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ON TEAC HING SYNTACTIC 'ARGU'MEN TATION
DAVID M. PERLMUTTER |
' Massachusetts Ins titute of Technology

What is to be taught" The first questlon that cunfronts the
teacher of syntax is, quite simply, what is to be taught? T think that
by far the most important thing that should be taught in the early
stages of the study of syntax ig syntactlc argumentation,

Begmmnw courses in syntax have two kinds of students-—those whi
W111 go on in linguistics and those who will not. By learning.argumen-

‘tation, those whe will not continue in linguistics learn something that.
" will:stand them in good stead whatever they choose fo do inthe future.

Indeed, for’ ‘such students the stady of syntax can serve as a ‘general
ntroductmn to scientific. method.  On the other hand, those students
who go on in linguisties will find themselves faced with a rapidly
changing field in which assumptions that are basic and widely ‘accepted
today may be re}ected a few years from now. What is 1mportant for

the student to learn is not any set of conclusmns but rather the struc- .

.. ture of the arguments that led to those conclusions. . The student who

understands this will be ina position to evaluate critieally alternative

- -analyses that will be proposed in the future. He will also be able to

'construct arguments of his own.

It may-be-necessary. to emphasize that argumentatlon is uot the only

- thing that' should be taught in early syntax courses. The student also -
needs:to. learn-how to see generalizations in data, and there is-a.great.

~deal about particular syntactic coustructions and analyses of them that

have been proposed that.the student should learn. Much of this-can be -
taught within the framework of teaching syntactic. argumenmtlon
Those things that cannot be taught within this framework I will not
discuss further in this’ paper, Their absence should not be inter- -
preted as indicating that I would exclude them from a syniax course
but merely that they lie beyond the scope of this paper. -
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In the course of teaching syntax over the past seven years at
Brandeis University and MIT, I have developed a series of syntactic
problems designed to teach some of the fundamentals of syntactic

argumentation which also teach at the same time somethmrr about. some - -

basic syntactic constructions. I hope that these problems can be pub-
lished as a book in a year or two, In'this paper, -Iwill skebch some-—
th:mg of the theory behind. these problems.

2. On teaching a skill

Teaching syntactic argumentation has much in common with the
teaching of other skills, In teaching a particular skill, it is first neces-

it consists of four steps. The qdestibn then arises as to which- step
should be taught first. :
If we teach Step 1 first, we have to teach the whole thmg in order to :

. sary to analyze the skill to determine what it consists of. - SBuppose that .

get a result. That means teaching all four steps at once—-a difficult . .

if not impossible task. For this reason, I would begin by teaching the
last step, Step 4, first. - This means giving students problems in
which the first three steps have already been done; and.they only need”
to do Step 4. ‘Next, teach Step 3. “Give them problems in which Steps

"1 and 2 have already been done. ‘Now they are not only doing Step.3;

but they are also reviewing Step 4. In addition, they get the satis-

viewing Steps 3 and 4. Last.of all, Step 1 is introduced,: ~and the -stu-

-~ dent can then do the entlre task from begmmng to.end. * - -

3. ‘Doing syntax-’ _

. While I certainly would not want to pretend that all of whata
syntactician does can be reduced to a series of simple steps this is
nonetheless true-of a significant portion-of syntactic work “Over- .

_ simplifying, we can skeich the steps 1nvolved as follows: '_ :

" Step 1. Find some mterestma facts. (thoh facts are -
“interesting will depend of course, on current syntactic theory

_ faction of completing the task. -In the. same way,. one: should next give - - -
‘problems in which Step 1 is already done 1ntroduomg Step Z'and re<

‘and-on what current theoretical issues are. In addition, there .. S

- is an ability to sense which facts will prove lnterestmg, Ihave
" seen students develop' this ability over a period of time. ). :
Step 2. Consiruct a hypothesis to account for the facts.
" Step 3. Construct an alternative hypothems that accounts
" for the facts in a different way. —
Step 4. Find grounds on-which to choose between the two '
hypotheses. . o :
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In practice, one may often begin with Steps 1 and 2 already done, as
when one takes as the point of departure the analysis of certain data
that has been proposed by someone else. But in the course of doing a
piece of solid syntactic work, one often formulates and rejects dozens
-of hypotheses, cycling through the steps outlined above again and
again. A student should fesl comfortable with the entire procedure.

A key point in the procedure skefched-abhove:is.Step.4~~the:choice-.
between hypotheses. Since this step encapsulates a great deal let’s
examine somewhat more closely what it involves.

There are two kinds of grounds for-choosing between alternative
theories or hypotheses:1

(1) External (empirical) grounds
The two theories make different empirical predlctmns and
: you see which'is Tright.
(2) Internal grounds :
‘Both theories make correct predmtmns about the data, but
they do it in different ways. We can distinguish two kinds of
theory-internal grounds for choosing between theories that
make the same empirical predictions:
. (a) Ome hypothesis needs an adchtlona.l device that the other
does not need.
(b) One hypothesis needs to state sometiung thce e. g.
to state the same condition at- ‘two different places in
- the grammar, thus mxssmg a generalization, - '

Although we can distinguish between external and mternal grounds
for choice between theories, in practice the two are closely related,

. For example, suppese we have two hypotheses, Theory A and The_ory
B. We then find some facts that Theory A accounts for and Theory B
does not. We would then choose Theory A over Theory B on external
(empirical) grounds, However, it may still be p0331b1e to save. '

" Theory B by modifying it in- some way. At this pomt the choice be- -
tween Theory A and Theory B may shift from external grounds to in=
ternal grounds if it can be shown that the. modlfmatlon needed fo enable
Theory B to account for the facta- involves an-additional.device that
Theory A does not need or having to state somethmg twice, thus miss-
ing a generalization. Thus, inpractice thére is a close interplay be—
tween evaluating theories on external grounds and evaluatmg them on’
internal grounds. In many cases, because of the ever-present possi-
bility of modifying a hypothesis shown to be inadéquate on external
grounds, arguments based on theory-external grounds reduce to argu-—

.ments based on theory-internal grounds. ‘

Teach.mg the:grounds for choosing between. alternatlve hypotheses
is really the focal point of early courses in syntax It is taught not
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only ‘in the homework problems.assigned, but during the class itself.
Whenever someone -in the class suggests an alternative solution to a
problem, the class is immediately faced with the choice between the
hypothesis that has just been suggested and the one that was already
under consideration or had already been provisionally adopted. In
each case, all the criteria for choice between hypotheses come into

-play.

Since the choice between hypotheses is the last in the series of
steps outlined abowve, . it is the one to be taught first:- The problems
then progress upward. in a Seriés of steps, from choice between al-
ready constructed hypotheses to the more difficult task of hypothesis

construction itself.

-4-:"“'A pngreSSipn of syntactic pfoblem_s

Thé problems that I have been using in teaching syntactic argumen-
tation divide themselves into ten stages, While these stages repre-
sent steps in the progression from the choice between already formu—
lated hypotheses to hypothesis construction itself;- it is necessary to
remember thaj they do. not form a strict hierarchy--that is, it is not-
necessary to-do everything at one stage before doing. something at the -

“next stage.. Secoud while the problems.are arranged-here-in.termss.

of where they fitin with respect to learning syntactic arcrumentatlon
more is involved. At the'same time, the students. are also learning.
particular Syntactic rules and constructions, since‘these are used in
the problems themselves. . In some cases, considerations of which
rules or constructions depend on which others dictate the ordeér of -
teachmg them, ‘rather than the place of particular problems in the
series of-ten stages. Fmally, it should be mentioned that some of
the problem formats sketched below are written problem assignments,
while others are formats for class. discussion:. In fact, one of the
chief purposes of the written problems themselves is to serve as

-springboards for class discussion, The problems and students’ differ-
ent approaches to them-always raise a number of igsues which then be-

come the central‘focus of class discussion. For this- reason,. flex1— _
bility on the part of the teacher is importaunt; he or she should ideally
be ready fo let: c_lass d1scuss:on go wherever the 1,ssues:ra:sed by +the
problems and the students lead it. - It is only:when the discussion -
seems to be turning into an area that is unlikely to prove:fruitful or -
that involves issues that would best be dealt with at a later time that
the teacher should turn off the'discussion on a particular topic. -

Thus, while there‘mustbe considerable flexibility in the actua.l
handlmg of the problems in the classroom situation,: they do arrange
themselves into a natural. Progression,: which I will briefly sketch be-
low. . For each problem I w111 state four things: B




‘potheses, ‘gives him a number of sentences and asks him whichof
these sentences provxde(s) crucial ev1dence, asking h1m to explam

- (2) The task Which hypothes1s do we adopt and why ?

- “gpent on this kmd of problem.

‘(1) Given: Two hypotheses .
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(1) what is given

(2) ‘the task

(3} what the problem teaches
(4) what the problem reviews.

(3} and (4) are stated here solely in terms of argumentation skiils,
ignoring:the particular syntactic rules and constructions that are-
being taught by means of the problem.

Stage One
{1) Given: (a) Two hypotheses
(b} Crucial evidence that decldes between the two
hypotheses
(2) The task: Which hypothesis do we adopt and why?

' {8) Teaches: Cheice between hypotheses on external (empnncal)

grounds.
{4) No review
There is a variation of this problem format which, instead of giving
the student only the crucial evidence that decides between the two hy-

why.

Stage Two _
(1) Given: (a) Data ' -
‘(b)  Two hypotheses, both of whlch account foxr the data

The task here actually involves two steps:
(a) Check to make sure that both hypotheses are .
_ actually adequate on external (empirieal) grounds
(b) If so, which hypothesis is to be preferr.ed on
_ theory~internal grounds? o i
@) T'e:aches Choice between hypotheses on theory-mtermal grounds : :

4 .-.fRéviews, .Choice between hypotheses on external (emplrmal)

grounds, in ‘that both theories must be checked against
* the.data first to ascertain that both hypotheses account
for it and that there are consequently no grounds for a
choice on external grounds,
Many of the instances of choice between hypotheses that arise in class
[Fall into this category; consequently, a great deal of class txme is

e oty

Stage Three.
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(2) The task: Use X to construct an argument to decide between the
two hypotheses. X may be a particular construetion
(e.g. idiom chunks) or a partlcular rule (e. g THERE-—

. . Insertion). .

(3) Teaches: How to take some consiruction or rule and use it to
construct an argument, : : -

{4) Reviews: Choice between hypotheses on external (emp;rlcal)

' grounds.

Stage Four
{1y Given: Two hypotheses :
(2) The task: Construect an argument to decide between them Here
' students have to find the relevant evidence on their own,

.

(3) Teaches: How to find evidence on their own.- :
- (4) Reviews: Choice between hypotheses on: external (emplracal)

grounds., .
The flI'St few times students are asked to find the relevant evxdence on
their own, the relevant arguments in fact are of the same essential
form as the arguments they constructed as Stage Three, ' Only later.
do they have to find evidence in uncharted areas. '

Ways that data can enter.into consideration in problems.
(1) It is given in the problem. There are two variations on this: -
" either the problem includes only the crucial data, or else they

" are given a number ofsentences that include the crucial data: .
(2) Students are told to use construction X or rule X to construct an-

argument.

(3) They have to come:up with the data on their: own.. :
There-is thus a progression'with respect to how data enters mto con- .
sideration. While this is part of the" general progression, this pro-
gression with respect to how data enters repeats itself at a number of s
d1fferent pomts in the general progressmn in argumentatmn -

Stage Five

' Stages Three and Four deal with E1gur1ng out exactly what emplrxcal

predictions different hypotheses make. Stage Five. deals with-combin-
ing hypotheses. .
(1) Given: Two or more hypothéses or assumptmns, a11 of which.
were either motivated or assumed previously.
(2) The task: Show that these hypotheses or assumptmns cannot all
be correct,
(3) Teaches: How to combine ‘hypotheses or assumptmns and see -
* what they predict taken together. While the pI_‘edlctIonS'
that individual hypotheses make one at a time may be-
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correct, it is still possible that the predictions that
they make together are not correct. '
{4) Reviews: Choice between hypotheses on external (empirical)
S grounds. ' '

Stage Six
Stage Six is an exercise in theory expansion as a step toward theory
construction, _

(1) Given: (a) Two hypotheses which, as they stand, are.equal on
: theory-internal grounds, . ' g =
(b) Some additional data enters, It can enter in any of .
. the three ways mentioned above. The additional data
fs such that it makes it necessary to modify one hy-
pothesis in such a way that it will then be rejected on
theory-internal grounds. ~~~ =
(2} The task: (a) Students check the two hypotheses on bhoth internal
' and external grounds, as the hypotheses stand
initially, A
(b) They have. to modify one of the. theories: to:account
: for the additional data, This is the new step, It
‘also involves checking both theories-on: extérnal:
- grounds-against the new data. _ .
(c) Compare the twe theories on internal.grounds, and
- choose between them,. S

(3) Teaches: A new step~modifying 4 theory to account for additional

data, This is the first step toward,ﬁformulating their
" own hypotheses. : L

.(4) Reviews: (a) Evaluating theories on external grounds..

. (b} Evaluating theories on internal grounds; -
In addition; there is the variable of how the additional data enters:

students may be given it, they may not be given it but rather told-~ .
- where tolook, or they may he aske_d to.come up with it on their own,

How the data enters-thus may give g review of a different kind, de-

Pending on how it enters.

Stage Seven o
Stage Seven is an exercise in hypothesis formulation, |
(1) Given: (a) Data _ — ' S
(b) Two ideas.about how the data can be accounted for.
(2) The task: (a) Formulate these ideas as explicit hypotheses. .

(b) Compare the two hypotheses and find grounds for -

deciding between them.. . R
This format leaves open the question of how students are to deeide
between the two hypotheses. In some cases, they will lock for ways
in which the two hypotheses make different predictions about additional

e
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data and attempt to find the crucial data, thereby deciding between the

two hypotheses on external (empirical) grounds. In other cases, with

B ‘the data held coustant, 'the only grounds for choice between the two

theories will be theory-internal,

~ (3) - Teaches: How to take an idea and formula.te it as an exphclt

Hypothesis.
(4) Reviews: (a) Checkmg hypotheses on external grounds {to. make
: sure that the hypotheses they formwate account for
the data)..
{b) Looking for additional grounds for choice between

hypotheses--either differing predictions about-addi- .

tional data (external grounds) or theory—mternal
grounds,

. We are now moving in the chréctmn of formulatmg hypotheses As we
*.do this, we are continually reviewing the various aspects of the basm

gkill of choosing between alternanve hypotheses.

-Stage Eight _
(1} Given: (a) Data :
(b) A hypothesis to account for the data.

- (2) The task Construct a better hypothesis. In some cases, the

alfernative hypothesis that the students construct. will
be preferable on external grounds (i.e. it makes cor-
rect predictions about additional data that the-initial
hypothesis did not make), while in other cases.the
© alternative hypothesis will be preferable on theory-
internal grounds,
(3) Teaches: A new: step--constructing a hypothesis.

(4) Reviews: (a) Checking a hypothesis on external O'rounds (to make _

sure that the new hypothesis they eonstruct is -
empirically adequate). :

{b) Looking for additional grounds for chome betwaen .
hypotheses—-either differing predlctions about - '

~ additional data (external grounds) or theory-mternal ;

grounds,

-A variant of the Stage Eight format that is actually midway between

Stage Seven and Stage Eight might also be used. In this variant, the
student is given some data and a hypothesis to account for it, as at
Stage Eight. He is also given an idea for a better hypothesis to ac~
count for the data, and is asked to formulate this idea as an explicit

“ hypothesis and to construet an argument in favor of his alternative
- hypothesis over the hypothesis that was given at the outset, This .
-format teaches and reviews the same things that the Stage Eight for~
mat does; it is somewhat easier than Stage Eight in that the gtudent - -
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is given an idea for a better hypotheszs rather than having to thmk it up
on his own,

Stage Nine |

(1) Given: Data

(2) The task: Construct a hypothesis to account for the data.:

(3} Teaches: Constructing a hypothesiss:.

(4) Reviews: All criteria for choi¢e between hypotheses.. ‘In the
course of doing problems in this.format, the student
will have to formutate a nwmber of different hypotheses
and compare them on both external and internal grounds.

At the same time that students are progressing through the various
stages that are sketched here,. they are also working with data and
learning how to extract generalizations from data, as well as learning

about syntactic theory and current theoretical issues and controver51es.

Thus, they w111 be ready for Stage Ten.

Stage Ten
(1) Given: Nothing
(2) The task Find some interesting data and construct.a hypothesm
to account for it,

(3) Teaches: A new step--finding the data on Whlch to base a

_ hypothesis.

(4) Reviews: Everything-~hypothesis constructmn as well as all
grounds for choice between hypotheses, |

The' format of Stage Ten is not a problem format but a term paper.
The student is on his own at every step on the way, But the problems
he bas done.previously, together with what he has learned about
extracting generalizations from syntactic data and about current .
Syntactic theory, have prepared him for most of what he has-to do at
this stage. Stage Ten is rarely reached. m the first syntax course,

but by using well-constructed problems in the various formats. sketched- :

above, the mtroductory syutax course ¢an lay .the basic groundwork.

Returning to the analysis of ‘domg gyntax’ in terms of four steps
that was given in Section 3, ' it can now be seen how the progression of

stages sketched above starts out with the last. step.in the chain (how to- '
- choose between alternative hypotheses) and works up to the beginning

(the formulation of hypotheses) and then, finally, to the discovery of
data that can only be accounted for by means of hypotheses that w111
have interesting consequencés for syutactic-theory.

To really-do work at Stage Ten, a student must’know current

theoretical frameworks and therefore which _hypo_t_heses are and which =~ -

" are not theoretically interesting at a given time. But, for the general
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student who will not-go on in linguistics as well as for the future lin~

_guist, there does exist another area to be learned--that of syntactic -
argumentation itself. . This is something that is basically theory-

- independent and therefore not subject to change as syntactic theories
change. In this paper I have attempted to show that syntactic argu-
mentation tan be analyzed and taught by means of problems that put
the student in the position.of. one who is:*doing;syntax’. . My.pain.point

_has been that it is possible to teach argumentation by structuring the
problems in a series of stages that work up from-the last:step in.the .
process (choosing between alternative hypotheses) to the process of =
hypothesis construction itself. '

'NOTES

I am indebted to John R. Ross and Scott Soames for discussion of
the: subject matter of this paper and clarification of the issues involved.

1. Throughout this paper, I use the térms ‘theory’ and ‘hypothesis’
interchangeably. S T : T ‘




