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ABSTRACT 

Universal Grammar (UG), originally proposed by Noam Chomsky, remains one 

of the most influential and controversial frameworks in linguistic theory and 

language acquisition research. Despite extensive debate, questions persist 

regarding the extent to which language learning is guided by innate cognitive 

structures versus experience-based mechanisms. The primary aim of this article 

is to critically examine the theoretical foundations, psychological assumptions, 

and contemporary relevance of Universal Grammar in explaining language 

acquisition. The study is motivated by ongoing challenges to UG from usage-

based, cognitive, and social- interactionist perspectives, particularly in relation 

to linguistic variability and second language learning. Adopting a conceptual 

and critical review methodology, the article synthesizes key arguments from 

major proponents of UG, including Chomsky, Pinker, Jackendoff, and Kayne, 

alongside influential critics such as Bates, Wray, Christiansen, Chater, Everett, 

and Kuhl. The analysis focuses on central UG concepts such as innateness, 

principles and parameters, and the role of linguistic input, while examining 

empirical and psychological critiques concerning learning mechanisms and 
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cognitive flexibility. The review finds that although UG offers a powerful 

explanatory framework for understanding core aspects of first language 

acquisition, it faces significant limitations in accounting for language use, 

variation, and second language development. The article concludes that 

Universal Grammar continues to provide valuable insights into the cognitive 

dimensions of language learning but requires integration with experiential, 

usage-based, psychological and socio psychological approaches to offer a more 

comprehensive account of language acquisition. 

Keywords: Universal Grammar, Language Acquisition, Innateness, Linguistic 

Experience, Psychological Perspectives 

1. INTRODUCTION   

Language acquisition remains a central topic in linguistics and cognitive science 

(Chomsky, 1965; Pinker, 1994). Among the theories that have shaped scholarly 

discourse, Universal Grammar (UG) stands as one of the most influential and 

controversial frameworks. Originating from Noam Chomsky’s critique of 

behaviorist accounts of language learning, UG posits that humans are born with 

an innate set of grammatical principles that constrain and guide the acquisition 

of natural language (Chomsky, 1980). This theoretical construct has profoundly 

influenced research into first and second language acquisition (SLA), 

computational linguistics, neurolinguistics, and cognitive psychology. Despite 

extensive scholarly engagement, ongoing debates persist concerning the 

explanatory scope of UG, particularly regarding the interplay between biological 

predispositions and environmental experience. 
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Historically, the study of language acquisition was dominated by behaviorist 

perspectives, which treated language as a learned set of habits acquired through 

stimulus-response associations and reinforcement (Skinner, 1957). According to 

this model, children learn language entirely from environmental input, and 

linguistic competence is the product of repeated exposure and imitation. 

Chomsky’s (1959, 1965) groundbreaking critique of this view highlighted the 

poverty of the stimulus problem, arguing that linguistic input alone is 

insufficient to explain the rapid and systematic acquisition of language by 

children. He proposed that humans possess an innate cognitive framework of 

UG that constrains the possible grammars a child can acquire and enables the 

extraction of universal linguistic principles from limited input. 

UG theorists argue that the innate linguistic capacity provides a structured set of 

universal principles that govern the construction of sentences across all human 

languages. This framework does not prescribe a specific language but provides a 

template that allows learners to parameterize grammatical features based on 

exposure to their target language (Rizzi, 2004). Parameters may include features 

such as word order, the presence or absence of null subjects, or verb movement. 

In this sense, UG is both universal: reflecting shared aspects of all languages 

and flexible, allowing for language-specific variation. These principles are 

hypothesized to be genetically encoded and to emerge automatically during 

development, making language acquisition a natural, biologically grounded 

process. 

The implications of UG extend beyond theoretical linguistics, encompassing 

fields such as cognitive psychology and neurolinguistics. Research in 



Vavuniya Journal of Business Management                     4  

Vol. 9 Issue I, 2026 

developmental psychology has shown that infants possess remarkable perceptual 

and cognitive abilities that facilitate early language learning. For instance, 

newborns can discriminate phonetic contrasts of multiple languages, suggesting 

the existence of innate auditory and cognitive mechanisms that support 

linguistic acquisition (Kuhl, 2010). In cognitive neuroscience, studies have 

identified neural circuits and brain regions specialized for language processing, 

including Broca’s area, Wernicke’s area, and the superior temporal gyrus , 

further supporting the notion of a biologically grounded language faculty 

(Friederici, 2011). These findings provide empirical support for the idea that 

language acquisition is not purely learned but emerges from an interaction 

between innate cognitive structures and experiential input. 

In the context of second language acquisition, UG has been invoked to explain 

why learners exhibit certain patterns of success and difficulty when acquiring 

grammatical structures not present in their first language. Generative SLA 

researchers propose that adult learners retain access to UG, though their ability 

to reset parameters may be constrained by age, cognitive maturation, and the 

influence of their first language (White, 2003). For example, the acquisition of 

subject-verb agreement or word order in a second language may follow patterns 

predicted by UG, suggesting that innate grammatical principles still operate 

even in adult learning contexts. However, the extent to which UG governs 

second language acquisition remains debated, with some scholars emphasizing 

the importance of exposure, practice, and sociocultural factors (Ellis, 2008). 

The psychological and cognitive dimensions of UG also have significant 

implications for educational practice. Understanding the innate constraints and 
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learning biases of the human mind can inform teaching strategies that align with 

learners’ cognitive predispositions. For instance, explicit instruction may be 

most effective when it supplements natural parameter-setting processes rather 

than attempting to override them. Likewise, pedagogical approaches that 

provide rich, structured, and meaningful input can leverage learners’ inherent 

abilities, facilitating more efficient and robust language acquisition. This 

intersection between theory and pedagogy highlights the relevance of UG not 

only for linguistic research but also for applied educational contexts, including 

curriculum design and instructional methodology. 

While UG provides a compelling framework for understanding language 

acquisition, it has been subject to sustained critique. Critics argue that UG 

overemphasizes innate structures and underestimates the role of experience, 

social interaction, and cultural variation (Bates, 1997; Wray, 2002). Usage-

based approaches suggest that language emerges from exposure to patterns in 

communicative contexts, emphasizing statistical learning, frequency effects, and 

the role of social interaction in shaping linguistic competence (Christiansen & 

Chater, 2016). Moreover, research on linguistically diverse populations, such as 

the Pirahã speakers studied by Everett (2012), challenges claims about universal 

grammatical constraints, illustrating the complexity and variability of human 

language. 

Despite these debates, UG remains a foundational theory that continues to shape 

interdisciplinary research and theoretical discourse. By integrating insights from 

linguistics, cognitive psychology, and SLA, this study examines how innate 

linguistic predispositions interact with experience to produce language 
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competence. The review considers both supportive and critical perspectives, 

situating UG within a broader cognitive and experiential framework that 

accounts for both universality and variation. Through this critical lens, the study 

seeks to illuminate the cognitive and psychological mechanisms underlying 

language learning and to provide guidance for future research and educational 

practice. 

This study argues that UG is not merely an abstract theoretical exercise. Its 

significance lies in its ability to bridge linguistic theory, cognitive psychology, 

and pedagogy, offering insights into how humans acquire, process, and use 

language. By critically revisiting UG, this article contributes to ongoing 

conversations about the interplay between innate cognitive structures and 

environmental input, emphasizing the dynamic, interactive nature of language 

acquisition. This perspective recognizes that while biological predispositions 

provide a scaffolding for learning, experiential factors including social, cultural, 

and educational contexts play an essential role in shaping linguistic competence. 

In doing so, the study situates UG within a contemporary understanding of 

language acquisition as a complex, multifaceted process, informed by both 

nature and nurture. 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section presents the theoretical background and literature related to 

Universal Grammar in second language acquisition. It examines different 

perspectives on Universal Grammar and their relevance to second language 

learning. This literature review examines major theoretical arguments 

supporting and challenging the role of Universal Grammar in second language 
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acquisition, with particular attention to how learners develop linguistic 

competence. In addition, previous empirical studies related to Universal 

Grammar in second language acquisition are reviewed. These theoretical 

perspectives and research findings provide the conceptual foundation for the 

present study. 

2.1 UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR IN THE FIELD OF SLA  

The term Universal Grammar (UG) originates from the seminal work of Noam 

Chomsky, a linguist, cognitive scientist, and philosopher whose contributions 

reshaped the understanding of language acquisition in the 20th century. 

Chomsky introduced UG as part of his broader theory of language acquisition, 

positing that humans are born with an innate language faculty that enables the 

rapid acquisition of linguistic competence despite limited and often imperfect 

input (Chomsky, 1965, 1980). This theory emerged in opposition to the 

behaviorist models of language learning that dominated mid-20th-century 

linguistics, which posited that language acquisition was primarily a product of 

imitation, reinforcement, and conditioning (Skinner, 1957). Chomsky’s critique 

of these accounts, particularly through the poverty of the stimulus argument, 

highlighted the inadequacy of environmental input alone to account for 

children’s linguistic proficiency, thus emphasizing the role of innate cognitive 

structures in guiding language development. 

Over the decades, UG has undergone extensive theoretical refinement, evolving 

from Chomsky’s initial formulations within transformational-generative 

grammar to contemporary models that integrate insights from cognitive science, 

neurolinguistics, and psycholinguistics.  
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Transformational-generative grammar introduced the idea that all human 

languages share underlying syntactic structures, and that linguistic variation 

arises from the parametrization of a limited set of universal principles (Rizzi, 

2004). Subsequent scholars, including Steven Pinker, Ray Jackendoff, and 

Richard Kayne, expanded on Chomsky’s work by connecting UG with cognitive 

mechanisms such as innate expectations about linguistic structures, the 

modularity of language, and the interaction between universal principles and 

language-specific experience (Pinker, 1994; Jackendoff, 2002; Kayne, 1994). 

These contributions have enriched the theoretical scope of UG, providing a 

framework for examining not only first language acquisition (L1) but also 

second language acquisition (SLA). 

In the field of SLA, UG serves as a theoretical lens for understanding the 

constraints and possibilities of language learning, particularly for structures not 

present in a learner’s first language (White, 2003). Generative approaches to 

SLA posit that adult learners retain access to UG, though their ability to reset 

parameters may be influenced by cognitive maturation, age, and the interference 

of L1 grammatical patterns. This perspective helps explain why learners often 

struggle with specific grammatical features, such as subject-verb agreement, null 

subjects, or word order, when these features differ from their native language. 

UG thus provides a predictive model, suggesting which structures are 

universally learnable and which may require greater exposure, practice, or 

explicit instruction. By offering a biologically grounded framework, UG allows 

researchers to distinguish between errors resulting from developmental 

limitations and those arising from parameter missetting, a distinction with 

practical pedagogical implications (White, 2003; Lardiere, 2009). 
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Moreover, UG has influenced SLA research by emphasizing the interaction 

between innate knowledge and environmental input. While UG provides a set of 

abstract grammatical principles, the specific realization of these principles in a 

given language depends on exposure to linguistic input. This interplay highlights 

the importance of both nature and nurture in second language learning: learners 

are guided by pre-existing cognitive templates but require sufficient experience 

to correctly set parameters and internalize language rules (Sorace, 2011). 

Psycholinguistic research further supports this interaction, showing that 

memory, attention, and processing constraints mediate how learners acquire and 

use linguistic structures predicted by UG. Neuroscientific studies have also 

demonstrated that similar brain regions underlie both L1 and L2 processing, 

suggesting that UG-based mechanisms may operate across languages, albeit 

with variations due to age and exposure (Friederici, 2011). 

From an educational perspective, UG theory has significant implications for 

language teaching and curriculum design. Understanding the constraints 

imposed by UG can guide instructors in identifying structures that are 

universally accessible versus those requiring focused intervention. For instance, 

pedagogical strategies can be designed to facilitate parameter resetting, provide 

sufficient exposure to rare or complex syntactic patterns, and scaffold language 

input to align with learners’ cognitive predispositions (Ellis, 2008). 

Additionally, UG-based insights can inform assessment practices, helping 

educators differentiate between errors caused by L1 interference and those 

reflecting developmental stages in the SLA process. 
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Despite its influence, UG has not been without critique. Scholars argue that it 

may overemphasize innate structures while underestimating the role of social 

interaction, statistical learning, and cultural context in shaping language 

acquisition (Bates, 1997; Wray, 2002; Christiansen & Chater, 2016). Usage-

based and emergentist approaches challenge UG’s universality claims, 

highlighting the variability in linguistic systems and the importance of input 

frequency and communicative context. Nonetheless, UG remains a central 

theoretical tool in SLA research, offering a framework to understand not only 

what can be learned but also the cognitive constraints and psychological 

mechanisms underlying language learning. 

In brief, the study of UG in SLA integrates linguistic theory, cognitive 

psychology, and educational practice, providing a multidisciplinary lens to 

explore how humans acquire second languages. By emphasizing both innate 

capacities and the role of environmental input, UG helps explain the 

systematicity, creativity, and variability of language acquisition. Understanding 

these principles allows researchers and educators to approach SLA not merely as 

a product of exposure or teaching but as a complex interplay between universal 

grammatical predispositions and experiential learning, a perspective that 

continues to shape both theory and practice in contemporary linguistics. 

 

 

2.2 KEY PRINCIPLES OF UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR 
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Universal Grammar (UG) encompasses a set of fundamental principles proposed 

by Chomsky and subsequent linguists to explain the structure of human 

language and the mechanisms underlying its acquisition. While debates and 

refinements continue, the following principles are widely recognized as central 

to UG. They provide a theoretical framework for both first and second language 

acquisition, linking linguistic theory with cognitive psychology and pedagogy 

(Chomsky, 1965; Pinker, 1994; Jackendoff, 2002). 

2.2.1 Innateness Hypothesis 

The innateness hypothesis posits that humans are born with a pre-existing 

capacity for language (Chomsky, 1980). Certain aspects of linguistic knowledge 

are genetically encoded, enabling children to acquire language systematically 

and efficiently. This innate foundation helps explain the speed and uniformity of 

early language acquisition across cultures despite variability in linguistic input. 

Research in cognitive and developmental psychology supports this view, 

showing that infants can recognize phonetic contrasts, detect patterns, and 

anticipate syntactic structures from very early stages (Kuhl, 2010; Friederici, 

2011). In second language acquisition (SLA), the hypothesis suggests that adult 

learners retain access to universal grammatical knowledge, although age, 

cognitive maturity, and L1 influence may affect parameter resetting (White, 

2003). 

 

2.2.2 PRINCIPLE OF STRUCTURE DEPENDENCE 
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Structure dependence asserts that sentence formation is hierarchical rather than 

linear (Chomsky, 1981). Linguistic relations are determined by syntactic roles 

within a hierarchical framework, not merely by sequence. For example, forming 

questions in English requires moving the auxiliary relative to the main clause 

(“Is the boy running?”) rather than the first word in the sentence (“The is boy 

running?”). This principle reflects humans’ cognitive predisposition to interpret 

language hierarchically and explains why SLA learners often overgeneralize 

linear strategies, highlighting areas requiring parameter adjustment (Jackendoff, 

2002; Pinker, 1994). 

2.2.3 LANGUAGE ACQUISITION DEVICE (LAD) 

UG proposes a Language Acquisition Device (LAD), a cognitive mechanism 

enabling rapid, systematic language learning (Chomsky, 1965). The LAD 

interacts with environmental input to process and generate grammatical 

structures. Psycholinguistic studies suggest it operates as a modular system 

specialized for language while interacting with general cognitive abilities such 

as memory and attention (Pinker, 1994; Friederici, 2011). In SLA, the LAD 

explains how learners leverage pre-existing grammatical knowledge while 

sometimes encountering interference from their L1. 

2.2.4 POVERTY OF THE STIMULUS 

The poverty of the stimulus argument states that children acquire language 

despite limited, ambiguous, and imperfect input (Chomsky, 1980). Children 

regularly produce novel sentences they have never heard, indicating an 

internalized grammatical framework (Crain & Lillo-Martin, 1999). In SLA, 
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insufficient input may hinder correct parameter setting, necessitating 

instructional scaffolding. 

2.2.5 PARAMETER SETTING 

Parameters act as binary switches that determine language-specific grammatical 

properties (Chomsky, 1981; Rizzi, 2004). Language acquisition involves setting 

these parameters based on input. For example, the presence or absence of null 

subjects differentiates Italian from English. In SLA, parameter-setting theory 

explains cross-linguistic errors and transfer effects (White, 2003). 

2.2.6 UNIQUENESS OF HUMAN LANGUAGE 

UG emphasizes the uniqueness of human language, which exhibits productivity, 

creativity, and recursion, allowing infinite combinations of words from finite 

elements (Chomsky, 1965). Comparative research shows that while some 

animals demonstrate rudimentary communication, only humans exhibit the full 

complexity and generative capacity of natural language (Hauser, Chomsky, & 

Fitch, 2002).   

Together, these principles provide a cohesive framework for understanding the 

universality, structure, and acquisition of human language. UG posits that 

humans possess pre-existing linguistic knowledge guiding development while 

allowing flexibility for language-specific variation. This framework informs 

research in SLA, cognitive psychology, neurolinguistics, and pedagogy, 

explaining both rapid early acquisition and persistent second language 

challenges (Ellis, 2008; Sorace, 2011). Despite ongoing debates about the 
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balance between innate constraints and environmental input, the key principles 

of UG continue to shape contemporary understanding of language acquisition. 

3. METHODOLOGY  

This article adopts a conceptual and opinion-based qualitative approach, 

grounded in a systematic review and critical analysis of existing theoretical and 

empirical literature on Universal Grammar (UG) and language acquisition. 

Conceptual reviews are particularly appropriate for studies that aim to 

synthesize, critique, and extend existing theoretical frameworks rather than 

collect new empirical data (Torraco, 2005; Grant & Booth, 2009). By drawing 

on a broad range of scholarly work, this study seeks to provide a comprehensive, 

interdisciplinary understanding of UG and its relevance to both first and second 

language acquisition (SLA) from psychological, cognitive, and linguistic 

perspectives. 

Rather than relying on primary data, the study synthesizes and critically 

evaluates the work of prominent linguists, cognitive scientists, and 

psychologists. Foundational texts by Noam Chomsky provide the theoretical 

backbone of UG, including his conceptualizations of the innateness hypothesis, 

parameter setting, the poverty of the stimulus, and the language acquisition 

device (LAD) (Chomsky, 1965, 1980, 1986). These texts serve as the primary 

source for understanding the origins, principles, and assumptions underlying 

UG. In addition, the works of key proponents such as Steven Pinker, Ray 

Jackendoff, and Richard Kayne are examined for their contributions to cognitive 

and generative perspectives on language acquisition. Their research provides 
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insights into the interplay between innate linguistic capacities and cognitive 

mechanisms, linking linguistic theory to contemporary psychological models. 

To ensure a balanced critique, the study also incorporates literature that 

challenges UG’s universality and innateness claims. Critiques from scholars 

such as Elizabeth Bates, Alison Wray, Morten H. Christiansen, Nick Chater, 

Daniel Everett, and Patricia Kuhl highlight the importance of social interaction, 

statistical learning, environmental input, and cultural variability in language 

acquisition. For instance, Christiansen and Chater (2016) emphasize domain-

general cognitive mechanisms, while Everett (2012) challenges the notion of 

universal grammatical constraints based on ethnolinguistic evidence from the 

Pirahã language. Integrating these critical perspectives allows for a nuanced 

evaluation of UG, situating it within a broader context of psychological and 

cognitive approaches to language learning. 

The selection of sources followed a systematic and purposive strategy, 

prioritizing publications that have significantly influenced debates on UG, SLA, 

and cognitive linguistics. Classic works were chosen to establish the theoretical 

foundations, while recent research was included to capture contemporary 

perspectives and emerging evidence, particularly from neurocognitive and 

psycholinguistic studies. Emphasis was placed on peer-reviewed journal articles, 

influential monographs, and authoritative edited volumes. Grey literature was 

excluded unless it provided unique empirical or theoretical insights directly 

relevant to UG. 

The study employs a thematic analysis framework to organize and synthesize 

literature. Sources were categorized under key conceptual dimensions, including 
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innate cognitive structures, parameter setting and universality, experiential and 

social factors, psychological mechanisms, and SLA implications. Within each 

dimension, the literature was analyzed for methodological rigor, theoretical 

clarity, and relevance to UG debates. This approach allowed for the 

identification of recurring patterns, divergences, and gaps in the literature, 

forming the basis for critical discussion and synthesis. 

A conceptual review methodology is particularly advantageous for examining 

UG because the theory spans multiple disciplines and cannot be easily tested 

through standard empirical designs alone. By integrating linguistic theory, 

cognitive psychology, and developmental studies, the review situates UG within 

a multifaceted framework that acknowledges both innate and experiential 

contributions to language learning. The study also considers pedagogical 

implications, linking theoretical insights to educational contexts, particularly in 

the design of second language instruction that aligns with learners’ cognitive 

predispositions. 

Finally, adopting a literature-driven, conceptual approach enables this study to 

critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of UG, explore ongoing debates 

surrounding its validity, and highlight potential applications for language 

pedagogy. It allows the researcher to synthesize complex information, present 

balanced arguments, and draw conclusions that are informed by interdisciplinary 

perspectives. Importantly, this methodology maintains the study’s position as a 

scholarly, opinion-based contribution, offering both theoretical and practical 

insights into the cognitive and psychological mechanisms underpinning 

language acquisition. 
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 The methodology employed in this study ensures a comprehensive, critical, and 

interdisciplinary exploration of Universal Grammar. By systematically 

reviewing foundational and contemporary literature, categorizing themes, and 

integrating supportive and critical perspectives, the study produces a nuanced 

understanding of UG’s theoretical foundations, its relevance to SLA, and its 

implications for cognitive and educational research. This approach provides a 

solid conceptual basis for subsequent sections of the paper, including literature 

synthesis, critical analysis, and discussion, while maintaining rigorous alignment 

with scholarly and journal expectations. 

4.  DISCUSSION 

This section examines the theoretical and empirical debates surrounding 

Universal Grammar (UG) and the role of innate cognitive capacities in language 

acquisition. It discusses foundational perspectives from scholars such as 

Chomsky, Pinker, Jackendoff, and Kayne, highlighting the interplay between 

biological predispositions and environmental input in first and second language 

learning. The section also considers critical perspectives that challenge the 

universality and innateness of UG, emphasizing usage-based, social, and 

statistical learning approaches. By synthesizing these viewpoints, this discussion 

contextualizes the cognitive, neuroscientific, and pedagogical implications of 

UG, offering a comprehensive lens for understanding the mechanisms 

underlying human language acquisition. 

 4.1INNATE LANGUAGE CAPACITIES AND CHOMSKY’S 

PERSPECTIVE  
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Noam Chomsky argues that children's ability to acquire their first language is 

facilitated by innate linguistic capacities inherent to humans. These capacities, 

according to Chomsky, provide a cognitive scaffolding that allows children to 

decipher complex grammatical structures despite limited exposure to language 

input (Chomsky, 1965, 1980). Without these innate mechanisms, language 

acquisition would require far more time and cognitive effort, making the 

development of fluency in early childhood extremely challenging. Chomsky 

contends that these innate capacities are universal across human populations, 

forming the basis for the universality of grammatical principles across diverse 

languages. 

In recent decades, advances in neuroscience and cognitive science have 

provided empirical support for the idea that humans possess predisposed 

linguistic mechanisms. Studies in developmental psycholinguistics indicate that 

infants are capable of distinguishing phonetic contrasts and identifying syntactic 

regularities at very early stages of life (Kuhl, 2010; Friederici, 2011). For 

example, Kuhl et al. (2008) demonstrated that infants as young as six months 

can discriminate sounds from multiple languages, suggesting that early 

perceptual sensitivity may be a precondition for language acquisition. This 

aligns with Chomsky’s view that certain aspects of language learning are not 

fully dependent on environmental input but emerge from innate neural circuits 

specialized for processing linguistic information. 

While Chomsky’s framework has been highly influential, it has also generated 

considerable debate. Critics argue that the evidence for a fully innate Universal 

Grammar is inconclusive and that alternative explanations such as statistical 
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learning, social interaction, and general cognitive development can account for 

many features of language acquisition (Bates & MacWhinney, 1989; Tomasello, 

2003). From this perspective, rapid language acquisition may emerge not solely 

from prewired grammatical knowledge but from children’s ability to detect 

patterns, make inferences, and interact with a linguistically rich environment. 

Despite these critiques, Chomsky’s theory remains a cornerstone because it 

emphasizes the interaction between inherent cognitive structures and 

environmental input, a principle that continues to inform research across SLA, 

psycholinguistics, and cognitive neuroscience. 

Steven Pinker (1994) further elaborates on Chomsky’s theory by framing UG 

within an evolutionary context. Pinker suggests that the human brain evolved 

specialized mechanisms for language acquisition, allowing individuals to rapidly 

and efficiently internalize complex grammatical rules. He posits the existence of 

a language module, a specialized neural system tuned to process linguistic 

information. Importantly, Pinker clarifies that innateness does not imply rigidity: 

while humans possess innate constraints and predispositions, experiential input 

remains essential for language development. As he notes, "The idea that 

language is innate does not mean that every aspect of language is wired in the 

genes and cannot be affected by experience. What it does mean is that the innate 

capacities and constraints create the learning problem that the child's 

experiences must solve" (Pinker, 1994, p. 263). This statement underscores a 

dynamic interplay between biological predispositions and environmental 

experience, a critical consideration in understanding both first and second 

language acquisition. 



Vavuniya Journal of Business Management                     20  

Vol. 9 Issue I, 2026 

From a second language acquisition (SLA) perspective, the concept of innate 

capacities has significant implications. Theories of generative SLA posit that 

adult learners retain access to universal grammatical principles, though the 

efficiency of parameter setting may decline with age due to maturational 

constraints (White, 2003; Lardiere, 2009). This explains why learners may 

struggle with features absent in their first language, such as null-subject 

parameters or word-order variations. Understanding the role of innate 

mechanisms allows educators and linguists to distinguish between errors 

resulting from L1 interference versus those arising from incomplete parameter 

setting, providing a framework for more targeted pedagogical interventions. 

Furthermore, research in cognitive neuroscience supports the idea that innate 

language capacities are distributed across specific neural networks, including 

Broca’s area, Wernicke’s area, and other cortical regions involved in syntactic 

and semantic processing (Friederici, 2011). These networks interact with 

memory, attention, and executive control systems to facilitate language 

acquisition, highlighting that innate capacities function within a broader 

cognitive architecture. Studies using functional MRI and event-related potentials 

have shown that both children and adults activate similar brain regions when 

processing grammatical rules, suggesting that the UG-based mechanisms 

underlying L1 acquisition may also support SLA under appropriate conditions 

(Hickok & Poeppel, 2007; Friederici, 2011). 

Finally, the interplay of innate capacities with psychological and social factors 

cannot be overlooked. While UG provides a cognitive scaffold, the richness of 

linguistic input, the frequency of interactions, and the learner’s motivation, 
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anxiety levels, and self-efficacy all influence the extent to which these capacities 

are realized in practice (Dörnyei, 2005; MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991). This 

aligns with Pinker’s perspective that innate mechanisms set the stage for 

learning, but experiential factors are necessary to activate, refine, and 

consolidate language knowledge. Consequently, contemporary research 

increasingly views language acquisition as a synergistic process, where 

biological predispositions, cognitive processes, and environmental stimuli 

operate in concert to produce linguistic competence. 

It can be seen that Chomsky’s perspective on innate language capacities remains 

a foundational pillar in understanding both L1 and SLA. While empirical 

debates continue, the core idea that humans possess pre-existing linguistic 

mechanisms which interact dynamically with experiential input offers a robust 

framework for examining the cognitive and psychological dimensions of 

language learning. Integrating Chomsky’s principles with contemporary 

neuroscientific findings and SLA research provides a comprehensive lens for 

exploring how innate capacities and environmental exposure jointly shape the 

trajectory of language acquisition. 

 

 

 

 

4.2 COGNITIVE AND GENERATIVE PERSPECTIVES: JACKENDOFF 

AND KAYNE  

Ray Jackendoff, a prominent linguist and cognitive scientist, has made 

substantial contributions to the understanding of Universal Grammar by 
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integrating cognitive and generative perspectives. According to Jackendoff 

(2002), "We are born with a set of built-in expectations about the structure of 

possible human languages, which guide our learning of specific languages" (p. 

55). This statement highlights the innate cognitive scaffolding that predisposes 

humans to recognize and process linguistic structures efficiently. Unlike 

traditional generative accounts that focus primarily on syntactic rules, 

Jackendoff emphasizes the interaction of syntax, semantics, and cognitive 

representations, demonstrating that language learning is deeply embedded in 

general cognitive processes, including perception, memory, and pattern 

recognition (Jackendoff, 2002; Jackendoff & Pinker, 2005). 

Jackendoff’s perspective reinforces the idea that language acquisition is both 

biologically constrained and cognitively mediated. The built-in expectations he 

describes function as a predictive mechanism, enabling learners to anticipate 

linguistic structures based on prior exposure. This aligns with connectionist 

models of language learning, where innate biases guide the statistical learning of 

grammatical patterns from environmental input (Christiansen & Chater, 2016). 

For example, infants demonstrate sensitivity to word order regularities and 

phonotactic constraints before extensive exposure, suggesting that cognitive 

predispositions shape early linguistic development (Saffran, Aslin, & Newport, 

1996). In second language acquisition (SLA), Jackendoff’s model implies that 

learners rely on these cognitive expectations to parse unfamiliar structures, 

though the need to reset or adjust parameters based on target-language input can 

create specific challenges. Errors in SLA, such as overgeneralization or 

incorrect word order, may reflect both the influence of pre-existing cognitive 
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biases and the difficulty of recalibrating linguistic expectations in a new 

language. 

Richard Kayne, another influential linguist, has focused on the syntactic and 

structural dimensions of UG, exploring the hierarchical and directional 

dependencies that underlie sentence formation (Kayne, 1994). Kayne’s work on 

theoretical syntax emphasizes that languages share deep structural similarities, 

and variation arises primarily through surface-level parameterization. From a 

psychological standpoint, Kayne’s research suggests that humans process 

language according to these hierarchical structures, and that comprehension and 

production involve the real-time activation of cognitive schemas that encode 

syntactic relations (Kayne, 1994; Haegeman, 2006). This perspective aligns with 

psycholinguistic models of sentence processing, which propose that the brain 

organizes linguistic input hierarchically rather than linearly, reflecting innate 

cognitive constraints that guide parsing, interpretation, and production 

(Friederici, 2011). 

The contributions of Jackendoff and Kayne converge in highlighting the synergy 

between innate cognitive mechanisms and environmental experience. 

Jackendoff underscores the role of cognitive expectations and semantic 

representation in shaping language learning, while Kayne focuses on syntactic 

constraints and structural universals. Together, their perspectives provide a 

comprehensive cognitive framework in which UG operates not only as an 

abstract set of grammatical rules but as a biologically and psychologically 

instantiated system that interacts with perceptual, memory, and attentional 

mechanisms. This has profound implications for SLA: understanding the 
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cognitive underpinnings of language learning allows researchers to distinguish 

between errors resulting from innate biases versus those stemming from 

insufficient input or cross-linguistic interference (Sorace, 2011; Lardiere, 2009). 

From an educational perspective, these insights support the design of cognitively 

informed language instruction. For instance, teachers can scaffold learning by 

providing input that aligns with learners’ predictive expectations, gradually 

increasing exposure to complex structures while emphasizing parameter 

distinctions between L1 and L2. Techniques such as sentence-completion 

exercises, structured input enhancement, and guided interaction can facilitate the 

tuning of cognitive expectations to target-language patterns (Ellis, 2008; 

VanPatten, 2017). By acknowledging the interplay of innate cognitive 

mechanisms and experiential input, instruction can become more effective in 

addressing persistent SLA challenges, such as the acquisition of non-native 

syntactic structures and recursive dependencies. 

Further, cognitive and generative approaches invite interdisciplinary research 

integrating linguistics, psychology, and neuroscience. Functional neuroimaging 

studies reveal that both syntactic and semantic processing engage overlapping 

brain regions, supporting Jackendoff’s claim that language learning is grounded 

in cognitive architecture rather than isolated modules (Friederici, 2011). 

Similarly, electrophysiological evidence demonstrates that hierarchical 

dependencies are processed incrementally and predictively in both first and 

second languages, providing empirical support for the cognitive mechanisms 

described by Jackendoff and Kayne (Kaan & Swaab, 2002). These findings 

further validate UG as a framework that is not merely theoretical but 
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psychologically and neurologically instantiated, reinforcing its relevance for 

understanding the cognitive dimensions of language learning. 

It is obvious that the contributions of Jackendoff and Kayne enrich the 

understanding of UG by emphasizing the cognitive, generative, and hierarchical 

nature of human language. Jackendoff highlights the role of built-in expectations 

and cognitive representations, while Kayne provides insight into syntactic 

universals and structural dependencies. Together, their work demonstrates that 

UG operates at the intersection of biology, cognition, and experience, offering a 

psychologically grounded explanation for the acquisition, processing, and 

production of language. Integrating these perspectives into SLA research and 

pedagogy provides a robust framework for understanding the mechanisms that 

underlie successful second language learning and highlights the continued 

relevance of UG in contemporary cognitive linguistics. 

4.3 CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON UG  

Despite the widespread influence of Universal Grammar (UG), a growing body 

of scholarship has challenged its validity and theoretical scope. Critics argue 

that the evidence supporting an innate, language-specific faculty is limited, and 

that UG may oversimplify the dynamic and multifaceted process of language 

acquisition (Bates, 1997; Wray, 2002). Language learning, they contend, is 

better understood as a complex interaction among cognitive, social, and 

environmental factors rather than the automatic unfolding of a biologically 

preprogrammed grammar. 

Elizabeth Bates (1997) provides a foundational critique, emphasizing that 

human language is highly variable across individuals, cultures, and linguistic 
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contexts. Bates contends that the notion of a rigid, innate language module fails 

to account for this diversity. Instead, she proposes that language emerges from 

general cognitive processes, including memory, attention, and pattern 

recognition, in conjunction with rich social interaction. From this perspective, 

the universality attributed to UG may reflect the commonalities in human 

cognition rather than a dedicated grammatical module. 

Alison Wray (2002) similarly challenges the universality and innateness claims 

of UG. Wray advocates for a usage-based model of language acquisition, 

emphasizing that linguistic competence arises through repeated exposure to 

language in meaningful communicative contexts. Social interaction, pragmatic 

awareness, and cultural conventions play central roles in shaping linguistic 

knowledge, highlighting the importance of experience-dependent learning 

mechanisms. Wray argues that while UG provides an elegant theoretical model, 

it is insufficient to explain the full range of linguistic acquisition, particularly in 

the context of second language learning, where exposure and usage patterns 

vary dramatically from native language acquisition. 

Morten H. Christiansen and Nick Chater (2016) further develop this critique 

through statistical learning approaches. They suggest that humans acquire 

language by detecting probabilistic patterns in the input rather than relying on 

innate grammatical rules. According to their usage-based account, linguistic 

competence emerges gradually as learners identify recurring structures, 

dependencies, and associations within the linguistic environment. This 

perspective challenges the universality of UG, proposing instead that linguistic 

knowledge is a product of general cognitive mechanisms adapted for processing 
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complex patterns in input. Such approaches have been supported by 

computational modeling studies showing that artificial neural networks can 

simulate key aspects of language learning without relying on prewired 

grammatical rules (Christiansen & Chater, 2016). 

Daniel Everett (2012) presents an empirical challenge to UG based on cross-

cultural linguistic research. His studies of the Pirahã language in Brazil, which 

exhibits features that appear to violate canonical UG predictions such as the 

absence of recursion suggest that language can evolve and function 

independently of a universal grammatical template. Everett’s work underscores 

the role of cultural and environmental factors in shaping linguistic structures and 

emphasizes the adaptive, context-dependent nature of language. 

Patricia Kuhl (2013), a developmental psychologist, highlights the insufficiency 

of UG to account for early language acquisition in infants. Kuhl’s research 

demonstrates that infants’ phonetic and syntactic learning is highly sensitive to 

social interaction, auditory experience, and caregiver engagement. Her findings 

indicate that while innate cognitive capacities provide a scaffold for language 

learning, exposure and social engagement are critical determinants of linguistic 

competence. This view aligns with emergentist and ecological approaches, 

emphasizing that language acquisition is a bio-social process rather than a 

purely innate mechanism. 

Even Ray Jackendoff, a proponent of cognitive perspectives on UG, 

acknowledges limitations in the theory. He suggests that UG may not fully 

account for individual differences and cultural variability in language learning 

(Jackendoff, 1972; Jackendoff & Pinker, 2005). Cognitive constraints, working 
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memory capacity, attentional resources, and sociocultural context all interact to 

influence the trajectory of language acquisition, indicating that UG alone is 

insufficient to explain the full complexity of linguistic development. 

Critics also highlight practical implications for second language acquisition 

(SLA). Many learners struggle with features of a target language that are not 

present in their first language. Usage-based and experiential approaches suggest 

that these difficulties reflect the need for parameter re-setting and extensive 

exposure rather than deficits in innate capacity. Vocabulary acquisition, 

pragmatic competence, and discourse-level skills, for example, are heavily 

influenced by input frequency, interactional opportunities, and domains of 

contextual relevance, which Universal Grammar (UG), by itself, does not 

adequately account for (Tomasello, 2003; Ellis, 2008). 

In brief, while UG has contributed significantly to linguistic theory, critical 

perspectives underscore the necessity of integrating environmental, cognitive, 

and social factors into models of language acquisition. By highlighting the 

limitations of an innate-only framework, these critiques promote a more holistic 

understanding of linguistic development, emphasizing the interplay of 

experience, input, and general cognitive mechanisms alongside potential 

biological predispositions. Contemporary research increasingly suggests that 

language emerges through the dynamic coordination of innate tendencies and 

experiential exposure, supporting a more nuanced, interdisciplinary view of 

human linguistic competence. 

4.4 EXPERIENCE AS A COGNITIVE FACTOR  
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The concept of experience in Universal Grammar (UG) underscores the 

interplay between innate linguistic capacities and environmental input, 

emphasizing that language acquisition is not solely the product of prewired 

grammatical knowledge but also of systematic interaction with the linguistic 

environment (Chomsky, 1980, cited in Wilson, 2018). In UG theory, certain 

grammatical parameters are initially open-ended; these parameters are 

subsequently “fixed” through exposure to specific language input, a process that 

shapes an individual’s core grammar. Experience, therefore, serves as the 

mechanism by which innate potential is actualized, transforming latent linguistic 

knowledge into functional competence. 

Experience in language acquisition is multifaceted, encompassing both 

quantitative exposure (frequency and diversity of linguistic input) and 

qualitative interaction (meaningful social engagement). Empirical studies in first 

and second language acquisition indicate that input richness and variability 

strongly influence the speed and accuracy with which learners acquire 

grammatical rules, lexical items, and pragmatic norms (Ellis, 2008; Tomasello, 

2003). For instance, learners who are exposed to diverse syntactic structures in 

meaningful communicative contexts are more likely to accurately set linguistic 

parameters than those receiving limited or repetitive input. This highlights the 

dynamic interaction between cognitive predispositions and environmental 

stimuli, a process central to both UG and broader cognitive theories of language 

learning. 

In second language acquisition (SLA), the role of experience is particularly 

salient. Unlike first language learners, who typically acquire language in 
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immersive environments, L2 learners often encounter fragmented or delayed 

input, requiring heightened reliance on cognitive mechanisms such as pattern 

recognition, working memory, and inferential reasoning (VanPatten, 2017; 

Lightbown & Spada, 2013). The gradual exposure to target-language input 

allows learners to set or reset UG parameters, enabling them to internalize 

grammatical rules that may differ from their first language. This explains 

common SLA phenomena such as transfer errors, overgeneralization, or 

fossilized structures, which reflect incomplete or partial parameter setting due to 

insufficient experience. 

Moreover, the quality of experience is as important as quantity. Interaction with 

proficient speakers, feedback during communicative exchanges, and 

contextualized use of language all enhance parameter-setting processes (Long, 

1996). Social interaction provides pragmatic cues, corrective feedback, and 

opportunities for negotiation of meaning, which support the internalization of 

grammatical and semantic structures (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). In this sense, 

experience functions both as input for cognitive processing and as a scaffolding 

mechanism that allows learners to refine their linguistic competence 

incrementally. 

From a cognitive perspective, experience engages multiple mental faculties. 

Exposure to language activates memory networks that store phonological, 

lexical, and syntactic patterns. Repeated encounters with these patterns 

strengthen neural connections, a process often described in terms of statistical 

learning, which complements UG’s innate framework (Saffran, Aslin, & 

Newport, 1996; Christiansen & Chater, 2016). Learners subconsciously detect 
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co-occurrence probabilities and structural regularities, gradually adjusting their 

internal grammar to reflect the statistical properties of the language. This 

interplay between innate predispositions and experiential input illustrates that 

UG provides the potential for acquisition, whereas experience determines the 

actualized grammatical competence. 

Experience also plays a critical role in phonological, morphological, and 

semantic development. Research by Kuhl (2013) shows that infants’ ability to 

distinguish phonemes is shaped by early auditory exposure and social 

interaction, demonstrating that even seemingly “innate” capacities are highly 

experience-dependent. Similarly, in SLA, learners require sustained exposure to 

morphological markers, syntactic structures, and idiomatic usage to achieve 

fluency. Without adequate experience, certain grammatical parameters may 

remain unfixed, resulting in incomplete or inaccurate internal grammars. 

In sum, experience functions as a central cognitive factor in language 

acquisition within the UG framework. It bridges the gap between biological 

endowment and functional linguistic competence, guiding learners as they 

navigate complex linguistic environments. By incorporating experiential input, 

learners gradually refine their “core grammar,” internalize rules, and achieve 

communicative fluency. In both first and second language learning, experience 

operates in tandem with innate capacities, emphasizing that language acquisition 

is a dynamic, interactive, and context-dependent process. For educators and 

language practitioners, this underscores the importance of designing learning 

environments that maximize both exposure and interactive opportunities, 
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ensuring that learners have sufficient and meaningful experience to fully 

activate their linguistic potential. 

5. CONCLUSION  

Universal Grammar (UG) has played a pivotal role in shaping contemporary 

understanding of language acquisition by emphasizing the interaction between 

innate cognitive structures and linguistic development. Chomsky’s (1980, cited 

in Wilson, 2018) proposal of an inborn language faculty offered a significant 

shift from behaviorist perspectives, establishing a foundation for research in 

theoretical linguistics, psycholinguistics, and cognitive psychology. UG 

effectively explains the rapid and systematic acquisition of first language and 

highlights the existence of universal linguistic principles across languages. 

However, UG alone cannot fully account for language acquisition. Research 

emphasizes the importance of experience, social interaction, and cultural context 

in shaping linguistic competence (Bates, 1997; Wray, 2002; Kuhl, 2013). This 

interaction becomes particularly significant in second language acquisition, 

where learners rely on exposure, communicative interaction, and explicit 

instruction to adjust linguistic parameters and develop proficiency (Ellis, 2008; 

VanPatten, 2017). 

This study contributes to the ongoing debate by emphasizing a psychological 

and experiential perspective in understanding UG. Integrating usage-based and 

socio-psychological approaches provides a more comprehensive explanation of 

language learning, where innate capacities interact dynamically with input 

frequency, meaningful communication, and social engagement (Tomasello, 
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2003; Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Such an integrated framework helps reconcile 

theoretical assumptions of UG with empirical observations of variability in 

second language acquisition. 

Furthermore, insights from neuroscience and cognitive psychology reinforce this 

integrative perspective. Neurocognitive research demonstrates that language 

acquisition involves both innate predispositions and experience-dependent 

learning processes, highlighting the role of exposure and cognitive mechanisms 

in grammar development (Friederici, 2017; Christiansen & Chater, 2016). These 

findings support the view that UG operates alongside general cognitive 

processes rather than functioning as an isolated system. 

The pedagogical implications of this perspective are significant. Language 

learning environments should provide meaningful exposure, interactive 

opportunities, and supportive feedback to activate learners’ innate capacities 

while accommodating individual psychological differences. Such environments 

enhance both first and second language acquisition by fostering active 

engagement and experiential learning. 

In conclusion, Universal Grammar remains a valuable theoretical framework for 

understanding language acquisition, particularly when viewed through a 

psychological and experiential lens. This study highlights the importance of 

integrating innate mechanisms with environmental and cognitive factors, 

offering a more dynamic understanding of language learning. Future 

interdisciplinary research combining UG with psychological, usage-based, and 

neurocognitive perspectives will further advance both theoretical understanding 

and pedagogical practice in second language acquisition. 
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