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1) Purpose of the visit
The purpose of this research visit was to flesh out the details of our planned collaboration: An experiment that uses the experimental paradigm of Artificial Language Learning (ALL) to study a well-known topic in language typology, the differences between agglutinative and fusional morphology and their implications. Dr. Alexis Dimitriadis, the grant recipient, is an expert in typology. Dr. Natalie Boll-Avetisyan, at Potsdam University, is an expert in the ALL paradigm. A third project participant, Tom Fritzchse of Potsdam University, was present as well.



2) Description of the work carried out during the visit
The methodology of the Artificial Language Learning paradigm (Marcus et al. 1999, Gomez 2002, Newport and Aslin 2004) exposes experimental subjects to an extremely simple artificial “language,” and tests whether they are implicitly aware of statistical regularities in the properties under study (e.g., non-adjacent dependencies, phonological classes, or phonological distinctions not present in their L1).

In this research, we use the ALL paradigm to compare the learnability of agglutinative and fusional morphology types. Agglutinative languages have many regular morphemes, each prototypically expressing a single morphosyntactic feature; Turkish, Hungarian and Swahili are well-known examples. In fusional languages a single morpheme typically encodes a combination of features, and may furthermore be subject to complex patterns of syncretism. German, Greek and Russian are among the many European languages with rich fusional morphology.

Today it is understood that the fusional-agglutinative distinction, one of the oldest concepts in language typology and comparative linguistics going all the way back to Schlegel and Humboldt in the 1800s, is not absolute but rather one of degree: languages typically have a mix of agglutinative and fusional characteristics. Sapir (1921) already posited a numerical “index of fusion” (a numerical measure of the prevalence of fusional morphology in a language; cf. Comrie 2001), and others have even questioned the existence of principled agglutinative and fusional language types (Haspelmath 2011). Nevertheless it is not in doubt that some languages differ dramatically in this respect, with Turkish being frequently cited as an example of an almost exclusively agglutinative language and many Europan languages serving as prototypical exemplars of fusional morphology.

The trade-off between the two language architectures is often talked about in terms of learnability (e.g., Pinker 1996, Zuidema 2003, Neeleman and Szendroi 2007). However, the cited works do not provide evidence from human learning behavior for their claims. By bringing to bear the Artificial Language Learning paradigm, we can control the complexity of the experimental stimuli, eliminate irrelevant complicating factors, and directly measure the learnability of the two architectures.

The experiment consists of numerous sequential trials, without separate training and testing phases. Participants will be trained on stems and complex forms of an artificial language accompanied with images displayed on screen. Their task, after each exposure, is to determine which image corresponds to the presented word form. The experiment is structured so that success is dependent on knowledge of the morphological paradigm – learning the object names (i.e. the word stems) is neither easy nor particularly useful. Stimuli have been chosen to lack meaningful associations in the native language of the test subjects (which is German). The order of presentation and right-left placement of stimuli are randomized and balanced.

There will be two types of artificial languages, embodying the agglutinative and fusional paradigms respectively. In the fusional languages, one affix carries two meanings (“synthetic forms”), while in the agglutinative language, two affixes carry one meaning each (“analytic forms”). For each type, we prepare versions at different paradigm sizes. This makes it possible to measure the effect of various controlled factors on learning behavior.


   
3) Description of the main results obtained

During the research visit, we fleshed out the details of the experimental design, agreeing on a specific protocol, identifying what results need to be analyzed, and initiating the selection of stimulus materials. These stages of the project are fundamentally collaborative, and the opportunity to carry them out in person was essential to their succesful conclusion. The main result was a detailed experimental design, and a concrete plan of action for the subsequent stages. Specifically:
1.
we settled on a uniform exposure-response model, without distinct training and testing stages. 
2.
we decided to design the testing materials in such a way that they will be usable for cross-linguistic validation, with German and Hungarian participants. 
3.
we formulated more precisely the experimental tasks and conditions. 
4.
we selected the morphological rules we will test in the learning task. 
5.
we calculated the amount of test materials needed, and worked out the protocol for randomized presentation. 
6.
we selected the software to be used. 
7.
we formulated a timeline for subsequent steps.
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4) Future collaboration with host institution (if applicable)

Work on preparing the experimental materials is continuing, and data collection is scheduled to start in February. The completion of data collection will be followed by analysis of the results and eventual joint publication.


5) Projected publications / articles resulting or to result from the grant (ESF must be acknowledged in publications resulting from the grantee’s work in relation with the grant)
No specific submissions or presentations are underway at this time. The results of the experiment will be analyzed and presented at appropriate venues, and the support of NetWordS and the ESF will be properly acknowledged. 
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