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Conventional wisdom (in linguistics)

All speakers of a language share 
the same ‘core’ grammar.
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… like peas 
in the same 
peapod!
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“… children in the same linguistic community all 
learn the same grammar.” (Crain and Lillo-Martin 
1999:9) 

“… children are exposed to different samples of 
utterances but converge on the same grammar.”
(Seidenberg 1997: 1600)

“Language learning cannot be by trial and error, 
otherwise children would not all converge on the 
same grammar.” (Hermon 2002)
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Deficit or difference?
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“Of course some people don’t speak properly.”

I didn’t do nothing.
He don’t live here.

Yous want some tea?

All of these are 

perfectly 

grammatical in some  

varieties of English.
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Double negatives

� Illogical?

~~ p � p

� Language is not logic 

� In some languages, double 
negation is the standard!

Je ne sais pas.

Je sais pas.
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An example of shared knowledge
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fish the bowl the in is 

fish the is in bowl the

in is the the bowl fish

bowl the fish the is in

in the the bowl fish is

the in the is bowl fish

the fish is in the bowl
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An example of shared knowledge

� 720 possible word orders 
(6x5x4x3x2)

� Every competent speaker of English 
will immediately reject  the 
ungrammatical ones

� Other ungrammatical possibilities

in bowl is fish

fish is in bowl

fish bowl in is

fish bowl in
7
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The fish is in the bowl.

The bowl is in the fish.

Is  the fish in the bowl?

?
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So a great deal of 
grammatical knowledge is 
shared by all speakers

… but not all

Evidence against convergence

� Polish dative inflections (Dąbrowska
2008a)

� Complex sentences (Dąbrowska 1997, 
Chipere 2001)

� Passive (Dąbrowska & Street 2006, 
Street & Dąbrowska 2010, in press)

� Universal quantifiers (Street & 
Dąbrowska 2010)

� Polish genitive masculine inflection 
(Dąbrowska 2008b)  10
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Example 1: The Polish Dative

(Dąbrowska 2008a)
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Correlation between performance on 
vocabulary & inflection tasks 

r = 0.65
p < 0.001
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Correlation between education
and performance on inflection task

r = 0.72
p < 0.001
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The observed differences

� Are not due to linguistically 
irrelevant performance factors 
(speakers perform at ceiling for 
some subcategories of words)

� Are not attributable to dialectal 
differences (speakers reliably supply 
the target endings with real words) 
or difficulties with identifying the 
gender of the nonce words

� They reflect genuine differences in 
productivity of the dative inflection
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Why does education matter?
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� Datives in spoken language: beneficiary, 
addressee, experiencer, recipient 

� Written language: much wider range of 
constructions 

� Inanimate datives
� 1.4% in child-directed speech
� 14% in adult-directed speech
� 62% in written texts

� More educated speakers have more 
experience of written language
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Example 2: Complex sentences

(Dąbrowska 1997, Chipere 2001)

Four complex English constructions (Dąbrowska

1997)

� complex NP
Paul noticed that the fact that the room was tidy surprised 
Shona. 

� tough movement
John will be hard to get his wife to vouch for. 

� parasitic gap
The nervous-looking student that Chris met __ after being 
told his girlfriend wanted to jilt __ took the 11 o'clock train.
It was King Louis who the general convinced __ that this 
slave might speak to __.

18
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Complex sentences: Method

� Participants: cleaners & janitors, 
undergraduates, postgraduates, 
lecturers

� Test sentences presented orally and 
in writing

� Participants asked simple questions, 
e.g. 

� What did Paul notice?

� What surprised Shona?

Complex constructions: Results
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Competence or performance? 

� Tested under ideal conditions: sentence 
presented in both spoken and written 
form, participants given as much time as 
they needed 

� But very complex structures – place 
heavy demands on processing system
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Competence or performance? (Chipere 
2001)

� 2 groups of English speakers

� LAA: 18-year-olds who got a D or below in 
GCSE English

� HAA: 18-year-olds who got A’s in at least 5 
GCSE subjects, including English

� Recall task 

� Comprehension task
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Pretest results (Chipere 2001)
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Chipere 2001: Training

LAA participants divided into 2 groups

� Memory training

� Comprehension training 
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Post-test: Memory training group
(Chipere 2001)
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Post-test: Comprehension training group
(Chipere 2001)

0

20

40

60

80

100

Recall Comprehension

LAA Post-test

HAA Pre-test



Lecture 5: Individual differences in native language attainment

27

Chipere 2001: Conclusion

LAA speakers’ poor performance on 
complex NP sentences is attributable to 
lack of linguistic knowledge, not a limited 
processing capacity.

Example 3: The English Passive

(Dąbrowska and Street 2006, Street 
and Dąbrowska in press)
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English passives 
(Dąbrowska & Street 2006)

Conditions:
� Passive plausible: The man was bitten by the dog
� Passive implausible:   The dog was bitten by the man
� Active plausible: The dog bit the man
� Active implausible: The man bit the dog

5 sentences in each condition
Task: Identify the ‘do-er’
(Bates et al. 1999, Ferreira 2003)
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Results (Dąbrowska & Street 2006)
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� Reversible sentences only (e.g. Sally was 
bitten by Rachel)

� Graduates

� 99% correct on actives

� 96% correct on passive

� Non-graduates

� 98% correct on actives

� 86% correct on passives

Street and Dąbrowska (in press)
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Response time
(Street and D ąbrowska in press)
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Correlations between decision accuracy 
and response time

HAA LAA Both groups

Actives -.28 -.28 -.38**

Passives -.09 -.41* -.42***

All 
sentences

-.16 -.30 -.40***

Example 4: Passives & quantifiers

(Dąbrowska and Street 2010)
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Structures tested

� Active (control condition)
The boy kissed the girl.

� Passive
The girl was kissed by the boy.

� Quantifier-is
Every bird is in a cage

� Quantifier-has
Every cage has a bird in it.
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Actives & passives

The boy kissed the girl.

The boy was kissed by the girl.
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Quantifier sentences

Every fish is in a bowl. 
Every bowl has a fish  in it. 

Street (in progress): ResultsStreet (in progress): Results
Proportion of target responses on the 
sentence-picture matching task: Exp. 1
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Distribution of individual scores in the 
non-graduate group (Q-has condition)
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Experiment 2: Training study

� Same constructions as experiment 1
� Participants: 54 adult literacy students (Skills 

for Life)
� 6 stages:

� pre-test
� training (1 week after pre-test)
� post-test 1 (immediately after training)
� post-test 2 (1 week after training)
� post-test 3 (approx. 12 weeks after training)
� reading and need for cognition questionnaire

40
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Pre-test results

Passive training group
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Passive training group

0

20

40

60

80

100

Pre-test Post-test1 Post-test 2 Post-test3

Active
Passive
Q-is
Q-has

43

Passive training group
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Quantifier training group
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Quantifier training group
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Quantifier training group
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““Every rabbit is in a hat.Every rabbit is in a hat.””

The most common response: neither
Different meaning for universal quantifier!



Lecture 5: Individual differences in native language attainment

Correlations (Spearman’s rho) with 
need for cognition and reading habits

Comprehension 
measure

Amount of 
reading

Need  for 
cognition

Overall score 0.55*** 0.58***

Passives 0.53*** 0.40**

Quantifiers 0.52*** 0.66***
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Example 5: The Polish genitive

(Dąbrowska 2008)
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The Polish genitive

Highly irregular system, but:

� About 80% of masculine nouns designating 
small objects take –a

� About 80% of masculine nouns designating 
substances take –u 
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Individual sensitivity to the 
substance/object contrast
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A puzzle

� NOT language change in progress 
(stable pattern since 16th century)

� Speakers consistently use –a or –u 
with existing nouns 

� Recent borrowings and innovations 
also tend to be used with the “right”
ending

� How can a pattern that is not 
represented in most speakers’
minds  survive in the language?
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How does the pattern 
survive in the language?

� Speakers memorise the genitive forms 
of many real nouns

� When new noun enter the language
� -a speakers use -a  (regardless of 

meaning)
� -u speakers use -u (regardless of 

meaning)
� the “sensitive” speakers  use -a  with 

objects and -u with substances

� Consistent use by a small number of 
speakers is enough to skew usage 
frequencies; other speakers will match 
the usage patterns without being 
aware of the semantic regularities

54
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General conclusions

56

Reasons for individual differences

� Language experience

� Amount of exposure to written language

� Amount of exposure to language

� Quality of exposure

� Cognitive abilities and personality traits

� Need for cognition

� IQ?

� Working memory?

� Language aptitude?
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Theoretical implications

� Putative convergence cannot be 
used as evidence for an innate 
Universal Grammar.

� The existence of individual 
differences in linguistic knowledge, 
if they can be shown to be related 
to differences in experience, 
supports usage-based models of 
language.
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Theoretical implications

� A linguistic convention will survive if 
its succeeds in coordinating 
speaker-hearer communicative 
goals some critical proportion of the 
time (cf. Millikan 2008).

� Consistent usage by a small number 
of speakers is enough to fix 
patterns in the language.

58
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Language and social disadvantage

� Many (but not all) of the observed 
differences in grammatical knowledge 

are related to education/socio-economic 
status.

� High-SES participants perform at ceiling

� Vast individual differences in low-SES 
group

� Similar differences found in high v. low-
SES children (Ginsborg 2006, Hart & 

Risley 1995, 1999, Hoff 2006, 
Huttenlocher et al. 2002)
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Back to verbal deficit theories?

� Popular in the 1950s and 60s (e.g. 
Bernstein 1959, Bereiter & 
Engelmann 1966), then discredited 
(cf. Gordon 1981)

� based almost entirely on production 
data

� confused deficit with dialectal 
differences
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Trudgill on dialectal differences

"dialect differences ... do not constitute 
an educational problem unless standard 
English is required of children who have 
some non-standard variety as their 
native dialect." (Trudgill, cited in Gordon 
1981: 103)

The research described earlier

� is based on comprehension, not 
production (except the Polish 
studies)

� targets constructions which do not 
differ between dialects

62
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Deficit or difference? 

� Language skills at 3 are an excellent 
predictor of school success  at KS2 
(Leyden et al. 2006)

Yes, “verbal deficit” is a major 
cause of educational failure in 
low-SES children. 
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