H. Taine on the Acquisition of Language by Children.

The following observations were made from time to time and written down on the spot. The subject of them was a little girl whose development was ordinary, neither precocious nor slow. 

In the last fortnight (at two and a half months)...hearing her grandmother's voice she turns her head to the side from which it comes. There is the same spontaneous apprenticeship for cries as for movements. The progress of the vocal organ goes on just like that of the limbs ; the child learns to emit such or such a sound as it learns to turn its head or its eyes, that is to say by gropings and constant attempts. 

At about three and a half months..she was put on a carpet in the garden; there lying on her back or stomach...she kept moving about her four limbs and uttering a number of cries and different exclamations, but vowels only, no consonants; this continued for several months. 

By degrees consonants were added to the vowels and the exclamations became more and more articulate. It all ended in a sort of very distinct twittering, which would last a quarter of an hour at a time and be repeated ten times a day. The sounds..., at first very vague and difficult to catch, approached more and more nearly to those that we pronounce, and the series of simple cries came almost to resemble a foreign language that we could not understand. She takes delight in her twitter like a bird, she seems to smile with joy over it, but as yet it is only the twittering of a bird, for she attaches no meaning to the sounds she utters. (Twelve months). 

She has acquired the greater part by herself, the rest thanks to the help of others and by imitation. She first made the sound mm spontaneously by blowing noisily with her closed lips. This amused her and was a discovery to her. In the same way she made another sound, kraaau, pronounced from the throat in deep gutturals; this was her own invention, accidental and fleeting. The two noises were repeated before her several times; she listened attentively and then came to make them immediately she heard them. In the same way with the sound papapapa which she said several times by chance and of her own accord , which was repeated to her a hundred times to fix it in her memory, and which in the end she said voluntarily, with a sure and easy execution (always without understanding its meaning) as if it were a mere sound she liked to make. In short, example and education were only of use in calling her attention to the sounds that she had already found out for herself, in calling forth their repetition and perfection, in directing her preference to them and in making them emerge and survive amid the crowd of similar sounds. But all initiative belongs to her. 

As yet she attaches no meaning to any word she utters, but there are two or three words to which she attaches meaning when she hears them. She sees her grandfather every day, and a chalk portrait of him, much smaller than life, but a good likeness, has often been shown to her. From about ten months when asked "Where is grandfather?" she turns to this portrait and laughs. Before the portrait of her grandmother, not so good a likeness, she makes no such gesture and gives no sign of intelligence. From about eleven months when asked "Where is mama?" she turns towards her mother, and she does the same for her father. 

Fourteen months and three weeks. The acquisitions of the last six weeks have been considerable; she understands several other words besides bebe, and there are five or six that she uses attaching meaning to them. To the simple warbling which was nothing but a succession of vocal gestures, the beginnings of intentional and determinate language have succeeded. The principal words she at present utters are papa, mama, tete (nurse), oua-oua (dog), koko (chicken), dada (horse or carriage), mia (puss, cat), kaka and tem. 

..The word kaka. To the great displeasure of her mother she still often repeats this ten times in succession, without purpose or meaning, as an interesting vocal gesture and to exercise a new faculty; but she often also says it with a purpose when there is occasion. Further it is plain that she has changed or enlarged its meaning...;for instance yesterday in the garden seeing two little wet places left by the watering-pot on the gravel she said her word with an evident meaning; she meant by it whatever wets. 

She makes imitative sounds with great ease. She has seen and heard chickens and repeats koko much more exactly than we can do, with the guttural intonation of the creatures themselves. 

I now come to the word tem, one of the most remarkable and one of the first she uttered..At first and for more than a fortnight the child uttered the word tem as she did the word papa without giving it a precise meaning, like a simple twitter...Little by little she associated this word with a distinct intention; it now signifies for her give, take, look; in fact she says it very decidedly several times together in an urgent fashion, sometimes so that she may have some object that she sees, sometimes to get us to take it, sometimes to draw attention to herself. 

From the 15th to the 17th month...For the last two months..she has left off using the word tem, (give, take, look) of which I spoke above, and I do not think she has replaced it by another. This is no doubt because we did not choose to learn it, for it did not correspond to any one of our ideas, but combined three that are quite distinct; we did not use it with her and therefore she left off using it herself. 

It takes much time and many steps for a child to arrive at ideas which to us seem simple. When her dolls had their heads broken she was told that they were dead. One day her grandmother said to her, "I am old, I shall not always be with you, I shall die." "Then shall you have your head broken?" She repeated this idea several times and still (three years and a month) with her "to be dead" is to have the head broken. The day before yesterday a magpie killed by the gardener was hung by one foot at the end of a stick, like a fan; "What is the magpie doing?" "It is doing nothing, it can't move, it is dead." "Ah!" For the first time the idea of final immobility entered her head. 
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Excerpts from Mildred Templin: "Certain Language Skills in Children." 1957

Page 6  Since the results of this study will provide normative data on language skills, rigid criteria were maintained in the selection of the sample. An attempt was made to control factors known to be related to language skills such as age, sex, intelligence, family constellation, language spoken at home, bilingualism, twinning, impaired intelligence and defective hearing. An equal number of boys and girls at discrete age levels are included. Intelligence was indirectly controlled through the selection of a representative sample according to father's occupation. The children were white, monolingual singletons, of normal intelligence, and with no gross evidence of hearing loss. 

The 480 children in this study range from 3 to 8 years. This age range covers a substantial part of the period of linguistic development: roughly from early use of language as communication until essential maturity in some aspects of language production has been achieved. Since early language growth is very rapid, it would have been desirable to include younger children. However, after a number of 2.5-year-old children had been tested, it was evident that the techniques used in this study were not satisfactory at this earlier age. 

Page 7  The total sample of 480 cases is made up of eight subsamples of 60 cases each at 3, 3.5, 4, 4.5, 5, 6, 7 and 8 years. The half-year intervals between 3 and 5 were selected since development is more rapid in this early period. More frequent measures at these earlier ages make the results more sensitive to growth changes. By 5, whole-year intervals between measurements were deemed satisfactory for the purpose of this study.   Of the 480 cases in the study, 240 were boys and 240 were girls. For each of the age subsamples, 30 boys and 30 girls were included to make up the 60 subjects. 

The total sample & each of the age subsamples were selected according to father's occupation to be representative of the US urban population. The occupation of the father, as reported on school census records, enrollment blanks in various nursery schools, or survey records at the Hennepin County Welfare office, was classified according to the Minnesota Occupational Scale (16). 

Page 10  Intelligence test measures were available on all but three of the children 6 years of age and older. These children had been given the Stanford-Binet in kindergarten by their teachers, by trained examiners at a later time, or by competent students in a testing class...One 3.5 year old child was rejected because of suspected intellectual inadequacy. The child was judged by the author to be like a 2-year-old from his physical and motor development. He was unable to cooperate on most of the tests. 

Page 11 The four areas of linguistic skill considered in this study are the articulation of speech sounds, sound discrimination ability, the structure of the sentence, and vocabulary. All the data were gathered in controlled test and observational situations. 

Page 16  Each child was given all the language measures individually. The tests were administered in as many sessions as were necessary to maintain good rapport. For most of the subjects this meant two sessions, although in a few instances one or three sessions were used. The length of the sessions varied from fifteen minutes to nearly two hours although most sessions ranged from one half to one hour. In the longer sessions, breaks were taken if the child's interest waned. 

For all but one of the children tested at home only one session was used. Although the length of time that the experimenter was in the home was often quite long, it was felt that if rapport with the child could be maintained, it was better to get all the necessary data during one visit than to go into a home a second time. The tasks were diverse and the testing procedures flexible enough to allow some variation in the order of presentation of the tasks.

Excerpts from Roger Brown: A First Language, The Early Stages (1973)

The Study of Adam, Eve and Sarah

Page 51  In the fall of 1962 Ursula Bellugi, Colin Fraser, and I began a longitudinal study of the development of English as a first language in the preschool years of two children, whom we have called Adam and Eve. A third child, whom we call Sarah, joined the company somewhat later. The children were selected from some thirty who were initially considered. Adam, Eve and Sarah were selected primarily because they were all just beginning to speak multi-word utterances, had highly intelligible speech, and were highly voluble which meant we would not have to sit around forever to get usefully large transcriptions. And because the investigators undertaking primary responsibility for each child...felt comfortable with the parents. 

... The principal data of the study are transcriptions of the spontaneous speech of the child and his mother (occasionally the father and others) in conversation at home. For each child we have at least two hours of transcription for every month, but within these limits the schedules have varied somewhat. For Adam and Eve a two-hour visit every second week was the basic schedule. For Sarah it was one half-hour each week. These are minimum schedules; when interesting things seemed to be happening fast much more speech was recorded. We found that the visits required two persons, the main investigator and one assistant... One member of the team devoted himself to a written transcription, on the scene, of the speech of the child and mother (and any others) together with notes about important actions and objects of attention. The other took on the role of playmate for the child and also tended the tape recorder. All conversations were taped. In the case of Adam and Eve the microphone was in a fixed position, and all concerned simply tried to keep interaction within the microphone's range. For Sarah we required a record of higher fidelity because her records were to be phonetically transcribed in a narrow notation including prosodic and paralinguistic expressive features. Accordingly we sewed a microphone into a garment she was always asked to wear, and her speech was transmitted wirelessly to the tape. The final transcriptions, which constitute the primary data of the project, were made by the investigator principally responsible for each child working from the tape recording in conjunction with on the spot transcription to make a single best record... 

page 53  Our three children were not at the same chronological age when we began our study; Eve was 18 months; Adam and Sarah were 27 months. We had not equated for age because we knew, from much earlier work, that children acquire language at widely varying rates. We had rather equated them from the length of their utterances, both the mean length (MLU) and the upper bound or longest utterance. 

page 65 Adam, Eve and Sarah at Stage I, when we first began transcribing their speech, were not at the very beginning of grammar. For the sample which define Stage I, the mean-length-of-utterance (MLU) values were: 1.68 for Eve, 1.73 for Sarah, and 2.06 for Adam. 

