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On Children’s Language Acquisition

X#EFX¥F TIX

Children’s language acquisition is a complicated subject. Different views and hypotheses
have been proposed in their attempts to explain how children manage to acquire the adult’s
language. A prevailing hypothesis was developed by Noam Chomsky in the 1960s and 1970s.
Chomsky believes that every normal human being was born with a LAD (language acquisition
device). The LAD includes basic knowledge about the nature and structure of human
language. According to Chomsky, children acquire the rules of their mother tongue by being
exposed to examples of the language, and by using the language for communication. In a
word. children’s language acquisition is an unconscious process of maturity. Chomsky’s innate
linguistic competence theory concentrates mainly on children’s innate factors, but he does not
pay much attention to the social language environment which also has a very important part to
play in children’s language acquisition. Another hypothesis, Imitation Theory. holds the view
that children’s language acquisition is the result of imitation of the utterances spoken by the
adults around them. However, this theory works only in a very limited way because it fails to
account for the fact that about five-year-old children can produce and understand an infinite
number of sentences that they have never heard before. Therefore, although imitation plays an
important role in children’s language acquisition, it works only to some extent. It's well-
known that parrots and chimpanzees are also able to imitate some utterances. but they can’t
acquire human language. Normal children imitate some utterances as well, but what they
imitate is not merely parrot-like sentences. Language acquisition is studied by linguists.
psychologists, and applied linguists. Based on many observations, experiments and findings of
the process of children’s acquiring language, they conclude that children generally undergo five
language stages. They are composed of the Babbling Stage, the Holophrastic Stage, the Two-
Word Stage, the Telegraphic Stage and the Full-Language Acquisition Stage. This essay is
intended to give a brief account of these stages.

I . The babbling stage

At the age of about three or four months, babies begin to produce a variety of babbling
sounds like /d=/, /ma/, /nz/, /ba/, etc. These sounds seem to include some sounds of
human language. It's interesting to note that babbling is not only common to normal infants,
but to deaf children as well. Normal children whose parents are deaf or dumb also babble.
Babbling is innate in that deaf parents can not input babbling sounds into their children. As for
what role babbling plays in children's acquisition of oral language. linguists hold different
views. But, one view is beyong doubt that babbling is universal and that it is a necessary
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prerequisite for normal language acquisition. Babbling stage usually lasts to the eleventh or
twelfth month. During the babbling period, children learn to maintain the speech sounds and
abandon the others. At around 9~ 10 months most children will have acquired some of the
intonation-patterns practised by the adults around them. and real words begin to be produced.

I . The holophrastic stage

The Holophrastic Stage refers to the stage when children use a single word to function as
a complex idea or sentence. Approximately after one year, normal children begin to repeat the
same string of sounds to “mean” the same thing. At this stage. children have learned that
sounds and meaning are related. They begin to produce their first "words®. For example,
“Water!" may have an intended meaning “I want some water.~ and “More” may mean “Give
me some more.~ As children do this. the one-word stage seems to have appeared. During this
stage, what children produce is termed as one-word sentences or holophrastic sentences. When
children speak, they just use a single word to express concepts or predictions. The words they
practise are generally monosyllabic, and usually consonant-vowel (CV) forms. Chinese children
at such an age often say [ba] (%), [ma] (1), [bao] ¢4f). [d&] &T). [gou] ). [téng] ).
[tang] (), [mao] ). [wa] (&) and other monosyllabic words. The vocabulary children
use in the holophrastic stage usually cover the following ideas:

A. children's own action or desire for action

B. others’ action

C. addressing someone (usually parents). naming or calling things

Generally speaking., one-word sentences are grammatically unstructured utterances. To
understand these utterances. extralinguistic information is needed. For example. if "Daddy”
means “there is daddy”, the “there” has to be conveyed by gesture, tone of voice, etc.

Il. The two-word stage

Approximately at the age of two, children gradually come to produce two-word
sentences. This stage presupposes the Holophrastic Stage. The two-word sentences children
produce are no longer random combinations of words. Words are combined together both
syntactically and semantically. The intonation contour of the two words extends over the
whole utterance rather than being separately by a pause between them. If we live near English
children at such an age. we often hear them saying: doggie gone, cup table. toy table.
mammy there, daddy there, water cold. dog jump, me go. cat table, and this like. And the
Chinese counterparts would often say, [ma lai] (B3E). [mao jiao] G "), [mao chudng] G
B, [he shui] (§7K). [do &] (REi%) . [kou k&] (O 1§). [ba zhe] (), [ba lai] (#E¥) and so
on.

These examples show that children at this stage lack knowledge of syntactic or
morphological markers when they speak. Namely their utterances contain no inflections for
number, person, or tense, etc, but the syntactic and semantic relations in the two-word
sentences are very clear.

Most linguists agree that the Two-Word Stage is a crucial one for language acquisition in
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that what children produce at this time reflects the basic sentence structures and fundamental
syntactic rules of a language.

IV. The telegraphic stage

Following the Two-Word Stage comes the Telegraphic Stage. The term is so called
because children’s speech lacks the same sorts of words which adults leave out of telegrams
(e. g. prepositions, auxiliary verbs. articles). For instance: Baby no eat apple.

At this stage children’s sentence-like utterances are usually longer than two words. Lack
of inflections and function words is typical of these sentences. Prepositions: in, at. on;:
determiners: a, an, the, that. this: auxiliaries: will. shall. do. does: and conjunctions: and,
but, or. etc are usually missing in their sentences. and only content words carrying the main
message are maintained. There are many such examples:

A. Mummy no go.

B. Peter play piano.

C. Daddy love me.

It’s obvious that what children at such an age produce is all sentence-like and not merely
randomly strung together words. Children have gradually grasped the rules of sentence-
building.

V. The full language-acquisition stage

In the course of acquiring more and more of their mother tongue. children are gradually
approaching the adult’s speech. They not only begin to use syntactic or grammatical words but
to acquire the inflectional and derivational morphemes of the language as well. But one process
common in both first and second language learning is noteworthy. This process is termed as
overgeneralization in which a child extends the use of a grammatical rule or linguistic item
beyond its accepted uses, generally by making words or structures follow a more regular
pattern. For example, a child may use *ball” to refer to all round objects, or use “mans”
instead of “men” for the plural of “man”. At this stage, English children often say: “Cat
goed. *, "Daddy buyed a doll. ., “They are nice peoples. *. and so on. Overgeneralization
occurs due solely to the fact that children at this age have not acquired the knowledge of
irregular inflections. That's why some sentences they create are still defective. However, this
stage serves as a crucial transition period in children’s language acquisition. After this stage.
children’s speech is more or exactly like that made by the adults around them.

To sum up, children’s language acquisition is a very complex issue. There are still many
problems open to further study and investigation. This essay only provides a brief account of

the stages in children’s language acquisition.
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