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A Pictur e i s Wort h a  Thousan d W o r d s — B u t  That' s th e Proble m 

Lil a Gleitma n 
Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 
Universit y o f  Pennsylvani a 

Problem s i n languag e aquisitio n hav e provide d a  centra l 
challeng e t o psychology ,  linguistics ,  an d computing .  Th e pro -
ces s o f  recoverin g th e underlyin g form s o f  languag e fro m th e 
complexitie s o f  inpu t  i s  ver y difficul t  on e t o specify .  Effort s 
t o d o s o rais e dee p question s abou t  th e relation s betwee n lin -
guisti c an d nonlinguisti c information ,  an d betwee n languag e 
and thought .  Understandin g th e representation s use d a s inpu t 
t o learnin g an d constructe d a s th e produc t  o f  learnin g i s a  ke y 
par t  o f  understandin g acquisitio n o f  vocabulary ,  o f  syntax , 
and o f  th e interpla y betwee n them . 
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Thi s tal k concern s structura l  support s fo r  vocabular y ac -
quisitio n an d report s evidenc e fro m a  lin e o f  researc h o n chil -
dren' s ver b learning .  I t  i s  first  show n tha t  pairin g word s (qu a 
phonologica l  objects )  t o th e contingencie s fo r  thei r  us e b y 
observin g th e context s i n whic h they'r e uttere d i s to o wea k 
a procedur e t o accoun t  fo r  ver b (thoug h no t  noun )  learning . 
Rather ,  th e stor y fo r  ver b acquisitio n mus t  b e mor e com -
plex ,  drawin g o n structura l  informatio n fro m synta x a s wel l 
as observation s abou t  th e situation s i n whic h a  ver b i s used . 
Befor e acquirin g verbs ,  th e chil d aquire s knowledg e o f  phras e 
structur e durin g th e proces s o f  learnin g nominals ,  a  proces s 
whic h doe s no t  itsel f  depen d o n syntacti c knowledge .  Onc e 
possesse d o f  th e phrase  structure ,  chil d learner s bootstra p th e 
ver b meaning s b y join t  attentio n t o extralinguisti c an d syntac -
ti c context .  Vocabular y learnin g i s thu s show n t o b e par t  o f 
th e genera l  procedur e fo r  mappin g conceptua l  structur e ont o 
linguisti c structure ,  rathe r  tha n a  separat e associativ e process . 
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