Psych 229:
Language Acquisition

Lecture 2

Introduction to Language Acquisition
Continued

Possible objections to
mental grammar

about people who speak ungramematically, who tay
(LT T o They don'
pramsars is their beads.

Thaa qarstion points up an ssportant difference berween the
celinary me of the term “prammar® and the linguiats” theoretical
sonstrect “mentsl grammar.” |n ordeary usige, “grammar® refers so
a 3ot of rules taught in school that oell ws how we thould spesk in
order 1o conform to the mosma of pokite (roughly, edecated middle-
cliss) society. “Preper prammar® frow

i

he sense of “school grammar,” then,
s violation of a secisl norm, soet of like
spittzg in public

What about the peaple who doa't spesk =comest English™? A
nt's reflection suggests that their speech does in face fall into

lore subely, such 3 spesker wos't subsitute the so-called corect
ferm “have™ for “got,” saying “We ain't have no bananas,”

The argument for innate knowledge

Suppose we have mental grammars in our heads - how did

they get there?

do ehildren do it} Many pesple immedisnely assume that

caught ie. To be suse, parents often ¢ngage in seaching

« “What's this, Amy? Ity a BIRDIE! Say “birdse,’

Amyt® Bt language learning can's be ensirely the resule of teaching

wands. For one thing, there are bots of words that it is haed 1o

magine parents reacking, nos hose cne can't point e “Say
Erom,” Amy!™ “This is ANY,

1lso about children of immigranes, say the Americans
wha move 1o laracl. The adults ofien never feel comfortsble with the
limguage of the adopeed country. They speake with an aceent, they
express themselves with hesitation, they admit 1o not quite follows
the news on television, and so forth. Yet their children become hally
flucnit mative speakers of the new language. Evidently the chikdren
bave learned something their parents don's know. So the parenes
coubdn't have taught them, N

Possible objections to
mental grammar

Wiy skowld [ belicve that | store & grammar in my beads |

just wnderitand semtences because they make sense.

I reply | ask you: Why do some combinations of woeds “make
sense™ and athers not? For instance, if we fanerchange adjacent words
in the sentences in (2}={5), to form chins of wards like (10), we find
that the sentences don't “make sense™ anymors,

(10 Amy rwo ate peanuts.
A is numeral not & numbskull.
Bill that thinks Beth is & genis,
ete.

at is, “making sence™ involves, among other things, conform-
ity w known parerns. In other words, the mental grammar plays
some sort of role after all,

In facs, we can recognize patierns of English cven if ot all the
words are real English words. This is the basis of Lewis Carroll's
famous potm Jabberwocky:

, and the slichy roves
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe ...

Possible objections to
mental grammar

b LAIE st cOmes Gail—1 T AGI CORIMITPRE Sy
“grammsr in ey bead.” If | look imto ney mind, [ may find
same scraps of school gramsmar, but you're tryiug to tell me
that's mot what mental gramemar i supposed to be. So what
s it suppased to bt

Well, consider: there are lots of other things going an in ver
[beains of which we aren't coracions sither. Think sbout getting from
sn intention such as *1 think TNl wiggle my fiagers now” into
comsenands to be sent 1o the muscles, 50 that our fingers wiggle. Just
how do we do it} From the point of view of pection, the
experience is entirely immedinter we decide 1o wiggle the finger,
the firges wigghes, unless there is some obstruction or paralysis. How
the mind accually sccomplishes this is entirely opaque 10 awarerstss,
In fact, withous stidying anatoamy, we can’t even tell which muscles
we've activated. So it is, | want to suggest, with the wic of menesl

The argument for innate knowledge

Although children often learn words a1 4 rest of pasental
inseraction, it is less clear that they learn gramomatical patierns this

cHilb:  Nobody don'r like me.
MOTHER:  Na, say “nobody likes me.”
MNobody don't like me.

feight repetitions of this dislogue)

soTHER: Mo, now listen carcfully; say “mobody likes me.”
cnp;  Ob! Nobody don

Yt i true that cereain grammatical pavierme are saught a1 pars of

comtury, when for the firs sime *suthorities on English uiage” soaght
10 denermine the “cormen” way 10 speak, on the hasis of the models
of the dassical lasgusges Litis and Gree




The argument for innate knowledge The argument for innate knowledge

infixstion” thas many speskers
perkorm on weeds o Enghah s semdetons of eximmny teaspers.
o, a5 i (2]
1) How miny times do | have w0 il you? Fm net ralking
about the AL
ropid bead . P g bt s Sanpery

Even if you'ee 100 refined ever o use an expresion Mk the, r... wure
You sevegsine it. Mow the inseroiing thing b that we
ddear intuitions sbout how 50 use tha infx. It sounds nareral m m
xamples i [3), but decidedly ockd in those i (41
[3) uni-poddam-vorsiny
manu-feckin factater
) Jacken-bloody-doél
ele-goddam-phant
P e T - In sddisicn, for thome wes that allow e to use the infix,
and also on the rwees appeas” a .;p( arricalar about whese it has 10 go.
ver sesons theve may b, 'm were 00 00 in over i &
ot ke chis by their pasesns of seschess of anpote
loe. Yot chin aupect of Eaglth prammancal pamerms i degly
agramed, mach more k3 than the Tught prohitetson sgasmat ending s

seserace with 3 preposition

cemain none Of W e [
i pvulllk % an expletine Infn it
principle to make incoitive
e canen. AG e et G, pris
£ comiciowmt introap

The argument for innate knowledge A question

the filﬁﬂr! jus
an't explain
idren epold sedertand e 4z

In fac, the most an adult can do is supply the o
of the pazterns, in the form of grammatieal sestences, of
1 the chi
d..lo" 1 quoted abave, the mather

semence.” She is just supplying the child with & coerect form, This Discussion question: What does it mean to have a fixed

means that the child has 1o figure out the patterns of the Lingage—

st b5, the child bas to construct bis or her owm metal gremmer. grammar, and how does this relate to children’s
— mistakes...since they obviously waver around a lot?
(Jennifer)

Even simplee phenomena show the divparity barwoen chikdren's
commund of Lugiuge sod s couions command of . For
¥ the age of three ox four, en can be taught 1o coun

hey are cernainly making use of syllables kong

The argument for innate knowledge The argument for innate knowledge

= escapang, the'Paradox.
Firia, & shows in Chapier B

inscormible to consciomness. Hence adel
the peinciples of memtal gramesar just by looking inio thele mids.
S , show he lasr section, & seba il

soquitinesn of lasguage even more

s of lingsists throsghout the woeld huve been

erying for decades o Sigurs ot the principles behind the grammatical

rluelm of various lisguages, the very wrue p.nmmu-.nl proscgles
ddeen sequine -

wie s 90 soriking md 0 fund:—4 -vul
deserves 3 name. | Bke 10 call it the Parsdos of Language

Abow the ooly wiy anyose has devised m overoome this
o thit children have 2 bead rar om mguists:
s it impiage larsing include some

red. The
hat ¢ the cxamples of language thay are he
iy relaiively easy: e seil sken them




The argument for innate knowledge

gramm,
comensct & eneal grammar for any o
nirersal Grammar o U

1. What da childees know (unconsciously) sbout language in
advance of langusge bearming? That i, what is Universal
Gramenas?

2. How do they use Univenal Gramsnar 1 constrct &
mental pramemas

3 they acquire Universal Grammar?

Some objections

The prablem i that prearahporpese lea
saive e Faadon of Lamguge, Aot
y can's Egare cut the cega
ot than childaem know soemshing oo
L

Additional Discussion:

Domain-general vs. domain-specific? What's the deal with
Universal Grammar? (Emily)

Poverty of the Stimulus:
We Know More than We See

Lightfoot (1999): examples of PoS

Some objections

The child's
exposure to Longua
peligve that

penetic endowment: bach are pesessay. Why

true of the besin re that suppores language, where “nourish.
= inclodes & subfickens quintity and varety of iscoming
cmation, and “excrcise” inchudes the oppostaity 10 converse

Universal Grammar

.+ 1f the language in question is d
languages in some respect, the child must be sble ro
acquire this difference, so it must fall into the leamed
part.

. I certain aspects of all languages we have cxamined are
alike, these aspects ace bikely to fall into the innate part.
OF course, there is always the possibiliey that they are
alike parely by accident. In peactice, this can be checked
out by exsmining more languages, prefesably unrelated
ones.

. Suppose there is some aspect of language that children
couldn't possibly figure out from the evidemce in the
speech they hear around them. Then this aspect can't be
learned; it has to fall under the innate part of the
langusge.

“The last of thess criteria has heen called the ~paverty of the stim
argament, Its wuse requires & certain amount of care, and in face there
is & running debate on what sorts of evidense children are capable of

Poverty of the Stimulus:
We Know More than We See

3 DOE.
brother hurt him.

said he hurt Ray.
Jay bust him,

[As adults we generalize that a pronoun may refer to & preceding noun
But then, how did we all acquire
ledge of the exception

ut what cannot occus, our chilihood

fence for the “exc lause, that promouns

sometimes do not co-refer, That is, we had evidence for generalizations like

s may be pronounced z” and *pronouns may refes to a preceding noun,”
no evidence for where these generalations break down.




Possible solution: reliable imitation?
Back to grammars

s, children acquire the
r elders. We know that chi

tance and the

Comparison with Vision (Jackendoff 1994)
Grammars & Compositionality

Next I'd like to show that vision, too, is governed by 3 mensal
grammar. What could this mean? Dot we just see things out there?
Tl ery e make clear vwhat the problem s, drawing on a long snd rich
tradition of restarch an visual perception.

Remember in Chapter 2, whes we had Harry booki
and we tepresented whit he saw by drawing 8 lile tre inside 3
doad in his head? Here it is agaia,

Comparison with Vision (Jackendoff 1994) Comparison with Vision (Jackendoff 1994)

We might be tenspred to answer that the brain interprets the images
in the head. However, the brain can't interpret the images by seeing
them—it doesn's have visual organs.

We have to think about the process somewhat differently.
When light strikes the eyes, the lenses focus it 1o produce images on
the retinas. But nobody looks at those images either. Rather, the
retinas convert the light imo pasterns of neural impulses, and it's
nothing but neural impalses from there o o

beain reproduce the spatial arrangement of

from the retinas; these areas are ofien

c maps.” But again, these maps aren't images

hey're not at all like pictures in the head. They're mesely

more panerns of nearal impalses, and they have to be processed
Further to arrive at whae Pl call sésual wsderstanding.

¢ s 10 use this pateern o understand Figure 13.4, it
has to be there somewhere in our brains. And it has 0o be different
from & visisl image (or a resinotopic map), because it i more general
than any image can be—it applies to vast numbers of differens
situations, 1t is a 1ol with which we comprebend visual situat




Comparison with Vision (Jackendoff 1994)

Impossible figure: Snakes

In this case the principle is, very roughly, that a contour (o
boundary) in the vissal field has 1o separate the inside of 2 region
from the outside background in 1 consistent way. [For convenien,
1"ll call this the Contour Principle.)|

Intuitively, the oddness here has to do with insides and outsides:
somehow the inside of the top snake merges indistinguishably into
the outside of the bottom snake, and vice versa, violating the Contour
Principle.

Comparison with Vision (Jackendoff 1994)

Innate knowledge

The evidence that has accunulated vaggests that an overwh

P el

Figare 1311 Tnfunts find the change in pars
ised by the change in pard b

Comparison with Vision (Jackendoff 1994)

ould be clear that I'm going through these examples in

order 1o construct & visusl analogue of the Argument for Mentsl
Geammar, Our being able 1o comprehend an unkimited nuesber of

al sicuations depends om our havieg in our brsins a set of un-
conscious pareres snd principles that can analyze 4 visual image and
create an interpretation. We can call this
principles a visual gramenar—though it will
nbitantive resemblance 1o a linguistic gramenay
whether we actaally use the term “grammay
may find strained. The point is tha
sbazract away from parcicelsr v
what we see.)

W The “invisible comtoars™
ity in Figare 13.9, and the
13.10 are cereainly part of our visusl experi-

% the way we do:
unconscious processes i the visual sysem make use of ssosed vigual
pateerrs and principles 1o conssruct an optisnal underseanding of the
optical signal presented 1o the eyes. Eve

Comparison with Vision (Jackendoff 1994)

The Argument for Mental Grammar: In each of these
domains, our ability to make sense of novel stimuli is
supported by a set of abstract patterns that are specialized
for that domain,

The Argument for Innate Knowledge: In each of these
domains, we learn the patterns we do in part because our
beains are genetically programmed with substantial aspects of
these pamerns in advance. Leaming is not “soaking up® of
panterns, bur rather active tuning and elaboration of the
innate specialized mental “proto-patterns.” That is, a great
deal of nature lies behind learning through nurture.




