
Theoretical Approaches to explaining L1 

language learning   



Patterns in Development 

There is a degree of similarity in early 

language of children all over the world.  

 

What do you think are those similarities?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



• Early vocalizations – crying when hungry 

or uncomfortable  

• Cooing and gurgling sounds  

• Babies are able to hear subtle differences 

between the sounds of human language 

• They understand frequency repeated 

words 

• At 12 months they begin to produce a 

word or two 

• By the age of two they can produce at 

least 50 different words or more 

 



• They combine words “telegraphic speech” 

• By the age of three or four most babies 

can ask questions, give commands, report 

real events and create stories.  

 

•  Metalinguistic Awareness: The ability to 

treat language as an object. Develops 

when children begin to read.  

 

Jean Berko Gleason – Wug test 

 



Early Child Bilingualism  

• Simultaneous bilinguals:  Children who 

hear more than one language from birth.  

• Sequential bilinguals: Begin to learn a L2 

latter in life.  

• Substractive bilinguas: Children are cut off 

from their family language when they are 

submerged  in a L2.  



Behaviorism  

• A Psychological theory or learning (40’s -

50´s)  

Language Learning is the result of: 

  Imitation (sounds and patters around them)  

+ practice (children try out the sounds) 

+ feedback on success (positive  

reinforcement – praise or communication)  

+ habit formation (correct language use)  



• The quality and quantity of language the 

child hears and the consitency of the 

reinformcement should have a success in 

L1 acquisition.  



- Children do not repeat everything they 

hear. They are selective with the language 

they will use.  

- Children begin to produce sentences they 

do not hear from adults.  

- Children can learn some of the regular and 

routine aspects of language.  

- The acquisition of more complex 

grammatical structures requires a different 

kind of explanation.  

 



Innatism 

• According to Chomsky 1959, children are 

biological programmed to for language. 

Language develops in the child in the 

same way other biological functions 

develop.  

   

  The child does NOT have to  

   be taught.  

    



Innatism 

• The logical problem of language 

acquisition:  

     

Children learn more about the structure of  

their language than they could reasonably   

be expected to learn on the basis of 

examples of language that they hear.  

 



Innatism 

• The language children are exposed to are 

full of confusing information. False starts, 

incomplete sentences,  slips of tongue)  

• Parents usually do not correct mistakes in 

language.  

• Children often ignore their parents’ 

corrections.  



Innatism 

• For Chosky 

children’s minds 

are not blank 

slates. Children are 

born with a special 

ability to discover 

for themselves the 

underlying rules of 

a language system.  

 



Innatism 

• LAD (Language Acquisition Device)  

An imaginary ‘black box’ that exists 

somewhere in our mind. This box contains 

the principals which are universal to all 

languages.   

Children need to access only to the 

examples of their L1.  



Innatism 

Universal Grammar UG:  (Chosky 1981, 

Cook 1988, White 1989).  

 A set of principles which are common to all 

languages. Children have to learn the ways 

in which their L1 makes use of the principles 

and the variations of them in the language 

they hear spoken around them 

(parameters).  

Can you think of similarities and differences 

in the languages you know?  



• Evidence that supports Chonsky’s innatist 

position:  

• All children learn a language (even deaf 

children.  

• No matter the conditions children learn a 

language, with positive conditions or 

negative conditions like abuse.  

• The language children are exposed to 

does not contain all the examples of 

linguistic rules.  

 

 



• Animals – even with training can not learn 

a language.  

• Children lean an L1 with out a constant 

correction. Nobody points out what 

examples of language are correct.  

 

Can you think of examples of language 

children use that follows a set of principles ?  



The interactionist position 

• Language develops as a result of the 

complex interplay between the uniquely 

human characteristics of the child and the 

environment which the child develops.  

 



The interactionist position 

Child- directed speech  

Vygotsky 1978 . Language develops entirely 

from human interaction.  (Zone of proximal 

development)  

 



 

 

Theoretical Approaches to explaining L2 

language learning  



• A child and an adult learning an L2 is 

different from a child or adult acquiring an 

L2.  

• In What ways ?  



Behaviorism 

• Learners receive linguistic input from 

speakers in their environment and they 

form associations between words and 

objects of events.  These associations 

become stronger as the experiences are 

repeated.  

• Corrective feedback 

This theory has been proven to be 

incomplete for L2 learning.  



Innatism  

Innate knowledge of 

the principles of UG 

permits all children to 

acquire a the language 

of their environment 

during a critical period.  

 

What is  Chomsky’s claim in relation to 

L2 learning ? Why?  
 



Innatism 

• Even though Chomsky did not make ANY 

claims for L2 learning some linguists argue 

that it may have some influence.  

• This can be explained with the logical 

problem that states that learners 

eventually know more about the language 

than they could reasonably have learned if 

they had to depend entirely on the imput 

they are expossed to.  



• Another important conclusion is that 

learners do not benefit from error 

correction and metalinguistic information.  

• If this is the case should teachers correct 

EVERY mistake ALL the time?  



Krashen’s Monitor Model  

• Proposed by Krashen in 1982:  

1. The acquisition vs learning hypothesis  

We acquire as we are exposed to samples 

of L2 language which we understand.  No 

conscious attention to language form.  

We learn via a conscious process of study 

and attention to form and rule learning.  



Where does acquisition and learning 

take place?  



Krashen’s Monitor Model  

2. The monitor model hypothesis: the 

acquired system acts to initiate the speakers’ 

utterances and is responsible for fluency and 

intuitive judgements about correctness. The 

learned system, acts as a monitor making 

minor changes and polishing what the 

acquired system has produced.  

Does the monitor act the same for speaking 

and writing ?  



Krashen’s Monitor Model  

3. The natural order hypothesis:  learners 

get the features of the language in a 

predictable sequence.  The easiest rules to 

state are not the easiest to acquire.  Studies 

of morpheme.  

 

How can teaching be influenced by this 

hypothesis?  



Krashen’s Monitor Model  

4. The imput hypothesis:  Language is learnt 

by exposure to comprehensible input. 

Comprehension and acquisition will occur if 

the input contains forms and structures just 

beyond the learners´current level of 

competence.  

                  i + 1  
 



Krashen’s Monitor Model  

5. The affective filter 

hypothesis  

The affective filter is an 

imaginary barrier which 

prevents learners from 

acquiring languages from 

the avilable input.  

What can make the filter  

go up?  



Krashen’s Monitor Model  

Krashen’s theories appeal to 

intuition, but have not substained 

by empirical studies.  



Psychological theories 

• Information processing: L2 learning is the 

build up of knowledge systems that can 

eventually be called on automatically for 

speaking and understanding.  

Experience and practice (with effort from the 

students) allows language to be automatic.  

Schmidt 1990,  everything we know about 

the language was first noticed.  

How does this affect your classes?  



Psychological theories 

• Connectionism: learners gradually build up 

their knowledge of language throgh 

exposure to thousands of instances of 

linguistic features they eventually learn.  

  Input is the principal source for language 

learning. After hearing language features 

over an over again, Ls develop stronger and 

stronger connections  



Psychological theories 

• The interactionis position: Evelyn Hatch 

(1992), TeresaPica (1994) and Michael 

Long (1983) aregue that much L2 

acquisition occurs thanks to 

conversational interaction.  

• No simplification is needed but rather the 

opportunity to interact with other speakers. 

• Input needs to become comprehensible.  

How does this affect your classes?  

•   


