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Psycholinguistik in der Feldforschung 

Introduction: Why psycholinguistics in the field?  

Summer 2017, Sonja Eisenbeiss 

What is psycholinguistics? 

Psycholinguistics is the scientific study of the psychological and neurobiological 

processes and resources that enable human beings to acquire, comprehend and 

produce language and to make judgments about properties of linguistic material.  

Note: Some people use the term "psycholinguistics" in the narrow sense to refer to the 

scientific study of language processing (sentence vs. word processing, comprehension 

vs. production). In this way, psycholinguistics is separated from neurolinguistics and 

language acquisition research. In this course, we will take the wider definition of 

psycho/neurolinguistics, which includes studies of language acquisition, language 

disorders and research about the relationship between language and the brain.  

Core research questions include the following: 

 Language acquisition 

 What is the respective role of nature vs. nurture in language acquisition? I.e., in 

how far are learners driven by innate language acquisition predispositions and in 

how far are they helped by other (innate) cognitive predispositions and by input 

from other speakers?  

 Are some ways of talking to children more beneficial than others?  

 How universal are properties of child-directed speech (also called "motherese", 

"parentese", etc.)? For instance, is the raised pitch of "babytalk" a universal 

feature of child-directed speech or does it dependent on the culture or the 

phonological properties of the respective language? Are there differences 

between mothers and fathers, parents and siblings? See 

http://childdirectedspeech.wordpress.com/  

 Why do children produce particular types of non-target-like forms and how do 

they learn to produce target-like forms? For instance, children occasionally 

overgeneralize regular suffixes to forms that are irregularly inflected in the adult 

language (e.g. *singed instead of sang or *mouses instead of mice)? They also 

occasionally overextend words to contexts where they are not appropriate (e.g. 

by calling every adult male daddy). How do children "recover" from such "errors" 

and what is the role of corrective feedback from adults in this process? 

http://childdirectedspeech.wordpress.com/
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 How do children acquire language-specific grammatical properties and 

classifications? For instance, how do they learn to use class-appropriate markers, 

e.g. gender markers in languages like German, noun class markers in Bantu 

languages, classifiers in many Asian languages? What is the role of meaning and 

form for class-formation in different stages of development? For instance, when 

German children learn gender for nouns, do they initially pay more attention to 

the biological gender of noun referents or do they pay attention to relevant 

formal properties early on (e.g. a tendency for German words ending in schwa to 

be feminine).  

 Why are some things acquired early while others appear later in language 

development? Which factors determine the order in which linguistic elements and 

phenomena are acquired (e.g. structural or semantic complexity of word forms or 

their frequency in the input)? 

 Is there a critical age or period for language acquisition, after which it becomes 

more difficult to acquire a language? Are there different critical periods or 

sensitive stages for different components of language (e.g. phonology vs. 

morpho-syntax vs. lexicon)?  

 What are the differences between our knowledge and use of a first language and 

our knowledge and use of a second language? 

 What are the differences between monolingual and multilingual language 

acquisition? Does multilingualism have beneficial or negative effects on linguistic 

and cognitive development? 

 Language processing 

 How do we understand sentences as we read or hear them? Which types of 

information from the sentence and its context do we use at which stage of 

processing? Take, for instance, the so-called garden path sentence like The horse 

raced past the barn fell. When we read this sentence, we first tend to interpret 

raced as a past tense form of the main verb, with the horse as the subject for 

this verb. However, when we come to fell, we cannot continue with this 

interpretation and need to revise our analysis. We need to interpret raced as a 

past participle in a shortened relative clause: The horse [(that was) raced past 

the barn] fell. This raises the following question: Could discourse context or other 

external factors help us avoid the incorrect initial analysis or can we only use this 

type of information at a later stage to help us "recover" faster from our incorrect 

initial analysis?  

 How do we process sentences that have two readings or words that have two 

meanings (e.g. bank: financial institution vs. river bank)? Do we activate both 

readings initially or does this depend on the context? 
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 Do we store complex forms like walk-ed as a whole in our mental lexicon or do 

we decompose them into their constituent parts (e.g. the stem walk- and the 

past tense suffix -ed)? 

 Are morphological relationships, such as the one between walk and walked, 

represented in our mental lexicon or is the organization of our mental lexicon 

simply determined by formal and semantic relationships between words, e.g. the 

fact that the string walk is included in the string walked, and the fact that both 

walk and walked refer to a motion event of a particular type. 

 How are language comprehension and language production linked to each other 

and other processes (e.g. speech-accompanying gesture or the visual processing 

of a picture that we describe verbally)? 

 How do we resolve anaphors? For instance, how do we find out who he refers to 

in a text like My painter-friend John went to the market with his children Peter 

and Mary. He bought some paint brushes? 

 Language disorders & language and the brain 

 What can language disorders tell us about the way our linguistic abilities are 

linked to other cognitive abilities? For instance, are language and other aspects of 

cognition linked very closely? Or are there any populations with comparatively 

high performance in non-verbal IQ-tests but difficulties in the domain of 

grammar? Conversely, are there any populations with low IQ-scores, but 

comparatively good performance in tasks involving grammar?  

 What are the differences between developmental disorders (e.g. Specific 

Language Impairment) and acquired disorders (e.g. aphasia after a stroke)? 

 Is there a relationship between the type of an acquired language disorder (e.g. 

Wernicke's Aphasia vs. Broca's Aphasia) and the location of lesions in the brain? 

 Are particular centers in the brain linked to particular aspects of linguistic 

processing (e.g. semantic processing vs. processing of morpho-syntax)? 

 

Psycholinguistics is WEIRD – and not in a good way 

 One of the core aims of psycholinguistics is to determine what is particular and what 

is universal in speakers’ acquisition and processing of human languages. This would 

require looking at a broad range of typologically and genetically diverse languages 

and populations with different socio-economic backgrounds. 

 However, most studies in linguistics, psychology, and the social sciences investigate 

the behavior of undergraduate students in research-active universities or children of 

educated families. 
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 These participants tend to come from societies that are WEIRD, that is Western, 

Educated, Industrialised, Rich, and Democratic (see Henrichs et al. 2010 and 

responses).  

 Database limitations are particularly strong in studies of language production, as 

noted, for instance, by Jaeger and Norcliffe in 2009 (Jaeger & Norcliffe, 2009:868): 

"out of more than 5000 languages spoken across the world, less than 30 have been 

subjected to controlled psycholinguistic investigation on sentence production, most 

of which resemble each other typologically". This small set of languages mostly 

consisted of European languages and a few languages spoken in other industrialised 

countries (e.g. Japan, China, the Gulf States). However, more recently a few recent 

review articles and special journal issues have demonstrated that the set of 

languages studied by psycholinguists is slowly extending 

(https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/readings/experimental-linguistic-

studies-in-the-field/).  

 The cross-linguistic coverage for acquisition studies is slightly better than the 

coverage for language processing studies in adults. This was mostly due to several 

large-scale initiatives, which were only occasionally also extended to adult 

populations:  

(i) the creation of the CHILDES child language database with thousands of 
transcripts from a broad range of languages (MacWhinney 2000, 
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/childes-
database-chat-transcriptions-and-clan-tools/) 

(ii) a five-volume book series describing children's acquisition of nearly 30 
typologically and geographically diverse languages in a comparable format, 
with a focus on a common set of phenomena (edited by Dan I. Slobin, who 
has also initiated other cross-linguistic psycholinguistic projects 
(https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Dan_Slobin, 
http://ihd.berkeley.edu/people#slobin) 

(iii) the “frog story” project (Berman & Slobin, 1994, Strömqvist &Verhoeven, 
2004), in which children (and later also adults) were asked to recount a story 
based on a picture-book without words (Mayer, 1996). 

(iv) cross-linguistic studies by Brian MacWhinney, Liz Bates ,and colleagues, who 
investigated children’s and adult’s comprehension in sentence-processing 
experiments (Bates & MacWhinney,1982, 1989,  MacWhinney & Bates,1979, 
Bates, McNew, MacWhinney, Devescovi & Smith, 1982) 

(v) in-depth cross-linguistic studies on the acquisition particular linguistic 
phenomena, e.g. motion-event description (Guo et. al, 2009), ergativity 
(Bavin & Stoll, 2013) or inflection (Bittner et al., 2003; Dressler, 2010) 

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/readings/experimental-linguistic-studies-in-the-field/
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/readings/experimental-linguistic-studies-in-the-field/
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/childes-database-chat-transcriptions-and-clan-tools/
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/links/software/childes-database-chat-transcriptions-and-clan-tools/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Dan_Slobin
http://ihd.berkeley.edu/people#slobin
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(vi) comparative acquisition projects on sets of languages from a particular region 
or language family; see e.g. Pfeiler (2007) and Pye and Pfeiler (2004) for 
Mayan languages 

 Note, however, that these acquisition research initiatives were predominantly based 

on naturalistic recordings or semi-structured data from games or story (re)telling. 

Experiment-based acquisition research is still mostly limited to a comparatively small 

set of languages spoken in industrialized nations.  

 The set of languages studied by psycholinguists is not just small; it is also still 

heavily biased towards Western European languages – and the languages that 

experimental linguists have investigated most extensively may actually be 

exceptional in a variety of ways - and hence particularly unsuited for studies on 

potential universals. For instance, Cysouw (2011) 

http://cysouw.de/home/articles_files/cysouwRARA.pdf used the World Atlas of 

Language Structures (WALS: http://wals.info/, Haspelmath et al. 2005) to find out 

which linguistic properties only occur very infrequently in the world's languages. 

They then analyzed the distribution of rare characteristics among the world's 

languages and found rarity to be fairly evenly distributed throughout the world's 

languages. However, the North-Western European area with the Continental West 

Germanic languages turned out to be one of the most linguistically unusual areas 

worldwide. Thus, some of the "linguistic universals" that have been postulated on 

the basis of experimental studies on English, German, and Dutch might actually not 

be universals at all, but due to particular – and comparatively rare - features of this 

region of the world.  

 At the same time, empirical studies have shown that endangered languages that are 

not part of larger remaining language families do not necessarily exhibit a higher 

proportion of unusual features than less uncommon ones (see e.g. Luepke 2010).  

 Working with biased language samples can lead to problems like the following:  

 Most early models of sentence processing assumed that speakers tend to order 

shorter and syntactically less complex constituents before longer and more 

complex constituents because short constituents can be formulated faster, and 

should thus be selected earlier for production (see Ferreira & Dell, 2000; 

Hawkins, 1994 for discussion). Studies on English and other Germanic language 

have provided ample evidence to support this assumption. For instance, it has 

been shown that English native speakers prefer the prepositional construction in 

(a) over the dative construction in (b) when the Goal argument is particularly 

long (see Hawkins, 1994; Arnold et al., 2000; Bresnan et al., 2007; Wasow, 

2002). Similarly, English speakers prefer the order Possessum < Possessor (c) 

when the Possessor phrase is very long (see c; ;for discussion see e.g. 

Rosenbach, 2008).  

http://cysouw.de/home/articles_files/cysouwRARA.pdf
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(a ) I would only give my keys to neighbors that have never annoyed me  

(b)  ? I would only give neighbors that have never annoyed me my keys  

 (c) the car of my neighbor that lives in the pink house to my left 

(d)  ?  my neighbor that lives in the pink house to my left 's car  

 

However, English is a head-initial language with verb-object order and 

prepositions; and studies on head-final languages with object-verb order and 

postpositions have not found the same consistent short<long-preferences in 

speech production (see e.g. Dryer, 1980; Hawkins 1994; Yamashita and Chang 

2001 for Japanese and Choi, 2007, for Korean). This has led some researchers to 

consider whether ordering preferences for short and long constituents are really 

universal or whether they can depend on the headedness of the respective 

language (Hawkins, 1994, 2004, 2007). 

 In language acquisition research, early studies with English-speaking children 

suggested that passive constructions like The dog was chased by the cat were 

only acquired after the age of four or five years. Hagit Borer and Ken Wexler 

(1987) claimed that (i) children's early grammatical development was primarily 

driven by neural maturation processes and (ii) children were held back from 

forming passives due to insufficient neural maturation. This claim could not even 

be confirmed in studies on related languages like German, where two-year-old 

children were soon shown to be able to comprehend and produce passives 

(Eisenbeiss 1994; Abbot-Smith & Behrens, 2006). Crucially, though, cross-

linguistic studies with typologically different languages clearly demonstrated that 

children acquire passives early when they learn a language where these 

constructions play a more central role in the grammatical system and are more 

frequent, see e.g. Allen & Crago 1993, 1996 for Inuktitut or Demuth (1989, 1990) 

for Sesotho. 

Faced with these results, psycholinguists had another look at the development of 

English passives and demonstrated the importance of research method and 

participant selection: On the one hand, studies with improved elicitation 

methodology managed to obtain adult-like passive constructions from younger 

English-speaking children (Pinker et al., 1987; Fox & Grodzinsky, 1998; Crain & 

Fodor, 1993; Crain et al. 2009; see Ambridge and Lieven 2011; de Villiers and 

Roeper 2011 for review). On the other hand, studies with participants from a 

broader range of socio-economic and educational backgrounds showed that the 

performance in passive-processing tasks depended on participants educational 
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levels, with some participants from the low-education group showing very poor 

performance for passives even as adults (Dabrowska & Street, 2006). Note that 

in a German study, where early passive acquisition was found (Eisenbeiss, 1994), 

the overwhelming majority of children also came from middle-class backgrounds 

and had regularly received high-quality day care for some considerable time. 

Many of the European and American participants that showed early passive 

production or comprehension were carried out in university-linked nurseries and 

are likely to have involved children with comparatively high educational 

backgrounds. Thus, future studies need to involve varied populations and obtain 

more information about participants' educational and socio-economic background 

and other factors that might affect performance in psycholinguistic studies. See 

Armon-Lotem et al. (2015) for a large-scale study on the acquisition of passives 

that highlights inter-language variation w.r.t. children's performance. 

 Working with a small sample can also lead to problems, even if the chosen 

languages are typologically different: We have demonstrated this in a recent study 

on potential cognitive effects of the way we talk about motion events (Montero-Melis 

et al., 2017; https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/2017/03/30/why-we-

need-large-language-samples-for-cross-linguistic-psycholinguistic-research/ ): As L. 

Talmy has argued, so-called satellite-framed languages can encode motion events by 

expressing the manner of motion in the verb and the path of motion in a "satellite" 

(see e.g. the English example in (a)). In contrast, the focus of verbs in so-called 

verb-framed languages is on the path of motion and they require a separate optional 

element if they want to encode the manner of motion (e.g. the optional gerund 

rodando ‘rolling’ in the Spanish example (b)).  

 

(a)  The ball rolled  out of  the box 

  FIGURE MANNER PATH  GROUND 

(b)  La pelota salió de la caja  (rodando). 

the ball exited  of the box (rolling)  

FIGURE PATH  GROUND (MANNER) 

‘The ball moved out of the box (rolling).’ 

As manner of motion is more routinely encoded in satellite-framed languages than in 

verb-framed languages, some researchers have suggested that speakers of satellite-

framed languages also pay more attention to manner than V-language speakers 

when comparing motion events in a nonverbal task. Some early studies with small 

samples of mostly genetically and typologically related languages provided some 

evidence for this claim, though this effect was not found for all languages or tasks 

(see Melis et al. 2017 for review). In an experimental study with 19 typologically and 

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/2017/03/30/why-we-need-large-language-samples-for-cross-linguistic-psycholinguistic-research/
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/2017/03/30/why-we-need-large-language-samples-for-cross-linguistic-psycholinguistic-research/
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genetically diverse languages, we investigated whether participants were more likely 

to categorize a motion event video (e.g. ROLL UP ) as more similar to another video 

with the same manner, but different path (e.g. ROLL DOWN) or as more similar to 

another video with the same path, but different manner (e.g. BOUNCE UP). While we 

found an effect of the variable LANGUAGE, i.e. differences between the individual 

languages, we did not observe significant effects of the simple distinction between 

verb-framed and satellite-framed languages – despite our large sample of languages. 

Note, however, that if we had simply taken a few strategically selected verb-framed 

languages and a few strategically satellite-framed languages, we could have found 

different effects: " Had we randomly chosen a pair of S- and V-languages from the 

current sample, we could have found a language effect in the expected direction 

(Jalonke and Polish), a null result (Japanese and German) or an outcome that at 

least qualitatively would go in the opposite direction than expected (Estonian and 

French). We could even have found significant differences among languages of the 

same type (Jalonke and French). Thus, inferences based on small sets of languages 

should be treated with caution."  

 Incorrect psycholinguistic generalisations can be harmful. For instance, norm-

referenced tests for language acquisition in the US were initially developed with a 

restricted and biased sample of participants, who were all taken to speak English. 

However, varieties of English were not distinguished. Later, tests based on results 

with middle-class white monolingual English-speaking children were used in 

ethnically and linguistically diverse populations within the same country. This led to 

inappropriate assessments, but it also had negative effects on educational outcomes 

and support for those parts of the population that were not (adequately) represented 

in the original sampling for the norming process. 

 

How can we make psycholinguistics less WEIRD  

Speed et al. (in press): 

 You can conduct cross-cultural and cross-linguistic studies with typologically and genetically 

diverse languages in fieldwork contexts.  

 You can conduct online experiments or carry out experiments in institutionalized public 

spaces (e.g., museums) to obtain large, diverse participant samples.  

 You can take studies out of the lab and perform them in more ecologically valid settings, to 

increase the real-world generalizability of findings. 
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Resources for Psycholinguists in the Field 

 Reading lists, tutorials, and downloads for psycholinguists and fieldworkers, with lists 

of reading, resource sites, databases, and download info, tutorials, etc. for tools like 

ELAN, CLAN, DMDX, R or Python: https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/  

 Information about typology and languages (readings, databases, maps, etc.): 

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/2016/11/19/resources-linguistic-

typology-experimental-linguistics-and-psycholinguistics/  

 Child-directed speech and language acquisition (tools, resources, projects, reading 

lists, etc.): http://childdirectedspeech.wordpress.com/  

 The Linguist List (not just a mailing list anymore, but a really useful resource site);  

http://linguistlist.org/   

https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/2016/11/19/resources-linguistic-typology-experimental-linguistics-and-psycholinguistics/
https://experimentalfieldlinguistics.wordpress.com/2016/11/19/resources-linguistic-typology-experimental-linguistics-and-psycholinguistics/
http://childdirectedspeech.wordpress.com/
http://linguistlist.org/
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 Videos about languages and/or linguistics  

o The LSA list of videos on YouTube:  

https://www.youtube.com/user/LingSocAm  

o The Virtual Linguistics Campus on YouTube: 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCaMpov1PPVXGcKYgwHjXB3g  

o The Ling Space on YouTube: 

o https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCdZcGRaBV-VRRyU4t6Ur0mw  

o The Ralli Campaign (language impairment) on YouTube: 

https://www.youtube.com/user/RALLIcampaign  

o a list of YouTube and TEDx videos about child language and child-directed 

speech: https://childdirectedspeech.wordpress.com/2016/11/30/youtube-

playlists-languagedevelopment-childdirectedspeech-motherese-babytalk-

childdevelopment-childdev-childlanguage-childspeech/  

https://www.youtube.com/user/LingSocAm
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCaMpov1PPVXGcKYgwHjXB3g
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCdZcGRaBV-VRRyU4t6Ur0mw
https://www.youtube.com/user/RALLIcampaign
https://childdirectedspeech.wordpress.com/2016/11/30/youtube-playlists-languagedevelopment-childdirectedspeech-motherese-babytalk-childdevelopment-childdev-childlanguage-childspeech/
https://childdirectedspeech.wordpress.com/2016/11/30/youtube-playlists-languagedevelopment-childdirectedspeech-motherese-babytalk-childdevelopment-childdev-childlanguage-childspeech/
https://childdirectedspeech.wordpress.com/2016/11/30/youtube-playlists-languagedevelopment-childdirectedspeech-motherese-babytalk-childdevelopment-childdev-childlanguage-childspeech/

