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One abstract feature of human language which is commonly observed crosslinguisticaly is
hierarchical organization. Although words occur serialy, our representations of sentences consist of
phrases organized into hierarchical relationships, rather than flat, structureless, strings of words. This
suggests an interesting learning problem: given serially ordered strings of words as input, how does
hierarchical phrase structure arise in learners representations? Phrase structure refers to the groupings of
categories of words into constituents, which may then themselves enter into new constituents, thereby
generating hierarchically organized groupings of elements. For example, the words in the sentence "The
monkey sipped the champagne” fall into particular groupings: (The monkey) (sipped (the champagne)). It
would be extremely unnatural to group those words as. (The) (monkey sipped the) (champagne). The
correct groupings reflect the phrase structure of English.

Phrases are marked by dependencies: adeterminer such asthe requiresanoun (forming a noun phrase),
and a transitive verb requires an object noun phrase (forming a verb phrase). Phrases are also
distributionally highlighted because the words that make up phrases move together within and across
sentences. Phrases then interact to generate hierarchical structure. For example, the link between monkey
and champagne in the example sentence above is extremely indirect. Monkey, as part of the subject noun
phrase, is related to the verb phrase, which in turn contains the noun phrase which contains champagne.
Other links are far more direct; for example, monkey is tightly linked to the determiner the. These
nonuniform links carry the hierarchical structure of the sentence.

While phrase structure is among the hallmarks of natural languages, it is of interest to note that
hierarchical organization is not unique to language. Lashley (1951) observed that hierarchical organization
characterizes an enormous variety of behaviors: "the coordination of leg movementsin insects, the song of
birds ... and the carpenter sawing a board present a problem of sequences of action which cannot be
explained interms of successions of external stimuli” (p. 113). Hierarchical structure may be present across
domains because systems which are highly organized are more learnable, and easier to produce and process,
than systems which are not -- as long as the system of organization is consistent with the user's cognitive
structure. Such considerations suggest that the way that phrase structure works may facilitate its acquisition
by language learners.

hierarchical structure

hierarchical structure



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Focus on Forms, Focus on Meaning, Focus on Form

Japanese for Busy People (1984) Kodansha International.

26




17.

18.

proficiency test

achievement test



