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A Summary of Some of What We’ve Learned This Term 
 
(1) Skills That This Class Has Developed and Exercised 
 

In addition to the facts summarized in (2)-(11) below, this class helped develop and 
exercise the following intellectual skills. 

 
a. Formal Reasoning 

Working through the truth-conditional derivations has given you further practice 
at working within a formalized theory, and showing how such theories make 
various different predictions.  

 
b. Formal Modeling and Hypothesis Creation 

Several of our homework and exam problems required you to extend the system 
developed in class to new empirical domains. This provides additional practice in 
the crucial scientific skill of creating and testing novel, formalized hypotheses. 

 
(2) General Facts That We’ve Learned about Natural Language Meaning 
 

a. The phenomenon of ‘meaning’ in natural language is not a homogeneous one.  
Rather, the vague, every-day word ‘meaning’ actually covers a variety of 
phenomena including (as just one example) informational content. 

 
b. Informational content itself can also be broken down into the following three 

subcomponents: (i) assertion, (ii) presupposition, (iii) implicature. 
   

c. The truth-conditions of a sentence are a key aspect of its informational content, as 
they are a way of recasting the co-called ‘asserted content’ of the sentence. 

 
(3) Facts That We’ve Learned About the General Practice of Formal Semantics 
 

a. How a formal system can productively (‘compositionally’) derive the truth-
conditions (‘asserted content’) of a declarative sentence.   

 
b. How the meanings of certain expressions in natural language can be modeled as 

functions and arguments to those functions.  
 

c. How to employ various formalisms commonly used by semanticists (e.g. the 
lambda notation for functions). 
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(4) Basic Rules of Semantic Composition 
You’ve learned what the following rules are, and how they can be used to 
compositionally derive the semantic values of complex phrases of natural language. 

  
a. Function Application    [FA] 

 b. Non-Branching Nodes  [NN] 
 c. Terminal Nodes   [TN] 
 d. Predicate Modification   [PM]  
 e. Pronouns Rule    [PR] 
 f. Event Identification   [EI] 
 
(5) The Semantic Types of Many Basic Expressions of English 
 a. Proper Names:   e   
 b. Sentences:   t 
 c. NPs, VPs, APs:  <e,t> 
 d. Transitive Vs:   <e,<e,t>> 
 e. Copulas:   <<e,t>,<e,t>> (<e,<e,t>>) 
 f. Conjunction/Disjunction: <t, <t,t>>  
 g. Negation:   <t,t>   (<<e,t>,<e,t>>)  
 h. Relative Clauses:  <e,t> 
 i. Definite DPs:   e 
 j. Definite Determiner:  <<e,t>,e> 
 k. Quantificational DPs:  <<e,t>,t> 
 l. Quant. Determiners:  <<e,t>, <<e,t>,t>> 
 m. Pronouns   e 
 n. Pronominal Gender  <e,e> 
 o. Adverbs   <ε,t> 
 
(6) The Theory of Asserted Content 
 
 a. Key Scientific Question: 

What is the system by which our brains compute for every sentence S the asserted 
content of S? How does our theory model the way that asserted content is 
computed? 

 
 b. Answer Developed in Class: 

An ‘extensional semantics’ – which computes the extension of natural language 
expressions – can be used to compute the truth-conditions (asserted content) of a 
sentence.   

 
(7) The Theory of Presupposed Content 
 
 a. Key Scientific Question: 

What is the system by which our brains compute for every sentence S the 
presupposed content of S? How does our theory model the way that presupposed 
content is computed? 
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b. Answer Developed in Class: 
By placing additional constraints on the domains of certain expressions’ 
extensions, an extensional semantics is able to place limits on when a sentence 
containing those expressions will have a defined extension / truth-value. In this 
way, an extensional semantics can model the presuppositions of sentences. 

 
(8) The Theory of Implicatures 
 

a. Key Scientific Question: 
What is the system by which our brains compute for every sentence S the 
implicatures of S? How does our theory model the way that implicated content is 
computed? 

 
 b. Answer Developed in Class: 

The classic ‘Gricean’ theory of implicatures, which holds that they are default 
inferences deduced from (i) the truth-conditions of the sentence, and (ii) the 
assumption that the speaker of the sentence is following the Gricean 
Conversational Maxims. 

 
(9) Semantics for Quantificational DPs 
 

• We developed a semantics for quantificational determiners such as some, every and 
no, as well as the DPs which they head. Under this semantics, quantificational DPs 
are not of type e (unlike proper names, pronouns and definite DPs).   

 
• Rather, we saw that there is empirical evidence that these DPs must be of type <et,t > 

(Remember, they don’t have the ‘logical inferences’ of type e DPs.) 
 
(11) Semantic Theory in Language Processing and Child Language Acquisition 
 

• We learned about some of the ways in which psycholinguists have studied how the 
three types of informational content – presupposition, assertion, implicature – are 
computed ‘in real time’ as we’re hearing a sentence. 

 
• We learned about some of the ways in which ‘language acquisitionists’ have studied 

how children acquire knowledge of their language’s semantics. In particular, we’ve 
seen how kids understanding and usage of every and the matures over time.  

 
… and of course we’ve learned a lot of other things besides this, including: 
 

• The difference between ‘subsective’ and ‘intersective’ adjectives 
• How to use ‘identity functions’ to model ‘semantic vacuity’ 
• The semantics of clefts 
• The underlying semantic difference between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ determiners 
• How ‘variable assignments’ model the context-dependent meaning of pronouns   
• How to model adverbs as predicates of events, and the basics of ‘event semantics’ 


