Theoretical Explanation to 1st Language Learning
What is Language Acquisition?

Language acquisition generally refers to the complex processes we employ in the development and attainment of language skills, and how we process the information that leads to proficiency in using a language communicatively and productively.
· Language acquisition is the study of the processes through which humans acquire language. By itself, language acquisition refers to first language acquisition, which studies infants' acquisition of their native language, whereas second language acquisition deals with acquisition of additional languages in both children and adults.

How a child acquires its mother tongue?

In this first lecture we will look at two ways of accounting for how a child acquires its mother tongue. The first, drawn from the work of the linguist Noam Chomsky, sees language as a specific skill, its acquisition governed by an inborn programme, and requiring no direct intervention from parents or teachers. The second, advanced by Jerome Bruner and rooted in Lev Vygotsky's theories of development, sees the behaviour of the child's entourage as crucial.
If we wanted to start the course off with a silly pun, we could say 'Learning a language is child's play'. But perhaps it is more accurate to say 'Creating a language is child's play'. 

A Pidgin is a communicative code that allows people of different mother-tongues to talk to each other without having to go through the trouble of learning each other's languages. It is characterized by 

· reduced syntax and vocabulary 

· no fixed order of words, with considerable variation from one speaker to another 

· used purely as a language of communication 
It is not 'lived in' as fully developed languages are; no-one speaks a pidgin as their mother tongue. Although one can express quite complex concepts through a pidgin, such codes do not attain the level of expressivity of a full language 

But a pidgin can become a language - under the right circumstances, it will evolve into a Creole.  

How does a Pidgin evolve into a Creole?
Derek Bickerton, who has reconstructed the process of creolisation in Hawaii, says that it takes one generation. 
When children begin to use a pidgin, they automatically enrich the 

vocabulary and the syntax - it becomes a full language. The community 

of young children in Hawaii took the pidgin used by their parents - workers 

from China, Japan, Korea, Portugal, the Philippines and Puerto Rico - and 

created a language.
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?
It has often been noticed that, whereas just about everyone learns a first language with great ease, very few people manage to learn a second language so well that they can pass for a native. Moreover, while there is very little variation in final competence in L1, people vary widely in the extent to which they acquire an L2. One of the first questions that we should ask, then, is whether there is any relationship between the acquisition of an L1 and the acquisition of an L2? 

Whether there is any relationship between the acquisition of an L1 and the acquisition of an L2? 

Noam Chomsky is perhaps the best known and the most influential linguist of the second half of the twentieth Century. He suggests that language is an innate faculty - that is to say that we are born with a set of rules about language in our heads which he refers to as the 'Universal Grammar'. The universal grammar is the basis upon which all human languages build. 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.
Setting the Parameters
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'. 
Characteristics of L1

1. The child’s language is a system in its own right rather than being a small fragment of the adult system 

2. The learning of a first language has many sides and is not simply a matter of learning syntax and vocabulary 

3. The use of the first language goes hand in hand with the child’s needs and interests 

4. Wherever there is a relationship between cognition and language development, language depends on cognition 

5. The child’s use and learning of language is partly determined by mental capacity 

6. There are particular stages of development through which all children progress, even if the rate of progression varies 

7. The child learns to adapt its language use to particular situations 

8. Adults adapt their speech in systematic ways when talking to children

Chomsky’s Language Acquisition Device (LAD) 

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.

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).
s
Bruner's Language Acquisition Support System (LASS)
Let us look closely at this fourth objection. The psychologist, Jerome Bruner, holds that while there very well may be, as Chomsky suggests, a Language Acquisition Device, or LAD, there must also be a Language Acquisition Support System, or LASS. He is referring to the family and entourage of the child. 

If we watch closely the way a child interacts with the adults around her, we will see that they constantly provide opportunities for her to acquire her mother - tongue. Mother or father provide ritualised scenarios - the ceremony of having a bath, eating a meal, getting dressed, or playing a game - in which the phases of interaction are rapidly recognised and predicted by the infant. 
It is within such clear and emotionally charged contexts that the child first becomes aware of the way in which language is used. The utterances of the mother or father are themselves ritualised, and accompany the activity in predictable, and comprehensible ways. Gradually, the child moves from a passive position to an active one, taking over the movements of the caretaker, and, eventually, the language as well. 
Bruner cites the example of a well-known childhood game, in which the mother, or other caretaker, disappears and then reappears. Through this ritual, which at first may be accompanied by simple noises, or 'Bye-bye .... Hello', and later by lengthier commentaries, the child is both learning about separation and return and being offered a context within which language, charged with emotive content, may be acquired. It is this reciprocal, and affective nature of language that Chomsky appears to leave out of his hypotheses. 
Bruner's conception of the way children learn language is taken a little further by John Macnamara, who holds that children, rather than having an in-built language device, have an innate capacity to read meaning into social situations. It is this capacity that makes them capable of understanding language, and therefore learning it with ease, rather than an LAD. 
Chomsky - LAD - UG

- the child will create language on the basis of the partial and ungrammatical sentences that she hears. The entourage simply provides minimal conditions of care and protection, but does not have to take any particular notice of the child. 
Bruner - every LAD needs his LASS.

Parents provide clear, predictable repeated situations in which meaning of utterances is clear to the child. 

Macnamara

- no need for LAD - children have capacity to make sense of human interaction - this enables them to understand language. 
· The evidence from neurology:
Chomsky suggests that the UG is innate, and that it is specific. If this were so, we might expect to find that language was linked to specific areas of the human brain. Let us see if this is the case.

Human beings' brains are lateralised - that is, the right half of your brain controls the left side of your body, and the left half of the brain controls the right side of your body. But, to a far greater extent than among apes and monkeys, one side of the brain appears to be more powerful than the other - in most human beings, the left hand side is dominant. Why should this be? 

To answer this question, we need to go back to the year of 1861. In that year, a patient of the French neurologist, Paul Broca, died. The man was known as 'Tan', for he suffered from a condition known as 'aphasia', in which the powers of speech are severely curtailed - and the only word he was capable of uttering was 'tan'. Broca carried out an autopsy upon the patient, and he discovered that there was damage to the brain in the left frontal lobe. Later, another patient with a similar deficiency died. Broca autopsied again, and again he discovered a lesion in the same area of the brain. 

Damage to the area that Broca identified - now known as Broca's area - produces a very typical form of speech defect. The sufferer appears to lose the ability to construct sentences grammatically. He tries very hard to communicate, and, if the condition is not as extreme as it was in the case of Tan, we may engage in meaningful conversation with him. 

Not all aphasias are of the same kind, however. In some cases, the patient appears to be fluent - indeed, may be exceptionally fluent - but what he says does not make sense.  He loses control of his vocabulary, producing malapropisms, and inventing words that do not exist. Moreover, whereas a patient suffering from Broca's aphasia is able to understand what is said to him, a patient suffering from the second kind may not understand what others say, and also, may not realise that there is something wrong with their speech. People suffering from this often develop paranoid symptoms. This kind of aphasia is linked to lesions in another part of the left hemisphere of the brain - Wernicke's area, discovered by Carl Wernicke in 1874. 

Does this suggest that Chomsky is correct in believing that there is a specific language mechanism in the brain? To some observers, it does. However, it does need to be pointed out that the picture is much more complex than the original formulation by Chomsky might have lead us to believe. I have described two areas that are important in language processing, but there are also others. It is also the case that some aspects of linguistic behaviour appear to be linked to the right hemisphere - emotional colouring, a sense of humour, and a memory for rhymes and songs amongst them. In one way or another, a normal conversation will involve activation of most of the brain. Moreover, it does not appear to be possible to say that any of these areas are exclusively reserved for language processing. 

It is also interesting to note that a patient suffering from Wernicke's aphasia is very close to Chomskian man - they are grammatically fluent, but make no sense. Chomsky's grammatical capacity does indeed appear to be linked to Broca's area - but whereas someone who has had their vocabulary-finding functions interfered with has great difficulty in communicating, while remaining unaware of those difficulties, someone who has had their grammar removed may still be able to communicate, and is aware of the difficulties from which they suffer. This may be seen as suggesting that Chomsky does overemphasise the importance of syntax. 

This handout presents the approaches in terms of 1st language acquisition, and suggests that the different approaches combine to explain different aspects of language development

Behaviorist: based on imitation and practice

Innatist: based on an inborn biological instinct 

Interactionist: based on social relationships

· Categories of Language Acquisition:
It is generally agreed that there are 3 basic categories of language acquisition:
· 1st language acquisition

· 2nd language acquisition

· Language reacquisition 

1st Language Acquisition
First Language Acquisition occurs when the learner (almost always a child), who has been previously without language, acquires one.

–Monolingual 1st language acquisition refers to the acquisition of one language, producing a single first language

–Bilingual 1st language acquisition refers to the acquisition of two or more languages in parallel, producing two (or more) first languages
2nd Language Acquisition
Second Language Acquisition occurs when the learner (usually an older child or an adult) acquires another language other than the first language(s) learned as a native speaker.

–Second language acquisition differs from FLA in terms of the biological and physical conditions under which learning takes place.

–Second language acquisition differs from FLA in relationship to the ultimate success the learner is capable of achieving
Language Reacquisition
Language Reacquisition occurs when the learner (usually an adult) relearns a language he or she previously learned, usually as a child.

Language reacquisition involves 3 stages

–The learner, usually a child, at least partially acquires a language, 

–The learner becomes disassociated with that language, and over time, ‘forgets’ the language,

–The learner becomes re-associated with the language, and must ‘learn’ the language again.
The Three Approaches:

Language acquisition is described in terms of three approaches or processes.
· Theory 1: Behaviorism – (the psychological approach) based on imitation and practice 
                                        (B.F. Skinner)

· Language is learned through imitation and habit formation; learning language is a process that 
       involves input, imitation, and habit formation through repetition.
· Children imitate the language they hear in the language environment and receive positive 
       reinforcement

· The Behaviorist Approach 

Basic Concept: 

· Human behavior is a product of a stimulus – response – reinforcement interaction

· Behavior can be modified

· Focus is on observable behavior and learning

· External Factors that influence learning

· Rewards & benefits in explaining  behavior

· The present tense – aspects of the past are downplayed

Behaviorist Concepts:

· Does not attempt to account for feelings or other cognitive processes

· Only observable and verifiable events are considered

· Focus is on behavior of the individual and the external forces that shape that behavior

· Behavior is a result of contingencies and manipulations that follow that behavior.

Limitations to Behaviorism:
· Behaviorism can not account for utterances that the speaker has never heard before

· Incorrect utterances that are produced but not imitated – “I goed to the bathroom”

· Novel utterances that have never been heard before (in that particular combination)

· 1st language learners typically receive reinforcement for meaning rather than grammar, further limiting the Behaviorist model

· Theory 2: Innatist: (the environmental approach) based on an inborn biological  instinct
                                (Noam Chomsky)
· Children learn language because it is in their nature to do so

· An innate predisposition for language learning enables children to discover the patterns or      

       conventions of language based on the basis of the language in their environment
· The Innatist Approach 

Basic Concept
· Every human being is born with an innate knowledge of language structures, giving them access

        to the universal principles of human language 

· Focus is on theoretical evidence, abstract relationships & linguistic development

–Common structural element 

–Genetic & Neural-Physiological relationships

–Grammar rules and transformations

Innatist Concepts
· Human are born with the capacity for any human language

· This capacity is based on innate access to universal principles of all human languages

· This innate knowledge allows us to produce very complex outputs never encountered as input 
        based on a few instances of input.

· Innatism does not attempt to account for the social environment, feelings and other cognitive 
        processes

Limitations to Innatism:
· Innatism can not account for the role of social reinforcement or instructive reinforcement

–Variations in pronunciation, context usage, word order and structure order across social groups

–Historical change as language evolves and changes to meet constantly changing social needs 

–Classroom and academic reinforcement including such things as vocabulary instruction and other 
   memorization and recitation processes 

· Theory 3: Interactionist: (the social approach) based on social relationships (Lev Vygotsky, Krashen)


· Children’s language development results from the interaction between the learner and language environment, assisted by innate cognitive processes

· Adults tend to address young children using modified input; strong contextual support with communication as the purpose, scaffolding, zone of proximal development (Vygotsky)
· The Interactionist Approach
Basic Concept:
· Many factors including social, linguistic, maturational, biological, and cognitive skills affect language development, and the process of language acquisition in turn modifies the development of cognitive and social skills. 

· Focus is on the causes and consequences of multiple variables that control and influence language development in the interactive classroom.

Interactionist Concepts:
· Interactionism in SLA centers on the language classroom as a place where learners of varying abilities, styles and backgrounds come to learn, and also as a place where the contexts for interaction are carefully designed.  

· Through material and curriculum development, the goal is to create socially constructed environments for language learning that simulate natural acquisition opportunities

· Life-experience contexts play a major role

Limitations to Interactionism:

· Interactionism can not account for the diversity of language that goes beyond individual experience

–Much of what we need to know to actually use language is not available through input alone 

–Predictable processes of language development and orders of acquisition that are not input related 

–Extrinsic motivators such as exams, grades and academic requirements 

Which Theory Makes Most Sense?

· Most academics agree they all make sense; that each theory simply explains a different aspect of language

· Behaviorism explains acquisition of aspects like vocabulary and grammatical morphemes

· Innatism explains acquisition of complex grammar and the relationship of age to language acquisition

· Interactionism explains language usage and the relationship between form,  meaning and context 
· It would seem that all 3 theories work together to facilitate ‘human language’      
Conclusion 
Chomsky, then, sees the child as essentially autonomous in the creation of language. She is programmed to learn, and will learn so long as minimal social and economic conditions are realised. In Bruner's version, the program is indeed in place, but the social conditions become more important. The child is still an active participant, is still essentially creative in her approach to language acquisition, but the role of the parents and other caretakers is also seen as primordial. Finally, Macnamara sees language learning as being subordinate to and dependent upon the capacity to understand and participate in social activities. 
· Brain storming:
When does a child start acquiring his or her 1st language? 

How does language reflect the culture of a society social identity?  

How does language reflect individual values and personal sense of identity?

What does it mean to be a ‘native speaker’ of a language?

Some quick definitions: 
Pidgin: Pidgin language (origin in Engl. word `business'?) is nobody's native language; may arise when two speakers of different languages with no common language try to have a makeshift conversation. Lexicon usually comes from one language, structure often from the other. Because of colonialism, slavery etc. the prestige of Pidgin languages is very low. Many pidgins are `contact vernaculars', may only exist for one speech event. 

Creole: Creole (orig. person of European descent born and raised in a tropical colony) is a language that was originally a pidgin but has become nativized, i.e. a community of speakers claims it as their first language. Next used to designate the language(s) of people of Caribbean and African descent in colonial and ex-colonial countries (Jamaica, Haiti, Mauritius, Réunion, Hawaii, Pitcairn, etc.) 

Relexification: The process of substituting new vocabulary for old. Pidgins may get relexified with new English vocabulary to replace the previous Portuguese vocabulary, etc. 

Chomskyan Nativism: “The child’s language ‘grows in the mind’ as the visual system develops the capacity for binocular vision, or as the child undergoes puberty at a certain stage of maturation. Language acquisition is something that happens to a child placed in a certain environment, not something the child does.” 

Universal Grammar:“Innate linguistic knowledge which, it is hypothesized, consists of a set of principles common to all languages. This term is associated with Chomsky’s theory of language acquisition.”

Source: Lightbown, Patsy & Spada, Nina:  How Languages Are Learned, Oxford (1993): Oxford University Press.
Prepared by : Mohd. Yasin Sharif, Associate Professor, Dept. of ELL, IIUC, for class discussion. 
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