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Anomauia: Mema. Y cmammi npeocmagneni meopemudti 3acaou ONaH)8anHsl
moeu (OM), Hezanesxcho 6i0 moeo, uu toemvbcsi Npo neputy, opyey uu 0yOb-sKY
HacmynHy Mo8y, SIKY ONAHO8YE M00UHA. Memoio ybo20 00CNIONHCEHHS € CUCMEMHO
NPOCMENCUMU  PO3BUMOK OCHOBHUX meopemuyHux modeneti OM, 30iucnumu ix
KPpUMUYHULL aHaniz y KoHmeKkcmi 6a3068ux yinei i npuHyunis, nepesae i HeOOiKis, a
MAaKoH#C Y3a2aibHUmMu 6i0N08iOHUL HAYKOBULL O0POOOK 3 0271510) HA MOYKU KOHBEP2eHYii
ma ougepeenyii. Okpeme 3a80aHHA — POKPUMU 83AEMO38 30K MIdNC mMeopiamu ma
einomezamu OM ma ixnimu imnnikayisimu 0ns mMemoouxku Hasdauus mosu y 3BO.
OcHnosHum  3a80auHAM yi€i npayi € 3anponoHyeamu KOMWIEKCHI, HAYKOBO
00IPYHMOBAHI MeopemuyHi 3acaou O OOCHIOHUKIB, BUKIAO0AYI8 [ CMYOeHmi8
cneyianvHocmel, no8 A3aHUux 3 IHO3eMHUMU MOBAMU.

Memoou. Y OocniodxiceHHi 3acmoco8ano memoou CUCMEeMHO20 KPUMUYHO2O0
aunanizy meopemuynoi nimepamypu 3 npooaemamuxu OM. Memoodonozis nepedbavae

BUBUEHHSI XPOHOJO2IUHO20 PO3GUMKY KII0Y08UX meopemuynux napaouem OM ma
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OYIHKY ix yHOamenmanvHux npunyunie, nouunarouu 3 Emnipuzmy ([oc. Jlokk),
Jesenonmenmanizmy (7K. liasce, JI. Bueomcwkuti), CoyiokynemypHoi  meopii
KO2HIMueHo20 po3sumxy (J1. Bueomcoxuii), bixegiopusmy (b. Ckinnep), Koenimuernozco
Koncmpyxmusismy (K. Iliasxce), Hamusizmy, Yuieepcanvnoi epamamuxu ma
Mexanizmy 3aceoenns mosu (H. Xomcokuu), 0o Koenimuegizmy (K. Iliasce,
JI. Bueomcokuii,  Jic. Bpynep, H. Xomcovkuti, V. Haiiccep), meopii  Cxem
(®. bapmnemm), ronyenyii Moseu OJoymxu (Hoc. @ooop), meopii Dopmysanus
Hasuyok (/[rc. Anoepcon), Coyiokyremypuoi meopii (JI. Bueomcwruii, [oc. Bepmu),
ma Emepoocenmuszmy ([{orc. Minno, H. Ennic, b. Mak-Biuui, B. O’I petioi).

Y emammi kpumuuno npoananizosani 3acaonuyi no3uyii, nepesazu ma HeoOo KU
KOJICHOI 13 3eadanux meopit. Ha tpymmi cummesy ingopmayii, ompumanoi 3
@DYHOAMEHMAILHUX NPAYb MA HOBIMHBLO2O HAYKOB020 00POOKY (30Kpema, 00CII0HCEHb
OCMAHHIX N ’SAIMU POKIB), NPOCMENCYEMbCA CYUACHUN CMAH PO3VMIHHA 3ASA61€HOT
npooseMu, BUHAYAIOMbCA CMIUKI  meopemudti OUCKycii (AK-om, Ouxomomis
«npupooa npomu 8UX0B8AHH», CRIBBIOHOWEHHS KOCHIMUBHUX [ COYIANIbHUX YUHHUKIB)
ma aKmyaibHi BUKIUKU 6 NOOOJAHHI DO3PUBY MINC Meopielo ma NpaKmuxorw 6
HagyanHi mosu y 3BO.

Pesynomamu. Y cmammi euceimueni pe3yiomamu KpUumuyHo20 auaizy ma
OYIHIOBAHHS HU3KU NAPAOUSMAILHUX MA MeopemuyHux nioxoois, sKi NponoHyomo
pizni mpaxmysanus npoyecy OM. Tax, Emnipusm akyeumye ygacy Ha posi 00c8ioy,
mooi sk [legeronmenmanizm nog s3y€ HABUAHH MOBU 3 WUPUUMU KOCHIMUGHUMU MA
COYIaNbHUMU NPOYECamu, 8600514U MAKe NOHAMMS, K 30HA HAUOIUNCLO20 PO3BUMKY),
bixesiopusm nazonowye na opmyeanui HAGUUOK yepe3 MPEHYBANbHI Gnpasu ma
no3umueHe  NIOKPINAEHHs, NPONOHYIOUU CHOCMEPENCY8AHI  pe3ylbmamu,  dje
ONYCKA4u GHYMPIUWHI KOSHIMUBHI npoyecu ma meopuicmv cy0O €Kmieé HABUAHHI,
Hamusizm pesontoyionye yio npobaemy, eucyeaiouu cinomesy npo Bpoodowcenuii
MeXaHnizmM 3aC80EHHA MOGU ma YHIGepcanvbHy 2pamamuxy, Wo NOACHIOE Je2KIiCMb I

WBUOKICMb ONAHY8AHHS nepuloi Mosu, Koenimueizm 3ocepedacyemscs Ha 6HYMpILHIX
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MeHmanvHux npoyecax, pozenadaroyu OM sk ckiadHe agmomamu3y8aHHs HABUUOK,
Koncmpykmusizm  niokpecnioe axmueny poib Cy0’€kmie nNi3HaHHA, 30Kpemd,
KOCHIMUBHULL KOHCMPYKMUBIZM NO8 A3YE€ HABUAHHA 3 emanamu GHYMpIUHb020
KOCHIMUBHO20 PO38UMKY IHOUBIOA.

Toznubnenuti ananiz okpemux KOSHIMUGHUX meopiu 3acsiouye, wjo meopis Cxem
NOSACHIOE KOHCMPYIOBAHHS 3HAYEHHs uYepe3 IHmezpayilo HO80I iHopmayii 3
nonepeoHiMu KOSHIMUBHUMU CIMPYKMYPAMU (CXeMami), pO3PIZHAIOUU JIIHe8ICIMUYHI,
3Micmogi ma hopmanvhi cxemu, SKi CNpusiomo Haguanuio. Pazom i3 mum, meopis
Moeu oymku [{orc. Dodopa modice 88axcamucs KpamuHim NposieoM HAMUBI3MY, addice
B0HA CMBEPOIICYE, WO HABUAHHS € JULUE PENnPe3eHMAayielo 8pO0AHCEHOT YHIBEPCANbHOT
«MEHMANbHOI MOBUY, A HE 3ACB0EHHAM HOBUX NOHAMb, — NOUYIA KPUMUKOBAHA 34
esoNoYilHy HepealvHicmb. Teopisa gpopmyeanns Hasuuok posensoac OM sk nepexio
8I0 eKCHIIYUMHUX, OeKIAPAMUBHUX 3HAHb 00 IMAIIYUMHUX, HPOYEOYPHUX HYepe3
NPaKmuky — 8i0 CBIOOMUX 3YCUNb 00 aBMOMAMUYHO20 BUKOHAHHSA, HeXmylouu
eMOYTUHUMU ACNEeKMaMu ma iHOYKMueHuUMU winsaxamu 3aceochus. Coyiokynbmypha
meopisi npocyeae idei KyibmypHoi meoiayii ma coyiaibHO20 NOXOONCEHHS SUUUX
ncuxivHux @yHkyiu. 3pewmoro, Emepoorcenmusm pobums GUKIUK HAMUBICMCbKUM
nocns0am, NOCMyaIoYY, WO CKIAOHICMb MOBU HE € Hanepeo 3anpocpamosaHolo, d
BUHUKAE 13 63AEMOOII MIdNC 3A2ANbHUMU MEXAHIZMAMU HABUAHHA MA HACUYEHUM
MOBHUM cepeoosulyeM, 6 AKOMY CY0 '€Km 3ACB0EHHS GUOKPEMIIOE CMAMUCTUYHI
3AKOHOMIPHOCMI 3 BeIUYE3HUX MACUBIB 6XIOHOT IH(hopmayii.

Bucnoeku. [Iposedene 0ocniodicenHs 00360aUN0 OTUMU BUCHOBKY, WO HCOOHA
oKpema meopisi He MOJce 3anponoHys8amu 8UYEePNHO20 NOSCHEHHS epeKmusHo2o U
pe3ynibmamusroco npoyecy OM. Boowouac, cyKynuwicmev HAsAGHUX napaouem ma
meopiti  0036015€ cgopmysamu  YIHHICHI, XO0Y I YACMKOBI, VSGIEHH NpPO
bacamoacnexmuuil xapakmep ybo2o ¢eromery. OO0max, KpumuyHe OCMUCTIEHH: U
V3a2aNbHeHHsl PI3HUX HAYKOBUX NI0X00i6 — 3 YPAXy8aHHAM IXHIX nepegae, HedoliKie ma

MOYOK nepemumy — € He0OXIOHOK YMOBOI0 O/l PO3BUMKY HOOAILULUX O0CTI0dNHCEHb. A
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20/1068He, UYe CAyeye RIOIPYHMsAM Ol po30y00s8uU HAYKOBO OOIPYHMOBAHOI ma
0COOUCMICHO 30PIEHMOBANOI Ne0a2o2iuHoi NPAKMUKU, 800CKOHANEHHS HABYANbHUX
npozpam i niocomosku eukiaoauie 3BO 6 yapuni OM.

Knwuoei cnosa: emnipuzm, oOegeronmenmanizm, 0ixegiopusm, HAMUBI3M,

KOCHIMUBIZM, KOHCMPYKMUBI3M, COYLOKYAbMYPHA MEOPIA.
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Abstract: Objective. This study criticaly analyses theoretical foundations of
language acquisition (LA) be it a first or a second, or any other additional languge
that the learner acquires. The paper aims to systemically trace the development of key
LA paradigms and theories, conduct an in-depth examination of their underlying
principles and assumptions, strengths and limitations, highlight the areas of their
convergence/divergence, and outline their implications for practical language
instruction in university settings. The overarching goal of this article is to present a
coherent, scientifically grounded theoretical foundation for researchers, language
instructors, and students majoring in foreign languages.

Methods. The study employs the methodology of a systemic critical analysis,
exploring the theoretical literature on the issue of LA. This involves following the
historical evolvement and evaluating the underlying tenets of foundational theoretical

paradigms  and  theories, beginning from  Empiricism (J. Locke) and
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Developmentalism (J. Piaget, L. Vygotsky), Sociocultural Theory of Cognitive
Development (L. Vygotsky), through Behaviorism (B. Skinner), Cognitive
Constructivism (J. Piaget), Nativism and Universal Grammar / LAD theories
(N. Chomsky) to Cognitivism (J. Piaget, L. Vygotsky, J. Bruner, N. Chomsky,
U. Neisser), the Schema Theory (F. Bartlett), Language of Thought (J. Fodor), the Skill
Acquisition Theory (J. Anderson), Sociocultural Theory (L. Vygotsky, J. Wertsch), and
Emergentism (J. Mill, N. Ellis, B. MacWhinney, W. O’Grady). The study critically
discusses the assumptions, contributions and limitations of each theory.

The applied methodology synthesizes the information drawn from most recent
scholarly publications (including research within the last five years) to trace the
current state of the problem under discussion, identify persistent theoretical debates
around the most controversial issues, and identify the ongoing challenges to bridge
theory and practice for language instruction in university settings.

Results. The article exposes numerous paradigms and theoretical perspectives
offering distinct interpretations of the LA process. In particular, Empiricism
emphasizes the role of experience, while Developmentalism ties language learning to
broader cognitive and social development, introducing concept such as the Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD); Behaviorism prioritizes habit formation through
drilling exercises and positive reinforcement, proposing observable outcomes but
omitting internal cognitive processes and learner creativity, Nativism revolutionizes
this field by hypothesizing the existence of an innate Language Acquisition
Device (LAD) and Universal Grammar (UG), expounding the ease and rate of LA,
Cognitivism focuses on internal mental processes, viewing LA as complicated skill
learning, moving towards automaticity;, Constructivism brings to the forefront the
active learner, specifically, Cognitive Constructivism links learning to internal
cognitive development phases of an individual.

The exploration of particular cognitive theories discloses the Schema Theory

postulating the idea that meaning is actively constructed by integrating new
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information with prior cognitive structures (schemata). It differentiates between
linguistic, content, and formal schemata, employed to facilitate foreign language
pedagogy. J. Fodor’s Language of Thought theory takes a strong nativist stance,
arguing that learning is the re-representation of an innate, universal “mentalese” and
not the acquisition of new concepts — a position criticized for evolutionary
implausibility. The Skill Acquisition Theory (SAT) considers LA as the advancement
from explicit, declarative knowledge to implicit, procedural knowledge through
practice, from conscious effort to automatic performance. The Sociocultural Theory
further enhances cultural mediation and social origin of higher mental processes.
Finally, Emergentism challenges Nativist views by premising that complex language is
not pre-programmed but emerges from the interaction between general learning
mechanisms and a rich linguistic environment, where learners extract statistical
regularities from massive input.

Conclusions. The conducted research allowed arriving at the conclusion that no
single LA theory provides a deep understanding of how successful LA can occur, but
the integrated body of paradigms and theories offers valuable insights for this process.
A critical understanding and synthesis of distinctive perspectives, such as
acknowledging their strengths and weaknesses, alongside the intersection points, is
vital to advancing research and, most importantly, to providing more evidence-based
and learner-centered pedagogical practice, curriculum development, and teacher-
trainee education according to ciriculum goals in university language instruction.

Keywords: empiricism, developmentalism, behaviorism, nativism, cognitivism,

constructivism, sociocultural theory.

Introduction. The presented study of language acquisition (LA) is guided by a
rich historical context of theoretical perspectives, each possessing a distinct conception
of the LA process. This paper will expose a comprehensive overview of the major

paradigms and theories of LA, chronologically tracing their development from
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foundational schools like Empiricism and Behaviorism to the cognitive revolution
sparked by Nativism and Cognitivism. The discussion will further explore the
particular cognitive theories. By examining the benefits and limitations of each
perspective, the study will integrate a detailed comprehension of LA procedures.

Literature Review. The academic research of LA boasts a long history,
characterized by the development of various paradigms and a series of theoretical
perspectives to account for this phenomenon. The following section overviews the
foremost key paradigms and theories articulated in the scholarly literature to delineate
the current state of knowledge in this domain, identify compelling research issues, and
substantiate the academic interest underpinning the current research.

A review of the most recent literature (the last 5 years) indicates the ongoing
engagement with and critique of the foundational theories of LA that have been
proposed throughout the 17th to the early 21st centuries. In particular, the works by
M. Alahmad [2] and M. Ameri [4] offer critical analyses of the strengths and foibles of
Cognitivism and the Sociocultural Theory, respectively, points to the unresolved issues
with regard to their universality and contextual considerations, while V. Kapur [25]
examines Constructivism within the second language (L2) learning context.

Furthermore, contemporary scholarly inquiry continues delving into certain
cognitive theoretical perspectives. Specifically, the Schema Theory is analyzed as a
framework for active meaning construction, and current works of Y. Xiao [67] and
W. Hu [22] trace its evolution from 1. Kant [24] through the research of F. Bartlett [6]
and J. Piaget [49; 50; 51]. The formalization of the Schema Theory in the context of
reading instruction by D. Rumelhart [55] and J. Anderson [5] is still the subject matter
in the study of T. Rudnytska and A. Slobodianiuk [54], whereas the emphasis of other
scholars such as M. Jiang [23] and T. Zeng [69], is placed on its possible pedagogical
implementations. The drawbacks of the Schema Theory, like the potential to be
misdirected by current schemas and the requirement for more empirical evidence, are

also mentioned in the work of Q. Yang [68]. Even more radical nativist perspectives,
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such as Fodor’s Language of Thought theory [19], are re-evaluated as well. In
accordance with this theory, learning embraces the re-representation of an innate
“mentalese,” although its basic assumptions have been under ongoing critique for their
evolvability and translation problems as it is indicated in the work of S. Laurence and
E. Margolis [30]. Another prominent perspective, the Skill Acquisition Theory,
analyzed by R. DeKeyser [13] and Y. Kee [26], builds on P. Fitts and M. Posner’s [18],
and Anderson’s [5] early models to inform instructional approaches
targeting automaticity.

Broad reviews, such as M. Almohawes [3], systemically examine how the most
popular paradigms, such as behaviorism and interactionism, contribute to
understanding the aspects like input, interaction, error correction, feedback, and first
language interference in language instruction. Reflective analyses, like J. Lyu’s [33],
document shifts in pedagogical perspectives, often moving from imitation-based
towards interactionist’s views.

Recent publications by O. Vovk and V. Triukhan [61], and by Vovk and
R. Shcherbukha [63] examine the fundamental concepts and major principles
underlying the LA process, thereby attesting to the sustained topicality of these issues
in contemporary Ukrainian academic contexts.

Identification of previously unresolved facets of the overall problem. Despite
the significant progress achieved, some foundational issues in the LA domain still
persist. Firstly, there is a continuous debate on theories that place emphasis on native
mechanisms (Nativism), cognitive processes (Cognitivism), and sociocultural
influences (Constructivism, Sociocultural Theory). A consolidating model that
optimally incorporates these diverse dimensions — cognitive, social, affective, and
biological — within the context of LA, especially in educational contexts, has yet to be
developed. Secondly, while theoretical constructs such as L. Vygotsky’s Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD) [14; 64] provide fundamental guidelines for

instructional practices, there is a pressing need for supplementary research on their

https://pedagogical-academy.com/index.php/journal/about ISSN: 2786-9458

VBech KOHTEHT JlilieH30BaHo 3a ymoBamu Creative Commons BY 4.0 International license



NEOATON4YHA AKAOEMIA:
HAYKOBI 3AMUNCKN

applicability and effectiveness in a range of diverse teaching contexts, especially in
tertiary education environments with varied student populations and emotional
profiles [48]. Thirdly, the specific mechanisms whereby comprehensible input is
converted into automatized linguistic output, as detailed in the cognitivist
paradigm [11; 16], lack a deep understanding, especially with respect to complex
psycholinguistic phenomena [43]. Lastly, the gap between research findings relevant
to LA and their pragmatic pedagogical applications still remains a serious challenge to
overcome. By basing the analysis on the reviewed paradigms and theories and directly
addressing the limitations found in current research, the present investigation seeks to
provide meaningful insights pertinent to LA study.

Formulation of the article goals (task setting). This study aims to display a
holistic critical review of the paradigms and theories surrounding LA. That given, the
major objectives of the study are:

— to assess and critically evaluate the historical evolution of the key paradigms
and theories attempting to elucidate LA, including Empiricism, Developmentalism,
Behaviorism, Constructivism (Social and Cognitive), Nativism, Cognitivism, Schema
Theory, Language of Thought (LoT), the Skill Acquisition Theory (SAT), and
Emergentism;

— to consolidate contemporary views on LA mechanisms, delineating the areas
of their convergence and divergence, as well as open questions between key paradigms
and theories of LA;

—to underscore the connections between abstract LA paradigms and theories and
their practical implications for language learning, university curriculum design,
teacher training, and the consideration of learner variables (e.g., affective factors and
developmental stages), emphasizing the critical theory-practice link;

— to create a comprehensive and evidence-based theoretical foundation that

contextualizes present-day research trends and pedagogical practices, serving as a
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reference point for researches, educators and learners who wish to make sense of the
process of LA and language instruction.

Research results. Yet in 1690, English philosopher J. Locke, a central figure in
Empiricism, put forward the idea that the human mind is a blank slate, with all
knowledge derived from experience [32, p. 166]. Within the context of LA, the
empiricist view implies that language mastering stems from exposure to speech and is
inherently driven to comprehend the environment [44, p. 202]. However, it is also
argued that without adequate instruction, learners may struggle with trial-and-error
learning, potentially reinforcing incorrect patterns and culminating in fossilized
language mistakes [58, p. 1364].

Next, posited in the 1920s, the Developmentalist theory, formed by Swiss
developmental psychologist and epistemologist Piaget [49, p. 237] and Soviet
psychologist and semiotician Vygotsky [64, p. 189], greatly contributed to
understanding the nature of LA by specifying how language is evolving. This theory
centers on child cognitive, social, emotional, physical and behavioral development,
which prompts corresponding pedagogical approaches and pinpoints the adaptation of
instruction to the learner’s developmental stage. At that, the educator functions as a
facilitator who ministers a variety of experiences for children’s linguistic and
cognitive advancement.

The aforementioned theory further contests the perspective that language
development is exclusively genetically predetermined. Specifically, the proponents of
this theory [16, p. 43] assert that the Chomskian conception of LA does not offer a
comprehensive clarification of the mechanisms by which the “mental organ” (the term
for innate ability coined by American linguist and cognitive scientist
N. Chomsky [9; 10]) acquires grammatical rules. Consequently, they propose a more
intelligeble account, positing that an individual’s capacity for associative learning of
co-occurrences and general cognitive mechanisms (such as analysis and

categorization) constitute the primary internal factors in language learning. They also
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emphasize the role of linguistically rich environments in children’s vocabulary and
grammar acquisition as being pivotal. Besides, they theorize that grammar acquisition
in children arises from the analysis of linguistic input and the abstraction of
grammatical rules from observed usage [15, p. 24; 37, p. 151]. It follows that linguistic
features encountered with greater frequency are acquired earlier in the course of
children’s linguistic development [37, p. 151].

The Sociocultural Theory of Cognitive Development, formulated by Vygotsky
in the 1920s and early 1930s [64], prioritises the social environment as being crucial
to an individual’s cognitive development. This theory posits that learning is an
inherently social process, where development is driven by interactions with more
knowledgeable community members, such as parents, teachers, and peers. A central
concept is the ZPD, which is the gap between what a learner can achieve independently
and what they can accomplish with guidance. Vygotsky argues that the most effective
instruction occurs within this zone [14, p. 253]. He also asserts that, analogous to using
physical tools to interact with the world, individuals cultivate psychological tools,
primarily language, alongside signs and symbols provided by their culture — to mediate
and shape their thought processes [25, p. 7069; 64, p. 6].

Extrapolating the aforementioned assumptions to university language learning
classrooms, some researchers postulate that students cultivate the ability to apply
knowledge and refine cognitive skills through engagement in diverse communicative
environments — these demonstrably enhance collaborative oral communication,
interpersonal acumen, and cooperative aptitudes [62, p. 359; 66, p. 90]. Consequently,
educators should meticulously evaluate each student’s proficiencies and challenges to
furnish commensurate instructional resources within their ZPD.

Yet, some critics argue that Vygotsky’s theory underestimates the internal,
biological, or psychological processes involved in language development [4, pp. 1532—
1533]. They note that the historical and cultural context, in which Vygotsky developed

his theory, possibly restricts its universal applicability, whereas contemporary research
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shows accelerating cultural, technological and societal changes that can
challenge the theory’s relevance to contemporary classrooms, especially in
terms of digital mediation [53].

Initially proposed by American psychologist and behaviorist B. Skinner in the
mid-1940s, the Behaviorist theory gained prominence in the 1950s and early 1960s. It
conceptualizes language learning as habit formation primarily through imitation,
drilling exercises, and positive reinforcement [37, p. 151; 59, p. 205]. The theory
asserts that learners acquire language by repeating target speech patterns until habits
are formed, thereby providing further effective communication [11, p. 364; 58, p.
1364]. While behaviorism is recognized for its predictable outcomes and measurable
results, yet, critics contend that it neglects higher-order cognitive skills as well as
internal factors such as emotions and thoughts in the process of language mastery by
portraying learners mainly as passive recipients [2, p. 1587]. Nevertheless, the
Behaviorist theory significantly shaped early perspectives on LA despite the
limitations underscoring the importance of repetition and practice in the learning
process [35, p. 1]. Given that, this theory does not fully account for learners’ creative
errors [37, p. 150], as the notion of free will, allowing for agency beyond mere
stimulus-response associations, challenges the unidimensionality of behaviorism.

Proposed in 1952 by Piaget, Cognitive Constructivism prioritizes the role of
learning over behavior [51]. Specifically, Piaget maintains that cognitive growth and
language learning are interrelated. The concept, termed “cognitive determinism”,
within this theory, implies that cognitive development dictates the sequence of LA
phases [25, p. 7068; 51, p. 154]. Piaget’s view on children’s intellectual development
offers educators a general guidance on the expected complexity of children’s thought
processes across developmental stages. And yet, the temporal precision of these
developmental stages is subject to criticism claiming that children may progress

through the stages, but not necessarily at specific ages [58, p. 1364].
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Additional criticisms point to constructivism’s limited focus on the social
aspects of knowledge creation, arguing for interactive, communicatively rich learning
environments as better supporting successful language development [40, p. 360;
47, p. 2]. However, as a developmental theory, cognitive constructivism provides
useful explanations of children’s cognitive and linguistic progress [36].

The Nativist theory, introduced in 1957 by Chomsky’s corpus of work on LA
and the Nativist perspective, attained significant recognition following the publication
of his foundational Syntactic Structures [10]. This theory advances the idea of the
genetic predisposition for LA, asserting that children are endowed with an innate
language mechanism [44, p. 213; 58, p. 1364]. Within this seminal work Chomsky
introduced transformational-generative grammar — a theoretical framework, which
poses that a universal grammar underlies all human languages.

Later on, in another work entitled Aspects of the Theory of Syntax [9], Chomsky
holds that children exhibit a biological predisposition for language, and formally
embeds the LAD concept, which facilitates the rapid LA in infants and the generation
of grammatically correct sentences even without any explicit instruction. This
fundamental tenet constitutes a challenge to the prevailing behaviorist perspective on
language learning, which prioritizes the role of environmental stimuli and
reinforcement in language development. In this context, the discussed theory considers
language as an innate, fundamental constituent of the human genetic set intrinsic to
human experience. It underlines an inborn capacity in individuals to organize linguistic
rules, thereby expediting the natural acquisition of their native language. This, in turn,
suggests that language-specific abilities underpin linguistic competence [31, p. 991].

However, critics argue that the Nativism is greatly dependent on the “poverty of
the stimulus™ argument, which means that children can learn grammatical structures
that are not present in their linguistic input. Nevertheless, this argument is refuted by
the existence of general cognitive mechanisms, such as statistical or probabilistic

learning, which can delineate acquisition without an innate grammar [56, pp. 193, 197].
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Additionally, the theory receives backlash for over-emphasizing syntax over meaning
as well as social context, as alternative theories such as usage-based and emergentism
hold that language evolves through communicative use as opposed to pre-
programming biologically [29, p. 91].

The subsequent trend, Cognitivism, gained popularity in the 1960s and 1970s as
a substantial departure from developmentalist/behaviorist learning theories (Piaget,
Vygotsky, J. Bruner, Chomsky, and U. Neisser) [2, p. 1585]. It centers on mental
operations, information processing, and cognitive structures pertraining learning and
language development. Cognitivism conceptualizes cognition as a process of acquiring
information through observation, reasoning, imagination, memory, judgment,
problem-solving, and selective attention [15]. It further recognizes the multi-
dimensional nature of human intelligence, the role of prior knowledge, and the
significance of metacognition [41, p. 19; 58, p. 1364].

Cognitivist perspectives view learning a L1 as a cognitive skill analogous to
domains like music or mathematics, reliant on general cognitive capacities and basic
information processing. Respectively, these perspectives view LA as the attainment of
complex skills aimed at automaticity in language processing, which entails promptly
assimilating linguistic input and producing output unconsciously and effortlessly.
However, specific mechanisms by which input knowledge translates into automatic
language production in LA remain subject to ongoing investigation [11, p. 373].

Besides, critics also contend that the abstract nature of thought and the absence
of consensus on definitions constrain cognitive perspectives within LA. Apart from
this, Piaget’s emphasis on universal stages of cognitive development and biological
maturation does not adequately account for the impact of social and cultural contexts.
Moreover, cognitive approaches overlook the influence of contextual factors,
comprising cultural, educational and social backgrounds [2, p. 1589].

The ensuing approach to LA, the Schema theory, is a cognitive framework

suggesting that individuals engage in the active creation of meaning by integrating new
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information with existing mental representations called schemata [1, p. 80]. The
schema theory is regarded as a response to behaviorist “bottom-up” models, which
portray comprehension as a passive decoding operation [67, p. 113]. The concept that
arose with German philosopher I. Kant’s philosophical framework in the 18th
century [24] and later provided a foundation for language studies was significantly
supplemented mainly by British psychologist F. Bartlett [6]. Further, it was elaborated
in the constructivism theory by Piaget in the 1970s [20, p. 442; 50] and formalized by
American cognitive scientist D. Rumelhart [55] and American cognitive psychologist
J. Anderson [5], who in the 1980s, implemented the schema theory in teaching
reading [22, p. 321; 54, p. 29].

Noteworthy, the schema theory distinguishes between three primary schemata:
1) linguistic (grammatical and vocabulary knowledge), 2) content (topical background
knowledge), and 3) formal (rhetorical structure knowledge). They are all considered to
be key factors in language comprehension [1, p. 84; 23, p. 335]. In educational practice,
the theory informs a multi-stage teaching reading process comprising the activation of
schemata before reading, promoting interaction during reading, and consolidating
knowledge after reading [67, p. 117; 69, p. 156]. Its applications can be extended to
vocabulary acquisition, grammar instruction, and discourse creation, reshaping the
teacher’s role from an information transmitter to a facilitator of learning [22, p. 322;
54, p. 30; 68, p. 185].

Despite its value, the theory is thought to encounter with some constraints.
Particularly, readers may distort and misinterpret data that conflicts with existing
cognitive structures [1, p. 81]. The practical application is hindered by differences in
classroom populations and available resources [69, p. 158], and specific
implementations may require more considerable empirical support [68, p. 189].

Language of Thought (LoT) by American philosopher and cognitive scientist
J. Fodor’s, initially presented in 1975 in his book The Language of Thought [19], is

another signifiacnt theory of LA. It is viewed as a form of strong nativism known as
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preformism. Being a cognitive science response to Behaviorism and spurred on by
Chomsky [10], the theory argues that all learning is prompted by an innate, universal
“language of thought”, or “mentalese” [12, p. 149; 17, pp. 2, 35]. According to Fodor,
true learning of new concepts is impossible; rather, what is perceived as learning is
simply an elaboration or re-representation of this inborn knowledge [17, p. 53].

The abovementioned theory also states that L1 learning is hypothesis-formation
and hypothesis-validation against experience wherein a L2 is effectively translated into
the previous LoT [12, p. 150; 17, p. 54]. This system presumes that children possess
adult conceptual capacities, thereby opposing development stage theories [17, pp. 55—
56]. Despite its impact on countering behaviorism, the theory faces intense criticism of
the evolutionary improbability of such a robust native system, the translation
challenges of LoT into natural languages, and the reliance on knowledge representation
in an explicit format [19, p. 73; 30, pp. 581, 582-583].

The Skill Acquisition theory (SAT), based on cognitive psychology, describes a
complex process of skill acquisition as a progression from deliberate practice to an
automatic execution of skills. Among the main principles, proposed by Anderson [5]
in the Adaptive Control of Thought (ACT) model, is the conversion from explicit
declarative knowledge (“knowing what”) to implicit procedural knowledge (“knowing
how”) [5, p. 371]. This change occurs through practice-based proceduralization and
then subsequent automatization, meaning that the skill is performed faster and,
respectively, requires less conscious awareness [5, pp. 369-370].

The theory relies on the three-stage models developed by American cognitive
psychologists P. Fitts and M. Posner [18], and British applied linguist D. Byrne [7].
These models specify a gradual transition from a declarative or cognitive stage to an
associative or procedural stage, towards an autonomous phase [7, p. 2; 18; 26, pp. 3-7].
Involved in LA, SAT posits that learners first acquire declarative knowledge of
grammar rules, then proceduralize it through meaningful practice, and eventually reach

automaticity via communicative application. It happens in accordance with the Power
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Law of Learning, which formalizes how performance increasingly improves
with practice [13, pp. 125-127].

Pedagogically, SAT underpins an explicit instruction coupled with plentiful
practice aimed at automatizing skills. The theory’s constraints, nevertheless, embrace
insufficient attention to affective variables influencing learning, a poorly defined
mechanism for moving from declarative to procedural knowledge, and a potential
disregard of natural acquisition orders [45; 60, p. 1974].

The Sociocultural theory, rooted in Vygotsky’s work and elaborated by
American anthropologist J. Wertsch in 1985, promotes the idea that human mental
functioning is culturally mediated and situated in social contexts. Rather than solely
arising from social interactions, individual cognitive structures and processes are also
formed through these interactions [57; 65]. Wertsch identifies three core tenets within
Vygotsky’s framework that underscore the interdependence of social and individual
processes in learning and development: 1) social interconnectedness, 2) the
dependence of language and cognitive functions on social interactions, 3) the pervasive
influence of culture on individual development. Individual development,
encompassing higher-order mental functions, stems from social origins. Specifically,
individuals accrue novel knowledge and strategies through participation in
collaborative activities and internalization of the resultant joint outcomes. At that,
human behavior is mediated by diverse mechanisms and semiotic signs at both societal
and individual levels [4, p. 1531].

Despite the Sociocultural theory’s recognized importance in understanding the
development of human language and cognitive skills, its universality and versatility are
debated. In particular, it is argued that the sign systems structuring relationships and
psychological mechanisms reflect culturally specific values and ethos within societies,
communities, or groups. For instance, many indigenous groups prioritize oral
traditions, informal communication and symbolic representations over formal

educational materials like textbooks [2, p. 1587].
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The Emergentist theory, championed by figures like British—American
psycholinguist N. Ellis [15], American psycholinguist B. MacWhinney [34], and
American linguist W. O’Grady [46] in the late 20th and early 21st centuries (though
its philosophical roots can be traced to thinkers like British philosopher and
economist J. Mill [42]) posits that the complexity of language is not innate but
“emerges” from the interaction between an organism’s general-purpose learning
mechanisms and a massive linguistic environment [15, p. 22; 21, p. 95; 28, p. 9]. This
stands in direct opposition to nativist accounts of a domain-specific UG, as
emergentism denies pre-determined linguistic concepts, accepting only general innate
capacities rather than innate content [21, pp. 95, 99]. At its core, the theory proposes
that language is acquired via general cognitive processes, primarily associative
learning that extracts statistical regularities and frequency-biased patterns from
environmental input [21, p. 107; 39, p. 19]. These processes, which integrate factors
like perception, memory, and social interaction, are often simulated using
computational connectionist models to explain how linguistic structure
arises [28, p. 9; 46, p. 447].

Being a potent alternative to nativism, emergentism faces several key criticisms.
A primary challenge is its response to the Poverty of the Stimulus argument — how
learners acquire complex knowledge from seemingly impoverished input without
innate predispositions [21, pp. 95, 102; 28, p. 11]. Then, its central computational
models are critiqued for slow and poor generalizations, being susceptible to
“catastrophic forgetting”, and sometimes implicitly building in the concepts they are
meant to learn [8; 21, pp. 112, 113, 117, 119; 38]. The theory is also criticized for
lacking a comprehensive “property theory” of linguistic competence and for not fully
explicating how abstract concepts are learned [21, pp. 120-123; 39, p. 23]. In
comparison to the Skill Acquisition Theory, which is output-based and focused on
automatizing skills through practice, emergentism remains distinctly input-based,

emphasizing the extraction of regularities from exposure [27, pp. 43, 45].
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In conclusion, none of the exposed theories of LA seems to be universally

versatile and effectively applicable in diversified educational contexts, yet definitely,

each of them beneficially contributes to the process of LA, offering valuable insights

on how to obtain successful language learning outcomes. The summarised assumptions

of the above LA theories, are charted below (Table 1).

Table 1

Theories of LA and Their Major Assumptions

Years Authors Theory Key Principles
1690 J. Locke Empiricism The mind is a “blank slate” at birth.
All knowledge is derived from experience.
LA occurs through exposure to speech.
1920s J. Piaget Developmentalism | Language evolves with a child’s cognitive,
L. Vygotsky social, and physical development.
Learners use general cognitive mechanisms
to abstract grammatical rules from input.
Frequently encountered linguistic features
are learned earlier.
Educators act as facilitators.
1920s L. Vygotsky | Sociocultural Learning is an inherently social process.
early 1930s Theory of Development is driven by interaction with
Cognitive more knowledgeable individuals.
Development Prioritizes the ZPD as a gap between what a
learner can do alone vs. with help.
Language is a primary “psychological tool”
used to shape thought.
mid-1940s | B. Skinner Behaviorism Language learning is habit formation.
(proposed) Achieved through imitation, drilling, and
1950s- positive reinforcement.
1960s Learners repeat patterns to form habits.
(prominent) Views learners as passive recipients in a
stimulus-response model.
1952 J. Piaget Cognitive Prioritizes the role of learning over behavior.
Constructivism Cognitive Determinism: cognitive
development dictates the sequence of LA
LA is interrelated with cognitive growth.
1957 N. Chomsky | Nativism LAis a genetic predisposition.
(initially) Humans are born with a LAD.
1965 UG underlies all languages.
(LAD) Relies on “poverty of the stimulus”.
1960s U. Neisser Cognitivism Focuses on mental operations (information
1970s N. Chomsky processing, memory, problem-solving).
J. Bruner Language is a complex cognitive skill.
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L. Vygotsky Learning is an active process of acquiring and
J. Piaget organizing information.
The goal is to achieve automaticity in
language processing.
18th I. Kant Schema Theory Individuals create meaning by integrating
Century | F. Bartlett new information with existing “schemata”.
1930s- J. Piaget It is a “top-down” process, contrasting with
1980s J. Anderson passive “bottom-up” models.
D. Rumelhart 3 key schemata: linguistic, content, formal.
The teacher’s role shifts from an information
transmitter to a facilitator
1975 J. Fodor Language of A form of strong nativism called
Thought Theory “preformism”.
All learning is prompted by an innate,
universal “language of thought” (mentalese).
True learning is impossible; it is a re-
representation of inborn knowledge.
Opposes developmental stage theories.
1967 P. Fitts Skill Acquisition Describes learning as a progression from
1976 M. Posner Theory deliberate practice to automatic execution.
1982 D. Byrne Involves converting explicit declarative into
J. Anderson implicit procedural knowledge.
3 stages: cognitive, associative, autonomous.
Practice —> automatization.
1985 L. Vygotsky | Sociocultural Mental functioning is culturally mediated
(and earlier) | J. Wertsch Theory and situated in social contexts.
Individual cognitive structures are formed
through social interactions.
Higher-order mental functions originate from
social collaboration and internalization.
Behavior is mediated by cultural tools and
semiotic signs.
Late 20" | W. O’Grady | Emergentism Language is not innate but “emerges” from
Early 21*' | B. Mac- the interaction of other factors.
Centuries | Whinney Opposes Nativism and the concept of UG.
N. Ellis Learning occurs by extracting regularities
and frequency-based patterns from input.
An  input-based  theory  that uses
computational models.

Source: Author’s development

Conclusions. To sum up, major LA theories contribute to distinct views on how
individuals acquire language and develop cognitive skills. Despite the fact that no LA
theory can be universally applied to all educational settings, when integrated, they

reveal a variety of important factors, including internal processes, cognitive and social
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dimensions, and others. By combining these views, both researchers and language
instructors can develop more effective and individualized teaching strategies and tools
to cater to a varied body of language learners, thus enhancing L2 mastery.
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