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Children and Young People’s Development in Speech and Language

Robins (2021) defines language as the primary method of human communication, which is produced through several types of symbols that can be spoken, written, drawn, or gestured. Communication is the sharing of knowledge and information from one location to another, using several types of human interactions as acknowledged by Rosengren (2008). (Loew, 2009). defines language in four stages, “phonology; the manufacture of significant noises, semantics; the meaning of words, syntax; the use of words and sentence structures, and pragmatics; communication in different social situations.” Communication is vital to enable the child to understand and express their own feelings and emotions. Language development establishes the foundation for the literacy skills children require to progress through the various stages of education (Feldman, 2019). There are many different theories about how the language and communication skills of children and young people may develop, if the correct stages and processes are achieved. The purpose of this paper is to explore two main theories of child language development and compare their methods and outcomes, it will also consider alternative approaches followed by other specialists in this field. The paper will first examine the theory developed by 20th century linguistic and philosopher Professor Noam Chomsky, who is commonly referred to as the father of modern linguistics (Chomsky, 2006). Secondly it will discuss famous behavioural psychologist Jerome Bruner who contributed to the improvement of the early language development of children in the American education system (Bruner, 2009). The paper will evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of both theories and provide a plan to support future development of children and young people.

American Noam Chomsky was a scientist, philosopher, and renowned linguist, who followed the nativist theory that humans can all access language development and that every individual has a language acquisition device (LAD) embedded in the brain at birth. Chomsky identified that children have an innate knowledge of the basic grammatical principles of language, he believes that grammar is universal. Krashen (2008) agrees language acquisition is also innate and when children are born, they possess the ability to acquire language (Johnson, 2008). However Skinner argued that children acquire language development by following the behaviourist operant conditioning model and reinforcement principles, children also associate words with different meanings, Skinner uses research to show infants who imitate the others actions are frequently quicker to develop language (Sturdy, 2017). Chomsky practiced the cognitive theory and was a firm supporter that language starts at birth and that humans have an innate capacity for language. Chomsky (2015) stated that learning experiences do influence language development, however, the capability already exists inside the brain for humans to acquire their own communication techniques, alleging that language should come naturally to every individual. Nevertheless, Locke (1689) contested this theory as he believed children are born with a blank slate and supported the “tabula rasa principle”, devised by Greek philosopher Aristotle (Duschinsky, 2012). Previous and current discoveries unite in the conclusion that neglect can have a serious and damaging effect on children’s cognitive socio-emotional and communicative development. It is apparent that mistreated and neglected children face a range of dangers that could damage their understanding and conventional advancement throughout childhood (Hildyard, 2002). Other studies have also linked neglect with delays in early development and predict problems in both emotional and responsive language in children (Allen, 1982). Chomsky believed the between the ages of 3 and 10 were the most important years for children to develop their language skills and that after the age of ten children would not further develop their communication and language capability. Lennenberg (1960) concurred with Chomsky that predisposition is how the brain is sensitive to acquire language and there is a “critical period” between infancy and puberty for children to develop the language skills required to progress through education and adulthood (Harbi, 2019). However the case of Genie Wiley shows that even children raised in social isolation can acquire language and communication skills, even when the critical learning stage has been neglected,  Genie was able to overcome the lack of developmental progress in her speech and language ability with the help of skilled professionals (Rymer, 1993). Chomsky also alleged that children could not be taught language by parents or teachers, children would listen to the people around them and produce their own language, Chomsky declared that if children were corrected in their speech they would not learn and still speak in the way they did previously. In the 1960’s Chomsky claimed that everyone possesses a LAD inbuilt within the brain, the LAD is a tool for encoding the brain, this tool will enable infants and children to acquire and produce language, he used this theory to prove his suggestion that humans are born with an innate facility to comprehend and organise language, and that by using their own LAD would allow them to understand the sequence of word forms and provide them with the rules of grammar. Chomsky claimed that language development is instinctive, and everybody has the capacity to learn all types of dialect and that all humans are a born with the basics of every language (Gregg, 1984). A weakness of using Chomsky’s theory is that it may not reveal delays of young children in their speech and language development, as it follows the principle that everyone has the capability from birth to develop their language skills. However, delays can be recognised in children over 10 years as Chomsky feels that this is when children’s development is in its critical stage (Rosenberg, 1993). It could be argued that Chomsky’s nativist theory does not take into consideration children with special needs such as down syndrome, autism, or cerebral palsy. Children with this diagnosis have many characteristics associated with typically developed children, although those diagnosed with certain disabilities may take longer to develop their speech and language progression. There are also other children who may have disabilities that are not identified at birth, these will become more apparent over time and recognised at a later stage. Children may experience complications in their social and school life ranging from concentration, understanding and language awareness which may lead to behavioural problems in the latter years of education (Stewart, 2010).

American psychologist and linguistic visionary, Jerome Bruner born 1915 rejected the nativist theory to language acquisition and followed the cognitive approach, he suggested that children can thrive in their learning providing they have positive experiences and the conditions are right (Akpan, 2020). In 1976 Bruner established his scaffold learning theory, following on from the works of Lev Vygotsky. Vygotsky devised his theory of social interaction for the development of children in his early years (Daniels, 2012). Bruner alleged that by using the scaffolding of learning children would begin to learn new abilities (Bruner, 2006). Children require help from teachers and other adults in the form of active support from the start, but as they become more independent in their thinking, they would acquire the skills and knowledge required and the support would be reduced and eventually dwindle. Scaffolding will reduce the choices children face and allow them to become engaged on acquiring new skills and knowledge to process their education. Bruner had championed Vygotsky’s theory of the importance of parental relationships in the development of young children and was an avid supporter of behaviourist psychologist Albert Bandura’s social learning theory (Gray, 2015), before shifting his practices in the direction of cognitive psychology. Fernald 1985 describes motherese, also known as parentese, fatherese, baby talk, caretaker speech, infant directed speech and child directed speech, is a tool in language acquisition that is provided by the speech caretakers of babies and young children (Fernald, 1985). Motherese uses simplified grammar, exaggerated facial expressions, overstated speech harmony, it reduces word forms such as dada, horsie, doggie, dumdums and many more (Grady, 1997). Parents provide consistency to children, babies will build trust and start to imitate and respond to their caregivers utterances and facial expressions, this can enable the child to develop their speech and language skills, parents will repeat and expand on children’s speech allowing them to increase the phonology, improve semantics and understand syntax (Thompson, 2007). According to Saxton (2017) motherese is essential in the speech and language development of infants and young children. Bruner later developed his model of operations for children’s learning of language and increasing intellect. Active operations describe the period where children acquire speech and begin to use symbols through learnt experiences, concrete operations focused on children’s schooling when they assemble information about the actual world. Formal operations focused on how children would use their own intellect to problem solve and build positive relationships. Bruner’s model rebukes Piaget’s theory that children must complete each set phase to be able to progress to the next (Brown, 2013). In Wales, the primary education curriculum is based on the importance of children’s learning experiences, this would suggest that Bruner is correct in his beliefs about how children acquire language and can positively progress through education by enabling children receive positive learning experiences delivered in the appropriate environments (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Larkin (2001) identifies that children with additional learning needs require a structured and supportive environment to function and progress successfully in school, by providing these environments enables them to benefit from their strengths and reduce the impact of their limitations. If students with learning disabilities are to succeed in their education, they must receive the appropriate support in school through “scaffolding” and their learning must be tailored to their specific individual needs and capability. Tilstone (2004) recognises weaknesses in Bruner’s theory shows that is limited in the fact is has not been adapted for children with different learning abilities as Bruner viewed every child as having the same ability. Bruner’s theory followed the principle that students’ progression is based on previous knowledge acquired, however children who have suffered adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) during their young lives can sometimes have a reduced learning capacity, and this can also have a detrimental impact on their health in childhood and later life (Romero, 2018) . ACEs are highly stressful events experienced by children that can lead to potential trauma, these can range from, child abuse, domestic violence, substance abuse, homelessness, bereavement, and parental absence. ACEs can have a detrimental impact on a child’s development as it effects their physical and mental health, thoughts, emotions, and behaviour (Bellis, 2018). The impact of ACEs can lead to chronic health problems such as heart disease, diabetes, cancer and many more, the possibility of substance abuse in later life is significantly greater, mental health problems can also manifest including anxiety and depression, inappropriate behaviour can stem from the negative experiences witnessed and positive healthy relationships can prove hard to build (Cheong, 2017). 

To summarise if education practitioners can follow and understand the theories of both Chomsky and Bruner to comprehend the way children learn and develop their speech and language skills it will improve their educational journey. Bruner and Chomsky’s strategies can be used to enhance the self-confidence, mental health, and quality of life of the child (Ambridge, 2011). By practicing both language acquisition theories this can enable educators to identify delays in speech and language and realise vulnerabilities that children can display in their learning journey (Oers, 2012). Comprehending these theories gives an explanation to a child’s social communication development and will highlight the importance of social interaction and their participation in positive learning experiences (Morrison, 2011). Bruner’s approach will identify the vital influence that parents and caregivers provide in the language development of the child, by providing them with a language acquisition support system to facilitate the child’s growth, progression, and understanding to communicate appropriately and effectively (Goldberg, 2001). Educators that follow Bruner’s scaffolding theory can enable children with additional learning needs to communicate their feeling and emotions. Educators can facilitate children’s language skills and enhance their chances of being successful in their adults years, by following the scaffolding theory children who have experienced ACEs can also achieve an understanding of language and still achieve their full potential and excel in later life (Gerber, 1992). 
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