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Within cognitive linguistics the number of studies that take a usage-based approach to language acquisition is growing (Kemmer and Barlow, 2000, Ellis, 2002, Tomasello, 2003, Goldberg, 2006), and there is increasing interest among researchers to investigate how speakers represent, process and actually use language. As a result of this development, a need to invoke evidence from actual language use and interaction has been proclaimed. Without doubt, such type of data is very valuable and helpful for attempts at answering the question of how linguistic structures emerge from actual language use. However, collecting this type of data observed in real interaction between the speakers presents many methodological challenges. Apart from the fact that such studies are time- and resource-consuming, one has to deal with the issue of representativeness of the collected sample. Another challenge to be faced is the question of to what extent this type of data is appropriate for certain populations. In my presentation I will discuss this particular issue, by presenting the data and methodology I have used in my doctoral research project on the acquisition of verbal morphology by bilingual populations.

The focus of my presentation will be on discussing the correlation between the amount and quality of the input in the minority language (Russian) to Russian-Norwegian bilingual children and the results of their performance in the test on Russian verbal morphology. To measure the amount and quality of the input in each language, I interviewed the parents using an extensive questionnaire including questions on linguistic background, language use in the family, parental strategies and other variables which are usually considered important for bilingual language development (Grosjean, 1998).

I analyse patterns of minority language use at the level of individual families grouping them in three different types. Families in which both parents are native speakers of the minority language are generally claimed to have stronger chances of maintaining and transfering the minority language, compared to the dual-language families in which one of the parents is the native speaker of the majority language, and to the one-parent families (Döpke, 1998, Tannebaum, 2003, Tannebaum and Berkovich, 2005). However, the micro-level features of the parent-child interaction connected to the parent’s openness to mixing and promoting either bilingual or monolingual discourse context (Lanza, 1997), as well as consistency of language choice might also play a role (Döpke, 1998). I want to look in more detail at the language choice in parent-child communication in several families as reported in the interviews with the parents, and relate this to some other factors such as attitudes, social networks, values and expectations with regard to bilingual upbringing. 

With regard to the major methodological issue, I argue that such indirect assessment of the children’s input is a necessary step in usage-based research, especially in situations where input may be to a large extent varied and language-learning environments are heterogeneous.
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