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1. PREFACE 

1 

Not too long ago, I moved to Cyprus from Canada. Up until this enormous change in my 

life, I was living in an environment where everything was familiar to me. The language, 

the culture, the scenery, the people were all a part of my life for 23 years. 

Although I- am not a complete foreigner to Turkish, I still have a lot of difficulties in 

using the language. My only exposure to Turkish while I was living in Canada was at 

home. My mother would almost always speak Turkish at home, while my father used 

both English and Turkish. For this reason I never fully acquired knowledge of the 

language. 

Now that I am living in a Turkish speaking society, my knowledge of the language, or my 

"competence" of the language, as Noam Chomsky would call it, is being tested on a daily 

basis. Sometimes I find myself having a difficult time explaining what I want to say 

which can be very frustrating. 

This frustration at least, gave me the idea for my thesis topic, Language Acquisition and 

Language learning. I hope you enjoy it, and learn something in the process as I have. 



There are over five thousand languages spoken around the world. Learning to speak one 

of them is virtually effortless for most of us, so why is it commonly so difficult to learn a 

second language? For many years, linguists and social psychologists have asked these 

questions and have come up with some answers. 

2 

2. INTRODUCTION 

According to Chomsky, "(l]anguage is not a form ofbehaviour ... On the contrary, it is an 

intricate rule-based system and a large part of language acquisition is the learning of this 

system. "1 In ''this system" there are a finite number of grammatical rules, and with a 

knowledge of these, and endless number of sentences can be produced. It is, as Chomsky 

called it, "competence" (ie knowledge of grammar rules) that a child gradually acquires, 

and it is this language competence that allows a child to be a creative language user. That 

is, children can produce an array of sentences on their own in different contexts without 

ever having heard anybody say the sentences before. 

Studies have been executed to understand how children acquire a language. Chomsky 

says that children are born with a knowledge of the "principles of the grammatical 

structure of all languages," 2 and this inborn knowledge explains the success and speed 

with which they learn a language. Many other works also suggest that all children go 

through the same stages of language development regardless of the language they are 

learning. 

Indeed, there are distinct stages in the development of child acquisition that is similar to 

all children in the earliest stage of language development; a child begins by babbling. It 

wasn't until recently, that it was thought that all babbling is the same. In fact it is not the 

same. Every baby has it's own unique babble and it was discovered that babbling is a 

baby's way of imitating the language and intonation they hear in her environment. 

1 Harper, Jeremy. The Practice of English Language Teaching: Burnt Mill, Harlow, Longman Group Ltd., 
1990 pp30-31 

2 Internet address: http://www.viavale.eom.br/english/sk-chom.html 



Shortly after a child's first birthday we begin to hear a child's first word. From this point 

on, we see a rapid increase in the child's knowledge of vocabulary. The utterance of one 

word, becomes two, two words become three and all of a sudden the child is forming full 

sentences and communicating comfortably with everyone. By the time the child is six 

and a half years of age, they have knowledge of more than twenty-six hundred words, 

and they have acquired knowledge of the language without ever been taught any rules. 

3 

Learning a language on the other hand, is an entirely different process. An American 

writer by the name of Stephen Krashen made a distinction between acquiring and 

learning a language. Krashen said that, acquiring a language involves the subconscious 

and is longer lasting and more successful in learning a language, whereas learning 

involves the conscious which results in only 'knowing about' the language.' So what this 

is saying is that, learning a language has to be more like a child's acquisition, which is 

developed with time as a child communicates in various situations. 

Nevertheless, learning a language is not easy. One can take years of language classes and 

can still find themselves unable to communicate with a native speaker. Language 

learning through school is a formal version of what is spoken by native speakers, which is 

why a language student may have a difficult time understanding a native speaker. 

Idiomatic phrases, pronunciation of words, vary from culture to culture and hence pose as 
a barrier to the learner. 

No doubt, learning a language like English has its difficulties, as do all languages. There 

is no theoretical explanation to explain the speed at which a person learns a second 

language, like English. One has to learn vocabulary, grammatical rules, intonation, 

pronunciation and much more. Having to learn a completely new set of vocabulary and a 

new alone is one difficulty. But there's also a new set of grammatical rules that have to 

be learned, pronunciations, intonations and so on. 

The next few chapters are intended to look at these issues a little further by unravelling 

the mystery and the miracle of language acquisition, and to investigate the difficulties 

encountered in second language learning. 

3 The Practice of English Language Teaching. p.31 



-Leonard Bloomfield, Language (1933) 

3. LANGUAGE ACQUISITION IN CHILDREN 

The acquisition of language "is doubtless the greatest intellectual feat any one of 
is ever required to perform" 

11WM1'S 1rl'E. Bl& Sl>R.PR\5E.? ALL it-+E. LA-TES'f 
--1r\E()f.<\E:,S Of" LIN&-0\S1lt5 SA'i WE.'\<£ BCRN WITH 
W.f rNNf\iE. CA?AC\--C'/ @t< ~Tit-.\& ~T~d::.S.'' 

Copyright © by S. Harris. 

We've all seen or experienced the excitement a parent feels when their child utters their 

first word. Whatever the first word maybe, it is usually in the language child hears at 

home and it will most likely turn out to be the language the child acquires. What do we 

mean by acquiring a language? It simply means, "the subconscious process which result 
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m the knowledge of language." 4 This phenomenon of language acquisition has 

bewildered many, and much research and scientific study has gone into the processes that 

result in the acquisition of a language. What researchers have discovered is that 

language knowledge develops in stages and therefore each successive stage more closely 

approximates the grammar of the adult language. 

Observations of children in different language areas of the world reveal that the 
stages are similar, possibly universal. Some stages last for a short time; others 
remain longer. Some stages may overlap for a short period, though the transition 
between stages is often sudden. 5 

During the first stage, which occurs within the first six months, "the infant begins to 

babble.:" It is believed that during this stage, children are learning to distinguish between 

sounds that are part of their language and sounds that are not. It was once thought that 

babbling sounds produced by deaf infants where similar to those of normal infants, 

therefore suggesting that babbling was not affected by what the infant hears in their 

environment. However, studies have suggested otherwise: 

Vocal babbling of hearing children and manual babbling of deaf children suggest 
that babbling is a specifically linguistic ability related to the kind of language 
input the child receives. 7 

This proves then, that the human mind, even at this very early stage is sensitive to cues, 

which was demonstrated by Laura Petito and her colleagues from McGill University: 

During the babbling stage of hearing infants, the pitch or intonation contours by 
them begin to resemble the intonation contours of sentences spoken by adults. 8 

4 Harper, Jeremy. The Practice of English Language Teaching: Burnt Mill, Harlow, Longman Group Ltd., 
1990 p.34 

5 Formkin, Victoria, and Rodman, Robert. An Introduction to Language: Fort Worth. Texas, Harcourt 
Brace College Publishers, 1994 p.345 

6 An Introduction to Language p.345 

7 An Introduction to Language p.396 

8 An Introduction to Language p.397 
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Whereas, the babbling produced by deaf babies lacks the qualities of normal babies. That 

is, pitch, intonation etc... and it was .discovered that they are ''unsystematic, non 

repetitive and random". 9 

Petito's conclusions then, is that babbling i~ the earliest stage of language acquisition, 

and that there is a co-relation between the types of babbling sounds to the infants 

environment. This also suggests that humans are genetically programmed to pick up 

language to communicate. 

Of course the time a child utters their first word varies from child to child. Some toddlers 

may say their first word as early as nine months of age and others as late as two years of 

age. In any case, after the child utters their first word, it becomes the starting point of a 

rapid accumulation of knowledge, and the speed with which children accomplish the 

complex process of language acquisition is particularly impressive. Studies have also 

proved that all children, regardless of race or creed, experience the same language 

learning process. Although "it is not known how may processes are involved in language 

learning.v'" it has been proven that all children learn languages in similar ways, whether 

the language is English, Turkish, Chinese or French. 

3a. The One-Word Stage 

9An Introduction to Language p. 397 
10 Moskowitz, Breyne. "The Acquisition of Language". The Emergence of Language: Development and 
Evolution Nov. 1978: pp.131-149 
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Usually around the child's first birthday, the infant begins to utter their first word. A 

child may begin with the knowledge of only a few words in their vocabulary. However, 

"as months go by, her lexicon expands with increasing rapidity."!' The early words are 

mostly concrete nouns and verbs; hence more abstract words such as adjectives are 

acquired later. The one-word stage is also known as the "one sentence stage". With the 

use of intonation, the child can create questions. Some typical first words may be: 

"mommy" "cat" "plane" 
"daddy" "dog" "baby" 
"car" "yes" "toy" 
"train" "no" "dolly" 

A child in this stage may only know, say, five words in all. However, by the time they 

reach the two-word stage, the child's vocabulary has remarkably increased to a hundred 

words or more, within a short period of time. The child knows which words to use when. 

That is: 

the child, selects a word reflecting what is new in a particular situation ... a newly 
acquired word is first used for naming and only later for asking for something.12 

A typical one-word conversation between a mother and their young child may be: 

Mom: What's that Susan? (pointing to a cat) 
Susan: Cat. 
Mom: Oh, look what the cat is doing? (playing with a ball of yarn) 
Susan: Play. Play. 

Children at the one-word stage can understand a lot of things their parents say to them. 

Although their half of the communication transaction may be one-word utterances, there 

is nevertheless a transfer of words between the child and adult. 

While many of these single forms are used for naming objects, these words may also be 

produced in situations where the child is extending the use of the word. An empty bed 

may elicit the name of a sister who normally sleeps in the bed, even in the absence of the 

person named. During this stage, then, the child may be capable of referring to Monica 

and bed, but is not yet ready to put the forms together to produce a more complex phrase. 

11 "The Acquisition of Language" p.132 

12"The Acquisiton of Language" p.138 
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Well, in any case, it is still impressive that a child, who at this stage, staggers when she 

walks, and comes down stairs backwards on her stomach, can still talk this much. 

3b. The Two-Word Stage 

By the time the children are uttering two-word sentences, they have reached their second 

birthday. At this stage, "the child is uttering two-word sentences with some regularity, 

[and] her lexicon may include hundreds of words."13 (see graph on next page) 

13 "The Acquisition of Language" p.138 
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A CHILD'S AVERAGE VOCABULARY SIZE 
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As can be noted by the graph, there is a rapid increase in the child's knowledge of words 

from 1 Y2 years of age to 2 1h years of age. Even more dramatic is the increase from 1 1h 

years of age to 6 Yz years of age. Within a four year span, the child's knowledge of 

vocabulary not only increases from approximately 120 words to over 2,600 words, but 
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Reprinted by permission of Newspaper Enterprise Association. Inc. 

A two and a half-year-old child was observed asking for a second serving of cake from 

her mother by saying, "Cake two. Cake two" as she was holding up her plate to her 

mother. This is a typical utterance for a child in the two-word stage. Other typical 

utterances found in this stage are: 

"Mommy sock" 
"my monies" 
"cat sleeping" 
"Andrea play" 

"car vroom" 
"doggy bad" 
"beepbeep bang" 
"toys play" 

3c. From Telegraph to Infinity 

There is no three-word stage in child learning. After the second stage, there becomes a 

gradual improvement in syntax of the child's speech. At this point, the child begins to 

utter phrases or sentences of two words of longer. Early telegraphic speech is 

characterised by short, simple sentences made up primarily of content words that are rich 

in semantic content, usually nouns and verbs, but sometimes lacking small and simple 

functional words, such as "in", "on", "at", "the", "is", "can" etc. 

Only the words that carry the main message-the "content" words- occur. Children 
often sound as if they are reading a Western Union message, which is why such 
utterances are called telegraphic speech. 14 

Some examples of typical phrases uttered at this stage are: 

"What that?" 
"Angela go there?" 
"This shoe all wet " 
"Mommy, Santa's coming?" 

"Sammy want a ball" 
"Cat drink milk" 
"Grandma buy Angela candy?" 
"Daddy go to work" 

Children between the ages of two and three speak utterances such as these. While this 

type of "telegram-format" speech is being produced, eventually prepositions are added. 

14 An Introduction to Language p.400 
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4. SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNING 

The Far Side. By Gary Larson. © 1983, 1984 Chronicle Features, San Francisco. Reprinted with per­ 
mission. All rights reserved. 

As we've previously seen, a child can grasp or 'acquire' a language without having any 

formal instruction on grammatical rules, sentence structure or vocabulary. So, if learning 

a first language (LI) seems to come so 'naturally' to children, then learning a second 

language (L2) should be just as easy, right? Well, unfortunately for most of us, learning 

a second language is a difficult and tedious process. 

Most of us have experienced the difficulties encountered in learning to speak a second 

language in school. Second language courses are mandatory in most schools around the 

world. Whether the class is French, English, German, or Mandarin, we've all had some 

exposure to a foreign language during our educational careers. For some, this exposure 

to a foreign language in school may be for years. In Canada for instance, French is a 

mandatory course from sixth grade to tenth grade ( except in Quebec). In the last two 

years of high school, it becomes an elective. In which case, Canadian students have a 

choice of continuing with French, or picking up another language like Mandarin, German 

of Japanese. Therefore, in total, all Canadian students after they've graduated from high 

11 
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school, have a minimum of five years of exposure to French. However, you will find 

that even those students who earned high grades in French throughout their schooling 

find it difficult to carry on a conversation with a French native speaker. Why? Because 

they were only effective at studying the theoretical aspects of the language and not using 

the language verbally and therefore they lack experience. Even after hours and hours of 

studying, reviewing, testing and drilling, one would think learning another language 

would be like second nature. In cases like these, failure to learn a second language may 

be for a number of reasons. 

Take for example the preparatory school students at Near East University. Some of these 

students have short-term goals in learning English, and some have a genuine interest in 

learning English. Those with short-term plans are only concerned with finishing prep 

school and moving on to their degree programs. On the other hand, there are students 

who want to learn, students who have a keen interest in learning English because they 

realise the benefits it will bring to them later or simply because they enjoy learning 

English. Students like these are usually more successful language learners than the ones 

with short-term goals. 

Age is an important factor in second language acquisition. To put it simply, the younger 

you are, the easier it is to learn a language. 

Language is unique in that no other complex system of knowledge is more easily 
acquired at the age of two or three than at the age of thirteen or twenty. 15 

Biologists have found that neurological changes in the brain occur which account for the 

difficulties encountered as a person gets older. 

Although both organic (brain) and experiential (practice) explanations can 
provide plausible accounts of children of children's apparent advantage in 
learning a second language, the explanation of choice among specialists and 
nonspecialists alike is that children's advantage lies in the brain-a neurological 
state of readiness in the child, a state of shut down for the adult.16 

15 An Introduction to Language p.422 
16 Bialystok, Ellen and Hakuta, Kenji. In Other Words: The Science and Psychology of Second-Language 
Acquisition: New York, New York., Basic Books Publishers, 1994 p.52 
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Another reason why it may be difficult to learn another language in school for example is 

because, most of the time classes are conducted in a methodological manner, just like a 

math or science class would be taught. Most often we find language teachers lecturing 

more on the language rather than having an interactive class. The most effective way in 

teaching language students a language is to get them involved as much as possible. By 

having the students engage in verbal communication during class hours, the student 

obtains practice in speaking where he would otherwise not have the opportunity outside 

the school environment. 

Many individuals attempt to learn an L2 by taking a class in high school or 
college. The student is exposed to the language only in a formal situation and 
usually for no more than a few hours a week. Even in intensive courses, the 
learner does not receive constant input or feedback. 

Every child who has ever taken piano lessons has heard repeatedly, you can only improve 

if you practice. Well, the same goes for language learning. 

When you consider the thousands and thousands of people who leave their native country 

and move to a foreign country, where the language, culture, scenery - everything is 

different, people usually learn to cope with the changes. They are thrown into a situation 

where they have to learn a new language because their very livelihood depends on it. 

Most people pick up on the basics, or just enough language to get them by. However 

beyond that, their language "competence" doesn't seem to improve no matter how long 

they've lived abroad. 

Again this all depends on the individual and how much effort they are willing to put into 

learning another language. 

Multi-cultural countries like Canada, America, Australia and England welcome 

thousands of immigrants from around the world into their country every year. In cases 

like these, we will usually find that children adjust faster to their new surroundings than 

the parents do. If we look at an immigrant family three years after they have moved, we 

most likely find the children have grasped the new language and are able to speak 

fluently, whereas the parents are still struggling. Most of the time, immigrant adults will 
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never learn a second language like their children, no matter how long they have been 

living away from their native country . 

... even in ideal acquisition situations, very few adults seem to reach native-like 
proficiency in using a second language. There are individuals who can achieve 
great expertise in writing, but not in speaking. One example is the author Joseph 
Conrad, whose novels have reported to have become classics in English 
literature, but whose English speech is reported to have retained the strong Polish 
accent of his first language. 17 

This might suggest that some features (eg. vocabulary, grammar) of a second language 
are easier to acquire than others ( eg. phonology). With many observations such as these, 
this puts forth the theory that, after a critical period has passed (around puberty), it 
becomes very difficult to acquire another language fully. 

Having observed may families like these in Canada, one can conclude that children are 

indeed gifted language learners, and that environment plays a key role in the language 

one learns. Take these situations for example: 

The [American] businessman looks enviously at his children, admiring their 
impressive ability to learn Japanese. In spite of attending an American school, 
they have "picked up" enough Japanese to be included all the activities of the 
neighbouring children. They play with other children, talk about their favourite 
comic books, order their own food in restaurants, and they do this in what sounds 
to him like native Japanese pronunciation. 

His wife spent most of her time at home, but was warmly welcomed by her 
neighbours. One local woman who wanted to practice her English was happy to 
teach her some Japanese. This gave her enough Japanese to have conversations 
when she was invited over to the homes of other neighbours for tea and 
demonstrations of flower arranging. She quickly gained enough ability to do the 
shopping and banking; and although she made many grammatical errors, she was 
easily understood and effective. 

In Toronto, the Vietnamese carpenter's assistant has learned English that is 
highly adapted to his work needs. He knows all the technical terms used in house 
construction, even words that are unfamiliar to native speakers of English. But 
most of his knowledge is receptive, because he mostly takes orders from his boss 
and then carries them out. Even though his boss would like to give him greater 
responsibilities as a foreman, a promotion is not possible because he has not 
developed enough oral proficiency to issue orders in English.18 

17 Yule, George. The Study of Language: New York, NY, Cambridge University Press. 1985 p.205 
18 In Other Words pp.204-205 
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