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A central problem in natural language processing is resolving sentence structure am-
biguities, and this has been approached in recent years by learning probabilistic models
from hand-parsed sentences. This paper discusses a particular approach of this sort, which
builds on two central linguistic notions: a phrasal head is a locus of constraining infor-
mation, and that around the head is an "island of certainty” — verb arguments, adjectival
modifiers, and the like. A parsing model that works outwards from heads has several ad-
vantages: the model is immune to some fairly arbitrary aspects of tree geometry, it can
easily capture important length and distance-based effects, and the model can more cleanly

capture the intuitions of dependency-based approaches to grammar.



