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The mystery of how children learn language has intrigued scholars across the ages.  Since the last century, explanations have ranged from the behaviorist stimulus-response theory of B.F. Skinner and the idea that infants start out with a tabula rasa to the nativist proposal of Noam Chomsky to the effect that all and only humans are genetically endowed with an innate language acquisition device such that language acquisition is a relatively effortless, short-lived process.  

In the present context, language development is considered in the framework of a usage-based account of language and language acquisition (e.g., Tomasello, 2003). Such a view takes into account factors such as frequency, conceptual complexity, and communicative function in the developmental route from becoming a “native speaker” of a given language in early childhood to becoming a “proficient speaker-writer” during the school years across adolescence into adulthood. 

Research has shown that the developmental route from infancy to five or six years of age is largely shared by children acquiring different native languages. This path is briefly traced via initial babblings to first words and on to early word combinations and acquisition of simple clause structure and complex syntax.  A psycholinguistic phase-based development model (Karmiloff-Smith, 1986, 1992) is adopted to argue that language learning proceeds “from emergence via acquisition to mastery” (Berman, 1986, 2004).  This is illustrated by tracing the history of particular constructions in Hebrew and English, based on Slobin’s (1973, 2003) explanation of language development in terms of the interrelations between (linguistic) forms and (discourse) functions (Berman & Slobin, 1994). 


Analyses of form/function relations show that language acquisition has a long developmental history.  Importantly, the study of extended discourse sheds fresh light on “later language development” beyond the preschool years (Berman, 2007; in press; Tolchinsky, 2004).  This is illustrated by considering the language used in children’s storybook-based oral narratives compared with the personal-experience narratives and written expository essays produced by schoolchildren, adolescents, and adults. 


The talk concludes by considering Implications of these findings for the domain of study variously termed “child language”, “language acquisition”, and “language development”. 

