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“Language acquisition seems much like 
the growth of organs generally; it is 

something that happens to a child, not 
a child does. And while the 

environment plainly matters, the 
general course of development and the 

basic features of what emerges are 
predetermined by the initial state, a 
common human possession” Noam 

Chomsky





L A N G U A G E  A C Q U I S I T I O N  

Language acquisition is the process by which humans 

acquire the capacity to perceive language, as well as to 

produce and use words and sentences to communicate.
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T H E O R I E S  O F  L A N G U A G E  
A C Q U I S I T I O N  

Behaviourist 
Theory 

Nativist 
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B E H A V I O U R I S M  M A I N  B E L I E F S  

➢ Language has long been thought of a process of imitation 

and reinforcement.

➢ Children start out as clean slates and language learning is 

process of getting linguistic habits printed on these slates.



➢Language acquisition is a process of experience.

➢Language is a “conditioned behaviour”: the stimulus 

response process.

➢Stimulus        Response       Feedback        Reinforcement





• Thus, children learn language step by step

Imitation Repetition Memorisat
ion

Controlled 
drill 

Reinforce
ment





C H O M S K Y ’ S  C R I T I C I S M  T O  
B E H A V I O U R I S M

• Children seem unable to exactly imitate adult grammatical 

constructions, consider the following example, David McNeill (1933)

Child : Nobody don’t like me.

Mother :No, say no body likes me. 

Child : Nobody don’t like me (eight repetitions of this sentence).

Mother : No, now listen carefully : say no body likes me.

Child : Oh ! No body don’t likes me 



• Language acquisition is more a matter of maturation than imitation.

• Deaf children who have not been exposed to a language may make 

up their own language. These new languages resemble each other 

in sentence structure, even when they are created in different 

cultures.

• The primary linguistic data which is the data children are exposed to 

while they  are learning their native language will not be sufficient  

to cover all aspects of how sentences could be constructed, 



and that humans therefore have some other form of aid in their       

process of acquiring their native language (poverty of stimulus). 

• Language is creative.

• Creativity is not explicable if language is learnt just from the 

environment.





Limitations of Behaviourist view of language led in 1960’s to the  

alternative “generative” account of language.

Main Arguments: 

1. Children must be born with an innate capacity for language 

development.

2. Children can acquire language in a relatively short period of 

time.



3. A child does not have to be formally taught to acquire language 

and reinforcement has a very small role in acquisition

4. Children discover the system of language from unsystematic 

and small amount of data. 





INNATE LINGUISTIC KNOWLEDGE 

Empiricists Rationalists 

Mind as a tabula rasa containing no 
knowledge prior to experience and 
placing no constraints on the forms 
of possible knowledge, except that 
they must be derived from 
experience by such mechanisms as 
the association of ideas or the 
habitual connection of stimulus and 
response (all knowledge comes from 
experience) 

Human beings have knowledge that 
is not derived from experience but is 
prior to all experience and 
determines the form of the 
knowledge that can be gained from 
experience (language implanted 
innately and prior to experience)







W H A T  D O  Y O U  T H I N K  T H E  
L I M I T A T I O N S  O F  N A T I V I S M  A R E ?


