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Abstract:

Language acquisition in children is one of the most fascinating and complex processes in
human development. This article explores the key theories, stages, and factors that
contribute to how children learn language. Focusing on behaviorist, nativist, and
interactionist theories, the article delves into the role of cognitive development, social
interaction, and exposure to language-rich environments. By understanding the mechanisms
behind language learning, educators and parents can better support children's linguistic
growth.

Key words: Language acquisition, cognitive development, behaviorism, nativism,
interactionist theory, social interaction, critical period, linguistic input.

doi: https://doi.org/10.2024/jr7b5412
.
- _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________|]

Language learning in children is a vital part of cognitive and social development. Itisa
process that has intrigued researchers for decades, leading to the development of multiple
theories that seek to explain how children acquire their first language. This article will review
the leading theories of language acquisition, the stages of development, and the factors
influencing this process. Understanding these elements is essential for educators, parents,
and anyone involved in early childhood development.

The behaviorist theory, proposed by B.F. Skinner, posits that language is learned
through imitation, reinforcement, and conditioning. According to this theory, children learn
to speak by mimicking the language they hear around them. Positive reinforcement, such as
praise or attention, encourages them to repeat words and phrases until they become
proficient in language use. However, critics argue that this theory does not explain the rapid
pace at which children acquire language or their ability to create novel sentences they have
never heard before [Skinner, 1957, pp. 31-33].

In contrast, Noam Chomsky's nativist theory suggests that humans are biologically
equipped to acquire language. According to Chomsky, children are born with an innate ability
known as the "Language Acquisition Device" (LAD), which allows them to understand the
rules of grammar and syntax. This theory emphasizes the existence of a "universal grammar”
common to all human languages. The nativist perspective explains how children can learn
complex linguistic structures even with limited exposure to language [Chomsky, 1965, pp. 25-
30]. The interactionist theory bridges the gap between the behaviorist and nativist
approaches by emphasizing the importance of both biology and social interaction in
language learning. Lev Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner suggest that language development is
closely tied to social interaction and cognitive growth. According to this view, children learn
language through engaging with more knowledgeable individuals, such as parents or
caregivers, in what Vygotsky termed the "zone of proximal development" [Vygotsky, 1978, pp.
84-87]. Children typically pass through several stages in their language development. These
stages are universally observed, although the pace may vary:
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Pre-linguistic Stage (0-12 months): Babies communicate through crying, cooing, and
babbling. By the age of six months, infants can differentiate between sounds in their native
language and other languages [Kuhl, 2004, pp. 831-835].

Holophrastic Stage (12-18 months):

At this stage, children begin to use single words, known as holophrases, to represent
entire ideas, such as "milk" to indicate they want a drink [Nelson, 1973, pp. 35-37].

Two-word Stage (18-24 months):

Children start combining two words to form simple sentences like "want cookie" or "big
car." This marks the beginning of syntactical understanding [Brown, 1973, pp. 43-45].

Telegraphic Stage (24-30 months):

In this stage, children's speech resembles telegrams, where non-essential words are
omitted. Sentences may sound like "Mommy go work" or "Doggy eat food" [Brown, 1973, pp.
48-50].

Complex Sentences Stage (30 months and beyond):

As children grow, they begin forming more complex sentences and can use grammar
rules, such as tense and plurality, more consistently. By the age of five, most children have
mastered the basic structures of their native language.

Factors Influencing Language Acquisition

Cognitive Development. Cognitive abilities play a critical role in language acquisition.
Piaget suggested that language development depends on general cognitive growth, where
concepts like object permanence and symbolic thought lay the foundation for language
learning [Piaget, 1959, pp. 89-91].

Social Interaction. Interaction with caregivers, peers, and the environment is crucial
for language development. Vygotsky emphasized the role of social interaction in developing
higher cognitive functions, including language. Scaffolding techniques, where caregivers
provide linguistic support, are instrumental in advancing a child's linguistic capabilities
[Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 99-101].

Exposure to Language. Children require rich linguistic input to acquire language
effectively. Studies have shown that children exposed to more words and complex sentences
from caregivers develop stronger language skills, both in vocabulary and syntax [Hart and
Risley, 1995, pp. 192-195].

Critical Period. The concept of a "critical period" suggests that there is an optimal
window during which children are most capable of acquiring language. After this period,
which is thought to end around puberty, language learning becomes more difficult
[Lenneberg, 1967, pp. 176-179)].

The process of language acquisition in children is a remarkable phenomenon
influenced by biological predispositions, cognitive development, social interaction, and
exposure to language. While theories like behaviorism, nativism, and interactionism offer
different explanations, they all underscore the importance of early language exposure and
social engagement. Further research into bilingualism, language disorders, and the effects of
technology on language development could deepen our understanding of how children learn
language.
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