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ABSTRACT

THERE ARE TWO MAIN HYPOTHESES with respect to the role of prefabricated
routines and patterns in children’s second language acquisition process. One
hypothesis states that creative language is the result of an internal creative
process that takes place prior to the analysis and reanalysis of prefabricated
routine and prefabricated pattern elements. A second hypothesis states that
prefabricated language is the natural predecessor of creative language. The
author concludes that although the evidence seems to suggest that children
use prefabricated language frequently in their second langunage acquisition,
this does not conclusively rule out the presence of an automatically occurring
internal creative process.
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INTRODUCTION

THERE IS MUCH SCIENTIFIC LITERATURE documenting research projects
that have sought to shed some light onto the process by which child second
language learners become linguistically creative in constructing sentences
(i.e., fluent) without formal language instruction'. Prefabricated language
has been thought to be an essential--probably indispensable-ingredient of
second language acquisition in children®. However, there isn’t a consensus
as to its role in the advent of creative language. So, the issue remains a
much debated one, to say the least.

The general concept “prefabricated language” (PL) can be defined as ...
readymade, memorized chunks of sentences...,” and it entails two more spe-
cific concepts: “prefabricated routines” and “prefabricated patterns.™ Ac-
cording to Krashen,’ “prefabricated routines are simply memorized whole
utterances or phrases, such as ‘How are you?' or ‘Where is your hotel?"”. A
performer may use prefabricated routines without any knowledge of their
internal linguistic structure. On the other hand, prefabricated patterns are
utterances where part of the sentence is “flexible,” with the rest of the sen-
tence remaining inflexible.*“That'sa " (“car,” “balloon,” etc.) and “I want
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to___" (“play,” “go out,” “eat some candy,” etc.) are examples of prefabricat-
ed patterns.

THE “INTERNAL CREATIVE PROCESS”

There are two main hypotheses with respect to the role of prefabricated
routines and patterns in the first and second language acquisition process.
One hypothesis states that an internal creative process takes place first,
and then the combination and recombination of prefabricated routine and
prefabricated pattern elements takes place. The combination and recombi-
nation processes-or, using Stephen Krashen's terminology, “analysis” and
“reanalysis”’-are the consequences of an independent creative process,
thus indicating that such creative process is growing. In other words, the
combination and recombination processes mean that the creative process
has already began internally, and is thus analyzing and reanalyzing prefab-
ricated routines and prefabricated patterns until all of their elements are
freed from the linguistic structures in which they used to appear. Once the
“freeing” of prefabricated routine and prefabricated pattern elements oc-
curs, they are freely combined into “creative” utterances. Hence, it is rea-
sonable to say that this view is based on the assumption that the analysis
and reanalysis of prefabricated routines and prefabricated patterns are not
due to the effects of daily socialization, but to an automatic internal (biolog-
ic?) analytic process. In other words, the daily use of prefabricated routines
and prefabricated patterns with other people does not enable an extraction
or deduction of linguistic rules. A pre-experiential, innate, and perhaps ge-
netically programmed language faculty accounts for the analysis and re-
analysis of prefabricated language, and the advent of creative utterances.

This assumption seems to explain a further assumption held by this hy-
pothesis, namely, that prefabricated routines and prefabricated patterns
are temporary shortcuts to early production beyond the current level of
competence, demanded by social and communicative pressures-that is,
useful only for satisfying the need for socializing.® Hence, “the creative con-
struction process is independent of routines and patterns,” which further
implies that prefabricated language plays a non-crucial role in child second
language acquisition.

There is a significant amount of scientific literature arguing that the
analysis and reanalysis of prefabricated routine and prefabricated pattern
elements are the consequences of an independently occurring —perhaps bio-
logic— creative process.'” Take, for instance, Hatch's " description of the case
history of Paul, a 4-year-old Chinese learner of English as a second language.

After arriving in the United States, Paul was exposed to English while in-
teracting with children who were native speakers of that language. He inter-
acted with the English-speaking children in school and in the playground,
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and made early use of prefabricated language. During the first month of his
arrival, “it seemed as if Paul was learning by imitation. He might repeat the
sentence immediately after the other person said it, or he might remember
it and use it later in the appropriate situation.”* “Propositional” speech ap-
peared in the second month. Some prepositional sentences were the follow-
ing: (1) “This kite.”; (2) “Ball no.”; (3) “Paper this.”; and (4) “Wash hand?”. At
the same time, Paul was using prefabricated language--specifically, prefab-
ricated routines--such as: (1) “Get out of here.” and (2) “It’s time to eat and
drink.” Hatch explains her findings in the following way:

Quite clearly two separate and very distinct strategies were
running side by side. After week twelve it became increas-
ingly difficult to separate out imitations since Paul’s rule
stages moved so fast that he quickly caught up with the lan-
guage as it was spoken by the children in the playground.”

In the same line as Hatch," Wagner-Gough contends that prefabricated
patterns do not directly evolve into creative rule-governed language:

It is quite clear that there is no transfer between some imi-
tations and subsequent free speech patterns. For example, a
learner may say ‘My name is Homer’ in one breath and ‘He
Fred' in another, the former being a memorized pattern and
the latter the learner’s own rule.’s

The view that an internal creative process takes place prior to the analy-
sis and reanalysis of prefabricated routine and prefabricated pattern ele-
ments is explained succinctly by Krashen and Scarcella16: “Prefabricated
routines may evolve into patterns, but at the same time, independently, the
creative construction process develops. This implies that in some situa-
tions propositional language may ‘catch up’ with automatic speech--that is,
the language acquisition process may ‘reanalyze’ patterns and routines as
creative constructions.” In other words, the “prefabricated language” mode
and the “internal creative process” mode are independent of each other, and
the “internal creative process” mode eventually predominates. Prefabricat-
ed language serves only as a shortcut, a practical tool to allow social inter-
action with a minimum of linguistic competence, “...a temporary strategy
for the performer to solve certain communication problems that his cre-
ative language has not evolved far enough to handle.””

Such view is congruent with Chomsky’s* notion of a “Universal Gram-
mar,” in that it assumes a pre-experiential, innate, and perhaps genetically
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programmed language faculty that accounts for the analysis and reanalysis
of prefabricated language and the advent of creative utterances. However, it
should be noted that the role of Universal Grammar in second language ac-
quisition is still unclear, as “..there are still a number of logical possibili-
ties concerning its role in second language learning.””®

“UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR” AND MATURATIONAL CONSTRAINTS IN SEC-
OND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

It is a common observation that young children construct the complex
grammatical system of their primary language without any systematic
training or explicit instruction. More importantly, the highly complex na-
ture of the rule systems that govern the child’s developing grammar could
not emerge from any kind of experience alone.** The knowledge that under-
lies the structures of language that have developed by age six is simply too
abstract to have been constructed from the application of general learning
strategies, such as comparing and contrasting different kinds of examples,
generalization, and analogy, among others. Consequently, linguists pro-
pose that a language-specific faculty or module that is pre-experiential, in-
nate, and genetically programmed places at the disposal of the child an
elaborate conceptual framework of prior knowledge that assigns structure
to linguistic input and builds the complex cognitive network which quickly
develops into a complete knowledge system corresponding to the basic
grammar of the child’s mother tongue.”

The idea that children “learn” language suggests that the neural wiring
for language is characterized by “plasticity”, which refers to the brain’s al-
leged ability to reorganize neural pathways based on new experiences.*
However, the concept of a language-specific faculty proposes that the neu-
ral wiring for language is a trait acquired by humans through an evolution-
ary process, and is “brought to the surface” or “triggered” by experience.**In
other words, the concept of a language-specific faculty naturally implies
that humans are born with a basic language design —otherwise known as
“Universal Grammar™4— which eventually evolves into one of the many lan-
guages of the world. But this “basic language design” does not evolve into a
full-fledged language only through a “learning” process. Rather, it becomes
a regular language mostly as a result of receiving input that triggers the
further unfolding of the genetically predetermined “basic language de-
sign.” The proposed existence of a language-specific faculty implies that
the idea that children “learn” their first language is misleading.*

The existence of a language-specific faculty was hypothesized following
the fact that all of the world’s languages have some very deep commonali-
ties. These commonalities are called “principles™®; they are what make all
languages equal, at a very high level of abstraction. For example, one princi-
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ple is that of “structure-dependency,” which means that all languages are
structured into phrases, and the phrases are themselves structured.

However, languages are different at the surface level. Even if the struc-
ture-dependency principle appears to be shared by all languages, there must
be many other rules that differ between languages. Otherwise, it would not
be possible to distinguish one language from another, as all would work in
the same way. What, then, makes one language different from another?

“Parameters™ determine the ways in which languages vary. A parameter
is a set of options that Universal Grammar makes available with respect to
a particular phenomenon. One of many parameters is the “head parameter.”
To illustrate, consider the following sentences: a) She bought a new car yes-
terday; b) My friend bought a new car yesterday; ) The friend that I met in
Auatralia last year bought a new car yesterday. “She,” “My friend” and “The
friend that I met in Australia last year” are phrases —specifically, noun
phrases. The crucial word in these phrases is “friend” (or “she,” if we have al-
ready referred to this person earlier in the conversation). Because it is the
central element, “friend” (or “she”) is the “head” of the phrase, and “bought
a new car yesterday” is the “complement.” So, the head parameter specifies
the position of the head in relation to its complements. In other words, the
head parameter deals with the way in which phrases are structured, and it
can only have two settings: “head-first,” or “head-last.” Consequently, from
the “language-specific faculty” point of view, the “basic language design”
mentioned previously in this article does not evolve into a full-fledged lan-
guage merely through a “learning” process. It becomes a regular language
mostly as a result of receiving input that triggers the choosing of specific
parameter settings. A particular set of parameter settings will result in the
evolvement of a specific language. Thus, if anything is learned, that would
be the parameter settings.

One logical possibility concerning the role of Universal Grammar in sec-
ond language learning is that there are maturational constraints that limit
learners' access to certain aspects of Universal Grammar as they mature
cognitively.”® For example, under controlled conditions, older students tend
to attain mastery of one or another structural aspect of the target language
more rapidly than younger students.* However, with respect to the ultimate
(long-term) attainment of the second language, the tables are turned:
“younger starters” normally outperform “older starters,” controlling for the
“length of experience with the second language” variable® Thus, older
learners have a short-term advantage in the second language acquisition
process; but younger learners have a long-term advantage, meaning that
younger learners will ultimately demonstrate better performance in the
second language?® The earlier the contact with the second language, the
more complete the learner’s acquisition of it.
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A good illustration of the benefits of early contact with Lz is the study by
Newport,32 in which L2 learners were administered a grammaticality judg-
ment assessment that tested for verb tense, pluralization, verb agreement
(morphology), basic word order, permutations involving wh- questions, and
use of determiners and pronouns. All of the learners were students or facul-
ty at a U.S. university, with an “age of arrival” ranging from 3 to 39 years.
The “length of experience with English,” as well as other relevant variables,
was controlled for. The study demonstrated that the earlier the age of arriv-
alin the U.S., the better the performance in Lz2. Specifically, the study dem-
onstrated that a decline in test performance begins to manifest itself at
around the age of six, and not at some point during the pubescent perioed.
This finding seems to suggest that even if an L2 learner has his/her initial
contact with L2 at ages 5 or 6, he/she will eventually perform like a native
speaker; that is, the Lz learner’s performance will be indistinguishable
from that of a native speaker. It follows that if the initial contact is after the
age of six, the ultimate attainment of the L2 learner will be increasingly dis-
tinguishable from that of a native speaker.

As has been stated earlier, the idea of a language-specific faculty or mod-
ule that is pre-experiential, innate, and genetically programmed is congru-
ent with Krashen and Scarcella’s® notion of an independently occurring —
perhaps biologic— creative process that is responsible for analyzing and
reanalyzing prefabricated patterns and routines as creative constructions.
However, a second hypothesis about the role of prefabricated language in
the second language acquisition process argues that prefabricated lan-
guage evolves directly into creative language, without the help of an inter-
nal, pre-experiential, and innate creative process. The next section of this
article will elaborate on the aforementioned view.

PREFABRICATED PATTERNS

Hakuta* and Wong-Fillmore® have found that prefabricated language
constitutes a major part of the speech behavior of children learning a sec-
ond language. In addition to using prefabricated language to communicate,
children use these lexical phrases as the raw material to be segmented and
analyzed in developing the rules of syntax. Hence, when routines and pat-
terns learned in the language acquisition break down into its constituent el-
ements, they become available for use in creative, rule-bound language*®

Hakuta” and Wong-Fillmore’s*® findings illustrate a second hypothesis
about the role of prefabricated routines and patterns in the second lan-
guage acquisition process of children. Such hypothesis suggests that the at-
tainment of creative language is based on prefabricated language rather
than created from scratch, and that second language learners store and per-
haps even acquire most of the target language in this ready-made form. It
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further suggests that: (1) prefabricated patterns emerge from the use of pre-
fabricated routines and single-word utterances within the context of daily
verbal interaction; (2) once all of the constituting elements of prefabricated
routines and patterns are freed from the linguistic structures in which they
used to appear, the path is open for creative language, by way of combining
these free elements in positions they have never heen combined into before:
and (3) the constituting elements of prefabricated routines and patterns are
freed when learners, through verbal interaction, infer linguistic rules and
combine the free elements in positions they have never been into before.
Therefore, as soon as all the elements of one or more prefabricated patterns
are freed, a creative linguistic construction could be said to have taken
place. However, if a recombination takes place where not all prefabricated
pattern elements have been freed, then it is not a creative construction in
the full sense of the term. Such an occurrence would be more like extracting
smaller patterns from longer patterns and using them with other elements.
The following example from Wong-Fillmore* can illustrate this point.

The multi-word utterances "I wanna play wi’ dese” and “I don’ wanna do
dese” are two original patterns used by Nora, Wong-Fillmore's* fastest lan-
guage acquirer. Eventually, Nora proceeded to say “I don’ wanna play dese”
and “I wanna do dese”. Both of these multi-word utterances were analyzed
prefabricated patterns, product of a combination of elements between the
two original prefabricated patterns. The combination of “do dese” with “I
wanna” shows that only smaller patterns have been freed from their origi-
nal frames. If “do”, “dese”, “I”, and “wanna” were individually combined
with each other in positions they had never been into before, then it could be
said that a creative linguistic construction has evolved. For a linguistic con-
struction to be “creative,” the words in it should be in positions that are dif-
ferent than the ones they had in each of the prefabricated patterns and rou-
tines in which they have occurred. In other words, if an utterance is truly
“creative,” it should not make any use of prefabricated patterns or prefabri-
cated routines.

It is important to add that the idea of creative language as a direct prod-
uct of analyzing and reanalyzing prefabricated language elements, has as a
central tenet “...the argument that socialization is at the heart of language
acquisition and that verbal interaction during socialization is crucial in the
determination of the course of second language acquisition.™ In the words
of Hatch,* “one learns how to do conversation, one learns how to interact
verbally, and out of this interaction syntactic structures are developed.”
Wong-Fillmore neatly explains second language learners’ need to immedi-
ately establish social contact via language:

... what he must do is to acquire some language which will
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give the impression of ability to speak it, so that his friends
will keep trying to communicate with him. The use of formu-
las by the learners in this study played an important part in
their being able to play with English speakers as they did. ..
This kind of language was extremely important, because it
permitted the learner to continue participating in activities
which provided contexts for the learning of new material.*

CONCLUSIONS

Both hypotheses about the role of prefabricated routines and patterns in
child second language acquisition have each chosen to make a fundamental
assumption. They have assumed either the non-existence of an internal cre-
ative process and adjudicate the extraction of linguistic rules and the even-
tual emergence of creative language solely to the extensive use of prefabri-
cated routines and patterns, or the existence of an omnipresent internal
creative mechanism that guides the process by which individuals analyze
and reanalyze pattern elements.

On the one hand, the hypothesis that linguistic rules and creative lan-
guage stem solely from the extensive use of routines and patterns impli-
cates that prefabricated language is the natural predecessor of creative lan-
guage. Prefabricated language is seen as playing a crucial role in child
second language acquisition. On the other hand, the assumption of an inter-
nal creative mechanism suggests that children do not “infer” linguistic
rules “per se.” Rules, under this assumption, are embedded in the internal
creative mechanism itself, therefore only needing certain environmental
experiences to trigger or “bring to the surface” that which apparently is pur-
ported to be already inside the child’s neuronal wiring: the structure of lan-
guage. This view suggests that even in the absence of an extensive use of
prefabricated routines and prefabricated patterns, learners would eventual-
ly acquire the second language.

Although it is evident that child second language learners use prefabri-
cated language frequently,” there is no evidence of an external factor--such
as verbal interaction--directly associated with prefabricated language anal-
ysis and reanalysis, or evidence suggesting that child second language
learners “infer” linguistic rules by extensively analyzing and reanalyzing
prefabricated language elements. Consequently, the presence of an auto-
matically oceurring internal creative process that drives the analysis and re-
analysis of prefabricated language elements cannot be ruled out conclusive-
ly.

Finally, it can be argued that language development does go hand in
hand with socialization in terms of learners being “...attentive to recurrent,
useful, or favorite expressions they could or wanted to use for their social
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purposes, picking them up from the speech of other people.” However, it
cannot be asserted that socialization, via verbal interaction, accounts for
the analysis and reanalysis of prefabricated language elements. The results
of a study by Shibata*® on the role of prefabricated language in young chil-
dren’s second language acquisition “..did not find evidence to support the
hypothesis made by Hickey* that the learner may receive crucial aid in pre-
fabricated language analysis through interaction.™®
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