What’s the point of teaching language?

One of the most famous examples in the vast literature on language acquisition is this exchange which was recorded by the psychologist David McNeill:

Child: Nobody don't like me.
Mother: No, say 'nobody likes me'.
Child: Nobody don't like me.
(Eight repetitions of this exchange)
Mother: No, now listen carefully; say 'nobody likes me'.
Child: Oh! Nobody don't likes me.
This is the flagship in a host of similar examples which are claimed to show the utter futility of teaching, at least as far as small children and language are concerned. The alternative is very comforting: leave the teaching to Mother Nature. Slightly more technically, we should leave it all to the child’s innate language-learning ability. The parent’s role is to provide a rich linguistic environment – or, in ordinary language, to keep talking. 

But if it’s pointless for a parent to teach a child about language, where does this leave teachers? Language is, after all, what teaching is all about, and especially so in ‘language’ lessons where the aim is to make the students’ language bigger and better. The doctrine that language is unteachable starts to look less convincing and deserves re-assessment.
One part of this doctrine is that children have no ‘negative evidence’ about the language that they are learning. When they hear people say things, this provides positive evidence that these things are possible. Negative evidence is the opposite, evidence that something is not possible; for example, that negative words such as nodody and don’t are not combined as in the child’s Nobody don’t like me. More precisely, this exchange showed that even when negative evidence is offered on a plate, the child cannot use it. 
Fortunately for teachers, the research tide is moving against the doctrine of no negative evidence, and with it against the unteachability of language. A prominent researcher in this field is Matthew Saxton, at the Institute of Education in London, who has studied the effect of exchanges like this one between him and his son Alex:

A:
I’m easy to eat you up.

M:
You can eat me up easily?

A:
Yeah.

M:
What?

A:
I can eat you up.... [ bang ]

M:
I bet you can’t.

A:
I bet you I .... I, I, I can.



I bet you can’t eat me up easily.
Not only does this child receive ‘negative evidence’ in the form of a corrected version, but he also learns from it. This example is drawn from a powerpoint presentation which is available via http://www.phon.ucl.ac.uk/home/dick/ec/cliemeetings.htm.
So maybe teaching is worth doing after all. 
