Theories of Second Language Acquisition (Nativism)
Nativism and Behaviorism :

In general terms, there are basically two schools of thought on the nature of the initial mental state. On one side, we have what might be called nativism. Extreme nativism would hold that human beings are born with all of the knowledge that they will eventually have as adults. With respect to language, this position would hold that a child is born knowing a language and this knowledge manifests itself during the first few years of life.  On the other hand, we have what might be called environmentalism. Extreme environmentalism would hold that human beings are born with none of the knowledge that they will have as adults. With respect to language, this position would hold that a child is born with no linguistic knowledge whatsoever and that all language ability is somehow learned throughout life by making associations among events in the environment. 

The nativist position (sometimes referred as mentalism) focuses on the fact that much of human behavior of biologically determined. That is, much of our behavior is a function of the fact that we are human beings and our genes are structured in characteristic ways. Our ability to walk is an example of biologically determined behavior: we do not learn to walk, no one teaches us to talk; as normal human beings, we simply acquire the ability to walk because such ability is dictated by our genes. 

The person most often associated with the nativist view of language acquisition is Chomsky. Quite simple, Chomsky holds the view that human beings are born already “knowing” something about the structure of human language. That is, human beings, by virtue of their characteristic genetic structure, are born in an initial mental state in which general properties of human language are already specific. 

On the other hand, the environmentalist position (sometimes referred as behaviorism) focuses on the fact that much of human behavior if culturally determined. That is, much of our behavior is a function of specific environmental factors. The ability to write is an example of culturally determined behavior. We learn to write by going through specific training; we don not simply acquire this ability spontaneously and naturally the same way we learn to walk. 

The person most often associated with the environmentalist view of language acquisition is the late B.F. Skinner. In 1957, Skinner published Verbal Behavior, in which he set out the views in detail. In greatly oversimplified terms, Skinner proposed that language is learned essentially through vaguely defined powers of “association” and the human linguistics communication is a stimulus-response chain. That is, a stimulus in a person’s environment causes him or her to speak (a response). In turn, this utterance (now a stimulus) causes another person to speak (a response), and so on.

The main points of these two views are summarized in the figure below. In reality, there are probably as many different views, representing points between what we have been calling nativism and environmentalism, as there are people who have thoughts about the subject. Moreover, the controversy surrounding these views is still very much alive: Chomsky’s position is by no means universally held. 

	Nativism
	Environmentalism

	· Mentalism
	· Behaviorism

	· Chomsky
	· Skinner

	· Mind has more innate structure
	· Mind has less innate structure

	· Language acquisition is primarily biologically determined 
	· Language acquisition is primarily culturally determined 

	· Language is acquire
	· Language is learned


Nativist theory :
1. Children are exposed to very little correctly formed language. When people speak, they constantly interrupt themselves, change their minds, make slips of the tongue and so on. Yet children manage to learn their language all the same. 
2. Children do not simply copy the language that they hear around them. They deduce rules from it, which they can then use to produce sentences that they have never heard before. They do not learn a repertoire of phrases and sayings, as the behaviourists believe, but a grammar that generates an infinity of new sentences. 
Children are born, then, with the Universal Grammar wired into their brains. This grammar offers a certain limited number of possibilities - for example, over the word order of a typical sentence. 
Some languages have a basic SVO structure 
  
	The teacher 
	gave 
	a lecture 

	S 
	V 
	O 


75% of the world's languages use either this (English, French, Vietnamese) or SOV (Japanese, Tibetan, Korean) - others prefer VSO (10 - 15% - Welsh) or VOS (Malagasy) 
When the child begins to listen to his parents, he will unconsciously recognise which kind of a language he is dealing with - and he will set his grammar to the correct one - this is known as 'setting the parameters'. 

It is as if the child were offered at birth a certain number of hypotheses, which he or she then matches with what is happening around him. He knows intuitively that there are some words that behave like verbs, and others like nouns, and that there is a limited set of possibilities as to their ordering within the phrase. This is not information that he is taught directly by the adults that surround him, but information that is given. It is as if the traveller were provided at the beginning of his journey with a compass and an astrolabe. 

This set of language learning tools, provided at birth, is referred to by Chomsky as the Language Acquisition Device . (Notice that he uses the term "acquisition" rather than learning). 


[image: image1.jpg](primry lingvistic | GRAMMAR] (s grammar consisting of
daa) nnciples, parameters and
Sk




The LAD/UG/blackbox Model

How did you learn to speak your native language? Notice, this shouldn't be such a puzzling question. We often ask questions such as, do you remember when did you learned to tie your shoes, ride a bike, and eat with a fork. Sometimes we can remember because a parent helped us learn how to do these things. Now, since we always speak the language of our parents, they must have helped us learn to speak our first language. But do you remember when your mother taught you the past tense? When your father laid down the rules for passive sentences? We don't remember these important moments of our childhood because they never occurred. 

Our parents didn't teach us how to walk and they didn't teach us how to talk. Yet we learned from them. How can this be? Certainly there must have been a subtle, perhaps intuitive teaching process that neither our parents nor we were aware of. We begin by imitating what we hear our parents say as best we can, repeating random phrases. Our parents in subtle ways punish us for the childish speech errors we make (by not responding, correcting the error, etc.) and reward correct phrases (by responding positively). As our speech improves, our parents respond more positively and less negatively. No? 

First, let's examine the assumption that children begin speaking by trying to repeat what they have heard their parents say. Have you ever heard a child say things like this: 
	1a
	Daddy go

	1b
	He hitted me

	1c
	No eat cake


Who did they hear utter such phrases? Daddy go is an attempt to express 'Daddy is going'. But if the child were merely trying to repeat this common phrase, choosing random two-word combinations, he or she would also occasionally say Daddy is or simply is going? Yet these two phrases do not occur as normal speech errors of children while Daddy go is a common one. 

Second, research shows that while mothers often respond to the semantic content of what their children say ('No, that's not a doggie, it's a cow'), they very rarely respond to the grammatical status of their children's phrases. Indeed, when parents do respond to speech errors, they most often respond positively. Here are a few advanced errors from the history of my family. What do you think our response was—correction or laughter (which I take to be a positive response)? 
  
	2a. 
	Mama, mama, there's a tree-knocker in the back yard! 

	2b. 
	It's raining, where is the underbrella? 

	2c. 
	Give me the beach-lookers! (binoculars) 


  
In fact, parents themselves make grammatical errors when they speak. Despite the fact that children don't know when their parents are speaking grammatically and when they are making errors, all children grow up knowing (if not always speaking) the language perfectly. 

So how do we learn to speak? Take a look at example No. 1b above for a clue. Although hitted is not a word children hear adults utter, it is wrong for an interesting reason: the verb, in a sense, has the 'right' ending on it for the past tense. In other words, the only way a child learning language could make such an error is that he or she is learning a rule that derives past tense verbs from verb stems. What the child hasn't mastered at this stage is the exceptions to the rule. Notice also that the words in the erroneous phrases are all in the correct order. No child would say go Daddy for 'Daddy is going' cookie mommy for 'Mommy's cookie'. By the time a child begins putting two words together, he or she has already mastered the basic rules of syntax and applies them correctly even in their erroneous speech. It takes the child a little longer to master the rules of morphology. 

The evidence then indicates that children do, in fact, absorb a massive number of sentences and phrases but rather than parrot them back, they abstract rules from them and create their own grammar which they then apply to create new utterances they have never heard before. Over the years from 2-7, when language is mastered, children constantly adjust their grammar until it matches that of the adult speaker population. 

This critical period between the ages of 2-7 suggests that (first) language learning, like walking, is an innate capacity of human beings triggered by a level of development more than feedback from the environment. That is, so long as a child hears a language-any language-when they reach this critical period they will learn it perfectly. If this is true, any child not hearing language during this period not only should not learn to speak but also should not be able to learn to speak. The ethical implications of research on this question are obvious. However, there have been a few tragic non-scientific bits of evidence that supports the innateness + critical period hypothesis. 

According to the followers of the American linguist, Noam Chomsky, this can stand as an emblem for what the process of acquiring a language consists in - at least for a mother tongue. The child does not learn the language, but creates it anew. 
Does this have anything to tell us about learning a foreign language?       
Conclusion 

The evidence from neuroscience and from first-language learning is suggestive. We find a number of observations that do fit in with what we would expect if Chomsky were right. However, the evidence needs to be treated with caution. 

We have also seen that Chomsky is certainly incorrect in his claim that children do not hear well-formed language. On the other hand, children do seem to understand almost instinctively that language is a rule-bound system, and are capable of discovering the rules underlying their mother tongue with remarkable rapidity. But it needs to be borne in mind that the fact that children seek out the rules underlying language does not mean that they necessarily have a specific approach to language itself. It may simply be a product of the peculiar nature of human intelligence, which makes us look out for and be sensitive to the underlying rules which govern phenomena in the world - this is one of the main characteristics of all human cultural activities, and not just of language-learning.  
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