Language Acquisition
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Beginning to study language acquisition
Professor Aitchison argues that "language has a biologically organized schedule" and quotes Eric Lenneberg's theory that language is "maturationally controlled, emerging before it is critically needed".

There are no exact dates, and some children learn more or less quickly than any notional normal child. The speed of learning is influenced both by innate abilities and by environment. Since language is partly learned by imitation, language learning may be accelerated by the example of parents and siblings. Baby talk may promote language development in infants who have yet to learn to speak but the same bay talk might hinder them later.

However, there is a generally accepted sequence for language learning. Professor Aitchison (The Language Web, p. 43) gives a speech timetable from birth to 10 years old. This is very simple but can be learned for exam purposes. Shirley Russell gives a far more expansive schedule for learning language, with lots of examples of real language data.

Do not think in terms of a perfect model of language that children "fail" to achieve - do not describe language data that would be non-standard in a mature speaker as "mistakes". Of course a child might make a mistake by inadvertence (using a non-standard form while knowing the standard) but this is a different matter. Similarly a child's use of a non-standard plural (mouses for mice) or verb tense (catched for caught) is evidence of real knowledge of inflectional morphology, since the child has treated these words as if they followed regular patterns. (That is, the plural form has been inflected with -s to give mouses, and the verb stem, catch has been inflected with -ed to form a past tense.) 
Note that performance may be evidence of competence, and repeated performance is evidence of language competence. But the corollary is not true. Any language data you study will be a small sample of a child's performance. And there are many things the child could say but will not say, because the circumstances do not prompt it (like the adult who knows the meanings of the words, but has no reason to refer to igloos or pangolins). We know or can recognize many forms we never write or say!

Models of language acquisition
There are various models that explain or describe the process of language acquisition. Simple models will identify an approximate time period, and explain some of the features of language development which are expected to appear in this period. More complex models will organize language development under headings such as language functions, meaning and grammar.

A very simple model, which covers the period from birth to language maturity, is given by Jean Aitchison in The Language Web. Professor Aitchison notes cooing and babbling at 6 weeks, single-word utterances at a year, two-word utterances at 18 months and complex constructions at 5 years.

Language functions can be expanded, as M.A.K. Halliday has done, to produce a list of such functions, something like this:

*
Naming things;

*
Describing things real and imaginary

*
Influencing the behaviour of others

*
Expressing feelings

*
Thinking and problem solving

*
Asking questions

*
Communicating - taking part in language interactions

Theories of language acquisition focus almost exclusively on speech. This is because speech is (usually) prior to reading and writing, while semantic and grammatical knowledge is largely acquired before any reading or writing occurs for most children. Writing will extend the functions for which language is used or give them new powers (having a permanent record or communicating over geographical distance).

Stages of early language acquisition 
Function
What children are trying to do with their language (e.g., make requests, ask questions, make statements) 


Meaning

The states, events and relationships about which children talk. Meaning here refers to meaning shown in performance. Children may have competence which they have no occasion to demonstrate. 




Structure

The way in which the language is put together - its grammar



Stage 1
Children's first utterances usually serve three purposes: 

*
to get someone's attention 

*
to direct attention to an object or event 

*
to get something they want 

Next, they begin to:

*
make rudimentary statements (Bird gone) 

*
make requests 

Children begin by naming the thing referred to (the "naming insight")

Soon they move beyond this to relating objects to other things, places and people (Daddy car; There Mummy) as well as to events (Bird gone). They are concerned with articulating the present state of things, describing or relating things and events in their world.

Because of the limited language forms which they can control, children convey information by intonation, by non-verbal means, or by the listener's shared awareness of the situation. (It gone - the listener has seen what it is.) 


Many of the remarks at this age are single words, either the names of things, or words such as there, look, want, more, allgone. They are often referred to as operators because here (as opposed to their function in adult speech) they serve to convey the whole of the child's meaning or intention.

Other remarks consist of object name and operator in a two-word combination: Look Mummy, Daddy gone, There dog. 

Stage 2
At this stage children begin to ask questions; usually where questions come first. 


Children become concerned with naming and classifying things (frequently asking wassat?).

They may begin to talk about locations changing (e.g. people coming or going or getting down or up).

They talk simply about the attributes of things (e.g. things being hot/cold, big/small, nice; naughty doggy; it cold, Mummy). 


Children's questions at this stage often begin with interrogative pronouns (what, where) followed by a noun (the object being asked about) or verb (denoting some action): where ball? where gone?

Articles (a/an or the) appear before nouns. Basic [subject]+[verb] structure emerges: It gone, Man run, or [subject]+[verb]+[object]: Teddy sweeties (=Teddy wants some sweets). 

Stage 3
By now children ask lots of different questions, but often signalling that they are questions by intonation alone (Sally play in garden, Mummy?).

They express more complex wants in grammatically complex sentences: I want daddy [to] take it [to] work. 


Children now begin to talk about actions which change the object acted upon (You dry hands).

Verbs like listen and know appear, as children start to refer to people's mental states.

Children refer to events in the past and (less often) in the future.

Children talk about continuing actions (He doing it; She still in bed) and enquire about the state of actions (whether something is finished). They begin to articulate the changing nature of things. 


The basic sentence structure has expanded: [subject]+[verb]+[object] +[adverb or other element] appears: You dry hands; A man dig down there.

Children begin to use auxiliary verbs (I am going) and phrases like in the basket [preposition]+[article]+[noun]. 

Stage 4
As children begin to use increasingly complex sentence structures, they also begin to:

*
make a wide range of requests (e.g. Shall I cut it? Can I do it?) 

*
explain 

*
ask for explanations (Why questions appear) 

Because children are now able to use complex sentence structures, they have flexible language tools for conveying a wide range of meanings.

Perhaps the most striking development is their grasp (language competence) and use (language performance) of abstract verbs like know to express mental operations.

Children in this stage begin to express meaning indirectly, replacing imperatives (Give me...) with questions (Can I have?) when these suit their purposes better.

As well as saying what they mean, they now have pragmatic understanding, and suit their utterances to the context or situation. 


Children by this stage use question forms (Can I have one?) and negation (He doesn't want one) easily, no longer relying on intonation to signal their intent. They are now able to use auxiliary verbs: do is the first to appear, followed by can and will. Children may duplicate modal verbs(Please may can I...?): this may reflect understanding that may is required for courtesy, while can indicates the fact of being able to do something.

Children use one part of a sentence to refer to another part - they use (often implied) relative clauses: I know you're there (implied that after know); I want the pen Mummy gave me(implied that after pen). Now they can do this, language is a very flexible means of communication for them. 

Stage 5
By now children frequently use language to do all the things they need it for:

*
giving information

*
asking and answering questions of various kinds

*
requesting (directly and indirectly)

*
suggesting

*
offering

*
stating intentions/asking about those of others

*
expressing feelings and attitudes and asking about those of others

Children are now able to talk about things hypothetically or conditionally: If you do that, it'll...

They are able to explain the conditions required for something to happen: You've got to switch that on first... Often they talk about things which are always so - that is, about general states of affairs.

As well as general references to past and future, children now talk about particular times: after tea; before bedtime; when Daddy comes home...

They are able to estimate the nature of actions or events, e.g., that things are habitual, repetitive or just beginning. 


By this stage, children are quite at home with all question structures including those beginning with words like What? and When? where the subject and verb are inverted (transposed): What does it mean? When is Mummy coming?

Children use sentences made up of several clauses, whether multiple (using co-ordinate clauses) or complex (using subordinate or relative clauses, and parentheses). 

Up to now grammatical development has mostly added to the length of sentences. Now children use structures which allow more economy (this is known as cohesion).

This model explains the process of language acquisition. Children will vary individually in when (relative to their peers) they reach each stage, but there is little variation in the sequence of language learning. By the end of Stage 5, a child's language is in place and he or she has a basic lexicon (personal vocabulary) of several thousand words. From now on what is learned increasingly depends upon experience and environment - on opportunities to use language and to hear it used, for a wide range of purposes and a wide range of audiences in a wide range of contexts. The model does not show the acquisition of literacy, which is more subject to environment and cultural expectations. 
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[Notes adapted from Andrew Moore’s website]

