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Synopsis 

 Noam Chomsky famously proposed that there is a domain specific device, called the 

Language Acquisition Device (LAD), in the brain that allows children to acquire language and to 

use it to effectively communicate their thoughts and ideas. In a paper by Christina Behme and S. 

Helene Deacon (2008), they explain that the main argument in support of Chomsky’s LAD is the 

“poverty of the stimulus”, in other words, children do not get enough L1 input to explain how 

they acquire complex grammatical structures which allow them to produce novel utterances, but 

that “plausible alternatives need to be ruled out before we can accept the LAD as the only 

solution” (p 644). They believe that there is no need to have a mechanism in the brain specifically 

for language acquisition, instead they hypothesize that there is a data driven general purpose 

learning mechanisms that is responsible for this task and others, like seeing and walking (Behme 

and Deacon, 2008). They argue that children receive an abundance of input from the time they 

are in the womb until the point at which they are done developing their basic L1 skills, which 

goes against the idea of the poverty of the stimulus argument that supports the LAD. Because 

children in the womb hear their mothers speaking, because infants receive input from the simple, 

child-directed speech adults use with them, and because children are spoken to, generally, in 

simple sentences with simple forms, children receive the level of input necessary for the already 

developing mind to acquire language. And finally, they assert that “statistical cues” about the 

child’s environment are used in the learning mechanism responsible for all cognitive 

development and that the mind’s excellent ability to recognize patterns heavily contributes to this 

development. This ability plays a key role in language development by helping the mind to 

recognize the distribution of speech sounds and the patterns that are present in the native 

language syntax, phonology, and morphology.  
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Analysis 

 Behme and Deacon (2008) make the point that Chomsky’s “poverty of the stimulus” 

argument is believed by many to be based on there being no evidence to refute it, but with 

advances in statistical and data modelling, there might be a better chance for researchers to 

determine if the LAD is a reality or that language acquisition is just another part of human 

cognitive development. They propose an alternative to the LAD and explain why they believe 

there does not need to be one in order for language acquisition to be possible. They believe that 

language development is merely a product of the learning device responsible for all other 

cognitive development and that the learning device is not domain specific, as the LAD is 

hypothesized to be. The following is an analysis of the proposed idea of a “data driven general 

purpose learning mechanism, of their challenge to the “poverty of the stimulus” argument, and of 

the way in which their proposed learning mechanism helps in the process of language 

acquisition. 

An Alternative to the Language Acquisition Device 

 Noam Chomsky understood the endless creativity of language. Speech sounds can be 

combined in any number of ways to create wholly novel expressions that have never been uttered 

before. But, these utterances abide by a set of rules that confine how information can be 

organized. There are three dominant ways in which sentences are structured in human languages, 

which are Subject-Verb-Object, Subject-Object-Verb, and Verb-Subject-Object, and Chomsky 

thought that the capacity to learn language, with all of its regularity, stems from an innate 

mechanism in the brain whose sole purpose it is to produce language (Gell-Mann and Ruhlen, 

2011). Chomsky called it the Language Acquisition Device. Gary Marcus (2006) defines the 

LAD as an independent and genetically programmed part of the human brain, in other words, 
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humans are born with the natural ability to develop complex language, which is one of the 

defining features of the human species. 

Behme and Deacon (2008) argue, however, that an intrinsic LAD is not necessary to 

account for the ability of all humans, with few exceptions, to communicate using complex and 

variety-rich language. They propose that, instead, the mind is already capable of learning skills as 

complex as sight, so maybe language is just another cognitive skill humans are programmed to 

acquire through the same mechanism that allows the mind to learn any other complex skill. 

Language and sight require very high levels of organization, so it is highly reasonable that the 

same way the human brain learns to translate objects in the environment into images in the 

human mind, it also learns a complex system of sounds and syntactic rules to express the ideas 

arising from those images. Noam Chomsky (1985) describes the human capacity for language as 

‘‘an innate component of the human mind that yields a particular language through interaction 

with presented experience’’ (p. 5), which is not incompatible with the idea that language learning 

is done through normal learning mechanisms and resides throughout the entire mind, as opposed 

to being specific to one domain. 

Challenging the Poverty of the Stimulus Argument 

Language is a powerful tool. It can be used to express a basic want or desire, or it can be used 

to mobilize an entire nation to action. There is an infinite number of ways sound can be combined 

to create a meaningful utterance understood by other speakers of that language. This creative 

aspect of human language along with the fact that four-year-old children gain fluency naturally, 

leads to the idea “poverty of the stimulus, which states that there is no way a child can hear an 

adequate number of language examples to learn it with such ease and with such predictability.  
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Parents are not given much credit in the role they play in teaching children language by those 

that support the “poverty of the stimulus” argument. Instead, they believe that many aspects of 

language are known already without training or explicit instruction (Chomsky, 1968). However, 

there is much evidence that children are exposed to an unbelievable number of first language 

input, as is discussed below. 

 It is estimated that toddlers hear between 5,000 and 7,000 utterances per day (Cameron-

Faulkner, Lieven and Tomasello, 2003). This adds up to nearly eight million utterances by the 

time they are four-years-old. That is a lot of input. Children not only get input from parents, they 

also overhear adults and others around them speaking, which feeds them even more language 

input and possibly aid in the acquisition of that language. “Infants a few days old who have been 

given exposure to a particular language . . . already know that language’s sound and have already 

begun to develop one natural language rather than another’’ (McGilvray, 1999, p. 66). This means 

that the mind is adept at quickly learning language with the input it receives and like learning to 

see, it does not need its own separate entity to learn language. To boot, recent research seems to 

indicate that the use of child-directed speech, which is speech simplified for the sake of children, 

speeds up the acquisition of vocabulary, which explodes around two-years-old (McMurray, 

2007). 

Pattern Recognition and Statistical Cues 

 In order to use language, a child must first understand the concept behind the things they 

are using language to describe. The process of understanding those concepts comes from the 

ability to recognize patterns in our environment and to take stock of the “statistical Cues” of the 

objects in our environment (Behme and Deacon, 2008). These same abilities are involved in 

language acquisition in that a child’s brain is capable of recognizing the patterns in speech 
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sounds and grammatical structure and is capable of learning the frequency with which speech 

sounds and other linguistic components are distributed. This ability gives a child enormous 

power to quickly learn new speech sounds and grammatical constructions. As Fernald and 

Hurtado (2006) showed, children around one year and a half were able to learn faster from the 

frequency of utterances they hear. This means that children more easily mastered those utterances 

that were repeated with significant frequency. Fernald and Hurtado (2006) also showed that when 

children were exposed to frequency of repetition, they were better able to pick up more complex 

syntactic structure. This demonstrates that children respond well to repetition and learn very 

quickly when patterns and statistical cues are involved. This is a compelling argument for an 

alternative to a Language Acquisition Device that is only located in one domain of the human 

brain. 

Conclusion 

   Learning a language is such a massive task. It seems that it is impossible to learn 

without some predisposition to learn or some innate quality that specifically helps us to learn it. 

The reality is, this innate, dedicated capacity is only a hypothesis. There is no direct evidence to 

prove that there is a specific part of the brain, a mechanism solely involved in language 

acquisition, responsible for language. It is clear though, that language is acquired and this 

foundation of language can be utilized in the acquisition of a second language. If our brains are 

powerful and efficient enough to learn a language in the first place, they are powerful and 

efficient enough to acquire a second one as an adult. It just requires repetition to help the mind 

find the patterns and similarities in the L2 and to pick up on the statistical cues, or frequency of 

certain aspects of the language. This innate brain power can be harnessed to assist anyone in the 

acquisition of a second language.  
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