
LSA Institute Language Acquisition: From Sounds to Words 
 

4:15-5:40 Room 217 Olson Hall 

 

Professor: Katie Graf Estes 
Email: kgrafestes@ucdavis.edu 
Office: Room 103 Young Hall or Room 233 Center for Mind & Brain (202 Cousteau Pl. suite 250) 
Phone: 530-754-4555 (CMB office) 
Office hours by appointment 

 

Objectives 
The goal of this seminar is to familiarize you with research and theories addressing a fundamental 
scientific question: How do humans learn language? We will read influential recent and classic papers 
focusing on how children learn about the sounds and words of their native language. The focus will 
be on mechanism—not simply what kids learn at a given age, but how kids learn. Our readings and 
discussions will explore experimental evidence, theoretical accounts of language development, and 
contested debates surrounding how children learn language. 

Participation 
I expect everyone to participate every week. If you have difficulty talking in class, please speak with me 
about it and I can help you to come up with strategies to facilitate classroom participation.  
 To promote discussion, everyone is expected to post 1-2 questions/comments/ideas on Orbund 
(under Discussion) the night before class by 8 pm. The deadline is to allow other students and 
discussion facilitators enough time to read your ideas and think about them. Please let me know if 
there are any problems with this time. You can pose a question or two, or mount a critique of an article 
– anything as long as it is scholarly and tasteful. Each comment is typically several sentences long. 
These posts will help orient our in-class discussions. These posts also contribute toward your 
participation grade, so please be sure that they are thoughtful and communicate your ideas clearly.  
 Everyone should read the other students’ contributions before the start of class. You are also 
welcome to respond to other people’s comments, though not in lieu of making your own. 

Facilitating class discussion 
Students are required to lead the class discussion of articles during the session (number of sessions 
depends on class size). You’ll be in charge of providing an overview of the reading and helping to lead 
the discussion. Your goal is to facilitate and direct the conversation, not to present a lecture on the 
readings. Start with the assumption that everyone has done the readings. Your discussion should 
incorporate other students’ posted questions and comments. 
The presentation format of the discussion is flexible. You can use powerpoint (or not), audio-visual 
demonstrations, writing activities, etc.  

Research proposal  
There will be a research proposal assignment consisting of a brief written component (around 2 pages) 
and a brief oral presentation. In this assignment, you will design an experiment testing some aspect of 
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language acquisition. The written component will be due on the last day of class, the date of the 
presentations.  

Grade Calculations 
Participation (including posting discussion questions/comments) (40%) 
Facilitating paper discussion (30%) 
Research proposal (30%) 

SCHEDULE 

(1) Monday, June 24. Introduction  
 
Werker, J.  F., & Tees, R. C. (1984). Cross-language speech perception: evidence for  perceptual 
reorganization during the first year of life. Infant Behavior and  Development, 7, 49–63. 
 
Stager, C. L., & Werker, J. F. (1997). Infants listen for more phonetic detail in speech perception 
than in word-learning tasks. Nature, 388(6640), 381-382. 
  

For further reading (not assigned): Curtin, S., & Zamuner, T. S. (2014). Understanding the developing 
sound system: Interactions between sounds and words. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Cognitive 
Science. doi: 10.1002/wcs.1307. 
 
 
(2) Thursday, June 27.  Early word recognition 

Singh, L., & Foong, J. (2012). Influences of lexical tone and pitch on word recognition in bilingual 
infants. Cognition, 124(2), 128-142. 

 
Mulak, K. E., Best, C. T., Tyler, M. D., Kitamura, C., & Irwin, J. R. (2013). Development of 

phonological constancy: 19-month-olds, but not 15-month-olds, identify words in a non-native 
regional accent. Child Development, 84(6), 2064-2078. 

 
(3) Monday, July 1. Narrowing in word learning 

Hay, J. F., Graf Estes, K., Wang, T., & Saffran, J. R. (2015). From flexibility to constraint: The 
 contrastive use of lexical tone in early word learning. Child Development, 86(1), 10-22. 
 
MacKenzie, H. K., Graham, S. A., Curtin, S., & Archer, S. L. (2014). The flexibility of 12-month-olds' 
 preferences for phonologically appropriate object labels. Developmental Psychology, 50(2), 
 422-430. 
 

(4) Wednesday, July 3. Early bilingualism  

Byers-Heinlein, K., Morin-Lessard, E., & Lew-Williams, C. (2017). Bilingual infants control their 
 languages as they listen. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 114(34), 9032-9037. 

 
Byers-Heinlein, K., & Werker, J. F. (2013). Lexicon structure and the disambiguation of novel  words: 



 Evidence from bilingual infants. Cognition, 128(3), 407-416. 
 

(5) July 8. Statistical learning: Word segmentation 

 Johnson, E. K., & Tyler, M. D. (2010). Testing the limits of statistical learning for word   
  segmentation. Developmental Science, 13(2), 339-345.  

 Antovich Dylan, M., & Graf Estes, K. (2017). Learning across languages: Bilingual experience   
  supports dual language statistical word segmentation. Developmental Science, 21(2),   
  e12548. 

Optional: Saffran, J., Aslin, R. & Newport, E. (1996). Statistical learning by 8-month-old 
 infants. Science, 274, 1926-1928. 

 
(6) July 11. Statistical learning/Word learning: Solving the mapping problem. 

Smith, L., & Yu, C. (2008). Infants rapidly learn word-referent mappings via cross-situational 
 statistics. Cognition, 106(3), 1558-1568. 

Medina, T. N., Snedeker, J., Trueswell, J. C., & Gleitman, L. R. (2011). How words can and cannot 
 be learned by observation. PNAS Proceedings of the National Academy of  Sciences the United 
 States of America, 108(22), 9014-9019.  

 (7) July 15. Language environments 

Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (2003). The early catastrophe: The 30 million word gap by age 3. American 
 Educator, 27(1), 4-9. 

 

Hirsh-Pasek, K., Adamson, L. B., Bakeman, R., Owen, M. T., Golinkoff, R. M., Pace, A., ... & Suma, K. (2015). 
 The contribution of early communication quality to low-income children's language success. 
 Psychological Science, 26(7), 1071-1083. 

 
Weisleder, A., & Fernald, A. (2013). Talking to children matters: Early language experience strengthens 
 processing and builds vocabulary. Psychological Science, 24(11), 2143-2152. 
 
 

 (8) July 18. LAST CLASS: Presentations of research proposals 

 


