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EARLY LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

Book reading provides an opportunity for parents to teach their children the names of
objects.

interactions during book reading and found that infants’ pointing gestures were
typically followed by the mother labeling the indicated pictures. Masur (1982)
examined how mothers responded to such child gestures as pointing, extending
objects, and open-handed reaching. Mothers were especially sensitive to children’s
pointing gestures, usually reciprocating with word labels. The children, in turn,
come to respond with more object labels to pointing than to other gestures.
Thus, caregivers appear to provide a model for naming objects that children
later mirror.

These studies suggest that adult naming practices guide children through
lexical development. Adults tend to have clear preferences for where to begin
the learning process and focus on these aspects early on to prevent undue
confusion. Later on, adults branch out to other aspects of meaning. All things
considered, the manner in which caregivers play the original word game seems
ideally suited to promoting the child’s lexical development.

Holophrases

As noted earlier, children often appear to convey meanings at the one-word stage that
would be expressed as a longer utterance in a more mature speaker. A holophrase has
been defined as a single-word utterance that is used by a child to express more than the
meaning usually attributed to that single word by adults (Rodgon, 1976). This ten-
dency to use single words apparently to express broader meanings has long been
noted in studies of language development: “When a very young child says water, he
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CHAPTER 10

is not using the word merely as the name of the object so designated by us, but with the
value of an assertion something like I want water, or there is water” (Stevenson, 1893,
p- 120, cited in Barrett, 1982). If holophrases are single words that “stand for” complete
assertions, they represent an important sense of continuity with prelinguistic gestures,
on the one hand, and more grammatically complex (and less ambiguous) speech on the
other. Although it is generally agreed that holophrases indeed refer to more than a sin-
gle lexical item, there is less agreement on exactly what they mean.

Approaches to Holophrases One early approach was to consider the holophrase
as an implicit sentence. McNeill (1970) has argued that children at the holophrase
stage have some knowledge of certain syntactic relations but are not able to express
them formally in their speech. In this view, a single word such as dog might refer to the
subject in the complete sentence The dog is drinking water.

If so, then this fuller grammatical knowledge would be likely to appear in other
situations, notably in the comprehension of language. Indeed, several studies have
shown that one-word speakers can comprehend more complex language than
they can produce (see, for example, Shipley, Smith, & Gleitman, 1969). But
these studies are hardly conclusive, for it is possible to comprehend a sentence
on the basis of a combination of lexical knowledge and attention to the nonverbal
context. In face, studies have found that young children are unable to comprehend
the relational meanings of simple speech (Benedict, 1978, cited in Barrett, 1982).
For example, one child responded to Get Mommy’s shoe by getting a toy shoe
and giving it to his mother.

Greenfield and Smith (1976) present a somewhat different approach. They
claim that young children use their single words as adults use sentences but do
not actually have the grammatical knowledge implicit in a sentence. By carefully
examining the contexts in which children spoke, they were able to identify the
different semantic relationships that were expressed in single-word speech.
These relationships, in their order of occurrence, are shown in Table 10.2,

TABLE 10.2 Semantic Relations in One-Word Speech

Relation Instance

Naming Dada, looking at father

Volition Mama, looking at bottle of milk, whining
Agent Dada, hearing someone come in

Action Down, when he sits or steps down
Object Ball, having just thrown it

State of object Down, having just thrown something down

Associated object Cracker, pointing to door of room where crackers are kept
Possessor Lauren, upon seeing Lauren’s empty bed

Location Box, putting crayon in box

SOURCE: From The Structure of Communication in Early Language Development by P. M. Greenfield and J. H. Smith, p. 70.
Copyright © 1976 by Academic Press. Reprinted by permission.
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EARLY LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

Thus, dada, when used in a context in which the child’s father has just arrived
home, would express the agent relationship. If, instead, dada were said when
the infant pointed at the father’s chair, it would be an example of the possessor
relationship. Greenfield and Smith conclude that children, in effect, use the
environment as the rest of their utterance.

This more functional view of holophrases fits well with studies that have shown
that one-word speakers are capable of using either intonation or gesture to accom-
pany their single words (Barrett, 1982; Dore, 1975). In essence, the argument is that
there is greater continuity in development at the functional level than at the struc-
wral level; although the child has little grammatical knowledge, she is able to
express complete thoughts that will later be expressed with grammatical phrases
and sentences by selectively expressing those aspects of a situation that are most
unusual, interesting, or informative (see Greenfield, 1982).

Recently, Iverson and Goldin-Meadow (2005) have explored the process by
which children move from the one-word to the two-word stage of development.
They found that children tended to use gestures (such as pointing) prior to devel-
oping the corresponding word (that is, the name of the object). In addition, chil-
dren used combinations of gestures and words (for example, pointing at a cup and
saying mine) before producing two-word utterances. Lexical items appeared in a
child’s repertoire first in gesture, then in speech. Thus, it appears that gesture
paved the way for subsequent language development.

Summary

Children show rapid gains in lexical development during the second year of life.
Most of their early words refer to concrete aspects of the immediate environment.
Adult naming practices appear to facilitate lexical development by emphasizing
whole objects over parts of objects and basic-level terms over more general or
more specific terms. In addition, various cognitive constraints enable children
to understand other ambiguous terms in an unambiguous manner.

Children at this stage also tend to use single words to express larger chunks of
meaning that mature speakers would express in a phrase or sentence. Holophrases
appear to be precursors of multiword utterances, but it is not clear what grammat-
ical knowledge children have at the holophrastic stage.

EARLY GRAMMAR

Children begin to speak in word combinations by about 2 years of age, and over
the course of the next few years, they make impressive advances in grasping the
grammar of their native language. These aspects of grammar, of course, differ
from language to language. Children learning English must pay close attention
to word order, which is the primary way in which meaning is signaled. Those
acquiring a more inflected language, such as Turkish, must spend a relatively greater
amount of time learning the different forms or conjugations of verbs. These lan-
guage differences surely play an important role in language acquisition.






