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Language s a system of symbols used to communicate with others. Language helps children interact with others; express their wishes; control other’s behavior; stand their environment and communicate new information. The study of language can also provide a window into cognitive, social and emotional development. Language can facilitate memory, inanimate knowledge, and help people solve problems.

J.B. Watson believed that thought and language is identical. Watson proposed that thought is actually the faint motor movements of speech. Noam Chomsky believes that language and thought are separate processes. Chomsky argues that language is an internal grammar of the mind, universal in humans which may be manifested in speech. 

Clearly, thought and language are associated with each other while thought may at least, in part, determine language. The reverse may be true i.e., the particular language one speaks may interfere one’s perception of the world. According to Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis, individuals experience the world based on the structure of the language they habitually use. This hypothesis is also known as Whorfian hypothesis.

Essentials of Language

Language consists of several subsystems that have to do with sound, meaning, overall structure and everyday use.  Knowing language entails mastering each of these aspects and combining them into a flexible communication system. The study of language can be divided into four areas: phonology, semantics, grammar, and pragmatics. 

Phonology is a branch of linguistics concerned with the systematic organization of sounds in languages. It refers to the rules governing the structure and sequence of speech sounds. In other words, phonology describes the system of sounds for a language or how the phonemes, the basic sound units are connected to form words. For example, in ‘SUN’ there are three phonemes, i.e., /s/, /u/, /n/
Semantics involves vocabulary – the way underlying concepts are expressed in words and word combinations.  

Grammar consists of two main parts: syntax, the rules by which words are arranged into meaningful sentences, and morphology, study of the rules for combining morphemes, the smallest unit of grammar. For example, the word ‘nonperishable’ has thee morphemes, i.e., non-perish-able. Morphemes function as the foundation of language. 
Pragmatics is a branch of linguistics dealing with language in use and contexts in which it is used. For example, consider the question ‘How are you today?’ We usually do not go in-depth of your health issues, varying mood, relationship status, and everything else going on in your life. Usually your response is ‘fine’ with the same expectation of your friend that   will not go into full details of how you truly is.
Before language acquisition, four areas of development occur in a child. First, physical maturation is important. Language development is not possible until a child reaches a certain age. Second, perceiving and producing the sounds of speech are essential, unless babies can separate speech from the other noises, language acquisition will not occur. Third, social interaction plays a vital role; without the society of other human beings, a child will not learn to speak. Fourth, cognitive advances obviously are essential; until babies have developed a certain understanding of the world, they cannot talk.

Foundations of Language 

Language uses symbols for communicating information. In order for a set of symbols to be viewed as a language, the following criteria must be met. First, information must be transmitted by the symbols and the words and sentences must carry meaning. Second, although the number of separate sounds or words in a language may be limited, it must be possible to combine these elements into an essentially infinite number of sentences. Third, the meaning of these combinations must be independent of the settings in which they are used. In other words, sentences must be able to convey information about other places and other times. The term language can be applied to a system of communication only if these three criteria are met.

DEVELOPMENT OF LANGUAGE (stages of Language Development)
From the very beginning, infants are prepared to acquire language. Throughout the first week of life, infants have only one major means of verbal communication – crying. During the first year of life, sensitivity to language, cognitive and social milestones, and environmental supports pave the way for the onset of verbal communication.

Development of language includes progress in three distinct but interrelated areas. They are phonological development – development of the ability to pronounce the sounds and words of one or more languages. Then semantic development – learning to understand the meaning of words; and acquisition of grammar – the rules by which words are arranged into sentences in a given language.
I. PHONOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

Between three and six months, babies begin babbling. At first, babbling contains a rich mixture of sounds, virtually every sound used in human speech. Research suggests that babies only few months old can distinguish sounds from many different languages. By nine or ten months, the range of babbling narrows and consists mainly of sounds used in the language of the child’s native culture. The first spoken word is a relatively short step, and most children accomplish it by their first birthday.

Between the ages of one and two, children’s vocabularies increase rapidly. By the time, they are eighteen months old, many toddlers have a vocabulary of fifty words or more. Generally, they include the names of familiar objects important in the children’s own lives like cat, dog, ball, ear, eye, shoe, hat, mamma, dada, (acha, amma) etc. children make the most of these, words often using them as holophrases – single word utterances that communicate much meaning, especially when combined with pointing and other gestures. Research indicates that the use of gestures is an important component of early language development.

II. SEMANTIC DEVELOPMENT

A child’s vocabulary increases rapidly after age two, with many new words being learned each day. Thus, by the time children are six, most have a vocabulary of several thousand words. Children do not simply learn new words; however, they also learn new types of words – ones that allow them to communicate a much richer range of thoughts and ideas. Thus, they acquire understanding of negatives such as ‘no’ and how to use these in sentences. Similarly, they acquire many adjectives and prepositions – words that allow them to be more specific in describing their own thoughts and the world around them. They start with simple adjectives such as little, good and bad, but soon move on to ones with more specific meaning such as high, low, narrow and wide, and prepositions such as in front of and behind. Children also learn to use question words – that allow them to ask for information from others in efficient and specific ways: why? When? Who? Where? These are key words children acquire between the ages of two and three.

While children increase their vocabulary very rapidly (they have to move fast to learn thousands of new words in just a few years). They often demonstrate several interesting forms of error. One such error involves overextensions – a tendency to extend the meaning of a word beyond its actual usage. For instance, eighteen month old may use ‘meow’ as a shorthand word for all small furry animals – dogs as well as cats. They also show under extensions – limiting the meaning of a word more than is appropriate. They may think that the word cat refers to the family’s pet cat and to no others.

III. DEVELOPMENT OF GRAMMAR

Every language has grammar, a set of rules dictating how words can be combined into sentences. By the time, most children are able to make two word sentences – a pattern sometimes known as telegraphic speech. For instance, a child who wants a book may say ‘give book’. Children’s grasp of grammar continues to increase as they move to longer sentences of three words or they move to longer sentences of three words or more (generally between the ages of two and three).
From this, children move on to an increasing grasp of their language’s grammar, and to the production of even more ideas in a single utterance; and they gradually learn to understand and use sentences in which important ideas are implied or understood rather than directly stated. Language development is definitely a continuing feature of cognitive development throughout childhood.
THEORIES OF LANGUAGE ACQUISITION


The field of language development has been influenced by certain theoretical views. But no one yet has been able to provide a satisfactory explanation of how children acquire language. An adequate explanation must take into account the maturational, cognitive, and social precursors of language.

I. Behavioristic Theories

Behavioristic theories assert that language is simply vocal behavior reinforced by the actions of others. Reinforcement occurs in many ways. Because mothers generally talk to babies while they care for them, using words to express affection, a mother’s speech becomes reinforcing. Babies also can reinforce themselves by listening to their own vocalizations. As they mature and gain control over their speech apparatus, babies begin to direct the sounds they produce and the more closely their babbling resembles their mother’s speech, the more reinforcing their vocalizations become. When babies babble, their mother often rewards them with attention, thereby providing additional reinforcement.

Social learning theorists add observational learning and imitation to the behaviorist account. Parents and others serve as models for children who imitate the speech they hear. They imitate grammatical frames as well as vocabulary, substituting their own words in frames they have heard others use.

II. Biological Theories

In biological approaches, language development is primarily a matter of maturation because according to linguist Noam Chomsky, the structure of language is laid down in our genes. He calls this innate capacity a Language Acquisition Device (LAD) and believes that it allows children to speak just as wings allow birds to fly.

Eric Lenneberg (1961) proposed that there is a critical period between 18 months of age and puberty during which a first language can be acquired. At that time, the ability to learn a language declines and by the late teens it is difficult to acquire a first language. The end of the critical period coincides with the maturation of the brain; the mature brain has lost its plasticity and can no longer make the adjustments that the acquisition of language requires.

III. Social-cognitive Interaction Theories

 Social cognitive interaction theorists agree that maturation is important but assert that nonlinguistic aspects of human interaction such as mutual gazing, joint attention, etc are equally important for its pragmatic function.

Investigators with these interactionist views see general cognitive development and pragmatics as the keys to language development in a child. They point out that until children reach a certain stage of cognitive development, language is simple. Interactionists also maintain that the nonlinguistic aspects of babies’ social interactions build the pre speech bases of language. Instead of unfolding from preprogrammed language behavior, language is the product of the child’s active interaction with an environment provided by other human beings.

Finally, the quality of children’s social interaction may affect the acquisition of language.

OTHER WAYS TO COMMUNICATE
01. NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION
Nonverbal communication is the communication between individuals that does not involve the content of spoken language. Instead, it relies on an unspoken language of facial expressions, eye contact and body language.

The basic channels of nonverbal communication

a) Facial expressions: face is considered as the image of the soul. It is possible to learn much about others’ current moods and feelings from their facial expressions. It appears that six different basic emotions are represented from a very early age on the human faces – anger, fear, happiness, sadness, surprise and disgust. Additional findings suggest that another expression – contempt – may also be quite basic.

b) Eye contact: eyes are considered ‘the windows to the soul’. We can learn much about others’ feelings from their eyes. Kleinke (1986) observed that we interpret a high level of gazing from another as a sign of liking or friendliness. If others avoid eye contact with us, we may conclude that they are unfriendly, do not like us or are shy.
If another person gazes us continuously and maintain such eye contact regardless of any action we perform he/she can be said to be staring. A stare is often interpreted as a sign of anger or hostility and most people attempt to minimize their exposure to stare. We usually terminate social interaction with someone who stares at us.

c) Body Language: Nonverbal behavior such as our current mood or emotions which are reflected in the position, posture and movement of our bodies are termed as body language. Such non-verbal behavior is termed as body language. These can provide us with several useful kinds of information about others.
i. Movements: a large number of body movements such as touching, scratching, rubbing, etc. suggest that emotional arousal. Large patterns of movements involving the whole body like the ‘threatening posture’ and ‘greeting with open arms’ are suggestive of emotional reactions.
ii. Gestures: gestures provide more specific information about others’ feelings.
1. Emblems: these are body movements carrying highly specific meanings in specific cultures. Example, signals of greetings, departures, insults and the description of various physical states.
2. Hand gestures: these accompany conversation and are used for emphasize or classification. Hand gestures occur frequently in face-to-face interaction.
3. Gait: It is a manner in which individuals walk. Gait is found to be changing with age. So a persons’ gait can be an important nonverbal cue to his age. It appears that we rate, persons showing a youthful gait as higher on several characteristics including happiness and power.
d) Touching

The meaning conveyed by touching depends upon several factors – who does the touching (friend, stranger, member of same or opposite gender); nature of touch (brief, prolonged, gentle or rough) and context in which it takes places (business or social settings, clinic, etc.). Depending on these factors, touch can suggest love, dominance, caring or aggression. When a person touches another in a manner that is considered acceptable in the current context, positive reactions result.

02. SIGN LANGUAGE
One of the most remarkable things about language is that any normal person will develop it without being formally taught. This is true for people in all cultures, including the culture of the deaf. Deaf children who are raised by speaking parents who do not sign will spontaneously invent their own sign languages. Sign languages are not like the movements. Rather, the gestures specify the manual equivalent of phonemes, small units that are combined to make appropriate perceptual signals. Symbols for individual words are combined according to syntactic, semantic and pragmatic rules. Just as there are different spoken languages, there are different sign languages: American Sign Language (ASL), for example, is not understandable to someone who uses British Sign Language (BSL), and vice versa.
03. APING LANGUAGE
Many attempts have been made to teach language to animals. The most impressive results have been achieved with dolphins and chimpanzees. Chimpanzees are closest to humans in the evolutionary hierarchy. In some instances, researchers used artificial language in which a computer key board generates visual symbols. In others, they used American Sign Language, a gestural communication system used by the deaf that is an elaborate as any spoken language. After years of training, the chimps acquired vocabularies of several hundred words and produced two word utterances. Common chimps’ language limitations are partly due to a lack of understanding that others are intentional beings who want ot share information with them through symbols. Common chimps’ vocal and gestural behaviors are limited to signaling their immediate desires.
In a study involving novel symbols in which human two and three years olds and adult apes, children mastered symbolic meanings quickly and easily. But apes had great difficulty, even after three times as many trials.

04. BILINGUALISM
It is the ability to speak two languages. Some people learn both a first and a second language together. Others learn one language and then another. In either case, age can make a big difference. To gain fluency in a second language and speak it with a native accent, learning must usually begin before age six, although even adults learners can become fluent with enough effort.


Studies of bilingual studies have found that those who achieve a high level of ability in two languages have better mental flexibility, general language skills, control of attention, and problem-solving abilities. Fostering bilingualism may turn out to be one of the best ways to improve competitiveness in our rapidly globalizing information economy.
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