        [image: ]           [image: ]                     [image: ]

ERC-Synergy grant SHAPE Kick-off, Paris, June 8-12, 2026
Preliminary program
In collaboration with Centre Universitaire de Norvège à Paris – CUNP (FONDATION MAISON DES SCIENCES DE L’HOMME) and INALCO

Schedule overview
Monday, June 8: 
	TIME
	LOCATION
	ACTIVITY

	9:30-12:30
	CUNP 
	Internal meeting PIs and Advisory Board members

	14:30-17:00 
	INALCO
	SHAPE in language and cognition: An international colloquium, part one (public, see below for an abstract and a preliminary program)

	17:00-19:00 
	INALCO
	Reception 


 

Tuesday, June 9: 
	TIME
	LOCATION
	ACTIVITY

	9:30-12:00 
	CUNP
	Internal meeting PIs and Advisory Board members

	13:45-17:00 
	INALCO
	SHAPE in language and cognition: An international colloquium, part two (public, see below for an abstract and a preliminary program)




Wednesday, June 10, Thursday, June 11, and Friday, June 12:  
	TIME
	LOCATION
	ACTIVITY

	
	
	

	9:30-17:00 
	CUNP
	Internal workshop for ERC SHAPE project members and collaborators (project-internal, see below for a preliminary program and list of participants)



Locations
CUNP: Centre Universitaire de Norvège à Paris, FONDATION MAISON DES SCIENCES DE L’HOMME, 54 Boulevard Raspail, 75006 Paris
INALCO: INALCO Maison de la recherche, 2 Rue de Lille, 75007 Paris

SHAPE in Language and Cognition: An International Colloquium (June 8-9, 2026)
Abstract:
Shape is a prominent feature of the visual world and determines how we perceive and store information about objects, how we interact with them, and what uses they can be put to. To give just a few examples, shape is richly encoded in the languages of the world by organizing object labels in terms of their shape (tall elongated objects, slim objects, round oval objects), as well as actions involving manipulating those objects which are encoded in verbs. For instance, while most European languages classify the world into just masculine, feminine, and sometimes neuter genders, languages such as Mandarin Chinese and Amazonian Bora have special grammatical categories for round vs. flat vs. long objects. And in sign languages, shape prominently organizes the lexicon and grammar, with the hands representing visuo-geometric properties of real-world referents. During early language acquisition, children attend to shape as a vital cue for acquiring the label of objects. This process develops at the intersection between spatial ability skills and language, especially vocabulary size. But interestingly, children on atypical developmental trajectories tend to have problems in using this strategy for word learning. All of this suggests that there is a rich, and probably bi-directional relationship between the visual perception of shape and its representation in language.
	The colloquium "SHAPE in Language and Cognition" brings together an interdisciplinary and international group of experts to discuss the relationship between the visual perception of shape and language. The talks will focus on the encoding of shape across both spoken and signed languages of the world and on the factors that constrain cross-linguistic variation. More broadly, they will address the two-way relationship between spatial cognition and language from the perspectives of global linguistic and cultural diversity, language acquisition and cognitive development, and the factors that contribute to difficulties in this domain for children on atypical developmental paths. The colloquium marks the initiation of the six-year international research project "The System of Shape Representations in Cognition, Development and Across Languages", funded by an ERC Synergy Grant ID: 101 167183 (see https://www.ntnu.edu/shape/).

Organising Committee:

[bookmark: _Hlk220851863]Frank Seifart - SeDyL, CNRS, IRD, INALCO, frank.seifart@cnrs.fr
Mila Vulchanova - LALP Lab, NTNU mila.vulchanova@ntnu.no
Lia Calinescu - LALP Lab, NTNU lia.calinescu@ntnu.no
Valentin Vulchanov - LALP Lab, NTNU valentin.vulchanov@ntnu.no
Nour Efrat-Kowalsky - SeDyL, CNRS, IRD, INALCO nour.efrat-kowalsky@cnrs.fr
Magdalena Lemus - SeDyL, CNRS, IRD, INALCO magdalena.lemus-serrano@cnrs.fr


Preliminary program:
Monday, June 8
	14:30-15:00
	Welcome addresses by INALCO representatives

	15:00-15:30
	[bookmark: _Hlk220851590]Pamela Perniss (University of Cologne, Germany) and Frank Seifart (SeDyL [CNRS, IRD, INALCO]): Shape in spoken and signed languages across the world: What we know and how to know more

	15:30-16:00
	Linda B. Smith (Indiana University, USA) and Mila Vulchanova (NTNU, Norway): Shape in vision and in cognitive development: It's abstract, yet complex

	16:00-17:00
	Round table discussion on the relationship between the visual perception of shape and language, with SHAPE Advisory Board members Östen Dahl (Stockholm University and Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, Sweden), Jenny Saffran (University of Wisconsin-Madison, USA), Inge-Marie Eigsti (University of Connecticut, USA), Jim Magnuson (University of Connecticut, USA/ Basque, Center on Cognition, Brain & Language, Donostia-San Sebastián). Moderation: Larissa Samuelson (University of East Anglia, UK).


Tuesday, June 9
	13:45-14:30
	Mary Peterson (The University of Arizona): Shape Perception: More Complex than Feed-Forward Theories Suppose
 
Scientists have long modeled shape perception as a feed-forward (FF) process where, sequentially, (1) the visual field is segregated into shaped figures and shapeless grounds; (2) the borders of figures are segmented into parts while grounds are not processed further; (3) configurations are formed, overriding parts; and (4) familiar configurations activate object memory and semantics. FF theories lean on evidence that receptive field (RF) sizes are larger at higher levels of the visual hierarchy.  Consistent with a more dynamic, interactive theory of shape perception, we found (a) object memory contributes to figure-ground segregation, (b) portions of familiar objects sketched on the shapeless ground side of a border activate semantics, (c) familiar parts are not overridden by novel configurations, (d) responses in putatively lower-level brain regions simulate responses to configurations.


	14:30-15:15
	John Mansfield (University of Zurich) - Inheritance and diffusion of ungrounded concepts

In contrast to the SHAPE theme, this presentation explores the potential for cross-linguistic research on concepts that lack direct sensorimotor grounding. In particular, I will address domains such as social organisation, ethics, meta-cognition and metaphysics. Such concepts are typically investigated in philosophical or historical studies of Eurasian written traditions. 
In a newly ERC-funded project we will ask how the geography and history of some ungrounded concepts can be reconstructed in the absence of written traditions. As an example of our proposed method, I will present a preliminary study of the ANCESTOR SPIRIT conceptual cluster in Australian languages. We aim to identify key semantic features that allow us to infer how different lexicalisations of ANCESTOR SPIRIT have been inherited and diffused across the Australian continent, potentially over several thousand years. Compared to concepts with sensorimotor grounding, we expect ungrounded concepts to have more contingent histories, specific to particular times and places. Although the methods for such research remain largely untested, it has potential to significantly expand our view of human intellectual history.




	15:15-16:00
	Marie Coppola (University of Connecticut): Shape gets you off the ground but not across the finish line: Conventionalization of tool labels in homesign

Sign languages vary in the linguistic use of handshape, but how iconic handshape preferences arise and become conventionalized remains unknown. We investigated this question in family homesigns. Homesigners are deaf individuals who have not acquired a signed or spoken language yet innovate micro sign languages with hearing communication partners (CPs). Eleven homesigners, 24 CPs, and 8 hearing non-signers in Nicaragua produced labels for 27 tools; these were coded as Handling (showing grasping), Object (showing tool shape), or combined Handling+Object. Participants and family groups varied in handshape preference. Adult homesigners used the Handling+Object form more than other participants, and while their family groups demonstrated more conventionalization than did child homesigners’ families, full conventionalization was not realized even after two decades of use. These findings suggest that perceptual features or affordances of tools do not straightforwardly map to linguistic forms, and that a signing community may be necessary to promote conventionalization.


	16:00-17:00
	Round table discussion on the relationship between the visual perception of shape and language, with SHAPE Advisory Board members, Karla McGregor (Boys Town National Research Hospital, USA), Lynn Perry (University of Miami in Coral Gables, USA), Kenny Coventry (University of East Anglia, UK), and Jürgen Bohnemeyer (University at Buffalo, USA). Moderation: Caroline Larson (University of Missouri, USA)



Internal workshop for ERC SHAPE project members and collaborators (10-12 June)
This project-internal workshop brings together the members of the ERC SHAPE project and an international team of linguists that have agreed to collaborate with this project by collecting data in a range of field sites across the world. The aim of the workshop is to introduce the different tasks for data collection used in the project and to discuss scientific collaborations between project members and project collaborators. 


Preliminary program:
	June 10, 9:30-12:30 
	Getting to know each other: Pitch presentations
Presentation of SHAPE researcher profiles
Presentations of participating languages

	June 10, 14:00-17:00
	Field work experience sharing 
· Jürgen Bohnemeyer
· Serge Caparos
Personal data protection issues – Gaëlle Bujan, CNRS

	June 11, 9:30-12:30 
	Running object-naming tasks in the field

	June 11, 14:00-17:00
	Running similarity judgement tasks in the field

	June 12, 9:30-12:30 
	Obtaining ethics approval and Ethics issues in data collection; Informed consent sheets

	June 12, 14:00-17:00
	Scientific collaboration among project partners and project collaborators Open questions and closing of workshop
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