Key Theories with Children’s Language Acquisition

	Behaviourist (Skinner)

· Children learn to speak by imitating the language structures that they hear.

· Parents automatically reinforce and correct children’s utterances, and this forms the basis for a child’s knowledge of language.

· Positive reinforcement- Rewards. Negative reinforcement- punishments.

· There are, however, significant problems with this theory of language development. Although imitation is obviously important in learning pronunciation and in acquiring new vocabulary, children do not seem to automatically pick up ‘correct’ forms from imitation. Sometimes they overextend the language patterns that they already know.

· Such evidence suggests that child language acquisition cannot be based on imitation and reinforcement alone.


	Nativists/Innateness (Chomsky, Berko)

· They believe that children are born with an innate capacity for language development.

· When the brain is exposed to speech, it will automatically begin to receive and make sense of utterances because it has been ‘programmed’ to do so.

· Chomsky (1928-) suggests that the human brain has a language acquisition device (LAD) which enables children to use the language around them to work out what is, and what is not linguistically acceptable.

· This device also provides young children with an innate understanding of the underlying grammatical rules that govern language usage.

· Chomsky came to the conclusion that although some linguistic interaction with parents/carers was necessary, there was a genetic element innate in the human brain.


	Cognitive (Piaget)

· This links language acquisition directly to intellectual development.

· Piaget (1896-1980) suggested that children can only use certain linguistic structure when they understand the concept involved. E.g. children will only understand the past tense when they understand the concept of past time.

· As they grow, they develop an awareness of concepts from their physical experiences such as comparisons of size, or tactile sensations like heat and cold, and they subsequently acquire the linguistic means to express these concepts.


	Interactive (Bruner)

· Adults alter the way they talk to children giving them specific opportunities to take part in the discourse.

· Utterances are simplified, intonation patterns are distinctive, extra information is given for clarification, and questions invite direct participation.

· Adults will also often expand on a child’s speech.

· This kind of interaction is called ‘motherese’ or ‘caretaker speech’.



	HALLIDAY’S SEVEN FUNCTIONS OF CHILD’S LANGUAGE

	1 INSTRUMENTAL 
	The ‘I want’ function: language is used to get and satisfy personal needs, e.g. asking, pleading, stating, demanding:

David (aged 14 months) points to the refrigerator door and says ‘door’ (his favourite yoghurt is kept there).



	2 REGULATORY 

	The ‘do as I tell you’ function: language is used to control the behaviour of others, e.g. controlling, directing, commanding, persuading, hinting, threatening, transacting goods and services:

Miriam says ‘Daddy push’ telling her father to push her on the swing.

 

	3 INTERACTIONAL 

	The ‘me and you’, ‘hello!’ or ‘I see you’ function: language is used to begin or maintain interaction, e.g. establishing roles and relationships, establishing leadership, co-operating, refusing roles, attracting attention, using access rituals, requiring aid, integrating group action:

‘Hello’ said Catherine – holding out her doll.

 

	4 PERSONAL 

	The ‘here I come’ function: language is used to express self, personal feelings, e.g. commenting on own continuing actions, conveying attitudes, expressing feelings towards objects, people and events, reacting against others’ feelings, reassuring others of feelings:

‘Andrew’s room. Be where! Keep Out!’ (sign on Andrew’s door – handwritten, aimed at his brother – bit of regulatory here too). 



	5 HEURISTIC 

	The ‘tell me why’ or ‘I can find out’ function: language is used to find information and names, to seek knowledge, and to learn the how and why of people, things and events, e.g. questioning, actively pursuing meaning, testing out ideas:

John aged 4, ‘Why don’t stars fall out of the sky?’ 



	6 IMAGINATIVE 

	The ‘lets pretend’ function: language is used to create new world: used in and learned from stories, e.g. creating stories, songs, jokes, rhymes, riddles, imagining, role play:

I’m He Man (role play writing from Brad aged 6). 



	7 INFORMATIVE 

	The ‘I’ve got something to tell you’ function: language is used to communicate information and express propositions, e.g. reporting, recalling, retelling, stating, affirming, describing, answering, explaining, negating, justifying, predicting, being informed:

Mary, aged 6, ‘I got four Barbie dolls at my birthday party’ .
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