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Office hours: W 12:00pm–1:00pm

Teaching Assistant
Massimo Lipari
massimo.lipari@mail.mcgill.ca

1 Course content

Overview

This course is a hands-on introduction to the strategies that natural languages use to convey mean-
ing. Requiring no previous background in linguistics, the course surveys fundamental properties
of word and sentence meaning and their interdependence with context. It provides an overview of
the grammatical mechanisms that languages employ to construct the literal meanings of sentences
from word meanings, explores how meanings are anchored to real life situations, and analyzes how
meanings are routinely enriched in context by language users to convey more than what is literally
expressed.

Goals

You should expect to learn about: (i) what sorts of questions linguists ask about language, and about
meaning, in particular; (ii) what sorts of answers linguists have given to questions about meaning-
related phenomena; (iii) some of the concepts and tools that linguists often reference or use in their
answers to questions about meaning; (iv) how evidence-based argumentation can adjudicate be-
tween competing answers to questions about meaning in language.

Strategy

In this course, you will learn primarily by doing and practicing, as opposed to reading or memoriz-
ing. Problem sets in homework assignments will invite you to think about content covered during
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class and presented in class handouts. Assignments will often force you to go beyond what was pre-
sented in class. You can be asked to explore consequences of what was presented in class, to assess
competing hypotheses, or to explore new empirical domains. In those cases, you will be forced to
go beyond what is most likely your comfort zone. This is an effective way to introduce you to the
working methodology of contemporary linguists.

Topics

The topics covered in this semester’s edition of the course (subject to possible revision) are listed in
the course schedule (p. 5).

2 Materials

Lecture notes

We will follow closely Meaning in Language, a set of lecture notes developed throughout the years
for this course by Bernhard Schwarz and Luis Alonso-Ovalle, two semanticists at McGill. The lecture
notes will be made available online, through myCourses, as the course progresses, usually after in-
class discussion of the issues discussed in them.

Course materials and copyright

Instructor generated course materials (e.g., lecture notes, handouts, notes, summaries, exam ques-
tions, etc.) are protected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium
without explicit permission of the instructor. Note that infringements of copyright can be subject to
follow up by the University under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.

3 Assessment

Three homework assignments: 40% (13.33% each)
In-class midterm: 20%
Cumulative final exam: 40%

Homework assignments

There will be three homework assignments (see the schedule on p. 5). These will be made available
on myCourses. While each assignment will have equal weight in the final grade, assignments may
vary to some extent in terms of length and difficulty.

Each student can hand in one assignment up to three workdays late (we recommend not using this
option unless absolutely necessary). To do so, you must indicate in writing on the assignment that
you are using your single-use late pass. Otherwise, no late assignments will be accepted unless
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there is a documented medical excuse and the TA has been notified within 24 hours of when the
assignment was due. Any problem with grading on an assignment or exam must be reported within
one week of when the assignment or exam was returned.

Collaboration

Assignments may be discussed in groups. However, a group may contain a maximum of three stu-
dents. Also, each student must turn in a separate assignment written up individually and indepen-
dently. If you worked in a group, you must provide the names of the students who you worked with
on the first page of your assignment.

4 Communicating

Communication method

E-mail is the preferred method of communication with the instructor and the TA. You can expect the
instructor and TA to respond to your e-mail questions and comments. However, please do not expect
instant responses. We will try to respond within four workdays (though we will be more vigilant
closer to assignment due dates).

Office hours

The instructor will be available during his office hours. These can be held virtually over Zoom if
scheduled beforehand via email. Appointments with the instructor outside office hours should be
booked by email. The TA will hold office hours (three one-hour sessions) at the end of the semester,
in preparation for the final (time and place TBD).

5 Other course rules

Final exam

According to Senate regulations, instructors are not permitted to make special arrangements for final
exams. Please consult the Calendar, section 3.7, General University Information and Regulations.
(See http://www.mcgill.ca/students/exams/regulations for more information on final and deferred
exams.)

Academic integrity

McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the meaning
and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the code of student
conduct and disciplinary procedures (see http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information).
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L’université McGill attache une haute importance à l’honnêteté académique. Il incombe par con-
séquent à tous les étudiants de comprendre ce que l’on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres infrac-
tions 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 http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity).

Right to submit in French

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.

Extraordinary circumstances

In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or eval-
uation scheme in this course is subject to change.

6 Getting additional help

Tutors

If you need more individual attention than the instructor or TA are able to provide, we encourage
you to contact either the Student Tutorial Service (https://www.mcgill.ca/tutoring/) or SLUM (the
Society of Linguistics Undergraduates at McGill; slum.linguistics@mail.mcgill.ca). It is understood
that tutors help with the content of the course but do not help directly with assignments. Make sure
that your tutor is knowledgable about the course content, which can change from term to term.

Inclusiveness

Instructors endeavor to provide an inclusive learning environment. However, if you experience bar-
riers to learning in this course, do not hesitate to discuss them with us and the Office for Students
with Disabilities ((514) 398-6009).
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7 Schedule (subject to revisions)

WEEK 1
M Jan 8 I. The science of language (ch. 1)
W Jan 10
WEEK 2
M Jan 15
W Jan 17
WEEK 3
M Jan 22 Assignment #1 available
W Jan 24 II. Knowledge of meaning (ch. 2)
WEEK 4
M Jan 29 Assignment #1 due
W Jan 31
WEEK 5
M Feb 5
W Feb 7 III. Meaning composition: the case of adjectives (ch. 3) Assignment #2 available
WEEK 6
M Feb 12
W Feb 14 Assignment #2 due
WEEK 7
M Feb 19
W Feb 21 IV. Part-structure in meaning
WEEK 8
M Feb 26
W Feb 28 IN-CLASS MIDTERM

READING BREAK: March 4–8

WEEK 9
M Mar 11 V. Contextual meaning: presuppositions (ch. 8)
W Mar 13
WEEK 10
M Mar 18
W Mar 20
WEEK 11
M Mar 25 VI. Contextual meaning: implicatures (ch. 9)
W Mar 27 Assignment #3 available
WEEK 12 (no class Monday April 1: Easter weekend)
W Apr 3
WEEK 13
M Apr 8
W Apr 10 VII. Review Assignment #3 due
Th Apr 11

FINAL EXAM: TBA (Final exam period: April 15–30, 2024 inclusive)
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