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■ Preface

Language is an inextricable part of almost every human life. Indeed,
language is so interwoven with our humanity that just deciding which
thread to pull first to unravel its mysteries is a daunting challenge.
Should we study it as part of culture, as part of biology, as part of
social psychology, as part of the cognition of individuals, as a complex
pattern, or in some other way entirely? Writing this book has ampli-
fied my awareness of all the different perspectives on language and its
development in human infants and children that I could have taken,
but did not. Let me explain why I took the perspective that I did and
therefore what you can expect to find if you choose to read beyond
this preface.

The perspective most clearly represented in this book is that of
cognitive science, the interdisciplinary study of the mind. Cognitive
science is a mix of several traditional fields, including psychology, phi-
losophy, computer science, neuroscience, artificial intelligence, and
linguistics. I have chosen this perspective for two reasons. The first is
that cognitive science is the discipline with which I am most closely
affiliated. As an undergraduate, I took courses in psychology, linguis-
tics, philosophy, and computer science. I have continued to pursue
some mixture of these fields throughout my career, and currently am
the Head of the Cognitive Science Interdisciplinary Program at the
University of Arizona.

The second reason for employing a cognitive science perspective
is that I wanted to write a book about language development that is
theoretically coherent. Rather than following language learners from
birth to some point at which we might say they have adultlike lan-
guage abilities, I have organized this book around a set of contrasting
theories. Throughout, I have tried to show how research in different
areas of language is driven by researchers’ attempts to tease apart
these theories and their predictions. Therefore, this book has the
potential to provide an understanding of competing accounts of lan-
guage development, as well as a substantial sampling of the research
that these accounts motivate.
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Alas, good news seldom comes unaccompanied, and there is 
a cost to theoretical coherence. With some important exceptions,
cognitive science as a field has tended to focus on individual minds
and the computational processes used by these minds to make sense
of their environments. Many of the enduring controversies about how
young humans learn language have construed them in this way—as
individual minds trying to extract and generalize the linguistic patterns
of their community. This way of viewing language development is 
certainly missing some central properties of infants and children, such
as the emotional factors that motivate them to learn in the first place,
what they use language to communicate about and with whom, and
how language develops at the same time as many other abilities.
Therefore, in striving to paint a coherent picture, I have left out myr-
iad studies and a few areas of research that on their own are priceless
gems, but that I found difficult to place into the framework used to
organize this book.

For the reader who is already familiar with the field of language
development, I apologize if the studies or areas I have left out are some
of your favorites. For the reader who is just learning about this field,
you will find enough material to keep you occupied for some time,
and you will learn about how theoretical debates drive research—cer-
tainly a good start. Whatever your reason for reading this book, I hope
that you will be able to appreciate the mystery of how young humans
come to exhibit a defining characteristic of our species—language.

LouAnn Gerken
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