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This paper examines selected grammatical properties of verbs from child-directed
speech (CDS) in Northern East Cree, an Algonquian language spoken within
Québec. Using video recordings from the Chisasibi Child Language Acquisition
Study, I analyze speech from one adult to one child from the ages of approxi-
mately two to four years. This study answers four research questions, which
are drawn from the scientific literature on child language acquisition as well as
interest expressed by language revitalization practitioners. Findings show that
CDS seems to modify some facets of the Cree language, including using simpler
verb classes, conjugations, and structures. At the same time, other grammati-
cal characteristics of verbs in CDS do not show such general modifications, or
they indicate that verbal structures become more complex as Ani ages. Addi-
tionally, context plays a significant role related to these grammatical patterns
in CDS. This study concludes by discussing implications of these findings for

revitalization practitioners and the scientific study of child language.

1 Introduction

First language (L1) acquisition refers to the process of a child learning a language from birth
over the first several years of life. Much of the world is multilingual, and a person can have
more than one first language. L1 acquisition differs from second language (L2) acquisition, in

which a person learns a language after this early period of development (see, e.g. Ortega 2009).

63


https://nflrc.hawaii.edu/ldc/sp30/
http://hdl.handle.net/10125/74823
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0382-7500

64

A crucial aspect of L1 acquisition is child-directed speech (CDS), which is the register of
language spoken to young children, typically by adult caregivers and older children. In aca-
demic literature, CDS goes by many names, including “input,” “motherese,” “caregiver speech”
and “baby talk” This register provides a foundation for children to discover the grammatical pat-
terns of their L1, playing an invaluable role in passing language to new generations of speakers.
CDS represents an important bridge between child language research and practice for language
revitalization.

This paper presents a case study of CDS in Northern East Cree, focusing on the grammatical
properties of verbs. It begins by introducing Cree and the larger L1 acquisition project behind
this study (§2). I then motivate this study by discussing converging interests related to CDS in
scientific literature and language revitalization, particularly my conversations with practitioners
(§3). After describing the method and data sample (§4), I answer key questions from the literature
and practitioners, reviewing the necessary grammatical information along the way. This study

concludes by considering some implications of the findings presented here.

2 Northern East Cree and CCLAS

This case study focuses on CDS in Northern East Cree, which is called iiyiyiuyimuwin ‘Cree
language’ in the language itself. Because speakers often call themselves and the language just
“Cree,” I do the same.

Cree is a member of the Algonquian language family, a group of approximately 40 In-
digenous languages spoken throughout Canada and the United States. Within the Algonquian
family, the Cree-Innu-Naskapi dialect complex spans much of Canada, and the variety of East
Cree is spoken in Eeyou Istchee “The People’s Land’ within Northern Québec (Figure 1). The
Grand Council of Crees (2019) estimates there are 20,000 speakers of the language in Eeyou
Istchee. This paper analyzes the Northern dialect of East Cree as it is spoken in the Cree Nation
of Chisasibi, where 3990 (80%) of 4985 respondents to the 2021 census reported speaking Cree
as their mother tongue (Statistics Canada 2022).

All data for this paper come from the Chisasibi Child Language Acquisition Study' (CCLAS),
which focuses on how children learn Cree as their L1 (Brittain et al. 2007). CCLAS began in 2003
in response to interest from the Cree School Board and others in Chisasibi, who were concerned
about issues such as children being over-referred for speech therapy; evaluating and supporting
child language development; and the role of Cree language within the school system. At the
time, no published research had investigated how children learn Cree and what the path of
typical language development might be. Since 2018, I have been a part of CCLAS, which is one
of the relatively few ongoing research projects dedicated to the L1 acquisition of an Indigenous
language of North America. Other current efforts include research on Déne Syhiné, Diné Bizaad
(Navajo), and Inuktitut (e.g., Chee 2017; Hellwig & Jung 2020; Lee & Allen 2023). Further details
about CCLAS are below in §4.

'https://mun.ca/cclas
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Figure 1. East Cree dialects (Junker & MacKenzie 2003)

3 Literature review

This section contextualizes the importance of CDS to child language research as well as language
revitalization efforts.

Because linguistic input serves an irreplaceable function in helping children acquire lan-
guage, researchers have long been interested in analyzing the properties of CDS. This has in-
cluded determining whether/how any differences between CDS and adult-directed speech may
facilitate acquisition — and whether such differences vary across languages and cultures (e.g.,
Snow & Ferguson 1977; Rowe & Snow 2020; Gallaway & Richards 1994; Saint-Georges et al.
2013).

Commonly observed modifications in CDS across languages include the usage of shorter-
but-grammatical utterances; a more restricted, and often distinct, vocabulary; frequent questions
and imperatives; as well as patterns of repetition — with child-directed language becoming more
adult-like and complex as a child ages (see, e.g., Defina et al. 2023). But most such research
has been published on English and other Indo-European languages, as well as languages such
as Hebrew, Mandarin, Japanese, Finnish, and Korean (Kidd & Garcia 2022). Many Indigenous
languages of North America are known for grammatical characteristics that differ greatly from
those in more-studied languages, especially their complex systems of word building. However,
L1 acquisition researchers know relatively little about how children learn such systems and
about the linguistic properties of CDS in such languages.

Melvatha Chee and I (2024) undertook a survey of published academic studies that address
CDS within the Indigenous languages of North America. We found that a special register of CDS
is indeed attested in some languages. Lexical, phonological, and morphosyntactic modifications

are reported for such CDS, but at the same time, modifications are not reported for all of these
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languages and do not occur in the same ways. Very importantly, available information regarding
CDS for a given language is also often quite scant (see also discussion in Henke 2022).

Within this sparsely populated landscape of literature, Inuktitut has probably the largest
body of research on the properties of CDS - although this register is still understudied (Allen
2017). Crago (1988) reported that Inuktitut-speaking adults modify their speech to children in
various ways. This includes employing repetition and stripping down the morphological com-
plexity of words. At the same time, though, Crago (1988: 161) noted that adults still nonetheless
sometimes inflect “baby words” with forms that are “quite complex.” More recent research (Lee &
Allen 2023; Lee, Johnson & Allen 2023) has found some morphological aspects of Inuktitut CDS
are simplified and become more complex as children age. Mothers use simpler inflections with
younger children, and they use more frequent and more diverse inflectional patterns as chil-
dren grow older. However, certain properties of verbs directed toward children remain constant
despite their age. For instance, Lee & Allen (2023: 163) write that “the most frequent verbal
inflections at each age are of the imperative mood, second person, singular number, and intran-
sitive”

Much less has been published about the grammatical properties of CDS in Cree and how
they may indicate modifications from adult-level speech. In the first academic work on the sub-
ject, Jones (1986, 1988) argued that CDS begins with using uninflected child vocabulary before
proceeding to “simply” inflected child vocabulary, then “simply” inflected adult words, and fi-
nally to fully inflected adult forms. Importantly, though, Jones’ claims come from interviewing
an adult language consultant rather than longitudinal data such as that collected by CCLAS. In
more recent years, some CCLAS work has investigated properties of CDS in Cree. In his study of
one child’s acquisition of verbal inflection, Terry (2010: 68-83) briefly considers some properties
of CDS in Cree by examining speech from one adult — the same person represented in this pa-
per — and interviewing a language consultant. He claims the adult uses frequent questions and
commands as well as child vocabulary, but she does not modify her pitch in a special manner.
However, Terry does not focus on potential modifications in CDS involving verbal inflection. My
own published work has detailed some facets of CDS within CCLAS recordings. This includes
an in-depth look at the inflection of nouns (Henke 2019, 2020, 2023, 2025), demonstrative words
(Henke & Brittain 2022), and verbs in the passive voice (Henke et al. 2024). But none of these
studies explicitly investigates whether CDS presents children with grammatical modifications.

Outside of scientific literature, CDS is also of immense interest in language revitalization.
Indigenous communities throughout North America endeavor to create new speakers for their
languages, and in many places, L1 speakers of the Indigenous language have not been raised in
a traditional fashion for quite some time. The issue of CDS assumes paramount importance in
revitalization contexts, because children in programs such as language nests necessarily have
limited opportunities to encounter the language (O’Grady et al. 2021). As Chee and I discuss
(2024), these communities often want information about how their languages were traditionally
used with children and how they can provide the necessary input for children to acquire their

languages.
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Much of this current study is motivated by my experience with one such community, who
I will anonymize here. For the last several years, I have been in ongoing conversation with
language revitalization practitioners from what I will call the Midwestern Tribe (MT). I have
anonymized the community because we do not have a formalized research relationship. My
consultations with practitioners there have been informal, and I want to preserve their privacy.
However, it is also valuable to share some perspective from our conversations because the MT’s
experience represents that of many Indigenous communities in North America. Their language
is a member of the Algonquian language family — a linguistic relative of Cree — but they have
generally not had traditional L1 speakers being raised for at least two generations. The com-
munity has been actively fighting language loss for many years, and over the course of the past
decade, they have trained and certified a dedicated group of language teachers.

The local language nest program for the MT is served by such teachers, who are all L2
speakers with varying proficiency levels and mastery of grammatical patterns. Additionally,
the program faces the challenge of having little available information about how their language
was traditionally used with children. Teachers, trainers, planners, and caregivers recognize the
importance of CDS. The language nest provides young children with crucial — and often their
only - input in the language, and they continually consider how best to provide exposure to the
language in order to raise a new generation of speakers most successfully.

For example, practitioners in the MT raise questions about whether and how they should
modify their speech for the children. This includes issues such as using particular repetition
strategies, vocabulary items, and inflectional patterns. They consider how to target and teach
the necessary grammatical patterns to teachers within the language nest, so they can use the
patterns with children. The language nest also wants to help caregivers who are not proficient
speakers of their traditional language use it with children. As part of their ongoing deliberations
and adjustments, they have asked me to look into CCLAS data and report back on properties of
CDS in Cree. Perhaps findings from a linguistic cousin can help inform their own approach.

Language revitalization is becoming increasingly relevant in Eeyou Istchee as well. De-
spite having a high number of speakers for an Indigenous language of North America, Cree
has become endangered due to rapidly increasing language loss and a shift to English in recent
decades (see, e.g., Brittain & MacKenzie 2010). Importantly, though, “the Crees have consistently
demanded recognition of their inherent right to speak and use the Cree Language” for decades
(Louttit et al. 2018: 7). They began language teaching and promotion efforts in the 1970s, and
today various community-led language efforts are being undertaken by organizations and insti-
tutions such as the Cree Language Commission, Cree School Board, and Cree Board of Health
and Social Services of James Bay. The Cree Language Act also has called for “efforts to reclaim,
revitalize, maintain and strengthen the Cree language” (Grand Council of the Crees 2019a: 5),
and places like Chisasibi are increasing their attention toward transmitting the language to chil-
dren.

Given the importance of CDS to language science and communities engaged in revitaliza-

tion, this study investigates the issue of whether — and to what extent — CDS in Cree modifies
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grammatical patterns.

4 Methods

This section describes how data are presented and the sampled data for this study.

All examples in this paper, such as (1-2), are presented using the following conventions.
Line 1 provides the example in unbroken Cree Standard Roman Orthography, while line 4 has
an English translation from a Cree speaker. Line 4 also includes a parenthetical citation indicat-
ing the child’s age at the time of the utterance; the file name of the CCLAS recording; and the
timestamp within that recording. Line 2 represents the morphemes (meaningful parts) constitut-
ing words, and line 3 provides abbreviations for the meanings of each morpheme, as explained

in footnote 2.
(1) Niwaapimaau.

ni-waapim-aa-u

1-seer,-30BJ-NON.SAP

‘I see it’? (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)

(2) Nikiniwaapihtaan.

ni-kiniwaapiht-aa-n

1-look.at;-IN.OBJ-SAP

‘Tlook at it. (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)

4.1 Data sampling and analysis

For this study, I sampled six recordings (approximately four total hours) from CCLAS. As Brittain
et al. (2007) detail, the core of CCLAS is a collection of video recordings made in 2004-2007 by
the CCLAS project manager in Chisasibi, Darlene Bearskin, who is an L1 speaker of Cree. These
recordings represent nearly 60 hours of naturalistic interactions between the project manager
(henceforth “the adult”) and three children, who are between the ages of two and six years
old. The children all know the adult very well, and each recording typically involves one child
interacting with her in Cree within a home environment. The recordings I selected for this
study all involve the adult interacting with one child, codenamed Ani. I chose Ani because she

is the youngest child represented in CCLAS, so she most closely resembles the ages of children

? Abbreviations follow the Leipzig Glossing Rules (Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology 2015), except
for the following custom abbreviations: AL intransitive verb with an animate subject; A10: verb with Al morphology
that takes an inanimate object; EMPH: emphatic; 11: intransitive verb with an inanimate subject; IN: inanimate; PVB:
preverb; sap: speech act participant (first or second person); TA: transitive verb with an animate object; and TI:
transitive verb with an inanimate object. Verb class is marked with a subscript abbreviation on the stem. Cree has
only gender-neutral third persons, so I use she/her (and he/him for objects, when needed) for consistency through
this paper.
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Figure 2. Sampled recordings per month for Ani, from age 2;01-4;03

in revitalization programs such as language nests. However, in an important difference from
children in language nest programs, Ani is being raised with Cree as the language of the home,
and in a community where — despite growing English influence - Cree is the dominant language.

To best capture patterns in CDS across Ani’s language development, I selected one record-
ing each from the beginning and end of Ani’s collection, and then I chose four more recordings
in between. Figure 2 visualizes the recordings sampled per month of Ani’s development be-
tween age two years, one month (abbreviated as 2;01) and age four years, three months (4;03).
For each recording, I searched through the transcriptions and translations for every utterance,
hand-coding every verb produced by the adult.

This study defines a verb type as a distinct lexeme, such as what would one look up in a
dictionary. A verb token is one usage of a given type in conversation. To illustrate, the verb in
(1) above is one token of the type waapim- ‘see someone/something animate.” The verb in (2) is
one token of the type kiniwaapiht- ‘look at something inanimate’

For an overall view of the data sampled for this study, Table 1 calculates the total number
of verb types and tokens per recording. Ani hears 227 unique verb types used a total of 1079

times, within the sampled recordings.

Table 1. Verb tokens and types, per recording

Ani’s age Verb tokens Verb types File name Length
2;01 (two years, one month) 251 80 A1.03 38:47
2;07 229 79 A1l.12 37:03
2;11 146 62 A1.20 36:30
3;04 152 79 Al1.26 40:10
3;08 132 69 A1.33 30:16
4,03 169 76 A1.37 50:21
Total 1079 - 3:53:07

Note. No total is given for types, because a given type can be used in multiple recordings.

4.2 Ethics and privacy

CCLAS began with support from the Cree School Board and Anjabowa Childcare Centre in
Chisasibi (Brittain et al. 2007). Recordings were made by the CCLAS project manager, a Cree-
speaking resident of Chisasibi, with the informed consent of participating families. The original
consent form was created in consultation with personnel from the Cree School Board, Anjabowa
Childcare Centre, and the Cree Board of Health. This form was also approved by the Interdisci-

plinary Committee on Ethics in Human Research (ICEHR) at Memorial University in Newfound-
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land. The form itself can be viewed online.?

As Brittain et al. (2007) describe, participating families have a strict privacy agreement with
CCLAS. No CCLAS video recordings are made public, and the children are referred to publicly
only by a codename or number. Furthermore, access to these video recordings is heavily re-
stricted. Copies were given to the Cree School Board and the families of the children represented
in CCLAS, but outside of Chisasibi, only members of the CCLAS research team — such as myself
— can access the video recordings. Some audio tracks from these recordings are available pub-
licly online through PhonBank* for access by the broader research community, but as Rose &
Brittain (2021) detail, personal and identifying information has been edited out.

The next four sections address questions asked by language revitalization practitioners from
the MT, explaining the specifics of Cree grammar as needed. These questions center on the
structure of verbs because, like many Indigenous languages of North America (Mithun 1999),
Algonquian languages use verbs that are longer and contain more meaningful parts than English,
and standalone verbs can function as sentences in themselves (Oxford 2020). Such questions
also intersect with L1 acquisition studies about the grammatical properties of CDS. The first
question (§5) focuses on inflectional complexities tied to verb class. The second (§6) relates
to specific inflectional forms of verbs. The third (§7) pertains to the most complex verb class.
The final question (§8) considers particular elements that make verb structures longer and more

complicated.

5 Which verb classes are used in CDS?

Algonquian languages have multiple classes of verbs, which are distinguished by transitivity
and the animacy of one participant. To illustrate, Table 2 provides citation forms of verb types
from each class in Cree. Each verb in the table uses the same root waap- ‘white, light’. Table 2
identifies the verb classes by the animacy of subjects and objects, and it includes their traditional
labels in Algonquian linguistics (e.g., Bloomfield 1946). These labels are II: an intransitive verb
with an inanimate subject; Al: an intransitive verb with an animate subject; AIO: a verb using
Al morphology that has an inanimate object; TI: a transitive verb with an inanimate object; and
TA: a transitive verb with an animate object.

From an L1 acquisition perspective, and from the perspective of revitalization practitioners
in the MT, different verb classes represent varying levels of complexity — in terms of meaning
as well as word structure. To illustrate, Figures 3 and 4 contrast parts of the online conjugation
tables (Junker & MacKenzie 2010) for the II verb type waapaa- ‘to be white (inanimate)’ versus
the TA verb type waapim- ‘see (someone/something animate)’. II verbs require children only
to consider an inanimate participant, whereas TA verbs require them to consider an animate
subject with an animate object. Furthermore, the II verb type in Figure 3 has just four possible

inflectional forms in Conjugation 01, while the TA verb type in Figure 4 has approximately 45.

*https://mun.ca/cclas/methodology/ethics/
*https://talkbank.org/phon/index.html

LANGUAGE DOCUMENTATION AND CONSERVATION SPECIAL PUBLICATION 30


https://mun.ca/cclas/methodology/ethics/
https://talkbank.org/phon/index.html

Table 2. Verb classes in Cree, per transitivity and animacy

Verb class  Subject Object Example Translation
I Inanimate (none) waapaau ‘it is white’
Al Animate  (none) waapiu ‘she sees’
AIO Animate  Inanimate waapihtaau ‘she makes it white’
TI Animate  Inanimate waapihtim  ‘she sees it’
TA Animate  Animate = waapimaau ‘she sees him’
) 0 waapaau
<) Op waapaauh
<) 0 waapaayiu 7
<) 0p waapaayiuh

Figure 3. Conjugation 01, for II verbs (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)

<) 2—1 chiwaapimin ) 1—2 chiwaapimitin
<) 2p—1 chiwaapiminaawaau <) 1—2p chiwaapimitinaawaau
<)  2(p)—1p chiwaapiminaan <) 1p—2(p) chiwaapimitinaan
<) 1—3 niwaapimaau <) 3—1 niwaapimikw
"‘ 1—;3p niwaapimaawich "‘ 3p—1 niwaapimikuch
<) 1—4 niwaapimimaayiuh <) 4—1 niwaapimikuyiuh
<) 2—3 chiwaapimaau ) 3—2 chiwaapimikw
<) 2—3p chiwaapimaawich <) 3p—2 chiwaapimikuch
<) 2—4 chiwaapimimaayiuh <) 4—2 chiwaapimikuyiuh
<) 1p—3 niwaapimaanaan <) 3—1p niwaapimikunaan
*‘ 1p—3p niwaapimaanaanich ‘707 3p—1p niwaapimikunaanich
) 1p—4 niwaapimimaanaanh <) 4—1p niwaapimikuyinaanh
<) 21p—3 chiwaapimaaniu ) 3—21p chiwaapimikuniu
<) 21p—3p chiwaapimaaniwich <) 3p—21p chiwaapimikuniwich
<) 21p—4 chiwaapimimaaniuh <) 4—21p chiwaapimikuyiniuh
<) 2p—3 chiwaapimaawaau <) 3—2p chiwaapimikuwaau
<) 2p—3p cmwaapimaawaawl;h '4‘ 3p—2p chiwaapimikuwaawich
<) 2p—4 chiwaapimimaawaauh <) 4—2p chiwaapimikuyiwaauh
<) 3—4 waapimaau 4—3 waapimikuu
<) 3p—4 waapimaawich <) 4—3p waapimikuwich
<) 3—5 waapimimaau <) 5-3 waapimikuyiuh
<) 3p—5 waapimimaawich

) 45 Waapimaayiuh
<) waapimimaayiuh

Figure 4. Conjugation 01, for TA verbs (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)
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These differences between verb classes raise questions about the properties of CDS. In par-
ticular, revitalization practitioners wonder whether the adult uses simpler verb classes and per-
haps even avoids using TA verbs in CDS.

To help provide answers, Table 3 tallies the tokens of verbs per class in each of the record-
ings. Verb classes are ordered from the morphologically and syntactically simplest at the top (II
verbs) to the most complex at the bottom (TA verbs).

Table 3. Verb tokens per class, in each recording

Age 2;01 Age 2;07 Age 2;11 Age 3;04 Age 3;08 Age 4;03
Class Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % Count %
II 22 9 21 9 9 6 16 11 16 12 9 5
Al 139 55 131 57 95 65 85 56 61 46 73 43
AIO 22 9 4 2 10 7 4 3 18 14 14 8
TI 32 13 23 10 17 12 11 7 16 12 42 25
TA 36 14 50 22 15 10 36 24 21 16 31 18

Total 251 100 229 100 146 100 152 101* 132 100 169 99

Note. % = percentage of tokens per verb class during that video. * = Some total percentages do
not equal 100 due to rounding.

Several relevant patterns are evident from Table 3. First, the Al verb class is used most often
in each recording. This verb class is among the simplest: It requires children to consider only an
animate subject, and it involves fewer possible inflectional forms than TI verbs and especially
TA verbs. Part of the explanation for this dominance lies with the fact that Cree has far more
Al verb types than any other verb class. But context also plays a crucial role: Al verbs involve
useful meanings that the adult needs to communicate with Ani. The most frequent Al types in
the recordings are iyi- ‘say’ (64 total tokens, as in 3), api- ‘sit’ (60), aashtim- ‘come’ (42), and
ihtaa- ‘be’ (34).

(3) Chiimaan chiki iyin.

chiimaan chi-ki-iyi-n

boat 2-FUT-Saya;-SAP
‘Say “boat.”” (2;01, A1.03, 16:00)

Second, the percentage of all verb tokens that are Al verbs decreases as Ani grows older.
The trendline in Figure 5 portrays this proportion going down across the six recordings.

Third, the proportion of verb tokens from more complex classes in CDS increases overall as
Ani grows older. Proportions of AIO and TI verbs swing considerably per recording, so trends
are not visualized here, but the proportion of TA verb tokens does tick slightly upwards a bit
more smoothly over time, as shown in Figure 6.

Fourth, if we consider Figures 5 and 6 along with Table 1, the adult uses fewer verb tokens

overall per recording session as Ani grows older. This drop is especially clear after Ani is 2;07.
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In other words, while the adult uses fewer Al and slightly more TA tokens over time, she also
decreases her total verb tokens. At the same time, her total verb types per recording hovers
around the same numbers. These patterns likely reflect Ani’s development as a conversational
partner. The child speaks more as she grows older, so the adult has fewer opportunities to
produce verb tokens, but she still keeps her diversity of types relatively stable.

Finally, CDS shows no clear avoidance of TA verbs when Ani is younger, and again, context
plays an important role. TA verbs involve important meanings that the adult needs to commu-
nicate with the child. The most frequent TA types in CDS are iitaa- ‘say to’ (48 total tokens),

waapimaa- ‘see’ (36), and nitiwaapimaa- ‘go get’ (10). (4) and (5) illustrate the usage of such verb

types.

(4) Aph, aph, chititin.
ap-h ap-h ch-it-iti-n
Sit,;-2SG.IMP sit,;-2SG.IMP 2-5ay.t0p,-1SG>2SG-SAP
‘Sit, sit, I said to you.” (4;03, A1.37, 15:42)

(5) Waapush aa chiwaapimaau?
waapush aa chi-waapim-aa-u
rabbit @ 2-see;,-30BJ-NON.SAP
‘Do you see a rabbit?’ (4;03, A1.37, 40:03)

In a clear answer for revitalization practitioners in the MT, there appears to be no avoidance

of TA verbs in CDS. Question 3 below (§7) addresses more points related to TA verbs.

6 Which verb conjugations are used in CDS?

Regardless of verb class, a given verb type in Cree has more than a dozen possible inflectional
paradigms or conjugations. These paradigms are organized into three sets called orders in Algo-
nquian linguistic tradition (e.g., Bloomfield 1946). Each order, and their associated conjugations,

is required in particular grammatical contexts, as summarized in Table 4.

Table 4. Cree inflectional orders, conjugations, and their required contexts

Order Associated conjugations Required contexts

Imperative 17a, 17b Commands

Independent 1-10 Main clauses

Conjunct 11-16 Subordinate clauses, content questions, relative

clauses, focus constructions

Note. Conjugations are numbered according to Junker & MacKenzie (2003).

Each order differs significantly from the others in its verbal morphology. For compari-
son, below are basic inflectional forms of the stem kiniwaapim- ‘look at (someone/something

animate)’ in the imperative (6), independent (7), and conjunct orders (8).
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(6) Kiniwaapim

kiniwaapim-o

look.at,-25G>3SG

‘Look at her!” (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)

(7) Chikiniwaapimaau.

chi-kiniwaapim-aa-u

2-look.at;,-30BJ-NON.SAP

“You look at her. (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)

(8) Aah kiniwaapimit

aah kiniwaapim-it

pvB look.at,-25G>3sG

‘(When) you look at her. (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)

Of the three orders, the imperative is the simplest morphologically. It involves the smallest
range of inflectional morphemes and possible configurations of subjects and objects. The inde-
pendent order requires the highest number of inflectional morphemes per verb token, but the
morphology is the most transparent because it is agglutinative and involves primarily single-
exponence morphemes. The conjunct order entails the highest number of distinct inflectional
morphemes, and although a given verb token takes just one suffix, these affixes are multiple-
exponence morphemes that are much less transparent than those in the independent order.

Given the high number of inflectional paradigms in Cree, as well as morphological and
syntactic differences between orders, revitalization practitioners have asked which conjugations
are used in CDS. To shed some light on the question, Table 5 tallies verb tokens per conjugation
and order.

Some important patterns emerge from Table 5. First, CDS employs a limited range of in-
flectional possibilities. Only three conjugations out of 15 are used to any appreciable extent
in CDS: those numbered 1, 11, and 17a. This pattern holds for the entire sample as well as
each individual recording. Each of these three conjugations represents the most basic inflec-
tional paradigm per order. Each involves the least affixal morphology and fewest additions to
verb structure. This narrow range of inflection within CDS likely signifies a morphosyntactic
modification from adult-level speech. However, it also reflects the contexts of the adult-child
interactions represented in the recordings. The adult primarily speaks to Ani about concrete
matters pertaining to the here-and-now, which is a long-attested phenomenon in the literature
on CDS (e.g., Snow & Ferguson 1977). Such contexts require the present tense and the indicative
mood — exactly what these three basic conjugations encode. In the recordings, the child very
rarely hears any inflectional pattern outside of these conjugations: just three total verb tokens

out of more than one thousand.
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Table 5. Verb tokens per order and conjugation, for each recording

Age 2;01 Age 2;07 Age 2;11

Order Conjugation Count % Count % Count %
1 100 40 80 35 37 25

Independent 2 1 <1 - - - -
10 1 <1 - - 1 <1
Conjunct 11 54 22 66 29 43 29
Imperative 17a 95 38 83 36 65 45

All verb orders and conjugations 251 100 229 100 146 100

Age 3,04 Age 3,08 Age 4,03 Total
Order Conjugation Count % Count % Count % Count %
1 63 41 54 41 63 37 397 37
Independent 2 - - - - - - 1 <1
10 - - - - - - 2 <1
Conjunct 11 55 36 33 25 56 33 307 28
Imperative 17a 34 22 45 34 50 30 372 34

All verb orders and conjugations 152 99* 132 100 169 100 1079 99"
Note. % = percentage of verb tokens using the conjugation during that video. * = the total
percentage is less than 100 due to rounding.

Second, the proportions of verb tokens used within each of these three frequent conjuga-
tions changes over time. The trendline in Figure 7 shows that CDS employs a higher proportion
of overall verb tokens inflected in the conjunct order (Conjugation 11) as Ani grows older. Simul-
taneously, the proportion of verbs inflected in the imperative order (Conjugation 17a) decreases
over time (Figure 8), while the proportion of verbs inflected in the independent order (Conju-
gation 1) does not change much (Figure 9). These patterns of change, especially regarding the
conjunct order, may represent a grammatical complexification in CDS as Ani ages. But they also
reflect the changing dynamics of the adult’s interactions with Ani. The adult issues more com-
mands and directives to the child when she is younger, and treats Ani more as a conversational
partner as time passes.

Lastly, a closer look at CDS reveals a strong connection between verb types and inflectional
paradigms. The sampled CDS has 121 unique verb types that occur with more than one token. A
large percentage of these types (48/121 types, 39.7 percent) have tokens in only one order. Tables
6—8 count the most frequent verb types, in terms of tokens, per order. These tables demonstrate
that a given verb type often tends to be used predominantly in one order. For example, the verb
type kischihu- ‘be capable’ is used only in the independent order while aashtim- ‘come’ is used

only in the imperative order.
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Table 6. Most frequent verb types in the independent order, per tokens

Type Translation Token count
Independent Conjunct Imperative Total

iyiu she says 54 7 3 64
miywaashiu it is good, pretty = 24 2 0 26
iitaau she says to him | 16 2 30 48
kischihuu she is capable 14 0 0 14
nuukusiu she is visible 12 10 0 22
pihchishin  she falls 12 1 1 14

Table 7. Most frequent verb types in the conjunct order, per tokens

Type Translation Token count

Independent | Conjunct Imperative Total
iyihtiu she does it 0 31 2 33
ihtaau she is, exists 10 23 1 34
nuukusiu  she is visible 12 10 0 22
ashtaau she placesit 1 8 1 10
waapihtim  she sees it 4 8 20 32

Table 8. Most frequent verb types in the imperative order, per tokens

Type Translation Token count

Independent Conjunct = Imperative Total
apiu she sits 2 3 55 60
aashtim she comes 0 0 42 42
iitaau she says to him 16 2 30 48
waapimaau she sees him 7 5 24 36
waapihtim  she sees it 4 8 20 32

This phenomenon — where each verb type tends to be used predominantly in one order —
may have a straightforward explanation, since some verb types are especially useful in contexts
that require a particular inflectional form. For example, the verb iyi- ‘say’ is often used in com-
mands to prompt Ani to say something. The adult issues such prompts using the independent

order rather than the imperative order, which is a way to “soften” them, as shown in (9).
(9) Kuuhkum maa chiki iyin.

kuuhkum maa chi-ki-iyi-n

grandma EMPH 2-FUT-Say,-SAP

‘Say “Grandma.”’ (Literally: ‘You will say “Grandma.”) (2;01, A1.03, 24:36)

To illustrate further, the verb iyihti- ‘do’ is often used in content questions. These gram-

matical contexts require the conjunct order, as in (10).
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(10) Taan aayihtiyin?

taan aayihti-yin
o do,-2sG

‘What are you doing?’ (2;11, A1.20, 4:16)

7 How are TA verbs used in CDS?

Of all the verb classes in Cree, TA verbs present the most complicated morphological and syn-
tactic considerations. These verbs involve an animate subject acting upon an animate object,
and as Figure 4 above illustrates, entail a large range of configurations of inflectional features
involving person, number, clusivity, and obviation — an Algonquian distinction between third
persons. In sum, to master TA inflection, a child needs to learn more than 40 inflectional forms
per conjugation, across more than a dozen conjugations.

Revitalization practitioners in the MT have frequently brought up the difficulty TA verbs
pose for L2 learners, particularly configurations involving plural subjects or objects. To illus-
trate, the verb in (11) involves singular participants and requires three inflectional morphemes,

while (12) has plural participants and requires five inflectional morphemes.
(11) Chiwaapihtiyaau.
chi-waapihtiy-aa-u
2-show,-30BJ-NON.SAP

“You (sG) show her’ (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)

(12) Chiwaapihtiyaawaawich.

chi-waapihtiy-aa-waa-u-ich
2-show,-30BJ-2PL-NON.SAP-3PL

“You (pr) show them. (Junker & MacKenzie 2010)

Due to such challenges, practitioners have asked me which TA verb types are used in CDS
and in which configurations of subjects and objects.

Overall, the adult uses 39 unique TA verb types for a total of 189 tokens. Fourteen of these
types are used only once. Table 9 delineates the seven most frequently used TA verb types across
the recordings. These types are provided using the citation forms a learner would look up in a
dictionary.

The most important pattern is that these TA types are used most frequently in the imper-
ative order, because the adult often directs the child to do something to someone or something.
The most frequent TA verb type is iitaa- ‘say to, tell’, and the adult most often uses the imper-
ative form iishi ‘tell it to her’ to prompt the child to say something in particular, as in (13). The
adult employs iishi in the same manner that she uses her most common Al type iyi- ‘say’ (see

Question 1 above). The difference is that the AI forms are a bit softer forms of the command.
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Table 9. Most frequent TA verb types, per overall tokens

Type Translation Tokens per order
Independent Conjunct Imperative Total

iitaau she says to him 16 2 30 48
waapimaau she sees him 7 5 24 36
nitiwaapimaau she goes to get him 2 3 5 10
ayimihaau she talks to him 3 1 5 9
miyaau she gives it to him 2 5 0 7
ushihaau she makes it (anim.) 1 3 1 5
wiichaawaau she goes with him 1 4 0 5

(13) Taan aayihtiyin iishi.

taan aayihti-yin iishi

Q dou-25G  say.top,.2sG>3SG

‘Say “How are you?” (Literally: ““How are you?,” tell it to her’) (2;01, A1.03, 17:03)

The second-most common TA verb type is waapim- ‘see, and again, the imperative order

is mostly used to prompt the child to look at someone or something (14).
(14) Waapim maa puushii.

waapim-o maa puushii

seer,-2SG>3SG EMPH cat

‘Look at the cat!” (2;01, A1.03, 00:37)

To address the second point of interest from practitioners, Table 10 totals the configura-
tions of subjects and objects in TA verbs used within the sampled CDS. Two important patterns
stand out. First, CDS employs just one configuration of subjects and objects with substantial
frequency: second-person singular (you) acting upon third-person singular (her). Additionally,
plural participants — whether subjects or objects — are relatively infrequent. Revitalization prac-
titioners have expressed particular interest in plural objects, and the sampled CDS contains only
eight such tokens, all of which involve third-person plural animate objects (them).

Once again, much of these inflectional patterns stem from the communicative contexts
represented in the recordings. These dyadic interactions involve only the adult and the child,
and they are grounded in the here-and-now. When the adult uses a TA verb, she commonly
prompts the child to: 1) say something particular, or 2) look at a particular person, animal, or

object.

8 How are preverbs used in CDS?

Algonquian languages have a class of particles called preverbs (Bloomfield 1946; Oxford 2020).

Cree has approximately 23 preverbs, which convey a range of grammatical and lexical meanings.
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Table 10. All TA grammatical configurations in CDS, per overall tokens

Subject Object Tokens %
2sG ‘you’ 3sG ‘her’ 127 67
1s¢ T 2sG ‘you’ 12 8
2sG ‘you’ 3pL ‘them (animate)’ 8 4
1s¢ T 3sG ‘her’ 7 4
3sG ‘she’ 4 (animate obviative) 7 4
2sG ‘you’ 1sG ‘me’ 6 3
3sG ‘she’ 2sG ‘you’ 6 3
2sG ‘you’ n/a (passive form) 5 3
3sG ‘she’ n/a (passive form) 3 2
2+1pL ‘we (inclusive)’ 3sG ‘her’ 2 1
3pL ‘they’ (animate) 2sG ‘you’ 2 1
3sG ‘she’ 1sG ‘me’ 1 <1
Total 189 100

To illustrate, (15-17) contrast tokens of the verb type miichisu- ‘eat’ without a preverb (15), with
the future tense preverb ki (16), and with the preverb wiih ‘want’ (17). A single verb token can

also have multiple preverbs, as in (18).

(15)  Nimiichisun.

ni-miichisu-n

1-eat,;-SAP

Teat, ‘Tam eating. (Junker, Salt & Visitor 2013)
(16) Niki miichisun.

ni-ki-miichisu-n

1-FuT-eat,;-SAP

‘T will eat.” (Junker, Salt & Visitor 2013)
(17)  Niwiih miichisun.

ni-wiih-miichisu-n

1-want-eat,;-SAP

‘T want to eat. (Junker, Salt & Visitor 2013)
(18) Kutik nichiih wiih aapichihtaan.

kutik ni-chiih-wiih-aapichiht-aa-n

other 1-psT-want-use.it;-IN.OBJ-SAP

‘T wanted to use the other one.’ (2;01, A1.03, 20:50)
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Preverbs complexify verb structure by adding morphemes as well as meanings, and accord-
ingly, revitalization practitioners have asked how preverbs are used in Cree CDS. They want to
know how often preverbs are used, which preverbs tend to be used, and which combinations of
preverbs are attested.

To address such questions, Table 11 tallies verb tokens with zero, one, or two preverbs. No

verb token in the sample CDS has more than two preverbs.

Table 11. Verb tokens with preverbs in each recording

Age 2,01 Age 2,07 Age 2;11 Age 3;04 Age 3;08 Age 4,03
Category Count % Count % Count % Count % Count % Count %
No preverbs 171 68 176 77 104 71 94 62 88 67 99 59
One preverb 78 31 51 22 42 29 57 38 43 33 69 41
Two preverbs 2 1 2 1 0 - 1 1 1 1 1 1
Total 251 100 229 100 146 100 152 100 132 100 169 100

Note. % = percentage of verb tokens during that video.

In Table 11, two important patterns are clear. First, the majority of verb tokens in all record-
ings involve no preverb, and very few tokens have two preverbs. This may represent an overall
simplification of grammatical structure within CDS, but it is hard to make a confident generaliza-
tion without a dedicated comparison to adult-directed speech. Second, the proportion of overall
verb tokens using one preverb increases over time, as the trendline in Figure 10 indicates. This

facet of verb structure clearly becomes more complex as Ani ages.

45
40

35

;03
Figure 10. Proportion of all verb tokens with one preverb, per recording

To address another query from revitalization practitioners, the most frequently used pre-
verbs in the sampled CDS are provided in Table 12. Although the adult produces a higher propor-
tion of verb tokens using preverbs as the child grows, she uses only a small number of preverbs
more than just a handful of times. These preverbs display functions that are mostly grammatical,

and they are also tied to important meanings necessary for communicating with Ani.
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Table 12. Most frequent preverbs used in CDS, per verb tokens

Preverb type Function/meaning Tokens

ki future tense 110
kaa subordinate clause 82
chaa future tense 58
aah subordinate clause 31
chiih past tense 19
wiih ‘want’ 17

For example, all but one of the preverbs in Table 12 are used for encoding tense (19) or

creating certain types of clauses (20).
(19) Nishtu chiki iyin.

nishtu chi-ki-iyi-n

three 2-FUT-say,-SAP

‘Say three. (3;04, A1.26, 24:15)
(20) Awaan kaa iyit.

awaan kaa-iyi-t

who PVB-say,-3SG

‘Who said that?’ (3;04, A1.26, 21:01)

9 Conclusions and implications

To summarize, the sampled CDS from one adult paints a multilayered picture when it comes to
verb structure and potential grammatical modifications.

On one hand, overall, CDS indeed seems to modify or simplify structures of the Cree lan-
guage. Al verbs represent one of the simplest verb classes and are by far the most frequent class
in each recording. Cree has about 15 available verb conjugations, but CDS essentially only uses
three — just one conjugation per order, which is the morphologically simplest conjugation as
well. TA verbs involve dozens of possible grammatical configurations for subjects and objects,
but CDS largely relies on just one. The language also has nearly two dozen preverbs, which
complexify verbal structures, but the majority of verb tokens in all recordings use no preverbs
at all. Furthermore, the preverbs used most frequently in CDS have relatively simple functions,
such as encoding tense or expressing ‘want’, although perhaps one could argue that forming
relative clauses is fairly complex.

On the other hand, other grammatical characteristics of CDS do not show such general
modifications, or they indicate that verbal structures become more complex as Ani ages. CDS
uses a slightly higher proportion of TA verb tokens as Ani grows older, and more importantly,

CDS evinces no clear avoidance of TA verbs at any point. The adult uses higher proportions of

BripGING CHILD LANGUAGE RESEARCH TO PRACTICE FOR INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE REVITALIZATION

83



84

verbs inflecting in the conjunct order over time, which involves the most difficult morphological
and syntactic factors. The adult also uses more verb tokens with one preverb over time.

Of course, context plays a significant role related to these grammatical patterns in CDS.
For example, the adult least frequently uses verb tokens from the II verb class in all recordings.
These verbs represent the simplest verb class, but they entail inanimate subjects, which do not
necessarily represent the most useful concepts for conversation with a young child: “seasons,
times of day, the weather, and geographical features” (Junker, Salt & Visitor 2013). Instead, con-
versation often revolves around the child herself and people she knows, as well as people and
animals in stories — appropriate contexts for Al and TA verbs. These dyadic interactions also
help drive the usage of a single configuration of subject and object for TA verbs. Topics are
frequently grounded in the here-and-now, as the adult talks about things happening in the mo-
ment and in their immediate presence, which drives the usage of basic conjugations. The adult
decreases her reliance on imperatives over time, which increases the usage of more complicated
verb inflections, but this certainly reflects Ani’s developing maturity as a conversational partner.
Finally, particular verb types tend to be used in particular conjugations, because these certain
types are useful for certain contexts, and these contexts require specific inflectional forms.

The findings from the current study bear some important resemblances to those from Lee
et al’s (2023) study of inflectional patterns in Inuktitut CDS. For example, second-person inflec-
tions dominate during every recording session here. Imperatives represent a high proportion
of the input at earlier ages and decline over time (Figure 8), while a higher proportion of more
complex conjunct forms are used as Ani grows older (Figure 7). Inuktitut does not have a verb
class system similar to Cree’s, so comparison must be somewhat indirect. But if we construe
Cree verb classes from morphosyntactically simpler to more complex (Table 3), then CDS does
show some complexification over time: the proportion of Al verbs declines and that of TA verbs
slightly increases as Ani ages (Figures 5 and 6). Inuktitut also does not have a Cree-like class
of preverbs, but the sampled CDS uses more verbs with a preverb over time (Figure 10). On the
other hand, Cree CDS shows no change in the diversity of conjugations used with Ani. Essen-
tially, just three out of 15 possible inflectional paradigms are used during any recording. Again,
this probably reflects the context of conversation between an adult and a young child, and it
may even result from some important language-specific differences between Cree and Inuktitut
- but nonetheless, the sampled Cree CDS does not show the same kind of growth over time in
its diversity of inflectional types and tokens as the Inuktitut CDS described by Lee et al.

This study presents one of the first detailed attempts at understanding the grammatical
properties of the input for a child acquiring the Cree language. Much territory remains to be ex-
plored and many potential research questions to be answered. For instance, the sampled data for
this study represents just a small slice of Ani’s exposure to the Cree language, so future research
can examine more recordings from her corpus. The CCLAS collection contains recordings of
two other children, where many properties of CDS have yet to be analyzed in depth. More stud-
ies are also required to understand the bigger picture of the linguistic environment for children

acquiring Cree — much more than what is captured in a set of naturalistic recordings. For exam-
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ple, what are the properties of the input beyond the CDS in dyadic interactions with a caregiver?
How do older children speak with younger children? What are the linguistic characteristics of
the adult-level speech that children overhear? How do these additional properties of input — not
to mention processes of language socialization — compare to what has been observed for other
languages and cultures (e.g., Loukatou et al. 2022; Ochs & Schieffelin 1984)? Additionally, there
is a great need for a readily available, linguistically annotated corpus of adult-to-adult speech
in Cree. Aside from its obvious value for language documentation and description, this kind of
corpus could help illuminate how much grammatical patterns in CDS may indeed be modified
or simplified from adult usage. And as a final example of future work, much remains to be de-
termined about whether, and to what extent, the findings here can relate to the revitalization of
other Indigenous languages, particularly those outside of the Algonquian family or with very
different grammatical structures.

To conclude, the findings from this project have implications for language science and com-
munities engaged in revitalization. The study of L1 acquisition now has more information about
the properties of CDS in an underrepresented language. Some patterns in Cree CDS do bear sim-
ilarities to grammatical modifications and increased complexities over time that are attested in
other languages, including Indigenous languages such as Inuktitut. But at the same time, con-
text and grammatical rules play a key role in determining the usage of particular verbal patterns.
On the revitalization side, this project provides some answers to questions from practitioners.
These answers can help inform their approach in language immersion programs — particularly
language nests — as well as in teacher training and creating resources for adults, all of which

may help transmit their traditional language to future generations.
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