
Introduction to the study of language

LING 200—Fall 2014

Instructor: Dr. Lauren Clemens
Office: 1085 ave. Dr. Penfield, rm. 104
Office Hours: Mon & Fri 10:00-11:00

Time: Monday, Wednesday (and Friday until conferences begin) 14:35 – 15:25
Location: Rutherford Physics Building, rm. 112
Conferences: TBD

TAs: Yuliya Manyakina, Jiajia Su, and James Tanner
TA Offices: 1085 ave. Dr. Penfield, rms. 326 (Yuliya) and 204 (Jiajia and James)
TA Office Hours will start the week of September 15th.

Tue 11:00-12:00 (James); Wed 13:30-14:30 (Jiajia); Thu 11:30-12:30 (Yuliya)

1 Course description

This class will explore the nature of human language. We will look at examples from individ-
ual languages (e.g., English, French, Sundanese, Q’anjob’al, American Sign Language, and
African American English) in order to develop the position that all individual languages are
complex, rule-governed systems that embody a single innate human capacity for language.

In the first part of the course, we will focus on language from the perspective of the
individual. Questions we will consider include: what does it mean to “know” a language
and how do we come into this knowledge? In the second part of the course, we will broaden
our perspective to consider language in the context of social interactions. For example, how
do different social variables (e.g., class, gender, and race) influence language use? We will
end the course by looking at what happens when communities who speak different languages
interact. Topics in this unit include language generation, change, and death.

2 Course requirements

2.1 Readings

Required readings are located on the course website, and additional readings on topics of
particular interest to you are available upon request. There is no textbook for this course.
However, if you miss a lecture or find textbook reading conducive to your learning style, the
lecture material will largely overlap with the following introductory linguistics textbooks:

• An Introduction to Language (Fromkin et al. 2013)

• Linguistics: An Introduction to Language and Communication (Akmajian et al. 2010)



2.2 Lectures and conferences

If you miss a lecture or conference, it is your responsibility to make up what you missed.
Anything discussed in lectures or conferences may appear on your final exam.

2.3 Assignments

You should expect a homework assignment most weeks. Assignments must be submitted
electronically via the course site before noon on Mondays. Submissions are timestamped
and assignments submitted within 24 hours after their due date will be accepted for no more
than 50% of the available points. Assignments submitted later than 24 hours after their due
date will not be graded, except in the case of documented illness or other emergency. The
assignment with the lowest score will not be counted toward your final grade.

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course
have the right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.

Conformément à la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant
a le droit de soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté.

2.4 Final Exam

If you find that you have an academic or religious conflict with the final exam schedule you
may apply for special accommodation. Under certain circumstances you may also qualify
for a deferred or supplemental exam. It is your responsibility to determine whether or not
you qualify for special accommodation and to apply for it with the appropriate office (see
http://www.mcgill.ca/students/exams for more information).

3 Grading

Your final grade will be broken down as follows:
Assignments: 70%
Final Exam: 30%

The following grading scale will be applied to final grades:
A: 85–100%
A-: 80–84%
B+: 75–79%
B: 70–74%
B-: 65–69%
C+: 60–64%
C: 55–59%
D: 50–54%
F: 0–49%
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4 Educational Technology

4.1 Course site

Use the “myMcGill” Portal to access the course site through the “myCourses” menu. If
you have any trouble accessing the course site, please notify me immediately. Access to the
course site is a requirement of the course.

4.2 Email

In order to maximize consistency and efficiency, we will take a team approach to email.
Please email McGillLing200@gmail.com with questions concerning the content of the course.
Someone (either me or one of the TAs) will check this email everyday. If you contact
me or a TA individually, depending on the content of your email, it may be forwarded to
McGillLing200@gmail.com.

4.3 Electronic devices

I recognize that electronic devices can be useful classroom tools. As such, please feel free
to use laptops and tablets with an appropriate level of discretion. If, during lecture, I feel
that the use of an electronic device is distracting to you or anyone else, I will ask you to
put it away. The use of phones and other handheld devices is strictly prohibited. TAs may
also enforce this rule during conference. Non-compliance may lead to disciplinary action
pursuant to the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.

5 Academic Conduct

McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must understand the
meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offenses under the
Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity
for more information).

L’université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe
par conséquent à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l’on entend par tricherie, plagiat
et autres infractions académiques, ainsi que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de telles
actions, selon le Code de conduite de l’étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus
amples renseignements, veuillez consulter le site www.mcgill.ca/integrity).
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6 Schedule

Introduction: What is Language?

Weeks 1-2 Reading Due
Sept. 3 Introduction
Sept. 5 Sign languages
Sept. 8 Non-human “languages” Selections from HW 1
Sept. 10 Literacy Dr. Doolittle’s Delusion
Sept. 12 Writing systems (Anderson 2004)

Unit 1: Language and the Individual

Weeks 3-6 Reading Due
Sept. 15 Language and the brain Selections from HW 2
Sept. 17 Language and the brain The Language Instinct
Sept. 19 Conference (Pinker 2007)
Sept. 22 Linguistics as cognitive science Selections from HW 3
Sept. 24 Linguistics as cognitive science I-Language
Sept. 26 Conference (Isac and Reiss 2013)
Sept. 29 Child language acquisition “The Poverty of the Stimulus” HW 4
Oct. 1 Child language acquisition (Laurence and Margolis 2001)
Oct. 3 Conference
Oct. 6 Multilingualism “Cognitive Correlates of Bilingualism” HW 5
Oct. 8 Language disorders (Adesope et al. 2010)
Oct. 10 Conference

Unit 2: Language and Society

Weeks 7-10 Reading Due
Oct. 13 No Class “The great Eskimo Vocabulary hoax”
Oct. 15 Linguistic relativity Pullum (1989); “...Language and Spatial
Oct. 17 Conference Reasoning” (Li & Gleitman 2002)
Oct. 20 Social interactions Selections from HW 6
Oct. 22 Language vs. dialect Language Myths
Oct. 24 Conference (eds. Bauer & Trudgill 1999)
Oct. 27 Language and social class Selections from HW 7
Oct. 29 Langauge and ethnicity Sociolinguistics (Trudgill 2000)
Oct. 31 Conference
Nov. 3 Language and gender “Sociophonetics...” (Podesva et al. 2014); HW 8
Nov. 5 Language and nationality “Language and Gender in Education...”
Nov. 7 Conference (Menard-Warwick et al. 2014)
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Unit 3: Language Contact

Weeks 11-14 Reading Due
Nov. 10 Languages of Canada “Language Death...” (Wolfram 2001);
Nov. 12 Language extinction “Group vitality and French-English
Nov. 14 Conference relations in Quebec” (Bourhis 2012)
Nov. 17 Pidgins and creoles Selections from HW 9
Nov. 19 Sound change Pidgins and Creoles
Nov. 21 Conference (eds. Arends et al. 1994)
Nov. 24 Reconstruction “Contact as a source of language change” HW 10
Nov. 26 History of English (Thomason 2003); “The comparative
Nov. 28 Conference method” (Rankin 2003)
Dec. 1 History of English HW 11
Dec. 3 Review
Dec. 4 Review
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