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Language Acquisition and Development 
~Stages of Language Acquisition~ 

 
1. Babbling (protolanguage) 

§ 3-4months 
§ Cooing, turning of the head, facial 

expressions etc. 
§ Protolanguage (Haliday)à the child’s own 

private system 
2. Holophrases 

§ Respond to words/phrases ~ 7 months 
§ Begin to produce utterances ~ 1 year 
§ Holophrasesà a single word used to express 

the meaning of a phrase or sentence 
3. Two-word utterances 

§ ~2 years 
§ Words but no grammar 

4. Telegraphic Speech 
§ ~2.5 years 
§ Use of the main words to carry the message 

but no syntax 
5. Simple Grammar 

§ ~3-4 years 
§ Functional control of language forms 

6. Complex Grammar 
§ ~7 years 

~Language Developmental Theories~ 
 
Behaviourist: Skinner 

§ Assumes the behaviour of a human is a consequence of reinforcement + punishment 
§ Actions produce positive or negative outcomes 
§ Critique: 

o Does not explain how children learn language so rapidly 
o Children will still acquire language skills even without consistent correction 

 
Nativist/ Cognitivist / Innatist: Chomsky 

§ Believe biological influences bring about language development 
§ Coined the term “universal grammar” 

o Proposes the ability to learn grammar is hard-wired into the brain 
o Human beings have an LAD (language acquisition device) à an innate mechanism allowing children to develop language 

skills 
§ Explains why deaf babies babble with their hands 

 
Socioculturalist / Interactionist:  Halliday, Bruner, Vygotsky 

§ Accepts the innatist argument but claims that this is not enough to explain language acquisition 
§ Language development depends upon interactions between the child and the environment 
§ Scaffolding 
§ Social speech, private speech, inner silent speech 

o Begin separately and merge ~age 3 
o Language development begins via social contact and then gradually transitions into private inner speech (thought) 

~Language Errors~ 
 
Overextension: the use of a single word to label multiple 
different things in an inconsistent manner (i.e. all towns 
are ‘Townsville’, all animals are ‘dog’) 
 
Underextension: when a child acquires a word for a 
particular thing and fails to extend it to other objects in the 
same category (i.e. a child may learn the word ‘flower’ in 
connection with a rose but is unable to connect its meaning 
to other types of flowers) 

~Signs + Signifiers~ 
 
Continuing Development 
 
Vocabulary explosion occurs in the pre-school period, where 
children can learn 10-20 new words a day 
 
Once a child understand that a word is a signifier and that 
words can have multiple meanings (the signified is not 
constant) they are uninhibited and their language 
development progresses rapidly. 

~Sex Differences~ 
 
Boys and girls develop at different speeds 

à typically girls learn faster and are more 
syntactically and semantically fluent then 
boys 

 
Boys and girls appear to use different parts of the brain for 
language 
 àgirls equal in both hemispheres 
 à boys predominantly left hemisphere 

~ Piaget~ 
 
Formal Op Stage: critical for 
teenagers’ àdevelopment of 
abstract reasoning and the 
language to express and debate 
theoretical concepts. 
 
o Humour + Sarcasm 
o Longer Sentences 
o Code switching 

~ Development~ 
 
Language development 
involves: 
o Language system 
o Meaning 

(sign/signified) 
o Language Functions 
o Conversational skills 
o Social Behaviour 
o Language Varieties 


