
Reading Material for the Language Learning Course

The following is a list of suggestions for the reading material for the course.
The list is far too much to cover in the course. However, I wanted to keep some
alternatives to shape the course based on student profile and preferences.

If we have necessary background, and if the emphasis is on grammar learning,
my tentative plan would be:

Week 1 Organization and general introduction

Week 2 Background and Pullum & Scholz (2002).

Week 3 2 selected papers from syntax learning.

Week 4 2 selected papers from syntax learning.

Week 5 Segmentation and/or Morphology.

Week 6 Word learning (Xu & Tenenbaum, 2007) (and maybe Siskind (1996)).
Alternatively, this can also be a ‘theory’ session.

Week 7 Student project discussion/presentation.

I can fit a presentation about my research somewhere in week [2–4].

Basics and the Language Acquisition Debate

• Some general introduction, e.g. from Crystal (1997).

• Pullum & Scholz (2002) As previous years, this is a good introduction
and discussion of the debate on language acquisition.

• Lappin & Shieber (2007) might be an option to give a general dis-
cussion on use of computational models for modeling human language
learning.

• Hauser, Chomsky & Fitch (2002) is not directly on-topic, however,
it is widely discussed in linguistic circles, and have rather different claims
on the ‘language faculty’ than usual. Nothing computational though.

Segmentation & Morphology

• Brent & Cartwright (1996) for segmentation. Cartwright & Brent
(1994) would be an alternative if we prefer a shorter article to fit more
subjects/articles into one lecture.

• Goldsmith (2001) for a statistical approach to morphology learning.
Besides being a well known reference morphology learning paper, the MDL
approach used here is also related to Bayesian approaches (that I’d like to
bring up in the discussion as much as possible).



• Albright & Hayes (2002) might be another option if we want to extend
this subject. Discussion of rules vs. statistics is more relevant to this
article. Additionally, this would also provide an introduction to English
past tense learning which is probably one of the most prevalent phenomena
in language acquisition literature.

Theoretical Issues

This was not part of the previous lectures, but in case we would like to go into
a little bit of ‘learning theory’,

• Gold (1967) is probably the most cited article (in the language learning
context) without being read properly. It is actually not difficult to read,
and discussion part of the paper is directly related to language acquisition.

• Valiant (1984) is also relatively easy to read paper. Contrasting this
with Gold (1967) may make an interesting session.

• Chater & Vitányi (2007) is a theoretical attempt to tackle with identi-
fication in the limit with only positive data. The discussion is also related
to MDL like approaches, which may connect well with some of the other
papers we would be discussing.

These also relates to learning syntax in general, and especially some of the
papers discussing learning syntax, such as Clark et al. (2008).

Grammar Learning

• Klein & Manning (2002) is one of the highly cited, relatively recent
grammar induction paper. It seems to achieve good results by learning
structure by an EM-based algorithm.

• Klein & Manning (2004) is addition of dependency learning on top of
the previous paper. Both papers are short and relatively dense conference
papers. Klein’s dissertation includes more detail.

• Solan, Horn, Ruppin & Edelman (2005) is the ‘general’ ADIOS
paper. They learn patterns by inserting all the sentences into a trie like,
but more complex, structure. The approach is interesting, and they claim
to have rather good performance and cognitive plausibility. This system
is supposedly based on/related to the Cognitive Grammar.

• Clark, Eyraud & Habrard (2008) show learnability of a large class
of CFGs in Gold’s framework. This is rather a theoretical paper. The
algorithm is defined (and proofs are provided), but no experiments with
real/artificial language are reported.

• Clark & Eyraud (2006) is the practical one, learning the English aux-
iliary inversion.



• Yang (1999) is an option to read on Yang’s work on language learning.
This is rather an early conference paper. The only source that would be
nice in the context of this course would be his thesis, but it is long and
not easily accessible. There is also a slightly longer version of this paper
available online, but could not even get the publication date (or if it was
published).

• Tomasello (2006) would be a good way to introduce the ‘functional/interactionist’
view. I only skimmed through the article, but it seems to be on topic.

• Zettlemoyer & Collins (2005) is an option to introduce the CG based
learning with input enriched by semantic information. It is a computa-
tional study without any cognitive claim, yet it may be relevant. Another
option on this would be Osborne & Briscoe (1997). It is a rather old one,
but I think it would be a good read in this course. Both papers are short
conference papers, we may also be able to squeeze them together.

• Berwick & Pilato (1987) may be an option if we invest most of the
time to syntax learning, and if we want to have an example of early non-
statistical methods.

Word Learning

• Xu & Tenenbaum (2007) would be a good reading on both word learn-
ing and Bayesian inference.

• Siskind (1996) is another paper on the subject that is nice to bring up
if we reserve more space for word learning.

Others

Since previous years had a few articles on psycholinguistics studies of language
acquisition, here is a list (including previous years):

• Thompson & Newport (2007) is a study of artificial language learning.
I found the results mostly unsurprising but interesting. The article is on
syntax learning, but it mentions and refers to learning on the other areas,
e.g. segmentation.

• Saffran et al. (1996) is a highly cited article on statistical learning by
very young children.

• Connectionist systems of learning is not as popular as they used to be ,
however, it would be nice to have a look at a classic article like Elman
(1990) and compare with the other approaches.



References

Albright, A. & Hayes, B. (2002). Modeling english past tense intuitions with
minimal generalization. In SIGPHON 6: Proceedings of the Sixth Meeting of
the ACL Special Interest Group in Computational Phonology, (pp. 58–69).

Berwick, R. C. & Pilato, S. F. (1987). Learning syntax by automata induction.
Machine Learning, 2 (1), 9–38.

Brent, M. R. & Cartwright, T. A. (1996). Distributional regularity and phono-
tactic constraints are useful for segmentation. Cognition, 61, 93–125.

Cartwright, T. A. & Brent, M. R. (1994). Segmenting speech without a lexicon:
The roles of phonotactics and speech source.
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