DOCUMENT RESUME

The three basic language learning models are the
rote-memory model (prescr1p+1ve), the abilities model
(behav1orlst1c),aand the'critical age model. If this last model, a
deterministic one based on observable facts about the human
condition,. bécomes as popular in American schools- as it is in ﬁrltlsh
schools, language will become an important aspect of every subject
area. Both a biological explanation of language learning and a
cognitive explanation of language development are crucial in
understanding the critical-age model. Once it is Trecognized that the
critical age model is limited by the learner's own blologlcal and
psychological development, a different approach td" teaching the
mother language and its uses may be realized. Since many questions
concerning this model remain to be answered, neither the- rote-memory

. madel nor-the abilities model 'should be discarded. (JHM)
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All the world's a stage \\
And all the men and women merel layers:
£ . ] y piay
A fhey h§ve their exists and their entrances; . //S .
) . “And one man in hid time plays many parts,
. His act being ‘seven ages. \-
. ‘ Shakespeare, As You Like It, : . ~
. Act LI, Scene VII,

. ..' * )

.Shakespea e then points out the critical ages of language develop-
ment and disintegration. (1) "thesinfant, mewling and puking", (2)

"the wﬂining school-boy', (3) "the lqver, sighing like fufnance, witﬁ

a woﬁul ballad", (4) "a soldier, full of strange oaths, . . . sudden .

and quick in quarrel”, (5) the justice . . . full of wise saws and

modern instances", (6) “the lean and slipper'd pantaloon . . . his big'

manly voice, turéing again toward childish treble, pipes and whistles in

his sound", and (7)Y "second childhood . . . sans teeth, -sans eyes, sans

taste, sans everything". : ' .

Shakespeare's astute eye captytes, with a figurative pen, some very

v
-~

agonizing'principles of‘man's humah condition: (1) that man passes through
a number of ages, «{(2) that each age has its-own particular linguistic,

. lrbehavio.ral, and thought patterns, (;) that each age if governed by'its 3 '
accompanying,Biological gtaté attachc@ to the great, monglithic time machinc,.

and (4) thdk bepavior and thought akbe éonveng by language. In these few
lines Sﬁakqﬁpcarc presents a learning model which has gone, in and out 0{
vogue Lp the pasl three thuadnd yoars of chLc{ﬁ civiJ%ZALion and Lg now

¢reeping back into fashion. ~
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yearnlng model.; Ve have read and rec1ted grammar rules, we have read and

.
4
é ¢ ) '
g »

N . 4 . Y - .
Language Learning Medels. The:  are basically, thrée language learning
v 1

models. The first modél ‘is the prescriptive, rotg—memory model. The thgory

u

behind this model assumcs thdt there is a correct language, and that if the

right mixture of rules is memorized and applied, then beautiful and proper

language will unfold. Tnese language rules are recorded in texpbooks as
some sort of metal?hguage, then by going through a- rec1tat10n ritual on these

rules, the teacher’ assumes that the language learner will have been taught

language. )

v

1

ol 4 . ) . ) -
Most of us recall instances of language teaching based on trhis language

recited lines fron poets and listened to our teacners explication of llterary

texts, we havé 1dent1f1ed topic sentences and memorlzed tran51téon [ words
7
and phrases. This rote-megmory language learning model is e/Jl’f r keeping
: . : ;
children in their seats but has dubious educational valued ° .

The second language learning model is the most pyevalent in today's

~ . ‘,. . . ‘.. . " I.
American educational scene. This is a behavioristic fl abilities.model. The

»

theory belind this model is: (1) that there are cegfain fyngﬁistic abilities

or behaviors which every school educated person shdbld have, and (2) that

these behaviors or ab1\1t1es can be enumerated an consequently taught, pro-

vided the teacher writes an objective, prepares a leagning activity pacget, \\\
and puts it ‘in the hands of ,the learner. This abilities model has gained

wide acceptance in contemporarv pedagogy. Fach abi}ity or behavioral objective

which an educator w{ifes is,one which he knows everyone can do because he has

seen or -imagined some ideal person performing that behaviar, When the novice
learner ackgmplls es the set of objectives contalped fn the learn1ng activity ’
packet, he is éivea his just rewards aqd seﬁt on to deﬂonstrate the next set ’

of abilities. i lL;rnlng model, when anoroorated in a teaching mode, is

called individ llzed or performance based edu¢ation. What you do is what

you know! ‘&1l of us have been exposed to this learning model. e have

written behavioral objectives, we have given and taken pretests to determine

our perfurm&nce,'dunclacLiviLica o strengtiien our p (ormancc and thien
taken a post test to measure how much we have 1wpr0vaF our performance.

The third language learning model is basically that described by

Shakespeare who was an Anglo, Renaissance man, This is the critical age

model and it comes to us as variations on themes by Lennenberg and Piaget.

v , : . , N
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It is indced a deterministic model ' ceod on observable fadts about the human
- . ‘: .

cundiﬁion: (1) a persoﬁ's language icarning is determinediby his physiological

and psychological developrment which in term is determined By his cironological
* age, (2) man is doomed to pdssithrough each preceding critheal age to get to
. - thé next in-'a particular linear order, (3) belabéred teaching of languagé
iskhseless since laqguagg cannbt bé taught, it can only be learned in its
prescribeﬂ\biologicaf and piycgélogical sequence, and (4) the only way for .

- .
a person ¢o go through these critical ages is to be put in social environments

! which stirulate, energize, and provide the conditions for a person to pass

frgm one critica} age to the next. Instructional pro;eduges based-on the

) critical age model rely heavily on socialization in an open classroonm

' environnent. It provides for assessment of where a child'is in his stage

developrent for varidus subject areas.- For example, how a ghild handles the
.

conservation of matter in science class would put hin in a,certain critical

age, how he explains the motivation 6f a character in a story would put him

in anotir critical age in language arts class ;and—hoW ne views the moral :

! -
actions c¢f a politician or a president in social studies would put the child

§
in still another critical age of his moral development. For exzmple, ''The

President lied," reflects an carly stage of moral development which must be

1

: expressced by a child hefore he tan conclude, as an older student, that "a lie.

v . 1 13 ¢ . . . kY
of a certain magnitude by a person in public office will take away that ’

' +

[ 4 SRR T
oo ) person's credibility and make for a suspect. government.' >
- N . : ' 4 s . . .
1f the crilical age model df language learning catches on in the American
[ . schools, which it scems to be deing in the British schools, language will

. A » . %, - . .
becore an important aspect of every subject area since how a child progresses -

i

through his critical ages will be detérmined by the wav he expresses his

concepts.  Assessment of a_student®s progress will be different since it will
L N 1
take into account conce formation,. meral development, and ability -to

. " +

V4
different%ate, categorize, and geﬂggélize. The role of the teacher in this - ;' " s

- " \
model i% that of a persen who helps sct conditions for social interaction -

. . . (. -
in the learning environment and who assesses the ¢hildren's concept-formation.

The teacher sets the conditions for moral development while the child grows in

differentiation) cat%goriédtion, and generilization ability at critical

ages. Tue ‘balante of this paper will fqéhs pn the critical age model of
language’learninz. o Tt . )
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- is the same for all children in all world cultures,_(3) the acqulsltlon

Lennenberg (l967f is

‘the principle disciple of a critical age theory of language learnlng based

A biological explanation of lunsiige learning.

upon biologflcal.and chronological develoﬁnent Lennenberg's main’ concern

(1) a =«
(2) the age of dnset

is the development of language in children which he observes as:

form of behavior present in all cultures of the world,

VAR

strategy is 'the same in all &ultures, (4) the formal operatlng,characterﬂ -

istics of language are universal, (5) the formal operating ché?acteristi;s

have remained the same in'recorded history, and (6) language behavior can’

be impaired by brain lesions which can leave otﬁér'menfhl and motor skills

unaffected (Lennenberg, 1969, p. 645). /

Certain features of language acquisition appear to follow hard on the

heg;s of features of motor development. At six months a ghild will sit up

using hands for support at the same time his cooing ;ound changes to babbling
by introduction of consonantal sounds. -At one year,-a child stands and walks
when held by one hand; at, the same time he is'able to duplicate syllables,
understands some words and utters what might be interprered as Jfirst words.
At a year and a half a child can creep downstairs bgckwards and has a pro-

pulsive galt, at the same ‘tine he naq a repertoire of not more than fifpy

\words not joineg in phrases, uses intonation patterns that resembles

tconnected discourse, and shows good pragress in understanding. At two years,

a child runs with falls and walks downstairs with one foot forward:; at the'
sane time he owns more than fifty words, utters two-word nucleus phrases,
and no longer babbles.,

At tyo and a half, the child jumps with’ both feet

stands on one foot for a sccond and: builds a toWer of six blocks whlle -
uttering new words every day, using thkge word nucleus sentences and seems
to understand everything even though he A:tbs sone *grammatical deviations

in speech. At three, the child ij tiptoe thPet yards and walks downstairs

with alternating feet, he has a vocabulary of 1000 words, his grammar is

close to tolloquldl adulL language, his ge nmmntlcnl deviations are s)steMatic

and predictable. By four and a half years, a child can jump rope, hop on

one foot, walk a line, and his languagpe 1§ well established with grammatlcal

o

deviations restricted to dialect or llterary aspects of discour

se.
| / -
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A.reccn; study by Kidder (1974), ‘ttempte‘to.tréce the syntactic dénsity
and vocabulary intensity~of childrch's Jrfting through the elementafy scﬁ%ol.
yeare. Kidder's analysis of.chlldren s wrltlng included grades 1 through 6.
When samples of chlldnen s writing were analyzed, for syntactle den51ty,

there was a clear tyend for the mean ‘score :o increase at each gradé le/ﬁl

°

“and a general trend for an increase by agg These findings were consistent

with qﬁsukxs-of earlier studies which reubal trends for contlnulng develop—(
fent in children's ablfltles to manlpulake ﬂore and m@re complex structures
(Hunt, 1965, 1970; O'Donmell, 1967). The computerized Syntactic”Density
)Score'(Qolub'& Kidder, 1974) wds geqsifi&e to significant spurts of syntactic
developqent at aboqﬁ.nine-years of/age. Kidder's sfudy also shows that the
s;ntactlc density ef citildren's writing at a-grade level lags.behind about
one year of the syptactic density of ;eading materia}s at that grade leve}.
The pattern of syntactic development %y age is generally one of increasing
density in syntax with one noted regvessibn at aBout age 10 and then another
significam spurt at abotit age*ll. Two'year intervals are needed to obtain

significe®e growth changes in'synfacti; density. . . ‘

Kidder's analysis.of vocébulary;intensitymof children's writing'by age
shows‘thag»vocabulari‘development fluctuates .more than syntactic develo?ment.
There was evidence of iqfreases in vocabulagy intensityﬂ%g—egrly years,
plateaus or ¥egressions in middle vears, and then an upwagxd curve again in

the upper elementary grades. . ’ P A

\

The comparison of mean syntactic density scores of the samples of graded

reading and of children's writing indicates that after initial reading
[ ]

experiences, the syntax of what children are expected to read is more complex

than the syntaxsof their writing, but only on the average of one grade level

difference. This steady difference of one ykar between what children are

1

expected to read and what they write continues with age. A different pattern

emerges for vocabulary. The vocabulary intensity of reading materials

[

continues to inprease with grade level, but the vocabulary ie}ensity of
children's writing tends to level off. In chiddren's writ;dg syntactic
d;nsity'increaées with age, vocdbulary intensity does not deem to increase
so steadily after about age nine.s *

Attempts to medify language development throu%h laborious ingfruct@on'
in grammar, vocabulary, or hol to compose cortect éenteﬁces ié inconclusive.

¥’ N .
B .
- . . . .




Measures Uf‘&hllerH s langudage devel Pont arc uqually measurcs af how well

they unJerstand trne listening and rea. . naterlals.glvcn them Children
whd have not developed to a stAge in wiich' they- use certain gramnatical
rulps spontanéously, cannot ‘be taugkt to repeat a sentence that is formed
by rules not in the chlldren s repertoire (Lennenberg, 1969) This is a
good indication that the Chlld abstracts regularities and relations from

the language he hears; he then attempts to generalize for hlmselr 8 set of

prlnC1pleb This bulidlng up of syntactic principles is a constant process

» .
so that gignificant growth intervals-can be measured every two years (kidder,
1974). - : :

. L )
A Cognitive Explanation of Language Development. It is @ot possible to

gét an animal to name a specific object the way a child learns to name
objeéts Dogs can p01nt'and chinpapzees can arrange dlfferently colored and
shaped blocks or other objects, but this is.not naming in the human sense.
Cognition in humans is, the process of naming.

é child shows evidénce of his,und¢rstanding of concepts by the way lte
uses- words and these words Iabel cognitive processes. .In the process of .
cognltlve dLvelopnent a chlld’goes from epen classes of words, for Ekzmple,
"Daddy" tq 1nclude all men, to closed élasses, "Daddy," to include only one
man.  Concept formatiou is the primary cognitive process, Haming is the
secondary”cognitive process which iprints the concept. Words "tadg" the
‘envirénment so that humans can deal eﬁféctively with~the envirohment.ﬁ

A concepf, tiién, is a word which.ca;ries with it a meaning. A principle .
is % series of two or more concepts which when strung toéether deliver even

& . M

more meaning. llorse is a concept as is livingroom. There is a _horse in the

livingroom creatés an even more bizarre meaning than does horse ,or 1iv1ng;oom

alone. Concepts are got the thing which they describe but rather they are
i

psychologlgally in the mind of the organism as a representation o‘ the

refereht in the environment, Somc concepts are abstractions unto themselves,

whereas others are classificatory because they seem Lo havc uLLWlbulvu.
~

llorse and livingroom are both*clab§1f1LaLory concepts” since they each have
- ‘ L4

subordinate and supraordinate attributes. A horsc is a kind of animal;
animal is supraordinate to horse. A pony is a kind of horse; pony is sub-
ordinate to horse. Classifitatory concepts are of particulat interest in

a critical age model of language learning: The use of thesc concepts allows

-
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Awhlch are principles formed in metaphorlcal ways. -

a child to discriminate and to classit . The teacher can then indicate the~
o

child's critical age of, development and can understaRd whether a child o

’reail§ understands a concept: It I's with language that a child indicates

his understandlng of a concept and how he can manlpulate er use a toncep@

I
in order to.form pr1nc1ples. - Thinking “is “the metaphorical process of -
' e . o -

. ’ w“
connecting coucepts and formlng principles.’ L SN '

’ v, ‘. " -
Persons who do not ank concepts into pr1nc1ples are uSlpg conérete l
] <
forms of th;nklng - Those who can, metaphorlcdlly, link- concepts 1nto

principles, are using abstract cbgnition. < ' . L N

. A very young Chlld s .condepts temnd to be toncrete When asked to"

define a word, the child will point to an object which it deﬂotes or w1ll

qr

‘deflne -a thing by its’uses, such as, "a do}l is for playing house" or a - v

.

mother is for cooking dinner."” By the age of seven or- eight the flrst
loglcal or abstract definitions appear such as "a'doll is'a toy that looks
like a girl' or "a mother.is a person who “has chlldren ‘The:earlier”
Tesponses are pertectly reasonable and relate to the child's needs. -Thé

later rLSpOHSQS relate t& the child's respounse to events in the env1ronnent
i

“The abstract attitude Lé'bascd,on the ability to: (1) -assume a mental
set, (2) to shift from one gspect of a situation to another, (3) recall many .

of the aspects of a situation, (4) grasp the many parts of, a sifuation and

pe}ceive‘them°as a whole; - (5) abstract common ory,dissimilar properties,. :
(6) plan ahead idgatiénally, (7) assume an attitude of ﬁossibllity or

N A
probability, (8) think"and perform -symbolfcally, and (9) detdtch the ego

from the outer world. O ,

/
{
1

At about eighteen months, during the first and second years of a}child's
: §

life} language appears, as Lennenbetrg tells ys, as biologically goverpgd -
behavior. At the same time, Piaget (1950, 1953) tells us thiat during the
second yeat séﬁsorkrmotor intelligence seems to becbme complete. New means
to solving problems whfhh need sensori-motor”development happen o fast that
Chey appear To be suddeay, 'in'.i;-,hl oA that ape, a el hd, intarcapted i hite
attemptl at opening a box will return to the task without any randominess of .
Sehavior. : ) . . B

Language will appear immediately after sensori-motor development. Frow

\,

the time that language appears to the age«of four years, the-child generalizes -

4

his response according to iconic signs, the child assimilates real®ty to his
. 2 '
own actions.alone so that the child vill say "the door pinched my finger" or

.

“the wall hit thc\bﬁll.” ) ”

8

-~ ’
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L. 8.

Between the ages of four and elg! ., intuitive. thought starts to enmerge.

The child will relate referents in thc: Guter world back to his own ego-centric
experience.

His shadow will get the child's name. The outline of a dog will

+ get the name of a dog in the child's experience. At this age, there is no

recognition 6f what unites the shadow with tHe person, the dog with a name.

v Betweon the ages of eight and Tifteen the <hild's thought is in a ﬁ‘{f

5

petiod of social concrete operations. “Although some logical and abstract

“toncepts grise, they cannot bé manipulated in the abstract. " The child.at

this period of thought will find it difficult to deal with an object that

is not available. He cannét describe the angle of a ball bouncing off a*

wall if he cannot see ‘it happen.

He cannot say puch, if anything,'about

‘the shadow of a tree unless he has one at‘hand to-dbserve. Verbalizing
. b

principles in the abstract is very*difficult for a child at this age.

-

From time of puberty, about thirteen, and on, generalized language
development becomes fixed and formal language learning seems to take over.-

At this point in a child's thought process, the ch¥ld shows true formal

opdrations of logical and éhst;act concepts. The child can now reason in

the abstract, -arriving at accurate conclusions from purely verbal, abstract

prop051t10ns, a shadow 1§;%ast in a certaln direction dependlng upon the
p051tLon of the light §$irce, a ball bounces off a wall at a4 certain angle
“depending upon how it Is thrown up against the wall.

Concrete thought operations are nceded for generalizinglabout language,
formal thought operations are needed for abstract® pr1nc1ple-forma§10n with

language. These two act1v1t1es are well dlstrngulshed by critical 'ages in

“the child's development. Both Lennenberg and Piaget "do not see these
blologlcally and psycholpglcally determined ages as a time span an individual

goes through, but as definite steps toward linguistic maturity and logical .

ways of thinking.

These critical ages are cumulatlve and mot simply sloughed

“off as one’ advances - along his biological time llnc.

AN

-

B

All of the critical

ngcs move from the cooing sounds to lopical thought., No stage tan be passed
\ ! 7

or overlooked as unimportant. A missed age will serve as a block tu progress

.
to a4 new age.

It is often necessary to

development before progress forward can

go back io,a know critical age of

be magde., Language is the gcyvqcﬁiclc

ages of language‘and thought.

The

v .
for taking a child through ghelcritical

teacher of elementary school children sheuld focus on emnceptual development.

»
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lmpiicgtions of a critical age model «  language learning. ’ . -

A critical age fodel of.language ..arping has some attractive and

, . Y
some not so attractive elements. The most obvious unattractive aspect is
that the model admits to being limited by the learners own biological and

- \ psychological development. ﬁowéver, once this fact is accepted, a

)

different approach ro, teaching the mofher language and its uses in the

‘

teaching of subject mattey scems in order: 4

i

LT }_ (1) Formal .instruction in the ‘grammar or structure of the mother

tongue is probably an‘unproductive activity between the ages
of four and:eight.’ Inductive or general@zing approaches to the

understanding and decoding of oral and written language is

appropriate for this age level. . )
(2) Between the ages of 8 -and 13, identifying;\naming, and categ&fié-
, ing of noﬁabstract“concepté can be Egrefully and successfully
. o carried out in the elementary school classroom.
(3) At thirteen and after the onset of puberty, a whole new type of

education is needed. Students, from this point on, must be given

every opportuﬁity to learn wa to think and to use language in

>

abstracting pr1nc1ples from ‘concepts. There’ is no reason to
assume that stuaents will learn to, do the folgow1ng abstracting

behav1ors without some outside a881stance

(a)y To assume a mental set for-abstrgct Lhougﬂt.
- “
(b) To shifit from one concept to another within a principle.

g " (¢) To recall most or ‘all of the concepts from which a principle

‘is derived.- . . .

=

L (d) To gragp‘the many cohcepts comprising a principle and to

N . - perceive them as a whole. ' \

Ke} To abstract similar or dissimilar attrlbuteS\of a concept..
(f) .To plan alead ideationally. <.
. ] (g) - To quuho aR attitude of ."mere poksiblc“-or'pgobabiﬁﬁiyu
l (h) To think and perform §ymbolically.r

*

(i) To detatch the bgo from the outer world.

»

k 4

\\ . (4) Moral development shOuld ducompany abstract thinking during language
dcvclopmeni. y ~ P ' ‘

»
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(5) Oral and written language a1 liter raturg serve as exceptionally |
' useful vehlclcs for observing und diredting abstrg;t language L
developmen&>and moral development. . ', - ’ 3
(6) Socializing env1ronments such as open claasroém procedures, e . ’
! creative dramatics, learnlng activities which allow for oral and
written communication betweea pupils and teaqﬁers, aré useful ‘
) environments for language and concept_learping. |
(7) A whole new method of assessing children?s progress through the i
i criticil ages as measured by concept attainment is essential for ) g
prov{ng or dispfov;ng the validity «of ‘this language leafning mpdei. ?
- Initial attempts at testing concept i the language arts are avail- N %
able (Golub Fredrick and Harris, 1971).‘~ . ' . S . ¢
Research in language learning and corcept $¥Ratlon bade upon this . " . Py
model is 1acRing. Spmé quégtionsgwhich can be inves{igated are: ¢1)-can .
: children ages 5 - 8, generallze oral and writterd language concepas fronm ’
' direct -experience with the sounds and }orms of language as well as children .
given formal 1nstruct10n7 (2) Can.children who have had soc;alized cqncrete
¢ operatlons 1nstruction in dlstlngulshlng, naming, categorizing, and dig-
cr1n1nat1ng similar and d1551m11ar attribute in language concépts do as well :
“in concept attainment as those having skills or:ability oriented instruction
* in langudge concepts7 (3) Can ‘students be taught abstracfing or metsphotrical
fanguage behavio}7 (4) Is a skills approach or an abstractlng approach &ost :
» satisfactory in teaching moral deVelopment7 > o .
Until some of these questions can be‘answeted, it would be foolish for )
any of us to digcard either Ehb~rote—memory model or the ability model in ) '@
favor of the tritical age model of language learning. Language Iearning
' . research of the future w1ll be exc1L1ng sipce it sHould tell us how children ST
" form and usé coneepts with the llngugstlc structures at their disposal. "
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