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Statistical learning and language acquisition
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CONCLUSION

At this point, it is well established that infants are adept at tracking regularities in the speech
stream. This review has focused on many of the directions that the field is now taking to
study statistical language learning in a more complete context: within language, within the
infant learner, and within the environment as a whole. We end with some final comments
regarding the major themes addressed by these divergent lines of research. Each of these
themes highlights different ways that the field is moving from a very simple question ‘Can

infants track statistical dependencies in language?’ to embracing the natural complexity of
the language acquisition process. This move is imperative to a true understanding of
language acquisition, as complexity is introduced from many different sources, including
(though of course not limited to): the physical development of the infant learner, the rich
hierarchical structure of language, the acoustic variability between talkers that the infant
hears, and the many physical environments in which the infant experiences language and
communicative acts. Ultimately, these sources of variability cannot be ignored, as we know
that the process of language acquisition is likely to be more than the sum of its parts.
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