Abstract Title: Do models of language acquisition apply to children with disablilities?
Authors/presenters: Bruce Baker and Liora Ballin

150 word abstract

During the second half of the 20th century, many linguistic studies centered on the processes of language learning and language acquisition.  Large amounts of data seem to show that there was a critical or optimum period for language acquisition in the early years of life and that children went through at least five discrete and observable stages.  Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) increased from one word at 15 months up to four words at 48 months.  Semantic roles (agent, action, object) and syntactic relationships – subject, verb, object word order – characterized the first stage.  Children seem to understand that words could represent doers and actions as well as things acted upon expressively from about 18 months.  Grammatical morphemes were used by two and three-year olds to modulate meaning. Do these models apply to children with disabilities?  If so, how can they guide our AAC interventions?

500 word abstract/paper
Language “learning” in the 1960s changed to language “acquisition.”  This change was the result of knowledge gained through the modern descriptive studies of language (Bloomfield, Language, 1933) and the implications of generative grammar (Chomsky, Syntactic Structures, 1957).  The term “learning” was changed to “acquisition” in the writings of many linguists, because children seemed to master the structures of language and be able to generate new, well-formed utterances long before “learning” models – discrimination between and among examples and the formation of habits through repetition – would suggest.

The phases of mastery of the structures and patterns of language were first delineated by Roger Brown in his book, A First Language – The Early Stages (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA, 1973).  Brown’s five stages were based upon a multi-year intensive study of three children.  His work has been replicated many times and is widely used as a framework to predict the path of typical expressive language development (Caroline Bowen, The Development of Morphology and Syntax, speech-language-therapy.com, 1998).

Does Brown’s study of the development of morphology, syntax, language organizations and structures have any relevance to AAC interventions?  Is there another model of language development that is more applicable to the broad-based aetiologies and disorders seen during AAC interventions?  

This paper explores the absence of research concerning a differing language development pattern for children with disabilities.  Evidence is marshalled from a wide variety of points of view – Applied Behaviour Analysis, Generative Grammar, Emergent Language, and Computational Linguistics -- to show that the typical model has not been displaced for children with disabilities.  

How to use the standard model for children with disabilities then becomes a focus of the paper.  Methods for guide children through the early stages of language acquisition with common, high-frequency words is demonstrated with classroom and therapy examples.  

