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Outline 
Language is one of the most remarkable things a human being ever does, and understanding why some 
trajectories diverge and whether they can be redirected is the core of this talk. 

This keynote draws on research into how language develops in young children. The first part tackles a 
deceptively fundamental question: what is language, developmentally speaking? In our longitudinal studies, 
we examine its dimensionality throughout development: how components such as vocabulary, grammar, 
and phonological awareness relate to each other, and whether that structure shifts as children grow. We 
then look at what drives variation in developmental trajectories, drawing on data that separates the 
contributions of genetic and environmental factors and how these interact over time. 

These questions set the stage for the talk's central challenge: malleability. Our intervention studies 
involving intensive, targeted training programs suggest that some aspects of language are more responsive 
to intervention than others. Specific skills can be moved; broader language competence is harder to shift. 
The distinction matters enormously for how we design. 

The talk closes by outlining what this body of work leaves open and the directions future research needs 
to take — from longer follow-up windows and stronger causal designs to a sharper framework for what it 
means to support language development that genuinely lasts. 

 

 


