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Preface

In the fall of 2002 I was invited to give a “24/7” lecture at the Ig Nobel Ceremonies
at Harvard. The Igs are a spoof of the real thing, and my lecture on language develop-
ment had to conform to some unusual rules: It could be only twenty-four seconds
long, followed by a complete summary that anyone could understand, in seven words.
Here’s the lecture (I did it in 21 seconds) and summary:

Language is a hierarchically structured cognitive and psycholinguistic system encom-
passing subsystems of phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.
The Wug test reveals the presence of internalized inflectional morphology in preop-
erational individuals. Development proceeds in stages from reduplicated open sylla-
bles through Aic et nunc utterances to ultimate adult communicative competence.

Summary

Babies babble,
Children prattle,
Adults create haiku

The lecture is actually what this book is about, and though it may sound like total
jargon (the theme of the Ig Nobels in 2002), it will ultimately make perfect sense to
our readers. (Details of the ceremony can be found at http://www.improb.com/ig/
2002/2002-details.html.)

This is the sixth edition of The Development of Language, which we have written
for anyone with an interest in how children acquire language and in how language de-
velops over the life span. Readers will learn about what the fetus hears prenatally, what
happens to language in the aging brain, and everything in between. Our emphasis on
change over the life span is even more important now than it was when we first began
to write this book, since developments in cognitive neuroscience have made it evident
that language, once acquired, is not static but, rather, undergoes constant neural reor-
ganization.

Every chapter has been written by an expert in that topic, but in a way that is ac-
cessible to educated nonexperts. We have included key words and a glossary to help
make sure important points are clear. The book is intended as a text for upper-level
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undergraduate or graduate courses in language development, or as readings for courses
in psycholinguistics, cognition, developmental psychology, speech pathology, and re-
lated subjects. The book also serves as a resource for professionals in all of the fields
just noted.

In addition to all the features that characterized earlier editions, this edition has
much new and updated material. In particular:

1. The expanded chapter on atypical language development (Chapter 9) contains
new information about the success of cochlear implants that was not previ-
ously available. It also reflects current research on the autism spectrum disor-
ders, reviews new therapeutic approaches to individuals whose language
development is atypical, and critically evaluates recent claims regarding the eti-
ology of atypicality.

e

Our authors include information on topics that are contemporary: For in-
stance, since 1990, there have been about 33,000 children adopted into the
United States from China, and we are now able to report on their acquisition
of English. We also discuss new genetic studies that make some claims about
the biological bases of language, in particular the gene called FOXP2.

3. We take into account the growing role of computers and the Internet in our
intellectual lives. We have expanded information on the use of the Child Lan-
guage Data Exchange System, which is now Web-based, and we direct read-
ers to many other resources and references on the Web, both in the book and
in the instructor’s manual.

In order to benefit from the book, readers do not need previous knowledge of lin-
guistics; each chapter presents its material along with whatever linguistic background
information is relevant. On the other hand, we assume that readers are familiar with
basic concepts in psychology (e.g., object permanence) and with the work of major fig-
ures such as Jean Piaget and B. E. Skinner. Many books on language development are
concerned only with language acquisition by children, and have tended to assume that
development is complete when the most complex syntactic structures have been at-
tained. But linguistic development, like psychological development, is a lifelong
process, and so we have set out to illuminate the nature of language development over
the life span.

It would be hard for a single author to write this book authoritatively. The study
of language development has grown so rapidly in recent years that there are now many
topics that are highly specialized, and it is rare for one person to be an expert in all areas
of this expanding field. For instance, there are few investigators who are authorities on
the language of both toddlers and people in their seventies and older. Yet, both topics
are covered here. Fortunately, a number of researchers specializing in major subfields
have agreed to contribute to the book; the chapters, therefore, are written by authors

|
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who not only know their topic well, but are known for their research in it. They pre-
sent what they consider to be the salient ideas and the most recent and relevant stud-
ies in their own areas.

Since development is always the result of an interaction between innate capaci-
ties and environmental forces, we take an interactive perspective, one that takes into
account both the biological endowment that makes language possible and the envi-
ronmental factors that foster development. Our theoretical perspective has remained
the same—both interactive and eclectic—but we have tried to add new material that
represents the field, even if does not necessarily represent our own views.

There are so many different topics included in the study of language develop-
ment that it is impossible to put them all in one cohesive book. We have had to be se-
lective in our choice of chapters, and some of our favorite subjects have, of necessity,
been omitted. We have not attempted to include cross-cultural and bilingual studies
that rely on knowledge of languages other than English.

Instructors who adopt the text will be happy to learn that a new instructor’s man-
ual prepared by Pam Gleason is available. The manual provides exam questions and
helpful outlines of the chapters. It emphasizes key points and provides suggestions for
classroom activities. Students and instructors will want to visit the websites related to
language, particularly the Child Language Data Exchange System (CHILDES), which
can be found easily by entering its name into any search engine.

It is impossible to edit a book without becoming indebted to many people; I am
grateful, first of all, to the authors who agreed very graciously to revise their earlier
contributions. Thanks also to Steve Dragin, our editor at Allyn and Bacon, and to
Mary Perry at Boston University, who has been, as ever, immensely helpful. I thank the
following reviewers for their comments and suggestions: Pamela Gardner, Marshall
University; Roy C. Major, Arizona State University; John R. Muma, University of
Southern Mississippi; and Janna B. Oetting, Louisiana State University.

I know the other authors join me in remembering Roger Brown, who inspired
us all. ‘
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The Development
of Language

An Overview and a Preview

Jean Berko Gleason
Boston University

versal human achievement poses some of the most challenging theoretical

and practical questions of our times: Do infants, or even fetuses, pay at-
tention to language? What if no one spoke to them—would children invent language
by themselves? How and why do young children acquire complex grammar? Are hu-
mans unique, or do other animals have language as we define it? What if we raised a
chimp as if it were our own child—would it learn to talk? Are there theories that can
adequately account for language development? Is language a separate capacity, or is it
simply one facet of our general cognitive ability? What is it that individuals actually
must know in order to have full adult competence in language, and to what extent is
the development of those skills representative of universal processes? What about in-
dividual differences? What happens when language develops atypically, and is there
anything we can do about it? What happens to language skills as one grows older:
What is acquired and what is lost? These are some of the questions that intrigue
language-development researchers, and they have led to the plan of this book.

By the time they are three or four years old, children everywhere have acquired
the major elements of the language spoken around them, regardless of how complex
the grammar and sound system may be. By the time they are of school age and even
before they can read, they vary their speech to suit the social and communicative na-
ture of a situation; they know the meaning and pronunciation of literally thousands of
words, and they use quite correctly the grammatical forms—subjects, objects, verbs,
plurals, and tenses—whose names they learn only in the late elementary years. Lan-
guage development, however, does not cease when the individual reaches school age,

l I ' hy do we study language development? This phenomenal yet basically uni-



2 Chapter One The Development of Language

nor, for that matter, adolescence or maturity; the developmental process continues
throughout the life cycle. The reorganization and reintegration of mental processes
that are typical of other intellectual functions can also be seen in language, as the
changing conditions that accompany maturity lead to modification of linguistic ca-
pacity. This book, therefore, is written from a developmental perspective that encom-
passes the life span. Although most studies of language development have centered on
children, the questions we ask require the study of mature individuals as well.

This chapter is divided into four major sections: The first section provides a brief
overview of the course of language development from early infancy to old age. It serves
as a preview of the chapters that follow. The major topics mentioned and the relevant
references are the substance of the corresponding later chapters of the book.

The second section notes some of the unique biological foundations for language
that make its development possible in humans. Our biological endowment is neces-
sary but not sufficient to ensure language development, which does not occur without
social interaction. The third section describes the major linguistic systems that individ-
uals must acquire. No particular linguistic theory is advocated here; instead, descrip-
tive information is presented that has provided the framework for much basic research
in language acquisition, and more technical linguistic material is presented in the ap-
propriate substantive chapter. If there is a unifying perspective that the authors of this
book share, it is the view that individuals acquire during their lives an internalized rep-
resentation of language that is systematic in nature and amenable to study. This does
not imply that inner representation could be established in the absence of social con-
tact, nor without several different types of learning (as Chapter 7, “Theoretical Ap-
proaches to Language Acquisition,” makes clear).

The fourth and final section of this chapter focuses on the background and meth-
ods of the study of language development.

An Overview of the Course
of Language Development

Communication Development in Infancy

We now know that even before babies are born they are listening to the language spo-
ken around them: Research shows that newborns prefer to hear the language they heard
while 7n utero. During their first months, infants begin to acquire the communicative
skills that underlie language, long before they say their first words. Babies are intensely
social beings: They gaze into the eyes of their caregivers and are sensitive to the emo-
tional tone of the voices around them. They pay attention to the language spoken to
them; they take their turn in conversation, even if that turn is only a burble. If they
) want something, they learn to make their intentions known. In addition to possessing
the social motivations that are evidenced so early in life, infants are also physiologically
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equipped to process incoming speech signals; they are even capable of making fine dis- -
tinctions among speech sounds. By the age of six months, babies have already begun
to categorize the sounds of their own language, much as adult speakers do. By the age
of about eleven months, many babies understand fifty or more common words, and
point happily at the right person when someone asks, “Where’s daddy?”

At approximately the same age that they take their first steps, many infants pro-
duce their first words. Like walking, early language appears at around the same age and
in much the same way all over the world, regardless of the degree of sophistication of
the society or the characteristics of the language that is acquired. Before children pro-
duce those first words, they are able to communicate nonverbally with those around
them, and to convey their intentions. The precursors of language that develop during
the first year of life are discussed in Chapter 2.

Phonological Development:
Learning Sounds and Sound Patterns

Midway through their first year, infants begin to babble, playing with sound much as
they play with their fingers and toes. Early in their second year, for most children, the
babbling of the prelinguistic infant gives way to words. There has been considerable
controversy over the relation between babbling and talking, but most researchers now
agree that babbling blends into early speech and may continue even after the appear-
ance of recognizable words. Once infants have begun to speak, the course of language
development appears to have some universal characteristics. Typically, toddlers’ early
utterances are only one word long, and the words are simple in pronunciation and con-
crete in meaning. Here, as in other areas of linguistic research, it is important to rec-
ognize that different constraints act upon the child’s comprehension and production
of a particular form. Some sounds are more difficult to pronounce than others, and
combinations of consonants may prove particularly problematic. Within a given lan-
guage, children solve the phonological problems they encounter in varying ways. A
framework for the study of children’s growing ability to both recognize and produce
the sounds of their language is provided in Chapter 3.

Semantic Development: Learning the Meanings of Words

The ways in which speakers relate words to their referents and their meanings are the
subject matter of semantic development. Just as there are constraints on the phono-
logical shapes of children’s early words, there appear to be limits on the kinds of mean-
ings that those early words embody: for instance, very young children’s vocabularies are
more likely to contain words that refer to objects that move (bus) than objects that are
immobile (bench). Their vocabularies reflect their daily lives and are unlikely to refer
to events that are distant in time or space or to anything of an abstract nature. Early
words like /i, doggie, mommy, and juice refer to the objects, events, and people in the



