Noam Chomsky & Language Acquisition

Noam Chomsky is perhaps the best known and the most influential linguist of the second half of the Twentieth Century. He has made a number of strong claims about language : in particular, he suggests that language is an innate faculty - that is to say that we are born with a set of rules about language in our heads which he refers to as the 'Universal Grammar'. The universal grammar is the basis upon which all human languages build. If a Martian linguist were to visit Earth, he would deduce from the evidence that there was only one language, with a number of local variants. Chomsky gives a number of reasons why this should be so. Among the most important of these reasons is the ease with which children acquire their mother tongue. He claims that it would be little short of a miracle if children learnt their language in the same way that they learn mathematics or how to ride a bicycle. This, he says, is because : 
1. Children are exposed to very little correctly formed language. When people speak, they constantly interrupt themselves, change their minds, make slips of the tongue and so on. Yet children manage to learn their language all the same. 
2. Children do not simply copy the language that they hear around them. They deduce rules from it, which they can then use to produce sentences that they have never heard before. They do not learn a repertoire of phrases and sayings, as the behaviourists believe, but a grammar that generates an infinity of new sentences. 
1. 2. Children are born, then, with the Universal Grammar wired into their brains. This grammar offers a certain limited number of possibilities - for example, over the word order of a typical sentence. 
Some languages have a basic SVO structure 
  
	The teacher 
	gave 
	a lecture 

	S 
	V 
	O 


75% of the world's languages use either this (English, French, Vietnamese) or SOV (Japanese, Tibetan, Korean) - others prefer VSO (10 - 15% - Welsh) or VOS (Malagasy) 
 * Some languages, such as Latin, appear to have free word order, but even here, SOV is very common. OSV is very rare - but you will find an example in the speech of Yoda, in Star Wars. 
  
When the child begins to listen to his parents, he will unconsciously recognise which kind of a language he is dealing with - and he will set his grammar to the correct one - this is known as 'setting the parameters'. 
It is as if the child were offered at birth a certain number of hypotheses, which he or she then matches with what is happening around him. He knows intuitively that there are some words that behave like verbs, and others like nouns, and that there is a limited set of possibilities as to their ordering within the phrase. This is not information that he is taught directly by the adults that surround him, but information that is given. It is as if the traveller were provided at the beginning of his journey with a compass and an astrolabe. 
This set of language learning tools, provided at birth, is referred to by Chomsky as the Language Acquisition Device . (Notice that he uses the term "acquisition" rather than learning). 
   
How did you learn to speak your native language? Notice, this shouldn't be such a puzzling question. We often ask questions such as, do you remember when did you learned to tie your shoes, ride a bike, and eat with a fork. Sometimes we can remember because a parent helped us learn how to do these things. Now, since we always speak the language of our parents, they must have helped us learn to speak our first language. But do you remember when your mother taught you the past tense? When your father laid down the rules for passive sentences? We don't remember these important moments of our childhood because they never occurred. 
Our parents didn't teach us how to walk and they didn't teach us how to talk. Yet we learned from them. How can this be? Certainly there must have been a subtle, perhaps intuitive teaching process that neither our parents nor we were aware of. We begin by imitating what we hear our parents say as best we can, repeating random phrases. Our parents in subtle ways punish us for the childish speech errors we make (by not responding, correcting the error, etc.) and reward correct phrases (by responding positively). As our speech improves, our parents respond more positively and less negatively. No? 
First, let's examine the assumption that children begin speaking by trying to repeat what they have heard their parents say. Have you ever heard a child say things like this: 
	1a
	Daddy go

	1b
	He hitted me

	1c
	No eat cake


Who did they hear utter such phrases? Daddy go is an attempt to express 'Daddy is going'. But if the child were merely trying to repeat this common phrase, choosing random two-word combinations, he or she would also occasionally say Daddy is or simply is going? Yet these two phrases do not occur as normal speech errors of children while Daddy go is a common one. 
Second, research shows that while mothers often respond to the semantic content of what their children say ('No, that's not a doggie, it's a cow'), they very rarely respond to the grammatical status of their children's phrases. Indeed, when parents do respond to speech errors, they most often respond positively. Here are a few advanced errors from the history of my family. What do you think our response was—correction or laughter (which I take to be a positive response)? 
  
	2a. 
	Mama, mama, there's a tree-knocker in the back yard! 

	2b. 
	It's raining, where is the underbrella? 

	2c. 
	Give me the beach-lookers! (binoculars) 


  
In fact, parents themselves make grammatical errors when they speak. Despite the fact that children don't know when their parents are speaking grammatically and when they are making errors, all children grow up knowing (if not always speaking) the language perfectly. 
So how do we learn to speak? Take a look at example No. 1b above for a clue. Although hitted is not a word children hear adults utter, it is wrong for an interesting reason: the verb, in a sense, has the 'right' ending on it for the past tense. In other words, the only way a child learning language could make such an error is that he or she is learning a rule that derives past tense verbs from verb stems. What the child hasn't mastered at this stage is the exceptions to the rule. Notice also that the words in the erroneous phrases are all in the correct order. No child would say go Daddy for 'Daddy is going' cookie mommy for 'Mommy's cookie'. By the time a child begins putting two words together, he or she has already mastered the basic rules of syntax and applies them correctly even in their erroneous speech. It takes the child a little longer to master the rules of morphology. 
The evidence then indicates that children do, in fact, absorb a massive number of sentences and phrases but rather than parrot them back, they abstract rules from them and create their own grammar which they then apply to create new utterances they have never heard before. Over the years from 2-7, when language is mastered, children constantly adjust their grammar until it matches that of the adult speaker population. 
This critical period between the ages of 2-7 suggests that (first) language learning, like walking, is an innate capacity of human beings triggered by a level of development more than feedback from the environment. That is, so long as a child hears a language-any language-when they reach this critical period they will learn it perfectly. If this is true, any child not hearing language during this period not only should not learn to speak but also should not be able to learn to speak. The ethical implications of research on this question are obvious. However, there have been a few tragic non-scientific bits of evidence that supports the innateness + critical period hypothesis. 
  
If I wanted to start the course off with a silly pun, I could say 'Learning a language is a child's game'. But perhaps it is more accurate to say 'Creating a language is a child's game'. Let us look at an example of how a language may be created : 
Pidgin 
· - reduced syntax and vocabulary 
· - often no fixed order of words, with considerable variation from one speaker to another 
· - used purely as a language of communication 
· - not lived in 
· - no-one speaks a pidgin as a mother tongue 
But a pidgin can become a language - Creole. How does this happen? 
According to Derek Bickerton, who has reconstructed the process of creolisation in Hawaii, it takes one generation. 
When children begin to use a pidgin, they automatically enrich the vocabulary and the syntax - it becomes a full language. The community of young children in Hawaii took the pidgin used by their parents - workers from China, Japan, Korea, Portugal, the Philippines and Puerto Rico - and created a language. 
According to the followers of the American linguist, Noam Chomsky, this can stand as an emblem for what the process of acquiring a language consists in - at least for a mother tongue. The child does not learn the language, but creates it anew. 
Does this have anything to tell us about learning a foreign language? 
  
Chomsky's critics 
Those linguists who do not agree with Chomsky point to several problems, of which I shall mention just four. 
1. Chomsky differentiates between competence and performance. Performance is what people actually say, which is often ungrammatical, whereas competence is what they instinctively know about the syntax of their language - and this is more or less equated with the Universal Grammar. Chomsky concentrates upon this aspect of language - he thus ignores the things that people actually say. The problem here is that he relies upon people's intuitions as to what is right or wrong - but it is not at all clear that people will all make the same judgements, or that their judgements actually reflect the way people really do use the language. 
2. Chomsky distinguishes between the 'core' or central grammar of a language, which is essentially founded on the UG, and peripheral grammar. Thus, in English, the fact that 'We were' is considered correct, and 'We was ' incorrect is a historical accident, rather than an integral part of the core grammar - as late as the 18th Century, recognised writers, such as Dean Swift, could write 'We was ...' without feeling that they had committed a terrible error. Similarly, the outlawing of the double negation in English is peripheral, due to social and historical circumstances rather than anything specific to the language itself. To Chomsky, the real object of linguistic science is the core grammar. But how do we determine what belongs to the core, and what belongs to the periphery? To some observers, all grammar is conventional, and there is no particular reason to make the Chomskian distinction. 
3. Chomsky also appears to reduce language to its grammar. He seems to regard meaning as secondary - a sentence such as 'Colourless green ideas sleep furiously' may be considered as part of the English language, for it is grammatically correct, and therefore worthy of study by Transformational Grammarians. A sentence such as 'My mother, he no like bananas', on the other hand, is of no interest to the Chomskian linguist. Nor would he be particularly interested in most of the utterances heard in the course of a normal lecture. 
4. Because he disregards meaning, and the social situation in which language is normally produced, he disregards in particular the situation in which the child learns his first language. 

That some kinds of migratory birds navigate thousands of miles toward their destination by calibrating the positions of stars against time of day and year, poses no serious problem for many scientists, who can easily attribute this amazing success to the birds' instinctive behaviour is apparent, after all, that these animals cannot learn such complicated astronomical facts through a trial and error fashion; they neither have enough time nor necessary cognitive capacity.

The same scientists, however, including some professional linguists, are quite reluctant to attribute any form of instinct to human infant, who arrives at complex linguistic knowledge within a remarkably short period of time. The infant's is no less a complicated task than that of the bird's as the linguists themselves have spent decades (or even centuries) to discover the intricacies of the very same system and with no final theory. Infants, on the other hand, not only arrives at an almost complete knowledge of grammar in their brinds (brain+mind) but also accomplish this task within less than a decade.

Although a human infant and a migratory bird are essentially alike in terms of the complexity of the task to be accomplished and their inability to handle the task with their current cognitive capacity, only the latter is believed to rely on its instincts. 
There are, of course, some differences between an animal and a human baby; it would be unwise to equate the cognitive capacities of the two. And it is also impossible to underscore the importance of environmental factors in child language acquisition. After all, thousands of hours of exposure is required in order for a child to acquire his mother tongue, whereas animals like sonar-using bats or web-building spiders seem to be ready to use their instinctive knowledge with minimum, if any, learning experience. It is equally unwise, however, to suggest that a cognitively immature child can accomplish a task which has yet to be accomplished by professional linguists.

A child may well not have grasped the property of conservation of volume nor be able to perform but the most rudimentary arithmetic calculations, yet will have the knowledge linguists formulate as the binding principles, none of which has been explicitly taught. 

The amazing success of children in picking up their mother tongue is no recent discovery. Slobin (1979) quotes Rene Descartes commenting on human beings' distinctive ability to formulate a linguistic system:

Even those who were born deaf and dumb, lacking the organs which others make use of in speaking, and at least as badly off as the animals in this respect, usually invent for themselves some signs by which they make themselves understood by those who are with them enough to learn their language

In the literature of child language acquisition there are cases in which infants, deprived of linguistic input, invent a rudimentary grammar not attributable only to the external factors. Children are also known to build a natural language when exposed to unsystematic pidgin data. The resulting creole is almost as systematic and sophisticated as any natural human language and more interestingly contain rules that are not attributable to the languages forming the pidgin, out of which the creole is driven. 
