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Coming up later -- Lecture 10:

Whorfian Hypothesis

The language we speak influences our nonlinguistic thought 
and cognition – speakers of different languages think 
differently. 

Today – Lecture 8:

“Thinking for speaking”

(Slobin 1996a, 2003):

A related but more circumscribed claim: The form-meaning 
mapping properties of our language shapes shape our 
characteristic way of channeling attention on line when we 
are using language (e.g., in production, comprehension).



- The Frog Story has been used to collect data from child 
and adult speakers of many different languages. 

Explorations in Thinking for Speaking

Berman & Slobin (1994) Relating events in 
narrative: A crosslinguistic developmental study.

- A rich source of clue to how language influences what 
people attend to, and what they they think is 
important to report.

A pioneering early work:

-- 5 languages: English, German, Spanish, 
Hebrew,Turkish. 

-- Children aged 3-9 years, adults



















































Typological properties of the speaker’s language 

affect on-line structuring of the narrative – e.g., what 

information is included or left out. 

Children as young as 3 years already show the 

characteristic style of their language, although there is 

further development throughout the age-range from 

3-9 years (and 9-year-olds are not yet like adults).



Motion Events

- Talmy’s (1991, 2000) typological distinction 
between “satellite-framed” languages and “verb- 
framed” language”



Satellite-framed languages:

Path is expressed separately in a “satellite” to 
the main verb (e.g., particle, prefix, suffix).

Main verb typically gives information about 
Manner or Cause:

English: swim in fly out, walk up, blow away, 
throw down…

Two-way typology based on where 
PATH is characteristically expressed:

(Indo-European languages except Romance, 
Chinese, Finnish…)

Polish: Ya v- beal (v dom)
‘I in-ran (into house)’



Path is expressed in the main verb, along with the 
fact of motion:

Manner / Cause is optionally expressed separately in 
a gerund, adverbial, co-verb, etc.

Verb-framed languages:

entrar (nadando) ‘go in (swimming)’
salir (caminando) ‘go out (walking)’
subir ‘go up’
bajar ‘go down’
meter ‘put in’
poner ‘put on’…

Spanish:

(Romance, Semitic, Korean, Japanese…) 

Two-way typology based on where PATH is characteristically expressed:



Frog stories in Satellite-framed languages — 
English, German

Speakers of all ages used a rich array of 
Manner/Cause verbs coupled with Path phrases:

Jump down

Jump out the window

Fly out of here

Climb up in the air

Swim over to the log

Throw in the water
(Berman & Slobin 
1994; Slobin 1996a)



Path verbs were often “bare” -- no elaboration of 
path with information about the ground object. 

- Details of Path often left to inference, through “stage- 
setting”

- Manner of motion rarely mentioned at any age

Frog stories in Verb-framed languages — 
Spanish, Hebrew, Turkish



Journey over the cliff



‘The deer took him until a place, where below there was a river.

Then the deer threw the dog and the boy to the river.

And then, they fell.’

“Stage-setting” for the cliff scene in Spanish

(“…off the cliff, into the river/water” must be inferred)

El ciervo le llevó hasta un sitio, donde debajo había un río.

Entonces el ciervo tiró al perro y al niño al río.

Y después, cayeron.

9-year-old girl:



Do children and adults of all languages distinguish 

between punctual events and durative events?

- English/Spanish grammaticize this temporal 
distinction in their verb system;

- German/ Hebrew do not.

Temporal distinctions





Do distinguish:

He’s [dog] running through there and he [boy] fell off. (Age 3;8)

English:

Spanish:
Se cayó... El perro está corriendo

‘He fell-PFV.... the dog is running.’ (Age 3;4 )

Do not distinguish: 
German:

Der Junge fällt vom Baum runter... und die Bienen gehen 
hinter dem Hund her. (Age 5;0)

‘The boy falls down from the tree... and the bees go after 
the dog.’

Hebrew:

Hu nafal ve hakalev barax. (Age 5;0)

‘He fell and the dog ran away.’



Slobin stresses: speakers have a choice! 

They can add more information about trajectory, and 
they can distinguish between durative and punctual 
events. Sometimes they do, but mostly they do not.

Se cayó dentro de un agujero

‘(He) fell inside of a hole.’
[=Se cayó en un agujero. ‘He fell in/on a hole’]

A Spanish 5-year-old elaborates Path:

Der ist vom Baum runtergevallen und der Hund läuft schnell weg. 

‘He has fallen down from the tree and the dog runs quickly away.’

A German 5-year-old makes the temporal distinction:



Berman & Slobin’s (1984) conclusions:

…



For in-depth treatment of the effect of typological 
differences in the treatment of Manner on “Thinking 
for Speaking”, see Slobin (2003).



“Thinking for speaking” influences not only how information 

is communicated in speech, but also the form of the 

spontaneous gestures that accompany speech: 

Gesture

- Speakers of satellite-framed vs. verb-framed languages.

(Kita & Özyürek 1999, 2003)



ROLLING DOWN 
EVENT



ENGLISH: One clause

rolls down 

Vmanner path-satellite

TURKISH: Two clauses – subordinate + main

yuvarlan-arak in-iyor

roll-CONNECTIVE descend-PROGRESSIVE

Vmanner Vpath
roughly ‘descend while rolling’



ENGLISH



ENGLISH: One clause

rolls down 

Vmanner path-satellite

TURKISH: Two clauses – subordinate + main

yuvarlan-arak in-iyor

roll-CONNECTIVE descend-PROGRESSIVE

Vmanner Vpath
roughly ‘descend while rolling’



TURKISH



JAPANESE



SWINGING 
ACROSS EVENT



ENGLISH



JAPANESE



TURKISH



Gestures in L1 and in L2

“roll down” in L1 Turkish

“roll down” in advanced L2 
English

(Özyürek 2002)



Learning to encode motion 
events in Mandarin

- Mandarin characteristically uses compound verbs to 
express motion events:

pao3-jin4 ‘run-enter’
gun3-xia4-(lai2) ‘roll-descend(-come)
pa2-de-shang4(-qu4) ‘climb-ascend(-go)’

-- Talmy: analyzed Mandarin as satellite-framed 

-- Croft et al. (forthcoming), Slobin (2004): neither 
satellite- nor verb-framed; rather, a third, 
“symmetric” strategy. (Slobin: “equipollent”)



- Note that motion-event compounds are part of a wider 
pattern of verb compounding, which includes resultatives:

ti1-kai1  ‘‘kick-open’ (kick open)
chui1-diao4  ‘blow-fall’ (blow down)
zhe-duan4 ‘bend-break’ (break by bending)

Chen, Jidong (2008) The acquisition of verb compounding in 
Mandarin Chinese. (Doctoral dissertation at Max Planck Institute)

- How do children acquire this strategy? 

Learning
 

to encode motion events in Mandarin, cont.



- Age 1;2—1;7: Children begin to produce frequently-heard 
verb compounds (VCs)

- By age 2;6: They grasp the combinatorial nature of VCs – 
flexible and novel combinations, tailored to the situation; no 
ordering errors. But they become too productive!

-- Combinations with too many verbs

-- “Odd” combinations that violate various 
nonobvious constraints

Learning to encode motion events in Mandarin, cont.

(Chen 2008)



Experimental elicitation with 
“Tomato Man” video-clips

(Stimuli - S. Kita)



“Tomato Man” elicitations in Mandarin 

(3;5): Ta1  dong4-shang4-qu4  le.
he   dong-ascend-go     PFV

‘He donged up.’ (jumping)

Common type of response, 
both adults and children:

Too many verbs in the 
compound!

Novel compound

(Chen 2008)

Learning to encode motion events in Mandarin, cont.

Common type of response, 
both adults and children:



Learning to encode motion events in Mandarin, cont.

Testing children’s 
knowledge of 
constraints on 
verb compounding 
in Mandarin (Chen 
2008)

Descriptions 
elicited from 
adults and 
children – some 
clips designed to 
elicit ungram- 
matical verb 
compounds 
(marked here 
with asterisk).



Continued…

Elicited descriptions of novel resultative events – 
errors from adult point of view 

.. for the 
result

.. for the 
result

(Chen 2008)



.. for the 
result

.. for the 
result
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(Chen 2008)Children do not even begin to grasp 
these constraints until after age 6!



- There are strong linguistic influences on what information 
speakers do or do not include in their narratives, and how 
they deal with temporal contrasts and with motion, manner, 
and path. Language typology affects the channeling of 
attention while speaking.

- Language typology affects the information provided not only 
in speech but also in the spontaneous gestures that 
accompany speech.

- By as early as about 2;6, learners of Mandarin become very 
productive with the Mandarin typological pattern of using 
compound verbs to encode motion events and resultative 
events – and enthusiastically apply it too broadly. 

Conclusions, “Thinking for speaking”

- Sense of constraints on what combinations are possible 
doesn’t become adult-like until after 8 years.



The End
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