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m.nﬁc_éao mmwé as gatekeepers may be motivated to participate in a literacy
_._.95 ution.” However, some books do have an impact on societies. I would
ike to see what happens if this book is widely read.

Allen D. Grimshaw
Indiana University

How to set parameters: Arguments from lan i
: ; guage change. David Li
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, Bradford Books, 1991. Pp. mmm.n vid Hentioot.

The principles-and-parameters approach to language learning was intro-
duced in O:oam_.am (1981). This view develops the thesis that the problem
of language acquisition can be reduced to the problem of setting the correct
values on some small set of parameters. The set of possible combinations
of these parameter settings is seen as enumerating the possible types of
r:Em.u _mnmcmmom“ The idea that the complex facts of language acquisition
Am_ovi. 1985) might be reduced to a few core facts is obviously quite
attractive, wﬂa.:ﬁ_.o has been a veritable avalanche of work elaborating th
wmj__.,ﬂsﬁﬂna-mon_sm approach to language learning. B
e literature on parameter-setting is fairly difficul imi
of the :nma:ommm currently available focus W: some MMMom.m_.M:”M_WW?ZwWM
vomm_. wOw a particular parameter, seldom surveying the general approach
HEM is fine for the linguist who is immersed in this tradition, but Eonwonw
in wc:& areas need a more direct presentation. In um:mo:mma a person
_muon._a:m to evaluate this approach needs to know: (a) what umam_EQn_.m are
_n_:m. proposed, E.E (b) how these parameters are set during language
earning. In searching for an answer to the first question, I have found
Hﬂcnr.&mmmnmnn_mﬁ mJoE the actual parameters being proposed. Although
there is repeated mention of parameters involving such factors as branching
direction, verb position, and subject deletion, the actual default settings
for these parameters, the potential interactions between the parameters
and the ways in 4&_&_ parameters determine language structure are mmson“
ally only Qnﬁm@ in a piecemeal fashion. No single book or article has vet
_unnm.mﬁnn Ed;:E.m close to a unified account of the candidate ﬁmEEQQM
Lightfoot promises a direct answer to the second question of how qu:.T
eters are set. The basic claim is that parameter-setting requires a triggering
Mvmvn:ounm_ and that only nonembedded, simple structures can serve as
riggers. Eoﬂoo,&r. morphology plays a crucial role in providing this robust
m_.E_u_m evidence. fms&ooﬁgm book builds on two earlier published works -
his Eo:om«mﬁr Afw_._;oon. 1979) on diachronic linguistics and his Brain
and Behavioral .wﬁ‘.a:nmh article (Lightfoot, 1989) on degree-0 learnability
The new book mixes linguistic analysis, diachronic data, and mamcaonz.
regarding language learning. Because the core argument focuses on the
facts of language learning, and because the diachronic facts are already

fairly well known, I will devot i
. , e most of my attention t i
involve language learning. w o s Sagera
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Lightfoot begins with an application of the notion of degree-0 learnabil-
ity to facts from French and Dutch. He argues that the setting of the
Subjacency parameter in French and a parameter having to do with Comp
Percolation in Dutch can be achieved by paying attention to information in
main clauses, and that the child does not need to process cues found in
embedded clauses. If it is true that children can set these and other parame-
ters on the basis of simple, nonembedded data, much of the machinery
introduced by Wexler and Culicover (1980) and others can be eliminated.

Lightfoot realizes that attempts to demonstrate the application of de-
gree-0 learnability for all parameters in all languages might embroil him
in an interminable debate over structural facts and possible triggers. The
successful application of degree-0 learnability would support the theory,
but it could never really prove it. For a supposedly stronger form of proof,
Lightfoot turns to diachronic data. The idea is that changes in language
structure have to accommodate to the fact that young children are degree-0
learners. Alternatively, the argument is that certain patterns of change that
affect embedded material could mislead the child, and that the actual
course observed in language change only makes sense if the learner is focus-
ing exclusively on main clauses.

Lightfoot uses a comparison between German and the development of
English to develop his analysis. He relies on analyses by Clahsen and
Smolka (1986) to support the view that German children use main clause
triggers, such as particles and verb specifiers, to set the value of the verb-
movement parameter. These triggers are supposed to lead the child to set
object-verb order as the underlying order despite the fact that verbs often
appear in pre-object position in main clauses.

Turning to the issue of the development of Middle English from Old
English, Lightfoot argues that Old English children also had a set of trig-
gers for setting object-verb order, but that none of these were as reliable as
the triggers in main clauses in modern German and Dutch. However (and
this is the crucial point), Old English did have reliable object-verb cues in
embedded clauses. The fact that Old English lost object-verb order,
whereas Dutch and German did not, can therefore be attributed to the
obedience that children show to degree-0 learnability. If Old English chil-
dren had attended to data outside the main clause, they would have picked
up the solid cues to underlying object-verb order and English would have
failed to change its basic word order.

The resetting of the verb-order parameter then led to further conse-
quences for case-marking in embedded clauses. Lightfoot uses some of the
details of the changes in the use of infinitival subjects in Middle English
and parallel current changes in Brazilian Portuguese to argue for his defini-
tion of degree-0 learnability in terms of binding domains rather than
clauses.

A second mechanisms for linguistic change envisioned by Lightfoot in-
volves the loss of the ability of certain structures to serve as triggers for
grammatical properties. The loss of main verb morphology on modals and
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the decline of accusative subjects such as “me thinketh” serve as examples.
As these forms lost morphological support from the system, they became
obsolescent and eventually disappeared.

Lightfoot’s book will be useful to linguists who have committed them-
selves to working within the framework of current generative linguistic
theory. Such readers will find this book logically consistent and well rea-
soned. However, researchers who are not able to uniformly accept the
complete set of assumption of generative theory are likely to encounter
serious problems with Lightfoot’s arguments. A major barrier is Lightfoot’s
stated contempt for empirical data on language learning. He declares,
“Since the triggering experience is a subset of the total linguistic experience,
the research program followed here will gain little from costly experiments
in which tape recorders are strapped to the backs of children for long
periods, recording what kinds of expression are uttered around them.”
Fortunately, child language researchers both inside and outside the G-B
school understand the shortsightedness of this approach and have been
busy conducting analyses of the large corpora in the CHILDES database
(MacWhinney, 1991), which were collected using the very tape recorders
that Lightfoot finds so superfluous. Indeed, the CHILDES database in-
cludes the data from Clahsen upon which Lightfoot crucially relies and
which were collected in just this tedious and careful way. Neither data nor
theory are sufficient in themselves. Jordens (1990) argued that Clahsen’s
analyses fail to support a strong setting of the object-verb order. Clearly,
this debate shows how important it will be to collect ever better data sets in
many different languages. Our data on OId English cannot be significantly
improved, but our observations of child language learning can be continu-
ally refined.

A second major problem with the analysis is the placement of all respon-
sibility for language change on the shoulders of the 3-year-old. Work by
Labov (1972) and others has indicated that older children and teenagers
can play a major role in language shift. Moreover, many of the crucial
triggering structures required by Lightfoot’s and similar parameter-setting
accounts are seldom used, or even encountered, before age 5. Even if we
are willing to accept the idea that 3-year-olds are unable to process triggers
in embedded clauses, are we willing to claim this for older children?

This question brings us to the central failure in Lightfoot’s analysis.
Despite its title, Lightfoot’s book never tells us how to set parameters. It
says that the learner does not need to pay attention to cues in embedded
clauses, but it never tells the learner how to handle all the potentially useful,
and often conflicting (MacWhinney, 1988), cues found in the main clause.
Should these cues be given a weighted analysis, as in Pinker (1987), or are
they processed in terms of some precedence order? Can a setting be re-
versed, and what data are needed to do that? In retrospect, Lightfoot’s
failure to address this core issue is not too surprising. After all, how can we
decide how to set parameters when we still do not know what the parame-
ters of human language actually are.
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