Psycholinguistics

Intfroduction and Applications

SECOND EDITION

Lise Menn

With contributions by
Nina F. Dronkers

f " : [ 4

- .

."_.-5.' ,:}_ o0

S oanm . . L Ehs

"y . T.z L o

S ~, = -
7 -Q._\ -.-*-‘l'ﬂ:

‘‘‘‘‘‘
e 4

PLURAL
PUBLISHING
INC.




Psycholinguistics
Introduction and Applications

Second Edition






Psycholinguistics
Introduction and Applications

Second Edition

Lise Menn, PhD
With contributions by Nina F. Dronkers, PhD

PLURAL
PUBLISHING
INC.



PLURAL PUBLISHING

5521 Ruffin Road
San Diego, CA 92123

e-mail: info@pluralpublishing.com
Website: http://www.pluralpublishing.com

Copyright © by Plural Publishing, Inc. 2017

Typeset in 11.5/14 Palatino by Flanagan’s Publishing Services, Inc.
Printed in the United States of America by McNaughton & Gunn, Inc.

All rights, including that of translation, reserved. No part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recording, or otherwise, including
photocopying, recording, taping, Web distribution, or information storage
and retrieval systems without the prior written consent of the publisher.

For permission to use material from this text, contact us by
Telephone: (866) 758-7251

Fax: (888) 758-7255

e-mail: permissions@pluralpublishing.com

Every attempt has been made to contact the copyright holders for material originally
printed in another source. If any have been inadvertently overlooked, the publishers
will gladly make the necessary arrangements at the first opportunity.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Menn, Lise, author.

Psycholinguistics : introduction and applications / Lise Menn, with contri-
butions by Nina F. Dronkers.—Second edition.

p.;cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-59756-712-1 (alk. paper) —ISBN 1-59756-712-4 (alk. paper)

I. Dronkers, Nina, contributor. II. Title.

[DNLM: 1. Psycholinguistics—methods. 2. Language Development.
3. Phonetics. 4. Reading. BF 455]

P37

410.1'9—dc23

2015034075



Contents

Foreword by Raymond D. Kent, PhD xi
Introduction: Psycholinguistics and What It's Good For xiii
0.1 The Plan of This Book xiii
0.2 What's the Difference Between Linguistics and xiv
Psycholinguistics?
0.3 A Few Examples of What Psycholinguistics is Good For: XV
Language Problems
0.4 A Psycholinguistic Explanation of a Language Problem Xvi
0.5 In Defense of My Writing Style: Apologia pro stilo suo xvii
Acknowledgments xix
1L Basic Linguistics: How to Describe Language 1

Use and Language Knowledge

1A. Introduction, Phonetics, and Phonology 3
1.0 Terminology: Strategy for Learning about Language 3
1.1 Divide and (More or Less) Conquer: Levels of 4
Spoken Language
1.2 The Level of Speech Sounds: The Sounds of Spoken 5
Words
1.3 Syllables and How to Count Them 39
1B. Meaningful Units of Language 41
14 Morphemes: The Meaningful Units of Speech 41
1.5 Words 47

1.6 Utterances: Phrases, Clauses, and Sentences in Speech 48
1.7 Basic Syntactic and Semantic Roles: The Jobs That 53
Words do in Clauses

1.8 Pragmatics 61
1.9 The Gap between What People Know and What 61
They do: Kinds of Linguistic Knowledge
1.10 Language Families and Language Types 64
Z Brains and Language 71
Nina F. Dronkers and Lise Menn
2.1 Thinking about the Brain: A Quick History 72

v



vi

PSYCHOLINGUISTICS: INTRODUCTION AND APPLICATIONS

2.2
2.3
24
2.5
2.6
2.7

2.8
29

2.10

What Does It Mean to Say That the Brain Processes
Information?

How Can a Bunch of Cells Learn or Know Something?
Activation and Its Spread

Brain Areas for Specialized Functions

Structural Connectivity: The Visible Connections
Between Nerve Cells

Functional Connectivity: The Brain Areas That Work
Together

Does the Right Side of the Brain Participate in Language?
Top-Down and Bottom-Up Processing: Our Brains are
Constantly Integrating Predicted and New Information
Summary: Broca, Brains and Beyond: The Language
Network

Normal Speech Errors and How They Happen:
I. From Idea to Word

3.1
3.2
3.3

34
3.5
3.6
3.7

What is Normal? (and Why Don’t We Say “Abnormal”?)
Language Production: Describing the Basic Processes
Choosing What to Put Into Words and What to Focus
On: The Message Level

The Functional Level: PartI. Lemmas

The Functional Level: Part II. Semantic Functions
Summary of Language Production So Far

Applying Our Model to an Aphasic Speech Production
Problem

Normal Speech Errors and How They Happen:
II. Saying Words and Sounds in the Right Order 143

4.0
4.1
4.2
4.3
44

4.5

High-Speed Grammar: Making Phrases and Sentences
in a Few Tenths of a Second

Getting Words Into the Right (and Wrong) Order
Errors in Word-Making: Word-Assembly Crashes
Errors in Word Sounds: A Herrible Mess at the Level of
Phonological Encoding or a Foul-Up in Articulation?
Double Whammies and Worse: Multiple-Source Errors
Versus Self-Monitoring

Summary of Sentence Production: From Ideas to
Articulation

Experimental Studies of Normal Language
Production and Comprehension:

An

Introduction to Experimental Methods

in Psycholinguistics and Neurolinguistics

5.0

The Plan for This Chapter

74
78
80
87
97
102

103
104

108

111

112
119
121
123
134

137
139

144
145
152
155
159

160

163

165



CONTENTS vii

5.1 Introduction to Psycholinguistic Experiments: Why Do 166
People Do Them and How Do People Come Up With
the Ideas for Them?

5.2 Memory Experiments 170

5.3 Production Experiments I: Finding Needed Words— 182
Or Not

5.4 Production Experiments II: Planning Sentences 193

5.5 Comprehension Experiments I: Discriminating Between 196
Similar Speech Sounds and Recognizing Words

5.6 Comprehension Experiments II: How Understanding 202
Unfolds in Time

5.7 What Neurophysiology Adds to Psycholinguistic Studies 207

5.8 Summary 209

Analyzing Aphasic Speech and 215
Communication: The Psycholinguistics of
Adult Acquired Language Disorders

6.0 Why There’s a High Cost for Being Slow and Sounding 217
Weird: Who Do They Think I Am?

6.1 Introduction to Aphasia 218

6.2 Aphasic Language Is Not Like Child Language 222

6.3 Aphasic Language Production 223

6.4 Figuring Out the Psycholinguistics Behind (Some) 232
Aphasic Speech Production Errors

6.5 Psycholinguistic Considerations in Studying Aphasic 244
Comprehension

6.6 Classifying Aphasias: The Boston Syndrome Categories 251
and Some Reasons Why There are Controversies
About Them

6.7 Aphasia in Native Bilingual and Second-Language 255
Speakers

6.8 Trying to Predict Communicative Success: Executive 257
Function, Interaction, Gesture, and Communication

6.9 Brain Plasticity and New Hopes for Therapy 258

Developmental Psycholinguistics: 263

Studies of First Language Acquisition

7.0 A Wealth of Studies, a Rich Topic 264

7.1 Output, Input, Intake, Imitation: How Do We Find Out 265
What Toddlers Know About Language?

7.2 Building a Grammar: What Toddlers Say 275

7.3 Do Toddlers Have Grammar in the First Year of Speaking? 292

7.4 Language From the Third Trimester to the Beginning of 295
Speech: First the Sounds, Then Their Meanings

7.5 Phonological Development in Toddlers 299



viii

10

PSYCHOLINGUISTICS: INTRODUCTION AND APPLICATIONS

7.6 Learning About Word Meanings
7.7 Summary and Conclusion

The Psycholinguistics of Reading and
Learning to Read

8.0 Introduction: Why Teaching Reading Is Controversial

8.1 Reading as a Psycholinguistic Process

8.2 Reading for Meaning: What Happens After a Word
Is Activated?

8.3 Psycholinguistics and the Phonics Versus Whole-Word
Teaching Controversy

8.4 Where Reading Errors Come From: Activation and
Competition in Reading

8.5 When Sounding Out Words Won’t Work for You and
Your Students: Orthographic Dazzle, Dialect Awareness,
Speech Rate, and Hyperdistinct Speech

8.6 Morphology and Reading

8.7 Reading Chinese, Japanese, and Korean

8.8 Reading and Language Disorders

8.9 Summary

First and Second Language Acquisition:
A Psycholinguistic Approach to Their
Similarities and Differences

9.0 How Is Learning a First Language Different From
Learning a Second Language, and Why?

9.1 How Does Learning Your First Language Change
Your Brain?

9.2 What Happens When a New Data Set Meets an
Experienced Brain?

9.3 What Else Is Different About the Older Learner?

9.4 What First-Language Learners and Second-Language
Learners Have in Common

9.5 Language Processing in Bilingual Speakers

9.6 Foreign Accent Modification: Psycholinguistics Meets
the Sociolinguistics of Identity, Politics, and Prejudice

9.7 Psycholinguistics and Learning to Read and Write in a
Second Language

9.8 Summary

Using Psycholinguistics in Testing, Teaching,
and Therapy

10.0 Introduction

306
307

315

316
317
330
331
334
335
339
341
347
351

357

358
362
367

373
375

376
380

382
384

389

390



CONTENTS

10.1 What Does It Mean to Look “Psycholinguistically” at
Language Tests?

10.2 Aphasia Testing: Clinical Testing and Its Problems

10.3 “Translating” Language Tests and Some Problems
With Bilingual Aphasia Testing

10.4 The Long Road From a Psycholinguistic Idea to a
Teaching or Remediation Method

10.5 Summary and Conclusion

Afterword: Other Important Areas for Applying Psycholinguistics

1.

2.
3.
4.

First Language Under Stress: Politics, Ethics, and the
Diagnosis of First Language Problems

Developmental Processing Test Design

The Puzzles of Specific Language Impairment and Dyslexia
Language, Aging, and Hearing Loss

Glossary

Index

ix

393

405
416

420

429

433
433

433
434
434

435
503






Foreword

Psycholinguistics can be defined as the psychology of language, but this
definition is deceptively simple. Psychology, as the study of behavior,
is an ever-expanding field, embracing new theories, research methods,
and data of many kinds. The formal study of language is rooted in lin-
guistics, one of the oldest domains of scholarship and one that is con-
tinually renewed by efforts to understand the structure of language.
Psycholinguistics is the hybrid offspring of psychology and linguistics,
and, like many hybrids, it is vigorous and fruitful. A proper understand-
ing of psycholinguistics requires a deep knowledge of its parent fields,
but it can be a daunting effort to gain even a basic understanding of
either psychology or linguistics, let alone their dynamic intersection.
The challenge to the learner is clear. Fortunately, the answer to that chal-
lenge is clear as well.

This remarkable book lays out the field of psycholinguistics like
a feast on the table of knowledge. As it moves deftly between theory
and experiment, this text reviews contemporary understanding of basic
questions on the use of language, such as: How do we acquire a first or
later language? How do we understand and produce sentences? How
do our brains process language? What causes errors in language pro-
duction and what do these errors tell us about the neural organization of
language? How do neurologic disorders such as stroke lead to impair-
ment of language?

Deep knowledge of the subject matter is beautifully matched with
eloquent but straightforward expression to produce a book that is invit-
ing and rewarding to read. Above all, Lise Menn and Nina Dronkers
carry the reader along a journey that explores the excitement of research
in psycholinguistics, marking the way with signposts of scientific accom-
plishment and pointing out pathways of potential discovery. Readers
who may have been frustrated in previous attempts to fashion an under-
standing of psycholinguistics from other books or a collection of journal
articles are well advised to read this book for a clear and comprehensive
account of the field. Readers who know little about either psychology
or linguistics should not be intimidated, as this book will escort them

Xi



xii PSYCHOLINGUISTICS: INTRODUCTION AND APPLICATIONS

through the forest of theories, hypotheses, and discoveries, culminat-
ing in a satisfying assessment of what is known and how it came to
be known. Instructors who seek a book that will both encourage and
educate their students will find this one to be a most worthy candidate.
Readers of diverse backgrounds and levels of expertise will enjoy this
book as a trustworthy and entertaining companion. This second edition
retains the considerable strengths of the first but offers several enhance-
ments to make the book even better.

Psycholinguistics: Introduction and Applications, Second Edition is
authoritative in its command of information and enjoyable in its exqui-
site use of words to talk about words. What better way to learn about
psycholinguistics?

—Raymond D. Kent, PhD
Professor Emeritus
University of Wisconsin-Madison



Introduction

Psycholinguistics and
What It’s Good For

0.1 The Plan of This Book

0.2 What’s the Difference Between Linguistics and
Psycholinguistics?

0.3 A Few Examples of What Psycholinguistics is
Good For: Language Problems

0.4 A Psycholinguistic Explanation of a Language
Problem

0.5 In Defense of My Writing Style: Apologia pro
stilo suo

0.1 The Plan of This Book

Because people studying psycholinguistics have many different back-
grounds, this book introduces the basics of language and linguistics in
Chapter 1, the brain in Chapter 2, and the methods of experimental psy-
chology (as part of the presentation of the key findings of experimental
psycholinguistics) in Chapter 5. If you are already acquainted with one
or more of these areas, you can probably skim the corresponding part of
the book. If you have a good background in experimental psychology,
you will probably prefer to read the condensed presentation of experi-
mental psycholinguistics in the online workbook on the companion
website instead of the version in the text.

We start covering the most important findings of psycholinguistics
in Chapters 3 and 4. Chapter 3 explains why psycholinguists think that
the concepts in our minds are linked by a huge, mostly subconscious

xiii
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network of similarities and information about whether things are close
or far apart in real or imagined worlds of space and time.

In Chapter 4, we present evidence to support the statement that this
huge, subconscious network also links the words in your mind not just
by what they mean and how they sound, but also by their grammatical
properties—because grammar, like a set of blueprints for construction,
is what organizes a sentence and specifies the proper place for each of
its words.

The second half of the book is about the applications of psycho-
linguistics to understanding language learning and some of the most
important kinds of language problems. Chapter 6 presents the spoken
language of people with the rather common and often disabling lan-
guage disorder called APHASIA, and shows how what we’ve learned in
the first five chapters can help us to understand their problems. Chapter 7
looks at what has been discovered about how children learn to speak
their first language, starting from before they are born.

In Chapter 8, we study what our minds do when we are reading, and
what that implies for how reading should be taught, and in Chapter 9,
we explore some of the similarities and differences between learning a
first language and a second language, and why a learner’s age affects
how quickly and how well they learn a second language. Finally, in
Chapter 10, we show how thinking about language and communication
psycholinguistically can help in the language classroom and the clinic.

In the online workbook, you will find exercises based on clinical
and/or language classroom situations so that you can get practice in
applying your new concepts to analyzing real-world language behavior.

The text has a glossary; all words and phrases that are printed like
THIS in the text are defined there.

On the companion website, in addition to the workbook, you’ll find
audio and video materials that will help you get closer to the experience
of being an observer or a participant in an experiment, suggestions for
turther reading, links to other useful web sites, and, for most chapters,
an optional Challenge section with additional material and exercises for
advanced and ambitious readers.

0.2 What’s the Difference Between
Linguistics and Psycholinguistics?

The boundary is fuzzy, but basically, linguistics is about how to describe
languages, dialects and speech styles accurately and in detail: the dif-
ferent kinds of speech sounds, how the sentences are put together, the
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kinds of meanings the words have, how the speakers make new words,
the differences between formal and informal language, the changes in
rapid and casual speech, their relationships to one another, and how
they change over historical and even pre-historic time. Linguistics also
gives us the concepts and vocabulary that we need to describe language
problems accurately. It also lets us catalogue the differences and simi-
larities between languages or dialects in ways that don’t make (or thinly
conceal) value judgments.

PSYCHOLINGUISTICS, in contrast, tries to discover how we manage
to actually DO all the things that go into speaking and understanding,
reading and writing. How do sound waves hitting your ear become,
in less than half a second, your understanding of what another person
means? How, in speaking a modest two-second sentence, have you
managed to find the dozen or so words that you need to express your
meaning out of the tens of thousands of words stored in your mind,
put them in the right order so that they make sense, and get them all
pronounced clearly enough for your hearer to understand, even though,
in order to do this, your tongue and lips had to perform a complicated
ballet involving hundreds of individual movements? Psycholinguis-
tics uses experiments and intense laboratory observations to break into
these incredibly fast, highly skilled language performances and to study
the accumulation of the experiences that have built up those uncon-
scious skills over our lifetimes. It also integrates the current findings of
NEUROLINGUISTICS about how language is remembered and deployed
by our brains; that is the subject of Chapter 2.

0.3 A Few Examples of What Psycholinguistics
is Good For: Language Problems

Think about language problems: What comes to mind? If you are a clini-
cian or a language teacher, or a close relative of someone with a language
disorder, or if you are studying or working outside your home country
and still stressed by understanding the language around you, most of
your everyday life probably floods into your mind at the thought of
language problems.

If you are not in one of those situations, language problems may be
a more remote idea; probably, you will think of children or foreigners
struggling to be understood. Or, perhaps, of yourself trying to remem-
ber words in a technical course or foreign language, or the names of
people and places in an unfamiliar or imaginary world. Perhaps you
may think of older people trying to remember names of people, places,
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or even fairly common objects, like pliers; parents calling children by the
name of their brother or sister, or even the name of a pet (children do
not find this amusing). Accidentally blending two things you wanted to
say at the same time: for example, saying “everything under the world”
when you wanted to say “everything under the sun” or “everything in
the world” (a real example from a published collection of speech errors).
Words that you are looking at on a computer screen can sneak into what
you are saying if you are talking on the telephone at the same time (Do
you have time to go to a carpet sale—I mean a movie—tomorrow?). Hearing
somebody say something that, in fact, is not what they said; misconstru-
ing unfamiliar words in titles, song lyrics, or prayers (Do you know who
painted the ceiling of the sixteenth chapel?).

All of these are “normal” language problems. Much worse are the
problems of people who have had strokes or other injuries affecting the
language areas of the brain, and the problems of children with devel-
opmental language disorders. In this book, we develop the descriptive
and conceptual tools for understanding how these language problems
seem to happen. Gradually, we see how those tools can help with the
design of second language curricula and programs or with language
testing and therapy, and how they can simply provide us with a feeling
of insight into our own language behavior and that of people around
us—insight that will help us deal with everyone’s language problems
with as much grace and humor as possible.

0.4 A Psycholinguistic Explanation
of a Language Problem

We haven’t yet developed our promised tools, so I can’t give you a com-
pletely worked out example of a psycholinguistic explanation of a lan-
guage problem; but here’s a sketch of one (which I hope you haven’t
run into personally). Imagine that your new sweetheart, Chris, suggests
that the two of you eat dinner at a restaurant that you used to go to with
your previous partner, Sam, and you accidentally say, Sure, Sam, I'd love
to/ How did the wrong name get in there? And how did it get into the
exact place in the sentence where a name belongs, instead of perhaps
replacing the verb, making you say, Sure, Chris, I'd sam to? And why was
it “Sam” rather than the name of someone else, and why was it a per-
sonal first name rather than any of the dozens of other kinds of words
that are stored in our minds?

Chris naturally feels that you made this mistake because you still have
Sam on your mind as a romantic partner. That’s possible, but it doesn’t
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have to be true. However, even an anxious or angry Chris knows that you
haven’t confused the people; you've just confused their names. This makes
one of our first psycholinguistic points: Words (including names) are not
the same mental objects as the things or people they refer to. Yes, the word
and the person or thing that it refers to are usually closely connected in
your mind. However, the connection between them can be weak (maybe
you just met the person at a party) or nonexistent (you never heard the
name in the first place). That’s fairly obvious. What is less obvious is that
the name of someone you know can come into your conscious mind when
you are not consciously thinking of the person—or that the name can
come to awareness first, dragging the concept of the person behind it. In
Chapter 3, we present some evidence supporting these ideas.

A psycholinguistic explanation of a “wrong name” error has to start
from two basic theories: first, a general psychological theory of how infor-
mation is stored in your mind and retrieved when you need it and,
second, a specific psycholinguistic theory of how sentences are formed in
your head before they are spoken, and how the words in those sentences
get put in the right order and given the right emphasis to convey what
you meant by saying them.

0.5 In Defense of My Writing
Style: Apologia pro stilo suo

I have written this book in the plainest English (although I'm sure there’s
still room for improvement). I'm not doing this to be cute or folksy,
but on psycholinguistic principles. Understanding a description or an
explanation means building a clear mental model of it. Passive voice,
nominalizations (like the word nominalization itself) instead of clauses
with real subjects and verbs, and terms that make readers go back to see
what they mean (like the former and the latter) all add to the mental pro-
cessing load. Extra work figuring out what the writer means interferes
with building mental models of the new information being conveyed.

Real or realistic examples are essential for building a clear mental
model of what the writer is trying to communicate; questions, names
and a few exclamation points help to keep readers alert and focused.
Personal pronouns also encourage sharper mental model building,
I think. I don’t have hard evidence for that claim, but there are plenty
of hints in the mental-model and MIRROR NEURON literature that we
understand what others are doing by subconsciously imagining doing
something of the sort ourselves. By saying The tip of your tongue instead
of The tip of the tongue, I'm trying to jump-start that process.
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Letting readers know what a barrage of new information is good
for gives them not only a reason to care about learning it, but a way to
remember it when the time to use it finally arrives. We don’t have to
teach the “pure” science in a vacuum and then teach its applications
separately. And after 40 years in the profession, most of them working
in interdisciplinary settings, I find that combining linguistics with its
applications invigorates it as well as making it more understandable,
because applying any science to the real world challenges its theoretical
assumptions and demands accountability.

Unfortunately, the habit of reading and writing in standard disem-
bodied academic style is so deep that some people think it is unsci-
entific and less rigorous to write simple active declarative sentences
like We asked 10 people with aphasia to name these pictures than Ten aphasic
persons were instructed to label the stimuli. Why do some people think
that sentences that are easier to understand are not scientific? Partly
because they are used to scientific writing that is loaded with sentences
in academic style, and partly because, as cognitive scientist Dan Sperber
(2010) says, “All too often, what readers do is judge profound what they
have failed to grasp.”

And someplace we researchers also got the idea that descriptions of
research should contain as few references to human beings as possible,
as if science were untouched by human hands or minds. But good pro-
fessional science journalists (and researchers who write well) know that
science is created by people, even if a few of them hide behind wizards’
masks, and that people who are learning science deserve to know where
knowledge comes from, so that they don’t feel betrayed when new dis-
coveries upset what they learned previously.

I have also avoided peppering the text with distracting citations.
References are in the text when I describe a major finding in detail, but
otherwise they are postponed to the end of the chapter. Specific refer-
ences for the material in each section of each chapter are in the supple-
mentary online materials, including the Instructor’s Manual and the
Student’s Workbook.

If you're not comfortable with this writing style,  hope you will be
by the time you're a few chapters into this book.

Reference

Sperber, Dan (2010). The guru effect. Review of Philosophy and Psychology, 1,
483-592.
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1A. INTRODUCTION, PHONETICS, AND PHONOLOGY

1.0 Terminology: Strategy for Learning about Language

As adults, we usually take our first language for granted, and the effort
of describing it in detail seems like a waste of time. If you already know
how to speak English, why should you worry about whether on is a
preposition or an adverb, or whether hot dog (the sausage) is one word
or two?

On the other hand, maybe you've had some experience with lan-
guage problems like the ones discussed in the Introduction. Perhaps
you've tried to explain to someone who is not a native speaker of English
why you say on the 20th of February but on 20th Street (rather than on the
20th Street), or you've tried to help an elderly friend who has had a
stroke find a needed word. In that case, you might feel that language is
so hopelessly complicated that it’s not possible to learn a useful amount
about how it works in a reasonable amount of time. And if you've taken
an ordinary linguistics course, it might have seemed very far removed
from what you would need for language teaching, international web
page design, or speech-language therapy.

The terminology may have been a barrier, too. In this book, I will
keep linking the materials on linguistics and psycholinguistics to
examples of real-world language problems so that they can help us
understand the technical terms. I will also define technical terms as
we need them for describing real or realistic examples of language
problems: normal slips of the tongue, children’s errors, second lan-
guage learners’ errors, aphasic errors, and so on. We’ll start by intro-
ducing basic linguistic terms in this chapter because they are key
tools for describing language as it is produced by skilled as well as
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unskilled or disabled speakers and hearers. (Most of the ideas here are
also applicable to signed languages.) The terms that are presented in
BOLDFACE SMALL CAPITALS are also defined in the Glossary. If you run
into any technical term that you're not sure of, check the Glossary or
the Index.

1.1 Divide and (More or Less)
Conquer: Levels of Spoken Language

The usual way to organize language is by the size of the pieces it can be
divided into, from small to large. The small units that we’ll start with
are the sounds that make up spoken words or the letters that make up
written ones. Then we’ll go on to bigger units: WORDS, PHRASES, SEN~-
TENCES, and PARAGRAPHS (for written language) or CONVERSATIONAL
TURNS (for spoken language).

As you've just noticed, some of these terms (word, phrase, sentence)
are used for both written and spoken language, but others can only be
used for describing writing or only for describing speaking. In particu-
lar, people speak in sounds, not letters, so we will always talk about
someone trying to say a speech sound, never about someone saying a
“letter.” The most important reason for doing this is that the letters of
the English alphabet are a poor tool for describing any kind of speech,
so you should start thinking in terms of sounds (and stop thinking in
terms of letters) as soon as possible. Section 1.2.1 and related exercises
in your online workbook will get you started in the right direction.
Another reason to focus on speech sounds is that they are related to each
other like nodes in a network; they aren’t just items in an alphabetical
list. Understanding the relationships among speech sounds is the key
to understanding, for example, why people have foreign accents and
why children make characteristic errors in learning to speak and to read.
More about that soon, in section 1.2.4.

Our list of levels of language skipped some important items. SYLLA~
BLES in spoken language, SYLLABARY symbols in Japanese and several
other written languages, and CHARACTERS in written Chinese and
Japanese are some that you may have thought of. Another important
level for language teaching and error analysis is one that doesn’t have
a common name; it’s the one involved in errors like I was get inning the
car. Here, it looks like the speaker has treated the construction get in as
if it were a verb, right? The whole PHRASE get in seems to have slipped
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into a SLOT where just the verb get should have gone, just before the —ing
ending. We'll get to these errors in Chapter 4.

1.2 The Level of Speech Sounds:
The Sounds of Spoken Words

People who are interested in language rarely start out with an interest in
the level of SPEECH SOUNDS—also called the PHONETIC level—because
it seems so mechanical and so detailed. But it’s “where the rubber meets
the road.” If someone’s speech articulation is poor, or if they can’t distin-
guish the sounds of speech reliably, it doesn’t matter how brilliant they
are; they are cut out of full participation in spoken conversation. Speech is
our basic tool for connecting with friends and family, except in Deaf com-
munities that use a signed language fluently. Because social isolation is
deadly for mental and even physical health, the quality of speech matters.

Phonetics is often seen as a difficult subject for two reasons: You
are supposed to learn to make and hear unfamiliar speech sounds, and
you have to learn a new writing system, the INTERNATIONAL PHONETIC
ALPHABET (IPA), in order to write down and discuss even the sounds
of languages that you know. Learning the IPA is mostly a matter of prac-
tice. If you've ever studied a spoken language other than your native one
and learned how to write and pronounce it more or less correctly, you
have already done the same kind of thing: learning that, for example, in
French, the letter combination eau is pronounced close to American ok,
but without pulling your lips into a w at the end of it the way Americans
do. Or learning that in Russian, the letter I is pronounced ya. But learn-
ing to make and hear unfamiliar speech sounds correctly can indeed
be a real challenge. Understanding why this is hard will lead us from
linguistics to psycholinguistics, and also (in Chapter 7) to the study of
how speech sound perception develops in young children.

1.2.1 What’s Wrong with Letters for
Describing Speech Sounds?

1.2.1.1 Inconsistency of English Spelling

As you know, the English spelling system is not user friendly. Here’s an
example that makes this point, the first 10 lines of a comic poem called
“The Chaos.”





