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Revision: The Director/Matcher-Task 

Some issues that need to be considered when creating a director/matcher-task: 

 Ideally, both director and matcher are participants, not experimenters. This 

ensures that everyone involved knows that the matcher really does not have the 

required information. It is not always possible to have two participants, especially 

in a field situation where the individual participant for the study live in different 

locations. For some phenomena, one can come up with scenarios where it makes 

"communicative sense" to work with one directing participant and the 

experimenter as the matcher (see e.g. Eleni Galata's brief presentation of an 

ongoing study in last week's class). For instance, the director can have a picture 

book with a fixed order and the matcher can have the same set of pictures as a 

set of individual unordered pictures. Then, the director can be asked to describe 

the pictures in the order of the book. The matcher cannot see the book pages 

due to the physical setup and being occupied by finding the pictures. Thus, the 

director has to describe the pictures in the order provided by the book so that the 

matcher can find matching pictures and create a copy of the book in a ring-

binder. 

 A growing number of studies have investigated effects of participants' ability to 

gesture while doing verbal or spatial tasks (see Kita et al. 2017 for a recent 

review). Directors might gesture even if the physical set-up for the task prevents 

the matcher from seeing the gestures and benefiting from them. This could affect 

their language production.   

 Director/Matcher-Tasks can involve different types of stimuli and task variants: 

1. replication of an array of objects, patterns, etc., 

2. identifying a matching picture from an array of similar, but contrasting 

pictures (see e.g. Pederson et al. 1998), 

3. following descriptions of actions (e.g. the various variants of the route 

description tasks used by the MPI Nijmegen Language and Cognition 

group , see their stimulus archive and publications). 

 For option 1 and 2, one needs to ensure that participants engage with the 

objects and treat them as "real objects". If they are too abstract, this might not 

work as well as if real natural objects are used (e.g. pieces of fruit, twigs, stones, 

etc.).  



Psycholinguistik_in_der_Feldforschung_Eisenbeiss_2017_handout_language_acquisition
_CLAN 2 

 For option 3, participants might not take the view point of the moving character 

("Go straight and then left after the bridge"). Rather, they might describe the 

action from their own perspective and use placement verbs ("Move the toy 

straight on and push it through the bridge and then pick it up and move it to the 

left"). Thus, the task needs careful explanations, practice time, and feedback.  

 In our exercise, we saw that even if director and matcher are asked to sit in 

parallel and not facing one another, participants tend to turn towards the person 

they are talking to. This might influence their spatial descriptions. 

 When selecting the stimuli for a director/matcher-task, relevant properties need 

to be explored before the experiment. For instance, the man-and-tree-task 

(Pederson et al. 1998) involves (i) a tree which does not have an intrinsic front or 

back and (ii) a man who has a clearly identifiable front and back. This is crucial if 

one wants to investigate frames of reference (FoR) or other aspects of spatial 

language. See Shusterman & Li (2916), Fig. 1 for an illustration:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Relationship between different FoR classifications. Object-

centric vs. geocentric divide FoRs into those anchored (e and f) vs. not 

anchored (a–d) to earth. Egocentric picks out FoRs from one’s own 

perspective (a and b) and treats all  others  as allocentric (c–f). For the 

relative, intrinsic, absolute tripartite typology, relative vs. intrinsic differ 

in whether the ground object    is a distinct entity from the one 

contributing the axis (b and d) or the same entity (a and c). Intrinsic 

vs. absolute differ in   whether the axis is bounded locally (e) or 

extends indefinitely (f). 
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Revision: Elicited Production with Novel Words 

Some methodological observations and lessons from Olawsky's (1998) study of novel 

nouns in Dagbani (see his own discussion for more detail). 

 Participants with higher education and literacy levels were recruited as they 

respond better to the "strange" task. This has enabled Olawsky to use the task 

with an under-researched language, but it is still a limitation with respect to the 

study of different populations and participants. 

 In a pre-test, novel words had to be rated as typical vs. non-typical for the 

language, which required a lot of explanation as all of the words were novel. 

Introducing novel words without semantics for them was particularly difficult. 

Moreover, not all of the existing words used in this task were considered existing 

words, which suggests task difficulties or more variety in the lexical repertoire of 

the population as one might initially expect. This demonstrates that having such 

items in pre-tests is crucial for identifying problems.  

 The main task involved providing singular and plural forms of a novel noun 

presented in a story context. Each story context was used twice. NOTE: Coming 

up with different story contexts that are neutral and do not give away too much 

semantic information about a noun is difficult.  

 A separate category for analysis had to be created for words that were supposed 

to be novel words, but turned out to exist in the language after all, when some 

(but not all) participants considered them to be existing words. Thus, a novel 

word experiment with an under-researched language should have a debriefing 

session at the end where participants can be asked about the novel words (Do 

they exist after all? Was something odd about them – and if so, what?, etc.). 

While pre- testing and interviewing can reduced the number of "false novel" 

items, inter-speaker variability with respect to lexical inventories means that the 

number of items per condition needs to be high enough to allow for later 

quantitative analyses even if items have to be excluded after the experiment.  
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Word (Form) Frequency Analyses with FREQ 

Research Questions 

Many studies on language acquisition and learners' input require information about the 

frequency of words and their forms: 

 Some researchers have claimed that verbs are universally more difficult to learn 

than verbs, while others argue that this "noun bias" may be absent or less 

pronounced in languages where verbs play a more dominant role in the 

language (see Himmelmann 2017 for a recent overview: 

http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199772810/obo-

9780199772810-0159.xml.). Counting how many different verbs and nouns 

appear in spontaneous speech samples from learners can provide initial 

information for such studies. NOTE: such counts cannot be the only basis of 

evaluating claims about a potential universal noun bias: When speakers talk 

about concrete objects and their properties (e.g. color and size), they tend to 

use fewer verbs than in situations where they talk about different actions. Thus, 

sampling needs to take account of that. Moreover, semi-structured elicitation 

may be required to see whether learners produce words that do not occur in 

spontaneous speech, due to a lack of relevant contexts. For children, 

researchers can also use parental questionnaires with questions about children's 

production and comprehension of words from a list (see e.g. the MacArthur-

Bates Communicative Development Inventory, which has been adapted for a 

broad range of languages and cultures: http://mb-

cdi.stanford.edu/adaptations.html ). 

 Studies on bilingual children have investigated when children start to have two 

distinct sets of vocabulary for the languages they learn – with translation 

equivalents for words in the two languages. Word lists from recordings in the 

two languages can be a first step in such studies, with the limitations mentioned 

above. Moreover, comparable data collection situations need to be provided for 

the languages involved.  

 Studies of learners' morphological development have investigated how 

frequently learners produce overgeneralisations of morphological rules (e.g. the 

overgeneralization of the past tense ending –ed to the irregular verb sing, 

resulting in *singed instead of the correct irregularly inflected form sang). 

Researchers also investigate the role of input frequency and similarity to other 

words. Analyses of frequency lists are a starting point for this. See Clahsen 

(1999) and responses as well as Ambridge (2011) for references and discussion.  

  

http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199772810/obo-9780199772810-0159.xml
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199772810/obo-9780199772810-0159.xml
http://mb-cdi.stanford.edu/adaptations.html
http://mb-cdi.stanford.edu/adaptations.html
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 In early stages of grammatical development, earners often omit realizations of 

so-called functional categories, i.e. function words (determiners, auxiliaries, etc.) 

and grammatical markers (e.g. determiners like the and a or the past tense 

marker –ed). Frequency lists can show whether such elements appeared in the 

learners' speech. However, they cannot tell us whether the lack of such 

elements was due to a lack of contexts for them. For instance, the conversation 

might have been entirely about the present and hence not have required past 

tense forms. Moreover, if a function word or grammatical marker appears in a 

frequency list, we do not know whether it was used productively, based on 

target-like grammatical representation - or as part of a formula, such as Where's 

the X?. For this, context analyses using COMBO are required to look at sentence 

contexts. Moreover, a combination of naturalistic sampling, semi-structured 

tasks and experiments is needed to provide further insights.  See Ambridge & 

Lieven (2011) and Eisenbeiss (2015) for discussion and overviews. 

 

Frequency Measurements 

• Type Frequency: How many different types of this element do occur in the 

corpus (e.g.: How many different verbs does the corpus contain?) 

• Token Frequency: How many individual instances of this element do occur in 

the corpus (e.g.: How many individual occurrences of these verbs can we find in 

the corpus ?) 

• Word form: An individual form of a lexical item (e.g. gives) 

• Lemma: All the word forms of a lexical element taken together (e.g. GIVE: give, 

gave, gives, given,…) 

 

Exercise 

You find the following word forms in the child’s input: give, give, gives, gave, take, 

takes, takes, taken, car, cars, cars. Calculate the number of types and tokens for 

lemmas and types and tokens for word forms. 
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• Lemma: 

• 2 verb types (GIVE, TAKE) and 1 noun type (CAR) 

• 8 verb tokens (give, give, gives, gave, take, takes, takes, taken) 

and 3 noun tokens (car, cars, cars) 

• Word Form: 

• 8 word form types: 

• 3 word form types of GIVE (give, gives, gave), 

• 3 word form types of TAKE (take, takes, taken), 

• 2 word form types of CAR (car, cars) 

• 11 word form tokens: 

• 4 word form tokens of GIVE (2 x give, 1 x gives, 1 x gave), 

• 4 word  form tokens  of  TAKE  (1  x take,  2 x takes,  1   x 

taken), 

• 3 word form tokens of CAR (1 x car, 2 x cars) 
 

NOTE: Check your calculations if you end up with more types than tokens. The number 

of types should never be higher than the number of tokens. If type and token 

frequencies are the same, this means that each type occurred once. 

 

Using CLAN 

You can use the FREQ command to produce frequency counts. The switches allow 

you to target the output to your needs. 

 
freq 2-02-19.cha 

(This provides you with a list of words and their frequencies, for all speakers, organized 
alphabetically) 
11 . 
273 a 
25 a@l 
92 a@p 

4 aah 
1 able 

10 about 
2 across …. 

NOTE: The programme also counts the full stop if it is separated from the text by a 

blank/space. 

 
freq 2-02-19.cha +f 

(This provides you with a list of words and their frequencies, for all speakers, organised 

alphabetically, stored in a file)  



Psycholinguistik_in_der_Feldforschung_Eisenbeiss_2017_handout_language_acquisition
_CLAN 7 

freq 2-02-19.cha +o +f 
(This provides you with a list of words and their frequencies, for all speakers, organised 

according to frequency, stored in a file) 

319 the 
273 a 
191 you 
189 and 
110 no… 

 
freq 2-02-19.cha +t*CHI +f 
(This provides you with a list of words and their frequencies, for the child only 

(+t*CHI), organised alphabetically, stored in a file) 

 
freq 2-02-19.cha +t*MOT +f 
(This provides you with a list of words and their frequencies, for the mother only 

(+t*MOT), organised alphabetically, stored in a file) 

NOTE: If you do not know what the labels for the different speaker tiers are, you can 

find them at the beginning of each transcript. 

 
freq 2-02-*.cha +t*MOT +u +f 
(This provides you with a list of words and their frequencies, for the mother only 

(+t*MOT), organised alphabetically, combined for all transcripts specified in the 

command line, stored) 

 

NOTE: You can also perform calculations for codes on the %mor-tier (e,g. for  

determiners), if they are available and have been used consistently.  

 

Sentence Analyses with COMBO 

Research Questions 

 As mentioned above, studies of learners' function element use need to 

investigate the contexts where such elements are required or used. Moreover, for 

studies of formula use, formula-models in the input need to be investigated as 

well.  

 Such studies also need to look at the correctness of the forms, e.g. with respect 

to agreement (e.g. *these/this car vs. these/*this cars).  
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Measurements for the Use of Forms in Sentence Contexts 

The following measurements are discussed for determiners, but can be applied to other 

elements.  

1. correct use in obligatory context 
How often is a given (functional) element used in a context where an adult native 
speaker would use it (e.g. He took the/a car vs. * He took car?). For instance, if a 
child uses 5 articles in 20 context that require an article, you have a 25% provision 
rate in obligatory contexts and 75% errors of omission. You can also look correct use 
of particular morphological forms or endings. For instance, you can look at all plural 
contexts for demonstratives like these and those and see how often this forms are 
used and now often non-target-like forms appear (e.g. this and that). 

2. correctness of use  
Which percentages of the uses of a given element are correct. For instance, if a child 
uses 20 articles, but only 4 of them are used correctly and the others are used 
incorrectly, the child has a 20% correctness rate and a high rate of errors of 
commission (80%). Sometimes different correctness rates are calculated: 

a. context appropriateness (e.g. the two cars vs. *a two cars) 
b. inflectional correctness (e.g. correct case/gender/number marking on German 

determiners or correct number marking English demonstratives like this/these 
or that/those) 

c. positional correctness (e.g. the two cars vs. * two the cars) 
3. overlap of use 

Which percentage of nouns are used with more than one determiner. For instance, a 
child might use 4 nouns with the, but not with a(n), 6 nouns with a(n), but not with 
the and 10 nouns with both a and the. This would give you an overlap rate of 50% 
(10/20). 

4. Rates of potential formula use 
Which percentage of “determiner” uses can be attributed to formulas like “Where’s 

the X?” or “That’s a X.”?  

 

NOTE:  

 While measures (1) and (2) can be expected to be (close to) 100% in adults, 
measure (3) is typically not 100% in adults. Hence, studies involving this measure 
should compare adults and children in the same context. 

 The different measures require different levels of corpus annotation: If you want to 
calculate overlap measures or measures for correctness of use, you only need 
searches for utterances with particular overt elements in transcripts (e.g. searchers 
for the, a, and an). For omission measures, you need to find omissions. So you 
either have to mark/annotate them in the transcript or you need to find all nouns 
and code for omission vs. presence. This requires a lot of additional work. 
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Exercise 

Which measures does the following analysis of a young German-speaking child involve? 

What can they tell you? Which measures are not included? 

How could the graph be improved and made more reader-friendly? Which information is 

missing?  

 

Fig. 2: Eisenbeiss (2000, 2003): Hannah's Use of Determiners and Quantifiers 
in Obligatory Contexts 
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Using CLAN 

Typically one uses the COMBO command with the +f switch and the +s switch to save 

a list of utterances with a particular element or combination of elements to a file. If one 

wants to get more context, one can use the +w and –w switches to specify how many 

preceding and how many following utterances should be added to the target utterances. 

The +t switch can be used to restrict the search to particular tiers/speakers. 

 

Example: Omissions 

If article omissions are annotated in the transcript with 0a or 0the or 0an, you can use 

this command to search for them (e.g. COMBO +s0a). 

 

If not, you use the FREQ command to create a list of all nouns. Based on this, you 
create a file (simple ASCII text format, not doc or docx format), with all the noun forms 

from the frequency list, one per line. The content of this file could look like this: 

 

cat 

dog 

house 

horse 

horses 

 

Save this file as text only and give it a memorable name (e.g. noun.txt). Then, you can 

search for all the words in this file: combo +t*CHI +s@noun.txt @ 

 

Exercise 

Create a word list and use COMBO with this list to search for utterances with the 
respective utterances. 
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Example: Co-Occurrences and Potential Formulas 

If one studies formulas like where-s-the+X or that-a+X in early child language, it is 

important to check whether the particular word combinations that the child uses are 

common in the input – and more common than other combinations. For this, one has 

to find utterances that contain particular words or word combinations. Moreover, in 

order to investigate the basis for children’s morphological generalizations, one might 

want to see with how many tokens and with how many different types of words a 

particular morpheme is combined in the child’s input. 

 
combo 2-02-*.cha +t*CHI +f +sthe 
combo 2-02-*.cha +t*MOT +f +sthe 
(This provides you with all child/maternal utterances containing the definite article, 

allowing you to calculate with how many types/tokens of nouns this grammatical 

morpheme is combined) 

 
combo 2-02-*.cha +t*MOT +f +s*s 
(This provides you with all maternal utterances containing words ending in s, allowing 

you to calculate with how many types and tokens of nouns this grammatical morpheme 

is combined. NOTE: this command will also output utterances with words where s is 

not a grammatical morpheme, e.g. bus. If the transcript has a mor-line, you might be 

able to search for s-morphemes there, adding +t%mor) 
 

combo 2-02-*.cha +t*MOT +f +sun* 
(This provides you with all maternal utterances containing words starting with un, 

allowing you to calculate with how many types and tokens of nouns the prefix un is 

combined. NOTE: this command will also output utterances with words where un is not 

a prefix, e.g. under. If the transcript has a mor-line, you might be able to search for 

un- morphemes there, adding +t%mor) 

 
combo 2-02-*.cha +t*MOT +sthe^car +f 
(This provides you with all maternal utterances containing the word car preceded by 

the definite article, not separated by other words or not. NOTE: +sthe^*^car* would 

find utterances with the preceding car, even if they are separated by other words) 
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Example: Contrasts 

Contrasts between word forms might help children to detect morphemes (e.g. car vs. 

cars). You can use FREQ to find out whether several forms of the same word appear in 

the same transcript. For suffixes, it is often useful to have the output in alphabetic order 

so that you can find forms like car and cars next/close to one another. For prefixes, you 

can use Word search functions to find prefixed forms and then create a search list for 

a FREQ search of all forms involving the respective stems. You might also want to see 

whether contrasting forms appear within the same sentence, which would make 

contrasts more salient (e.g. .I have one blue car and two green cars.). You can explicitly 

search for this, using the ^ symbol. 

 
combo 2-02-*.cha +t*MOT +scar*^*^car* +f 
(This provides you with all maternal utterances containing at least two forms of the 

word car words, whether they are separated by other words or not. NOTE: +scar*^car* 

would only find adjacent forms of car) 

 
If you want to look whether other forms of the same word appear in preceding or 

following utterances, you can use +w or –w. 

 

Exercise 

How would you use FREQ and COMBO to study other research questions that you have 

found in the literature on language acquisition? 


