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1 Introduction 

A unique aspect of the human species is language: it translates our thoughts into 

communication, while at the same time it permeates all aspects of culture. As an 

interface between the human mind and the outer world we engage with and act 

upon, language can inform us about the mind itself and how we ‘see’ ourselves in 

relation to the outer world, the societies we live in, and the challenges we face. 

The Amsterdam Center for Language and Communication (ACLC) seeks to 

understand this intricate interaction through an integrative and inclusive approach 

that favours collaboration across competing paradigms and methods, to develop 

interdisciplinary solutions for the scientific community and the society. The 

ACLC research activities focus on identifying and analysing the Constraints on 

Variation in Human Language, Communication, and Cognition and how 

understanding such a unique human trait helps to address urgent scientific and 

societal questions. 

The ACLC was launched on 15 December 2000, and it has since been the 

academic home to a large community of scholars who collaborate within thematic 

Research Groups (RG). This network of RGs forms the institute’s team science 

engaged in the development of inter- and multi-disciplinary research. The RGs 

investigate a wide diversity of topics ranging from fundamental research on 

language variation across modalities (e.g., signed vs. spoken), typology, 

acquisition, discourse, rhetoric and communication, to more applied research on 

pathologic voice and speech in relation to head and neck cancer or language 

impairment, multilingualism, language education and policy. The breadth of 

ACLC research affords its scholars mutually enriching collaborations or 

partnerships with stake holders and the society at large.  Such collaborations are 

propitious for cross-pollination of different subfields and the emergence of 

innovative solutions to complex research topics or societal issues which cannot 

be resolved within a single subfield. 
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Research conducted within the ACLC is further facilitated by two labs that 

are part of the faculty-wide Humanities Labs, itself embedded within the 

Amsterdam Institute of Humanities Research. The ACLC Speech Lab is a tech 

hub for designing and executing experimental studies involving a variety of 

methods (e.g. ultrasound, EEG, eye-tracking, forced-choice, head-turn). The 

ACLC also hosts a SignLab, which supports research on the structure and use of 

sign languages, which in turn has implications for deaf education and social 

inclusion. In collaboration with the research group Lab Linguistics, the Speech 

Lab and SignLab contribute immensely to various teaching programmes since 

these facilities are open to BA and (R)MA students for carrying out experiments 

(e.g., in the context of their theses).  

The ACLC therefore utilises a wide range of empirical methodologies 

which contribute to its fundamental research (i.e., language in the mind and its 

use for multimodal communication) as well as societal impact (i.e., language for 

social development and inclusion). Thanks to these different theoretical 

perspectives and methodologies, scholars of this institute can boast to have an eye 

for urgent scientific and societal questions centred around diversity in human 

languages, language modalities, language uses, language policies, and education.  

To celebrate twenty-five years of excellent work on these broad scientific 

and societal issues, and further engage with future challenges, the ACLC 

organized an international conference in June 19-20, 2025. The theme of this 

conference was Language, Inclusivity, and Cognition. The conference not only 

highlighted the active participation of ACLC RGs and the commitment of the 

workshop organisers, it also provided a forum where experts of different 

persuasion exchanged views and drew a common path for future inquiries and 

contributions to both science and society. The conference ended with an 

impressive plenary keynote lecture delivered by dr Rowena Garcia (Leibniz-ZAS 

and MPI) entitled: Diversifying language development research: Current 

challenges and potential solutions. She ended her keynote with some helpful 

recommendations to increase “the diversity of our science” as well as “the 

diversity of our researchers”. 

 

2 Language, Inclusivity, and Cognition at ACLC 

 

Rowena Garcia’s exposé resonated within the ACLC audience. Indeed, the choice 

of the theme of the conference and this unique plenary speaker signals the 

ACLC’s commitment to resolve issues of diversity and inclusion in science and 

society. The conference had two objectives: initiate a genuine collaborative effort 

in understanding imminent scientific and societal challenges, and allow active 

participation of ACLC RGs, as well as   national and international scholars who 

joined the event, in designing and developing innovative theories and solutions.  

In this regard, an urgent problem that the language science community 

(including the ACLC) faces is the ecological validity of its empirical observations, 
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theoretical assumptions, and proposed models or methodologies. Are the current 

language models inclusive enough to inform us on general characteristics of the 

human mind and how it shapes or represents the current world? To what extent 

can we (simply) extend generalisations based on some empirical phenomena 

observed in some linguistic ecology (e.g., learning a second language in the West) 

to some other ecology (e.g., learning a third or fourth language in West Africa or 

South East Asia)? How do questions of gender and inclusive language in 

contemporary societies translate into linguistic systems allowing gender 

distinction (e.g., French, Arabic, Russian) compared to languages with no such 

distinctions (e.g., Fongbe, Yoruba, Mandarin Chinese)? Assuming that questions 

revolving around gender and inclusivity are universal questions related to basic 

human rights, language scientists must adopt a uniformitarian approach to the 

human kind: a language model or experiment in the Global North must be 

sensitive to realities in the Global South. Such an approach, however, will only 

emerge if the field is sufficiently inclusive in its theoretical and societal models, 

and if scholars actively engage in a multimethod or interdisciplinary thinking that 

takes into account the varieties of linguistic ecologies in the world.  

These urgent questions require a broad awareness on the part of the 

scientific community and a true commitment to solve them. The latter appears 

even harder, since new solutions will presumably require a paradigm shift. For 

instance, how to move from the current monolingual (and spoken modality) bias 

to a more ecologically valid characterization in which the learner is multilingual 

and multimodal by default? Over the past half century, language sciences have 

been dominated by models of Western language learners and users in which 

monolingualism is the expected norm, and mostly spoken languages are analysed 

from the standpoint of a standard, a normative variety, that the ‘native’ speaker is 

assumed to master perfectly. Because dominant schools of language scientists 

emerged from such Western polities with specific ideologies about language, 

society, and the state, research on language has also been shaped to some extent 

by these ideologies. Aside using a ‘perfect’ or ‘native’ monolingual learner as a 

metric against which all other potential learners in the world could be measured, 

the field mostly focused on describing most prototypical contexts and learners. 

As a result, ecologies which were deemed unimportant or perceived as diverging 

from the norm were ignored. Consequently, studies on under documented 

languages, minority languages or learners of heritage languages are not always 

visible to the common students of language sciences or to the mainstream 

language scientist. Likewise, multilingualism is regarded as an add-on to 

monolingualism, rather than the latter being a reduction of the human language 

capacity.  

The focus on what is perceived as the norm also explains the relatively 

recent development of sign linguistics as a legitimate subfield. Despite increasing 

acknowledgment of sign languages as genuine linguistic objects of study, most 

commonly used textbooks in the field of language, communication, and cognition 
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still ignore these languages. When they are mentioned at all, they are somehow 

depicted as exceptional developments. The same could be said about creole 

languages, which are often considered to be ‘near-languages’ rather than what 

they really stand for: Full-fledged languages which illustrate language 

evolutionary paths, when speakers from different linguistic ecologies, 

backgrounds, and ethnicities interact daily for a sufficiently long period, as a 

result of which they develop a new language.  

Both sign languages and creole languages have experts who meet 

individually in contexts also commonly avoided or ignored by mainstream 

language scientists. Both language groups are also disfranchised socially. Creole 

languages are generally subordinated to previous colonial standards, while most 

sign languages are still to be acknowledged as proper languages. Many sign 

languages, for instance, received the status of official language only very recently. 

In the Netherlands, Nederlandse Gebarentaal (NGT) was recognised as an official 

language on October 13th 2020, after decades of activism, scientific and 

community work, within which prominent scholars of the ACLC played an 

important role. Their expertise in this field also benefited work on so-called ‘rural’ 

sign languages (e.g., Adamorobe Sign Language, Inuit Sign Language).  

By engaging in the study and development of such apparently ‘atypical’ 

cases, the ACLC contributes to making the field of language sciences more 

inclusive. That’s how scholars within the ACLC helped bring to light typological 

characterizations of various under-documented languages, as well as the 

communicative and argumentative practices of various populations. These 

include some under-researched profiles, such as, speakers with developmental 

language disorders or autism, some of whom may also involve multilinguals.  

 

3 This special issue 

 

The ACLC has long focused on language and inclusivity. The conference 

provided the opportunity to assess the community’s engagement with such 

questions, but also to tackle new linguistic and societal issues, such as inclusive 

language and gender, and language learning and emotion, especially in the context 

of war and migration. This way, the ACLC conference brought to the focus of 

discussion issues which may seem at the margins of language sciences.  

The nine articles in this special issue are the outcomes of some of the talks 

presented during the ACLC conference. They revolve around three strands: sign 

language, gender, and representation.   
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