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The task of a syntactician is to determine by which rules sentences are generated and what 
kind of constraints apply to these rules. In doing so, the goal is to construct a model of 
grammar. To discover what kind of rules and constraints there are, a syntactician has to find 
out what is possible and impossible in a language. Many linguists do this by employing the so-
called “arm-chair” method, where the linguist him/herself judges which sentences are 
grammatical and ungrammatical and subsequently bases his or her theory on these 
judgments. This way of researching has been criticized for various reasons.  For one, this 
method appears to be subjective and disregards the kind of controlled protocols standard in 
the rest of the empirical cognitive sciences (such as psychology). On the other hand, the 
linguist, as a native speaker and linguistic expert, could be considered to be the only (or most 
suitable) candidate to judge what does and does not work in a particular language.  

The workshop will take place in two sessions of approximately 2 hours. Part I of the 
workshop will give a general introduction and overview of the current debate between 
proponents of the experimental vs. the traditional method. Part II of the workshop will be of 
a more practical nature - you will learn how to construct simple acceptability judgement tasks, 
adhering to the minimal standards that experimental linguists propose. After the workshop, I 
will be available for individual consultation of students that are interested in running 
acceptability judgement tasks for their own research (e.g. for a term paper or thesis).  The 
workshop is intended for MA-students interested in syntactic and psycholinguistic research. 
Some basic knowledge of (generative) syntax is a useful, though not necessary prerequisite.   
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