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Developmental research has long focused on regularities in language
acquisition, minimizing factors that might be responsible for variation.
Although researchers are now increasingly concerned with one or
another of these factors, this volume brings together research on
three different sources of variation: language-specific properties,

the nature of the input to children across contexts, and several

aspects of the learners themselves. Chapters explore these sources

of variation within an interdisciplinary and comparative approach
allying theories and methodologies stemming from linguistics,
psycholinguistics, developmental psychology, and neuroscience.

The comparative perspective involves different languages, contexts of
use, types of learners (first/second language acquisition, monolingual/
bilingual learners, autism, language impairment), as well as vocal

and visuo-gestural communicative modalities (co-verbal gestures,
sign language acquisition). The volume points to the need to enhance
interdisciplinary research using complementary methodologies to
further examine sources of variation and to integrate variation into a
more general developmental theory.

“This collection presents a broad new look at the importance of variation
in language acquisition.”

Ann Peters, University of Hawai’i

“This book is timely. “Celebrate diversity” is a motto of our era, and the
authors assembled here examine many ways in which language learners
and language environments are diverse. The study of variation can reveal
the range of possible developmental paths and the factors that influence
those paths, leading to more refined models of

language learning. This rich volume provides ISEN 97 b0 2724412 3

masses of much-needed data of many sorts.”
Dan I. Slobin, University of California, Berkeley
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INTRODUCTION

What can variation tell us
about first language acquisition?

Maya Hickmann', Edy Veneziano? and Harriet Jisa®

! Laboratoire Structures Formelles du Langage, CNRS & Université

Paris 8 / 2 Laboratoire Modéles, Dynamique, Corpus & Laboratoire de
Psychopathologie et Processus de Santé, Université Paris Descartes & CNRS /
? Laboratoire Dynamique du Langage, Université Lyon 2 & CNRS

After years of research focusing on universal regularities in child language, the
study of variation has enriched our understanding of language development.
Variation stems from exogenous and endogenous factors that can all influence
the development of communicative capacities. This volume focuses on three
main sources of variation considered from a large multimodal perspective that
includes speech, gesture, and signs. First, research suggests that development
partly varies with linguistic and/or cultural environments. A second source of
variation stems from the input to which children are exposed across contexts.
Finally, learners themselves differ along many dimensions, such as cognitive ma-
turity, exposure to language(s), relative reliance on the visuo-gestural modality,
and language impairments. The discussion highlights the need for more research
on inter- and intra-individual variation within comparative perspectives allying
complementary methodologies.

Keywords: exogenous/endogenous factors, input, discourse type,
gesture, language impairment, linguistic and cultural environment,
inter/intraindividual variation, morphosyntax, semantics

Why variation in language acquisition?

The study of child language has undergone a number of theoretical and method-
ological changes since it began around the middle of the twentieth century. The
pioneering work of Roger Brown and collaborators in the late fifties and early sixties
paved the way for rigorous empirically based research on child language (see for ex-
ample Brown 1973 for a compendium of this early work). The novelty was to study
child language on the basis of spontaneous corpora with a child-centered approach

DOI 10.1075/tilar.22,01hic
© 2018 John Benjamins Publishing Company
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aiming at uncovering the rules behind children’s productions, without taking the
structure of the adult language as a referent. During this period, descriptions were
phrased in terms of pivot grammars (Braine 1963, 1976; Miller & Ervin 1964) or
in terms of semantico-grammatical functions such as Agent, Beneficiary, Object,
Locative, or Possessor (e.g., Bloom 1971, 1973; Brown 1973).

But how can children learn these rules and, more importantly, how can they fill
the gap from child grammars to adult categories and structures? On the one hand,
most approaches were based on the search for universal generalizations within
different frameworks. Some of these generalizations (e.g., within a generativist ap-
proach) were aimed at uncovering innate species- and domain-specific capacities
that are presumed to be biologically programmed and to underlie the human ‘lan-
guage faculty’. Other views (e.g., within cognitivist perspectives) have been more
concerned with regularities in the development of general cognitive capacities that
allow all children to gradually construct representations along several successive
steps unfolding during development. Irrespective of their theoretical framework,
most researchers aimed at drawing general conclusions about language acquisition,
typically ignoring the variability that can be observed in development. This vari-
ability was at first considered irrelevant and viewed as an obstacle to be overcome
in order to uncover the more general and universal developmental trends. With
time, many authors have come to realize that variation is essential for a fuller and
more subtle understanding of development as it enables us to take into account the
many different factors that may impinge upon it.

The theoretical and methodological benefits derived from a focus on different
types of variation during development, rather than only on common patterns, have
begun to enrich our understanding of language acquisition. Variation is now fre-
quently reported and recurrently discussed. Although it is by now recognized as
an important phenomenon, it is, however, not yet sufficiently studied nor well un-
derstood. One major difficulty in studying this topic stems from its inherently het-
erogeneous and multidimensional nature, requiring a multidisciplinary approach
allying complementary domains of research (e.g., linguistics, cognitive, social and
developmental psychology, neuroscience), each of which contributes its own meth-
odologies to the research.

Until the nineties, the general methodology primarly consisted of longitudinal
studies of the language production from early on of a few children speaking essen-
tially one particular language. Over the years, and with the growing importance of
the Child Language Data Exchange System - CHILDES (MacWhinney 1991/2000),
these databases were gradually expanded to include representative samples of

1. Also available at <http://childes.talkbank.org/>
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different types of learners (e.g., children/adults, monolinguals/bilinguals) at different
ages and in different language groups. They were also more often complemented by
experimental methods testing language production and comprehension with both
off-line and on-line measures (eye-tracking paradigm, e.g., Papafragou, Hulbert
& Trueswell 2008), with neurophysiological measures of brain functioning (ERP,
EEG, fMRI, e.g., Brusini et al. 2016; Friederici & Thierry 2008, for infant research)
and with various modeling techniques specifically devoted to different aspects of
language development (e.g., Edelman & Waterfall 2007; Freudenthal, Pine, Aguado-
Orea & Gobet 2007; Pearl 2010).

Contrary to earlier periods, accounts of development now aim at incorporat-
ing variation into developmental models rather than simply treating it as a kind of
“noise” in the data. As a result, models built around the abstract notion of an “ideal
native speaker” have been substantially revised. Such models assumed that adult
native speakers were typically monolinguals, displayed similar behaviors guided
by the same norms across all contexts. Such an ideal speaker has become rare in
the context of fluctuating populations in which many, if not most, speakers are
nowadays bilingual or multilingual to different extents.

In addition, classical models view learners (adults or children) as follow-
ing a linear progression along successive or recurrent steps (e.g., phases, stages,
competence levels) leading them toward the full knowledge of competent native
speakers. Previous studies (Brown 1973; Slobin 1985; also see more recent dis-
cussions in Carlucci & Case 2013; Plunkett & Markman 1991; Marcus, Pinker,
Ullman, Hollander, Rosen & Fei Xu 1992; Siegler 2004) have shown the existence
of U-shaped curves during development, reflecting children’s transition from rote
learning to rule-based overgeneralizations. For example, during the development of
morphology in English, children follow a three-step process whereby they first use
correct forms, then incorrect but plausible ones, and finally, correct forms again but
now rule-based and taking exceptions into account (e.g., drank, drinked, drank; feet,
foots, feet). Although the idea that learners “progress” overall throughout develop-
ment is still valid, new approaches also admit variable or “fuzzy” learning processes
that also take into account other types of non-linear developmental patterns at some
moments during language learning (e.g., van Geert 1991, 2010).

In light of increasing data indicating the importance of variation in language
acquisition, new theoretical questions have emerged, some of which with important
implications for applications in fields such as language teaching or clinical interven-
tion for language-impaired speakers. What are the factors creating variation? How
do these factors operate, and are they interrelated? If so much variability exists, can
we still draw conclusions about general developmental patterns that could apply to
all children in all learning contexts at the risk of ignoring a great number of impor-
tant factors that influence development? Is it still possible to find strong regularities
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behind highly variable developmental patterns? More generally, can this variability
contribute to a better understanding of language acquisition, and if so, how?

The present volume presents a large number of papers that address some of
these questions. The next section (Section 2) provides a brief overview of some of
the factors that contribute to different types of variation in language acquisition.
We then turn to the specific content of the chapters themselves (Section 3). These
contributions are organized into three parts according to their contribution to the
different factors that partially constrain development: universal vs. language-spe-
cific aspects of language development, properties of the input to which children are
exposed, and characteristics of the learners themselves.

2. Factors and types of variation

Variation can stem from two types of factors: exogenous and endogenous factors.
After a brief description of these two types of factors (2.1), we illustrate variation
that may result from either or both of these sets of factors, such as the ones briefly
summarized below: variation between and within individuals (2.2), variation related
to developmental periods (2.3), and variation due to the specific modalities (speech,
gesture, signs) which contribute to the development of communication (2.4).

2.1 Exogenous and endogenous factors

Exogenous factors that might affect language acquisition involve the different envi-
ronments in which learning takes place, while endogenous factors involve dimen-
sions of the learners themselves. Each of these sets of factors may impact the rate
and course of development and they may in part interact with each other.

Exogenous factors include a myriad of variables, such as socio-economic sta-
tus, cultural environment, exposure to different kinds of language use or discourse
types, linguistic features that are variable across languages (or language types),
speakers’ sociolinguistic history such as degrees and types of bilingualism (simulta-
neous vs. delayed bilingualism) and/or exposure to more than one language (typo-
logically close or distant from each other), quantity and quality of social interaction
with siblings, peers, and/or adults.

Endogenous factors include many dimensions characterizing learners such as:
gender, age, level of verbal and non-verbal cognitive and socio-cognitive abilities in
different domains of mental functioning (e.g., reasoning capacities, conceptual de-
velopment, increasing memory capacities, executive functions, “Theory of Mind”),
language learning “styles” or “strategies”, as well as other inter-individual differences



