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INTRODUCTION 

 

First Language Acquisition 

      How children so quickly and as if by magic acquire language has interested people for 

thousands of years.  

      Psammeticus, an Egyptian Pharoah during the 7
th 

century BC, believed language was 

inborn and that children isolated from birth from any linguistic influence would develop the 

language they had been born with.  He isolated two children, who were reported to have 

spoken a few words of Phyrgian, an IE language of present day Turkey.  Psammeticus 

believed that this was the first, or original, language. 

      In the 15th century King James V of Scotland performed a similar experiment; the 

children were reported to have spoken good Hebrew.   

      These first studies of human language tended to be concerned with the origin of the 

oldest, or first, language (They were phylogenetic), and were only secondarily concerned 

with the precise way in which individual infants acquire speech.  True studies of language 

development in the infant (ontogeneticstudies) came later.   

           Child language acquisiton studies often attempt to map out the stages of language 

acquisition.  Such studies are of two types: 

longitudinal-- development of speech in the same group over time.  Most studies of child 

language acquisition are of this form. 

cross sectional-- search for a certain type of data in a broad spectrum of different children, 

such as a study of the language of two-year olds across the country. 

 

 

 



Since this discipline is so new there is little conclusively known about child language 

acquisition.  One fact is definite:  Language acquisition depends upon the child being 

exposed to language.  (Akhbar's experiment was correct.)  The language a child acquires is 

that of his/her surroundings.  Children who are deprived of language in their environment 

simply do not begin to speak spontaneously.  (Wolf children, Genie, had no language.)  

      The main question in all modern studies of child language acquisition involves finding 

out what in human language is inborm, innate, we say hard-wired,into the infant's brain 

structure, and what is learned through experience.  Although this question hasn't been 

answered to anyone's complete satisfaction, it seems clear that the basic capacity to learn 

language is innate, while the particular form/meaning connections of individual languages are 

acquired through prolonged exposure to a specific speech community. 
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PART I STAGES IN LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

 

 

1. Pre-speech 

Much of importance goes on even before the child utters his first word:  infants learn to 

pay attention to speech,  pays attention to intonation and the rhythm of speech long before 

they begin to speak. 

Infants respond to speech more keenly than to other sounds.  Speech elicits greater 

electrical activity in the left side of the 2 month old infant's brain than do other sounds.  

Experiment with microphone and nipple showed that infants suck more vigorously if the 

action triggers a human voice as opposed to music or other sounds. 

Child learn to recognize the distinctive sounds, the phonemes of the language they hear 

from birth long before they are able to pronounce them.  Infants can distinguish between 

/p/ and /b/ at three or four months (in an experiment with /ba/ played vs. /pa/, a two 

month infant showed awareness of the change). But children do not learn how to use 

these sounds until much later-- around the second year or later--as shown by the 

experiment with /pok/ and /bok/.  The same is true for rising vs. falling intonation, which 

only becomes systematically funtional much later.  Infants know the difference between 

one language and another by recognition of phonological patterns (Story of the Russian 

fairy tale book.) 

2. Babbling stage.  

Begins at several months of age.  Characterized by indiscriminate utterance of speech 

sounds-- many of which may not be used in the given language but are found in other 

languages-- clicks.  Many native speech sounds may be absent-- some are naturally 

harder to pronounce-- /r/ /th/.  Very few consonant clusters and repeated syllables are 

common. 
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2. One word (holophrastic) stage.  

 Infants may utter their first word as early as nine months: usually mama, dada  (these 

words resemble babbling).  Deaf babies whose parents use sign language begin 

making their first word/gestures around eight months.  This stage is characterized by 

the production of actual speech signs.  Often the words are simplified: "du" for duck, 

"ba" for bottle. When the child has acquired about 50 words he develops regular 

pronunciation patterns. This may even distort certain words-- turtle becomes "kurka". 

Incorrect pronunciations are systematic at this time: all words with /r/ are pronounced 

as /w/.  sick--thick, thick--fick. Children tend to perceive more phonemic contrasts 

than they are able to produce themselves. 

The first 50 words tend to be names of important persons, greetings, foods, highlights 

of the daily routine such as baths, ability to change their environment-give, take, go, 

up, down, open. 
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A. THE FIRST SOUND 

 

The stages of language knowledge develop by stages, and it is suggested, each 

successive stage approach more approximates the grammar of the adult usage. 

This essay is going to illustrate the different stages in language acquisition that 

children pass through and elicit the theories in accordance. 

In the stage of "the first sounds", the noises produced by infants are simply responses 

to stimuli, for instance crying as a reaction to hunger. These noises sound the same in 

all language communities. 

 

Consequently, usually around the sixth month, the infant begins to babble. A large 

variety of sounds are produced in this period, many of them do not considered occur 

in the language of the household. During this period, children are learning to 

distinguish between the sound that are part of their language, and the one which does 

not. In the stage of babbling, children are learnt to maintain the correct sounds and 

suppressed the one which are incorrect. 

 

Usually Sometimes after one year, the acquisition progress would evolve into the 

stage of "first word." Children begin to use the repeatedly use same word to appoint at 

the same thing, it is also called holophrastic stage. According to same child-language 

researchers, the words in holophrastic stage serve three functions: they are either 

linked with a children's own action or desired action; or are used to convey emotion; 

or serve a naming function. 

 

Children will then start to produce two-word utterance around two years of age. The 

first utterance of the sentence usually begin start with the child's earlier holophrastic 

utterance, children begin to form actually two-word utterance with clear syntactic and 

semantic relations, each word has it own contour. During this period, there is no 

syntactic or morphological marker such as number, person, tense. 
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Between two years and two years and half years of age, a child's expressions become 

considerably more complex, however, it is not necessarily "three-word" sentence 

stage. Children start producing utterance that average between 2.3 to 3.5 morphemes, 

it is often sound as if they are reading a telegram, which is also called telegraphic 

speech, for instance "cat stand up table" and "what that" 

 

A theory of language acquisition suggests that children learn to produce "correct" 

sentence because they are constantly positively reinforced by saying something is 

right and negatively reinforced by saying something is wrong. In fact, children do not 

aware what they are doing and are unable to make correction even when others 

pointed out. Even if syntactic correction occurred more often, it would not explain 

how or what children learn from such or how children discover or construct the 

correct grammar roles. Therefore, children do not to be considered learning language 

by reinforcement. 

 

Alternately, children are proved to have the sensory and motor abilities to produce 

and comprehend speech, even in the period of life before language acquisition occurs. 

When children start to form rules and construct a grammar, the speed with which the 

basic rules of grammar are acquired, and they are able to learn without any formal 

instruction. Hence, the principles that determines the class of human languages that 

can be acquired unconsciously, without instruction, in the early years of life. In 

despite, children tend to "overgeneralising" verbs when constructing rules, for 

instance, "bringed, goed." At a later time, children will learn there are "exceptions" to 

the rule, and they will start looking for general patterns, for systematic occurrences. 

Although morphological and grammar are acquired by children at the same time, 

however, they are not acquired at the same speed. 
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Linguist discovered that the children were using based on an understanding of natural 

classes of phonological segments, not simply imitating words they had previously 

heard such regular stages and patterns support the notion that language acquisition is 

grammar construction. This notion reinforces the argument contended by linguists, "a 

major difference between human language and the communication systems of other 

species is that human language is creative." 

 

Child language studies provide further support for the prospect that each stage of a 

child's early grammar is qualitatively similar to the adult grammar in that it includes 

both a syntactic and a semantic component. In terms of phonological acquisition, 

frequency of occurrence in adult speech cannot be the sole determinant in the order of 

acquisition. Instead, consider the most frequent English consonant sounds are the 

fricative,[s],[z] and [v]. In light of such frequency, it is not surprising that [s] is 

acquired relatively early, roughly around 24months. 

 

In sum, the essay pointed out that children do not by imitation, nor reinforcement. 

Children are generally gone through the stage of "first sound", "babbling"," first 

words", "the two word", telegraphy to infinity" and eventually constructing more 

complex sentence as the stages move on. Human species genetically acquire their first 

language out of innateness. Moreover, the difficultness of each language is considered 

equal are children who acquired their first language. 
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B. BABBLING  

 

Babbling (also called baby talk or twaddling) is a stage in child development and a state 

inlanguage acquisition, during which an infant appears to be experimenting with uttering 

sounds oflanguage, but not yet producing any recognizable words. (Crucially, the larynx or 

voicebox, originally high in the throat to let the baby breathe while 

swallowing, descends during the first year of life, allowing a pharynx to develop and all the 

sounds of human speech to be formed.
[1]

) Babbling begins at approximately 5 to 7 months of 

age, when a baby's noises begin to sound likephonemes. Infants begin to produce 

recognizable words usually around 12 months, though babbling may continue for some time 

afterward. 

 

Types  of  babbling 

 

A babbling infant, age 6 months, makingba and ma sounds (15 seconds) 

There are two types of babbling. Most people are familiar with the characteristic sounds 

made during babbling, namely reduplicative and variegated babbling. The former consists of 

repeated syllables, such as /ba/ e.g. "Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba", or /goo/ e.g. "goo-goo" whereas 

variegated babbling consists of a mix of syllables, e.g. "ka-da-bu-ba-mi-doy-doy-doy". 

The consonants that babbling infants produce tend to be any of the following : /p, b, t, m, d, 

n, k, ɡ, s, h, w, j/. The following consonants tend to be infrequently produced during 

phonological development : /f, v, θ, ð, ʃ, tʃ, dʒ, l, r, ŋ/. The complex nature of sounds that 

developing children produce make them difficult to categorize, but the above rules tend to 

hold true regardless of the language to which children are exposed.
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- Babbling in nonhuman species 

Human babies engage in babble as a sort of vocal play that occurs in a few 

other primate species, all which belong to the familyCallitrichidae (marmosets & tamarins) 

and are cooperative breeders. 

 

- Babbling in humans 

Terrence W. Deacon suggests that human infants are not generally excited or upset when 

babbling, because they will babble spontaneously and incessantly only when emotionally 

calm. Deacon adds, "It is the first sign that human vocal motor output is at least partially 

under the control of the cortical motor system because babbling is basically 

vocal mimicry that happens in correspondence to the maturation of the cortical motor output 

pathways in the human brain." 

 

Steven Pinker compares a child babbling to a person fiddling with a complex hi-fi system in 

an attempt to understand what the controls do. Most babbling consists of a small number of 

sounds, which suggests the child is preparing the basic sounds necessary to speak the 

language to which he is exposed. 

 

Infants who are deaf also show vocal babbling, suggesting that early babbling arises from 

inherent human tendencies to use the vocable articulators in particular ways during early 

language acquisition. If infants are exposed to sign language, regardless of whether they 

themselves are deaf or hearing, they will babble with their hands at approximately the same 

time vocal babbling appears, although sign production appears a few months before word 

production generally does in hearing children. 
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- At 0–4 months babies gurgle, and coo (vowel sounds such as "oooh" and "aah"). At 

4–6 months babies may start to babble (adding consonants: "gaga", "dada").  

- At 6–12 months of age, babies typically babble and enjoy vocal play as they 

experiment with a range of sounds.  

- At 12–18 months, toddlers begin to use sound in a meaningful way.  

They utter one-syllable words, make sounds imitating cars and planes, and say things like, 

"uh oh". Toddlers also understand the meaning of some words they cannot yet say. They may 

also use one word to represent a whole sentence, known as holophrasis.  

For example, "Juice" may mean, "Mother, I would like some juice", "You are drinking  

juice", or "Oh look, there is juice in the cup". At age 18–24 months, toddlers repeat words 

and can link words into short sentences. They use approximately 50 words, but can 

understand many more. They may use short sentences, such as, "She go bye bye" and "What 

you doing?" They may also use familiar words incorrectly, e.g., a child with a pet dog might 

describe all large furry animals as "doggie". 

 

According to Menn and Stoel Gammon in The Development of Language, "This early period 

of prelinguistic vocalization can be divided into five stages", the first of which starts at about 

age six months. Stage one is crying, stage two is cooing, stage three is vocal play, and stage 

four is canonical babbling. The fifth and final stage is conversational babbling, also known as 

the "jargon stage" (usually occurring by about ten months of age). This jargon stage is 

defined as "pre-linguistic vocalizations in which infants use adult-like stress and intonation". 

Hence, babbling occurs during the first year of life if the child is developing normally. As the 

baby grows and changes, his/her vocalizations change as well. Babies use these vocalizations 

to communicate. They commence vocal development by crying, progress to loud yelling 

noises, and finally make speech. 

 

Children who cannot babble for some physiological reason, such as having a breathing 

tube in their throat, do subsequently acquire normal pronunciation but their speech 

development is significantly delayed. 
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C. THE FIRST WORD 

 

The Cambridge Encyclopaedia of the English Language, 1995, by David Crystal: 

"The earliest stage is hardly like grammar at all, as it consists of utterances which are 

just one word long, such as Gone, Dada, Teddy, andHi. About 60 per cent of these 

words have a naming function, and about 20 per cent express an action. Most children 

go through this stage from about 12 to 18 months. It is often called 

a holophrastic stage, because the children put the equivalent of a whole sentence into 

a single word." 

 

"Most children have a spoken vocabulary of at least 50 words by the age of 18 

months. Here is one such list, collected as part of a language acquisition study in the 

1980s. In fact it took Will 6.5 months to reach his half-century. Notice his liking for 

repeated items (quack-quack, beep-beep). Notice, too, how far mama and daddy are 

down his list -- contrary to popular belief, these are not usually a child's first 

words. Don't throw is written as two words, but Will pronounced it as if it were a 

single unit." 

 

The list is: 

1. uh-oh  

2. alldone  

3. light  

4. down  

5. shoes  

6. baby  

7. don't throw  

8. moo  

9. bite  

10. three  

11. hi  

12. cheese  

13. up  

26. tick tock  

27. ball  

28. go  

29. bump  

30. pop-pop (fire)  

31. out  

32. heehaw  

33. eat  

34. neigh-neigh  

35. meow  

36. sit  

37. woof-woof  

38. bah-bah  



14. quack-quack  

15. oink-oink  

16. coat  

17. beep-beep  

18. keys  

19. cycle  

20. mama  

21. daddy  

22. siren sound  

23. grrr  

24. more  

25. Off 

39. hoo-hoo (owl)  

40. bee  

41. tree  

42. mimi (ferry)  

43. s (snake)  

44. ooh-ooh (monkey)  

45. yack-yack (people talking)  

46. hohoho (Santa)  

47. bye-bye  

48. doll  

49. kite  

50. Muriel 

 

 

 

There's something called the "First Words Project" (based in Florida). If I understand rightly, 

its main focus is early identification of speech disorders, and it has surveyed some 600 

families to find out what's "normal". Here's an extract: 

 

"Children learn the power of communication before they learn to talk. Most parents 

report that their child can let them know that he/she needs help or wants an object out of 

reach by 8 to 9 months. By 12 months most parents report that their child can get them to 

notice interesting objects." 

 

"Children use gestures before they use words. Children learn the following conventional 

gestures, usually in the order listed: giving, pushing away, raising arms, showing, reaching, 

waving, pointing, shaking head no, nodding head yes. Most parents report that their child 

gives objects, shows objects and waves by 10 to 11 months.  
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By 12 months, most children point to objects and use at least 6 of the conventional gestures 

listed. Shaking and nodding head are equivalent to the words no and yes, and usually develop 

along with children's first spoken words. By 19 to 20 months, most children nod their head to 

indicate yes." 

 

"A child's ability to use sounds is the strongest predictor of language skills a year 

later. Most children use sounds to get attention or help by 8 to 9 months. Many sounds at this 

age are only vowel sounds, but most parents report that their child uses 1 or 2 consonants and 

sometimes strings consonant sounds together by 8 to 9 months. The 10 earliest sounds to 

develop, listed in developmental order, are: m, n, b, d, g, w, l, y, s, and sh. When given a list 

of these 10 sounds, most parents report that their child uses at least 3 sounds by 12 months, 4 

sounds by 15 to 16 months, and 6 sounds by 19 to 20 months." 

 

"Children usually understand more words than they can say. The first word that children 

usually recognize is their name. Most parents report that by 8 to 9 months their child often 

looks or turns toward them when they call their child's name. Parents can reliably report how 

many words their child understands if given a list of words to choose from. When given a list 

of the 36 most common early words that children understand, most parents report that their 

child can understand (without gestures) at least 4 words by 12 months, 18 words by 15 to 16 

months, and 30 words by 21 to 22 months." 
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"Children usually use their first word around their first birthday and can use dozens 

before their second birthday. Most parents report that their child uses 1 to 3 words by 

his/her first birthday. Parents can reliably report how many words their child uses if given a 

list of words to choose from. When given a list of the 36 most common early words that 

children use, most parents report that their child uses 1 word by 12 months, 5 words by 13 to 

14 months, 10 words by 17 to 18 months, and 21 words by 21 to 22 months. These are not 

necessarily all the words the child uses, but a quick and reliable way to index word use." 

 

"Knowing how to use objects helps children learn the names of objects. Many of the most 

common first words are names for objects that the child uses. Knowing what to do with an 

object, first to use it functionally (e.g., drinking with a bottle), and then in play (feeding a 

stuffed animal with a bottle), helps children learn names for objects. A child's use of objects 

is also an important predictor of language development." 
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CONCLUSION 

 

      All of the above studies have revealed a few universally accepted facts about child 

language acquisition. 

      1) Child Language acquisition is a natural consequence of human society.  All children 

exposed to language acquire it naturally without deliberate efforts of teaching or learning. 

      2) The outcome of first language acquisition will be the same regardless of individual 

differences in intelligence.  Two children with quite different intellectual abilities will both 

acquire a highly complex native language by age six. 

      3) Although the basic ability to acquire language is innate to the child, no specific 

structural property of language has yet been proven to be innate.  Therefore, any infant is 

equally capable of acquiring any language.  Infants born of different racial stocks will acquire 

the same form of language if raised in the same linguistic environment. 

      Otherwise, the phenomenon of child language acquisition is just as much a mystery to us 

as it was to Pharoah Psammeticus. 
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