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PREFACE

Nigel 0-1
It was a November evening, in London. Nigel was twelve days old.
He had come from the hospital four days eatlier, and seemed pleased at
the move. But today he had been crying miserably, and his mother, who
had suddenly become a worrier at the thought of this other life for which
she was responsible, was in distress.
The time came to bath him. As she undressed him, she noticed an
unpleasant boil in the crook of his elbow.
“Come here,” she said to me. “Look at this.”
That same instant, Nigel stopped crying.
It was his first act of communication. He knew his mother had found out
what was wrong, and that was what mattered.
The boil must have gone on hurting, at least until the doctor came and
treated it.
But Nigel didn’t cry again.

(Personal notes)

The language of children has much to tell us about what language is and
the role it plays in our development as human beings. Prompted by his
experience of working with teachers of English as a mother tongue and
their questions about how children develop their ability to use
language, Professor Halliday conducted an intensive study as a
pammpant—observcr of his own son’s developing linguistic ability from
9 months to 2% years of age. The methodology was simple — using
notebook and pencil to record Nigel’s utterances. The data proved rich,
providing a wealth of insight into how a child learns how to mean.
Language is as language does. Approaching the data from a functional
and meaning-oriented perspective, Professor Halliday tests the hypoth-
esis that a child gradually expands the functional load of his utterances
using language initially only to get what he wants, then for purposes
which may also be described as regulatory, interactional, personal,

xvit



PREFACE

heuristic, imaginative, and finally informative. Part One focuses on
infancy and the development of protolanguage. We observe Nigel as his
language develops from being primarily pragmatic and active to
becoming also communal and reflective. Part Two looks at the
transitional phase from child tongue to mother tongue.. During this
phase, the functional contrast between pragmatic and mathetic that has
appeared at the end of the protolanguage is reinterpreted in terms of the
interpersonal and ideational metafunctions of adult language. Between
the semantics and phonology of protolanguage is added lexicogrammar,
and the child’s discourse exhibits greater texture as his text-forming
resources begin to mature and develop.

Language development is a continuous process of learning how to
mean through language. Part Three explores this continuity in language
development and learning, and discusses its implications for teachers
and students. Interaction between the child and others who are part of
his wotld — parents, teachers, peers — plays a crucial role in helping the
child construe a sense of social reality, and prepares him to meet the
linguistic demands of society. The findings from Professor Halliday’s
own study of Nigel’s language development, which continue to be
corroborated by others’ studies of child language development, reveal
the close relationship between language and learning. This relationship
between language and learning is summed up well by Professor
Halliday’s threefold perspective: learning language, learning through
language, learning about language. Building on what the child already
knows about language, which in turn has been learned through
language, is essential to improving the educational attainment of our
children. In fact, learning theory itself has much to learn from how
children learn language.

Listening to Nigel learning how to mean is a revelation of how
language dynamically develops through interaction and self-expression.
These conversations of a very small child provide answers to questions
raised by educators and linguists about the nature of learning and
language. The data validate a theoretical perspective that gives priority
to function over form. The proof of the theory is in the learning.

Nigel 2-2%

The first week after Nigel’s second birthday we went away, to stay with

friends in southern California.

I had finished making notes on his language. I had followed the

development of his meaning potential up to the end of his second year,

and that was to be all; now I was going to process what I had.

xviil



PREFACE

It was so restful after the exertion of keeping up with him that I kept to
this resolution for a whole week — apart from a few scattered
observations that I made out of sheer habit.
Back home in Providence, I wavered. There were so many new
meanings all coming in all the time; why stop because of a date line?
Perhaps I should carry on taking notes a little longer, say dll the end of
the year? I found myself once more reaching out for pad and pencil.

' (Personal notes)
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