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ABSTRACT

According to psychologists, children need to learn and understand phonology, 
semantics, grammar, and pragmatics in order to use language to communicate 
with others around them. Various theories have been proposed to explain 
how children achieve this. Though none of  the theories may be able to give 
the exact account of  how language development takes place, each provides 
a different perspective which could influence the teaching-learning practices 
adopted in schools. In Windmill, a school for the children of  migrant labour 
in Bangalore, peer learning is used as an integral part of  pedagogy to help 
children with language development. In the following paper, I have explored 
how language development takes place in a peer learning environment in the 
light of  some of  the theories proposed for the same.

I chose this as the topic of  my study as language plays an important role in 
the overall development of  a child. Children socialise in their surroundings 
with the help of  language skills that they develop. According to Vygotsky, 
language and thought merge together. Therefore, language also helps 
children in cognitive development; it aids them in organising and problem 
solving (Shaffer and Katherine 2009). Also, a peer learning environment, 
where children with different linguistic competencies engage with language 
as a group, could be an interesting place to foster both language acquisition 
and language learning. 

1. Theories of  Language Development

A number of  theories have been proposed for language development in 
children. Skinner in his book Verbal Behaviour (1957) proposed that language 
development takes place in children by imitation and operant conditioning. 
According to him, children learn language by imitating others around 
them. Also, adults reinforce and coax children to use grammatically correct 
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sentences. But this theory does not account for ‘wrong’ words like “goed” 
innovated by children (Berk 2009). Bandura proposed a modified version 
of  this theory, positing that children have an innate capacity for abstract 
modelling. Therefore, they imitate and generalise the rules that they hear. 
This is the reason for the innovative mistakes that children make. Adults who 
converse with the children also help children learn language by using simple 
grammatically correct child directed speech called motherese. Adults also repeat 
the grammatically incorrect sentences uttered by children after expanding 
and correcting it. This is called expanded imitation (Crain 2011).

Chomsky proposed the nativist theory. Chomsky believed that “linguistic 
accomplishments of  the ordinary child are too great to be explained in terms 
of  any kind of  input from the environment” (Crain 2011: 354). He used 
the term Language Acquisition Device (LAD) to explain the innate ability 
of  children to acquire language.  He believed that language development is 
independent of  development of  other forms of  cognition. Piaget opposed 
this view, proposing that language development is related to other general 
cognitive development. He believed that children can construct knowledge 
and argued that language development in children is more dependent upon 
the child’s own efforts, rather than on genetically controlled factors (Crain 
2011).

Opposition to Chomsky and Skinner also came from Social Learning theories. 
These theories describe language development in terms of  both information 
processing and social interactions. Information processing theories suggest that 
children acquire language by applying general cognitive capacities which are 
not necessarily tuned for language development. The statistical capabilities of  
the human brain help analyse and recognise separate words in fluent speech. 
They help detect patterns of  words which are used together and therefore 
learn grammar. However, they also argued that social interaction is necessary 
along with these information processing strategies. Children learn language 
due to the motivation they get from the desire to communicate meaningfully 
with others. Bruner, an interactionist, explained that adults facilitate language 
development in children by using scaffolding strategies such as introducing 
words during play, expansion and recast (Berk 2009). He insisted that language 
is acquired through use and participation, through the motivation that 
children get due to the intention to share narratives with others. They need 
to understand what, how, where, to whom and under what conditions they 
should say something. However, there is also an innate propensity, a readiness 
to make meaning and interpret the social world in children (Bruner 1990).  
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In my study, I tried to understand the various teaching-learning practices of  
language that were followed in Windmill school. I have analysed the beliefs 
that the teacher holds about language development while devising and 
practicing a particular method in the class.

2. Method of  Study

Classroom observations and teacher interviews were the two main methods 
that I used in my study. I observed the Kannada and English classes conducted 
in the school. In the English classes that I attendeded, all the children aged 
more than six attended the same lesson. However, the learning outcomes 
desired for different children were different. In the Kannada class, most of  the 
classroom activities required group work. Depending on the activity, planned 
student groups were formed by the teacher either with children with similar 
competencies or with different competencies. 

After every class, I also discussed with the teacher about the activity conducted 
during the class. We discussed the objectives of  the activity, and how the 
activity would help in achieving the objectives. Each activity conducted had 
different learning objectives for different children. 

I also sat down and conversed with the children during their free time. They 
read out stories from books in their class library. I used this time to analyse 
how motivated the children were to learn, and to understand how interested 
they were about their classes.

3. My Learning from Language Learning-Teaching Practices in 
 Windmill

The language teaching-learning practices in Windmill drew various aspects 
of  different theories. For instance, no grammar rules were explicitly ever 
mentioned to the students. This was noticed in both Kannada (mother-tongue) 
and English (a foreign-language) classes. English is a language, which is not 
used in their social context, thus, it has “poverty of  stimulus” (Crain 2011). 
Still children were able to form sentences like “One mouse coming to play”, 
“The lion open the eyes”, “Elephant going on road”, etc. These sentences 
show that children did assume that sentences in English would also have a 
subject, a verb and an object. This supports Chomsky’s theory that children 
have an innate ability to hypothesise about universal grammar rules. 

In the English class, all the children above the age of  six attended the same 
lesson. For instance, in a particular class, the story of  the “Thirsty Crow” was 
played to them on the computer. The story was narrated in English using 
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pictures. Some children with higher English competency repeated the story 
in English with the teacher’s help. After listening to the story being recited by 
these children, children with lower English competency narrated the story in 
Kannada. This was followed by discussion amongst the children. I observed 
that while the same lesson is being taught, certain children learnt vocabulary 
and some other children, who are already conversant with vocabulary, learnt 
comprehension and grammar. 

After the activity, when I discussed it with the teacher, she told me that the 
activity was also intended to build in children the confidence to converse 
in English. While the children with higher competency in English use the 
language themselves, other children listen to them. These children pick 
up grammar and vocabulary from the others. Here, the teacher seemed to 
come from an interactionist perspective. While she believed that the children 
have the innate propensity to make meaning of  the context and understand 
structural concepts of  language, she felt the necessity to place them in a social 
space. 

However, the school also used behaviouristic principles of  imitation 
and coaxing. For instance, children were sometimes divided into mixed 
competency groups in their Kannada class. Each group was given a story 
book. The children with higher competencies read out sentences from the 
book and other children repeated after them. This exercise was done to help 
children gain reading skills and understand sounds. At times, children with 
lower levels of  competency were asked to read. Children with higher levels of  
competency corrected them when they went wrong. 

A group of  four children who are good in Kannada were asked to write a 
story on their own. The four children discussed with each other and wrote 
down a fifteen-line story. The teacher then discussed with them and corrected 
the mistakes in grammar. He also replaced a few colloquial words in the story 
with more formal ones. He then asked each of  them to work individually 
on extending the story further. Following this, children discussed with each 
other to combine the four different endings that they had written into one 
coherent one. During the entire process, children actively conversed, debated 
and argued. This taught them the nuances of  spoken language. Such 
activities require higher order thinking and active involvement with language. 
Therefore, this method caters to triarchial intelligences namely, practical, 
creative and analytic as described by Sternberger (Mukunda 2009). 

The above activity employs principles of  constructivism, Bruner’s Language 
Acquistion Support System (LASS), and social interactionism. Some time was 
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given for each child to work on the story himself/herself, during which they 
tried to retrieve their own existing linguistic knowledge, and to present it in a 
creative and interesting way. Also, following individual work, children discuss 
their work among themselves. They also try to evaluate each other’s work 
and get the best out of  everything they learnt. During this process, expansion 
and recast is done very often. Also, each child tries to contribute to the story 
that is created by the group. This keeps their motivation high to interact and 
communicate with others. 

The teachers write songs and sentences in English and Kannada on chart 
papers and display them in the classrooms. The material for these charts 
is carefully selected or created by the teachers to maintain coherence with 
the lessons conducted in the class. Children stand in groups around these 
charts when they have free time and read from them. Generally, children with 
higher competencies read out from the chart and the younger ones repeat 
after them. As children read these charts, they learn new words, and their 
sounds and usages. They construct knowledge on their own by trying to make 
connections with the new words encountered and the lessons taught in their 
class. They identify repeating patterns.  The teacher is not directly involved 
in “teaching” from the charts. This technique draws from the information 
processing theory. 

A number of  English story books are placed in the classrooms. During some 
assembly sessions children sit in groups and read a story together. The books 
generally have number of  pictures depicting the story. As the children read 
the story, they try to interpret the story with the help of  the pictures and their 
own vocabulary. They guess the meanings of  the other words in the book. 
Thus, in this process, children build knowledge on their own by interacting 
amongst themselves and with the books. The teacher’s role lies primarily in 
selecting and distributing story books. This activity draws from a constructivist 
paradigm.

Children are also grouped and assigned tasks to clean the school campus, 
buying food items from shops, etc. The school conducted a magic show and an 
art workshop for the children on one of  the weekends. The school encourages 
the children to communicate with people who come from a different social 
context. Providing such an environment enhances language development. 
Children try to communicate with others and understand them. In such 
contexts, I noticed that children with higher competencies spontaneously 
used techniques like expansion  to help children with lower competency. 

The school is able to provide quality language learning environment to the 
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students as it takes into account the perspectives put forth by different theories 
for language development. It employs not only behaviouristic and constructive 
techniques but also humanistic ones. The way student groups are formed by 
the teachers shows that the latter not only knew the language competency of  
each child but also their character traits. It is ensured that each group has a 
child who can manage and control the others. Special care is taken to ensure 
that children with learning difficulties are placed comfortably.

4. Conclusion

I conclude my paper by mentioning the limitations of  my study and the 
implications of  my study for educators. In the above study I have concentrated 
mostly on speaking and reading. However, listening, and writing are also 
integral for a holistic language development in a person. The study could not 
include these aspects due to the constraint of  time.

According to the school, language has to help children acquire more knowledge 
or get information, to express their thoughts and emotions, think about other 
things, and also in interaction with others. In a peer learning environment, 
children are placed in an environment which is similar but less complex than 
the real world outside the school. This simpler structure with adult scaffolding 
provides impetus to the child in his/her efforts to acquire language. 

The way in which the same stories were used to teach different things to 
children with different competencies by making children learn from each other, 
is a good way to handle multi-grade classes which are very common in India. 
The material created by children with higher competency levels could also be 
an interesting resource to teach children with lower-level competencies. Such 
materials provide them stories from their own context that they can connect 
to easily. It can also motivate them to critically analyse and discuss with their 
seniors, further increasing their language skills. Such use of  the material also 
motivates the older children to work harder, as they know their work is being 
put to use.

A healthy peer learning environment, which promotes cooperation over 
competition and orients children towards mastery, also provides children 
with confidence and motivation to learn and use language. In a peer 
learning environment children feel free to use the language. They take steps 
to gradually improve themselves on the language front. They develop the 
practical aspects of  communicating and discussing with others, and therefore, 
build the confidence to do the same even outside the school. This is especially 
true in the case of  a foreign language. Since children understand the practical 
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benefits, they internalise this extrinsic motivation.  However, the school should 
also work towards keeping the motivation levels high by planning activities 
that are challenging yet achievable for the children. For instance, in Windmill, 
since children are more proficient in Kannada, activities for teaching Kannada 
require children to do a greater amount of  higher order thinking. However, 
the activities for English are simpler.
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