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Language and Mind 
(Psycholinguistics)

by Joseph Poulshock PhD

“Psycho” Linguistics

Main 🔑 Point 
With psycholinguistics (not “psycho”), we look at how brains 
produce and make sense of language. We aren’t born 
understanding and producing language. Our brains must grow and 
mature first. Nevertheless, we are born with an innate sense for 
language, and this innate sense is called universal grammar (UG). 

Outline

• Aims of Psycholinguistics 

• Language and Brain 

• Timing of Acquisition 

• Chomsky and UG 

• 6 aspects: Poverty of Stimulus, Uniqueness of Human Language, Biological 
Timing, Localization, Language Separate from Intelligence, and Language 
Creation. 

Generation Question

1. What do psycholinguists study? 

1. With generation, you try to answer the 
question or solve a problem before 
being shown the answer or solution. 
Generation makes your brain more 
receptive to new learning. 

Basic Questions

• How do our brains make sense? 

• How does it UPSAL language? 

• understand 

• produce 

• store 

• acquire 

• lose

Psycholinguist

• A scientist, usually a psychologist by 
training, who studies how people 
understand, produce, or learn language.

Pinker

Aims of Psycholinguistics

• Psycholinguists look at 

• How humans acquire language 

• How we comprehend language

Aims of Psycholinguistics

• Psycholinguists look at 

• How we produce utterances 

• How we loose language (language loss)

Aims of Psycholinguistics

• Psycholinguists looks at  

• Language and mental processes 

• They look at language to see how the brain works.  

Aims of Psycholinguistics

• Psycholinguists have two main ways to research.   

• Look at spontaneous utterances, for example, mistakes.   

• Make psycholinguistic experiments.

Aims of Psycholinguistics

• Look at spontaneous utterances, for example, mistakes.  

• あつはなつい 

• “mad bunny” >> “bad money” 

• Mistakes show us how people produce language.  

I’m mastely, uh monely a linguist.

I’m mainly, uh mostly a linguist.

Fix this mistake. 
Generation Question

1. What happened to Einstein’s brain after 
he died?

1. With generation, you try to answer the 
question or solve a problem before 
being shown the answer or solution. 
Generation makes your brain more 
receptive to new learning. 

• The day after Einstein’s death], in a fifth-
grade class at a Princeton school, the 
teacher asked her students what news they 
had heard. “Einstein died,” said one girl, 
eager to be the first to come up with that 
piece of information. But she quickly found 
herself topped by a usually quiet boy who 
sat in the back of the class. “My dad’s got his 
brain,” he said. 

• Walter Isaacson’s Einsten. 



Maybe scientists were a bit obsessed with Einstein’s brain. Generation Question

1. Your brain produces language. Where in 
your brain does this happen?

1. With generation, you try to answer the 
question or solve a problem before 
being shown the answer or solution. 
Generation makes your brain more 
receptive to new learning. 

Language and Brain

• Psycholinguists are also interested in your brain.  

• Left brain controls right side of the body. 

• Right brain controls left side of the body. 

• 90% of us process L in the left brain.

Left Brain Right Brain

Language 
Processing L-Handers R-Handers

Left Brain 70-90%  Over 90%

Right Brain 10-30% Under 10%

Brain Experiments Brain Experiments Look at the words. Say the COLOR, not the word. 

YELLOW BLUE ORANGE
BLACK RED GREEN

黄色い 青い オレンジ
黒 赤色 緑色

Generation Question

1. What happens to language when the 
language part of the brain is injured?

1. With generation, you try to answer the 
question or solve a problem before 
being shown the answer or solution. 
Generation makes your brain more 
receptive to new learning. 

Brain and Aphasia

• Split brain patients have language processing problems.  

• Aphasia weakens a person’s ability to process language. 

• But it generally does not affect intelligence.  

Brain and Aphasia

• Aphasia weakens a person’s language ability. 

• It affects our ability to speak, listen, read, write, and sign.   

• Brain injury or a stroke can cause aphasia. 

Language and Brain

• What language damage occurs with an injury to Broca’s area? Wernicke’s area? 

• Broca’s Aphasia 

• Loss of ability to produce words or speak fluently. 

• Wernicke’s Aphasia 

• Loss of the ability to comprehend speech or writing.  

Timing of Acquisition

• Language is maturationally controlled behavior.

The Babblers Generation Question

1. At what age do we start speaking 2-
word utterances? At what age do we 
start using complex grammar? 

1. With generation, you try to answer the 
question or solve a problem before 
being shown the answer or solution. 
Generation makes your brain more 
receptive to new learning. 

Birth Crying

6 Weeks Cooing (like vowels)

6 Months Babbling (子音と母音)

8 Months Intonation Patterns

12-15 Months 1-Word 発話
18 Months 2-Word 発話

Timing of Acquisition



2 Years 言葉の屈折 (inflections)

2 1/4 Years Questions, Negatives

5 years 複雑な文法　Complex G.

10 Years Adult-type Grammar

Timing of Acquisition Timing of Acquisition

• Language is maturationally controlled behavior. 

• Language is innate and instinctive. 

• But what exactly about language is innate?

Generation Question

1. Who is Chomsky? What is he famous 
for? 

1. With generation, you try to answer the 
question or solve a problem before 
being shown the answer or solution. 
Generation makes your brain more 
receptive to new learning. 

Chomsky and UG

• Chomsky is probably the most famous 
living linguist in the world today.  

Chomsky Interview. 

Ali G: Why is studying language important?  
Chomsky: Language is the core property that basically defines human beings. 

Chomsky and UG

• The rest of the Ali G/Chomsky is inappropriate, so DON’T watch it!  

• Chomsky proposes Universal Grammar.  UG.  

• UG is a bio-innate “grammar acquiring ability.”  

Chomsky and UG

• What is UG? 

• What are the evidences for UG? 

• There are 6. 

Universal Grammar

• Think innate grammar acquiring ability--
Seeds of Grammar.  

(1) Poverty of the Stimulus

• The Poverty of the Stimulus.   

• Children produce more language than they hear.  

• They seem to learn language instinctively.  

(1) Poverty of the Stimulus

• We don’t learn grammar from -/+ input alone.   

• There’s not enough input, so. . .  

• Some grammar knowledge is innate.  

• Born with UG, a universal grammar acquiring ability.  

Generation Question

1. Language is unique to humans. Why 
does this support UG?

1. With generation, you try to answer the 
question or solve a problem before 
being shown the answer or solution. 
Generation makes your brain more 
receptive to new learning. 

(2) Uniqueness of Language

• First, language is unique to humans.  

• We intensively teach primates language. 

• But they cannot learn recursive language.  

(2) Uniqueness of Language

• But children learn extremely complex recursive language. 

• They learn it almost effortlessly.  

(2) Uniqueness of Language

• Therefore, uniqueness of human language supports 

• the idea of an innate grammar acquiring ability: UG. 

• Only humans have the language instinct, so it must be a part of our genetic 
program. 

(3) Timing of Acquisition

• Second, timing of language acquisition supports UG.  

• All normal children learn complex recursive language.



(3) Timing of Acquisition

• Children clearly pass through stages as they learn language.   

• The later we start learning, the less we learn.

(3) Timing of Acquisition

• Language learning has biological timing. 

• It’s like puberty or growing teeth.  

(3) Timing of Acquisition

• If we miss this timing, we won’t grow language like natives. 

• If a deaf person learns sign late, he lacks fluency and complex grammar.  

(3) Timing of Acquisition

• Example, Genie.   

• No human contact from 2-13.   

• Then intensive L training.  

• Learned vocabulary but not complex grammar.

(3) Timing of Acquisition

• Thus, L-learning is a  maturationally controlled process. 

• Such processes follow an innate genetic program. 

(4) Localization/Lateralization

• Language localizes in the brain. 

• Sign language and spoken language use the same part of the brain.

(4) Localization/Lateralization

• Many behaviors localize in the brain (playing guitar). 

• But aphasia affects signers and speakers in the same way.  

(4) Localization/Lateralization

• Signers use hands and eyes.  

• Speakers use mouths and ears.  

• But both use the same part of the brain.

(4) Localization/Lateralization

• Thus, part of the brain is bio-specialized for language. 

• The brain is designed by a genetic recipe. 

• Therefore, language has a genetic basis. 

(5) Language vs. Intelligence

• Language is (partly) separate from general intelligence. 

• We’d expect this if language is partly innate.  

(5) Language vs. Intelligence

• Example: Language savants show linguistic genius. 

• But they have low IQ in other areas.  

(5) Language vs. Intelligence

• Christopher is brain-damaged.   

• He cannot live by himself.   

• But he learned 15 languages. 

• His language ability is separate from 
his general intelligence.  

(6) Language Creation

• Language creation supports UG.   

• Children of pidgin speakers create a creole.   

• They create a complex language from a simpler one.

(6) Language Creation

• Complex creole grammar does not come from the pidgin. 

• Children create this language.   

• They naturally know what a language has to look like.   

• Thus, UG.

(6) Language Creation

• In 1980s, a school for the deaf was made 
in Nicaragua. 

• Deaf children from many places came 
together at school. From their Home 
Sign, they made a pidgin.  



(6) Language Creation

• Younger signers came to the school. 

• Their sign became more and more complex. 

• Children made the language because they biologically know how.

Support for UG
• Innate Grammar Acquisition Ability -- Seeds of Grammar 

• (1) Poverty of Stimulus 

• (2) Uniqueness 

• (3) Biological Timing 

• (4) Localization, even with different modalities 

• (5) Separate from general intelligence 

• (6) Language Creation (creolization) 


