addressing the broader impact of linguistic
research is available at the Documenting Endangered Languages Programme webpage
<https://www.eldp.net> at the School of Oriental and African Languages (SOAS).

Many indigenous communities have bilingual teachers who help to ease the
children’s transition to kindergarten and first grade where the instruction occurs in
the majority language. Bilingual teachers may be keenly interested in learning how to
write their language and struggle to produce written materials in the indigenous
language. Researchers can look for ways to forge alliances with teachers and
community members in order to jointly develop materials for teaching reading and
writing in the indigenous language.

An infrastructure for documenting the acquisition of indigenous languages

The need to document the acquisition of endangered languages as rapidly as possible
demands a coordinated effort by researchers worldwide to map out the most efficient
way to proceed. Investigators can post a set of maximally efficient procedures online,
which can be used across research sites. Above all, there is an urgent need to identify
the languages that are most in need of documentation so that scarce resources are
not devoted to documenting languages that already receive substantial institutional
support or are not in immediate danger (cf. Campbell & Belew, 2018 and UNESCO’s
Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger). Likewise, it is not possible to document
the acquisition of languages that are no longer being acquired by children. The latter
decision must be made with care because of the difficulty of locating the last few
children acquiring a language. The sustainability of each language varies enormously
depending on its local context. Languages have maintained themselves for centuries
with populations of fewer than 100 speakers, but other languages with small
populations vanish overnight once their children are sent away to school.

The effort to identify languages to study should proceed hand-in-hand with
identifying local resources that can support language documentation. Selecting
languages to document will depend upon a number of factors, including 1) whether
two-year-old children are acquiring the language, 2) ease of access, 3) the political
context, and 4) the available linguistic resources. The language acquisition researcher
should make contact with linguists who have worked with the language community if
only to access the grammars and dictionaries they have produced or know of. The
linguist may be able to provide up-to-date information on the vitality of the language.
In turn, the acquisition researcher can offer linguists information about child-directed
speech, and child language, that will enhance a general understanding of the language.

If researchers cannot travel to the field site themselves it may be possible to ask
linguists who are in the field to record children speaking the language. The language
acquisition researcher must be cognizant of the limited time that linguists spend in
the field, and so it may not be possible to make longitudinal recordings of the
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children. Nevertheless, much can be learned from limited recordings of children at
different ages. In this scenario, I suggest recording each child for at least one hour
on three separate occasions. The recordings should be continuous in order to
evaluate the overall rate of language production by the children and their caretakers
during each recording session. Setting a standard length of time for recordings will
make it easier to compare results across languages.

Working in small communities with limited resources makes it difficult to record
many children. The documentation of indigenous language acquisition will likely
produce small samples of children’s speech. For this reason researchers will need to
develop techniques for extracting the maximum amount of information from limited
data sets. Cook (2006) and Mithun (1989) are examples of how investigators have
made efficient use of limited data sets to document the acquisition of phonology and
morphology respectively in two indigenous languages. Research with children
acquiring majority languages can inform this endeavor as many studies of a few
children acquiring these languages have been replicated in later studies with larger
numbers of children (e.g., de Villiers & de Villiers, 1973). These replication studies
provide an idea of what can be learned from a study of even a single child’s speech.

The main consideration in research on the acquisition of endangered languages is
the possibility that the investigator will only have a single opportunity to record
acquisition data for posterity. If the investigator is fortunate enough to document the
acquisition of an indigenous language they should assume their study will be the last
to ever record children speaking the language (e.g., Kroeber, 1916; Nokony, 1978). In
the absence of potential follow-up studies, the researcher must identify the most
important features of the children’s grammatical knowledge to record, including
basic information on the children’s lexicon, phonology, morphology, syntax,
semantics and discourse. The imminent loss of indigenous languages demands that
research on their acquisition be broad rather than deep. The acquisition data
recorded today may well be used hundreds of years into the future to address
theoretical issues that are as yet undreamed of.

Conclusion

The signature trait of human language is its wonderful diversity of forms and meanings.
This diversity defines the core induction problem of language acquisition and deserves
to be at the heart of acquisition research. Investigators cannot make valid claims about
the process of language acquisition without some idea of how the process unfolds across
thousands of languages. Many investigators have advocated adding studies of children
acquiring more languages but to little effect. The next 20 years will be our last chance to
document a major part of the diversity in child language. It is past time to take steps to
increase awareness of language diversity and its significance for the field.

I propose an infrastructure for documenting the acquisition of indigenous languages
that includes: 1) a toolkit for documenting language acquisition, 2) a standard set of
analytical procedures, 3) a means to archive the results where they will be available
to the language community and other researchers, and 4) a network for updating all
of the above. The toolkit can be shared with linguists and members of language
communities alike to promote wider documentation. Researchers can begin by
publishing transcriptions and lexical concordances for every recording of child
language they have at their disposal.
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There is also a critical need for a better theoretical understanding of the implications
that language diversity has for the problem of induction. An acquisition theory that
does not address language diversity does not meet the basic test of observational
adequacy. Fortunately, researchers can draw upon research on linguistic typology for
information about diversity in human languages. The papers by Bowerman (2011),
Evans and Levinson (2009), Haspelmath (2010), Port and Leary (2005) and Stassen
(2011) provide a good starting point for understanding the diversity of human
language. Online resources such as The World Atlas of Language Structures (WALS)
provide basic information on the diversity of individual linguistic features (Dryer &
Haspelmath, 2013).

Time is of the essence if we are to have any hope of documenting how children
acquire a majority of the world’s languages. To paraphrase Alfred Russel Wallace’s
(1863) remark on the significance of biological diversity: future ages will look back
upon us as so immersed in the analysis of child language as to be blind to higher
considerations. They will charge us with having culpably allowed the destruction of
some of those records of diversity which we had it in our power to preserve; and
while professing to regard every human language as worthy of study, yet, with a
strange inconsistency, seeing many of them perish irrecoverably from the face of the
earth, uncared for and unknown.
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3 third person singular
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4 first person plural
ABS absolutive
CL classifier
CMP completive aspect
CN common noun
COMP complementizer
DEP dependent status
DIR directional clitic
ENC enclitic
ERG ergative
IV intransitive verb
LD LD transitive verb
NH nonhuman
OBV obviative reference
PAST past tense
PL plural
PROG progressive
PROX proximate reference
REC recent past
SG singular
TV transitive verb
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