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1. Summary 
 
Language is a uniquely human, complex communication system learnt apparently effortlessly in the 
first few years of a child’s life. The Language Development Department hosts a team of more than 20 
researchers, students and research support staff, whose goal is to discover how children achieve it. 
We build realistic process models of language learning that address the central question of first 
language acquisition: How do children’s learning mechanisms use information in different 
environments to build mature linguistic knowledge? 
 
2. Department themes 
 
All research projects within the department share a core ethos of theory-driven research. However, 
different teams approach the research problem in three distinct ways – by focussing on language in 
the brain, on language across the world and/or on language over development. In each programme, 
all the studies share a key component that provides a powerful constraint on theory building. 
 

1. Language in the Brain: In this theme, the constraint comes from multi-methodological 
designs. Theories - implemented as verbal, computational or statistical models - are tested for 
their ability to explain corpus data, behavioural experimental data, and/or neurological data.  
 

2. Language across the World: In this work, the constraint comes from cross-linguistic 
designs. Theories are tested for their ability to explain the pattern of development across very 
different languages being learned in different cultural and multicultural environments.  
 

3. Language over Development: In this work, the constraint comes from using multiple 
measures from the same children studied intensively over development. Theories are tested 
for their ability to predict development over time. 
 

The department also hosts: 
 

• the Learning through Processing research group, headed by Evan Kidd, that investigates the 
relationship between language processing and language acquisition, often from a cross-
linguistic perspective, under the assumption that a more complete account of human 
language is constrained by the real-time pressure of language processing across the 
developmental history of the individual.  

 

• a cross-programme Innovations team that works with The Language Archive to build new 
technology products for child language research. These include semi-automated data 
analysis tools that are capable of capturing the language of small children, and smart-phone 
based language monitoring apps for quick and easy data collection from remote locations.  

 
3. Baby and Child Research Centre 
 
The department is a member of the Baby and Child Research Centre (BRC), a collaboration between 
three institutions on the Radboud campus in Nijmegen: Radboud University (Prof. Sabine Hunnius, 
Prof, Paula Fikkert), the Radboudumc (Prof. Carolina de Weerth) and the Max Planck Institute for 
Psycholinguistics (Prof. Caroline Rowland). The Center Director is Prof. Sabine Hunnius. The BRC is 
dedicated to research into children's psychological and physical development during the first six years 
of life, studying the development of language, social interaction, and cognition, and investigates which 
factors influence these, such as the wellbeing of pregnant women and childcare. The BRC also hosts 
a large participant database of families with children aged 0-6 years of age.  
 
  

http://www.mpi.nl/departments/language-development
https://www.mpi.nl/people/rowland-caroline
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https://babyandchild.nl/en/aanmelden/


4. Research facilities  
 

4.1. Facilities at the Institute 
 
Child Language Lab: The Department hosts a state of the art Child Language Lab which includes a 
separate children’s entrance with woodland fairy path, family waiting room, two integrated audio-
visual observations labs and control room, a static and a mobile eyetracker, head-mounted eye 
trackers, and baby/child EEG, as well as access to other relevant resources (e.g. touch-screen tablets 
for standardised test administration, toys, apps for online/web-based testing). The Institute’s 
Technical Group also has extensive expertise in building new technology for behavioural testing. 
Members of the department have access to Dutch speaking child participants (aged 0-6 years) via the 
Baby and Child Research Centre participant database and to adult participants via the Institute’s 
participant database.  
 
Institute facilities: Members of the department have access to the wider Institute’s facilities including 
five eye tracking rooms (using Eyelink and SMI systems), two EEG labs with 64 and 128 channels, a 
gesture lab with four synchronized observation cameras, one large group experiment room with four 
workstations, and five further experimental rooms for standard psycholinguistic experiments. The 
Institute also has its own state-of-the-art wet lab facilities for molecular biology and a purpose-built 
Virtual Reality Laboratory with integrated eyetracking and EEG recording facilities.  
 
Remote testing and field trips: Field-trips abroad are fully funded by the department, and are 
supported by the Institute’s Technical Group, who can provide everything from solar panels to 
portable eye-trackers and semi-professional high definition cameras. The department also hosts a 
fully equipped mobile experiment van with facilities for remote/mobile testing in Europe, including 
mobile eyetrackers and audio-and video-equipment. Researcher also have access to facilities at 
Liverpool University Babylab, UK, which allows us to test English-speaking children. 
 
High powered computing: The Institute offers computational services to its researchers through 
dedicated calculation servers and a forty-five node grid cluster. The dedicated servers are equipped 
with 16 CPU cores with 128GB RAM, 8 CPU cores with 384GB RAM and 24 CPU cores with 512GB 
of RAM. The cluster nodes have 20-24 CPU cores with 256GB RAM each, one node with 97 cores 
and 4TB RAM and 2 nodes with GPU extension (Quadro RTX 8000, CUDA compatible), thus giving a 
total of 1104 cores that are accessible via a Sun Grid Engine (SGE) queueing system. All calculation 
servers share the same software stack and run OpenSuSE Linux. The cluster nodes also share a 
clustered file system of 168TB. The department also hosts its own workstation for high powered 
computing. 
 
4.2. Facilities at the Donders Centre for Cognitive Neuroimaging 
 
Researchers at the Institute have access to state-of-the-art brain imaging facilities (fMRI 3 Tesla, whole-
head 275-channel MEG, 2 EEG labs) at the Donders Centre for Cognitive Neuroimaging 
(http://www.ru.nl/donders/research/research-facilities/) and further child development facilities at the 
Radboud University locations of the Baby and Child Research Centre (EMS, NIRs, Tobii eyetrackers, 
motion tracking, habituation and head turn facilities, and a behavioural observation lab).  Researchers 
also have access to the 7 Tesla fMRI machine at the Erwin Hahn Institute, Essen (co-founded by 
Radboud University Nijmegen and the University of Duisburg-Essen). 
 
 
5. The Institute 
 
The Max Planck Institute (MPI) for Psycholinguistics conducts interdisciplinary research into the 
psychological, social and biological foundations of language. Scientists at the Institute study a variety 
of topics including how children and adults acquire language, the role of genetic factors, how 
speaking and listening happen in real time, how the brain processes language for communication, 
and how language connects to cognition and culture. The Institute's approach to the science of 
language and communication is unique, addressing these fundamental issues at multiple levels, from 
molecules and cells to circuits and brains, all the way through to the behaviour of individuals and 
populations. We are situated in the beautiful city of Nijmegen in the Netherlands, on the campus of 
the Radboud University. 
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