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1.4.2: Linguistic knowledge for
syntactic islands

Statistical Learning and Constraints on Wh-
Dependencies
e Based on work by Lisa Pearl and Sprouse
e Focus: how children learn syntactic
constraints in English




4.2: Linguistic knowledge for
syntactic islands

e How do children learn which sentence
structures are grammatical?
Specifically:
e Which long-distance dependencies are
allowed?
e Which are blocked by syntactic constraints?
Professor Pearl compares:
e traditional Universal Grammar approaches
e statistical learning approaches
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What is a Wh- Dependency
Long-distance relationships in sentences.

Example:
“What does Jack think Lily stole ___?"
e “What" is interpreted later in the sentence
e This creates a dependency between:
o the fronted wh-word
o its understood position
Key idea:
e dependencies can stretch across multiple clauses
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What are syntactic
iIslands?




Traditional Theory:
Subjacency

Older theories proposed:
e dependencies cannot cross too many
“bounding nodes”
e pbased heavily on Universal Grammar
(UG)
Bounding nodes:
e NP
o |P
e CP
Key idea:
e children are born with strong
grammatical constraints
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Pearl & Sprouse’s Proposal
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Children may learn syntax through:
e phrase structure building blocks
e repeated structural patterns
Example path:
IP—=>VP—>CP—=IP—>VP
Key idea:
e syntax learning may emerge from
probabilistic structural learning
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