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Language abilities show substantial variation across individuals, developmental conditions, and the lifespan. Understanding the sources of this variation requires examining the cognitive functions that support language learning and use. In this talk, I explore how several key cognitive abilities—statistical learning, verbal short-term and working memory, cognitive control, and mentalisation—shape both typical and atypical trajectories of language development. Drawing on large-scale data from Hungarian speakers aged 8 to 92, I first show that language skills and language-related cognitive functions follow parallel developmental trajectories across the lifespan, typically increasing through adolescence and young adulthood and declining in older age. I then examine how different cognitive profiles contribute to language outcomes in neurodevelopmental conditions, focusing on developmental language disorder (DLD), autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Results from studies in our laboratory suggest that variation in language abilities across these groups is linked to distinct but overlapping cognitive profiles rather than to a single underlying deficit. Overall, the findings support models of language acquisition that emphasize the interaction of multiple cognitive systems across development and across populations.

