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Office hours:  M 1:30-3, Tu 10:30-12, or by appt.

Course requirements: Readings, 2 research exercises , discussion notes on the readings, and class participation (including question sets about readings).

Readings: The readings will be a set of important papers on language acquisition.  Those papers will be available on BlackBoard. It’s important that all readings be read in a timely fashion, that is, before the relevant class period.   

I may make a few changes in the readings as the semester progresses.  So stay tuned.

Discussion notes: To foster your understanding and integration of the readings, you will be asked 1) to submit brief questions about the readings, and 2) to turn in four “discussion notes.”  The discussion notes will be two- to three-page critical commentaries on one of the papers from the period prior to (and including) the due date (or your notes may concern a closely related subset of those readings.)  These notes should not be a summary of what you have read.  Rather, they should be evaluative: what’s right about the paper and why?  Do you have concerns about the paper?  If so,  what are they?  Or, you might suggest an additional study/experiment that would help resolve the issues raised in the paper.  Or, if you happen to know of literature not discussed in class that is of particular relevance to whatever paper you are commenting on, discuss that literature.  In some instances, I have assigned review chapters that do not constitute the original, primary report of an empirical study.  In these instances, any concerns that you might have about the experimental methods used in the studies reviewed in such chapters should cause you to go off to PCL, or to go online, to track down the primary reference.


Due dates: 9/20, 10/11, 11/6, 11/27

Questions regarding the readings: Seven times over the course of the semester, I ask each of you to submit three questions or comments regarding the week’s readings.  These questions can be small (e.g., the meaning of some term) or big (e.g., how author X’s claims can be reconciled with those of Y).  These questions are to 1) make sure that the class is on top of the readings, and 2) to help me to organize class discussion.  I would generally expect that your questions will get more sophisticated as the semester progresses.  Please submit these questions via email; in your subject line state “Question Set 3” or “Question Set 4”, etc.  You can submit these on your own schedule.

Research exercises: The two research exercises will be designed to provide you with some experience working with data from native speakers of child language.  Your task will be to use data available from the Child Language Data Exchange System.

http://childes.psy.cmu.edu/
This site at Carnegie-Mellon University has an extensive array of samples of children’s spontaneous speech.  As you’ll notice there are transcripts from a variety of languages—not just English.  The transcripts have also been extensively annotated, specifically with regard to the part of speech of children’s words.  I’ll soon be handing out a detailed handout that describes that the first assignment.  In the meantime, you might want to start looking around on the CHILDES site.

In all your writing for this class, please follow a standard manual of style: either that of the LSA or the APA Publication Manual.  Pay close attention to issues of how to cite the literature, reference style, and the formatting of tables and figures.
Method of evaluation: The research exercises will count 50% of your grade, with each counting 25%.  The 4 discussion notes will make up 40% of your course grade. Class participation, including the question sets, will count 10%.

Note that it should go without saying that the work you turn in for this class will represent your own efforts.  Plagiarism--that is, turning in work that is not your own--will merit an F (specifically, a zero) for the assignment in question.  Note that copying material from a published (or unpublished) source without proper citation and without the use of quotation marks constitutes plagiarism.

Course Schedule

Note: Readings for which I have indicated the journal in which they were published are available on-line through UT’s Electronic Library.

 Week 1: 8/26.  Orientation

Orientation: problem of language acquisition.

Week 2: 8/31.  The “Problem” of Language Acquisition and Issues of Innateness

Lightfoot: Chomsky made easy (pp. 1-14 of Lightfoot can be skipped or skimmed).

Chomsky’s Language and Problems of Knowledge pp. 1-49. 

Hauser, Chomsky, & Fitch’s (Science 2002) recent essay on the evolution of language. [Available on-line through UT’s Electronic Library]. [You may be interested in Pinker & Jackendoff’s response in Cognition.]

Week 3:  W 9/9.  The Biological Basis of Language Acquisition

Milestones of language acquisition.  Lenneberg: pp. 125-187 (pp. 158-175 can be skimmed.)   

The Critical Period for Language Acquisition.  Further discussion of Lenneberg: the critical period hypothesis.  A recent update on Lenneberg: Sakai in Science 4 November 2005

Week 4:  9/14.  Evaluation of the critical period hypothesis as it pertains to second language acquisition.  Johnson & Newport (Jan 1989—available on line; Birdsong & Molis (Journal of Memory and Language, Feb 2001—available on line).  Discussion note due.


Methods in language acquisition research.

Week 5: 9/21. Infant speech perception and production. 

Infant speech perception. Werker, Kuhl.

Babbling and the transition to first words.  Locke papers; Davis & MacNeilage (Journal of Speech and Hearing Research, Dec 1995—available on line.)

Week 6: 9/28.  Syntax 
Braine: An early perspective on the acquisition of syntax: Pivot Grammar (Language Jan. 1963—available on line).

Do children understand more than they can say?  Language comprehension. Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff.

Week 7: 10/5.  More on Syntax: Pro-Drop

Is there an asymmetry between subjects and objects in the acquisition of English and other languages?  L. Bloom; P. Bloom; Gerken (Journal of Memory and Language, Aug 1991—available on line.).  Discussion note due.

Week 8: 10/12. Syntax & Morphology

Learning grammatical categories: Maratsos; Tomasello (Trends in Cognitive Sciences, April 2000—available on line).

Pinker: Semantic bootstrapping.

Week 9: 10/19. No-Negative Evidence

Is negative feedback available?  Brown & Hanlon; Morgan & Travis.  Exercise 1 Due.
Week 10: 10/26. No-Negative Evidence continued 

The “projection problem” and retreating from over-generalization: Baker.  The English dative construction.

Intro to word learning: Inducing the meanings of words.  Overextensions & word learning.  Constraints on word learning: Markman. 

Week 11: 11/2. More on Word Learning

Acquiring verbs: An alternative to semantic bootstrapping: syntactic bootstrapping.  Gleitman.  Discussion note due.
Week 12: 11/9. Input: Child-Directed Speech (aka “Motherese”)

Newport, Gleitman, & Gleitman

Week 13: 11/16. Impoverished input

Impoverished input?  Pidginization and creolization.  Bickerton.   

Language development in the virtual absence of input: deaf children of hearing parents.  Goldin-Meadow & Mylander (Language, June 1990—available on line). 

Nicaraguan SL: Senghas & Coppola (Psychological Science, July 2001—available on line).

Week 14: 11/23 Delayed input: Testing the CP on first language acquisition

Input after the critical period: the cases of Genie and of late learners of ASL: Rymer; Newport; Mayberry.  Discussion note due.
Week 15: 11/30. Acquisition of ASL by Deaf Children of Deaf Parents: Meier. Exercise 2 due.

