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Language acquisition has long been described in terms of stages based on verbal features, starting with children’s first vocalizations and the maturation of phonic capacities. But little by little, children’s gestures have also been taken into account (Bruner 1975, 1983). Children start using conventional gestures very early and in particular pointing which begins at the end of the first year, just before their first words. According to Cabrejo Parra (1992), pointing gestures represent a pre-requisite to language. It enables children to designate a salient element in the extra-linguistic reality that surrounds them and transform it into an object of shared attention and exchange with the adult. The child thus enters the symbolization process in a “meeting of minds” (Tomasello 1999) with the adult. The pointing gesture is the basis for the organization of joint attention, and the first step into deixis. It is a sign that the child is able to construct alterity, which is not possible for animals (Butterworth 1996, 2003), and seems difficult for children with language disorders.


Manual communication does not totally disappear with the emergence of language (Marcos 1998). It is largely used by adults and is complementary to verbal productions (Guidetti 1998). For Clark (1978), demonstrative pronouns used later by children are in natural continuity with pointing gestures. According to this perspective, pointing would serve as a transition, which facilitates the child’s access to combinations and syntax (Bates et al. 1977). The use of pointing at the end of the first year is correlated to lexical development (Bates et. Al. 1975). Just as other  types of early socio-pragmatic behavior, which help regulate shared attention (requests or social routines), pointing seems to be linked to grammatical development during the second year of life (Rollins and Snow 1998). Pointing gestures are thus described by the literature on the development of oral language as precursors for denomination.


As far as the verbalization of reference is concerned, a few studies describe the precocious mastery of pronouns and determiners in language acquisition. Parisse and Le Normand (2000) observe that two-year old French children already frequently use pronouns. Girouard et al (1997) find that pronouns are mastered between 28 and 30 months. Jakubowicz & Rigaut (1997 ; 2000) confirm these results for clitics and note a preference for third person pronouns and a discrepancy between the use of subject and object pronouns, the latter being acquired later. Bassano and Eme (2001) show that determiners are predominantly used at 30 months. 

However, studies on SLI children show that they encounter various difficulties in the handling of pronouns and determiners (Bedore & Leonard, 1998 ; Bortolini & Leonard, 2000 ; Leonard & Bortolini, 1998 ; Moore, 1995 et 2001 ; Jakubowicz, 1998 ; Le Normand & Parisse, 2000 ; Plaza & Le Normand, 1996 ; Parisse & Maillart, 2004). This triggers the issue of the link between phonology and morphology. Moreover, on a discursive level, these children seem to have difficulties to establish non ambiguous referential links (Baltaxe & D’Angiola, 1992 ; de Weck & Rosat, 2003 ; Liles, 1985a et b ; Kaderavek & Sulzby, 2000 ; Paul, Hernandez, Taylor & Johnson, 1996 ; Paul & Smith, 1993 ; Van der Lely, 1997). They have trouble sharing attention with the interlocutor (Liles, 1985a et b, 1993 ; de Weck, 2005a ; de Weck, Ingold & Jullien, 2005 ; Ingold, Jullien & de Weck, 2005). 


A comparison between the referentiation process between typical and SLI children could therefore help set some landmarks, which could benefit professionals who take care of SLI children. 


Issues at stake: Does the verbal system simply replace gestures? Do the manual and verbal modalities have the same cognitive pre-requisites? What are the difficulties encountered by SLI children in the handling of reference? Do they meet the same difficulty in the mastery of pointing gestures as in the verbalization of reference? This project is an opportunity to find some answers to those questions thanks to a detailed analysis of the emergence of children’s first pointing gestures and first referential expressions in several longitudinal follow-ups in English and French with a comparison between typical and SLI children.


Research program: This study will be conducted in the framework of the COLAJE project supervised by Aliyah Morgenstern and financed by the Agence Nationale de la Recherche (ANR) in collaboration with the ED 268, which has launched a program on referential expressions. 


Data: the French data was collected by the Leonard Project (funded by the ANR). The English data is available on CHILDES (http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/). The candidate will have to transcribe SLI data available at the University of Liège and INSERM and constitute one longitudinal follow-up. The data collected will be shared with CHILDES and the TGE ADONIS at the end of the project.


Pluridisciplinarity : In the Framework of the COLAJE program, pluri-disciplinary meetings are regularly held in order to gather specialists from different fields and the candidate will benefit from these meetings, will be able to go to England, Belgium and several French universities in order to consult specialists and get specific advice. 


Requirements : The candidate must be bilingual (French/English), have a good background in theoretical linguistics and psycho-linguistics (construction grammar, cognitive linguistics, pragmatics, discourse, if possible French enunciative theories). The candidate will have to collect data, use either CLAN, ELAN or PHON and EXCEL. During the three years of the contract, training in the use of the software, of specific video and audio equipment, and seminars on language acquisition and linguistics will be provided. 
