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Noam Chomsky’s1959review of B. F. Skinner's
Verbal Behavior iswidely acknowledged as
having sounded the death knell of behaviorist
approachesto human learning and knowledge,
and as paving the way for the ‘cognitive
revolution’ inthe decadesto follow. Over fifty
yearslater, Chomsky’sremarksare not merely
of historica sgnificance, asthey aretill rlevant
to the contours that an enquiry into human
cognition and behavior must have.

Atitsmost basiclevel, Chomsky’s critique of
behaviorism claims that children’s first
language(s) acquisitionisdirected by the stimuli
provided by adultsthrough areinforcement of
casua observation and imitation by children.
What Chomsky issuggestinginthisearly article
isthat much of thechild’slinguistic knowledge
isexpressed in contextswhere no reinforcement
isever available. As research has progressed
in the area, a more complete picture of the
inaccuracy of the behaviorists' fable has
emerged. Parents neither reinforce children’s
grammeatical utterances, nor pay any special
attention to their grammatical wellformedness;
and children also resist any attempts at
correction. Furthermore, whilechildren may well
imitatethe linguistic utterances of adults, such
imitation doesnot form thebas sof thelinguistic
knowledgethey put to use. Thefollowing two
setsof dialogues—which form part of research
conducted after Chomsky’s review—
demondtratethis:

A) Adult: Where isthat big piece of paper |
gaveyou yesterday?
Child: Remember?| writed onit.

Adult: Oh, that’sright, don’t you have any
paper down here, buddy?

B) Child: Want other one spoon, Daddy
Adult: You mean, you want the other spoon.
Child: Yes, | want other one spoon, please
Daddy.

Adult: Canyou say “the other spoon”?
Child: Other ... one... spoon

Adult: Say “other”.

Child: other

Adult: “spoon”

Child: spoon

Adult: “other ... spoon”

Child: other ... spoon. Now give meother
one spoon.

(Pinker, 1995, p. 281)

The first set of dialogues (A) show that the
reinforcement that achild gets, through parental
agreement inthiscase, isfor anungrammatical
utterance. Simply put, parents care more about
themeaning and truth of their children’slinguistic
acts, than about their grammatical form. The
exchangein (B) illustratesthat whileimitation
issomething that achild may easily do, neither
doesshe/he seetheinjunctiontoimitation asa
reinforcement behavior by the adult, nor does
she/helet theimitated utteranceformthebasis
of her own utterances.
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Addtothisthefact that the nature of reinforcing
behavior may itself befull of ‘noise’, asverbal
communication is full of false starts, stops,
incomplete utterances, etc. If achild wereto
rely onthisflawed input asthe basisfor learning
language, the speed with which she/heacquires
the basic grammar of her/hislanguage would
be unexpected. Acrosslanguages, anormally
deve oping child hasacompletegrasp of itsrules
of sentenceformation (syntax) by thetime she
isfive. Beyond that age, even aschildren (and
the adult) continue to learn new words and
phrases, very little syntax learning needsto take
place; infact, by the beginning of theteens, very
little syntax learning can take place. An oft-
mentioned examplein thiscontext isthat of a
child named Genie, who wasrescued from an
abusivefather at the age of thirteen. Genie had
been kept in an outhouse, chained to a potty
sincethe age of one, and whilefood was pushed
into the shed twice aday, she had never been
spoken to by anyone. After her rescue, Genie
meaderapid stridesin cognitive devel opment, but
her overall linguistic skillsremained poor, and
shecould never producegrammeatical utterances
of even averagelength.

Itisasorarefor achildto hear ungrammatical
sentencesaspart of the stimulus. However, if a
child’sknowledgeof ‘ungrammaticaity’ isalso

the product of reinforcement, how is this
knowledge ever arrived at? Thisisespecially
relevant when we consider the number of
mistakes that children do not make. A smple
exampleisthat of aphrase order in asentence,
which in alanguage such as Englishisof the
order of Agent-Action-Recipient-Object-
Location. As Roger Brown observed in the
1970s, whilethe earliest utterances of children
in the age group 2-2.6 years conform to this
basic order, and the difference between their
output and that of anadult liesmainly inthefact
that children’s outputs have more omissions.
These omissions can be due to a variety of
factors, some acquisition-related factors and
others extra-grammeatical. An example of the
latter isthat children often alow the discourse
context to do the talking as it were, so if an
object canbepointedto, they donat linguigticaly
represent it. For example, sentence (f) below
could be accompanied by apointing gestureto
the object that isto belaid on thefloor. A case
of grammatically-conditioned omission could
however be made out for the systematic
omission of prepositions in the entire set of
examples—clearly theredization of prepogtions
as markers of spatial relations cannot be
produced at thisearly stage of acquisition.

(C)  Agent Action Recipient Object Location
(Mother gave John lunch in the kitchen.)

a Mommy fix.

b. Mommy pumpkin.

C. Baby table.

d. Give doggie.

e Put light.

f. Put floor.

0. I ride horsie.

h. Tractor go floor.

I Give doggie paper.

J. Put truck window.

K. Adam put it box.
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In the examples above it will be noticed that
while the early utterances of children do not
uniformly redizethefull frameof Agent-Action-
Recipient-Object-Location (as shown in the
adult sentence Mother gave John lunchinthe
kitchen), they do have knowledge of theframe.
If they did not, then children should have been
equally likely to produce Mommy fix aswell as
fix Mommy tomean‘Mommy fixedit'; however,
they do not. Similarly, if this frame were not
available, we would expect that the children
would have used example (f) to describe an
eventwhenthefloor wasbeing laidinabuilding
(i.e., when the floor was interpreted as the
Object), but that was never the case— (f) was
used when something wasto belaid onthefloor
(i.e., thefloor waslocation).

Children also do not make certain mistakesthat
they would be expected to make were they
generalizing from observed patterns. As Pinker
(1994) pointsout, if British/American English-
speaking children were generalizing from
observed patterns, we would expect that on
observing the patternsin (D), they would utter
the ungrammatical (Eii). However, British/
American English-spesking children never make
thismistake.

(D) (i) Irvdrovethecar intothe garage.
(i) Irvdrovethecar.

(E) (1) Irvputthecarintothegarage.
(i) *Irvputthecar.

Sincethe 1970s, thisline of reasoning hascome
to be known as the * poverty of the stimulus

argument: Given that thedatachildrenreceive
fromtheinput iswoefully underdetermined to
serveasthe basisfor language acquisition, and
giventhat children neverthelessdo acquirethe
grammar(s) of their native language(s), it must
bethat the child’slearning of languageisguided
by someform of innatelinguistic capacity. The
existenceof acritical period—awindow of time

inwhich environmenta exposurestimulatesan
innatetrait—for language acquisition suggests
that thisinnate endowment isgenetic, “ spurred
on by the unfolding of the genome during
maturation” (Pinker, 1995)

Finally, if grammar is what this innate
endowment must be, then thishuman cognitive
ability is an instance of domain-specific
intelligence, unrelated to the devel opment of
general intelligence and cognitive abilities.
Research, both preceding and following
Chomsky’s (1959) Review has confirmed this
in a number of ways. The human brain has
circuitry intheleft hemisphere exclusively for
language, and there are a few inherited
syndromesthat target |language a one. Onesuch
syndrome is Specific Language Impairment
(SL1), which recent research has established
asgenetic. SLI isapurely linguistic inherited
disorder caused by mutationinthegene FOXP2.
Moreover, intact language has been found to
coexist with severeretardation, asin thefamous
case of Christopher, who was born with
hydrocephalic brain damage, and was severely
retarded, but had uniqueand prodigiouslanguage
abilities—hecould read, writeand communicate
inany of fifteento twenty languages(Smithand
Tsampli, 1995).

For languageteachers of young children today,
Chomsky’s nativist ideas point towards a
profound guestion—how much of the innate
endowment isimplicated in the construction of
linguistic knowledge? Chomsky’ sanswer would
bemuchdong thesamelinesashisobservations
in the Creation and Culture Conference in
Barcelonain November 1992:

Most problemsof teaching are not problems of
growth but heping cultivategrowth. ... Typicdly,
they come in interested, and the process of
educationisaway of driving that defect out of
their minds. But if children[’s] [...] normal
interest ismaintained or even aroused, they can
do all kinds of things in ways we don’t
understand.
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Itisthereforeimportant to question whether the
methodol ogy we employ assumesthat first or
second languagelearning isprimarily graphic,
and that the processisdeductive, requiresrote
memorization, roleplaying and structuredrilling,
and stress habit formation as a means of
learning language. These are all behaviourist
assumptions. Teaching first or second languages
through grammar isnot redlly teachinglanguage
at all, because what is taught is a system of
prescriptive rulesthat linguists/grammarians
have come up withto describealanguage. To
tell studentsthat they must not split aninfinitive
with an adverbisto teach an aesthetic choice—
i.e. the‘correct’ formisnot | want to quickly
tell you but | want to tell you quickly—because
al native speakersof English actualy agreethat
both alternatives are grammatical. Teaching
young studentsthe grammatical jargonfor the
form‘l amreading” isthe present progressive,
isnot teaching language, but grammear, and while
an appreciation of grammatical analysisisan
important aspect of learning, thisis a
sophisticated skill and not suitablefor very young
children. At the heart of our teaching must lie
the understanding that children already know
their first language, and that thisknowledge can
be harnessed to acquiring other languages as
well. Findly, whilethefocusonwritingiscrucid,
it must not beat the cost of encouraging children
tofully ‘activate' their developing knowledge
of language, by learning new vocabulary (the
only aspect of language acquisition that carries
on throughout one'slifetime) and using all the
syntactic constructions they have an innate
competencein.

Awareness of theinnateness argument should
also enable us to critically evaluate the
instruments by which we teach language—
textbooks, storybooks, readers, etc. Whileone
canbemidedintothinking that aparticular lesson
‘teaches’ some aspect of language, quite often
thelesson’s content ssimply piggybacksonthe
child’s tacit knowledge of language. For

example, no textbook would ever attempt to
explainthelinguistic propertiesof theHindi use
of apne-aap, or the Englishthemselves. Infact
many crucia propertiesof languagearenot the
subject matter of lessons at all. Consider
Chomsky’s (1983) example of the kind of
sophisticated knowledgethat children must have
to be ableto processtheir parent’s utterances
(even before they can themselves produce
similar ones):

Take the sentence “John believes he is
intelligent.” Okay, we al know that “he” can
refer either to John or to someone el se; so the
sentence is ambiguous. It can mean either
that John thinks he, John, is intelligent, or
that someone else is intelligent. In contrast,
consider the sentence” John believeshimto be
intelligent.” Here, thepronoun*“him” can’t refer
to John; it can refer only to someone el se.

Now, did anyoneteach usthispeculiarity about
English pronouns when we were children? It
would be hard to even imagine a training
procedurethat would convey suchinformation
to aperson. Nevertheless, everybody knowsit
—knowsit without experience, without training,
and at quitean early age.

The *Chomskyan revolution’ has had an
important impact on language teaching
methodol ogies, particularly inthe devel opment
of content-based communicative approaches.
These approaches make active learner
participation the centrepiece of the activity, and
aim at providing appropriatelanguageinput and
increasing communicative competence.
However, thereare still many other fruitsthat
remain to be picked. One of them is the
implication that the Chomskyan revolution has
for mother tongue education and multilingual
learning.

Although we have not mentioned it thusfar, the
Chomskyan perspective arguesthat theinnate
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mechanism enableschildrento acquire asmany
languages astherearein theinput provided a
child’senvironment. So, if achild has parents
that speak to her in two languages, say
Malayaam and Bangla, and her playmatesand
other caregiversspeak to her in Hindi, shewill
acquirea least threelanguagesin her childhood.
By thetimesheisfive, shewill beroughly equaly
competent inall three (provided, of course, that
theinputisregular and useof dl threelanguages
isnot discouraged). It has been observed that
oncechildren start going to school, thisincipient
multilingualism gets eroded, and some of the
languages get restricted to the home domain,
often withering away. However, imagine a
school inwhich thelanguages of all children
were encouraged, where homework involved
learning poetry in more than just one or two
dominant languages, and where these other
languages were brought to the classroom and
shared. In that world, children’s cognitive
development and linguistic creativity would
develop morerapidly, and they would bemore
aware of differences and the rights of others.
In such ascenario, even though education may
ultimately movein thedirection of one or two
languages, therichnessof theinitial multilingual
resourcewould easethetransition.
Intheworld welivein, however, many, if not
most, children are often educated in alanguage
that they have never heard astheinput. While
thislanguage could be English, it could dsobea
mgor regiond languagenot spokenintheir home
environment. This imposes a tremendous
cognitive burden on the child who isexpected
togain‘knowledge' throughamediumthat shef/
he does not comprehend. This creates a
fundamenta inequity between her/him and other
children who do have accessto thelanguage of
education, aninequity that cannot serve asthe
edificeon whichtruelearning can bebuilt.
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