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Abstract 

There is a debate raging in the world of developmental psychology pertaining to the topic of 

language development amongst infants; more specifically, if there is an innate mechanism that is 

primarily responsible for language acquisition or if experience, most notably Infant Directed 

Speech, is responsible. Coming from an angle of little background on the subject and no definite 

opinion, this paper gathered well-developed opinions from Noam Chomsky, Steven Pinker, and 

several Universities to draw a plausible conclusion. Chomsky and Pinker both provide hard-line 

arguments that language acquisition is primarily obtained through an innate ability, though there 

are credible sources that argue experience may be largely or at least partially responsible. After 

sifting through the arguments, it seems that the most plausible conclusion may be somewhere 

between the two ideas, in that there is, in fact, a complex mechanism for learning language and 

grammar, but that it requires experience is required for it to function and Infant Directed Speech 

is the most effective vehicle to deliver experience. 
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 Language can be described as both a wonderful and mysterious thing. There are a variety 

of words unique to each language culture, each one entangled by a hierarchy of complex rules 

known as grammar. It’s the complexity of these rules that has sparked a debate regarding how 

infants manage to learn such complex rules from such an early age, with there being two distinct 

sides, with one claiming that is an innate ability that requires little experience to learn the rules 

and another claiming that it is exclusively experiential learning (or memorization) of the rules, 

and a central focus to this debate is Infant Directed Speech or “Baby Talk.” Those who argue 

that an innate ability is the source of linguistic ability claim it be useless, while those who 

believe that language comes from experience argue that it is essential. In order to find any hint of 

truth, one must understand the two sides of the argument, and determine if it actually plays a 

vital role in the process of language acquisition. 

 Infant-Directed Speech –also known as “Motherese,” “baby talk,” and several other 

monikers –is a term used to describe the peculiar speech patterns adults take when they talk to 

infants, consisting of short sentences spoken in a sing-song manner. It is largely accepted by both 

sides of the argument that baby talk is more effective than casual speech at ensnaring the 

attention of infants, yet the common ground on language acquisition doesn’t go much further 

than that. 

 Amongst those who argue that language acquisition is the result of an innate ability is 

Noam Chomsky, who relies on level-headed and logical observations to make his assertions. 

According to Chomsky (1975):  

 “It is the mechanism of language acquisition that is innate. In a given linguistic 

 community, children with very different experience arrive at comparable grammars… As 
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 a consequence we have to suppose that all children share the same constraints which 

 characterize narrowly the grammar they are going to construct.” (p. 98) 

While he doesn’t specifically discuss baby talk in the passage, it does reveal his belief that 

humans have something special that gives us a shared ability to learn language, and would 

suggest that he wouldn’t approve of the concept of baby talk. Instead Chomsky (1975) refers to 

children being gifted with what he calls a sixth sense of speech perception, something that allows 

children to understand language beyond the raw sound. This implies that he believes children 

have the ability to learn language regardless of the manner it was presented to them. Chomsky’s 

thoughts also seem to be the foundation on which a more direct argument draws. 

 While Chomsky is somewhat aloof and calm in his statements, and doesn’t seem to 

directly discuss baby, his ideas seem to serve as a launch pad for Steven Pinker’s stance on baby 

talk. Like Chomsky, Pinker believes that infants come into the world with innate linguistic skills, 

but aggressively dismisses baby talk, saying (1994), “The belief that Motherese is essential to 

language development is part of the same mentality that sends yuppies to ‘learning centers’ to 

buy little mittens with bull’s-eyes to help their babies find their hands sooner” (p. 40). This 

statement, then, is labeling baby talk as superfluous and ridiculous, pointless and laughable. It 

would seem that Pinker believes baby talk has no value in teaching an infant anything, but it is 

worth noting that there is substantial evidence to the contrary. 

 One such example came in the form of testing to see what effect depressed mother’s 

speech has on infants. One of the researchers, Peter Kaplan (1999) noted: 

 “We found that depressed mothers who were trying to interest their infants in a toy – a 

 stuffed gorilla – said the word ‘gorilla’ in a voice with relatively flat pitch. This raised the 

 possibility that infants, who are known to react more strongly to speech high in pitch 
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 modulation, would not learn well about the world around them when prompted with 

 speech uttered by depressed caregivers.” (As quoted in Mother’s Depression section, 

 para. 3). 

The article also suggests that this could be linked to older children with depressed mothers 

having a tendency to perform poorly on standardized tests. Interestingly, this scientific method 

would appear to deal a very serious blow to Pinker’s claims that baby talk is completely useless. 

While this research may not deny that humans have an innate ability for language, it would at 

least suggest that the mechanism doesn’t function autonomously, but that it requires certain cues 

to function optimally. It would seem that pinker had already foreseen experiments such as this, 

and composed a defense, just in case. 

 To make his argument, Pinker (1994) gives vague mention to communities around the 

world who don’t indulge in Motherese, saying that “In fact, they do not speak to their pre-

linguistic children at all, except for the occasional demands and rebukes” (p. 40). And while it 

seems that Pinker has set up an effective counter-point to anyone who would disagree, he gives 

mention to the possibility that infants may learn language partly from older children and this 

raises a red flag.  

 Pinker never discusses how children speak to each other. According to a study by Greg 

Bryant and Clark Barret baby talk is largely universal, and is largely an emotional response to 

infants (Baby Talk is Universal, 2007). Even in daily life it can be noted that children take on a 

“cooing” pattern when they speak to infants. Perhaps it’s possible that Pinker over-looked 

something, perhaps the children in these nameless cultures speak to infants using IDS, giving 

babies the stimulation that their parents fail to provide. Though it’s currently speculation at this 
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point, it may well be something worth looking into. The arguments against Pinker’s combative 

approach don’t end there though. 

 Even amongst those who vocally agree with Pinker and Chomsky’s claim that language 

acquisition is dependent on an innate mechanism don’t entirely agree with Pinker’s objections 

against IDS. Chief amongst them is Patricia Kuhl (2007), who, while noting that the sheer 

complexity of language would suggest it requires an innate system, notes that social interaction 

may be necessary for the learning of language, and even noted that in an experiment involving 

American infants exposed to English spoken in Adult Directed Speed and Mandarin spoken in 

Infant Directed speech, showed that they had were more skilled at Mandarin when tested (p. 

112). Again, it’s Pinker’s cultural observations versus scientific experiments, and while he could 

argue that the laboratory isn’t the real world, it may not be enough to overcome the wide 

acceptance of Motherese as a vehicle for the process of language acquisition. And then there’s 

the simple process of learning to consider. 

 Children, infants especially, can be difficult to keep entertained, and keeping an infant or 

child’s attention is crucial for teaching them anything; not necessarily grammar even, but words 

themselves. As Kuhl (1991) points out, the exaggerated and more clearly annunciated vowels 

paired with the more exciting pitch of Motherese grabs the attention of the infant while 

simultaneously giving the additional vowel duration that could facilitate word recognition (p. 

210). It’s a similar concept to what’s seen in early-childhood education, even educational 

television such as Sesame Street; it’s bright, it’s loud, it’s shouts at the kids, and the material that 

they’re learning is hidden underneath this cacophonous tinsel. Considering that such shows have 

been around for decades and are still drawing audiences, it’s logical to assume that they must 



7 
 

 

have some level of effect. And baby-talk is not much different. Yes, it may be goofy, but so is a 

9 foot tall wingless bird with stoner-eyes teaching children the alphabet. And it is from this that 

one can at least try to determine if Motherese plays a useful role or not. 

 There can be no denying that Pinker is right to claim that language is far too complex to 

be learned by mere mimicry, and by effect he and Chomsky are likely correct in asserting that 

infants have an advanced built-in faculty for language. However, to assume that this mechanism 

can function autonomously and achieve its potential without receiving experience is highly 

unlikely, and to assume that the infants in possession of this mechanism are willing to make due 

with any experience they can acquire also is questionable. If the faculty for language acquisition 

is a mechanism of sorts, then it needs a fuel, which can be found in experience. And given the 

quantity of quality experiments conducted to determine the effectiveness of Infant Directed 

Speech, it seems like that would be an extremely potent source of fuel, per se. It’s something 

that’s specifically and naturally tailored to the infant, and all experiments involved with it would 

suggest that it is a very well suited method of instruction. While Infant Directed Speech may not 

be solely responsible for teaching infants the intricate rules of grammar and syntax, it’s prosodic 

elements, repetitive and reinforcing nature seem like they are very much capable of providing the 

early foothold a child needs to fully actualize their linguistic potential. 
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