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Nature vs Nurture: The Language Debate


Throughout the length of this course so far, we have learned quite a few theories as to how language is learned. One point that both George Yule in his book The Study of Language, and Steven Pinker in his book The Language Instinct, both discuss is whether the understanding and use of language is something that is learned as we grow up or whether it is something that we as humans innately are born with. I don’t think there is a definite black and white line between the two, but instead there are many gray areas when it comes to the capacity to learn, understand, and use language. However, I do believe that everyone is born with a desire to express their wants and needs to others and the exact form this comes out isn’t always the exact set rules of grammar and language we imagine, but instead the child learns the communication forms of the surrounding adults so they can communicate these wants and needs easier.


In chapter 12 of his book, Yule demonstrates the case of Genie who came to a children’s hospital in Los Angeles where the doctors discovered that she had spent most of her life tied to a chair and alone in a small room. Due to the lack of social interaction, Genie didn’t have the ability to use language. After she was taken into care, Genie began to learn language within a short period of time. Even though she didn’t have an extended vocabulary, she still managed to quickly pick up simple words. This helped support the idea that language can still be learned later on in life. But, although she learned words, she didn’t really understand how to use more complex forms of grammar (Yule 166). She was also completely by herself and had no one to even communicate with. She didn’t spend years trying to refine her language. How are you supposed to learn how to communicate when you see no use for language itself because you are alone? Our brains adapt to sense that we feel are necessary to develop as children, but she is a good example of what happens when your brain sees no use to develop language. The further studies done on Genie demonstrate my hypothesis of the fact that when she did see a use for language (to communicate her wants and needs to the adults around her), she picked it up very fast because it was the language that the adults understood and used.


Yule discusses how within the first two to three years of development, a child will begin to learn the very basics of their first language. This means that children aren’t born with a set language, but that one is learned. Keeping this in mind, Pinker goes on to explain how after children learn their first language, they use their innate sense of language rules to start applying grammar without any formal rules or lessons in this subject. In Pinker’s book, he explains that although there are many parents who help teach their kids grammar, what he calls “Motherese”, the children who don’t have this type of parenting grow up to have grammar skills regardless. He goes through many studies that prove children’s innate abilities to understand and use complicated grammar, even if they don’t know that they are or couldn’t explain what they just did.

Yule continues on his his book to talk about how “caregiver speech” is something that parents use as a very simplified way to speak to their young child (Yule 172). This is where I believe the refinement stage starts to begin. The parents start by teaching their child words, then slowly correcting the pronunciation and use of the words that the young child knows. The child already has wants and needs (food, sleep, etc), and I believe that they simply learn the form of communication of the parents around them to be able to communicate clearly what they want and need. When talking about the babbling that babies start to use as their first forms of communication, Yule states, “This ‘pre-language’ use of sound provides the child with some experience of the social role of speech because adults tend to react to the babbling, however incoherent, as if it is actually the child’s contribution to social interaction. So, this still follows my original hypothesis that the child will adapt their need of communication (no matter the language) to the communication style of the adult until the adult starts to respond to these sounds. “Even children who are born deaf (and do not develop speech) become fluent sign language users, given appropriate circumstances, very early in life. This seems to indicate that human offspring are born with a special capacity for language. It is innate, no other creature seems to have it, and it isn’t tied to a specific variety of language. Is it possible that this language capacity is genetically hard-wired in the newborn human?” (Yule 6).


”Children deserve most of the credit for the language they acquire. In fact, we can show that they know things they could not have been taught” (Pinker 29). This was such a fascinating part of Pinker’s book due to the fact that he used so many examples of studies and particular cases that showed the acquisition of learning through childhood and adulthood. One example that really stood out was the example of the deaf family. He talked about how when deaf people finally seek out people who are in their same situation in the future that they are so much farther behind due to not learning a language at a young age. “ (...) their difficulties offer particularly good evidence that successful language acquisition must take place during a critical window of opportunity in childhood” (Pinker 26). But then he goes on to talk about how the children who are born deaf and learn a language early on can become proficient in sign language quickly. This example demonstrates that it is the learning of a language in general that is the first and most important step to being able to use that innate sense of grammar that we are are all born with. ”Educators at various points in history have tried to invent sign systems, sometimes based on the surrounding spoken language. But these crude codes are always unlearnable, and when deaf children learn from them at all, they do so by converting them into much richer natural languages” (Pinker 28).


Without being taught what it means to make something plural, children already seem to understand this concept. “By the age of three and a half or earlier, they use the -s agreement suffix in more than ninety percent of the sentences that require it, and virtually never use it in the sentences that forbid it. This mastery is part of their grammar explosion, a period of several months in the third year of life during which children suddenly begin to speak in fluent sentences, respecting most of the fine points of their community’s spoken language” (Pinker 33).


”For the vast majority of children, no one provides any instruction on how to speak the language. Nor should we picture a little empty head gradually being filled with words and phrases. A more accurate view would have the children actively constructing, from what is said to them, possible ways of using the language. A child’s linguistic production appears to be mostly a matter of trying out constructions and testing whether they work or not” (Yule 175).


Pinker stated it best in his book when he says ”The ubiquity of complex language among human beings is a gripping discovery and, for many observers, compelling proof that language is innate” (19).


The National Science Foundation has a page on their website where they discuss the theory of universal grammar and the amazing ability that children have to learn so much language before the age of five. “According to this theory, the brain’s “language module” gets programmed to follow the specific grammar of the language a child is exposed to early in life. Yet the languages rules and grammar children use in their speech often exceed the input to which they are exposed.” (Mahoney 1).

Each species uses its own tools at its disposal to try and communicate with other animals within its species. This is the basic premise that Pinker is trying to convey to his readers. “One you begin to look at language not as the ineffable essence of human uniqueness but as a biological adaptation to communicate information, it is no longer as tempting to see language as an insidious shaper of thought, and, we shall see, it is not” (Pinker 5). “Children deserve most of the credit for the language they acquire” (Pinker 29). What Pinker is saying is that children have a great way of being able to understand language and tweak it correctly without ever having been taught formal language. Then the question is whether children are born with correct grammar or they learn it from the adults that we are around as children.


There is also another point of view from a Susan Kelley at Cornell University who wrote an article titled Culture, not biology, drives evolution of language, Cornell psychologist claims who argues that language is not in fact something that people are born with, but instead it is something that we learn within the societies and cultures that we are placed. “Christiansen and his colleagues used computer simulations to show that genes specific for language could evolve only if language does not change. (...) Christiansen and Chater argue that language is a culturally evolved system, not a product of biological adaption” (Kelley).


Although the article brings up excellent points and has obviously done a lot of research into this particular subject, I don’t think they focus on the fact that babies still need to communicate their needs and just find a way to do it through language. Just like how animals use their certain methods to convey their needs and wants to their parents, too. So yes, the type of language I believe is something that isn’t in the brain of a child at birth, but the need to find a language is.


Pinker states, ”The universality of complex language is a discovery that fills linguistics with awe, and is the first reason to suspect that language is not just any cultural invention by the product of a special human instinct” (14). Pinker makes the case that language is something that is innate within each one of us. If this is the case, then it is never too late to help someone learn their “mother tongue” as Pinker calls it.

In “The Big Bang” chapter of Pinker’s book, he talks about the chimps who started to learn sign language. Some of their common sentences that they learned include, “Tickle me Nim play” and “Me banana you banana me you give” (Pinker 348). These are sentences that are similar to what young children would make. Although the chimps never really get a true, deep, understanding of language and how to use it to grow and communicate effectively, they still understand that in order to get their needs met, they need to use the symbols that their trainers taught them.


The Linguistics Society of America has a section of their website dedicated to talking about the acquisition of language in children. They say, “Children acquire language quickly, easily, and without effort or formal teaching. It happens automatically, whether their parents try to teach them or not” (Birner 2). Then Yule goes on to say that, “It is simply not possible that the child is acquiring the language principally through a process of imitating adult speech” (Yule 176). These children are actually testing out all of the things they know internally about language to see how it works and to see what works and isn’t working. Yule uses the example of when an adult tries to correct a child’s grammar, the child will continue to use their own personally constructed form of the word. This goes to show that children have their own set way of how grammar should work and look and whenever anyone tries to correct them they continue on without notice which indicates that they learn their own grammar rules at a young age. Around the age of two and a half years old, the child begins to develop different grammatical functions of nouns and verbs. They start testing the uses of the new words as time goes on. “The evidence suggests that the child is working out how to use the linguistic system while focused on communication and interaction rather than correctness. For the child, the use of forms such as goed and foots is simply a means of trying to say what he or she means during a particular stage of development” (Yule 177).


Language acquisition is nothing short of complicated with many different theories, rules, and studies, but the common thread is that we all use it in some way, shape, or form to communicate our wants and needs to those around us. Like Pinker says in his last chapter, “Language comes so naturally to us that we tend to be blase about it, like urban children who think that milk just comes from a truck. But a close-up examination of what it takes to put words together into ordinary sentences reveals that mental language mechanisms must have a complex design, with many interacting parts” (Pinker 424) our study of language will be never ending considering how fascinating it is.


In their book, Language Acquisition: Studies in First Language Development, Paul Fletcher and Michael Garman analyze different theories related to language acquisition in children. Two theorists they study and compare deeply are Vygotsky and Piaget: “An essential problem in developmental theory is to account for the relation between action and thought. Piaget and Vygotsky give complementary accounts of child development during the early sensorimotor period. However, Piaget emphasizes the later continuity between action and thought whereas Vygotsky sees the emergence of language as the source of a general discontinuity in development, in the sense that it introduces a new means of internal organization for the child” (10).
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