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Many developmental psychologists studying language acquisition agree with Chomsky’s 
(1957, 1959) assertions that people are born with language universals; that is, they are 
biologically prepared to acquire a human language (as opposed to a computer language 
or another kind of artificial language). The actual language a child acquires almost cer-
tainly is subject to environmental influences; children born to English speakers invariably 
acquire English, and those born to parents who speak Hungarian unfailingly acquire that 
language. Chomsky believed people have a language acquisition device (LAD), an inborn set 
of mechanisms and knowledge that requires only an environmental trigger to be set in 
motion. The environment controls which language(s) is (are) acquired, but the capacity to 
acquire a human language is regarded as innate. This is not to minimize the importance 
of environmental triggers in language acquisition. Famous examples, such as the Wild 
Boy of Aveyron (Lane, 1976) and “Genie,” the severely neglected adolescent discovered 
during the 1970s (Curtiss, 1977), are two cases in point. These two children, who appar-
ently had minimal to no exposure to human language before they reached puberty, were 
unable to later make up for that deficit. Although each was able to acquire a number of 
words, they never mastered the syntactic fluency that a typical 4-year-old child has.

Although children typically begin to use recognizable words at around 1 year of age, 
usually not until their second year do they begin producing utterances of more than 
one word. It is not possible to speak of syntax in a toddler’s language until the child 
produces multiword utterances simply because it is not possible to structure a one-
word utterance in different ways.

If children’s two-word utterances had absolutely no structure, then what we should 
observe are random pairings of words in a child’s vocabulary. In fact, what we observe 
is quite the opposite: Children’s two-word utterances display a considerable amount 
of regularity. Consider Box 13.1, which presents a number of two- and three-word 
utterances spoken by my niece, Brandi Lee, when she was about 18 months old. You 
will notice that certain words or phrases, such as rockabye and oh deah, always occur 
initially in the utterance; that other words or phrases, such as down and didit, always 
occur at the end of the utterance; and that certain other words, such as Dassie, Mummy, 
and Santa, occur either initially or at the end of the utterance.

Box 13.1

Sample Two-Word Utterances

Dassie (her word for “Kathie”) down. (meaning “Kathie, sit on the floor.”)
Mummy down. (meaning “Mommie, sit on the floor.”)
Rockabye baby.
Rockabye turkey.
Rockabye Santa.
Oh deah (“dear”) Santa.
Oh deah Dassie.
Oh deah Mummy.
Oh deah turtle.
Mummy didit. (“didit” meaning, roughly, to have performed an action)
Dassie didit.
Brannie (her word for “Brandi”) didit.


