University of Tikrit

College of Education for Humanities
Department of English

M A in Methodology

Subject: Psycholinguistics

Theories of Psycholinguistics

Asst.Prof.Dr. Batool Assim Hameed

2025-2026




Introduction

Psycholinguistics explores the relationship between the human mind and language. It treats
the language user as an individual rather than a representative of a society but an individual
whose linguistic performance is determined by the strengths and limitations of the mental
apparatus which we all share. One might therefore expect it to occupy a central place in any
course of general linguistics, applied linguistics, communication studies or second language
teaching. Yet it often does not. The reason is that it is traditionally a difficult arcu to study.
This is partly because of its cross-disciplinary nature. Any linguist who forms an interest in
the subject has to tackle certain areas of psychological theory, while a psychologist cannot
approach it without an adequate knowledge of linguistics .To this, one must add that
Psycholinguistics overlaps with many other domains: among them, phonetics, discourse
analysis, language pathology, neuroscience, computer modelling and language teaching
pedagogy. For those of us who know and love the subject, this breadth of scope is what
makes it so fascinating.

Psycholinguistics is a domain with fuzzy boundaries; and there is some disagreement among
those who teach it as to how widely they should set their sights. A broad view of the
discipline might embrace all of the following:

a. Language processing: including the language skills of reading, writing, speaking and
listening and the part played by memory in language.

b. Lexical storage and retrieval: how we store words in our minds and how we find them
when we need them.

c. Language acquisition: how an infant acquires its first language.

d. Special circumstances: the effects upon language of (e.g.) deafness, blindness or being a

twin; conditions such as dyslexia or aphasia (the loss of language after brain damage).




e. The brain and language: where language is located in the brain, how evolved and whether
it is a faculty that is unique to human beings.

f. Second language acquisition and use(ibid:xi).

1. DEFINITIONS:

1.1 Psycholinguistics: is often defined as the study of language and the mind. It explores hat
goes on in the mind when a person acquire, comprehend, store and produce language.
Psycholinguistics: is the field of study where developmental psychology and linguistics
intersect. Its objective is to describe, explain and predict the development of speech and
language. Apart from that, psycholinguistics deals with psychological (mental) processes,
connected with language acquisition, comprehension and production i.e. its usage in various
social contexts(Aitchison. 1999:124).

1.2 A psycholinguist: is a social scientist who studies psycho linguistics. The main interest
of a psycholinguist is language development; language use and language break down
.perception, attention, motor planning and memory, that is Critical for language but are not
unigue to language is the other areas of psycholinguistic interest. More specifically a
psycholinguist studies language, specch production and comprehension, using behavioral and
neurological methods which traditionally are developed in the field of psychology though
other methods such as corpus analysis are also widely used. Due to its interdisciplinary nature
psycholinguistics, can be found in linguistics, psychology, cognitive science, communication
science, communication disorders and other departments. The main of purpose of
psycholinguistics is to outline and describe the process of producing and comprehending
communication.
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2. What is psychology and what are the branches of psychology ?

Psychology is the science of the mind and behavior. The word "psychology" comes from the
Greek word psyche meaning "breath, spirit, soul”, and the Greek word logia meaning the
study of something. According to Med lexicon’s medical dictionary, psychology is "The
profession (clinical psychology), scholarly discipline (academic psychology), and science
(research psychology) concerned with the behavior of humans and animals. and related
mental and physiologic processes.” Although psychology may also include the study of the
mind and behavior of animals, in this article psychology refers to humans.

Psycholinguistics research falls into six major areas , some of which overlap:

* Language processing

* Language storage and access

* Comprehension theory

* Language and brain

* Language in exceptional circumstances

*First language acquisition : It deals with how do infants come to acquire their first language
and what stages do they go through in developing syntax, vocabulary and phonology , what
evidence is there that we possess an innate faculty for language which enables us to acquire
our first language, despite the supposedly poor quality of the input we receive? Some
commentators include second language acquisition in the study of psycholinguistics.
However, SLA is best regarded as a different discipline. Its content ranges widely over topics
drawn from sociolinguistics, from social psychology and from educational psychology




3. Theories of Psycholinguistics

3.1 Behaviorism Theory: is a psychological theory that focuses on observable behaviors
rather than internal mental processes. It emerged as a dominant school of thought in the early
20th century, led by psychologists such as Bloomfield, 1933 John B. Watson and B.F.
Skinner. During the first half of the twentieth century, work in psychology was heavily
influenced by a movement known as behaviorism. Behaviorists argued that the human mind
was unknowable. They insisted that the only scientific source of data for psychology was
human behavior, which was observable in a way that mental processes were not. Human
behavior came to be seen as the product of habit, represented in the relationship between an
external situation or stimulus and a standardized response to it. In the 1950s, cognitive
psychologists reacted against behaviorism by proposing an approach which charts the flow of
information through the brain while a particular mental task is performed. The basic idea is

that raw data is acted upon stage by stage by the mind and is progressively reshaped.

3.1.1 What is the effect of behaviorism theory on psycholinguistics?

Behaviorism has significantly influenced psycholinguistics by emphasizing observable
behaviors over mental processes. It contributed to the study of language acquisition, focusing
on stimuli, responses, and reinforcement. While modern psycholinguistics incorporates
cognitive aspects, behaviorism's impact is evident in early language learning research and the

exploration of environmental influences on linguistic development.




3.1.2 The aspect of Behaviorism in Psycholinguistics: Primarily influences early language
learning research, examining observable behaviors and environmental factors that shape
language acquisition. Psycholinguistics acknowledges behaviorist principles while also

incorporating cognitive aspects in understanding mental processes.

3.2 Universal Grammar Theory (UG)

Universal grammar is defined as "the system of categories, mechanisms and constraints
shared by all human languages and considered to be innate." This system is thought to
include formal universals and principles, with specific options and parameters for variation in
grammar and features between languages. Chomsky's theory of universal grammar thus
argues that all languages contain structures and rules. Universal Grammar Theory is named
for Noam Chomsky's belief that all language structures, consistent with the laws of language
(grammar), are universally recognized by humans during infancy. Chomsky also championed
the idea that all languages could be learned at a young age, regardless of whether an
individual is exposed to certain aspects of the language or not, because they are universally
similar at their foundations. -According to Chomsky's grammar theory, all humans are born
with a natural ability to acquire, develop, and understand language. In order for this to occur,
the three main principles of universal language (all languages are similar at their core),
convergence (humans can understand the similarities in language even if they are not exposed
to the language), and poverty of stimulus (language cannot be learned purely through

exposure) must exist.

3.2.1 What is the effect of Universal Grammar on psycholinguistics?




Universal Grammar has significantly shaped the field of psycholinguistics by providing a
framework to understand the innate structures and principles underlying language acquisition.
It posits that humans share a common linguistic foundation, influencing the way researchers
investigate language processing, development, and comprehension. Psycholinguistics often
relies on the concept of Universal Grammar to explore how the mind navigates linguistic

complexities and acquires language across different cultures and languages.

3.2.2 The aspect of Universal Grammar in Psycholinguistics: Explores how innate
linguistic structures influence language processing and acquisition. Researchers investigate
how the mind, guided by these inherent principles, navigates the complexities of various

languages.

3.3 Acculturation theory

Acculturation in psycholinguistics refers to the process by which individuals acquire the
cultural norms, values, and behaviors of a new culture when they come into contact with it.
This process involves learning the language of the new culture, as well as adapting to its
social practices and customs. Acculturation can have a significant impact on language
learning and use, as individuals may need to adjust their communication styles and strategies
to fit into the new cultural context. Acculturation theory examines the process by which
individuals from one cultural group adapt to and adopt the cultural norms, values, and
behaviors of another cultural group. It typically occurs when individuals from different
cultural backgrounds come into contact with each other, leading to changes in their attitudes,
beliefs, and behaviors to better align with the dominant culture. Key aspects of acculturation

theory include:




1. Cultural Contact: Acculturation occurs when individuals from different cultures interact,
whether through migration, colonization, globalization, or other forms of cultural exchange.
2. Cultural Adaptation: Individuals undergo changes in their cultural identity, practices, and
beliefs as they integrate elements of the new culture into their own.

3. Bidirectional Process: Acculturation involves mutual influence between the dominant
culture and the incoming culture.

4. Acculturation Strategies: Individuals may employ various strategies when encountering a
new culture, such as assimilation, integration, separation, and marginalization. Acculturation
theory is relevant in various fields, including psychology, sociology, anthropology, and
linguistics, as it helps explain how cultural diversity, identity formation, and social
integration occur in multicultural societies. The effect of Acculturation on psycholinguistics
refers to the process by which individuals acquire the cultural norms, values, and behaviors of
a new culture when they come into contact with it. This process involves learning the
language of the new culture, as well as adapting to its social practices and customs.
Acculturation can have a significant impact on language learning and use, language
processing, leading to changes in cognitive processing, language proficiency, and
communication patterns. Acculturation can also influence the development of bilingualism

and multilingualism.

3.4 Krashen's theory

Krashen's theory in psycholinguistics, often referred to as the Input Hypothesis, was proposed
by Stephen Krashen in the 1970s. The theory suggests that language acquisition occurs
naturally through exposure to comprehensible input, which is language that is slightly beyond
the learner's current level of proficiency. Krashen based his general theory around a set of
five basic hypotheses:

1- The Acquisition-Learning hypothesis: For Krashen, acquisition refers to the
subconscious process identical in all important ways to the process children utilize in
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acquiring their first language', and learning refers to the 'conscious process that results in
"knowing about" language' (1985, p. 1). In other words, acquisition is the result of natural
interaction with the language via meaningful communication.

2- The Monitor Hypothesis: The Monitor Hypothesis states that 'learning has only one
function, and that is as a Monitor or editor' and that learning comes into play only to 'make
changes in the form of our utterance, after it has been "produced” by the acquired system
(1982, 15). Acquisition 'initiates' the speaker's utterances and is responsible for fluency. Thus,
the Monitor is thought to alter the output of the acquired system before or after the utterance
is actually written or spoken, but the utterance is initiated entirely by the acquired system.

3- The Natural Order Hypothesis: We acquire the rules of language in a predictable order,
some rules tending to come early and others late. The order does not appear to be determined
solely by formal simplicity and there is evidence that it is independent of the order in which
rules are taught in language classes.

4-The Input Hypothesis: The Input Hypothesis is linked to the Natural Order Hypothesis in
that it claims that we move along the developmental path by receiving and processing
comprehensible input. Comprehensible input is defined as L.2 input just beyond the learner's
current L2 competence. If a learner's current competence is I, then comprehensible input is
i+1, that is, input still understandable by the learner, but containing linguistic evidence
relevant for the next step in the developmental sequence. Input which is either too simple
(that is, containing only language material which has been already acquired) or too complex
(i + 2/3/4, that is, input including linguistic material too complex for learner comprehension)
will not be useful for acquisition.

5- The Affective Filter Hypothesis: Krashen also proposed that language acquisition is
influenced by affective factors such as motivation, self-confidence, and anxiety. According to
this hypothesis, learners with a low affective filter—those who are relaxed, motivated, and
confident—are more likely to acquire language successfully. Krashen's theory has had a
significant impact on psycholinguistics and language education. It has influenced language
teaching methodologies, emphasizing the importance of providing learners with meaningful
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input, creating a supportive learning environment, and promoting natural language
acquisition processes. Additionally, Krashen's ideas have stimulated research into language

acquisition, language teaching, and bilingualism.

4. How do people comprehend Language?

People comprehend language through a combination of cognitive processes including
phonetic processing, syntax analysis, semantics, and pragmatics. This involves decoding
sounds, interpreting grammar rules, assigning meaning to words and phrases, and
understanding contextual cues. Additionally, individuals rely on their knowledge of
vocabulary, cultural conventions, and prior experiences to make sense of communication.
Through a complex interplay of neural networks and mental frameworks, people are able to

understand and interpret language in order to communicate effectively.

. How do people produce Language?

People produce language through a complex process involving the brain, vocal cords, and
muscles of the mouth and throat. This process begins with the activation of specific areas of
the brain involved in language processing, such as Broca's area and Wernicke's area. The
brain then sends signals to the vocal cords and muscles to produce sounds, which are shaped
into words and sentences through the movement of the articulators (tongue, lips, and jaw).
Additionally, language production also involves cognitive processes such as memory,

attention, and comprehension, allowing individuals to communicate effectively with others.

6. How do people acquire second language?

People acquire a second language through various methods such as immersion, formal

education, self-study, and practice with native speakers. Immersion involves being surrounded
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by the language and using it in daily interactions, while formal education provides structured
learning through classes and textbooks. Self-study allows individuals to learn at their own
pace through resources like books, online courses, and language apps. Practice with native
speakers helps to improve fluency and comprehension through real-life conversations and
interactions. Ultimately, a combination of these methods can be effective in acquiring a

second language.

Conclusion:
Psycholinguistics serves as a vital interdisciplinary field that bridges psychology and linguistics
to explain how humans acquire, comprehend, produce, and store language. Its major theories—
such as the behaviorist, nativist, cognitive, connectionist, and social interactionist
perspectives—offer varied explanations for language development and processing. While the
behaviorist theory emphasizes external stimuli and reinforcement, the nativist theory highlights
innate linguistic capacities, most famously through Chomsky’s concept of a “universal
grammar.” Cognitive and connectionist approaches focus on mental processes and neural
networks, respectively, while the social interactionist theory underscores the importance of
social context in language learning. Collectively, these theories provide a comprehensive
understanding of the mental mechanisms behind language, highlighting the complexity and
uniqueness of human linguistic ability. As research advances with modern tools like
neuroimaging and computational modeling, psycholinguistics continues to evolve, offering

deeper insights into the cognitive architecture that underpins language.
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