
12

understanding and meaning making; but drill cannot be 

discounted in certain processes like mastery over the 

writing system.

This small piece also has a few controversial claims;

a word of clarification is in order about them. It is 

claimed that words are arbitrary ordered combinations 

of sounds. There is enough linguistics research to 

establish that the word formation follows certain 

universal rules in combining sounds. But even after 

adhering to those rules the overwhelming majority

still retain the arbitrary character in combining

sounds, and definitely in attaching concepts to them. 

The second claim is about the smallest meaningful

unit of language being the word. There is the dominant 

view that the smallest meaningful unit is the

sentence. While it is true that to express a knowledge 

claim, request, question etc. the sentence is the 

smallest unit; but to evoke an idea in mind the word is 

sufficient. And evocation of an idea has to be 

considered evocation of meaning.

The third claim is about the arbitrariness of order of 

words in a sentence. Again, linguistics research has 

established that there are universal patterns in all 

human languages that determine the order of words

in a sentence. There are also claims that children

never make mistakes in this order and that rules

are innately grained in the human mind. Since

there are more than one possible sentence structures 

and children do make mistakes, therefore there is the 

role of experience in learning it. Yes, there are 

universal patterns, though whether they are innate

as specific language rules or are an expression of 

human cognitive architecture is a controversial point. 

Therefore, the arbitrariness here is rather limited.

At several places, association between sound patterns 

and meaning, etc. is stated to be 'universal and stable,' 

within a linguistic community. This is in the limited 

sense of as far as it is understood and for a certain 

period. Languages do change in style as well as 

meaning associated to words, in time as well as over 

the community of its speakers. But, as far as they are 

commonly understood, the retain a character of being 

'generally acceptable and stable.'

Lastly, language is central to becoming human. This 

aspect is not elaborated here, partly due to lack of 

space and partly because the focus is to underline some 

points that may be of immediate use in classroom 

language teaching.

This article has been adapted from the original Hindi 

version, titled “Bhasha ke Maine”, published in the 

book, “Shiksha aur Samajh”, by Rohit Dhankar 
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to work with young children, for in childhood, language 

plays a formative role in the development of the child's 

personality and abilities. It acts as a subtle, yet strong, 

force, shaping the child's perception of the world, 

interests, capabilities, and even values and attitudes.

Most of us are so used to defining language 

as a means of communication that we often 

forget its usefulness as a means to think, 

feel, and react to things. This wider use of 

language is extremely important for people who want 
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Every child in the world - whatever his or her mother 

tongue - uses language to fulfil certain immediate 

purposes. One major purpose is to make sense of the 

world, and in fulfilling this purpose, language acts as a 

marvellous tool. Unless we are able to take the child's 

point of view and understand the functions that 

language plays in the child's life, we cannot properly 

determine our role as teachers, caretakers, or parents. 

Language and Doing

Children's use of language is closely related to the 

things they do with their hands and bodies and the 

objects they come in contact with. Words and action go 

together in childhood. Actions and experiences create 

the need for words, and words provide access to an 

experience after it is over. With the help of words, 

children enrich their relationship with the objects they 

come in touch with. On the other hand, words without 

action or contact with objects remain empty and 

lifeless for the child. Words like 'cat,' 'run,' 'fall,' 'blue,' 

'river' and 'rough' mean very little to the child unless 

these words have first been used in a context where the 

child was actively involved with the object or in an act. 

Only after such involvement do these words become 

associated with an image, and become available for 

meaningful use in future.

This relationship between words and the child's 

physical experiences poses a unique responsibility on 

adults, especially teachers. As a teacher you may expect 

that parents have already provided a wide range of 

experiences to the children who are now under your 

care. This may not be true for the great majority of 

parents. Many parents either do not feel confident 

enough to allow their children to come in contact with 

a wide range of objects in early childhood or they do 

not have the time to accommodate the much slower 

pace at which children see and do things. Often, adults 

find it a nuisance if the child stands at the tap with her 

fingers in the stream of water for half an hour, or if she 

puts all the utensils on the floor, or if she wants to open 

and close an umbrella countless times. Sometimes, in 

order to avoid any possibility of damage to objects or 

harm to the child, adults prohibit the child from all but 

a narrow range of experiences.

Whatever the parents may or may not have done, the 

job of the teacher is fairly clear. She must create an 

environment which permits children to make continuous 

attempts to link the use of language with life's 

experiences and objects. This can be done by ensuring :

l   that children bring to school a variety of objects 

(such as leaves, stones, feathers, twigs, broken 

things) and talk about them, read about them and 

write about them;

l   that children are asked to talk, write and read about 

the experiences they have had outside the school;

l that children are taken out of the classroom to see 

the world around the school so they can inspect 

ordinary objects carefully (objects such as a broken 

bridge, a muddy pit, a dead insect, a nest with eggs) 

and talk about them. Such study-visits in the 

school's immediate neighbourhood can provide 

valuable resources for language learning as this 

handbook will later show.

So a school where children are not doing a variety of 

things with their hands, where they are mostly sitting 

and listening to the teacher, and where there are no 

objects to touch, manipulate, break and remake, 

cannot be a good place to develop language skills.

Things They do with Language

Those who have studied children's language tell us that 

children start using language for a startling variety of 

purposes as soon as they have acquired mastery over 

basic abilities involved in talking. What follows is a 

discussion of some of the purposes.

1. Directing one's own activities

Children often talk about what they are doing at

the time they are doing it. It is a kind of private 

commentary on their own action. Often, it seems, the 

commentary helps them in carrying on with the activity 

for a greater length of time. It helps them maintain 

their interest in it. It does not matter if someone listens 

to the commentary. For example, in a group of small 

children making tunnels or castles with damp sand, 

each child may make a separate commentary and often 

it may be no more than an audible mumble.
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2. Directing others' activities and attention

Children use language to draw attention to something 

that they find curious or attractive. They expect the 

listener to show interest in what has attracted their 

own attention.

The importance of this use of language lies in the 

expectation it expresses. The expectation is that 

'others would like to see what I have noticed.' This 

expectation is based on a deep-seated assumption 

concerning human relationships and the pleasure of 

being together. If the person whose attention is being 

directed does not fulfil the expectation, a basic cause 

for the development of language gets discouraged.

3. To play

For most children from the age 

of two-and-a-half onwards, 

words serve as a great resource 

for play and fun. They repeat 

words in different tones, distort 

them, combine them in strange 

combinations, and enjoy this 

whole process. They like to use 

words in situations where they may not be appropriate. 

They easily learn poems that distort words in this way. 

In brief, young children treat words as objects to play 

with. Play with words serves as an enormous outlet for 

creativity and energy.

4. Explaining things

Children talk about things to show their knowledge of 

'how' a thing happened. Stories are born out of this use 

of language, and in this sense all stories are explanations 

of things. Small children want to interpret their life's 

events just as much as we adults want to explain events 

that have occurred in the world or in politics.

5. Representing life

Children, just like adults, often use language to

recall the past - to remember an event, person, or

just a small thing. Words help us re-create something 

that is no more around, and often what has been

re-created looks so real that we can go on talking about 

it for a long time.

Children often represent things and experiences in 

order to come to terms with them - to accept 

something at a deep emotional level. A child who has 

been frightened by something may talk about it many 

times over - until he adjusts to it.

6. Associating

When a child talks about the feelings of a metal toy, he 

imagines himself to be the toy. Language allows us to 

experience vicariously what someone else is going through.

7. Anticipating

Children express their fears, plans, expectations and 

what they think might happen under strange 

circumstances, frequently. Words allow them to create 

an image of the future. Sometimes such an image helps 

in materialising the future; at other times it helps in 

accepting the future as it comes.

8. Inquiring and reasoning

Just about any situation can present a 'problem' that 

the small child must solve by finding out 'why' something 

is the way it is. Many problems are of the kind that the 

small child can successfully solve; for example, why a 

bus stopped all of a sudden, or why she does not like 

water to be poured on her head while she has her bath. 

The little child of three understands these 'problems' 

although not all children may be able to explain the 

precise reason in a vocal manner. Some children who 

can do so are most likely the ones who have heard adults 

using language to inquire or argue about something and 

who have been encouraged to do so themselves.

Unlike the 'problems' mentioned above, there are 

others that a small child cannot grasp in a 'scientific' 

sense. For example, the real reason 'why it rains' or 

'why a tree falls down when the wind is very strong' is 

beyond the reach of a child of four or five. Yet, even 

such problems present excellent opportunities for the 

use of language as a means to reason. It does not 

matter whether the reason given is accurate or not. 

What is important is that the child uses language as a 

means to reason, to inquire about something unknown. 

The more frequently the child listens to adults using 

language for this function, the more likely is this 

function of language to become accessible to the child.

AäH$ãS> ~äH$ãS> ~Â~o ~mo
AÒgr Z„~o nyao gm°
gm° _| bJm YmJm
Mmoa {ZH$b Ho$ ^mJm

~agmo am_ YãS>mHo$ go
~w{ãT>`m _a JB© \$mHo$ go
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What we say Influences us

One thing we learn about language from this discussion 

of its various functions in children's lives is that it is a 

highly flexible medium. It can be adjusted to almost 

any situation in life. By adjusting it according to the 

needs of a situation, we improve our adjustment

with the situation itself. Daily life provides numerous 

examples of this process. When we know that someone 

is angry with us, we respond to his anger by choosing 

(often unconsciously) words and tone that might shape 

the situation according to our wish or intention, e.g. 

we use strong words if we want to fight, or we use mild 

words and tone if we want to cool down the situation.

We can say that our ability to use language in a flexible 

manner to a great extent determines our chance of 

standing up to the great variety of situations that life 

presents. At one level, our language expresses or shows 

our response to a situation; at another level, our language 

shapes the situation that we are facing. Language helps 

us to come to terms with things that happen around us all 

the time. It helps us in this way whether we are physically 

participating in events or simply reflecting on them.

Whether we witness an event physically or not, the 

language used to represent it affects our response to it. 

Thousands of things happen everyday at places far 

away from us. These things reach us as narratives in a 

newspaper. In a sense, the newspaper allows us to 

create a picture of an event. It is the same thing when a 

child tells his mother about something he has seen on 

the street. The picture created by the newspaper or 

the child is accurate inasmuch as the language used for 

the narration is accurate. Accuracy is almost always a 

matter of degree because any use of language reflects 

the narrator's intention. If the child has seen an 

accident and was frightened by it, he is likely to convey 

it in a somewhat exaggerated manner. By exaggerating 

it, he justifies his fear, and thereby feels better 

adjusted to the sight he had seen.

Finally, language shapes our expectations. Someone 

who likes to explain things in a patient, systematic 

manner expects others to do the same. Similarly, a 

person who likes to inquire deeply about things 

unconsciously expects that others are also interested 

in such inquiry. By using language to explain or inquire, 

such people create an environment in which the 

importance of explanation and inquiry is understood. 

On the other hand, if language is not used for such 

purposes in a community or institution, the children 

growing up there are unlikely to be used to careful 

explanations or patient arguments. If parents and 

teachers are using language mainly to keep children 

under control, then it is likely that children will see 

language as a means to control others. They might grow 

up into adults who do not want to do anything unless 

they are ordered to do so.

Language shapes the child's personality because the 

child lives and grows up in the environment that 

language creates. To this environment, the teacher 

makes a significant contribution. If the teacher is 

sensitive to the various functions of language in the 

child's life, she will be able to respond to the child's 

intellectual and emotional needs. The teacher's responses 

to the language used by the child on different occasions 

are extremely important. If the responses show that 

the teacher understands the child's aim in using language 

in a certain way, such responses will enhance the child's 

use of language in that mode. On the contrary, if the 

teacher's responses are based on pre-conceived ideas 

about what is appropriate or correct, such responses 

will obstruct the child's independence of expression 

and communication.
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