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Language documentation is concerned with “the observable linguistic behavior, manifest in
everyday interaction between members of the speech community” (Himmelmann 1998: 166)
- with a clear focus on the linguistic behavior of adults. The last two decades have seen the
construction of numerous adult corpora, enabling and stimulating cross-corpus typological
research. But the “observable linguistic behavior” also includes the language used by and with
children, and there is a growing interest within language documentation in constructing corpora
of child language and child-directed language and utilizing them in cross-linguistic research
(e.g., Kelly et al. 2015; Moran et al. 2016). This interest is set against the background of a severe
bias within language acquisition research: much more so than in typological research, theories
of linguistic and cognitive development are grounded in empirical data that is strongly biased
towards the major European languages, with acquisition data being available for only 1-2% of
the world‘s languages (Lieven & Stoll 2010: 144).

Cross-linguistic research on language acquisition made major progress in the 1980s/ 1990s,
largely thanks to a number of large-scale initiatives such as Dan Slobin’s (1985-1997) “cross-
linguistic study of language acquisition.” But despite this early promise, 20 years on we are not
markedly further. Very likely, the reasons are to be found in the forbidding methodological chal-
lenges of constructing child language corpora under fieldwork conditions with their strict require-
ments on participant selection, sampling intervals and amounts of data (e.g., Behrens 2008;
Parisse 2019; Tomasello & Stahl 2004).

Building up on Dan Slobin’s original idea, this talk reports on an ongoing joint project (Defi-
na et al., in prep.) that combines the construction of manageable corpora of natural interaction
with children (of 5 hours of analyzed data) with a sketch description of the corpus data - result-
ing in a database of comparable corpora and sketches across languages, which can form a basis
for cross-linguistic comparisons.
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