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By Professor Elena Lieven, Director of ESRC International Centre for Language 

and Communicative Development (LuCiD) 
Over the years, I have spent stints of time in remote parts of the world studying how 

children learn language. Watching the ways in which babies and young children were looked 

after and learned to talk in these cultures made me think about what we know about 

children’s development in cultures very different from our own and how this might be 

influenced by the ways in which they are raised.  

In the 1970s, I lived for 6 months in a very remote village in Papua New Guinea. Children 

spent all their time with their mothers, carried in slings up to the age of about two, and after 

that perched on top of great piles of wood and food carried by the mothers as they walked 

long distances to their gardens and back. As the mothers walked to and from the gardens 

they would give a running commentary to their children about who was in each garden and 

what they were doing.  I thought this could have helped the babies learn the correct kinship 

names for people (a very important part of what you needed to know when you either 

talked to people or talked about them), as well as the words for many types of food, 

activities and the layout of the terrain.  

This made me think about the different ways in which toddlers learn words. From research 

in our own cultures, we know that joint attention to objects and events is important for 

word learning. But maybe there are other ways to learn by attending to what the mother is 

talking about, without the immediate ‘jointness’ of attending to objects together while you 

talk about them. A study of rural Mozambican babies showed that they spent more time in 

solitary engagement with objects than urban children and that it was in fact joint 

engagement with people that predicted their vocabulary growth.   

How much of the talk babies hear matters for learning to talk? 

During the first year of a baby’s life they become increasingly sensitive to the sounds, words 

and structure of the language or languages that they hear around them. We don’t really 

know how much language they need to hear for this process to proceed normally, but we do 

know that there are big differences in how much babies are talked to, not only between 

caregivers in our own cultures but also across cultures. For instance, in some cultures 

people think that babies shouldn’t be over-excited by too vigorous interaction and in others 

they don’t see the point of talking to babies until they can talk. And yet children the world 

over do learn to talk. So we need to know much more about the different ways in which 

they are spoken to and by whom. 

My colleague, Sabine Stoll, and I conducted research in Eastern Nepal on an endangered 

language called ‘Chintang’. Here, young babies were also carried in slings by their mothers 

but once they started to crawl and walk, they spent much more time with other children, 
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often being carried around on the older children’s backs until they were old enough to run 

around with them. Children spent most of their time outside surrounded by other children 

and other adults and so they heard a much greater variety of speakers from an early age. 

These children interacted all the time with a much wider range of speakers than the children 

we usually study here in the UK. 

I am currently working with my colleague, Sabine Stoll, on a study of the speech addressed 

directly to children and that around them, looking at what the children pick up from 

different speakers and how important directly addressed speech seems to be.  It’s 

interesting that a big study of early social communicative skills in villages in India, Peru and 

Newfoundland found that mothers reported the same age at which children started to 

comprehend words (9 months) but the Canadian children were reported to be 3 months 

ahead in producing words, suggesting that high levels of child directed speech may produce 

more talkative children. 

What’s the same and what’s different about early development and communication in 

different cultures?  

On the one hand, babies the world over are on a developmental timetable, smiling around 6 

weeks, reaching out for objects around 4-6 months, walking and starting to talk at around 1 

year - although there are individual differences in when they reach these milestones. Not 

only this, but they seem to be on a similar timetable for social communication: a number of 

studies have shown that children across very different cultures start to understand words, 

show and give objects, point and imitate, at similar ages.   

Does interaction and communication with babies matter? 

Obviously it does - no child is going to develop normally or learn a language in the absence 

of any human interaction or hearing a language! Early on, this takes place in the contexts of 

meeting a baby’s basic needs for food, care and sleep. After all, there are limited options for 

dealing with very young babies and we may, to some extent, be programmed to provide 

them (think about the almost biological response people have to newborn crying). This may 

ensure that very early development proceeds smoothly, unless there are major disabilities 

or early traumas to mother or child. 

But we also know from studies in our own cultures that there is a relationship between both 

the quantity and quality of interaction with toddlers and their language development. There 

is evidence suggesting correlations between the amount mothers talk to their 18-month-old 

toddlers and the speed with which the toddlers process speech; between the amount of 

joint attention that mothers and babies engage in and children’s vocabulary development; 

and between the amount that caregivers talk to babies and the rate at which they learn 

words and the size of their early vocabularies. 

Later on, contingent talk (where caregivers talk about what the toddler is attending to) is 

related to the range and complexity of their child’s language. And, of course, there is good 

evidence that children’s oral language skills are related to their school readiness and later 
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reading development.  But we still have a long way to go in understanding the details of 

exactly how these relationships work and the intricate ways development and interaction at 

one time point have an influence on later development.  (For an absolutely marvellous 

account of the ways in which the use of language varied between different communities in 

the USA and how this worked its way out in the context of early schooling and literacy, I 

recommend Ways with Words by Shirley Brice Heath6). 

What can we take from all of this? 

Children learn to talk in a wide range of different environments all over the world. From 

studies in our own society, we know something about what helps and hinders this process. 

But there is so much more to learn. Thinking about these cultural differences really makes 

me think more deeply about the process of language development in our own society: 

(1) What about different groups in our own society? - Do children all learn to talk in exactly 

the same way? How much language do they need to hear and from whom? 

(2) How exactly do early differences between children and their environments work their 

way out to produce the differences in school readiness and outcomes that we know exist? 
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