Journal of Literature, Languages and Linguistics www.iiste.org
ISSN 2422-8435 An International Peer-revieweadrdal E-L,!ll
Vol.28, 2016 NS'E

Folk Literature: An Indispensable Tool in Child Language
Acquisition and Development

Eucharia A. EzeDaniel O. Abonyi
!Department of Linguistics and Communication Studigisiversity of Port Harcourt Nigeria
’Department of Linguistics and Igbo, Imo State Ursity, Owerri Nigeria
Abstract
Researches carried out by various language developexperts indicate that babies babble a lot ti 8
months due to biological readiness, and not dueitdorcement. At about 10 to 13 months, they #&ile to utter
their first words. These are followed by two wottkrances at 18 to 24 months and by this time, #ieyaware
of the importance of expressing certain conceptstha role of language in communicating with othditsese
developments can be achieved because these childienbeen immersed in a network of social intevast
among members of the society. This supports thetfiat society is an indispensable element in daifdjuage
development. But language is not learned in a bwaizuum. As verbal language is the most pronourspect
of representation language, children acquire ibugh modeling and imitation of adult who expand aschst
children utterances to improve their linguisticligai It is on this premise that this paper sedk fiterature as an
indispensable tool in the language acquisitionl sKilthe children in the pre-primary and primaryuedtion
sector. This paper adopts the interactionist thedrianguage acquisition which posits that langukegening
results from the interaction of the learners inrai#ity and their language environment, especitily feedback
they receive from adult fluent speakers to mordgted improve their output. The result of the findirghow that
through the use of some instructional devices @glongs, riddles, anecdotes and the like, espetiathe
mother tongue of the child at the early stage,dcéil’s phonological, syntactical and semantic oistpare
greatly improved. The study, therefore, recommemai®ng other things that the use of folk literatasean
institutional device taught in the mother tonguehef learner, should be include in the educationadiculum at
the early stages of child language acquisition mabée the child acquire the full potentials of laage
acquisition.

1. Introduction

At birth infants are thought to have little knowigd of the world in which they find themselves.
However immediately a child is born, the child megto learn not only to adapt to the external emrinent but
to learn the ways of life of his people. Hence ¢hely years of a child is filled with the acquisiti of linguistic
and other cultural practies of his people. Is tleispect, Eyabulewa (2013:234), avers that the fiom birth to
eight years is a critical period in the developmaitany fundamental skills in all areas of chiklvdlopment.
This, it is believed, may have been the reason tivage has been an increased emphasis on the addiand
education.

Explaining the rational for early education of ttigld, Abonyi (2014), while highlighting the polic
statements therein in NERDC (2004), states thajeh’'s intervention in the children’s early yeafdanguage
learning and development is rooted in tdational Policy on Education which is premised on the effective
development of the child into a sound and effectitigen and the need for equality of educationmartunities
to all children. This prompted the government @& Bederal Republic of Nigeria (2004) to include-prignary
education and the guideline for its operation ie tHational Policy on Education. It therefore led the
enrolment of the young ones who may not have aeduire first word into the formal education system.

On the other hand, child rearing in the traditios@ciety where children are taught the virtuesroth,
humility, love and their like through folklore hag/en way to the recitation of ABC and 123. Thiserefore
agrees with postulates that literacy of nursergwan sometimes at the early primary level is mastiyguistic
process as most of what is done in the school dipen the child’s knowledge of his language. Howgesiace
the language ability does not surface before thiel chaches two to four years, submits Randford(9the
implication of this says Iroegbu et al (2003) iattbhildren at this age should be taught with \@nyple words.
At this juncture, it becomes very necessary thind of play-way method which involves the use ohgs,
riddles, tongue, twisters, folktales and other orafrative games are employed to enable them ghaspontent
of the subject matter. In line with the above, R{@889) offers that the teach ability of the chéidrupon a
synergistic balance of interacting skills and knedge bases.

Further, it is necessary to emphasis that the sraimwhich the child must be taught is very crucia
This is because as the education of the childsstestn the home, children bring a wide variety mtellectual,
perceptual, social and motor competencies to lagguaarning (Rice, 1989). In agreement with thevabl
assertion, Johnson (2006) submits that childrerlgaoome into the task of language learning wigngeptual
mechanisms that function in a certain way. Thibdsause language learning and cognitive developiaeant
unitary process (Kean and Personke, 1976). As siiebe the child is still acquiring and learning language,
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the need to focus on language development becornesrgent in the school and at home. The questiom iso
what are the skills that can be adopted by theuagg instructors at this level to enable the chdduire the
language with ease? What language of instructia@miployed in both private and public pre-primaryfary

schools at this level? What are the parents’ peime@pand preference, relating to whether they waqurkfer their
children/wards to be instructed in the mother-t@itanguage of the immediate environment or not?

An earlier version of théNational Policy on Education (NPE) of the Federal Republic of Nigeria,
revised in 1981, has the following on the importaraf language and the language of instruction at th
preprimary and the primary levels of educationatitition to appreciating the importance of languagéhe
educational process, as a means of presentingetbpelgis culture, the Government considers it toirbéhe
interest of the national unity that each child dtidae encouraged to learn one of the three majmuages other
them his own mother tongue. In this connection, dbgernment considers the three major languagdseto
Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba (p.8)

To achieve the ... objectives (of preprimary educgtidGovernment will ensure that the
medium of instruction will be principally the moth®ngue or the language of the immediate
community...(p10)... Government will see to it that thedium of instruction in the primary
schools is initially the mother-tongue or the laage of the immediate community and at later
stage English (p.13) .

The above statement by the Government was notcktbd overnight but came up as a result of thesefi
conscientious researches conducted by the langaemgsition experts. This is as a result of the drtgnce
attached to the mother-tongue language. Thus, @#e2010) refers to it as the first language atividual
acquires, which has greater prominence in thedlifevery individual. Afolayan (1988) also defineésas “the
only language of a monolingual person, which meétkis linguistic needs”. It is usually the seqtialty first
language of a bilingual or multilingual person...d language that fully identifies with the persoaalnatice
culture of a bilingual or multi-lingual person. Enahe foregoing, it could be deduced that the girepbrtance
attached to the use of mother tongue is becaussetlite language in which a person conducts hisyeesgr
activities and has the greatest linguistic actiatyintuitive knowledge. It is the language thas lsaciocultural
functions of serving as the instrument of Natiosraliin a speech community or nation. It is an iraézed habit
which emphasizes proficiency and knowledge of thsid skills, listening, speaking, reading and wgti It
becomes a distinctive characteristic feature of mvhith has the major function of communication. Tdnéd
acquires knowledge of this language from his immtedfamily; parents, siblings, uncles and aunthaahe
before he is exposed to formal institution and atioa. He internalizes this initial education arsksiit in his
day to day activists. Hence, the pride of placegito it in primary and lower primary level of edtion and so,
the need for the use of folk literature taughthe tmedium of the mother tongue/languages of theeidiate
environment as an indispensable tool in child lagguacquisition/learning. The implication is thab
achieve this, there should be parental involveraehbme.

2. Framework

Language acquisition and development has beesubject of concern to language experts. Chomsky
(1959) posits that humans are born with the abfbityacquire language (Morrison, 2001). On the otheand,
Santrock (2007) and Agbedo (2009) are of the opitiat language acquired in the content of theespclt is
on this basis that the interactionist theory ofglaage acquisition which is a mediationist theonygkis on the
interactionist theory was profounded. This papeardfore hinges on the interactionist theory. Irttoaist
theory is a mediationist approach in relation toglaage acquisition. Explaining the history of ingetionist
theory, Agbedo (2003) observes that decades b#ier&lea was made popular, linguists like Chomgleb{)
argue that humans are biologically pre-wined tougeglanguage at a certain time and in certain @homsky
went further to state that children are born i@ world with a language acquisition device (LAB)iological
(innate) endowment that enables the child to detecfeatures and rules of language. On the otéwed Bruner
(1996) emphasizes that socio-cultural contexts wital in child language acquisition/development.
Interractionist approach is an approach that tinnddgyds these through opposing schools of thought.

According to Nwachukwu (1995), interractionist eggch “emphasis that higher levels of development
(in language acquisition) emerges out of constvedtiteractions between innate and environmentibfa”. In
line with this view, Tomasello and Slobin (2004jirafi that an interractionist approach emphasized Hoth
biology (innate abilities) and experience (socittymal content) contribute to language acquisitionsupport of
this stand, Agbedo (2009:76) points out that th@rmactionist view point is that all humans can s
language, provided there is no family history ofidat genetic inheritance, no signs of serious wigdefects
and there is rich experience of language communitabetween the child and others, that is, a home
background, which indicates that the child hashe@n deprived emotionally, intellectually or ecomncatly.

He went further to affirm that every human beirgn odevelop language given the conditions of
normality and minimal exposure to language. Inwfoaist theory posits that language learning fissubm the
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interaction of the learners’ innate ability anditHanguage environment, especially the feedbaely tteceive
from fluent speakers to monitor and improve theitpait. This theory emphasizes the importance ofgamers’
language environment and their opportunity to poedianguage and receive feedback. Without the Hiion
of that specific language in that specific languagesing community according to (Agbedo, 2009)wdtuld
appear that the child will not acquire language.

Furthermore, while supporting the view of Lighttwo & Spada (1999) on interractionist theory which
states that language acquisition is a product ofpdex interaction of the child’s linguistic envinment and the
child’s internal mechanism, Owen Tong, Jin & Tarm({®011:2) observe that modified verbal languadso a
called “motherese” is deemed to be crucial in laggu acquisition. This theory is, therefore esskrtia
explaining how children acquire language sinceeésslanguage acquisition as emanating from botlctité’s
inmate potential and the environment.

3. The meaning of folk literature

In the literate world we find ourselves, often rithds the confusion between the written text and
literature per se. What is not written is errondpo$ten deemed not to exist and writing is falsetjuated with
civilization. This shouldn’t be indeed, literatustrictly speaking should not concern itself witte ttwritten”
word but with the word per se, whether written omutten. The important thing is that the text afck a
construct should be fixed either in a written famin the consciousness of the speech community.

Literature according to Oxford Advanced Learndistionary of current English is a piece of writing
that is valued as works of art, especially novplays and poem. Folk literature is, therefore, thiace of
writing that s traditional and typical of the ordiy people of a country or community. It is thedyf literature
owned or possessed by a particular set of peopie & particular set of people from a particularcfgbeople
from a particular place and was originally passedoothe people in a spoken form.

Possession of literature, written or oral, moderriraditional, says Obiechina (1978) is one of the
distinguishing characteristics of the homo sapidiere are no people anywhere in the world whdéndourse
of their evolving an integral social life in theemcounter with their environment, have failed tovedep
structurally organized rhetorical modes for giviegpression to their emotional impulses and verlagizin
rhythm sequences, their deepest human aspirafitvese are no people who have not been able to dirmnin
symbolic and aesthetic terms, the major ritualjgrells and secular events of their collectively relda
experiences. Possession of literature strongly ilinds the sense of individual identity as welramforcing the
attachment of individuals to the community. It emsuthe emotions matrix that cements the reciprocal
interaction of the individual with community and nemunity with the individual. Literature in its wide
functional context, guarantees for a community dage stabilization of its structures of action.higlps the
community to clarify its basic ideas of moralit}s sense of what constitutes the beautiful, thdiraeband the
comical in human affairs. It offers the individuatssociety their best scope for expressing trestifigs of joy
and sorrow, their triumphs and defeats, their Heigdd appreciation of their vital forces no lesmtthe depths
of tragic pathos into which they occasionally failtheir full realization of their vulnerabilitysshuman beings.

Folk literature, otherwise known as traditiondefature has both spoken and written modes. This
literature is characterized by oracy and as subfrrexl to as oral literature. It is further dividétto folk
narratives, poetic verses and traditional dramdedud, traditional literature differs from moderetature simply
because it is written down. It draws from the sgmel as traditional literature is of great antiguitnodern
literature came into being with the introductiorVdéstern education.

4. Scope and Delimitations of the Study

Folk literature comprises of three genes namestiyoprose and drama. Of these three genes, pisetry
preferred. The preference is due mainly to thetfzat it is invariably defined in terms of its atic composition,
imaginative language, patterned arrangement anth d#ghought or feeling. Thus its definition by hgman
Dictionary of Contemporary English as a piece dfing arranged in patterns of lines and soundsresging in
imaginative language some deep thought, feelirfguaran experience.

5. The Impact of Folk Literature on Child Language Acquisition and Development
Every normal child is capable of appreciation &tere by responding to the sounds and meanings of

words as well as gestures, facial expressionsy@mwiental factors, postures and bearing voice pades This
level of literacy appreciation can be achieved omith the help of the creative teacher. The teatiasrample
opportunity to read to the child in the classt #e child, it is not sufficient merely to readeey word clearly,
pronounce it correctly and observe punctuation maflo keep the child’s attention and interest, tdecher
needs to make his reading lively and dramatic rath@n mechanical and lifeless. A teacher who makes
additional effort to develop and practice oral cammication skills in presentation of literature wilé guiding

the pupils towards a keen participatory and enduiriolvement not only in reading, but also in wgt
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In this section, a careful look at the various svdlge child’s language acquisition process can be
phonologically, syntactically and semantically deped will be the focus. This can be achieved tbtothe use
of rhythm, rhyme, choral speaking and refrain. @ualysis will be based on a poem taken frébu na
ngurggwu Igbo Ugomma (1980) thus:

G[n[ mere mmadx?
Qnwx gburu mmadx
G[n[ mere mmadx?
Mmadx rury mmiri
G[n[ mere mmadx?
Mmiri menyurx oku
Oku mere gini?

Oku rejiri uta

Xta mere g[n[?

10. Xta gbagburu egbe
11. Egbe mere g[n[?

12. Egbe buru okuko

13. Qkxkqg mere g[n[?
14. Qkxkq riri akika

15. Ak[ka mere g[n[?

16. Ak[ka tara mkporo
17. Mkporo mere g[n[?
18. Mkporo mawara xkwa
19. Xkwa mere g[n[?

20. Xkwa dagburu Nwaakadimkporo
21. Ee Nwaakadimkporo

CeNoOr~WONE

5.1 Rhythm

In general, Igbo poetry is metrical, which medrat it conforms to definite laws of prosody or
the regular flow of language measured in rhythnmitsuUgonna (1976). In oral poetry, the rhythmidt us the
breath length (ahiri ekumume) which is the uniutitrances between one breath pause (nchere ekynamahe
another. This breath-length in oral poetry or varsevritten poetry. The breath-length or line catuses the
rhythm unit in Igbo poetry which is measured in clustep which may conveniently express the ideéoot”
as used in English prosodic analysis. A rhythmignsent is made up of a number of high toned andttowed
syllables twhich are subtly patterned to produceeséorm of rhythm.

Rhythm in this poem is achieved through a constapétition of some phonemes occurring in some
lexical items in successive lines of utteranceghinfirst sixz lines of the above poem, therehés teoccurrence
of t he bilabial nasal stop /m/ which runs throupk entire lines in a successive utterance. Thigadized
through a constant repetition of such lexical iteaasnmadx, mmiri, mere, menyxrx, mawara and mkpohis
recurrence of the bilabial nasal stop /m/ runsradteely through almost all the lines of the poentha word
“mere”. Also recurrent in the poem is the alvegliosive sounds /t/, /d/, and /n/, in the lexicahis “ut a” (LL 9
and 10), “tara” (LL 16), “dagburu” (LL 20), “...dimlgro” (LL 20-21) and “...ni" in the lexical item “gifii
which runs through all the alternate lines.

Prominent in the lines of the poem also are tharydosives /k/, /g/ andy/. The voiceless velar plosive
is realized in the lexical item®kuy”, “Okuko” and “akika” (LL 7, 8, 13 & 14). The voiced velalosive /g/ is
realized in the constant repetition of the wordnfga question which runs through the alternatasdiand the
velar nasaly/ as realized in the word “nuru” (L. 4). There Isathe reoccurrence of the voiceless labia velar
/kwl/, /kp/ and 4w/ being realized in the lexical items “ukwa” (L 19"mkporo” (LL 17&18), and “nwa” (LL
20&21). Also prepondent is the realization of tlwéced Labia velar /gb/ and /gw/ as in “gbagburu’ 1D), egbe
(L. 11&12).

The presence of the palatal sound &s realized in the word “menyuru” (L. 6) cannetdiverlooked as
it also contributes to the overall developmenthaf acquisition of the plosive sounds.

Composers of music and writers of poetry use thdigerative qualities of language to imitate diént
moods cannot be overlooked as it also contribudethie overall development of the acquisition of phesive
sounds.

Composers of music and writers of poetry use th#ierative qualities of language to imitate difént
moods, emotions, actions and movement. This is wizkies poetry so pleasurable when it is read adsuitlis
meant to be. Children respond naturally to rhytfitihéy can be made to drum gently on their desthéobeat
they perceive in the teacher’s reaching, they migiim a fuller appreciation of the poem. The teacmehis own
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part stresses on these prominent recurrent plasivads. The teacher indicates in the text theldgkabearing
these plosive sounds and writes them out with arsapipt.
In what follows, the teacher writes out these mmes so as to use them in teaching the childrembne
the three ways whereby the manner of articulatmrdcbe classified.
These ways include
- Complete closure
- Potential closure
- Open closure/approximation
Having identified some of the phonemes in the lelixiems as contained in the lines of the poem, the
teacher classifies their manner of articulationcamplete closure otherwise known as stops. Stopghn
include:
Bilabial pbm
Alveolar tdn
Palatal N
Velar kgn
Labial vela kw gw kp gb nw

The teacher will tell the pupils that each stoprisduced with an initial articulation, followed layradical
hold stage. The hold stage is followed by a radiekdase or plosive Mba and Mba (2010:53).

Consequently, these identified stops will be ugedevelop lexical items in the language of the wtiindis:

Ip/ as in pxq, papa, papq

/bl as in b[a, buru, bata

/m/ as in mama, mmiri, mmemme

It/ as in taa, tie, txq

/d/ as in dada, danye, dapx

/n/ as in nxrx, nara, napxta

[/ as in nyxq, nyee

Ikl as in kxq, kunye, kupu

/g/ as in gaa, gara, gunye

m/ as in Juo

/kw/ as in kwee, kwxq

/gw/ as in gwaa

The teacher pronounces these phonemes and whilautiils repeat after him. This way, they mastehbot
the sounds, words and the lexical items througltivtiie combination of the sounds were made possible

5.2 Syntactic development

Children’s acquisition and development of simpémtence structures can be made possible through
choral speaking. Choral speaking means speakingtheg or combining a number of voices in simultare
utterances. Choral speaking is naturally appealinghildren who enjoy group activities becausesinot as
threatening as carrying out an activity alone. ncaurages shy children who would otherwise not have
participation to loosen up. Choral speaking camised in a variety of ways to promote literacy apjatgon and
it is the most suitable for poetry reading, rea@taior conversation in children.

The class may be divided into two groups by gemdeiow by row or along any other suitable lines.
The group alternates in the reading of t he po@mzst by stanza or line by line depending on thecsire of the
poem. Using the poem under analysis, the choraghieg may done line by line because the poem idriee
versed type and so have what one would call stacbgthm.

The class will be divided into two rows, the firstv comprising all the females in the class witile
second row comprises all the males. The arrangeai¢he reading goes thus:

Females Males

Gini mere mmadu Onwugburu mmadu
Mmadu mere gini Mmadu nuru mnini
Mmiri mere gini Mmiri menyuru oku
Oku mere gini Oku rejini uta

Uta mere gini Uta gbagburu egbe
Egbe mere gini Egbe buru okuko
Okuko mere gini Okuko riri akika
Akika mere gini Akita tara mkporo
Mkporo mere gini Mkporo mawara ukwa
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Ukwa mere gini Ukwa dagburu Nwaakadiaio

At the end of the entire lines, both group witjéther chorus be Nwaakadimkporo.

This arrangement will be reversed alternativelg éime choral reaching will be repeatedly done to
enable the children master the words and the seggetherein. In this way, the children will not piharn to
pronounce the words but intuitively master the Wwexical items are joined together to form sentermethe
rules that govern the formation of simple sentesitacture. This will help to improve their skilla public
speaking and bring about increase in their meataton.

6. Summary of findings/conclusion

The use of mother tongue in the teaching and ilegrof children in their early childhood education
cannot be over emphasized. It contributes to theradlvof the language acquisition of a child. Thougythm,
children are made to capture the alterative andnasge sounds inherent in the successive lexeasitbeing
continually repeated. This enables them to madier gronunciation of these repeated lexical itemd an
memorise the consonant and vowel sounds inherghem. This helps to improve their phonologicalputitand
makes the pronunciation of these alphabets easyenydfluent for them. Again through choral speakithey
not only learn to read very fluently but becomeda in public speaking as this helps the shy dadsosen up.
Above all, the series of interactive activities thacher engages them in helps in increasing thental lexicon
and prepares them as future orators.
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