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Notes on the Organization of this Book

This text is aimed principally at students of psychology with an interest in child
language. It is suitable for use at undergraduate level, and also at postgraduate
level, in cases where the field is new. In both cases, I am keenly aware that most
psychology students have no prior training in linguistic theory. In fact, if you're like
me — the member of a lost generation — you may not even have learnt very much
about language at school. For this reason, I have tried to take nothing for granted
as far as linguistic terminology is concerned, not even with common items like
noun or verb. Of course, you can always skip over the linguistic interludes, if it's
all old hat, and stick with the main event. Either way, the aim of this book is to
equip you to appreciate more fully the arguments and evidence advanced in the
study of child language. The following menu of pedagogic features should help
sustain you on the journey ahead.

e Glossary of linguistic terms
Linguistic terms are highlighted in bold to indicate their appearance in the glossary,
towards the end of the book. There you will find definitions of all things linguistic.

e Pronunciation guide: English phonemes
A list of the special symbols used to represent the consonant and vowel sounds of
English. And yes, the terms phoneme, consonant and vowel all feature in the
glossary.

e Boxes
Boxes have been used for two kinds of diversion from the main text: (1) to expand
on essential terminology from linguistic theory; and (2) to provide extra information
on key background concepts.

¢ References and further reading
As well as the list of references at the end of the book, | have ended each chapter
with a few suggestions for further reading. These latter are annotated with potted
reviews and notes.

e Website addresses
The internet has a stunning potential to make life easy for students (it already does
in many ways). But with regard to reading material, articles found on the internet
can be intrinsically unreliable. The crux of the matter is this: one cannot always tell,



with any certainty, who wrote a given internet article. Nor can one always be sure
if the claims made in internet sources are reasonable, valid, and backed up by
reference to genuine and appropriate research. | have been as careful as | can in
my listing of websites, but approach with caution. | have included the academic web
pages of some key child language researchers, and these should be pretty reliable.
In particular, many academics now post downloadable versions of research articles
on their university homepages.

Discussion points

Discussion points are sprinkled throughout the book wherever they seem like a
Good Thing. They can be used in seminars or in student self-study groups (never
tried the latter? — give them a go). For some of the Discussion points, you should
equip yourself by reading the relevant chapter in advance and/or reading an item
from the Further Reading section.

Exercises on linguistic concepts (with answers)

Like cod liver oil, linguistic exercises are unpalatable, but very good for you. The
idea is to limber up with some practice on unfamiliar concepts. Model answers are
provided at the end of the book.

Author index

Find your favourite authors, as mentioned in the text, and source their work in the
list of references. Then challenge yourself to find other work, especially recent
research, by the same authors (your university library will help if you're new to the
sport of Reference Hunting).

Subject index

Separate from the author index, because it makes life a little less cluttered.
Relevant topics from each chapter are included to enhance the sum total of your
learning happiness.
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Overview

By the end of this chapter you should have some appreciation of the challenges facing
the newborn infant in the acquisition of language. Major landmarks in language devel-
opment are presented at each of the following four levels of linguistic analysis:

phonology (the sound system)

vocabulary

morphology (parts of words, especially those parts used for grammar)
syntax

We will consider some of the philosophical problems facing the child (for example,
how does the child know what a word is, or what it might refer to?). And we will
introduce the nature-nurture problem. To set the child’s language learning achieve-
ments in context, an overview is provided of the child’s achievements in other devel-
opmental domains (cognitive, perceptual-motor and social), before sketching out the
contents of the chapters that follow.

—_From burping to grammar in the pre-school years

Have you ever had a chat with a toddler? A rather precocious two-year-old, known
as Eve, came out with the following one day, while in conversation with her
mother:

(1) Eve aged two years (Brown, 1973):

he go asleep

want more grape juice
putting sand in the pail
I have get my crayons

where other baby?

We can see straight away that Eve is fairly savvy about a number of different
topics. But however impressed we are by Eve’s knowledge of crayons, sand and
juice, it is clear that not one of the sentences would pass muster if they were
uttered by an adult in the same setting. If nothing else, this reminds us that
language develops.

As we shall discover in this book, though, Eve has already come a long way
by the age of two years. A typical newborn is capable, vocally, of no more than
reflexive crying and fussing, plus a small repertoire of vegetative sounds, princi-
pally, burping, spitting up and swallowing (Stark, 1986). This repertoire is lent
some charm at about eight weeks, with the emergence of cooing and laughter.
But if we fast forward to the typical five-year-old, then we suddenly find
ourselves in the company of a linguistic sophisticate, someone with an exten-
sive vocabulary who is able to put words together in interesting, complex
sentences that, for the most part, are perfectly well formed.
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(2) Ross aged 5;1 (MacWhinney, 2000):

I had the worst dream of my life
I wish I could let you in here, but there’s no room
You thought he couldn’t go to school because we didn’t have the medicine

Box 1.1

Notation for the Child’s Age

There is a standard convention for denoting a child’s age in the child language liter-
ature. A child aged two years, three months would be recorded as 2;3. The child
of four years, six months appears as 4;6, and so on. Note the use of the semi-colon
to separate years from months. When even more fine-grained analyses are
required, we can also add the number of days after a period (.): 1;9.10 is read as
one year, nine months and ten days.

This shorthand, in which we note months as well as years, is very useful. Things
can move fast in child language and important distinctions might otherwise be lost.
For example, take two children, both aged one year. The first child, aged 1;0, might
not yet have produced her first word, whereas the second child, aged 1;10, might
already be stringing multi-word utterances together.

Eve aged 1;10 (Brown, 1973):

Sue make some

oh my Graham cracker broke
here Fraser briefcase

have to drink grape juice first

The acquisition of language is a staggering feat. It is all too easy to overlook
the monumental nature of this achievement, because language learning seems to
come so easily to all typically developing children. Perhaps we take the miracle
of language learning for granted because, as adults, we typically take the posses-
sion of language itself for granted. Every cognisant reader of this book has an
extensive, complex, rich knowledge of language. But this knowledge is such
universal currency — so very much part of everyday life — that we often fail to
notice or appreciate the great gift it affords the human species. Exercise 1.1
(below) throws a spotlight on the position of language in human society.

| Exercise 1.1]

Imagine a world without language. Consider the world we live in and consider the ways in
which we depend on language. In some ways, this is an incredibly easy task. In others, it

(Contd)
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