
  



Competing Language Acquisition Debates: 

1. Nativist Theory (Noam Chomsky): 

Those who believe that humans have an inbuilt capacity to acquire language coined as the 

Language Acquisition Device (LAD) by Chomsky.  

Arguments For: Arguments Against: 

Children: 

 Experience the same stages of 
development and at the same pace 

 Resist correction 

 Create forms of language that adults 
don’t use (overgeneralisations) 

 Make their own rules for language 
use that seem to understand that all 
languages have grammatical rules 

 Produce correct language when 
surrounded by ‘impoverished’ faulty 
adult-speech i.e. with false starts, 
incomplete utterances 

Children: 

 Stop overgeneralising and learn to 
use language correctly as with 
irregular verbs 

 Need input to give them more skills 
than grammar e.g. pragmatic 
understanding 

 Children who have been deprived of 
social contact can’t achieve 
complete communicative 
competence 

Relevant studies:  

 Berko’s ‘wug’ test suggests children 
apply grammatical rules (1950s) 

Relevant studies:  

 studies of Genie (a girl deprived of 
social contact until she was 13 and 
then unable to learn speech beyond 
a very basic level) and feral children 
support the ‘critical period’ 
hypothesis that says that language 
needs to be acquired within a 
certain time frame. This challenges 
Chomsky’s early argument that the 
ability to acquire language is simply 
innate within us as it shows that 
some interaction is needed for 
language competency.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. Behaviourist Theory (B.F. Skinner): 

Language is acquired through imitation and reinforcement.  

Arguments For: Arguments Against: 

Children: 

 Imitate accent and dialect 

 Learn politeness and pragmatic 
aspects of language 

 Repeat language they have heard 
around them and incorporate it into 
theirs – lexical knowledge must be 
gained from being told the right 
labels 

Children: 

 Do more than just imitate language 
and can form sentences that they 
have never heard before 

 Hear ungrammatical spoken 
language around them but can still 
learn correct language 

 Do not seem to respond to 
correction 

 Aren’t negatively reinforced for 
language use 

 Aren’t always corrected by parents 
for incorrect grammar 

 Corrections might actually slow 
down development 

 Imitate but don’t necessarily 
understand the meanings 

 Other limitations: 

 ‘fis’ phenomenon suggests that 
children can hear and understand 
the correct pronunciation but 
simply can’t produce it themselves 
at that stage (Berko and Brown, 
1960s) 

 Research was conducted on rats 
and pigeons, not on humans 

 

3. Social Interactionist Theory (Jerome Bruner, Lev Vygotsky): 

Child language is developed through interaction with adults. 

Arguments For: Arguments Against: 

Children: 

 Routine/rituals seem to teach 
children about spoken discourse 
structure such as turn-taking 

 Pragmatic development suggests 
that children do learn politeness 
and verbally acceptable behaviour 

 Role-play and pretend play suggest 
that more interaction with carers 
can affect vocabulary 

 As parents use child-directed speech 
with children, you can witness them 
responding. This is a form of 
‘scaffolding’ a term coined by 
Vygotsky 

Children: 

 Children from cultures that do not 
promote interaction with children 
(e.g. Samoa) can still become 
articulate and fluent language users 
without adult input 



Relevant studies: 

 Halliday’s research into the 
functions of language supports the 
importance of social interaction 

 Vincent, a hearing child born to deaf 
parents, learned to communicate 
using sign language. As a hearing 
child, he enjoyed watching 
television but he ignored the 
sounds. He did not start to speak 
until he went to school where 
people talked to him. 

 

 

4. Cognitive Theory (Lev Vygotsky, Jean Piaget): 

Language acquisition is part of a wider development of understanding that develops. 

Arguments For: Arguments Against: 

Children: 

 Can’t grasp aspects of language until 
they are ready; stages of 
development support this 

 Produce utterances which increase 
in complexity as they work towards 
mastering a rule 

 
Relevant studies: 

 Brown’s morphemes 

 Bellugi’s stages for pronoun and 
question formation 

Children: 

 With cognitive difficulties can still 
manage to use language beyond 
their understanding 

 Acquire language without having an 
understanding of it, especially in the 
early stages of development 

 ‘fis’ phenomenon suggests 
children’s cognitive understanding 
can be present but their physical 
development still impacts their 
ability to use language 

 

5. Usage-based approach (Tomasello) 

Language acquisition is achieved because of two things that humans can do. We can:- 

- Find patterns (grammatical, lexical and so on) 

- Read the intentions behind language 

The theory suggests that children base their utterances on what they’ve used before and 

what is used with them by their carers. They are not really copying though because mistakes 

are often made and they produce combinations that they would note have heard. What 

they are doing, according to this approach, is joining together ‘chunks’ or fragments of 

language, a bit like jigsaw puzzle pieces. Sometimes they fit, sometimes they don’t. 

This theory can be seen as having elements of two out of four of the ‘big 4’– children need 

language input which is ‘scaffolded’ (Social Interactionist approach) to make progress – the 

language has to be geared towards them and they don’t learn off the TV, and they also need 

to understand why something is being said (pragmatics); it has some element of innate 

ability – the ability to find the patterns in grammar and apply them to new situations 



Arguments For: Arguments Against: 

Children: 

 Produce fragments of language 
earlier than expected 

 Tend to use language that has been 
used with them in some form  

 Children’s invented words (e.g. 
‘bashment’ for a smashed shell) 

 
Relevant studies: 

 Brown’s morphemes – when they 
break this sequence, doing 
something ‘too early’ for Brown’s 
sequence 

 Tomasello’s study of Annie 

Children: 

 Some virtuous errors seem still to 
be based on a deeper understanding 
of grammar (see Chomsky’s 
‘universal grammar’ concept). E.g. 
‘Me want tissue lounge’ has a 
Subject Verb Object Adverbial 
construction. Everything fits into 
grammatical ‘slots’ 

 

Developing Phonology: 

1. Pre-Verbal Stage: 

Stage Features Approx. age (months) 

Vegetative Sounds of discomfort or reflexive actions 0 – 4 

Cooing Comfort sounds and vocal play using open-
mouthed vowel sounds 

4 – 7 

Babbling Repeated patterns of consonant and vowel 
sounds 

6 – 12 

Proto-words Word-like vocalisations, not matching 
actual words but used consistently for the 
same meaning (sometimes called ‘scribble 
talk’). For example, using ‘mmm’ to mean 
‘give me that’ with accompanying gestures 
such as pointing, supporting the verbal 
message 

9 – 12  

 

2. Phonemic Expansion vs. Phonemic Contraction: 

 Phonemic Expansion: the variety of sounds produced increases 

 Phonemic Contraction: the variety of sounds is reduced to the sounds of the main 

language used 

3. International Phonetic Alphabet: 

There are 6 different types of consonant:- 

 Plosives: created when the airflow is blocked for a brief time (voiced - /b/ /d/ /g/; 

unvoiced - /p/ /t/ /k/) 

 Fricatives: created when the airflow is only partially blocked and air moves through 

the mouth in a steady stream (voiced - /v/ /ð/ /z/ /ʒ/; unvoiced - /f/ /θ/ /s/ /ʃ/) 

 Affricatives: created by putting plosives and fricatives together (voiced - /ʤ/; 

unvoiced - /ʧ/) 



 Approximants: similar sounds to vowels, only voiced (/w/ /r/ /j/) 

 Nasals: produced by air moving through the nose, only voiced (/m/ /n/ /ŋ/) 

 Laterals: created by placing the tongue on the ridge of the teeth and then air moving 

down the side of the mouth, only voiced (/l/) 

There are short and long vowels. Vowels are made without closure or audible friction. 

Diphthongs are vowels in which there is a perceptible change in quality during the syllable. 

4. Early Phonological Errors: 

Term Explanation Examples 

Deletion Omitting the final consonant in words Do(g), cu(p) 

Substitution Substituting one sound for another 
(especially the ‘harder’ sounds that 
develop later, such as /ʃ/) 

‘pip’ for ‘ship’ 

Addition Adding an extra vowel sound to the ends of 
words creating a CVCV pattern  

Doggie 

Assimilation Changing one consonant or vowel for 
another (as in the early plosive sounds /d/ 
and /b/). Usually use a consonant found 
later in the word. 

‘gog’ for ‘dog’ 

Reduplication Repeating a whole syllable Dada, mama 

Consonant 
cluster 
reductions 

Consonant clusters can be difficult to 
articulate so children reduce them to 
smaller units 

‘pider’ for ‘spider’ 

Deletion of 
unstressed 
syllables 

Omitting the opening syllable in 
polysyllabic words 

‘nana’ for ‘banana’  

 

Developing Lexis: 

1. Categorising First Words: 

Katherine Nelson (1973) identified 4 categories for first words: 

 Naming (things or people) 

 Actions/events 

 Describing/modifying things 

 Personal/social words 

 

2. Content vs. Function Words: 

 Content words: a type of word that has an independent ‘dictionary’ meaning, also 

called a lexical word. 

 Function words: a word whose role is largely or wholly to express a grammatical 

relationship. 

 

 

 



3. Reinforcement: 

 Positive reinforcement: when a behaviour is rewarded including verbal praise to 

encourage this behaviour to be repeated. 

 Negative reinforcement: when an undesirable behaviour is unrewarded with the 

intention that it will not be repeated. 

4. Vocatives: 

 A form (especially a noun) used to address a person e.g. Mummy 

 

Developing Semantics: 

1. Underextension and Overextension: 

 Underextension: a feature of a child’s language where the word used to label is 

‘reduced’ to include only part of its normal meaning e.g. duck to refer to fluffy 

cartoon ducks but not used to refer to the brown ones in the local pond. 

 Overextension: a feature of a child’s language where the word used to label 

something is ‘stretched’ to include things that aren’t normally part of that word’s 

meaning. Leslie Rescorla divided overextensions into 3 types: 

Type Definition Example % of Overextension 

Categorical 
overextension 

The name for one member of a 
category is extended to all 
members of the category 

‘apple’ used  for 
all round fruits 

60% 

Analogical 
overextension 

A word for one object is 
extended to one in a different 
category usually on the basis 
that it has some physical or 
functional connection 

‘ball’ used for a 
round fruit 

15% 

Mismatch 
statements 

One-word sentences that 
appear quite abstract; child 
makes a statement about one 
object in relation to another 

Saying ‘duck’ 
when looking at 
an empty pond 

25% 

 

 

 

 

2. Hyponymy: 

The hierarchical structure that exists between lexical items:- 

 Hypernym: a superordinate i.e. a word that is more generic or general and can have 

more specific words under it e.g. colour 

 Hyponym: a more specific word within a category or under a hypernym e.g. red 



3. Aitchison’s Stages of Children’s Linguistic Development: 

Number Stage Description 

1 Labelling Linking words to the objects to which they refer understanding 
that things can be labelled 

2 Packaging Exploring the labels and to what they can apply. 
Over/underextension occurs in order to eventually understand the 
range of a word’s meaning 

3 Network-
building 

Making connections between words, understanding similarities 
and opposites in meanings 

 

4. Piaget’s Stages of Children’s Linguistic Development: 

Stage Age 
(years) 

Key elements 

Sensorimotor 0 – 2 The child experiences the physical world through the senses and 
begins classifying the things in it; lexical choices, then they 
appear, tend to be concrete rather than abstract.  
Object permanence develops – the concept that objects exist 
when out of sight. 

Pre-
operational 

2 – 7 Language and motor skills develop and become more 
competent. 
Language is egocentric – either focussed on the child or used by 
the child when no-one else is around. 

Concrete 
operational 

7 – 11 Children begin thinking logically about concrete events 

Formal 
operational 

11+ Abstract reasoning skills develop 

 

 

Developing Grammar: 

1. Morphology: 

Morphology is the study of word structure:- 

 Free morpheme: one that can stand alone as an independent word e.g. apple 

 Bound morpheme: one that cannot stand alone as an independent word but must 

be attached to another morpheme/word (e.g. affixes such as the plural ‘–s’) 

 Inflectional morphology: the alteration of words to make new grammatical forms 

(adding inflections to words creating tense, grading adjectives, showing possession, 

making plurals) 

 Derivational morphology: the creation of new words by adding prefixes and suffixes 

(make up new words and converting words from one word class to another) 

 

 

 

 



2. Stages of Lexical and Grammatical Development: 

Stage Descriptors Grammatical constructions Age 
(months) 

One-word/ 
holophrastic 

One-word utterance 
(holophrase has pragmatic 
meaning) 

 12 – 18 

Two-word Two words combined to 
create simple syntactical 
structures 

Subject + Verb 
Verb + Object 

18 – 24 

Telegraphic Three or more words joined in 
increasingly complex and 
accurate orders 

Subject + Verb + Object 
Subject + Verb + Complement 
Subject + Verb + Adverbial 

24 – 36 

Post-
telegraphic 

Increasing awareness of 
grammatical rules and 
irregularities 

Instead of saying ‘runned’, 
using ‘ran’ 

36+ 

 

3. Roger Brown’s Meaning Relations: (Two-word stage) 

Meaning 
relation 

Explanation Example Context 

Agent + action Someone performing an action Daddy kick Dad kicks ball 

Agent + affected Someone doing something to an 
object 

Me ball Child kicks ball 

Entity + attribute A person/object described Kitty big Sees tigers in zoo 

Action + affected An action affecting an object Throw stick Child throws stick 

Action + location Action occurring in a certain 
place 

Sit chair Child sits on chair 

Entity + location Object located Spoon table Spoon is on the 
table 

Possessor + 
possession 

Object having a possessor Daddy coat Points to dad’s coat 

Nomination Person/object is labelled That cake That is a cake 

Recurrence An event repeated More ball Finds second ball 

Negation Something denied No ball Has lost her ball 

 

4. Ursula Bellugi’s Stages of Negative Formation: (Telegraphic stage) 

Stage The child: Example 

1 Uses ‘no’ or ‘not’ at the beginning or end 
of a sentence 

No wear shoes 

2 Moves ‘no’/’not’ inside the sentence I no want it 

3 Attaches the negative to auxiliary verbs 
and the copula verb ‘be’ securely 

No, I don’t want to go to nursery 
I am not 

 

 

 

 



5. Ursula Bellugi’s Stages of Pronoun Development: (Telegraphic stage) 

Stage The child: Example 

1 The child uses their own name Tom play 

2 The child recognises the I/me pronouns 
and that these are used in different 
places within a sentence 

I play toy 
Me do that 

3 The child uses them according to 
whether they are in the subject or object 
position within a sentence 

I play with the toy 
Give it to me 

 

6. Virtuous Errors vs. Overgeneralisations: 

 Virtuous errors: syntactic errors made by young children in which the non-standard 

utterance reveals some understanding, though incomplete, of standard syntax e.g. I 

runned for I ran 

 Overgeneralisations: a learner’s extension of a word meaning or grammatical rule 

beyond its normal use e.g. house > houses, mouse > mouses  

7. Roger Brown’s Stages of Morpheme Acquisition: 

Term Example 

Present tense progressive -ing 

Prepositions In, on 

Plural -s 

Past tense irregular Run/ran 

Possessive ‘s 

Uncontractible copula Is, was 

Articles The, a 

Past tense regular -ed 

Third person regular Runs 

Third person irregular Has 

Uncontractible auxiliary verb They were running 

Contractible copula She’s 

Contractible auxiliary She’s running 

Developing Pragmatics: 

1. Halliday’s Functions of Speech: 

Function Where language is used to: 

Instrumental Fulfil a need (e.g. ‘want milk’) 

Regulatory Influence the behaviour of others (e.g. ‘pick up’) 

Interactional Develop and maintain social relationships (e.g. ‘love you’) 

Personal Convey individual opinions, ideas and personal identity (e.g. ‘me like 
Charlie and Lola’) 

Representational Convey facts and information (e.g. ‘it hot’) 

Imaginative Create an imaginary world and may be seen in play predominantly 
(e.g. ‘me shopkeeper’) 

Heuristic Learn about the environment (e.g. ‘wassut?’) 

 



2. Dore’s Language Functions: 

Function Description: 

Labelling Naming a person, object or thing 

Repeating Repeating an adult word or utterance 

Answering Responding to an utterance of another speaker 

Requesting action Asking for something to be done for them 

Calling Getting attention by shouting 

Greeting Greeting someone or something 

Protesting Objecting to requests from others 

Practising Using language when no adult is present 

 

3. Egocentric Speech: 

 The running discourse style of speech used by children where no listener is directly 

addressed and the talk is focussed on the child’s activities.  

 

Child Directed Speech: 

Any of various speech patterns used by parents or care givers when communicating with 

young children, particularly infants, usually involving simplified vocabulary, melodic pitch, 

repetitive questioning and a slow or deliberate tempo. 

1. Key Features: 

 Repetition and/or repeated sentence frames 

 A higher pitch 

 The child’s name rather than pronouns 

 The present tense 

 One-word utterances and/or short elliptical sentences 

 Fewer verbs/modifiers 

 Concrete nouns 

 Expansions (the development of a child’s utterance into a longer, more meaningful 

form) 

 Recasts (the commenting on, extending and rephrasing of a child’s utterance) 

 Yes/no questioning  

 Exaggerated pauses giving turn-taking cues 

2. Language Acquisition Support System (LASS): 

 This refers to the child’s interaction with the adults around them and how this 

interaction supports language development. Jerome Bruner researched this looking 

at ritualised activities that occur daily in young children’s lives (mealtimes, bedtimes, 

reading books) and how carers make the rules and meanings of these interactions 

explicit and predictable so that children can learn.  

 

 



3. Scaffolding: 

 The process of transferring a skill from adult to child and then withdrawing support 

once the skills has been mastered.  

 

 

  



Anthology of Transcripts 

This is the question you will always be asked:- 

Section A – Child language acquisition 

 

You are advised to spend about 40 minutes on this section.  

 
Read Text A in your Resource Booklet and answer the following question.  
 
1 Using the appropriate terminology to explain your findings, examine the language 
development stage of both participants as evidenced in the transcript. You should identify 
and analyse the phonology, grammar and meaning of their utterances.  
 
Use your knowledge of theories and concepts of child language acquisition to support your 
answer.  

[20] 

Reminder of the relevant Assessment Objectives:- 

AO1 Ao2 
 

Language 

Frameworks/Language 

Methods (applied 

appropriately); 

terminology, how well 

you write 

Concepts: child language 

(theories – Behaviourism, 

nativism, social interactionism, 

cognitivism, 

usage/constructivist); gender, 

power 

Context: who, how old, 

where, and how that affects 

the language used 

(Still important despite the 

marks!) 

Grammar 

Semantics – 

over/under extension; 

hypernyms hyponyms 

Lexis 

Pragmatics 

Phonology 

Graphology 

Discourse 

Applied systematically 

(ie you use them at 

the right time) 

Speech: CDS; stages – 

holophrastic, 2 word, 

telegraphic, post-telegraphic; 

virtuous errors; scaffolding; 

zone of proximal 

development; 

Power: who’s in charge – 

politeness, face, powerful 

participant  etc 

Gender: who talks most? 

Interrupts? What do they talk 

about? 

Eg if at home, part of a 

ritual (eg dinner time, 

bedtime?) 

Age of the child? 

How comfortable are they? 

 

  



How to tackle this question… 

1. Annotate the data, looking for patterns. Think of the four main theories, plus the other 

peripheral ones, like the work of Vygotsky, and, with these in mind, use the main language 

levels/methods to work through the data:- 

 Lexis and semantics – including word classes used, ways the meanings of words are 

understood by the children… Overextension etc is relevant here. 

 Grammar – what stage is the child at? Any virtuous errors used? Can you apply innatism 

and Chomsky anywhere? 

 Phonology (don’t miss this out!) – what patterns of usage can you find, if any. Look for 

virtuous errors. Is there a logic to them? (e.g. swapping one hard voiced consonant for 

another easier voiced consonant). Any suggestion that the child might have an accent 

and have picked up a pronunciation from a parent? (Could be an argument for 

behaviourism/imitation theory) 

 Pragmatics – look at the meanings of the whole of the child’s utterances (rather than 

individual words). What do they mean by what they say. Remember the functions of 

particular utterances – is there some interesting implied meaning. Consider politeness, 

power, face theory 

 Discourse structure – who controls the topic? Any interruptions? Particular uses of 

imperatives, questions and so on. Is the child working through a schema of some kind (a 

model that they have learnt from experience) 

 Input theory – to what extent is there evidence that the language produced by the child 

has been guided by a parent, or by their environment, their Language Acquisition 

Support System, by rituals and so on. If there is more than one child, is there evidence 

that they are scaffolding the language of the other child? If there is an adult, look at 

whether the child’s utterances are achieved in response to guidance from the adult (e.g. 

responding to a sentence frame from the adult) 

 Cognitivist theory – look at the concepts that are being handled by the child, the way 

they understand the meanings of words and utterances 

 Vygotsky – internal monologues (links back to imaginative function – see pragmatics, 

above) – is the child speaking as they think? 

 Power and gender – check to see if these are relevant. Who is in the more powerful 

position and how do they display that power linguistically. Is a boy or girl displaying what 

you would regard as typical characteristics? 

2. In every case, above, always link back to the context. That means the age of the child, the 

kind of discourse that is going on, the precise context of individual lines. Use that to evaluate 

your point. Use the theories to help evaluate too. 

3. Start writing, using the following structure…  

Introduction:- 

Consider the overall context of the conversation and how that might affect the language production. 

Pin down the overall stage of the child or children and the main thrust of your analysis 

Paragraph model – theoretical approach 

 What theory are you using 

 What have you found 

 What is your pattern of evidence (one example will do if that is all you can find) 

 Specific piece of evidence, drawn from a pattern if you can 

 Analysis, using terminology 

 Evaluate the level to which the theory works and the extent to which context is important 

Paragraph model – linguistic level/method approach 



 Which linguistic level are you applying 

 What have you found 

 What is your pattern of evidence (one example will do if that is all you can find) 

 Specific piece of evidence, drawn from a pattern if you can 

 Analysis, using terminology 

 Evaluate the level to which the theory works and the extent to which context is important 

Of course, this is only a guide. You might be led by a contextual point, or decide to single out a 

particular child and look at, say, their grammatical development and then do the same for the other. 

Four paragraphs is probably the best you can hope to achieve in the time 

 

  



  



Model Answer to Ethan and Emily transcript 
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Three More Examples of Transcripts 
 

SECTION A – Child language acquisition 
 

Text A 
 

Text A is a transcript from a private data source. Emma aged four and ten months is talking to her 
mother. Initially Emma is making something. 
 
Mother: come on then 
Emma: no (.) it not sticking on 
Mother: well I think you need to stick the smooth side down and not the side that’s got bumps 
on (1.0) that’s enough water 
Emma: done 
Mother: good girl (3.0) who did you play with at school today 
Emma: Alice (1.0) Harry (2.0) Aysha and also (1.0) Ella (.) that’s all of it 
Mother: that’s all of them (1.0) did you play any sports 
Emma: PE 
Mother: tell me some of the sports (.) what about after school 
Emma: we play in the /dɑ:den/ [garden] (.) we /d/əυ/ [go] on the trampoline (1.0) we /st/ 
(incomplete utterance) (.) that’s all 
Mother: that’s all (1.0) hmm (.) what sort of books did you read 
Emma: /dɒd/ [dog] books 
Mother: dog books// 
Emma: //yeah 
Mother: what do you like about dog books 
Emma: they’re /f υn/ [fun] 
Mother: they’re /f υn/ [fun] 
Emma: yeah 
Mother: do you like dogs 
Emma: yeah 
Mother: do you like other animals 
Emma: yeah 
Mother: what sort of other animals 
Emma: horses (.) /pidz/ [pigs] (.) /wɔ:thɒdz/ [warthogs] (.) (both laugh) /dɒnt i:z/ [donkeys] (.) 
ponies (.) chickens (.) /leiin/ [laying] /edz/ [eggs] (1.0) all of it 
 
TRANSCRIPTION KEY 
(.) micropause 
(1/2/3) pause in seconds 
//overlapping 
IPA has been used where necessary to indicate non-standard pronunciation 

  



  

Texts A is a transcript of Leila (2 years, 5 months), in her grandmother's garden, supervised by Jan, 

her grandmother's friend. 



  

Text A is transcript of Joe (3 years) interacting with the people and things around him. It is Joe’s 

birthday and he has just opened his presents. These include two talking toys: Buzz Lightyear (a space 

ranger) and Woody (a cowboy).  

 



  Text A is a transcript of Jess (3 Years) with her mother. They are making a jigsaw. 



 

  



  



  



 

 

 

 

 

 


