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Broadly speaking, two dominant positions have emerged on the issue of language acquisition;the first is
best described as a strongly nativist position. From this perspective, the issue of how specific language
forms are acquired is presumed to be accounted for by an innate, species-specific system that controls and
delimits the course of language development. By this account, language is in fact not so much learned as
developed through a maturationally linked process.

The other avenue of approach isamore classically empiricist one that assumes that language acquisition
is governed not so much by specialized language structures or operations dedicated to that task, but rather
by the activity of generalized processes of cognition. From this more environmentally focused perspective,
language learning makes use of the same sorts of cognitive processes that are employed in the acquisition of
other complex forms of knowledge.

The issue that most clearly distinguishes these two models of language acquisition is the nature of the
system that is presumed to underlie the process. For the nativist the system is assumed to come
pre-equipped with the requisite knowledge to establish linguistically based representations; for the
empiricist the system is assumed to contain no such specific knowledge, only the processing mechanism for
establishing the requisite knowledge from engagement with a complexly structured environment.
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