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ABSTRACT

Throughout the history of child language acquisition research, the
study of child-directed language (CDL) has attracted significant
attention. In particular, there has been considerable debate
regarding the characteristic features of CDL and their universality/
variability across the world’s languages. Yet, although data from
many languages have been analyzed, the totality of the
crosslinguistic coverage is still poor. In this paper, we report on
an analysis of CDL across five diverse languages and cultures:
Murrinhpatha (Southern Daly, non-Pama-Nyungan), Pitjantjatjara
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(Pama-Nyungan), Qaget (Baining),  Tagalog (Western languages
Austronesian), and Inuktitut (Inuit-Yupik-Unangan). Using data
collected for the Acquisition Sketch Project, an initiative in which
Barb was a core member, we find both striking commonalities
and clear differences in CDL across our target languages. The
findings are consistent with the argument that CDL emerges as a
set of culturally mediated behavioural practices, with some
features being more commonly observed than others. The
findings underline the value of the Acquisition Sketch approach in
widening the evidence base of the field of child language
acquisition, one of Barb’s major contributions to the field.

1. Introduction

One of Barb's core beliefs about language acquisition was that children acquire language
within rich social contexts. True to the functionalist tradition of her training in California,
her work on acquisition investigated how social and cultural context framed communica-
tive exchange, from which language naturally emerged across development (e.g. David-
son & Kelly, 2021; Kelly, 2006). She was a keen observer of interaction, seeing rich meaning
in exchanges that many would pass over as unremarkable.

One truism of acquisition is that children are socialized into language and culture
(Ochs & Schieffelin, 1984). In broad terms, this means that children are treated differently
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to competent speakers of the linguistic community because they are still learning its lin-
guistic and cultural conventions. How this notion of difference plays out in universal and
culturally specific terms is less clear. Cultural conventions and beliefs relating to child
rearing and socialization, the focus of anthropology, show great variation. However,
within linguistics and the broader study of child language there has been significant
effort spent determining: (i) whether there are universal properties in how children are
spoken to; and (ii) what functions modifications in language directed to children might
have. This is the study of child-directed language (henceforth CDL) in a broad sense, some-
times conceived of as a special register, sometimes more generally couched in terms of
input. It is directly related to and has many overlapping features with infant-directed
language, which is typically used to refer to language directed towards very young
infants. Starting with the seminal volumes by Snow and Ferguson (1977) and Gallaway
and Richards (1994), the field has been identifying and discussing CDL features that are
widespread across many better documented languages. In our contribution, we have
selected a subset of these and explore their presence across five very different cultural
contexts. In doing so we provide the first comparative study emerging from the Acqui-
sition Sketch Project (Hellwig et al, 2023a), a major initiative aimed at broadening
language coverage in child language research, to which Barb was a major contributor.

2, Child-directed language

CDL can be best described as a cluster of linguistic behaviours across different areas of
language. Techniques to scaffold children into more target-like communication patterns
include a greater frequency of speech acts like imperatives and questions, as well as
prompts to mimic certain speech patterns. Typical prosodic modifications include
higher and greater variation in pitch, lengthening of vowels, and greater number of
pauses. Lexical modifications include phonological changes and simplification (e.g.
widdle bunny wabbit), diminutives (e.g. blankie ‘blanket’, doggie ‘dog’), reduplication
(e.g. dum-dum ‘dummy/pacifier’), and other nursery vocabulary, whether it be widespread
throughout a community or particular to families. Finally, syntactic modifications include
short and grammatically correct utterances with few hesitations, and the greater use of
repetition and variation sets (a term coined by Kiintay & Slobin, 1996) - partial or
varied repetition of utterances that may provide opportunities for children to learn lin-
guistic elements such as morphs or words and their distributional behaviour.

The functions of CDL are not well understood but are likely multifaceted. For instance,
apart from the suggestion that CDL, and more specifically infant-directed language, may
facilitate language acquisition via the provision of learnable input, it has also been pro-
posed that CDL may better pique and hold the child’s attention (see Frank et al., 2020)
and may serve to foster affective bonds between the child and caregivers (for reviews
see Golinkoff et al., 2015; Soderstrom, 2007).

There are important caveats related to these features and functions of CDL. Most
notably, although crosslinguistic studies exist (e.g. Fernald et al., 1989), the behaviours
have been observed in only a fraction of the world’s languages (see next section), limit-
ing our understanding of the variation space. For example, Bernstein Ratner and Pye
(1984) reported that caregivers of children acquiring Quiché Mayan do not raise their
pitch when speaking to two-year-olds, but instead talk in a lower “crooning” tone
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(see also Ingram, 1995). More generally, the conditions under which children acquire
language cross-culturally often differ from the typically studied Western dyadic
model. For example, children in non-Western cultures are regularly raised in polyadic
contexts where multi-party conversation is the norm, resulting in less language being
specifically directed towards young children (e.g. Casillas et al., 2020). Additionally,
many cultures have been reported to not consider children conversational partners
until they have already begun to talk (e.g. Kaluli: Schieffelin, 1985; Quiché Mayan:
Pye, 1986; Samoan: Ochs, 1985; Warlpiri: Bavin, 1992; for review see Lieven, 1994).
Thus, although children are socialized into language and culture, the conditions
under which they learn language vary across many dimensions. In this respect, we con-
ceive of CDL in terms of family resemblance; that is, as a cluster of behaviours that indi-
viduals and cultural groups variably draw upon across sociolinguistic and cultural
contexts. The question then becomes one of identifying which behaviours feature
more or less commonly across languages and cultures. In the current paper we do
this using acquisition sketch data, to which we now turn.

3. The Acquisition Sketch approach

On present estimates, there are around 7,000 or so languages currently spoken on the
planet (Eberhard et al.,, 2024). Natural language exhibits remarkable diversity (Evans &
Levinson, 2009), so an adequate theory of language and how it is acquired must draw
from a representative sample. However, we currently lack good coverage when it comes
to child language data. In a study that analyzed all papers published in the four major
child language journals (Journal of Child Language, First Language, Language Acquisition,
Language Learning and Development) between 1974 and 2020, Kidd and Garcia (2022)
found papers on only 103 languages, representing a mere 1.5% of the world’s languages
(see also Kelly & Nordlinger, 2014). Worse still, the majority of papers were published on
English and a handful of languages spoken mostly in Western Europe, with most understu-
died languages containing only one paper on their acquisition. More data from diverse
languages are needed, a situation that has some urgency given the rapid rate of language
loss (Bromham et al., 2022; Passmore et al., 2025).

In response to this need, Defina et al. (2023a, 2023b) developed the Acquisition Sketch
approach. Combining ideas from the fields of language documentation, language socia-
lization, and child language acquisition, the initiative aims to broaden child language data
coverage in a tractable and accessible way. In the approach, researchers write an acqui-
sition sketch of a language based on a minimum of five hours of naturalistic data recorded
with children aged around 2;0-4;0 years, a period of acquisition where development pro-
ceeds at a rapid rate. On the basis of the data, researchers analyze aspects of CDL and
major developments in the children’s language, focusing on broad areas such as phono-
logical, lexical, and morphosyntactic development. Rather than being a comprehensive
account of acquisition in the target language, the sketch is a “first look”, serving a
broad-spectrum overview that in the best cases will identify important phenomena to
follow up in bigger studies. It also serves an important applied purpose: having an idea
of how children acquire a language can have valuable educational and clinical functions,
which is especially important when communities do not have any resources or assess-
ment tools in the local language.
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In this paper we take data from five sketch corpora to provide a comparative analysis of
CDL, targeting the extent to which selected features are present or absent. The languages
we examine are diverse and understudied, and are acquired within very different cultural
contexts. The languages include two from Australia: Murrinhpatha (Southern Daly, non-
Pama-Nyungan) and Pitjantjatjara (Pama-Nyungan); Qaget (Baining), spoken in East
New Britain, Papua New Guinea; Tagalog (Western Austronesian), spoken in the Philip-
pines; and Inuktitut (Inuit-Yupik-Unangan), spoken in northern Canada. Given the relative
uncertainty concerning the universality of typical features of CDL, we examine the corpora
for evidence of their presence or absence across our diverse languages. In some places we
have drawn upon other data to fill gaps where the sketch corpus could not provide a
definitive answer to the presence or absence of a feature, although some gaps still
remain and await further study.

4. CDL across five diverse languages

Table 1 outlines the proposed table of contents for an acquisition sketch, zooming in on §5,
which deals with CDL. For this section, the manual recommends that sketch writers pay
special attention to a number of structural and lexical features that are commonly attested
in CDL. We list these features in Table 1, distributed across six subsections and with infor-
mation on whether a feature was found to be present in our target languages. This rec-
ommendation follows from practical considerations: to provide a common starting point
and ensure that individual sketches cover similar ground. It is entirely possible that speakers
do not modify their language when addressing children, that they only make use of a
subset of the features, and/or employ other features. Please see Defina et al. (2023b, pp.
51-63) for further discussions motivating this approach and the choice of features.

Table 1 Investigated features of CDL, their distribution over the (sub-) sections of the acquisition
sketch and their presence in the five target languages
Section header & features of CDL M P Q T |

1. General information
2. Language typology overview
3. Data
4. Learning environment and ethnotheories
5. Child-directed language
5.1. Scaffolding techniques
Many questions, directives, prompts v v v v v
5.2. Responses to non-target-like utterances not covered in this contribution
5.3. Phonology and prosody

Exaggerated pitch, larger signs v ? v v
High FO 4 ? v ?
Long duration of utterances, long pauses v ? X
5.4. Lexicon and semantics
Reference to the here and now ? v ? v v
Nursery vocabulary X v X v 4
5.5. Morphosyntax
Short utterances, reduced complexity ? v v v v
Few hesitations and errors v v v v v
Many full and partial repetitions, variation sets v v v v v
5.6. Gestures not covered in this contribution

6. Child language
7. Community report

M: Murrinhpatha; P: Pitjantjatjara; Q: Qaget; T: Tagalog; I: Inuktitut
v present; X: absent; ?: unknown.
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Below, we discuss each language of our sample in more detail. In each case, we first intro-
duce the language and dataset, followed by an overview of the features, and end with a
summary. As far as possible, the descriptions cover all features and follow roughly the
same order. They differ with regard to the level of detail. Each description homes in on
one or more focal areas that are especially interesting from the perspective of the particular
language and/or which allow us to discuss specific aspects of the sketch approach, while
the remaining features are addressed in much less detail. We have deliberately chosen
this approach, as it allows us to highlight the richness of the available sketch data.

We note that Barb was a member of the team that collected the Murrinhpatha corpus
(see Kelly et al., 2015). We thus begin with CDL in Murrinhpatha.

4.1 Murrinhpatha

4.1.1 Introduction

Murrinhpatha is a non-Pama-Nyungan language of Northern Australia and is part of the
Southern Daly language group (Green, 2003). It is spoken by approximately 2,700
people, in the remote Aboriginal community of Wadeye, and the broader Thamarrurr
area in the Northern Territory. Murrinhpatha (along with Pitjantjatjara, discussed below)
is one of the very few traditional Indigenous languages of Australia that is still acquired
by children today and is the language of everyday use in the community (Marmion
et al,, 2014; National Indigenous Languages Report, 2020).

With the exception of the prosodic analyses, descriptions of Murrinhpatha CDL provided
here draw on the Murrinhpatha acquisition sketch corpus. This dataset consists of record-
ings of two girls, Acacia and Emily, interacting with caregivers and at least one other child, at
approximately six-month intervals, from the ages of 2,6/2;7 to 4;3/4;6. These five hours were
taken from a longitudinal corpus of 77 h, recorded between 2012 and 2015, following a
total of 12 focus children (Davidson, 2018; Forshaw, 2016, 2021). All recordings were
made outside at locations of the participants’ choosing; for example, a local fishing spot
and nearby lookout. For further methodological details of the sketch corpus, see Forshaw
et al. (this volume). The data used for the study of prosody in Murrinhpatha CDL do not
come from the acquisition sketch. Instead, audio recordings with caregivers as they
helped transcribe child—caregiver interactions in the larger corpus are used. Some of the
recordings being transcribed make up the Murrinhpatha acquisition sketch corpus.

4.1.2 CDL features

In terms of scaffolding techniques, a common feature of Murrinhpatha CDL is elicitation
routines. With children under the age of three years these typically involve the impera-
tives thama ‘say/do it’, nana ‘say it to him’, or nange ‘say it to her’. With older children care-
givers use these imperative forms as well as display questions (Davidson, 2018). The
extent to which caregivers engage children in prompting routines is highly dependent
on the individual in question, and the range of caregivers in the sketch corpus reflects
this variation. One caregiver was at one end of the spectrum, with roughly half of her
utterances to children being prompts. Out of the 108 utterances she directed to Acacia
(2;7) in 30 minutes, 55 utterances included one of the three prompting forms listed
above, and out of the 146 utterances she directed to Emily (3;2) in 30 minutes, 67 were
prompts. Another caregiver in the sketch corpus was at the other extreme. Often quite
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reticent in general, she rarely engaged her children in elicitation routines. In one 30-
minute section of a recording, the two utterances this caregiver directed to her infant
(0;11) were prompts (tata nana ‘Say to him, ‘bye!”, 20140416_8.25). In this same recording
she directed 17 utterances to her daughter Acacia (3;6) and none of these featured a
prompt. Examples (1) and (2) illustrate prompting from the more verbose caregiver:'

(1) Caregiver to Acacia (2;7) (20120502_12.46)
kardu numi thani-kaykay na-na
person  other  2sG.BE(4).FuT-call.out 25G.SAY/DO(34).FUT-35G.M.I0
‘Say to him, ‘call out to another person!”

(2) Caregiver to Emily (3;2) (20120502_19.33)
tham-ngarra-werr-warda=thim
25G.POKE(19).NFUT-1PL.IO-nOt.give.opportunity-TEMP=25G.SIT(1).NFUT

thama
25G.SAY/DO(34).FUT
‘Say ‘you're not giving us a chance!”

Moving onto phonology and prosody, preliminary work on prosodic features of Murrinhpatha
CDL by Jepson and Davidson (2019) described three distinct intonation contours, which cor-
respond to the following functions: “engage”, “implore”, and “scold”. Examples of each
melody from at least four different caregivers were analyzed. The “engage” melody is used pre-
dominantly - but not exclusively — with children up to the age of around two years, to direct the
child’s attention to objects and people within their environment. The features of the “engage”
contour best align with existing descriptions of CDL prosody in other languages (e.g. Fernald
et al.,, 1989; Kelkar, 1964; Kess & Kess, 1986; Snow, 1972; see Figure 1).

With respect to pitch, both the “engage” and “scold” contours feature a high pitch register
and expanded pitch range (~240 Hz and ~425 Hz, respectively). The “implore” contour, in
contrast, features a lower pitch register, relatively flat pitch contour, and considerable
vowel lengthening. Features of the “engage” contour beyond pitch appear to depend on
the individual caregiver, and can include a final rise, constituent-final falsetto, and rounding
of lengthened final vowels. In terms of voice quality, palatalization is present in the “engage”
melody, but not in the other two. The use of palatalization with infants and its non-use with
children over the age of two years is also evident in Murrinhpatha CDL more broadly.

In general, exaggerated pitch appears to be a feature of Murrinhpatha CDL. In the sketch
corpus there are numerous examples of higher pitch and extended pitch range used in
utterances directed to young children. Also present in the sketch are examples of length-
ened vowels in CDL. These are not limited to utterances produced in an “implore” melody,
and occur most often immediately prior to the afore-mentioned prompt, thama ‘say it'.

Looking at lexicon and semantics, caregivers tend to refer to concrete, immediate enti-
ties and activities with younger children. For example, looking at one child and her
mother, much of the speech directed to Emily at 2;6 relates to the activity that she, her
brothers, and her mother are engaged in: constructing houses out of sticks and leaves.

'Glossing is in accordance with the Leipzig Glossing Rules with the addition of: ANAPH — anaphora; Av — agent voice; CoNJ —
conjunction; CONT — continuous aspect; TG — contingent; bp — discourse particle; ENDR — endearment; IPFv — imperfective;
mv — medial verb; NFUT — non-future tense; NPST — non-past tense; PAR — participial; PoL — politeness; v — patient voice;
TEMP — temporary.



AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF LINGUISTICS . 397

900
7004

N . \ N P

3004 ‘/\,_.v "\"\ ’ ° )

200 —

.-

1001 - e
754+ » »

Pitch (Hz)

Aa aa: nebirl | pangu | ku wakal yakay-ya::

Oh! Oh! Look over there, it’s a little animal ooooh!

3.303 8.34
Time (s)

Figure 1 “Engage” contour directed to child (2;0)

Talk to Emily at 3;2 again relates to the “here and now”. In contrast, at age 3;8 Emily is
scaffolded by her mother to describe a past event involving a wolf (20131105_33.07-
35.14); for example, mampa thangku nekingime thipinhi Mavis nange ‘Tell Mavis what hap-
pened to us at night’; i ku were wulf ngarra mam ‘and what did the wolf do?".

No examples of nursery vocabulary or modified pronunciations are found in the sketch
corpus. This is not surprising as there is no dedicated nursery lexicon in Murrinhpatha CDL,
with the exception of the exclamation anh-anh ‘coochicoo’, which is used exclusively with
young infants. However, broader observational research in the community suggests some
caregivers do adjust their pronunciation of a small number of nouns (but not verbs) when
interacting with young children. For example, [1] in kura ‘water’ can be pronounced as [w]
(kuwa), and the consonant cluster in biskit ‘biscuit’ can be simplified to bikit.

With respect to morphosyntax in Murrinhpatha CDL, it is unclear from the sketch data
whether caregivers use shorter and/or less complex utterances with young children. This is
due to there being insufficient data for comparison. Looking at speech directed to younger
children versus older children, it appears that there is little if any difference in the length of
utterances and in morphological complexity. Examples (3)—(5) illustrate the speech from
one caregiver to her three children of different ages — Emily (2;6) and her two older brothers
Bruno (3;8) and Jacob (5;9) - as they engage in the activity of building a little house together:

(3)  Mother to Emily (2;6) (20120910_28.49)
mampa thurru-tharra ngarra kawu pangu
alright 25G.G0(6).FuT-moving LoC mother’s.mother DIST

numa-rtarl-nu
2DU.GRAB(9).FuT-tear.off-Fut
‘Alright you go over there to your grandma and tear some (paperbark) off.

(4)  Mother to Bruno (3;8) (20120910_27.50)
Bruno nhinhika ngarra da rurd
NAME 25G-TOP Loc PLACE road

nam-patha=thanam
25G.HANDS(8).NFUT-make=25G.BE(4).NFUT
‘Bruno where were you making the road?’
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(5) Mother to Jacob (5;9) (20120910_29.59)
numi-deyida kanhi mampa du-pak kangkarl
one-same PROX alright 25G.LOWER(17).FuT-put.down above
‘Here’s another one, come on, put it on top.’

This observation from the acquisition sketch echoes previous work comparing Murrinh-
patha-speaking adults’ verb productions in CDL with ADL. It was found that the four care-
givers in the study did not modify the length or complexity of the verbs they produced
when speaking to young children (Nordlinger et al., 2017).

Minimal hesitations and errors are found in Murrinhpatha CDL. Repetition is commonly
used by caregivers, as well as variation sets.

4.1.3 Summary

Prosodic features (e.g. high pitch) and the use of elicitation routines are clear markers of
CDL in Murrinhpatha, and it follows that both these features can be found in the sketch.
The lack of a nursery lexicon and the minimal, speaker-dependent CDL pronunciations
that can be observed in the community are similarly reflected in the sketch corpus. The
existence of other potential features of CDL, such as utterance length, however, remain
unclear. Two factors contribute to the limited examples of Murrinhpatha CDL in the
sketch corpus. The first is that many aspects of CDL in Murrinhpatha are possibly better
described as infant direct language (IDL), as they are predominantly used with children
under the age of two. Given that the Murrinhpatha sketch begins with children at the
ages of 2;6/2;7, this limits the scope to certain features or to the few contexts in which
an infant also happens to be present in the recording. The second factor relates to the
vast individual variation that is evident with respect to people’s use of CDL. The
amount of CDL captured in the sketch corpus therefore also depends greatly on the
particular caregivers who were present in the recordings.

4.2 Pitjantjatjara

4.2.1 Introduction

Pitjantjatjara is a Pama-Nyungan language spoken by around 3,500 people who refer to
themselves as Anangu in the land now known as Australia (Australian Bureau of Stat-
istics, 2021). It is the primary language of daily life in the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yanku-
nytjatjara (APY) Lands in remote north-west South Australia and surrounding
communities, and children acquire it as their first and often only language until they
begin school in English. Child-directed language is a recognized distinct genre in the
community and the same term (iti-ku wangka ‘baby talk/talk for baby’ or tjitji-ku
wangka ‘child talk/talk for child’) is used for both CDL and child language. In conversa-
tions with Anangu adults about CDL, they have all commented that children up to the
age of four or five years do not yet talk like adults and so in order to be better under-
stood, one should mirror the way that they talk. As shown below, particularly in the
nursery vocabulary, Pitjantjatjara CDL often appears to be shaped by this intention to
mimic child language. The current description is based on the Pitjantjatjara sketch
corpus, which consists of five hours of audio and video recordings of five focus children
interacting in naturalistic settings with their peers and adults. The corpus, collected
between 2016 and 2019, is sampled in a cross-lagged approach with five ages
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between 2;0 and 4;0 with two children at each age; further details can be found in
Wighton et al. (this volume). As with many of the sketch corpora, there was not
enough adult-directed language (ADL) to compare against, so comparisons are made
between speech directed to the youngest versus the oldest children and any other
older children who were present in the recordings.

4.2.2 CDL features

CDL is commonly focused on the here and now with frequent imperatives. Both these pat-
terns are common in Pitjantjatjara CDL as shown in (6) below (see also Wighton, 2021). A
particularly high frequency of imperatives is also noted in CDL and child language for the
neighbouring related language Warlpiri (Bavin, 1992, 1993).

Pitch is impressionistically higher to children of around two years than it is to children
who are four years and older. Pitjantjatjara adults have also commented on and demon-
strated exaggerated pitch contours as a stereotypical feature of CDL. Further prosodic
investigation of Pitjantjatjara CDL awaits future study.

The use of distinct nursery vocabulary is a particularly distinctive feature of Pitjant-
jatjara CDL. Nursery forms are based on stereotypical child phonological substitutions
such as consonant cluster reduction, initial consonant elision, consonant and vowel
harmonization, palatalization of nasals and stops, and gliding of liquids and rhotics.
Some examples of these nursery vocabulary adjustments are listed in Table 2. While
these substitutions are individually variable in child speech, they are systematized in
adult CDL and are listed in the dictionary (Goddard & Defina, 2020). There is individual
and contextual variation in whether adults use the nursery vocabulary form, but the
form itself is consistent across speakers and contexts. While most nursery forms are
clearly derived from the adult form, some do not appear to be, such as kuku for
mamu ‘'monster’ and ama for ipi ‘breastmilk’ (though the latter could be related to
mimi ‘breast’, changes of /i/ to /a/ are not common outside of harmonization). The
nursery vocabulary only replaces a subset of Pitjantjatjara words, particularly those
(believed to be) more commonly used with children such as kin terms and things
associated with babies (e.g. breastmilk, naps, blankets).

Pitjantjatjara CDL in the sketch corpus was generally error-free with few hesitations.
Utterances directed to younger children tended to be shorter than those directed to
older children. The average mean length of utterance (MLU) in morphemes of adult utter-
ances directed to two-year-olds was 1.5 compared with 3.3 for utterances directed to four-

Table 2 Pitjantjatjara nursery vocabulary forms

Pitjantjatjara Adult phonological ~ Nursery vocabulary

word English gloss  form form Phonological adjustment

iti baby /iti/ [ici/ palatalization

kuta older brother  /'kuta/ /'cuca/ palatalization & consonant
harmonization

nyara there /'nara/ /'naja/ gliding

pulangkita blanket /"pulankita/ /'pulakita/ cluster reduction

kapi water /'kapi/ /'apa/ initial consonant elision & vowel
harmonization

mamu monster /'mamu/ /'kuku/ n/a

ipi breastmilk /'ipi/ /'ama/ possibly initial consonant elision & i->a

from mimi ‘breast’
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year-olds. This reduction in utterance length was often related to omitted arguments and
little use of adverbs and adjectives, as can be seen in (6), where a mother talks to her two
children Andrew (1;9) and Sander (7;9) (pseudonyms) trying to get them to move away
from a branch that she sees as a danger to Andrew. When they do not respond, she
scolds them. This example also shows a common simplification noted in Pitjantjatjara
CDL where chained imperative verbs are used in place of clause chains with morphologi-
cally marked non-finite medial verbs (cf. (6) line iii, which would more commonly in ADL
be a-nkula paka-ra ‘'move-mv get.up-imp’ or paka-la ara ‘get.up-mv move-imp’). This is
further discussed in Defina (2020).

(6) Mother to her children Andrew (1;9) and Sander (7;9) (Andrew_20161010_0:14:13)
i. Mother to Sander (7;9)
Sander, iti pala-o ngalya-kati
NAME baby that-acc this.way-bring.imp
‘Sander, bring that baby (Andrew) this way!
[five repeated attempts to get Sander to act]

ii. Mother to Andrew (1;9)
ara
move.IMP
‘Move!’

iii.  Mother to Andrew (1;9)
ara paka-ra
move.IMP get.up-imp
‘Get up and move!’

iv.  Mother to Andrew (1;9)
nyuntu pina pati
25G.NOM  ear closed
‘Can't you hear?" (Literally: you have closed ears)

V. Mother to Sander (7;9)
ngana Sander  pina-ngka kunyu kuli-la
hey NAME ear-Loc ANAPH listen-imp
‘Hey Sander, apparently you should listen with your ears!

Repetition is very common, often in variation sets with small variations between rep-
etitions. This can be seen in (6), lines ii and iii. These variation sets also often feature
changes in word order, which is free and highly variable in adult Pitjantjatjara
(Wilmoth et al., 2025); for instance, lines i and ii in (7), where the initial statement
is in Agent Patient Verb order but is then immediately repeated in Patient Agent
Verb order:

(7) Mother to Andrew (2;4) (Andrew_20170506_0:07:56)
i. wii, mami-lu kala rikina-g  palya-ni, nya-wa-nta
hey mummy-trc colour cool-Acc  make-Prs look-imp-DpP
‘Hey, Mummy is making pretty colours, look.’

ii. wii, kala rikina-e  mami-lu palya-ni
hey colour cool-acc mummy-erG  make-PRs
‘Hey, Mummy is making pretty colours.’
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4.2.3 Summary

In sum, the sketch data suggest that Pitjantjatjara CDL is distinct from ADL in cross-linguis-
tically typical ways, with shorter utterances, some morpho-syntactic simplification, use of
variation sets, and nursery vocabulary. The limits of the data mean that any generaliz-
ations should be made with caution; however, the patterns observed in the sketch
corpus do align with Anangu adults’ reports that they aim to talk to children as they them-
selves speak, particularly with the use of higher pitch and nursery vocabulary which fea-
tures common child phonological substitutions.

4.3 Qaget

4.3.1 Introduction

Qaget is a (non-Austronesian) Baining language of Papua New Guinea, spoken by around
15,000 speakers in East New Britain Province (Hellwig, 2019). The language is spoken and
acquired in two different settings: as the only or dominant language in the remote moun-
tainous interior, or simultaneously with the dominant language Tok Pisin in the more
accessible coastal region. From 2014 to 2018, we compiled longitudinal corpora in
both settings, following the children of four families, with a focus on children aged
2;0-4;0 as well as their younger and older siblings (Hellwig et al., 2023b). The children
were video-recorded by their parents once a week in natural interaction, resulting in
about 400 h of recordings (of which about 100 h are transcribed and annotated). Our
sketch corpus of five hours was extracted from the Qaget-dominant corpus and follows
a cross-lagged approach: it comprises data from four children, covering five different
age points between them (2;0, 2;6-2;8, 3;1-3;2, 3;7, 4;0). This contribution is based on
the sketch data but includes comparisons with analyses from the longitudinal corpus
as well as from a controlled study on CDL vs. ADL in narrative contexts (Frye, 2022) in
order to explore potentials and limits of the sketch approach.

4.3.2 CDL features

In her controlled study, Frye (2022) investigates 20 retellings of the pear story film (Chafe,
1980), comparing the language of 10 adults in both CDL and ADL contexts. Her study
shows that Qaqget CDL systematically differs from ADL in most of the dimensions that
are expected from the literature: more attention-organizing utterances such as questions,
directives and prompts, higher frequency ranges and higher FO, shorter utterances, and
fewer hesitations and errors. Speech rate and pause length did not differ across CDL/
ADL, the use of a nursery vocabulary was marginal, and the remaining features (reference
to the here and now, repetitions) were not investigated. The sketch data confirm the
above observations for conversational contexts and show additionally that repetitions
and variation sets are highly frequent in CDL. By way of an example, we highlight the
findings on MLU from the sketch corpus.

One characteristic of sketch corpora in general - including also the Qaqget sketch
corpus — is that they are unlikely to contain enough ADL to systematically compare
CDL and ADL. However, the analysis may reveal differences in the language directed at
different age groups, thus allowing us to develop hypotheses on this basis. This is also
what we find in the Qaqget sketch data. Table 3 summarizes the MLU (in morphemes) in
CDL directed at each of the five target age groups, separated between the CDL of
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Table 3 MLU of CDL in the Qaqet sketch corpus (adult and older child speakers)

Adult speaker Older child speaker (aged 4;9-8;0)
MLU MLU

Age of target child  No. of CDL intonation units (morphemes) No. of CDL intonation units (morphemes)
2,0 365 3.28 805 2.29
2,6-2;8 76 4.97 282 3.76
3,1-3;2 686 4.69 303 4.17
3,7 19 5.1 332 5.42
4,0 93 4.43 22 4.60

adults and older children. Ethnographic observations suggest that children spend con-
siderable time together with their peers, and this pattern is clearly reflected in the
sketch corpus. Given that the corpus features fairly little adult/child interaction, the
numbers are aggregated across different contexts, carers, and children.

Table 3 shows an overall increase in MLU with the age of the target child, both for adult
speakers and older child speakers. We also observe that the MLU of older child speakers is
lower than that of adult speakers when addressing target children in the first three age
brackets. A comparison across the age groups is made difficult by the considerable differ-
ences in the available data points. However, taking into account only the two age groups
with the most data points — target children at age 2,0 and 3;1-3;2 - both interpretations
become more robust.

Looking more closely at adult/child interaction, it emerges that large amounts of the
data come from a 30-minute stretch where a mother interacts with her two children.
That is, the above pattern for adult/child CDL (but not for older child/target child CDL)
may reflect individual preferences. On the positive side, the advantage is that it is possible
to directly compare the speech of the same adult to children at two different ages: an MLU
of 3.61 to the child at age 2;0 vs. an MLU of 4.72 to the child at age 3;2. Furthermore, the
contextual factors are identical for both children: the mother is preparing food, and the
children are helping clean the vegetables. Examples (8) and (9) illustrate typical utterances
and their differing MLUs. In both cases, the mother asks her children to break off usable
parts of the vegetables and put them into a dish:

(8)  Mother to YDS (2;0) (LongYDS20150506_1 15.588 30.237)
i. nyi
‘you.!

ii. nya=tu mara
25G.F.5BJ=put.cCONT here
‘you put (it) here.

iii. nya=tigis
25G.F.sBJ=break.cONT
‘you break (it).’

iv. ma
‘like this.
V. ma

‘like this.’
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vi. sa ani
already thither
‘here (one more for you).’

(9)  Mother to YRA (3;2) (LongYDS20150506_1 145.287 150.763)
i. nyi=tu-qa=iara mer=ama=dis-ki
25G.SBJ.NPST=pUt.CONT-35G.M=here in=ART=plate-sG.F
‘you put it here into the plate.

ii. kudi nani nya=ts-ka
hopefully can 25G.sBJ=eat.CONT-35G.M
‘you can eat it later (once the vegetables are cooked).’

iii. magr=a
enough=pIsT
‘enough now.’

iv. de=nya=tu-nget
CONJ=25G.SBJ=pPUt.CONT-3N
‘you put them.

4.3.3 Summary

The pattern in this 30-minute session — as well as the pattern in older child/target child
interaction in the whole sketch corpus — shows that at least for some interlocutors and con-
texts, the MLU increases with age, thus warranting the hypothesis that this pattern may be
generalizable beyond the sketch data. Indeed, both the longitudinal corpus and the con-
trolled narrative study confirm this pattern. In particular, Frye (2022, pp. 87-91) shows that
CDL is shorter than ADL across individuals (both mothers and fathers) and increases with
the age of the child; at age 3;6, CDL/ADL no longer show any difference in MLU.

Given the limits of the sketch data, it is inevitable that not all patterns can be detected
in the data (e.g. the observation that adults no longer shorten their utterances when
addressing children aged 3;6 and above was not visible in the sketch data), and any gen-
eralizability should be approached with caution (e.g. generalizing from the CDL of one
mother). That said, the available sketch data allow us to identify and describe patterns
that are consistent with the findings from more comprehensive studies. In the absence
of additional data sources, the sketch data thus minimally allow us to form hypotheses
and identify productive avenues of future research.

4.4 Tagalog

4.4.1 Introduction

Tagalog is a Malayo-Polynesian language from the Philippines with more than 28 million
native speakers (Eberhard et al., 2024). We examined Garcia and Kidd's (2022) Tagalog
CDL corpus of semi-structured interactions between 20 child—caregiver pairs from
Metro Manila, which was collected in 2019 following the acquisition sketch format. The
data collection was cross-sectional and the children were between the ages of 2;0 and
4;0. Each pair was recorded at their home for one hour as they used the materials that
we provided (e.g. toys, picture books). For the current study, we made use of all the
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available 20 h of data allowing us to observe certain patterns more clearly (e.g. verb-
marking), compared to analyzing only five hours of data.

4.4.2 CDL features

Among utterances with verbs, 29% were imperative or hortative. There were also more
than 8,000 occurrences of “?” in the whole CDL corpus, suggesting frequent use of
questions. Cursory examination of the transcripts also showed the use of prompts,
such as the caregiver asking, ‘and then? to prompt the child to continue telling a
story. We also observed productions of incomplete sentences with an intonation that
indicated a prompt, such as ‘drink a lot of...?, so the child could complete the
sentence.

One of the authors, a native speaker of Tagalog, judged the CDL as having exaggerated
pitch contours. Because the recordings had a lot of noise (e.g. electric fan), which also
varied per child-caregiver pair, it was difficult to check for FO. Moreover, we did not
have ADL from the same adults who provided the CDL, leading to difficulties in compar-
ing the FO between CDL/ADL. The semi-structured nature of the corpus made it unsuita-
ble for examining the duration of utterances and pauses, as the presence of the toys
influenced interaction. Analysis of FO and pauses thus awaits future research.

In terms of CDL vocabulary, adults in the sketch corpus mostly talked about concepts
that were present in the surroundings during the recording. Levshina et al.’s (2023) analy-
sis of 399 CDL utterances with a verb, agent, and patient in Garcia and Kidd's (2022)
corpus showed that only 3% of agents and only 5% of patients were not present in the
environment. Levshina et al. collected Tagalog ADL corpus data, and found that in 416
ADL utterances with a verb, agent, and patient, 27% of agents and 81% of patients
were not present or were non-referential (e.g. “one” in ‘One has to follow the rules’).
However, the ADL data were from audio recordings while the CDL data were from
videos, so the latter was easier to judge than the former in determining if a referent
was present or not. CDL also showed the use of nursery vocabulary such as mamam
for ‘water’, teddy for ‘bear’, and tweet-tweet for ‘bird’. Another feature of Tagalog CDL
seems to be the dropping of noun markers (2% for the first noun phrase, 7% for the
second noun phrase).

We found that CDL was characterized by short utterances, with an MLU in words of 3.09
(range: 2.40-3.92), as calculated using CLAN (MacWhinney, 2000). This average length is
shorter than the mean we found in Levshina et al.’s (2023) Tagalog ADL corpus, which was
5.28 (range: 4.26-6.52). Only 0.1% of all the words in the CDL corpus were marked as
having an error, which typically included an incorrect verb inflection or an error in
noun marking. There were also many instances of full and partial repetitions and variation
sets, especially because verbs are not only inflected for aspect and mode in the language,
but also for voice, which we turn to next.

Tagalog has a unique voice-marking system where the inflection on the verb dictates
the thematic role of the noun phrase that is marked by ang, which is considered as the
subject (Himmelmann, 2005). For instance, as illustrated in (10), the agent voice (AV)
infix -um- assigns the ang-phrase the agent role. In contrast, as shown in (11), the
patient voice (PV) infix -in- denotes that the ang-phrase is the patient. Hence, the
roles of agent and patient are reversed with only a change in the voice-marking on
the verb. The thematic role assignments are not affected by the order of the arguments
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such that there is no change in meaning between agent voice agent-initial and patient-
initial (10) sentences, and the same is true for the patient voice.

(10)  S<um>i~sipa ng baboy ang baka
<AV>IPFV~kick pig cow
‘The cow is kicking a pig.’

(11) S<in>i~sipa ng baboy ang baka
<PV>IPFV~kick pig cow
‘The/A pig is kicking the cow.’

Out of the 9,401 CDL utterances with verbs, 45% of verbs were marked for the patient
voice, 21% for the agent voice, and 34% of verbs were not inflected for voice. This lack
of marking seems to be a characteristic of CDL, although the frequency of dropping
the markers did not depend on the child’s language skills (as measured by MLU in mor-
phemes), but rather mostly on the individual caregivers (Garcia & Kidd, 2022). Of the 2,504
utterances with uninflected verbs but with at least one marked noun, 66% should have
been in the patient voice based on the noun-marking. This finding means that CDL pre-
dominantly exhibits the patient voice mapping, such that the subject is commonly not an
agent. In terms of word order, out of the 7,960 utterances with at least one noun, 73%
were agent-initial or agent-only. Splitting by voice, 86% of utterances with agent voice
verbs, 63% of utterances with patient voice verbs, and 82% of non-voice-inflected
verbs were agent-initial or agent-only. Overall, regardless of voice, the predominant
word order in CDL is agent first. Thus, despite the potential complexity associated with
voice marking and flexible word order, Tagalog CDL is somewhat simplified, which may
function to help children bootstrap into this aspect of the language.

4.4.3 Summary

Overall, similar to patterns found in other languages, Tagalog CDL differs from ADL as the
former is typically shorter, with exaggerated pitch contours, more references to the here
and now, and is characterized by the use of nursery vocabulary, and frequent use of ques-
tions, imperatives, repetitions, and variation sets. We also found that CDL was modulated
by individual variation. These varying characteristics are better captured given more avail-
able data.

4.5 Inuktitut

4.5.1 Introduction

Inuktitut is a polysynthetic and agglutinative language of the Inuit-Yupik-Unangan family,
spoken by around 40,000 speakers in the eastern arctic region of Canada (Statistics
Canada, 2023). The data discussed here come from the Nunavik region (northern
Quebec), where about 98% of Inuit children learn Inuktitut as their first language and
Inuktitut is the predominant language spoken in the community (Statistics Canada,
2023). The data are taken from two larger longitudinal studies conducted in two commu-
nities of 300-400 inhabitants - one on communicative competence (four children aged
1,0-2;9, 64 h recorded in 1986-1987, 32 h transcribed and annotated; Crago, 1988) and
the other on the acquisition of morphosyntax (four children aged 2;0-3;6, 144 h recorded
in 1989, 72 h transcribed and annotated; Allen, 1996). The children were all videotaped by
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researchers in naturalistic interactions with peers and caregivers. The sketch corpus was
extracted from these two larger corpora and comprises 30 minutes of data from each
of two children at ages 1;4, 1;10, 2;4, 2;10, and 3;4 (Lee & Allen, 2023). Only mothers’ utter-
ances are considered in the analyses of CDL; unfortunately, no comparison data from ADL
were available. Findings from the sketch corpus, as published in Lee and Allen (2023), are
compared with findings from (subsets of) the larger corpus when available.

4.5.2 CDL features

Scaffolding techniques typical of CDL were very evident in Inuktitut. Interactive routines
for modelling speech were common. Several interactions in the sketch corpus featured
greeting routines and modelling correct speech using la- ‘say ...’ or imaak ‘like this’,
both patterns found consistently in the larger corpus (Crago, 1988) and illustrated in (12):

(12) Mother to Lizzie (2;6) (Lee & Allen, 2023, p. 153)

Saali-ai la-git.
Charlie-hi say-IMP.25G
‘Say “hi Charlie”.

Speech acts typical of CDL were also common. Imperatives were very frequent in the
sketch data, comprising between 15% and 33% of utterances across the ages with no
clear developmental change. They were typically used to instruct behaviour and
speech, and to offer help to the child. Questions were also commonly used, predomi-
nantly to ask for information and to check comprehension. Mothers did not typically
correct children’s non-target-like utterances in the sketch data. When they did so, they
typically reframed the utterance or pointed out the non-target-like features to another
interlocutor.

In terms of the phonetics and phonology of utterances in CDL, we have less infor-
mation. None of the typical features mentioned in the CDL literature — slower speech
rate, exaggeration of pitch contours, FO, longer speech duration, or more pauses — are
mentioned in cultural descriptions of CDL in Inuktitut or in previous research (e.g.
Crago, 1988; Ekho & Ottokie, 2000). Since we have no sample of ADL, we were not able
to compare CDL vs. ADL for any of these measures. We did measure speech rate in the
sketch corpus; mothers used around six syllables per second on average but showed
no noticeable pattern of change by age.

For vocabulary, we found clearer patterns. Inuktitut has a well-established nursery
vocabulary that is phonologically simpler and shorter than the corresponding adult
words, often including reduplicated syllables or onomatopoeia; for example, apaapa vs.
nigi ‘food’, maa- vs. kuni- ‘kiss’, uppa- vs. atsurug- 'lift/pick up’. These baby words com-
prised between 7% and 20% of noun and verb roots at 1;4 and 1;10 in the sketch
corpus but did not appear after that, although data from a larger corpus show that
they are used by and to children up to age 3;0 (Crago, 1988; Crago & Allen, 1997).
Mothers also used a wider range of vocabulary in the sketch data as the children aged,
with later-used semantic categories including furniture, vehicles, and places to go. This
increase in lexical diversity of CDL with child age is also consistent with patterns found
in a larger corpus (Johnson & Allen, 2025).

In the area of morphosyntax, we found that utterances in Inuktitut CDL tend to be rela-
tively short and complete with relatively few hesitations and errors, although this has not
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Table 4 Average MLU in morphemes in child-directed language according to age of child (note that
Mother A and Mother B represent the two mothers at a given age, and are not necessarily the same
person across ages)

14 1,10 2;4 2,10 3,4
Mother A 2.35 2.65 3.50 4.62 4.52
Mother B 2.50 2.86 3.22 3.62 4.28
Average 243 2.76 3.36 4.12 4.40

been directly compared with ADL. The mean length of utterance in morphemes increased
between speech directed to younger vs. older children in the sketch corpus, as shown in
Table 4 (Lee & Allen, 2023, p. 163).

Interestingly, the typical length of words (in morphemes) also increased with the
child’s age, as one might expect in an agglutinative and polysynthetic language. At 1;4,
for example, 42% of words had one morpheme, 3% had four morphemes, and 0% had
seven morphemes. At 3;4, in contrast, 30% of words had one morpheme, 16% had four
morphemes, and 2% had seven morphemes. This is consistent with patterns based on
a larger corpus (Johnson & Allen, 2022), and suggests that the mothers are gradually intro-
ducing the children to more complex word structure as they get older and as their linguis-
tic ability increases.

Other aspects of morphosyntax also showed changes with child age in the sketch
corpus. Mothers used more verbal and nominal inflections as the children aged, and
also a greater variety of each. The earliest and most common verbal inflections used
were imperatives, while inflections in the conditional and dubitative moods only
appeared at the older ages; this is consistent with the pattern found in a larger corpus
(Lee et al., 2023). The earliest and most common nominal inflections were absolutive
and modalis singular forms including possession, while vialis inflections appeared
much later and no equalis inflections were used. Mothers also occasionally used variation
sets to highlight the inflections, as exemplified in (13) for verbal inflections (-/i vs. -git on
stem amaalig- ‘carry piggyback’) and (14) for nominal inflections (-nga vs. no inflection on
the root angajuapik ‘elder sibling’):

(13) Verbal inflection: Mother to Sarah (1;4) (Lee & Allen, 2023, p. 167)
i. ma-ani amaa-lir-i.
here-Loc carry.piggyback-poL-IMP.35G
‘Let it be carried on your back here.’

i. atii amaa-li-rit.
initiate carry.piggyback-poL-IMP.25G
‘Come on, carry it on your back.

(14) Nominal inflection: Mother to Jini (1;4) (Lee & Allen, 2023, p. 171)
i. angaju-api-nga=li?
elder.same.sex.sibling-ENDR-P055.356>35G.ABs=where
‘Where's his/her older sister?’

ii. angajuk-apik imaak.
elder.same.sex.sibling-ENDRr like.this
‘(Say) older sister like that.
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Two other forms — demonstratives and verbalizers — showed more and more varied use in
CDL as children aged, consistent with patterns in a larger corpus (Johnson & Allen, 2022;
Lee & Allen, in press). For demonstratives, the earliest and most frequent forms were the
proximal static una ‘this one’ and ukua ‘these ones'. Later forms included the distal static
(inna ‘that one’, ikkua 'those ones’) and dynamic forms (taanna ‘that one’, taakkua ‘those
ones’). For verbalizers, the earliest and most frequent forms were -it- ‘be’ and -tug-
‘consume’ as in (15a), while later forms included -gug- ‘become’ and -qag- ‘have’ as in
(15b):

(15) a. Mother to Jini (1;4) (Lee & Allen, 2023, p. 172)
tii-tu-langa-junga.
tea-consume-FUT-PAR.15G
‘Il have some tea.’

b. Mother to Lizzie (2;10) (Lee & Allen, 2023, p. 153)
nani gimmi-qa-nngi-mmat?
where.at dog-have-NEG-CTG.35G
‘Where are there no dogs?’

In contrast, the percentage of null subjects (89-98%) and null objects (69-86%) showed
no clear variation in CDL with child age. Valency-alternating structures such as passive and
causative were used in CDL across all ages, but not frequently enough to see any change
with age.

4.5.3 Summary

In sum, child-directed language in Inuktitut shows many similarities with patterns found
in other languages — use of socialization routines, frequent imperatives and questions,
nursery vocabulary, short and complete utterances, and use of variation sets. Our research
also showed that mothers are sensitive to their children’s linguistic level in that they
increase the variety of vocabulary as well as the complexity of morpheme and word struc-
ture as the children’s linguistic ability increases — a pattern also seen for other structures in
a larger corpus (Johnson & Allen, 2022; Lee et al., 2023).

5. Discussion

Our analysis of the distribution of CDL features across five diverse cultures suggests the
presence of recognizable but variable registers in each language, as one might expect
given the variable nature of CDL cross-linguistically. Some features were observable in
all five languages, whereas other features were either absent or infrequent enough in
some languages to not be observed in the sketch corpus. Overall, while there was vari-
ation, Table 1 is notable for the fact that most cells contain a positive observation of
the feature (i.e. more cells are marked with a check than an “x"). This suggests two
immediate conclusions. Firstly, the features are good candidates as likely features of
CDL for any one language. Secondly, the sketch approach is well suited to the study of
CDL.

All corpora revealed evidence that CDL had few hesitations and errors, had a large pro-
portion of questions, imperatives, and prompts, and contained many repetitions and vari-
ation sets. These features reveal a tendency to provide clear and engaging language to
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the child across cultures. Caregivers are regularly ensuring that their speech to young chil-
dren is clear and in most cases error-free, and via the use of repetition and variation sets,
they are implicitly providing important distributional information to children about the
use of morphemes and words in the language. Whether these modifications serve to
help children learn the language is a question for further study, and we note that the evi-
dence is equivocal on this matter (see Kemp et al., 2024). However, it is not out of the
question to suggest that these common features may have some pathbreaking role. Chil-
dren are expert distributional learners (Braine, 1987; Saffran et al., 1996), and thus carefully
articulated and repetitious but immediately variable input may ease children’s path into
the complexities of the language. The use of questions, imperatives, and prompts varies
across individuals and with age, and it is notable that in our five languages imperatives are
commonly used with young children. This is a common observation outside of European
cultures (e.g. Abels et al., 2021). All three speech acts serve to regulate the child’s behav-
iour within interaction, whether it is for behavioural control, as in imperatives, or to draw
them into the conversation, as in prompts and questions. The structured and child-
centred nature of these behaviours is consistent with socio-cultural approaches to child
development (e.g. Bruner, 1983; Nelson, 1996; Tomasello, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978),
whereby the development of cognitive processes like language is argued to be scaffolded
by the behaviours of competent others.

While there are commonalities across the five languages, there is still clear variation both
across languages and, importantly, amongst speakers within languages. For instance, there
is substantial use of a nursery vocabulary in Pitjantjatjara and Inuktitut, and little evidence
of itin Murrinhpatha and Qaget. In the two polysynthetic languages in our sample, Murrinh-
patha and Inuktitut, there was simplification of utterance length according to the age of the
child in Inuktitut only, with Murrinhpatha caregivers notably not simplifying the function-
ally important verb complex. This lack of simplification is again contrasted with another
morphologically rich language, Tagalog, where caregivers often produced verbs unmarked
for voice. This isungrammatical in the adult language, butin CDL may serve to alert children
to how verbs are marked for voice via infixes while at the same time maintaining the more
frequent patient voice noun marking pattern.

One common observation from all languages was that CDL varied across individual
caregivers. Given the small samples that a typical sketch corpus deals with, this is not
overly surprising, and it is difficult to know whether the differences were stable properties
of individuals, context-specific reactions to specific recordings, or a combination of both.
However, individual variability was also evident in voice marking in Tagalog, which had a
larger sample of caregivers (N=20); the best predictor of whether a verb would be
marked for voice was the individual caregiver (see Garcia & Kidd, 2022). This raises a
larger point about CDL: although it has historically most often been referred to as a reg-
ister, it is really a dynamic sociolinguistic phenomenon that caregivers flexibly use in a
context-specific manner (for discussion see Weinstein & Baldwin, 2024). Under this categ-
orization, we should expect variation in its use within and across individuals in a given
linguistic community.

The discussion of variability brings us back to the second point: the suitability of the
sketch approach to the study of CDL. While variability in the sketch data cannot be
straightforwardly attributed to specific factors, it is interesting to observe that variability
is detectable in small amounts of data, and also that it does not get in the way of
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identifying and describing patterns. More generally, it is clear that the sketch data only
capture a snapshot of the patterns and possibilities available in a language, and thus
any generalizations need to be calibrated accordingly. However, in quite a few cases,
we were able to compare this snapshot with studies based on larger datasets and/or
more controlled studies. In all cases, the findings were consistent. For low frequency
phenomena, it is possible that they do not show up in the sketch data. For example,
the Murrinhpatha and Qaget sketch corpora did not include any nursery vocabulary
items or modified pronunciations. Other sources reveal that a few such items and pronun-
ciations do in fact exist in both languages, but given their low frequency, the sketch data
did not capture them. Highly frequent phenomena, by contrast, feature prominently in
the sketch data. Thus, (cautious) generalizations are indeed possible in many cases. A par-
ticular strength of the sketch approach is its focus on the family/household setting and
the concomitant shift away from dyadic interaction. As a result, the corpora feature an
abundance of parallel examples where the same adult is talking to children of different
ages, thus offering the opportunity for contrastive analyses of language directed at chil-
dren of different ages (cf. especially the discussion of (3)-(5) and (8)-(9)). Furthermore, the
coverage across five age points (2;0-4;0) mitigates a potential drawback of the sketch
approach: the limited amount of ADL in the sketch data. Comparing the language
addressed to younger vs. older children makes it possible to identify differences and simi-
larities, and thus to formulate plausible hypotheses about the presence or absence of a
specific feature of CDL, which can then form the basis for future in-depth comparisons
with ADL.

6. Conclusion

In this paper we have presented an analysis of child-directed language in five diverse
languages using the Acquisition Sketch approach. The overall impression is that, despite
the diversity in cultures, there were clear commonalities in how children are spoken to.
At the same time, no one language was observed to use an identical set of features in
our set, reinforcing our point that CDL as a behaviour is best conceived in terms of
family resemblance. Throughout this contribution, our focus was on delineating the dis-
tribution of a selected set of features across five languages, while at the same time testify-
ing to the wealth and beauty of the sketch data. Obviously, these feature inventories can
only be a starting point. As they stand, they provide plenty of food for thought, as they
point out some unexpected patterns that warrant future in-depth studies (e.g. the fre-
quency of imperatives in Inuktitut does not seem to change with the age of the child;
we do not observe reduced morphosyntactic complexity in Murrinhpatha). In particular,
they also offer the opportunity to probe deeper into some behaviours and systematically
compare them across corpora (of related languages, neighbouring languages, typologi-
cally similar languages or diverse languages), e.g. comparing the functions of repetitions
and variation sets across languages, etc. There is much more cross-cultural work to do on
this topic, and the sketch approach is designed to enable these kinds of comparisons
without the need for prohibitively large amounts of data collection, caveats on interpret-
ation notwithstanding. As more sketches are added, we will move closer to a more repre-
sentative understanding of the conditions under which children learn language, which,
amongst many giants of the field, will be part of Barb’s legacy.
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