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Children First Language Acquisition At Age 1-3 Years Old In
Balata
Bertaria Sohnata Hutauruk
Absract: This research discusses a case study of the children’s problems in learning first language acquisition
at age 1-3 years old in a ressort Balata. The process deals with some stages namely cooing, babbling,
holophrastic, the two-word stage, telegraphic stage, and multiword stage. The problems of this research are
“what are children’s problems in first language acquisition and, what is the approach of children’s first
language acquisition at age under 1-3 years old in a ressort Balata.To find out the answer of the problem in this
research, the writer uses the related theories, they are Lyons (1981), Varshney (2003), Chomsky (2009),
Bolinger (2002), Gleason (1998), Steinberg (2003), Fromkin (1983), Bolinger (2002) and Steinberg (2003),
Linfords (1980), Langacker(1973), Chomsky (2009). This research is conducted with descriptive qualitative
research where the subject and object is taken from the children at age under 1-3 years old in ressort Balata.
The writer takes her daughter named Mikhaya as the subject and gets the data by observation and video
recording. After the data had been collected, the writer finds out 9 problems in first language acquisition
namely grammatical errors, phonological errors, incorrective utterances, imitation, repetition, correction,
indicating the question, learning by experience, laziness. And the approaches in first language acquisition are
cooing, holophrastic, telegraphic and multiword stage. Finally, parents’ role is important to develop the
children language. The parents should build interaction with their child to know their child’s language
development. Besides that, the writer suggests the parents to say the right pronunciation to the children.
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I.

Introduction

Parents do not teach the native language to their children formally. Although they may try to reinforce
their child‟s verbal behavior with smiles or other ways or through the gap between their mature linguistic
competence and the child‟s beginning by means of “baby talk”. But there is no particular reason to believe that
such ability appears on the child‟s final achievement in becoming a native speaker of his parents‟ language;
children can pick up a language like playing a game with other children to extend their language abilities. The
specific environmental factors that make it possible for language acquisition to occur, but the primary element
would appear to be merely sufficient exposure to language use in a social context. Children seem to learn
language they way they learn to walk. They learn thousands of words, complex phonological and grammatical
structures, semantic and pragmatic relations. As Fromkin (1983:326) said that we do not enter the world before
we are able to stand and walk, but all normal children begin to do so at around the same age. No one teaches
them to walk. Obviously “learning to walk” or learning language is different than “learning to read” or “learning
to ride a bicycle.”
Language acquisition is the process whereby children achieve a fluent control of their native language
(Varshney, 2003:307). Children learn a language, not because they are subjected to a similar conditioning
process, but because they posses an inborn capacity which permits them to acquire a language as a normal
maturational process. This capacity is universal. The child has an innate language acquiring device. He learns a
language by exposure to it in society and by unconsciously forming certain hypothesis about language, which he
goes on modifying till he comes to the adult model to which he is for the most part exposed. So the child goes
on constructing an innate grammar, operating over generalized rules. The capacity for acquiring language is
remarkable a number of reasons (Langacker, 1973:12-13). It is first because of its uniformity throughout the
human race. There simply are no cases of normal human children who, given the chance, fail to acquire a native
language. The ability of children at such young age to form complex rules, to construct the grammars of spoken
and sign languages, and to do in such a relatively short time is indeed phenomenal. The fact that the stages
through which a child learns a language of different nations reveals interesting aspects of the acquisition process
(Fromkin, 1983:341). From this, we know that it is impossible that the child passing suddenly from one stage to
another. In addition to that, as universal there are some stages in acquiring the native language. They are the
cooing stage, the babbling stage, the holophrastic stage, the two word stage, and the telegraph stage. As Fromkin
states (1983:326) that children do not wake up one morning with a fully formed grammar in their heads or with
all the “rules” of social and communicative intercourse. The language is acquired by the stages, and, it is
suggested, every successive stage more closely near to the grammar of the adult language. Observations of
DOI: 10.9790/0837-20855157

www.iosrjournals.org

51 | Page

Children First Language Acquisition At Age 1-3 Years Old In Balata
children in different language areas of the world reveal that the stages are very similar, possibly universal. Some
of the stages may overlap for a short period, though the transition between stages has been observed to quite
sudden. In acquiring the language, there must be some problems to develop children language in every stage has
mentioned above. So the writer is interested so much to write this research to find out the problems and to know
how the children acquire the first language based on linguistics features, they are syntax, semantic and
pragmatic. Based on the background, the writer formulates the problems as follows: (1)What are the children
problems in first language acquisition at age 1-3 years old acquired by Mikhaya? And (2) What is the approach
of children‟s first language acquisition at age 1-3 years old acquired by Mikhaya? The objective of the research
is to find the problems and approaches in acquiring first language acquisition at age 1-3 years old. The scope of
the research is focused on a child named Mikhaya Estela who lived in ressort Balata.
Theoretically, it is as the knowledge inputting for the reader about language acquisition. Practically,
every parent is able to know the development of their children‟s language acquisition.This research is based on
the some theories such as: Steinberg (2003), Bolinger (2002), Gleason (1985), Gleason and Ratner (1993),
Lyons (1981), Linfors (1980), Chomsky (2009), Varshney (2003), Nunan (1999).

II.

Review Of Literature

Language Acquisition
Language Acquisition is meant process whereby children achieve a fluent control of their native
language (Varshney, 2003:307). The ability to get and understand the language is inherited genetically but the
particular language that children speak is culturally and environmentally transmitted to them. Children all over
the world acquire their first language without tutoring. Whereas a child exposed to speak to an English speaking
community begins to speak English fluently, the other one exposed to a community of Indonesian speakers,
begins to use Indonesia fluently. Language acquisition thus appears to be different in kind from the acquisition
of other skill such us swimming, dancing, or gymnastics. Native language acquisition is much less likely to be
affected by mental retardation than the acquisition of other intellectual skill activities. Every normal human
child learns one or more language unless he is brought up in linguistic isolation, and learns the essentials of his
language by a fairly little age, say by six.
According to Chomsky (2009:101-102) language acquisition is a matter of growth and maturation of
relatively fixed capacities, under appropriate external conditions. The form of Acquisition and use of language
the language that is acquired is largely determined by internal factors; it is because of the fundamental
correspondence of all human languages, because of the fact that “human beings are the same, wherever they
may be”, that a child can learn any language. The functioning of the language capacity is, furthermore, optimal
at a certain “critical period” of intellectual development.In addition to that, the term „language acquisition‟ is
normally used without qualification for the process which results in the knowledge of one‟s native language (or
native languages). It is conceivable that the acquisition of a foreign language whether it is learned systematically
at school or not, proceeds in a quite different way. Indeed, as we have seen, the acquisition of one‟s native
language after the alleged „critical age‟ for language acquisition may differ, for neurophysiological reasons,
from the normal child‟s acquisition of his native language. (Lyons, 1981:252).
As Bolinger (2002:3) said that, acquiring a language calls for three things:
1. Predispositions, as well as physical capacities, developed through countless centuries of natural
selection;People have capacities for communicating in a human way uniquely and capacities for acting such
as breathing, grasping and crying.
2. A preexisting language system, any one of the many produced by the cultures of the world; Language
persists through time and from speaker to speaker. We are not born with an instinct to learn language such
as English, Indonesian or Chinese but we learn a language as members of the society, or we want to
understand that society, or to be understood by that speech community. It means that if a language is not
used in any society, it dies out.
3. A competence that comes from applying the predispositions and capacities to the system through the
relatively long period during which the child learns both to manipulate the physical elements of the system,
such as sounds and words and grammatical rules, and to permeate them with meaning: A child must learn
the rules before use the language creatively.
Language acquisition at age 1-3 years old occurs naturally. It is meant that a child is insensibly
acquiring the language but the fact he/she can produce the language for communication. The process of
acquiring the language at the age before 5 years old is called as Golden age. This period show the progress of
language development from one stage to another.
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.Figure (1): Differences between Acquisition and Learning

Adopeted from Fromkin (1983:326)
We know that walking is a process of acquisition. All children are able to walk without any instruction
and tutoring or no one teaches them to walk.) Reading is a learning process because he/she is taught to read so
that he/she is able to read. As we know many people all over the world are not able to read because they are not
taught to do so.
Nature versus Nurture
The controversial between nature and nurture is explored by the ancient theories of language
acquisition, that is, whether language is innate and God-given or learned by environment. Gleason (1998:376)
states perhaps this is the major question that divides psycholinguistics. To what extent is language hardwired
into human brain (nature), and to what extent is it learned through interaction with the environment (nurture)?
Do parents teach children language, or does language simply unfold according to a genetic program? Varshney
(2003:309-310) summarizes the difference between the empiricists‟ approach and rationalists in the following
manner:

3.

Empirical or behavioral Approach
Language acquisition is a result of experience.
Language acquisition is a stimulus-response
process
Language is conditioned behavior.

4.
5.

Children learn language by imitation and analogy.
Language learning is practice based.

6.
7.

Language learning is mechanical.
Role of imitation, repetition, reinforcement,
memory, motivation is very significant in language
learning.
Language acquisition is the result of nurture.

1.
2.

8.

Rationalist or Mentalistic Approach
Language acquisition is result of condition.
Language acquisition is an innate, in-born process.
Language is not a behavior like other behaviors but a
species-specific and species-uniform mental process.
Children learn language by application.
Language learning is rule based.
Language learning is analytic, generative and creative.
Role of exposure is very significant.

Language acquisition is the result of nature.

Varshney (2003:309-310)
From the explanation of the table above, Varshney (2003:310) takes two points they are: (1) Language
is a maturationally controlled behavior, and (2) child language is rule-governed, at every stage. Many types of
behavior develop „naturally‟ at a certain age, provided that the surrounding environment is adequate and
teaching is available at the crucial time. Such behavior is maturationally controlled. Arguments as to whether it
is inborn or learnt, are useless. Both nature and nurture, analogy and application, practice and exposure are
important. Innate potentialities lay down the framework. Within this framework, there is wide variation
depending on the environment. From the age of around eighteen months, human infants are in a state of
„language readiness‟. The urge for language in them at this time is very strong, and only very extraordinary
circumstances can suppress it. A child brought up in complete linguistic isolation, will not acquire language. But
all normal children and some abnormal ones begin to speak if they hear language going around them at this
time.
According to Chomsky in Steinberg (2003:94), humans are born with minds that contain innate
knowledge concerning a number of different areas. One such area or faculty of the mind concerns language.
Chomsky has called that innate language knowledge LAD, language acquisition device. It is Chomsky‟s belief
that such faculties of the mind are relatively independent of one another. For example, he believes that innate
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knowledge alone is sufficient for the acquisition of language and that mathematical or logical knowledge is not
needed. Actually, this is one basis for Chomsky‟s oft-repeated assertion that language acquisition is independent
of intelligence and logic. It is important to note that knowledge which is innate is not functional or operational
and it may not become so unless certain experiences stemming from the world interact with it. Thus, experience
is an essential element in the acquisition of knowledge. Its role, however, is not so much to form or shape
knowledge as it is to activate the knowledge that is already innate but latent in the human being. The function of
LAD (Language Acquisition Device) is to provide a person with a particular grammar (sets of rules and lexical
items), given language data (sentences, in particular) if that language (Steinberg, 2003:95) For example, gave
English sentences as input; LAD constructs a grammar of English in the child‟s mind.
In addition to that, Chomsky in Steinberg (2003:95) incorporates three classes of innate ideas into
LAD, they are: substantive ideas, formal ideas, and constructive ideas. The substantive ideas are those ideas
which appear in relations or are manipulated by operations, i.e. phonetic, syntactic, and semantic features. The
formal ideas are those which express relations or manipulations, i.e. the Base and Transformation rule functions.
The constructive, are those ideas which enable the mind to construct a particular grammar using the substantive
and formal innate ideas, given particular language data as input.
Cognitive Theory
Cognitive theorists believe that language is subordinate part of cognitive development, dependent on
the attainment of various concepts (Gleason 1998:383). According to this view, children learn about the world
first, and then map language onto that prior experience.
Additionally, cognitive theorists believe that language is just one aspect of human cognition. According
to Piaget and his followers in Gleason (1998:384), infants must learn about world around them, which they do
through active experimentation and construction. For example, the infant crawls around the floor, observes
object from all angels, and slowly develops a sensorimotor (literally, “through the senses and more activity)
understanding of the space in which she lives.
Stages in First Language Acquisition
When human are born, he does not have suddenly the grammatical of his first language in his brain and
completely with its rules. The native language is acquired through some stages, and every stage is passed near to
adult‟s language. There are six stages in children‟s first language acquisition, namely:
1.

Pre-talking stage / Cooing (0-6 months)
According to Bolinger (2002:283) pre-talking stage or cooing is the vowel-like sound responding to
human sounds more definitely, turns head, eyes seem to search for speaker occasionally some chuckling sounds.
For example, Miles (at the age of 4 months) demonstrating the cooing stage of language acquisition. He is
producing vowel-like sounds (especially, the back vowels [u] and [o])in the sounds of “oh”, “uh”, and “ah”,
typical of "cooing".He still finds difficulties in producing the vowel sound [i] except when he is screaming in
“hiii”. Moreover in producing the consonant sounds like [b], [p], or [m], she is not able to produce them yet.
2.

Babbling stage (6-8 months)
Babbling is the sounds which infants produce as consonant-vowel combinations, Steinberg (2003:147).
The sounds which are produced by infants but not all the speech sounds are same in language of the world such
as [ma-ma-ma] or [da-da-da] and [ba-ba-ba] or [na-na-na].
3.

Holophrastic stage (9-18 months)
Fromkin (1983:328) defined holophrastic from holo “complete” or “undivided” plus phrase “phrase” or
“sentence”. So holophrastic is the children‟s first single word which represent to a sentence. Children using one
word to express particular emotional state. For example, Debby‟s mother recorded the words she had
pronounced during the 8 months after the appearance of her first word at 9 months (this was [adi], used both for
her "daddy")During the two weeks from 17 months - 17 months and a half, she more than doubled her
vocabulary.
4.

The two-word stage (18-24 months)
Two-word stage is the mini sentences with simple semantic relations. As Fromkin (1983:329) states
that children begin to form actual two-word sentences, with the relations between the two words showing
definite syntactic and semantic relations and the intonation contour of the two words extending over the whole
utterance rather than being separated by a pause between the two words. The following “dialogue” illustrates the
kinds of patterns that are found in the children‟s utterances at this stage. Basically, a child at this age is already
able to produce the consonant sounds like [j], [p], [b], [d], [t], [m], and [n].
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5.

Telegraphic stage (24-30 months)
Telegraphic is merely a descriptive term because the child does not deliberately leave out the noncontent words, as does an adult sending a telegram, Fromkin (1983:330). When the child begins to produce
utterances that ere longer than two words, these utterances appear to be “sentence-like”; they have hierarchical,
constituent structures similar to the syntactic structures found in the sentences produced by adult grammar.
6.

Later multiword stage (30+months
According to Bolinger (2002:283) at this stage is fastest increase in vocabulary with many new
additions everyday; no babbling at all; utterances have communicative intent. There is a great variation among
children, seems to understand everything said within hearing and directed to them.
Children Language Development
Semantic isthe study of the linguistic meaning of words, phrases, and sentences (Fromkin, 1983:164).
Children‟s early utterances, consisting primarily of single words, were once considered to carry the meaning of
whole sentences; they were labeled holophrastic. It was though that children intended the more elaborate
meanings of older individuals but non-semantic factors, such us their insufficient memory spans Gleasonfield
and Smith, in Gleason, (1985:152) states that this position was difficult to support because it required attributing
intention and semantic knowledge to young children on the basis a little evidence. It is now believed that young
children come only gradually to understand and subsequently encode in their words of adult meanings. Gleason
(1985:90) states that the processes of concepts learning and lexicalization, or attachment of words and meaning,
may occur at varying rates and overlapping in time. At times children‟s concepts right match those of adult, but
the children might use imperfect and only partially appropriate words because they lack better words to express
themselves. To serve their communication desires, children may make a choice to use words in an analogous
fashion or as semantic standing for the words they do not know. And then, Nelson at all in Gleason (1985:90)
have suggested that young children are actively engaged in the “classification and of features of objects and
events” and use their single words analogically to comment upon similarities they have noticed additional
evidence that children are using analogy comes from the fact that they are seldom observed to use words in this
fashion often they acquire syntax and can explain what they mean. As Jakobson in Fromkin (1983:163) said that
language without meaning is meaningless.
Acquisition of Syntax
Syntax is the number of rules required for the morpheme (Gleason, 1985:152). The remarkable features
about development syntactic rules in that seems to take place almost unnoticed, with no explicit instruction.
Parents who quite consciously and conscientiously teach their children concept and words never presume to
teach syntax. They focus on what the child is saying rather than how the child says it, (Gleason, 1987:139140).Much of what we know about the development of syntax comes, of course, from studying what children
actually say. Virtually ever utterance grammatical sentence is for speaker and hearer, a novel one, but it falls
within the set of organizational principles for that language. So, virtually every conversation is altogether for the
participants, yet it falls within the set of principles for appropriate and socially interpretable communication.
Every conversation is altogether new fort he participant, yet it falls within the set of organization and sequential
order known to the participants (Linfords, 1980: 276).
Pragmatic Acquisition
Language is often uses us as a social tool. With it we convey, information about the content. According
Austin in Gleason (1998:27) we use language to inform, to promise, to request, to query; how language is used
to accomplish various ends in the world is the domain of pragmatics. Pragmatics determines our choice of
wording and our interpretation of language in different situations.

III.

Methodology Of The Research

The methodology of this research is descriptive qualitative approach. It is descriptive because it
attempts to find out the children problems in first language acquisition by Mikhaya Estela at age 1-3 years old.
This research uses cross-sectional studies because it has a group of children at the age of less than 5 years old.
The subject of this research is the children at the age 1-3 years old named Mikhaya Estela who lived in
BALATA.For this research, the writer uses the video recorder to record the conversation of child and parents. In
this research, to collect the data the writer applies observation method and video recording of conversation
between child and parent. In analyzing the data, the writer conducts some procedures. The data are collected
from video recording of the conversation between child and parent. The writer transcribes the recording data and
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analyzes it based on semantic, syntax and pragmatic acquisition. Then includes them in approaching language
acquisition.

IV.

Results And Interpretation

Research Findings
1. Phonological errors: Removing one or two letters of the word, changing the letters of the word into the
other letters.
2. Incorrect utterances: Parents always think that the child will more understand if they say the word such
the way the child pronounces it. They do not pronounce something genuinely.
3. Imitation: Child is sensitive to imitate the words in his environment such as Television or from the people
around her/him.
4. Repetition: This repetition is to indicate his/her request.
5. Correction: The child will get frustration if his/her parents do not understand what he/she is talking about.
6. Indicating the question:The child always uses the word “hah?” to indicate the question which is still unclear
and wants to repeat it again.
7. Learning by experience: Naming something based on her/his experiences.
8. Laziness: Giving response or information by single word to simplify her/his answer.
The approaches of acquiring the language done by Mikhaya can be explained in the following:
1. Cooing stage: a child is able to produce the vocalization such as “eh” or “heh”. Responding the sound
through smile and eye contact.
2. Holophrastic stage: a child is able to produce the single word and answer every question simply. The
single word represents a sentence.
3. Telegraphic stage: a child hild is able to express her feeling into sentence. He/she is able to build a
sentence, although there are some mistakes.
4. Later multiword stage: a child is able to produce the clear pronunciation and vocabulary increases.
Data Interpretations and Discussions
Based on the findings above at the children problems in first language acquisition, the writer formulates
some terms they are: how to indicate the conversation, how to ask the questions, how to response, how to tell
her/his desire, how to tell her/his ideas or experiences, how to reject, and how to end the conversation. The
children problems can be affected by environments such as parents or people around them and also some media
such as Television. But every problem depends to each context. From its context, we saw that the every meaning
of the word can be different. In addition to that, the approaches of the children first language acquisition in this
research are through some stages, they are: later multiword stage, telegraphic stage, holophrastic stage and
cooing stage. Children develop their first language acquisition through these stages.

V.

Conclusion

There are some problems in first language acquisition namely: grammatical errors, phonological errors,
Incorrective utterances, imitation, repetition, correction, indicating the question, learning by experiences, and
laziness. And in developing children‟s language there are six stages as the approaches of first language
acquisition, they are cooing, babbling, holophrastic stage, the two-word stage, telegraphic stage and later
multiword stage. But in this research the writer analyses 10 data and divides them into four stages, they are:
cooing, holophrastic stage, telegraphic stage and later multiword stage. It is better for the parents to pronounce
the word genuinely. It means that parents should give the real pronunciation to the child.It is better for the
parents do not imitate the way child to produce the wrong pronunciation, because it will make the child becomes
confuse how to differentiate the right or wrong words. It is better for the parents to avoid responding child‟s
question by using the word “hah?” Because it is impolite to response the question by using this word. Parents
should make good connection with the child to build interaction. This interaction has function to know the
child‟s language development. Parents should control the child from various media which is suitable to the child
needs such as watching TV. So that his/her understanding and behavior will be suitable to his/her age. It better
for the parents to correct the child‟s pronunciation and grammar directly. Parents should listen the child when
he/she express the ideas such as telling the experiences at school.
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