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Lexically specific patterns such as What’s this? and patterns consisting of a lexically specific “frame” 
and an open slot such as look, an x! play an important role in language acquisition scenarios (Cameron-
Faulkner, Lieven, and Tomasello 2003). Recently, Quick et al. (2018) have shown that partially 
schematic patterns also seem to play a key role in the code-mixing of bilingual children, e.g. I want x, 
as in I want die paint ‘I want the paint’. Following up on this observation, the present study investigates 
whether lexically specific as well as partially schematic patterns in the code-mixing of a German-English 
bilingual child (n=1,024 code-mixed utterances out of 47,812 utterances in total) aged 2;3 to 3;11 can 
be traced back to patterns found in the input (n=61,077). In line with usage-based accounts of language 
acquisition (e.g. Tomasello 2003), this would suggest that bilingual children construct their code-mixed 
utterances on the basis of concrete linguistic material they have heard before. 

In our operationalization of utterance-initial chunks as well as partially schematic patterns, we 
follow e.g. Dąbrowska & Lieven (2005) or Cameron-Faulkner et al. (2003): Repeated strings are 
considered patterns if they occur at least four times in the corpus. In a first step, only utterance-initial n-
grams were retrieved automatically to identify recurring lexical patterns. It could be shown that a large 
proportion of the code-mixed data contain utterance-initial lexical chunks (82.2%), a large proportion of 
which (72.7 %) can be traced back to the parental input.  

A more in-depth study of a subset of the data using manual annotation, which allows for identifying 
partially schematic rather than just lexically specific chunks, reveals that code-mixing often involves the 
filling of an open slot in a partially schematic construction. In addition, much of the code-mixing turns 
out to be primed by the occurrence of the same forms in the immediately preceding discourse. In sum, 
these findings lend further support to usage-based theories of language acquisition, and they can help 
understand code-mixing in early bilingual language acquisition from a construction-based perspective. 
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