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Abstract. It is now well established that young children tune their auditory perception to the 
sounds of their spoken language environment: Guided by the statistics of different sound 
combinations, auditory perception undergoes long-lasting neurological restructuring of 
sensory representations in auditory cortex (Kuhl: 2004). These processes are important for 
efficient, accurate processing of spoken language throughout the life-course. Yet it remains 
to be seen whether these sensory adaptations have further consequences for the developing 
sensory system: Do linguistic adaptations influence processes outside language 
comprehension? Does linguistic tuning influence the way we connect information across the 
senses? Or how we are able to learn? 
This paper reports studies investigating how connections between the senses influence 
learning in the early stages of language acquisition; and how sensory tuning can influence 
cross-modal connections later in life. In study 1, 16-month-old monolingual infants were 
taught novel labels for novel creatures, in a staged learning paradigm. Two groups of infants 
saw the same creatures with different labels (i.e., blobby Dom, spiky Shick, or vice versa). 
Although both groups were able to learn the association between the names and the 
creatures, infants were faster to show this understanding when the creatures ‘looked like’ 
their names sounded, suggesting enhanced cognitive efficiency for learning combinations of 
stimuli which are ‘congruent’ at a sensory level. In study 2, Mandarin speaking adults were 
tested on their preference for mapping different shapes (blobby and spiky) to different 
speech sounds relevant to Chinese language processing (vowels articulated in different 
tones). Adults with different backgrounds showed different patterns of mapping, suggesting 
that patterns of linguistic ‘tuning’ have a knock-on effect for cross-modal processing – which 
may in turn influence the ease of learning new kinds of information. 
The paper will discuss how a more nuanced understanding of connections between the 
senses can be deployed in early learning environments, and the importance of taking into 
account sensory cues  which are relevant to the linguistic backgrounds of learners. 
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