The Clinical Research: First Language Acquisition in English
Two approaches to investigation:

· naturalistic: (eg. diary study) taking notes during acquisition

· experimental: performance is measured in tasks (longitudinal/ cross-sectional)

phonological progress:

· newborns respond to human speech differently than to other sounds

· can usually recognize mother's speech within weeks of birth

· can distinguish between various syllables by one month

· can often distinguish syllables in unfamiliar languages 

· children under 18 months have little success in distinguishing meaningful words

· babbling begins at around 6 months and represents the child's attempts to copy their parents and master the speech apparatus 

· babbling is surprising similar across first language groups

· even deaf children babble

· at around one year of age, most children start to produce meaningful words in the L1

· babbling slowly is abandoned in favor of regular speech patterns at about the 50-word threshold

· phonological development (in English) is usually marked by:

· vowels being acquired before consonants

· stops (p/t/k/b/d/g/m/n) acquired before other consonants

· a common route of development: 

· labials (consonants articulated with both lips) e.g. “m”

· alveolars (consonants articulated with the tip of the tongue against the alveolar ridge) e.g. “d”
· velars (consonants articulated with the back part of the tongue against the soft palate) e.g. “k”

· alveopalatals (consonants articulated  by stopping the flow of air between the tongue and the alveolar ridge) e.g. “ch”

· interdentals (consonants articulated by placing the blade of the tongue against the upper incisors) e.g. “th”

· mastery of stops (except ŋ); the fricatives f and s; and the w by the age of 2
· mastery of  the ŋ; the fricatives v, s and (; the affricates t(, dэ; and j, l and r by the age of 4
· mastery by most children of the θ, the з and the ð as the final stage
examples of IPA symbols with sound files:
http://www.yorku.ca/earmstro/ipa/

http://web.uvic.ca/ling/resources/ipa/charts/IPAlab/IPAlab.htm

example of mouth charts with sound files:

http://facweb.furman.edu/~wrogers/phonemes/phono/

Phonetic development:

· comprehension precedes production

· children detect stressed vowels more easily than unstressed

· unstressed syllables at the end of words are detected earlier than those elsewhere

· children simplify word structure in order to facilitate production by deleting sounds that are more difficult to pronounce at their given stage of development

· children will also replace sounds that are more difficult to pronounce with others that are easier at their stage of development

· children will also use assimilation, the modification their production of difficult sounds if they are adjacent to easier sounds 

Vocabulary development:

· by the age of 18 months, most children have mastered approximately 50 words 

· most of the earliest words learned are nouns, although this might vary from 50% to 75%, depending on the social influences involved

· verbs and adjectives are the next most frequent groups learnt, with each category at about the same rate

· many words learnt at this first stage are expressions of pleasure or displeasure; greetings; or forms of politeness ("please” and "thank you") 

· vocab development is very rapid (often as many as 10 words/ day) up to the age of 6, when the child has usually mastered over 13,000 words

· children seem to exhibit three strategies in vocab acquisition:

· whole object (assuming that the word refers to a whole object)

· type (assuming that the word refers to a type of object)

· basic level (assuming that the word refers to other objects that share basic characteristics)

· children at 2 years of age are able to make of the language and syntactic context to determine the meaning of new words (eg. they are often able to distinguish between proper names and ordinary nouns if the proper name is capitalized and the ordinary noun is proceeded by an article)

· children often make errors using new vocab because they:

· overextend (ascribe the meaning of words to be extended to objects more widely than is in fact the case: eg. "cat" refers to all four-legged animals) 

· underextrend (ascribe a more restricted meaning to the word; eg. "cat" might refer only to the family pet)

· these errors apply to verb meanings as well ("pour" might be interpreted as meaning "fill" rather than "put liquid into"); or to adjectives (eg. using the word "small" when "narrow" would be more appropriate

Morphological development:

· children often will omit suffixes and prefixes at the early stages

· most early words contain single morphemes 

· children as young as 3 can comprehend vocabulary formations using derivations (relationship of "farm" to "farmer") or compounds ("firefighter")

· children often fail to discern patterns in morphology and often will resort to whole word memorization

· even when morphological patterns are pointed out to children, they usually discount the importance of this information

· this means that irregular forms or variations of words are often learnt by memory (eg. "man" and "men"), but that their implicit new structures are often not transferred to parallel items (eg. no transfer to the pattern: "woman"/ "women")

· however, children seem to have a great capacity for sight word recognition and can learn new words by memory very quickly; this is not usually the case with adults
· by the age of 4 or 5, children are mastering basic rules of usage (such as adding an "s" to create a plural)

· as children learn rules of usage, however, they often overgeneralise (eg. seeing that adding "s" makes plurals, children will use the word "mans" instead of "men")

· in time, however, they start to recognize such exceptions to general grammatical rules

· even into the first couple years of school, children often overgeneralise up to 25% of all the verbs that they use

· some research claims to have proven that there is a clear developmental sequence in the acquisition of bound morphemes, determiners and auxiliaries, regardless of the frequency of exposure to these structures

· research into factors determining the order of acquisition (in a variety of languages) have found that children show a greater ability to master non-lexical items that:

· frequently occur at the end of utterances

· are fully syllabic (eg. "ing"), rather than singular sounds (ed. "s")

· have no complicating aspects to the relationship between form to meaning: ie. absence of homophony (eg. "the" functions only as a determiner in English, and is therefore easier to master than "s", which can be used for a variety of purposes)

· exhibit few exceptions to grammatical rules (eg. possession in singular nouns are always signaled with "'s", and are therefore easier to master than the simple past tense (with it's many irregular forms)

· are allomorphically invariant (eg. the suffix "ing" is always pronounced the same and are therefore easier to master than "ed", with its 3 variations)

· have clear semantic functions (eg. plural "s" forms have clear functions and are therefore easier to master than the "s" found on third-person singular verbs, which do not have clear semantic functions

Syntactic Development

· at the beginning stages of language use, children use one word utterances to express complete thoughts or expressions

· it only takes a few months before children progress from one-word to two-word utterances, however it is difficult to determine at what point children differentiate between categories of words such as noun or verb, given the lack of markers found in adult speech that indicates such

· it is clear, however, that children using two-word utterances exhibit correct word order

· up to the age of 4, children were relatively adaptable to learning a different word order than they had been exposed to in their L1; however, after the age of 4, children imposed their L1 word order on the second language they were learning

· after approximately the 28th month, children move into what has called the 'telegraphic' stage, during which time they learn phrase structure, affixes, and non-lexical categories

· later development includes the mastery of inversion, "wh" question formation, passives, pronominals (eg. him, her, it) and reflexives (eg. myself, herself)

The role of adult speech

· children do not simply copy or mimic adult speech; if they are not a stage which allows for them to comprehend or use the language they are exposed to, they can only approximate adult production; the child's own grammar will determine what they can produce

· when adults simplify the models they provide for children ('caregiver' speech), they greatly facilitate comprehension

· giving children formal feedback about grammatically correct forms usually has little effect, since formalized descriptions of language have little meaning for them.

· there has been contradictory research about the value of recasting speech (ie. repeating corrected speech back to children); some studies indicate that learning irregular past tense forms is facilitated through recasts; other studies indicate that children receive no benefit from hearing articles recast (see Lyster & Mori, 2006)

The role of cognitive development

· Piaget believed that general cognitive development is linked to language development

· Vygotsky went further, stating that language acquisition is crucial for cognitive development

· 'object permanence' (the ability to recognize that objects have an existence beyond one's perception of them) occurs at about 18 months, just prior to rapid vocab development

· 'seriation' (the ability to place objects in order to size), takes place at about 5 years of age; children without this ability cannot use comparative structures ("er") in their speech

· however, a number of studies have documented cases of teenagers mastering a multitude of languages despite being incapable of caring for themselves because of being severely mentally-challenged or brain-injured, suggesting that language ability is somewhat independent of cognitive development

