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Setting Parameters: Triggering and Mis-Triggering

Janet Dean Fodor
CUNY Graduate Center

Abstract ‘
The principles-and-parameters theory of language proposed by Chomsky (1981)
greatly simplifies the task of language learning. However, recent research in
learnability theory has made it clear that for natural languages there can be no instant
"automatic” triggering of parameters. This is because the trigger properties in natural
languages are often deep properties, not recognizable without parsing the input
sentence. '
Current approaches such as Gibson and Wexler (1994) therefore use the sentence
parsing routines to identify triggers. Unfortunately, the proposed mechanism for doing
so is very inefficient. I show that this is because it does not respect the Parametric
Principle: it evaluates millions of particular grammars, rather than establishing the
values of 20 or 30 parameters. ,
By tracing out why this is so, I have found a remedy for it. There is a way of using the
parser that does implement the Parametric Principle, and permits efficient learning
with no exponential complexity increase. But it calls for a new model of how
sentence parsing contributes to learning, and a new conception of parameters and of
their triggers: they are one and the same thing, and consist of features or small treelets,
made available by UG and adoptable into individual grammars.
This conclusion is in accord with most current theories of syntactic parameterization, -
including the Minimalist program, HPSG and TAG theory.
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Encoding Events Across Languages

Beth Levin
Department of Linguistics
Northwestern University

Abstract

All languages must describe the same events in the world, yet the resources that
languages have available for expressing certain types of events vary, giving rise to
rather different ways of expressing such events across languages. The best known
example of this type of cross-linguistic variation involves differences in the
expression of motion events --- differences which have long been noted in manuals of
translation and have more recently been introduced into the typological literature by
Leonard Talmy. This talk will investigate systematic cross-linguistic similarities and
divergences in the expression of events, primarily through a case study of the
expression of motion events. Taking Talmy's observations as a starting point, I
propose that differences among languages can be characterized in terms of the
compositional resources available for expressing telic (i.e., bounded) events, rather
than in terms of an inherent difference in language type (i.e., Talmy's path vs.~manner
languages), as is more commonly done. This approach receives support from cross
linguistic variation in the expressions of certain other event types, which can also be
understood as involving compositional resources. In addition, I briefly discuss

the implications of such systematic divergences across languages for natural language

processing, in general, and machine translation, in particular.



Opposing Effects of Word and Character Frequency
in the Processing of Chinese Text

Ovid J. L. Tzeng, Daisy L. Hung, Chih Wei Hue

Abstract

Six experiments were conducted to explore the nature of lexical access in the
processing of Chinese text. Subjects were asked to perform a lexical decision task
under various stimulus presentation conditions. The stimuli Were-always Chinese
words of two characters which could be presented simultaneously or sequentially.
Under the sequential conditions, three inter-character-intervals were manipulated to
examine the time courses of various frequency effects due either to word or character.
- Results of these experiments showed a general positive effect of word frequency
under all conditions, whereas negative effects of character frequency were
consistently observed at ICI longer than 50 msec. These opposing effects of
frequency depict a complicated pattern of word recognition which can be explained
only by proposing a dual-route model of lexical access in the processing of Chinese
text.





