
A Summary of Theories of Language Acquisition 

The following are the four major theories of language acquisition, each 

offering a unique perspective on how children and learners acquire language. These 

are the Nativist Theory (Innateness), Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory, 

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory, and the Interaction Approach (Long& Swain) 

in Second Language Acquisition. 

1. The Nativist Theory 

 Most notably proposed by Noam Chomsky in the 1950s and 1960s, The Nativist 

Theory emerged as a reaction to the limitations of the behaviorist view. Chomsky 

argued that children do not learn language merely through imitation or reinforcement. 

Instead, they possess an innate ability to acquire language via a mental faculty called 

the Language Acquisition Device (LAD). This inborn mechanism allows children to 

process language input, test hypotheses, and generalize rules based on limited 

linguistic exposure. Chomsky’s concept of Universal Grammar (UG) supports this view 

by suggesting that all human languages share a common underlying structure. 

According to him, children’s rapid and successful language acquisition can only be 

explained by the presence of such innate structures. However, this theory has faced 

criticism for being purely theoretical as Chomsky did not conduct empirical research 

on children. It has also ignored the role of caregivers and the environment in language 

development. 

2. Cognitive Development Theory (Piaget, 1936 ) 

In contrast to Chomsky’s theory which emphasized the interplay between 

biological maturation and interaction with the environment, Piaget believed that 

language development is closely tied to a child’s cognitive growth. He posited that a 

child cannot learn the language related to a concept unless they have already 

developed an understanding of that concept. For instance, a child cannot use 

comparative adjectives like “smaller” or “larger” until they grasp the concept of size 

comparison—a skill that emerges during the concrete operational stage of 

development. Piaget identified four major stages of cognitive development:  

 The sensorimotor stage (0–2 years): when infants learn through sensory 

experience and action. 

 The preoperational stage (2–7 years): when symbolic thought begins but 

egocentric thinking dominates. 

 The concrete operational stage (7–11 years), when logical reasoning and 

classification abilities develop.  



 The formal operational stage (11+ years), marked by abstract thinking and 

problem-solving.  

Piaget also introduced important concepts such as schema (mental frameworks), 

assimilation (fitting new information into existing schemas), and accommodation 

(modifying schemas for new experiences). Critics of Piaget’s theory argue that the 

stages are too rigid and may not apply universally to all children. Furthermore, his 

theory underemphasized the role of social interaction, a key focus in Vygotsky’s work. 

3. Lev Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory 

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory offers a socially driven explanation of language 

acquisition. Vygotsky proposed that language learning is fundamentally a social process 

and that higher cognitive functions originate from interaction with others. He asserted 

that learning occurs on two levels: first through social interaction 

(interpsychological), and then it becomes internalized (intrapsychological). His most 

influential concept is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which describes the 

range of tasks a child can perform with assistance but not alone. Within the ZPD, more 

capable individuals—such as teachers or peers—can offer scaffolding, gradually 

reducing support as the learner gains independence.  

Vygotsky believed that learning is most effective when it is collaborative and 

situated in meaningful social contexts. Unlike Piaget, Vygotsky placed strong emphasis 

on social and cultural factors as primary drivers of language and cognitive 

development. 

 

4. The Interaction Approach in Second Language Acquisition (SLA)  

The Interaction Approach in Second Language Acquisition integrates insights from 

both cognitive and sociocultural theories. It highlights the importance of interaction 

between the learner and their environment in developing second language proficiency. 

Key components of this approach include input, negotiation for meaning, output, 

feedback, and attention. Learners need sufficient input—linguistic exposure from 

listening or reading—to develop their understanding and hypotheses about the target 

language. However, research has shown that interactional processes, such as negotiation 

for meaning, are even more beneficial. This process involves clarifying 

misunderstandings and seeking comprehension, which results in more comprehensible 

input and opportunities for output (language production). Merrill Swain emphasized the 

importance of output, arguing that learners must be encouraged to produce language to 

internalize it effectively. The role of feedback, particularly negative feedback that 

highlights errors, is also crucial, as it draws learners’ attention to linguistic gaps and 

promotes accuracy. Richard Schmidt’s Noticing Hypothesis further supports this by 



stating that conscious attention to language forms—both in input and output—is 

essential for learning. Noticing specific elements helps convert input into intake, the 

language data actually internalized by learners. 

Together, these theories provide a rich, multi-dimensional understanding of how 

language is acquired. While some focus on innate capabilities, others highlight the roles 

of cognition, experience, and social interaction. The presentation underscores that no 

single theory can fully explain language acquisition, but each contributes valuable 

insights to the field. 


