Accompanying website for Harry van der Hulst, A Mind for Language – An Introduction to the Innateness Debate. Cambridge University Press, 2024.
The book has fourteen chapters, and in a one-semester course, one chapter could be covered per week.

For each week, we provide:

· Discussion points (for in-class group discussion)

· Questions for reflection (for students to think about individually)

· Project suggestions (suitable for writing a so-called position paper, individually or in small teams)

A position paper is a well-organized paper that explains various positions that have been taken by different scholars on a specific topic that relates directly to the subject matter of one of the chapters in the book. The paper also includes the author’s position. All positions are clearly described with supporting arguments. A more research-orientated paper would have to be based on gathering linguistic data for which an analysis is provided, showing how these data bear on certain theoretical controversies.
A word of caution: Among the suggestions for discussion points, reflection questions and project suggestions, issues are involved that cover potentially emotive topics such as family separation, political and colonial suppression, racism, discrimination, sexual orientation, gender identity, mental health and suicide. While all these issues are part of the public record, this author recognizes that such issues may be distressing to certain readers. Nevertheless, these topics are included because an important goal of the book and these suggestions is to stimulate thinking about these topics which form part of daily life experiences in many countries and cultures. When the suggestions are used in a classroom situation, this author recommends that instructors are mindful of these matters and, where necessary alert students, in class or individually, about these potentially sensitive issues. 
1
What This Book Is About
Discussion points
- Describe the central theme of this book.
- At this point, how would you describe or define the notion of “innateness”?

- Do you think that there is an innate aspect to how children learn language?

- Which three factors play a role in the way a child builds up their knowledge of language (according to Noam Chomsky)?
- At this point, exchange views on how you think you learned your own language.
Questions for reflection
- Is this the first time you have encountered the terms “nature and nurture”?

- If so, did you ever think about this issue before (whether or not using these specific terms)?

- If not, did you learn about this debate in other terms, and in what context?

- Do you have a view on this debate?

- Is it clear to you, or do you agree that the nature–nurture debate is relevant to your and other people’s daily life?

- Discuss the way that the innateness issue has been fleshed out and ask yourself whether all the steps are clear.

- Consider the outline of the whole book and check whether you have a clear sense of what is coming.

- Ask yourself whether you have biases (toward certain groups of people) and ask whether biases are learned or could have an innate basis.

- Could religion be due to an innate emotion that does not accept the finality of life?

Project suggestions
- Do some research on the scholar named Noam Chomsky and describe his role in the science called linguistics; also consider his role in some past and current political debates.

- “Instinct” is a popular name for genetic factors that play a role in behavior. Over the years, many books have been published with the term “instinct” in the title. Make a list of such book titles (using Amazon, for example) and describe briefly what each book is about.

- Analyze as many daily newspapers and weekly magazines as you can for one week and find out how often the nature–nurture debate plays a role in the news (explicitly or implicitly).

- Find examples of the nature–nurture issue in works of literature. How does the author portray this?

2 
The Innateness Hypothesis








Discussion points
- With respect to criminal or violent behavior, is it reasonable for people to use the excuse that they had no control over what they did because “it was caused by their genes”?

- Does society or family play a bigger role in developing a child’s opinions? Is one more influential than the other?
- Do you think it matters for language acquisition by children whether they are raised by two parents or one? And if by one, do you think it matters whether the single parent is a mom or a dad?

- Is the nature–nurture debate still relevant in today’s society?

- How do the roles of nature and nurture impact on gender identity?
- Can one excel in certain skills (e.g., in sports or art) by a lot of practice or does nature play a decisive role?

- If genetics plays a role in addictive tendencies or depressive inclinations, can one nevertheless decide not to give in to them?

- Currently there are long-standing debates and studies as to whether the cause of homosexuality is genetic or environmental. Could it be that epigenetic factors determine sexual orientation?
- As for sexual orientation, is this something that can be changed by some form of therapy?

- Can the relative contributions of nature and nurture change during a person’s lifetime?

- What are possible reasons that the “The American Dream” clashes with the Innateness Hypothesis? Is it possible for both of these ideas to be true at the same time?
- What is the impact that social media (Instagram, TikTok, etc.) have on children’s development and behavior?
- Does the notion “fate” play a part in considering the impact of nature and nurture?
- Why is the nature–nurture debate still so hard, given the amount of research and discussion done over the course of the debate’s lifespan?
- Is nature or nurture more important in a person’s academic success?
- In some cultures (often backed up by religious beliefs) women are deemed inferior to men (e.g., by denying them certain rights that men have). How should this be dealt with?
- In chapter 1, we preview some of the important themes that will be central in this book. Make a list of these themes and ask every participant to explain one theme to the others.

- What was Chomsky’s role in reviving the nature–nurture debate in the early 1960s?
- Why is the question of how children learn their language relevant to the nature–nurture debate?
- Why would it be relevant to study the traits and behaviors of identical twins that were separated at birth and adopted and raised in different families?
Questions for reflection
- Reflect on what’s in your head, your “mental life.” Do you think that some of what’s up there is “instinctual,” and if so, what would be examples of human instincts? Likewise, what kinds of things are clearly due to learning? Is language an instinct or a learned skill?

- Do you think you have a free will? How do you know?

- What do we mean by a person’s personality? 

- What are the roles of nature and nurture, if any, in dreaming?

- Does our society take advantage of the uncertainty surrounding the nature–nurture controversy by convincing people of flaws in their nature in order to sell products for profit?

- Darwin’s theory of (biological) evolution is still controversial. Do you have a view on this matter?

- How do you balance the scientific claim of evolution and your religious beliefs?

- What separates humans from other animals? Is it our language? Is it our cognition? Are these differences enough to explain human prosperity?

- Chomsky’s Innateness Hypothesis was (and still is) controversial. Why?
- The brain is the most complex organ in the human body and some say “in the universe.” Why?
- Why is the approach called epigenetics relevant for the innateness debate?
- Why do some people say that this debate is “dead”?
Project suggestions
- Collect examples of advertisements that “prey” on our human instinct to eat unhealthy things.
- Investigate and describe the David Reimer case. What do you think are the ethical implications of this case? 

- Investigate and describe the famous case of the triplet (“three identical strangers”), which, as it turned out, was part of a secret and forbidden nature–nurture experiment.
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Philosophy of Mind
Discussion points
- Will humans (including philosophers) ever be able to understand and explain how the human mind works?

- Is an extreme empiricist view possible?

- Is an extreme rationalist/nativist view possible?

- If good science is always based on observation, which makes it empirical, does that mean that all scientists are empiricists?

- Is associationism (“the four laws”) sufficient for understanding how the world works and how to maneuver in it?

- What is the difference between ontogenetic and phylogenetic development?

- For movie fans. Discuss the Matrix movies in the light of the philosophical view that is called “idealism” (i.e., that all that we experience is “in the mind,” not based on perceptual information about a “real world”).

- From a scientific point of view, were the behaviorists right in claiming that a scientific study of the “mind” is just not possible?

Questions for reflection
- What did Descartes mean when he said “I think therefore I am” (in Latin: “Cogito ergo sum”)? 

- If your mind could be downloaded to a computer chip which would be used as the brain of a robot just before your own body “gives up,” would you say that you continue to exist?

- What are your earliest childhood memories?

- Think about Descartes’ mind–body dualism and how it bears on physical and mental “health” issues.

- Are you a dualist? What does that mean to you? Is the mind “just” what the brain does, or is there more to it?

- The notion of embodiment suggests that mind and body are closely related. Can you think of examples that illustrate this?

- What do you think about the author’s idea that consciousness is dependent on language (or in general on the symbolic capacity that humans have)?

- Can machines be conscious? Would we know if they were?

Project suggestions
- Investigate the approach to psychology that was promoted by the behaviorists, especially with respect to raising children. Focus on the idea that anybody can become anything given the right conditioning. 
- Why is the student body that attends higher education not as diverse as the general population of young people? 
- Looking back at your childhood, do you remember your parents using operant conditioning? If so, what types of rewards did you get?

- Investigate and discuss the rise of artificial intelligence systems like ChatGPT. Is this a good development or do systems like this involve “high-tech plagiarism”?

4
Cognitive Science
Discussion points
- Why is it important to encourage interdisciplinary conversations?

- When you look at the list of disciplines that have a stake in cognitive science (CS) research, can you see why each of these disciplines has something to contribute to this enterprise? Perhaps you can think of other disciplines that ask similar kinds of questions.

- Discuss the notion of symbol and the human “symbolic capacity” and ask whether other animal species use symbols. 

- Does the so-called “tri-level hypothesis” with respect to the study of cognitive systems make sense to you? What do you think of the additional levels that the author mentions? Try to work out how these various levels would apply to the study of the human “musical capacity.”
Questions for reflection
- Check out the website of the Cognitive Science program at your university. Does this major appeal to you? Why or why not?
- Do you feel excited or threatened by AI systems that can write essays and even produce works of “art”?

Project suggestions
- Consider whether the human mind and an actual computer have a lot in common. Talk about similarities and differences.

- Investigate the technology behind systems like ChatGPT. A fundamental question is whether such systems in one sense or another “understand” what they are producing. As an experiment, ask ChatGPT to answer some of the discussion questions for this or another chapter, and see what you think of its answers and what your answers would have been (formulate your answer first). You can also ask ChatGPT to improve its own answer on the basis of the human text or ask ChatGPT to improve the human answer.
- You could write a position paper about different strands of work in CS and ask whether the theories that are proposed can count as models of how the human mind works.

5
Modularity
Discussion points
- Do you agree with the claim that modularity makes a complex system more robust? Applied to the human mind/brain, can you think of examples of selective malfunctioning of cognitive modules in certain people?
- Why did Jerry Fodor propose such a limited number of modules?

- Do all of Fodor’s criteria for what constitutes a true module (in his view) apply with equal strength?

- What is the main claim of developmental evolutionary psychology? Do some research on this. 

- Discuss the notion of structural analogy. What is the point here?

Questions for reflection
- Does it make sense to you that the mind is a modular system? Can you think of any mental modules that have not been mentioned in the chapter? 

- Would you refer to everything you learn (e.g., skills such as driving a car) as a module (e.g., a “car module”)?

- Would it seem reasonable to you that some modules are completely innate? 

- What do you think of the evolutionary psychology approach (which was preceded by sociobiology) that tries to explain innate cognitive systems in evolutionary terms?

- Do you have specific talents that could be due to genetic predispositions? What are they?

Project suggestions
- You could write a paper about how visual illusions work, using concrete examples. Why does our visual system “plays tricks on us” in this way? Is there an evolutionary advantage to the fact that our visual system tricks us into seeing things that are not really there?

- You could write a paper about the phenomenon called synesthesia. Give examples and discuss how this phenomenon bears on some of the criteria that Fodor proposed, in particular informational encapsulation. 

6
The Organization of the Mental Grammar
Discussion points
- You frequently hear people say that certain ways of speaking are not correct. They might be referring to the pronunciation, the choice of certain words (like like), or to the way a sentence is formed (for example, ending in a preposition). Do you think that there is such a thing as “correct English”? 

- Are dialects inferior to the so-called standard language? Are some languages inferior to other languages? 
- While top, opt, and pot are all possible English words, pto and otp clearly are not. Is this a coincidence? Would it be possible to refer to a new invention or new tool as a pto? If not, why not?

- Is there any specific reason for having the sound sequence “dog” for the meaning of that word? Do you know the word for dog in any other languages?

- Is spelling essential to language? Do all languages have a writing system?

- Try to divide the complex word unacceptability into morphemes.

- Try to think of ten simplex and complex words (in any language you want). 

- If you heard a new verb, say to pront, would you be able to make the past tense? How do you interpret this?
- Can you think of what might be the longest complex word in English? Could there be an even longer word?

- How many words do you think the average student entering college knows?

- Have you ever heard of a spork or of being crunk? Try to find their meanings and how they were formed.
- Why is it important that the grammar of English demands that in the sentence the man kisses the woman, the phrase the man must precede the verb, while the phrase the woman must follow it? Could you express the same meaning by using a different ordering of the words? 

- If English had inflectional suffixes that signaled whether a noun is the subject (let us say ‑sub) or the object (‑ob), as in the man-sub kissed the woman-ob, would it still be so crucial to maintain a rigid word order?

- In the sentence which car did your father say that you could use, with which verb does the phrase which car have a semantic relation – say or use?
- Do all languages put words in the same order? 

- Is there a longest sentence? How many sentences are there?

- What are the three layers that we find in words and sentences? Explain why we need these layers.

Questions for reflection
- What happens in your mind before you utter a sentence? Does it start with having a thought that you want to express? If so, don’t you agree that ChatGPT “talks” without first having a thought?

- Make sure you know what is meant by a phoneme and a morpheme. Focus on what the difference is. In that connection, what is the difference between allophony and allomorphy?

- Did it ever occur to you that the mental grammar is so complicated?

- If you agree that the mental grammar has a lot of “moving parts,” doesn’t it make you wonder how, by the age of three, children essentially “know” the language that they have been exposed to? Or do you think this is not true?
Project suggestions
- Make a list of all the grammatical terms that you found in this chapter and then find them in the glossary. Some may be missing from there. If so, add a definition of your own making. Do we really need all these terms?

- Ask yourself how you would “construct” a language. What are the “ingredients” that you need (like a set of phonemes and ways in which they can be combined to form a possible word). Then make up some inflectional affixes and whatever rules you need to make simple sentences. In describing your artificial language, use grammatical terminology as much as you can. You are basically writing a grammar for your language. (We will be talking more about artificial languages in Chapter 12.)

7
Language Universals

Discussion points
- If it is indeed true that all languages share certain properties, can you think of any other reasons for this (other than claiming that these properties are innate)?

- If some properties appear to be shared by most, but not all, languages, could one still argue in favor of the Innateness Hypothesis (IH) as a result?

- Can you think of any properties that all languages (as far as you know or suppose) have?

- Why are there so many different languages? Does it serve a purpose?
- If all languages share certain properties that you do not find in other human cognitive systems or behaviors, could those be used to support Chomsky’s Innateness Hypothesis for language?

- Discuss the various types of language universals. Which ones do you find the most interesting?

- Which kinds of language universals do you find most useful to lend support to the IH?

Questions for reflection
- If you know more than one language reasonably well, try to pinpoint some differences between them.

- Would you ever give up you own language and adopt another one because the government of the country where you have moved to demands that?

- Would it be good if there was only one human language?

Project suggestions
- This chapter talks a lot about so-called alternative explanations for language universals. Try to summarize these and then evaluate how plausible you find them.

- Go to the Language Universals Archive and browse through it. Discuss a number of the universals that make sense to you, or, alternatively, that you had not expected at all.

- Is translation between languages possible? Find out how Google Translate works. Do you think it works well? Will human translators always do a better job because they understand the meaning of language expressions?
8
Language Change
Discussion points
- Is language change just about spelling?

- Do the internet and social media cause languages to change faster, or the opposite?

- Can we predict how English will change in the future?

- Do you know examples of languages that are endangered?

- Why must it be the case that languages change? Is this something that could be prevented?

- Does language change make languages better or worse?

Questions for reflection
- Did you ever wonder why Shakespeare’s language is so different from modern English?
- Do you know, from your own experience, that languages change? Give examples.

Project suggestions
- Collect examples of differences between how you speak and how older generations speak, or between how you speak and how other people of your age speak.
- Investigate the use of the label “Chinese” with reference to the languages that are spoken in China. It is common to refer to all varieties of speech that are used in China as dialects of Chinese. But in many cases, these “dialects” differ as much from each other as Italian and Spanish, or English and Dutch. If this is the case, shouldn’t we call these alleged dialects “languages” instead? (A factor that unites all the Chinese languages is that they all use the same characters, and this is possible because the characters refer mainly to what words mean and not so much, or at all, to how words are pronounced.) Could a factor also be that the Chinese government prefers that all Chinese people speak the same language because diversity is not seen as “a good thing”?

- Find a case of a language that has died out. What are the implications?

- In a country or area with two languages, are the languages “equal”? Find examples.

9
Language Acquisition: The Road from Input to Mental Grammar
Discussion points
- There is a lot of discussion about the “quality” of the language input that children are exposed to. Discuss the various ways in which this input has been claimed to be “poor.”
- The notions of positive and negative evidence play a crucial role. Discuss especially the difference between indirect negative evidence and direct negative evidence (neither of which is claimed to be relevant to how children acquire their language).

- Discuss the different views of nativists like Noam Chomsky and his empiricist opponents.

- Can you think of other areas where the things that even very young children seem to know cannot have been learned by them, either because what they seem to know is quite sophisticated and/or because it would be hard to imagine how they could have figured it out during the short period that they have been around?

- By proposing the idea of parameters, Chomsky was trying to bring even the way in which languages can differ from each other within the scope of the innate Universal Grammar. Make sure that this point is clear to you.

- If you grew up with more than one language (or different dialects), what is your experience in using these languages in different settings?
Questions for reflection
- How would you characterize the way in which people speak to infants?

- Do you have recollections of your parents trying to correct your utterances when you were still young (or perhaps even now …)?
Project suggestions
- Write a paper that summarizes the different views of nativists like Noam Chomsky and his empiricist opponents with respect to first language acquisition. Try to pinpoint precisely the reasons that Chomsky has for finding it necessary that children come equipped with an innate “guide” (called Universal Grammar) to construct their mental grammar.

- Has a relation between Alzheimer’s disease and bilingualism been explored? What are the implications?
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The Stages of Language Acquisition
Discussion points
- Knowing that children do not start speaking like adults, discuss what seem to you to be the most plausible reasons for why children’s utterances are different.

- Discuss what you consider to be the role of having been in school when you were young with respect to how you became fluent in your language.

- In your view, is three or four years long or short to become a fluent speaker of your language?

- What do you think of the claim that learning a first language involves constructing a mental grammar? Does that concept make sense to you?

Questions for reflection
- Is your earliest recollection that you were essentially speaking fully grammatically when you were young, or do you remember going through stages? Have you perhaps observed this in younger siblings or others?
- What strikes you as the most amazing aspect of language acquisition?
- Were you surprised to learn that Deaf children “babble” with their hands?

- Did you misunderstand the meaning of some words when you were small (or can you think of other people’s misunderstandings). What do you think causes this?

Project suggestions
- While studying the language use of children (and people in general) is regulated (which means that there have to be safeguards to ensure  research is done without causing harm to the subjects), you might be able to write down some observations when you are in the company of young children in familiar settings with family or friends. You could also ask whether your parents made notes (or even kept a diary) of your first words and phrases. 

- Do girls and boys acquire language at the same pace? Find sources and discuss the views and the evidence.

- Do you think babies might start their language learning before they are born? Find reliable sources and discuss the evidence.
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Critical Period Effects
Discussion points
- Can you think of ways to test the critical period hypothesis that would be ethically unacceptable?

- Do you have an(other) explanation for the fact that learning a second language later in life is very hard?

- How do you evaluate the difference between the notion “critical period” as originally conceived by Eric Lenneberg and the way in which this notion was refined and modified?

- How does the fact that there is a critical period for first language acquisition bear on the validity of the IH?

Questions for reflection
- Do you know, from direct or indirect experience, that kids learn languages much more easily than adults?

- Ask yourself why there would be such a thing as a critical period for language acquisition.

- Do you think that there might be a critical period for learning how to play a musical instrument or the ability to draw?

Project suggestions
- Obviously, the Genie case is heartbreaking. You could write a paper on other cases of language deprivation. Many cases are reported on the Internet, but you have to be extremely careful in evaluating the factual basis of such cases. So this is a good exercise to try to separate “fake” information from information that is credible and reliable. Do not limit yourself to information from websites, especially those that do not provide reliable sources.

- You could write a paper on forbidden experiments that involve human subjects, both those that have been performed in camps where people were held prisoner and those that were performed in academic settings (such as in psychology departments). Most, hopefully all, of those are practices of the past.

- Does what we have said about learning languages have any implications for how (foreign) languages should be taught?

- Does it make sense to give “corrective” feedback to children acquiring their first language? How about for their second language?

- Is it more difficult to learn a foreign language that is similar to your first language or one that is wildly different from it?
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How Children Create New Languages
Discussion points
- Can you think of circumstances in which you would simplify your sentences for a specific purpose?

- Can you think of circumstances (apart from the “plantation” case) in which people would start using a blend of the languages that they speak (because they do not share a common language)?

- Discuss the argument from creole formation in support of the IH. What is the biggest problem with the idea that creoles are created by children?

- Discuss Bickerton’s proto-language idea. Does it make sense to you? 

- What do you think about the idea that it would be good to replace all natural languages with one, preferably artificial, language?

Questions for reflection
- From personal experience, did you find it very hard to learn a new language later in life?

- Do you have personal experience with a creole language? (Remember that such languages are not to be regarded as inferior to non-creole languages; they differ only in terms of how they were formed in time.)

- How much does your own language mean to you?

Project suggestions
- Going back to a project suggestion for Chapter 6, do more work on “your” constructed language, and in the meantime try to find websites by established “conlangers” to see what they have accomplished and why they are fascinated by this kind of “hobby” (although it can become a profession if your work becomes part of movies or a TV series).

- Construct a secret language along the lines of word games. Formulate a rule that stipulates how to alter the phonological form of words and then train yourself to apply it rapidly.

- Find an example of a pidgin or creole language and describe its origins.
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Sign Languages
Discussion points
- Discuss the strength of the claim that the existence and nature of sign languages can be used to support the notion of an innate language capacity.

- Is it the case that all deaf people (and other signers) use the same sign language?

- Have you ever noticed that when people speak, they also use their hands to gesture? Do you think such gestures have grammatical structure? Can they be used on their own?

Questions for reflection
- Do you know people who do not believe that sign languages are as “rich” and “complex” as spoken languages? (If not, you could ask some.) What would you say to these people (in a nice way)?

- Which of the misunderstandings about sign languages that are discussed did you have (in some form)? (Bear in mind that without having seen what this chapter, and other sources, explain about these languages, it is easy to have misunderstandings.)

- Studying and learning a sign language has become very popular in schools that offer sign language courses. Would you consider taking a course like that (or maybe several)?
Project suggestions
- Go to the Ethnologue and take note of how many sign languages have been reported and compare this to how many spoken languages (still) exist. Discuss why there are so many fewer sign languages (although more might still come to light).
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Evaluating the Arguments: A Forum Discussion
Discussion points
- As we have seen, Chomsky has significantly changed his mind over the years concerning what is in the innate Universal Grammar. Critically discuss his current position and ask whether his current claim is as significant as his first claim.

Questions for reflection
- At the end of this journey, where do you stand? Is language based on a significant innate basis?

Project suggestions
- Try to group the arguments that have been discussed as potentially supporting the IH into strong and weak arguments. Evaluate each of them.
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