Child language acquisition

Speech production, speech understanding, and thought

Speech understanding as the basis of speech production

In learning language, we understand speech before we produce it. With the exception of the odd word or phrase, children are not able to utter words and sentences meaningfully until after they have had the opportunity to hear and understand the words, phrases, and sentences which others speak. Consider such typical children's utterances as 'Want gum,' 'No wash,' 'Why it's not working?' and 'Where I can put them?' Since children are not born with the knowledge of any particular language, e.g. English, it is necessary that they be exposed to a language in order to learn it. It is further necessary that the speech to which children are exposed be related to objects, events, and situations in the environment. Children will not learn language, if all that they are exposed to is speech, no matter how many times it is uttered. Thus, for example, even if one heard the speech sound 'neko' a dozen times, one would have no way of knowing that it means cat (in Japanese) without some environmental clue. The sound form of a word must be associated with something that gives a clue as to meaning. Without a sound- meaning association, the mere utterance of the sound form is of little communicative significance. 

Interestingly, while the ability to utter speech sounds in appropriate situations is a good indicator of language knowledge, the absence of that ability to produce speech may not indicate a lack of language knowledge. For example, there are hearing persons who cannot speak or who speak with great difficulty, such as those with cerebral palsy. Yet such persons may understand all that is spoken to them. I personally know of such a case, a three-year-old mute but hearing girl in Japan. She could understand what was said to her and was normal in all other respects, except for the ability to produce speech. Such a case serves to illustrate the primacy of speech understanding. Clearly, language learning may occur without speech production but not without speech understanding. Speech understanding forms the basis for speech production. That children are unable to utter words or sentences for the purpose of communication without gaining an understanding of sentences first, could hardly be otherwise. If a child did not first learn to understand the meaning of words and sentences, the child would not be able to use words or sentences in a meaningful way, except by chance. Aside from these considerations, there is empirical evidence that speech comprehension develops in advance of speech production. Parents have always noted that children are able to respond appropriately to speech more complex than what the children are able to say. Aside from anecdotal evidence, there exist findings from research studies which were especially designed to compare understanding and production capabilities. These studies, too, demonstrate the primacy of understanding. Huttenlocher ( 1974), for example, studied four young children and found that they were able to understand speech at a level beyond that to which they had progressed in production. The children selected objects which were named and were able to respond appropriately to commands even though they did not use such words and structures in their own speech. One boy, for example, responded appropriately to such distinctions as baby's diaper and your diaper, and baby's bottle and your bottle (baby referred to the boy's younger sister). 

Unfortunately, although speech understanding plays a crucial role in language acquisition, relatively few research studies have been devoted to its investigation. Most of the language acquisition studies have been concerned with the development of speech production. The reason for this is simple; production studies are easier to do. The product of the speech production process (the child's utterance) is something that can be directly observed while the product of the understanding process cannot. Understanding can only be inferred on the basis of relevant behavior. Consequently, those testing comprehension have had to rely on indirect methods, such as asking children to perform in response to requests or to answer questions. The difficulty involved in attempting to gather relevant data from young children in these regards should not be underestimated. 

Thought as the basis of speech understanding

As was noted earlier, merely hearing the speech sounds of a word does not provide a child with its meaning. An object, event or situation must occur along with it. For 'neko,' an association with the object 'cat' (or its picture) is necessary. Of course, for those who already know some language, the meaning of a word may be conveyed through the descriptive use of other words. The source of the meaning of those descriptive words, however, it ultimately based on an association with speech sound and object. One cannot begin to learn such abstract words as thought, clever, interesting, and hungry, without first learning words for items which are directly observable in the world. The basic language principle that a combination of speech sounds represents something other than itself, i.e. a meaning symbol, might never be acquired otherwise.

Thus, in learning language the child must hear speech sounds in conjunction with the perception of objects, events, and situations. Both types of experience are independent of one another in the sense that the perception (seeing, hearing, feeling, etc.) of objects, events, and situations in the world is not dependent on the hearing of the speech sounds and vice-versa. Seeing a cat and hearing 'neko,' for example, are independent perceptions. Hearing the sound 'neko' does not provide us with an experience which will be the basis for the ultimate meaning of the word. The same is true in learning the meaning of sentence structures. Simply hearing the speech sounds 'John chased Bill,' and knowing the meanings of the individual words John, chased, and Bill is insufficient information for determining who is doing the chasing and who is being chased. One must hear sentences in conjunction with related events in order to learn that English has an Agent-Action- Object sequence. Thus, by hearing the sentence John chased Bill along with an experience of the event of 'John chasing Bill,' the child is provided a basis for learning that it is 'John' who is doing the chasing and that it is 'Bill' who is being chased. Language is a system which allows for the labelling of thoughts in terms of physical sound so that the thoughts may be communicated to others. Thought, however, is independent of language, including as it does ideas, feelings, percepts, emotions, etc. The development of brain, thought, and language

Innate ideas, intelligence, or undifferentiated schema as the basis of thought

Given that thought is independent of language, one may wonder what is the origin of thought. As early as the first and second years, children's speech exhibits a variety of complex ideas. For example, as shall be detailed later, children say such things as 'big truck' (semantically, the object 'truck' is assigned the attribute 'big'), 'Daddy chair' (the object 'Daddy' possesses another object 'chair'), and 'Mommy give' (the object 'Mommy' is the cause of an action of 'giving'). Since language itself does not provide the child with such ideas as object, attribute, possesses, cause, and action the question arises as to how the child acquired them. Obviously, interaction with the world is necessary. But, were the basic ideas already in the mind in some form even before the physical stimuli of the world were sensed, i.e. the innate ideas view of the Rationalists? Or, were the ideas derived entirely through experience with none being in the mind prior to experiencing of the world, i.e. the experiential view of the Empiricists. 

While Rationalists and Empiricists disagree with one another as to the origin of knowledge in the mind, each group disagrees within itself as to what exactly is or is not innate. The Rationalists disagree with one another on whether or not there are specific ideas for language and other areas of knowledge such as mathematics. Chomsky, for example, argues that there are ideas inherent in the mind which pertain only to language, and are separate from those involved in mathematics. On the other hand, others such as Bever ( 1970) argue that the innate ideas are of a more general nature, so that, for example, mathematics and language would essentially have the same basic underlying ideas. All Rationalists do agree, though, that innate ideas alone are not sufficient for the learning of language or anything else. Some degree of experience is necessary to activate those ideas which are otherwise latent in the mind. The important question of to what degree experience is necessary has never been seriously addressed, however. As for Empiricists, although they agree that no specific knowledge is inherent in the mind, they disagree as to what else may be there prior to birth. John Locke ( 1690) argued hundreds of years ago that there was nothing in the mind at birth, no knowledge, no principles for acquiring knowledge, nothing. Even the will (intention) had to be derived from experience. Other Empiricists have taken a less radical position. Putnam ( 1967), for example, argues that the mind inherently contains 'general multipurpose learning strategies' by means of which knowledge is derived from experience. Piaget, on the other hand, has argued that intelligence, which is the basis for the acquisition of such knowledge as language, is derived from experience after birth. What humans are born with are 'undifferentiated schemas' from which intelligence. Thus, while Empiricists all agree that no ideas which constitute knowledge are innate in the mind, they do not agree on whether there are, innate in the mind, types of ideas which would assist in the acquisition of knowledge. 

Development of speech production

Vocalization: babbling to speech

Prior to uttering speech sounds, infants make a variety of sounds, crying, cooing, gurgling. Infants everywhere seem to make the same variety of sounds, even children who are born deaf. The ability and propensity to utter such sounds thus appear to be unlearned in humans. Later, children ordinarily begin to babble, to repeat what may be described as consonant-vowel combinations, e.g. 'ma-ma,' 'pa-pa.' The sounds which infants make involve many but not all of the speech sounds which occur in languages of the world. For example, English sounds like the 'th' in though and the 'th' in thin are rare as are the click sounds common in such African languages such as Zulu. In time, however, such vocalizations take on the character of speech. From as early as six months of age, and before they utter words in the language, it seems that infants from different language communities begin to babble somewhat distinctively and with some of the intonation of their language. However, this has not been firmly established. This is a learned phenomenon and is obviously based on hearing; deaf infants as might be expected, do not progress to this distinctive stage of babbling. It is from this advanced stage of babbling that infants move into uttering their first word. Often this occurs at one year of age.

When children begin to utter words, somewhat surprisingly, only some of the sounds which they have been babbling appear in speech. The other sounds, therefore, must be re-acquired, in a sense. There may be some order to the acquisition of speech sounds. For example, sounds like /x/ (Bach), /∧/ (bud), /k/, /g/, and /i/ (seem) which commonly occurred in vocalization prior to speech may now tend to occur only after the acquisition of such sounds as /p/, /t/, /m/, /a/, and /o/. Thus, there may be a discontinuity between babbling and speech in that the kinds of vocalizations which occur in babbling are not direct precursors of speech. In the speech phase, it may be that consonants are acquired in a front to back order (where 'front' and 'back' refer to the origin of the articulation of the sound) with /m/, /p/, /b/, /t/, and /d/ preceding /k/, /g/, and /x/, while vowels are acquired in a back to front order with /a/ (ball) and /o/ (low) preceding /i/ (meet) and /∧/ (mud). 

Two issues thus remain to be explained: the discontinuity between babbling and actual speech in the production of speech sounds, and the order of acquisition of speech sounds. The discontinuity issue involves, as the eminent linguist Jespersen noted many years ago, the distinction between intentional and non-intentional vocalization. Babbling is non-intentional in the sense that particular sounds are not under central cognitive control. The child does not set a prior intention for the making of the particular sounds which occur. The case of speech is quite different, however. Here sounds cannot be uttered at random but must match previously heard sounds which are conventionally associated with certain objects, needs, etc. In order to accomplish this feat, it is necessary that the child discover what sound is created by what speech articulators (mouth, tongue, vocal chords, etc.). It is this knowledge that the child must acquire in order to speak meaningfully. While vocalization for babbling is different from vocalization for speech with respect to intentionality, the vocalization of speech is dependent on that of babbling. In babbling, the child will chance on many of the various articulatory mechanisms for producing speech. The connections established by such exercise of the articulatory mechanisms undoubtedly will aid the child later in acquiring speech when intentional connections to the articulators for the purpose of activating speech must be established.

As far as the establishment of intentional connections is concerned, two variables dominate this process, visibility of articulators and ease of articulation. When the child becomes motivated to produce meaningful speech (this occurs after the child has learned to comprehend some words which other people say), the child begins to seek ways to produce desired sounds. The child then becomes alert to clues that relate to the articulation of speech sounds. The child watches where speech sounds come from and notes correlations between sounds and the position of noticeable speech articulators, the mouth and lips. It is mainly movements which the child observes and imitates. Since noticeable mouth and lip movements are primarily involved in the articulation of certain consonants, it is not surprising, therefore, that children tend to produce sounds like /m/, /p/, and /b/ before the others. Consonant sounds like the stops /k/ and /g/ and the fricatives /f/ and /s/, which involve the movement of unseen articulators, are generally learned later.

As for vowels, since all involve the use of many unseen articulators, children get little aid from direct observation. Rather, they must indulge in a lot of trial and error in order to secure the proper positions for articulators. It seems that those sounds which are closest to the resting position of the articulators, e.g. back vowels such as /a/, are easier to create and are learned first while those sounds which require more articulator control to create, e.g., tensed front vowels such as /i/, are learned later. However, over and above the operation of these variables of ease and visibility, there is the important one of chance. It seems that children may by chance discover and retain any sound-articulator connection.

Three early meaningful speech stages: naming and holophrastic, telegraphic, and morphemic-transformational

The naming and holophrastic stage: one-word utterances

The naming of objects is one of the first uses to which children put words, e.g. 'mama' names a person, although it may be preceded by words which accompany actions such as 'bye bye' in leave-taking. It appears that children first use nouns as proper names to refer to specific objects, after which they may or may not extend the meaning correctly for common nouns ( Clark, 1973). For example, while 'dada' may be used initially to identify one particular person, it may or may not be extended to include all men or all people. Or, 'wowwow' may be used to refer to one dog, and then be extended to refer to all animals, soft slippers, or people in furs. In time, of course, the proper extensions are learned.

However, children do not only use single words to refer to objects; they also use those same words to express complex thoughts which involve those objects. A young child who has lost its mother may cry 'mama,' meaning I want mama. Or a child may point to a shoe and say mama,' meaning The shoe belongs to mama. Research has shown that the young child expresses a variety of semantic functions by the single. In such cases, the child uses a single word to express a thought for which mature speakers will use a whole sentence. It is because of this whole thought function that the one word speech stage is often referred to as the holophrastic stage. Actually, it is quite amazing how inventive children can be in the use of single words. Researchers have noted that children may describe a complex situation by using a series of holophrases. For example, 'peach, Daddy, spoon' was used to describe a situation where Daddy had cut a piece of peach that was in a spoon.

It is often not easy, of course, to interpret what a child is intending to convey by the single word. And, while knowing the child, the child's previous experiences, and elements of the present situation will serve to aid in the interpretation of an utterance, even the most attentive parents are frequently unable to interpret utterances which their children produce. Such failures in communication may provide children with an impetus for improving their communicative language ability. They will discover that longer, more elaborate constructions will better serve their communicative needs, needs which become more varied and complex as they grow older.

The telegraphic stage: two- and three-word utterances

Children do not proceed as rapidly from the one-word to two-word utterances as one might expect. Why this should be the case is a matter of conjecture. In any case, around two years of age or so children begin to produce two- and three-word utterances.

The following table lists a number of typical two-word utterances along with what a mature speaker might say in the same circumstances. The possible purpose of each utterance is indicated as are some of the semantic relations involved.

The most striking features about the dozen and a half or so very ordinary utterances shown here are the variety of purposes and the complexity of semantic relations which they exhibit. The child uses language to request, warn, name, refuse, brag, question, answer (in response to questions), and inform. In order to gain these ends, the utterances involve such semantic relations and concepts as agent, action, experiencer, receiver, state, object, possession, location, attribution, equation, negation, and quantification. 

A second feature of the child's utterances is the low incidence of function words such as articles, prepositions, and conjunctions. Rather, it is nouns, verbs, and adjectives which mainly appear in the utterances. This is not surprising when one considers that these are the most informative classes of words and would be the first that children would learn to understand. The meanings of function words, to John, with Mary, the car, candyand cake, could never be determined if the meanings of nouns, verbs, and adjectives were not known. A child could guess what function a preposition like on might signify when hearing the sentence The toy is on the table in environmental context and with knowledge of the words toy and table. Without the knowledge of the meaning of the nouns, the child could never be certain, even in environmental context, which one of numerous possible functions is being expressed. From a listener's point of view, a similar situation obtains. A child's utterance which consisted of The is on the would have less communicative impact than toy table. It is because children's utterances at this stage appear to have the character of a telegram message, i.e. short and with content words, that this phase of speech development is often referred to as the telegraphic stage.

A final feature of the child's utterances which might be noted is the closeness of the child's word order to that of the speech of the mature speaker. The child learning English tends to say My cup rather than Cup my, Not tired rather than Tired not, and Mommy chair rather than Chair mommy. Thus, even with only two word utterances the child exhibits some learning of the word order of the language. This is not to say that the child does not produce significant deviations (but more on this later). Nor is this a sufficient basis for claiming that the child realizes that different word orders signal different semantic relations. Yet, it does show that the child has acquired a significant aspect of the ability to produce appropriate utterances.

TABLE 1. Two word child utterances and their semantic analysis

	


	Child
utterance
	Possible equivalent mature speaker utterance
	 Possible   purpose
	Semantic relations (expressed or implied)

	

	Want cookie.
	I want a cookie.
	Request
	(Experiencer)-State-Object

	More milk.
	I want some more milk.
	Request
	(Experiencer)-(State)-Object; Quantification

	Joe see.
	I (Joe) see you.
	Informing
	Experiencer-State-(Object)

	My cup.
	This is my cup.
	Warning
	Possession

	Mommy chair.
	This chair belongs to Mommy.
	Warning
	Possession

	Mommy chair.
	This chair belongs to Mommy.
	Answer to Question
	Possession

	Mommy chair.
	Mommy is sitting in the chair.
	Answer to Question
	Location

	Big boy.
	I am a big boy.
	Bragging
	Attribution

	Red car.
	That car is red.
	Naming
	Attribution

	That car.
	That is a car.
	Naming
	Equation

	No sleep.
	I don't want to go to sleep.
	Refusal
	Experience-State-Object; Negation

	Not tired.
	I am not tired.
	Refusal
	Experiencer-Negation; State

	Where doll?
	Where is the doll?
	Question
	Location

	Truck table.
	The truck is on the table.
	Informing
	Location

	Daddy run.
	Daddy is running.
	Informing
	Agent-Action

	Joe push.
	I (Joe)pushed the cat.
	Informing
	Agent-Action-(Object)

	Push cat.
	I pushed the cat.
	Informing
	(Agent)-Action-Object

	Give candy.
	Give me the candy.
	Request
	(Agent)-Action-Receiver-Objec




The morphemic and transformational stage

Morpheme Acquisition . When the child begins to produce longer utterances, then function words, inflections on nouns and verbs, and complex syntactic structures begin to make their appearance. Let us first consider the acquisition of some function words and inflectional morphemes. Table 2 shows the order of acquisition of 13 different morphemes from data gathered from three children ( Roger Brown, 1973: 274).

TABLE 3. Order of acquisition of some morphemes by three children

	
	
	
	
	Learning variables



	Order
	  Morpheme
	Examples
	Referent
	  Sound Change

	
	1
	Present progressive
	Girl playing
	+
	+

	
	2
	prepositions
(in and on only)
	Truck in water
	+
	+

	
	
	
	Boy on horse
	
	
	

	
	3
	Plural
	cats, boys, fishes
	+
	-

	
	4
	Past irregular
	came, fell, went
	+
	+

	
	5
	Possessive
	Jack's, Bob's, Chris'
	+
	-

	
	6
	Uncontracted copula be
	I am happy
He is happy
You are happy
	-
	+

	
	7
	Articles
	a dog, the dog
	-
	+

	
	8
	Past regular
	jumped, jogged,
wanted
	+
	-

	
	9
	Third person reg.
	talks, sings,
watches
	-
	-

	
	10
	Third person irreg.
	He does
She has
	-
	+

	
	11
	Uncontracted aux. be
	I am playing
She is playing
You are playing
	-
	+

	
	12
	Contracted copula be
	I'm happy
Pat's happy
Joe's happy
You're happy
	-
	-

	
	13
	Contracted aux. be
	I'm playing
Pat's playing
Joe's playing
You're playing
	-
	-

	Based on data from Roger Brown ( 1973: 281).


Why these morphemes should have been acquired in the order that they have has been the topic of much speculation. Two principal variables, both of a universal nature, will serve to explain most of the obtained order. They are: referentiality and sound change noticeability. Referentiality concerns the degree to which it is obvious that the language item refers to an object, event, or situation in the world. For example, having to distinguish one or more dogs (pluralization) in the world is easier than having to distinguish one person who is neither the speaker nor the listener (the third person singular marker). Then, too, in some cases such as the copula and auxiliary be (and their contracted forms) there is no referential distinction to be made at all. Sound change noticeability concerns how easy it is for a sound change to be perceived. For example, adding or changing vowel sounds is more noticeable than adding or changing consonant sounds. Adding vowels creates syllables which then must receive some degree of stress. Thus, a change from 'play' to 'playing' is more noticeable than a change from 'jump' to 'jumped' (/j ∧ mpt/). Vowel changes like 'come' to 'came' are also more noticeable than consonant changes.

If a value is assigned to each variable such that + indicates a high degree, and - indicates a low degree, , it will be observed that items which were learned faster tend to receive a + on both variables, e.g. the present progressive tense and prepositions, while those which were learned slower tended to receive a - on both, e.g. the contracted copula and auxiliary be. Items with a mixture of + and - tended to be learned at a medium rate. 

Transformation Acquisition . With the production of longer utterances, simple structures are manipulated to produce more complex ones. Pronominalization, question, and negation are just a few of the many complex rules, i.e. transformations, which children acquire in their first five years. As an example, the acquisition of one transformation, that of negation, will be considered in detail.

Before presenting some of the acquisition data concerning negation, it may be useful to review some of the features of the negation process. Suppose we consider the sentences Joe wants some candy and Joe is hungry. Their negations may be Joe does not want any candy and Joe is not hungry. The child must learn a number of different things here: (1) when and where to insert the auxiliary do; (2) where to insert the negative marker (not occurs before the verb want but after the copula am); (3) tense assignment from verb to auxiliary (Joe wants . . . and Joe does not want . . . , Joe wanted . . . and Joe did not want . . .); and (4) what agreements must be made (does for third person singular present, and some changes to any).

Essentials in learning and processing

Nature of speech and environmental input

During the 1960s, Chomsky's theorizing about innate language knowledge had a dampening effect on the study of input, both language and environmental, with respect to the acquisition of language. A sort of mystical aura dominated the field. Language was not 'learned' but somehow mysteriously 'acquired.' (Actually, no clear distinction between the use of these terms learned and acquired has ever been drawn.) Typical of views at the time was that of the eminent language philosopher, Fodor. At a talk at the University of Hawaii in 1965, he suggested that a child could learn language simply by being exposed to sentences, with little necessity for relevant environmental stimuli (objects, events, situations). The speech of parents and others was not thought to be special, i.e. was not simplified, shortened or emphasized concrete referents, so as to assist the child in learning language. A similar view was voiced by McNeill ( 1966):

It is as if he [the child who is learning a language] were equipped [innately] with a set of 'templates' against which he can compare the speech he happens to hear from his parents. This speech is a haphazard sample (at least initially), not at all contrived to instruct a child in basic grammatical structure. Research has since shown, however that the nature of the speech and environmental input which children receive is especially contrived to assist language learning and that unfortunate children who have been exposed to language mainly through television or by overhearing adults' conversations do not acquire significant language knowledge( Todd, 1972; Snow et al. 1976). Parents generally talk to their children about what is happening in the immediate environment and not about abstract or remote objects and events ( Slobin, 1975; Phillips, 1973), and the speech they use is highly grammatical and simplified. Ungrammatical sentences are found to occur but rarely. Newport ( 1975), for example, in a long term study with 15 mothers reports an incidence of only 1 ungrammatical utterance in 1500 in their speech. Such findings are not perhaps surprising, but they would be if one were aware of the widespread acceptance of Chomsky's claim that children learn language despite being exposed to a high proportion of 'degenerate' sentences ( Chomsky, 1967b). ( Chomsky used this claim to support his theory of innate language knowledge arguing that a perfect grammar could not be learned from imperfect data, unless innate language ideas were available to assist acquisition.)

With regard to simplification, it has been found that in talking to children, adults generally use short simple sentences ( Snow, 1972; Garnica , 1977; Seitz & Stewart, 1975), simple and restricted vocabulary ( Phillips, 1973; Seitz & Stewart, 1975) e.g. mama instead of mother, see instead of notice, and simplified phonology and structure ( Ferguson, 1964, 1977; DePaulo & Bonvillian, 1975), e.g. consonant plus vowel word patterns such as wawa and byebye are used rather than the more complex sound patterns of water and goodbye. Furthermore, they exaggerate intonation ( Garnica, 1977; Drach, 1969; Cross, 1977), and frequently repeat or rephrase what they or their children say ( Snow, 1972; Brown & Bellugi, 1964; Newport, 1975; Kobashigawa, 1969), e.g. adults tend to use higher pitch, slower speech, and more pauses, and they place more distinctive stress on words than they do ordinarily. Such exaggerations undoubtedly serve to highlight and to focus the child's attention on important constituents of sentences thus allowing the child to remember them more easily. Repetition and expansion also assist the child in this same regard. Expansions such as Child: Mommy lunch. Mother: Yes. Mommy is making lunch, or, Child: Give Daddy. Mother: Give it to Daddy, undoubtedly serve to promote learning.

However, while there seems little doubt that simplification may facilitate the acquisition of language, the question remains as to whether simplification is essential for language learning to occur. It may not be, providing there is a close correspondence between what is said with what is happening in the environment. While unsimplified utterances are more difficult than simplified ones, still the child may be able to learn language. Although one sometimes hears of cases where it is said that the parents never used any sort of simplified speech, such cases have not been documented.

Imitation, rule learning, and correction

In learning language, children acquire much through imitation, i.e. by copying the language item that is modelled for them. They learn to say such words as mama, dog, run, happy, and no, such phrases and sentences as Why not?, bread and butter, and Hold it!, and, as was noted earlier, they tend to approximate the proper order of words in sentences. On the other hand, while much of language learning does involve imitation, this principle is inadequate to explain the more advanced and critical aspects of language learning. The child's production of certain novel single but morphologically complex words and sentences cannot be explained through imitation. Children commonly produce words like sheeps, mouses, gooses, goed, comed, falled, and breaked which they have never heard anyone say, as well as sentences like No heavy, No the sun shine, When we can go?, and He is doing what?. Clearly, children have formulated rules in their minds according to which they construct novel utterances. While exceptions to rules must be learned, such as in pluralizing nouns (*sheeps) and in adding tense to verbs (*goed), and while rules such as those of negation and question must be further developed before mature speaker competence is achieved, it is evident that rule learning is taking place.

Unfortunately, some theorists have become so enamored with the fact of rule learning and the deviant forms which it frequently may produce, they lose sight of the whole of language learning. Such a view fails to consider three important points: (1) The child actually does imitate a multitude of words and phrases, and even a number of sentences. If this were not so, it is inconceivable how children would begin to develop a speech production capability. (2) Deviant forms, e.g. *sheeps and*comed, are derived on the basis of previously learned (imitated) regular forms, e.g. dogs and walked. (3) Word order in phrases and sentences tends to approximate the order of mature speakers. The fact that the child will produce deviant utterances according to some improperly conceived rule, e.g. When we can go?, is not to be denied. However, the fact that the child eventually will produce properly formed sentences surely is indicative of the child's desire to imitate the speech it hears. The child will seek to revise a previously formulated rule so that the output will match that of the mature speaker's output. Imitation thus can be said to promote the acquisition of speech with respect to two types of functions, through the direct copying of speech forms and through motivating the child to make rule adjustments so that imitations of the speech of others can be made. Clearly imitation plays a crucial role in the acquisition of the ability to produce speech.

While it used to be thought by many that correcting children's speech is essential to improvement, research has now shown that such is not the case. Parents pay little attention to the grammatical correctness of their children's speech. Rather, they are more interested in the truth value, appropriateness, or cleverness of what their children say. When parents do attempt to correct their children's speech, the results are often fruitless and frustrating. Consider the anecdote cited by McNeill ( 1966: 69) in this regard:

Son: Nobody don't like me. Mother: Nobody likes me. Above sequence repeated 8 times. Mother (in desperation): Now, listen carefully. Nobody likes me. Son: Oh! Nobody don't likes me.

While some progress was achieved (the s on like), the major concern of the mother, the extraneous occurrence of the auxiliary do, was not perceived by the child as needing correction.

Undoubtedly, there are cases where parents' corrections, particularly with older children, may directly result in improvement. However, because corrections are relatively rare with respect to the number of deviant utterances that a child actually produces, it is reasonable to conclude that correction does not play an important role in grammar learning. The desire of children to approximate mature speakers' utterances along with their remarkable intellectual ability for analysis and hypothesis formation is a sufficient basis for explaining children's progress in speech development.

