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   Abstract. Language acquisition is a fundamental aspect of human development and has 

been the subject of extensive study across multiple disciplines, including linguistics, cognitive 

science, psychology, and education. Understanding how individuals acquire language, whether 

their first language (L1) or a second/foreign language (L2), is crucial for the development of 

effective teaching methodologies and learning environments. This paper provides an in-depth 

examination of the primary theories that attempt to explain the process of language acquisition. 

The Behaviorist Theory, pioneered by B.F. Skinner, emphasizes imitation, reinforcement, and 

habit formation. In contrast, the Nativist Theory, led by Noam Chomsky, argues for an innate, 

biological capacity for language learning, proposing the existence of a “language acquisition 

device” (LAD). The Cognitive Theory, influenced by Jean Piaget, highlights the role of mental 

processes and developmental stages in language learning, while the Social Interactionist Theory, 

associated with Lev Vygotsky, stresses the importance of social context and interaction in the 

acquisition of language. 

In this paper, each theory is analyzed critically in terms of its foundational assumptions, 

empirical support, strengths, and limitations. Furthermore, the paper explores how these 

theories have shaped contemporary language teaching approaches, such as the communicative 

approach, task-based learning, and the use of scaffolding techniques. By integrating insights 

from these various perspectives, the study aims to present a more holistic understanding of how 

language is acquired and what factors influence the process. The implications of these theories 

are also discussed in the context of multilingual education, special education needs, and the 

growing importance of intercultural communication. Ultimately, the paper argues for a balanced 

and eclectic approach to language acquisition, recognizing that no single theory can fully 

account for the complexity of human language learning. 

   Keywords: Language acquisition, first language acquisition, second language 

acquisition, behaviorist theory, B.F. Skinner, nativist theory, Noam Chomsky, universal 
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grammar, language acquisition device, cognitive theory, Jean Piaget, social interactionist 

theory, Lev Vygotsky, sociocultural theory, input hypothesis, Stephen Krashen, critical period 

hypothesis, innateness hypothesis, constructivism, zone of proximal development, language 

learning strategies, language teaching methodology, psycholinguistics, interlanguage, 

communicative competence, multilingualism, child language development, language processing, 

language and cognition, SLA theories, educational linguistics, task-based learning, scaffolding, 

immersion education, bilingualism, language pedagogy, grammar acquisition, speech 

perception, language input and output. 

ТЕОРИИ УСВОЕНИЯ ЯЗЫКА 

Аннотация. Усвоение языка является фундаментальным аспектом развития 

человека и является предметом обширного изучения во многих дисциплинах, включая 

лингвистику, когнитивную науку, психологию и образование. Понимание того, как люди 

усваивают язык, будь то их родной язык (L1) или второй/иностранный язык (L2), имеет 

решающее значение для разработки эффективных методик обучения и учебных сред. В 

этой статье представлен углубленный анализ основных теорий, которые пытаются 

объяснить процесс усвоения языка. Теория бихевиоризма, впервые предложенная Б. Ф. 

Скиннером, подчеркивает имитацию, подкрепление и формирование привычек. Напротив, 

теория нативизма, возглавляемая Ноамом Хомским, утверждает врожденную 

биологическую способность к изучению языка, предполагая существование «устройства 

усвоения языка» (LAD). Когнитивная теория, на которую повлиял Жан Пиаже, 

подчеркивает роль психических процессов и стадий развития в изучении языка, в то 

время как теория социального взаимодействия, связанная со Львом Выготским, 

подчеркивает важность социального контекста и взаимодействия в освоении языка. 

В этой статье каждая теория критически анализируется с точки зрения ее 

основополагающих предположений, эмпирической поддержки, сильных сторон и 

ограничений. Кроме того, в статье исследуется, как эти теории сформировали 

современные подходы к преподаванию языка, такие как коммуникативный подход, 

обучение на основе задач и использование методов поддержки. Объединяя идеи с этих 

различных точек зрения, исследование стремится представить более целостное 

понимание того, как усваивается язык и какие факторы влияют на этот процесс.  

Последствия этих теорий также обсуждаются в контексте многоязычного 

образования, особых образовательных потребностей и растущей важности 
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межкультурной коммуникации. В конечном счете, в статье приводятся доводы в пользу 

сбалансированного и эклектичного подхода к освоению языка, признавая, что ни одна 

теория не может полностью объяснить сложность изучения человеческого языка. 

Ключевые слова: Овладение языком, овладение первым языком, овладение вторым 

языком, бихевиористская теория, Б. Ф. Скиннер, нативистская теория, Ноам Хомский, 

универсальная грамматика, устройство овладения языком, когнитивная теория, Жан 

Пиаже, теория социального взаимодействия, Лев Выготский, социокультурная теория, 

гипотеза ввода, Стивен Крашен, гипотеза критического периода, гипотеза 

врожденности, конструктивизм, зона ближайшего развития, стратегии изучения языка, 

методика преподавания языка, психолингвистика, межъязыковая связь, 

коммуникативная компетентность, многоязычие, развитие языка у детей, языковая 

обработка, язык и познание, теории SLA, образовательная лингвистика, обучение на 

основе задач, скаффолдинг, обучение методом погружения, билингвизм, языковая 

педагогика, овладение грамматикой, восприятие речи, языковой ввод и вывод. 

 

   Introduction: Language is arguably the most fundamental and defining feature of 

human beings. The ability to acquire and use language is necessary for communication, social 

interaction, intellectual development, and academic success. Over the past century, scholars from 

a wide range of disciplines—linguistics, psychology, neuroscience, and education—

have made efforts to account for how people learn language, especially in children and in second 

language learning contexts. Theories of language acquisition seek to account for how 

individuals, and particularly children, develop their linguistic abilities. Theories 

of language acquisition address not just how language is acquired, but also 

why specific conditions and environments may facilitate or hinder the process. 

The research on language acquisition is normally divided into two broad categories: first 

language acquisition (L1), the process by which infants acquire their home language, and second 

language acquisition (L2), the learning of other languages after childhood. Both these 

domains have varied challenges and theoretical concerns. First language acquisition is often 

viewed as a largely unconscious and automatic process, whereas second 

language acquisition can involve more intentional teaching, motivation, and exposure. 
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There are a number of grand theories of language acquisition, each 

with a different perspective and approach. The Behaviorist Theory, also associated with B.F. 

Skinner, emphasizes environmental stimuli and reward in acquiring the language.  

Opposed to this is the Nativist Theory, advocated by Noam Chomsky, which assumes 

that humans are innately endowed with a biological capacity for language, which has an 

innate universal grammar. Cognitive theorists such as Jean Piaget stress the relationship between 

cognitive development and language acquisition, while Social Interactionist theorists such as Lev 

Vygotsky stress social interaction and cultural context in language acquisition. 

Understanding these theories is important for instructors, linguists, psychologists, and 

policymakers who aim to create effective learning spaces, particularly in multilingual and 

multicultural societies. Furthermore, as globalization increases the demand for the second 

language skill, an understanding of how different theories influence language 

teaching practice becomes increasingly important. The essay will contrast and compare 

the major theories of language acquisition, evaluate their strengths and limitations, and discuss 

their implications for first and second language acquisition. Through doing so, the study aims to 

contribute to a more comprehensive and advanced understanding of how language is acquired 

across contexts and populations. 

1.    Main part: 1. Behaviorist Theory 

The Behaviorist Theory of language acquisition, primarily associated with B.F. Skinner, 

is grounded in the principles of behaviorism and operant conditioning. According to this view, 

language is acquired through imitation, repetition, and reinforcement. Children learn language by 

mimicking the speech they hear around them and receiving positive reinforcement for correct 

utterances, which strengthens their language habits. 

For example, when a child says "milk" and is rewarded with milk, the association 

between the word and the outcome reinforces that behavior. Gradually, through consistent 

exposure and reinforcement, the child’s vocabulary and sentence structures grow. 

Strengths: 

• Highlights the importance of environmental input. 

• Practical for teaching simple language patterns. 

• Easy to apply in structured learning settings like classrooms. 

Limitations: 

• Fails to explain how children produce novel sentences they have never heard before. 
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• Neglects the role of internal cognitive mechanisms. 

• Does not account for the rapid rate and universality of language development in 

children. 

2. Nativist Theory 

The Nativist Theory, proposed by Noam Chomsky, challenges behaviorist notions by 

emphasizing the biological basis of language learning. Chomsky introduced the concept of the 

Language Acquisition Device (LAD), a hypothetical mental structure that enables humans to 

acquire language naturally. He argued that children are born with an innate knowledge of 

Universal Grammar—a set of grammatical rules common to all languages. 

According to this theory, children do not merely imitate language; rather, they generate it 

based on their internal grammar system. For instance, children often say grammatically incorrect 

but logical constructions like “goed” instead of “went,” suggesting they are applying learned 

rules creatively. 

Strengths: 

• Explains the speed and consistency of first language acquisition. 

• Supported by cross-linguistic studies showing common grammatical features. 

• Highlights the biological foundation of language. 

Limitations: 

• Abstract and difficult to test empirically. 

• Underplays the role of social interaction and environment. 

• Focuses almost exclusively on syntax, neglecting semantics and pragmatics. 

3. Cognitive Theory 

Jean Piaget's Cognitive Theory asserts that language acquisition is closely tied to overall 

cognitive development. According to this approach, children acquire language as they progress 

through different stages of intellectual growth. Language, therefore, is not learned in isolation 

but emerges as a result of mental maturation and problem-solving ability. 

For instance, children in the preoperational stage (ages 2–7) begin to use symbols and 

language to represent objects and ideas. Language emerges from the child’s active construction 

of knowledge and their interaction with the environment. 

Strengths: 

• Connects language learning to intellectual development. 

• Encourages active, discovery-based learning. 
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• Recognizes the developmental stages of thought and understanding. 

Limitations: 

• Does not fully explain how children learn the complex rules of grammar. 

• Cognitive development may not always precede language acquisition (e.g., some 

children with cognitive delays still acquire language). 

• Less emphasis on social and cultural influences. 

4. Social Interactionist Theory 

The Social Interactionist Theory, deeply influenced by Lev Vygotsky, emphasizes the 

importance of social interaction and communication in language development. According to this 

perspective, language is acquired through meaningful interactions with more knowledgeable 

others—such as parents, caregivers, and teachers—within a cultural context. 

Central to this theory is Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD), which refers to the range of tasks a child can perform with assistance. Language serves 

both a communicative and cognitive function and develops through dialogic interaction and 

scaffolding. 

Strengths: 

• Highlights the vital role of culture, interaction, and context. 

• Explains differences in language acquisition based on social environment. 

• Useful for educational applications, especially in collaborative learning. 

Limitations: 

• May overemphasize external interaction at the expense of internal mechanisms. 

• Difficult to generalize across different cultures and linguistic communities. 

• Lacks detailed explanations of grammar acquisition. 

5. Additional Theories and Perspectives 

a) Krashen’s Input Hypothesis 

Stephen Krashen proposed that language acquisition occurs when learners are exposed to 

comprehensible input—language that is slightly above their current level of proficiency (i+1). 

He distinguished between acquisition (a subconscious process) and learning (a conscious 

process) and emphasized that acquisition is more effective for long-term fluency. 

b) Critical Period Hypothesis 

This hypothesis, supported by researchers such as Eric Lenneberg, suggests that there is a 

biologically determined window (often before puberty) during which language acquisition 
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occurs most easily and naturally. After this period, language learning becomes significantly more 

difficult. 

c) Connectionist and Emergentist Theories 

More recent approaches, such as connectionism, propose that language learning results 

from the gradual strengthening of associations in the brain, based on exposure to patterns in 

language input. Emergentist theories emphasize the role of general cognitive processes in 

language learning, rejecting the notion of a specialized LAD. 

Synthesis and Comparative Analysis 

While each theory offers valuable insights into different aspects of language acquisition, 

it is widely accepted today that no single theory can fully account for the complexity of this 

process. A more holistic and integrated perspective acknowledges that biological predisposition, 

cognitive development, environmental input, and social interaction all contribute to language 

learning. In practical terms, this eclectic approach has influenced modern language teaching 

methods, which incorporate repetition and reinforcement (behaviorism), structured input 

(nativism), cognitive tasks (cognitivism), and communicative interaction (interactionism). 

  Conclusion: The study of language acquisition remains one of the most dynamic and 

interdisciplinary fields in modern academia, drawing from linguistics, psychology, cognitive 

science, neuroscience, and education. This paper has provided a comprehensive overview of the 

major theoretical frameworks that seek to explain how language is acquired, each offering 

distinct yet overlapping perspectives. From the mechanistic, stimulus-response model of 

behaviorism to the biologically grounded propositions of nativism, from cognitively-driven 

theories to socially embedded interactionist views, each theory contributes a critical piece to the 

complex puzzle of human language development. 

What becomes evident through the exploration of these theories is that language 

acquisition is not a singular, monolithic process, but rather a multidimensional and context-

sensitive phenomenon. For instance, while behaviorism offers a useful lens for understanding 

how repetition and reinforcement can shape early verbal behavior, it cannot account for the 

generative and creative aspects of language use seen in young children. On the other hand, the 

nativist argument of an innate universal grammar provides a compelling explanation for the rapid 

and relatively uniform development of language among children globally, yet it tends to 

underemphasize the critical role of environment, input, and social engagement. 
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The cognitive theory highlights the importance of intellectual development and problem-

solving in linguistic growth, suggesting that language acquisition is intimately connected with a 

child’s ability to conceptualize the world. However, this perspective often fails to fully address 

the social and communicative dimensions of language learning. In contrast, the social 

interactionist theory positions language as a fundamentally social tool, emerging through guided 

participation, scaffolding, and cultural mediation. This approach, while rich in contextual detail 

and pedagogical relevance, may not fully explain the acquisition of complex grammatical 

structures that are not explicitly taught or modeled. 

In reconciling these viewpoints, modern research increasingly adopts an integrative and 

eclectic stance. Rather than adhering strictly to a single theoretical orientation, scholars and 

educators are embracing the idea that multiple factors—biological, cognitive, social, and 

environmental—interact dynamically to facilitate language development. For example, recent 

advances in neurolinguistics suggest that language acquisition is supported by specialized brain 

structures, but that these are shaped and activated through meaningful interaction and exposure. 

Similarly, sociocultural and constructivist approaches emphasize that learning is mediated by 

tools, symbols, and interpersonal dialogue, all of which are situated within specific cultural 

frameworks. 

These theoretical insights carry profound implications for both first and second language 

acquisition, as well as for practical applications in education. In the realm of first language 

development, understanding the critical period for language learning and the role of caregiver 

interaction can inform early childhood education policies and parental guidance. In second 

language acquisition, especially in multilingual and multicultural societies, recognizing the 

interplay between input, motivation, social interaction, and cognitive readiness can lead to more 

personalized and effective instructional methods. 

Moreover, in classroom contexts, an awareness of language acquisition theories can 

empower teachers to tailor their teaching strategies according to learners' developmental needs. 

For instance, employing scaffolding techniques based on Vygotskian principles, creating rich 

input environments as advocated by Krashen, or integrating metacognitive activities inspired by 

cognitive theory can all enhance language learning outcomes. In special education, 

understanding how different learners process and acquire language can aid in designing inclusive 

and differentiated instruction for students with diverse linguistic and cognitive profiles. 

Despite decades of research, many questions about language acquisition remain open.  
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How do digital technologies and virtual communication influence the way we acquire and 

use language? What roles do affective factors such as identity, emotion, and motivation play in 

language learning, especially in multicultural settings? How can artificial intelligence and data-

driven research models further refine our understanding of language acquisition processes?  

These questions suggest that the field is far from settled and that interdisciplinary 

collaboration will be key to future discoveries. 

In conclusion, while each theory of language acquisition has its merits and limitations, 

their collective contributions provide a rich foundation for understanding one of the most 

uniquely human capabilities—language. Acknowledging the complexity of language acquisition 

encourages a more nuanced approach to teaching, learning, and researching languages. By 

synthesizing insights from various theories and adapting them to diverse educational and 

sociocultural contexts, we can move closer to a holistic and human-centered model of language 

development—one that respects both the universality and variability of human linguistic 

experience. 
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