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Chapter One Basic Theories

1.1 Theories of first language acquisition and learning

Language is the most important tool for human
communication, and thinking, and it is the vehicle by
which knowledge is transmitted. The use of language is an
extraordinarily complicated skill. Each of us has the
capacity to produce and understand an almost limitless
number of sentences. For many people this skill for using
language is “a defining feature of humanity” (Lund 2003:
39). Yet this complicated skill seems to be learned by
children with ease and nearly all children who are exposed
to language learn it rapidly. How this remarkable
development take place and how children so quickly and as
if by magic acquire language have interested experts in a
variety of areas, such as linguists, psychologists and
psycholinguists. Over the past years, there have been a
large number of differing theories about how children
acquire their first language. Among them are the three
leading positions: behaviorist, innatist, and interactional/
developmental perspectives.

1.1.1 Language acquisition and language learning

Before the introduction to the theories of first
language acquisition, let us have an understanding of the
following terms:

Language acquisition is a complicated process which
involves a wide range of social, psychological, cognitive,
linguistic and physiological factors. According to The
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Columbia Encyclopedia (p. 27547), language acquisition is
“the process of learning a native or a second language”.
Thus, the study of language acquisition is commonly split
between first (FLA) and second (SLA) language
acquisition. The former deals with a natural progression or
development of first languages (L1) in a child. Such
acquisition is an unconscious process that occurs when
language is used in ordinary conversation and it is
distinguished from intentional study of a language by its
informality. The latter studies acquisition of additional
languages by someone (adult or child) who has already
acquired a first language.

Language acquisition is often used interchangeably
with language learning, but linguists sometimes distinguish
them. Acquisition involves intuitive, subconscious language
development, whereas learning is more likely to consist of
explicit, conscious attempts to grasp rules, perhaps in a
classroom or through studying with a grammar book
(Krashen 1981).

Because the learning-acquisition distinction is
nebulous in practice, we have avoided its use. In this
section the terms “learning” and “acquisition” are used
interchangeably.

1.1.2 Theories of first language acquisition

1. The behaviorist perspective

Behaviorism was a learning theory that was very
influential in the 1940s and 1950s of the 20th century,
especially in the United States. With regard to language
learning, the best-known representative of this psychological
theory was B. F. Skinner. In his book Verbal Behavior,
Skinner (1957) argued that language is another form of
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behavior that can be learned like any other behavior. He
believed that language is a set of habits and can be taught
by the process of instrumental conditioning, i.e. by
developing a relationship between a particular stimulus (S)
and a desired response (R). When children imitated the
language produced by those around them, their attempts to
reproduce what they heard received ‘positive reinforcement’
which could take the form of praise or just successful
communication. In other words, when a parent or caretaker
shows enthusiasm for something a child tries to say, this
should encourage the child to repeat the utterance. Thus
encouraged by their environment, children would continue
to imitate and practice these sounds and patterns until they
formed ‘habits’ of correct language use. According to this
view, the quality and quantity of the language the child
hears, as well as the consistency of the reinforcement
offered by others in the environment, would shape the
child’s language behaviors.

This theory attaches great importance to the
environment as the source of everything the child needs to
learn. However, there is much evidence against this
position. Imitation and reinforcement cannot explain
language development because they are based on the
assumption that what the child acquires is a set of
sentences or forms rather than a set of grammatical rules.
Theories that assume that acquisition depends on a
specially structured input also place too much emphasis on
the environment rather than on the grammar-making
abilities of the child. These proposals do not account for
the creativity that children show in acquiring language,
why they go through stages, or why they make some kinds
of “errors” but not others.
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2. The innatist perspective

With the many shortcomings of the behavioral
approach, the stage was set for a revolution. Two years
after Skinner published his Verbal Behavior, radical
behaviorism came in for a bitter criticism when Chomsky,
one of the most prominent linguists, offered a completely
different view of language acquisition. Chomsky (1959)
argued that the behaviorist theory failed to explain the
logical problem of language acquisition-the fact that
children come to know more about the structure of their
language than they could reasonably be expected to learn
on the basis of the samples of language they hear. Thus, he
hypothesized that children are biologically programmed for
language and that language develops in the child in just the
same way that other biological functions develop.
Language acquisition is not a set of habits, but it is
rule-governed; subsequently, the mind is responsible for the
perception and processing of linguistic data because it is
genetically equipped with devices that make language
acquisition possible. He called this specific mechanism the
language acquisition device (LAD) (Chomsky 1965),
which is presumably located in the brain and programmed
to recognize the deep structure-the underlying universal
grammar-of any language. Once the child is exposed to a
sample of his or her native tongue, the LAD sorts out the
rules of grammar and proper usage automatically and the
child is able to produce well-formed sentences regardless of
his or her knowledge of the world or communication
experience. What people actually speak-the outward
manifestation of language-Chomsky referred to as surface
structure.

To understand this notion, let us examine an example
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taken from An Introduction to Language. As we know, in
Chinese, speakers form questions by leaving the question
word in its original position, as in the example below.
Chinese children obviously learn the Chinese way of
forming questions:
Ni Xihuan Shei
“You like who’

PR XHE?

(Fromkin et al 2003: 361)

According to the innateness hypothesis, the child
extracts from the linguistic environment those rules of
grammar that are language specific, such as word order and
movement rules. However, he does not need to learn
universal principles like structure dependency and the
coordinate structure constraint, or general rules of sentence
formation. They are part of the innate blueprint for
language that children use to construct the grammar of their
language.

The innateness hypothesis provides an answer to the
logical problem of language acquisition proposed by
Chomsky: What accounts for the ease, rapidity, and
uniformity of language acquisition in the face of
insufficient data. The answer is that children acquire a
complex grammar quickly and easily without any particular
help beyond exposure to the language because they do not
start from scratch. Universal Grammar helps them to
extract the rules of their language and to avoid many
grammatical errors. Because the child constructs his
grammar according to an innate blueprint, all children
proceed through similar developmental stages.

To sum up, the innatist perspective believes that the
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