
Applied Linguistics

How Do Children Learn 
Languages?

Lecture 3

Today’s Main 🔑 Point 
Why couldn’t the Wild Boy speak? Skinner would say  
he needed imitation, repetition, and reinforcement. 
Chomsky would say he didn’t use his innate grammar 
acquiring capacity. Others would say he needed to 
make connections through general learning or 
interactions, or maybe he missed the critical period. 

Outline

• (1) Skinner versus Chomsky: Is language innate? 

• (2) Connectionism 

• (3) Interaction and Development 

• (4) The Critical Period Hypothesis 

• (5) Bilingualism 

• (6) Grand Unified Theory (by JP)

B.F.  
Skinner

Positive Punishment — Behaviorism Skinner, Behaviorism v. Innatism

• Are we “blank slates?” 

• Do we bring no prior innate 
knowledge to acquiring 
language? 

• Or are we biologically 
programmed to acquire 
language?

Skinner and Behaviorism

• Skinner claims that we can learn extremely complex behavior  

• by imitation, repetition, and reinforcement. 

Noam 
Chomsky

Chomsky

• “We cannot predict verbal behavior in terms of the stimuli in the 
speaker's environment, since we do not know what the current 
stimuli are until he responds.” 

• We don’t know what people will say.  

• They respond freely to many stimuli.  

• It’s more complicated than just stimulus + response. 

The Innatist Perspective

• How complex is language? 

• “[Language] is infinitely flexible and (almost) universally present. It 
is by far the most complex behavior we know of.” 

• Christiansen and Kirby “The Hardest Problem in Science.”  

• Does this complexity require an innate mechanism?

• We don't memorize sentences.  
• We discern grammar rules.  
• We make new combinations.  
• We instinctively know language design. 

Is language innately pre-wired?

• Make new sentences and combinations, using rules, not imitation.  

• How do kids solve the problem of language acquisition? Chomsky: 

• They have the general design of language pre-wired 

• They know in advance what the rules of language look like.  

• We have Universal Grammar (UG) not a Blank Slate (BS). 

Language: An Innate Ability

• Chomsky challenged Skinner. 

• Chomsky argues for a Universal Grammar. 

• Biologically innate grammar acquiring ability. 

What would you do 
with a brain if you 

had one?

You would 
make 

connections!



Connectionism

• “The more often units [of language] 
are heard or seen together, the 
more likely it is that the presence 
of one will lead to the activation of 
the other.”  

• We hear and see units of 
language together. A & B come 
together, so when we see A, our 
brain may activate B. 

Connectionism

• Connectionists disagree with Chomsky and friends. 

• We acquire language by general learning, not UG.  

Connectionism

• It’s not a “language organ.”  

• It’s general learning. Input gives you everything you need.  

• We make connections between things that occur together.

Connectionism

• In connectionism, 

• language is a complex system of units in the mind. 

• We see or hear these units of language together; 

• Then one unit of language may activate another.  

• For example, DERU KUI GA. . . SAN NIN YOREBA. . . 

Connectionism

• What do the innatists say about input? 

• We don’t get enough input, and grammar is too complex, so we 
need internal mechanism (UG).  

• What do the connectionists say about input? 

• We get enough input, and our general learning ability helps us 
make the connections.

Our pets may INTERACT 
with us, but the are not 

good at asking 
questions. 

Can you repeat the question? Interaction & Development

• Cognitive and developmental psychologists oppose innate UG. 

• Children everything in the language that they meet. 

• Kids learn language with general cognitive skills.  

• They don’t need UG. 

Interaction & Development

• Piaget was a Swiss psychologist.  

• Children use language to 
represent what they know. 

• They learn by interacting with 
the environment.

 1896 – 1980

Interaction & Development

• Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 
Development. 

• The learner improves because she 
receives support by interacting 
with a caretaker or partner.

 1896 – 1934

Interaction & Development

• Child directed speech. Motherese. Caretaker speech.  

• Slower, higher in pitch, more varied in intonation. 

• Shorter sentences, simpler sentence patterns. 

• Spoken stress on keywords. 

• Paraphrase. 

• It is not universal. 

Interaction & Development

• Children interact with caregivers.  

• They get access to language at their level.  

• When children don’t understand, caregivers repeat or paraphrase.  

• Children can check to see if the caregiver understands. 

• Interaction & i + 1

What if you have 
legs but never 
learn to walk?

Critical Period (Strong Version)

• Language acquisition occurs during 
a limited period. 

• We stop innately acquiring 
language at puberty. 

• Older learners can’t draw on 
universal grammar. 

• Language learning becomes a 
“big intellectual puzzle” 

Sensitive Period (Weaker Version)

• Sensitive Period Hypothesis (weaker version) 

• For the L2, we use universal grammar but in a limited sense. 

• SLA is harder for older learners.

Critical Period Hypothesis

• Evidence 

• Lightbown “It is difficult to find evidence for or against the CPH, 
since nearly all children are exposed to language at an early age.” 

• Some receive more input than others. Input varies. 
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Bilingualism

• Mari learns 2 languages as a child. 

• She is a simultaneous bilingual. 

• Ken learned one language first and 
another later. 

• He is a sequential bilingual.

Bilingualism

• Subtractive Bilingualism 

• You lose your first language as you acquire your second language.  

• Additive Bilingualism 

• You acquire a second language without losing your first language.

Bilingualism

• Additive Bilingualism appears to be better.  

• You acquire the L2 without losing your L1. 

• Krashen advocates this in US public schools.  

• You learn by reading. It’s easier to read your L1. 

• After you can read in your L1, you can more easily read L2.  

• L1 reading skills form a basis for L2 reading skills. 

Summary - So What?

• We see many competing ideas: behavioralism, universal grammar, 
the critical period hypothesis, interaction, and connectionism. 

• Here is a unified theory. 

• We acquire language as we input, output, communicate, and 
interact with flow compelling messages, receptively and 
productively retrieving and noticing big linguistic data with 
spacing and interleaving.
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