
LING 483/683 Special Topics: Linguistics for Indigenous Language Study
McGill University
Winter 2024

Monday &Wednesday, 14:35−15:55 EST (UTC −5)
1085 Penfield, room 117

Instructor: James A. Crippen Jessica Coon
Office: 1085 Penfield, room 121 1085 Penfield, room 221
Office Hours: TBA TBA
Email: james.crippen@mcgill.ca jessica.coon@mcgill.ca

Content and objectives of this course

This course reviews basic concepts in the field of linguistics from the perspective of In-
digenous languages of North America, primarily for students with knowledge of an In-
digenous language. Drawing on the rich grammatical properties of Indigenous languages,
the course focuses on topics in the study of sounds and the sound systems (phonetics and
phonology), word formation (morphology), sentence structure and meaning (syntax and
semantics), as well as language in use (discourse and pragmatics). The course includes
discussion of applications of these topics in the context of language description, docu-
mentation, and language pedagogy. Students will investigate and report on patterns and
phenomena that are documented in a particular Indigenous language, culminating in a
final presentation and project that summarize their research over the term.

Course requirements and evaluation

The work for this course includes of a mix of reading, writing, discussion, and research
in published literature about Indigenous languages of North America.

1. Short assignments on a particular language
2. Participation in class and online
3. A final paper on a topic in the chosen language
4. An oral presentation in class about the final paper

The final grade will be calculated according to the following percentages:

Ling 483 Ling 683

Short assignments 55% 35%
Participation in class and online 15% 15%
Final paper and presentation 30% 50%

Research language: Each student will work in a small group (2 or 3 students) on a par-
ticular Indigenous language or language family. Students with intermediate or advanced
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fluency in a particular Indigenous language will guide the selection of languages. Stu-
dents who do not have an existing commitment to a particular language will either (i)
be grouped with those who do or (ii) will select some other language based on the avail-
ability of grammars and other documentation. Students are expected to collaborate on
reading and analyzing materials about the language but must submit independent work
for assignments and the final paper.

Short assignments and late policy: Over the course of the semester, you will have
5 assignments to turn in, roughly every other week. These assignments are due on My-
Courses in PDF format at 11:59pm on Thursday of the week it is listed as due on the
timeline below. You have one free late-pass which you may use to turn in one of your
assignments 24 hours late. In order to use your late pass, you must let both instructors
know you are using it before the original deadline. Once this pass has been used, late
work cannot be accepted for grades without a documented medical note.

Participation in class: This is a seminar class so participation is an essential component
of the course. Students are expected to have completed the readings and to be prepared
to contribute to the discussion of them in class. Total understanding of the readings is
not necessary, and contributing to the discussion does not mean being ‘right’ or ‘wrong’.
Instead, contributing to the discussion is about joining the conversation in a meaningful
way. One effective way to contribute is to ask informed questions about the material, and
another is to suggest connections between the material and related topics in the course.

Participation online: Except for the first week, each student must post a question or
comment about one of the assigned readings to the myCourses Discussion site by 5
pm on Sundays and Tuesdays. Discussion posts may take the form of a question or
comment either focusing on the reading itself, or relating the reading to other relevant
material (e.g. other literature in class, discussion or literature elsewhere). Clarification
questions are welcome but they should involve some discussion and not merely consist
of “What does x mean?”. Reading questions are meant to facilitate in-class discussion of
the readings; because of this, late questions will not be accepted.

Final projects and presentation: Students will need to complete a project on a topic in
the grammar of an Indigenous language (or family) of their choosing in consultation with
the instructors. Research will be done collaboratively in small groups, but assignments
and final projects must be independent. Final projects are due April 24th and will be
discussed in detail in class. Before completing the project, students will give a short pre-
sentation on their chosen topic during the last week of class. Details of the presentation
will be discussed in class.

Class policies and university regulations

Academic integrity: McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all stu-
dents must understand the meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other
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academic offences under the code of student conduct and disciplinary procedures; see
www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information.

If you are considering working on related topics for final papers in different courses,
it is very important that you discuss this with all instructors involved beforehand in order
to get approval. Failure to do so could be interpreted as plagiarism.

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.

People and land acknowledgement: McGill University is on land which has long
served as a site of meeting and exchange amongst indigenous peoples, including the Hau-
denosaunee and Anishinabeg nations. We acknowledge and thank the diverse indigenous
people whose footsteps have marked this territory on which peoples of the world now
gather.

Readings

All readings are either available online or on myCourses as PDFs. There are no textbooks
or course packets to purchase for this course.

• Aissen, Judith. 2023. Documenting topic and focus. In Five key topics in language
documentation and description, Peter Jenks & Michael Lev (eds.), pp. 11–58. Honolulu: Univ. of
Hawaiʻi Press. hdl 10125/75032.

• Berge, Anna. 2023. Information structure. In DMR ch. 13 pp. 305-322.
• Bird, Sonya; Claxton, Rae Anne; & Nolan, Tess. 2023. Acoustic phonetics. In DMR ch. 1 pp.

3–38.
• Bliss, Heather; Bird, Sonya; & Gick, Bryan. 2023. Articulatory phonetics. In DMR ch. 2 pp.

39–62.
• Buckley, Eugene. 2020. Stress, tone, and pitch accent. In SBC ch. 3 pp. 68–90.
• Chen, Sihwei & Matthewson, Lisa. 2023. A sense of time and world. In DMR ch. 25 pp.

577–598.
• Compton, Richard. 2020. Agreement and related phenomena in North American languages. In

SBC ch. 7 pp. 167–192.
• Uchihara, Hiroto. 2023. Tone. In DMR ch. 3 pp. 63–88.

DMR: Dagostino, Carmen; Mithun, Marianne; & Rice, Keren. 2023. The languages and linguistics of
Indigenous North America: A comprehensive guide, volume 1. (The world of linguistics vol. 13
no. 1). Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton.

• Fitzgerald, Colleen M. & Gordon, Matthew K. 2023. Segmental phonology. In DMR ch. 4 pp.
89–108.

• Gillon, Carrie. 2020. The expanded NP: Number, possessors, gender, animacy, and classifiers.
In SBC ch. 5 pp. 114–148.

• Haspelmath, Martin. 2018. The last word on polysynthesis: A review article. Linguistic
Typology 22(2): 307–326. doi 10.1515/lingty-2018-0011.

• Haspelmath, Martin. 2022. Valency and voice constructions. Unpublished manuscript.
lingbuzz 005941.
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• Hieber, Daniel W. 2023. Word classes. In DMR ch. 9 pp. 205–244.
• Hockett, Charles F. 1960. The origin of speech. Scientific American 203(3): 88–97. jstor

24940617.
• Huijsmans, Marianne & Murray, Sarah E. Evidentials and modals. In SBC ch. 13, pp. 290–309.
• Krifka, Manfred. 2008. Basic notions of information structure. Acta Linguistica Hungarica

55(3/4): 243–276. doi 10.1556/ALing.55.2008.3-4.2.
• Lovick, Olga. 2023. Questions and requests in North American languages. In DMR ch. 12 pp.

283–304.
• Martin, Laura. 1986. “Eskimo words for snow”: A case study in the genesis and decay of an

anthropological example. American Anthropologist 88(2): 418–423. doi
10.1525/aa.1986.88.2.02a00080.

M: Mithun, Marianne. 1999. The languages of Native North America. (Cambridge language
surveys.) Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ. Press.

P: Payne, Thomas. 1997. Describing morphosyntax: A guide for field linguists. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge Univ. Press.

• Pullum, Geoffrey K. 1989. Topic … comment: The great Eskimo vocabulary hoax. Natural
Language & Linguistic Theory 7(2): 275–281. doi 10.1007/BF00138079.

SM: Silver, Shirley & Wick R. Miller. 1997. American Indian languages: Cultural and social contexts.
Tucson: Univ. of Arizona Press.

SBC: Siddiqi, Daniel; Barrie, Michael; Gillon, Carrie; Haugen, Jason; & Mathieu, Éric. 2020. The
Routledge handbook of North American languages. (Routledge handbooks in linguistics.) New
York: Routledge.

• Zúñiga, Fernando. 2023. What is a word? In DMR ch. 8 pp. 183–204.

(continued on next page)
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Schedule

Wk. Dates Topic Readings Assignments

1 08 Jan Introduction and Hockett 1960; SM 3–13, 269–299; (1 posted)
10 Jan language ideology M 1–12, 297–301; P ch. 1

2 15 Jan Phonetics and Bliss, Bird, & Gick 2023; M 15–33;
17 Jan phonology P ch. 2; Fitzgerald & Gordon 2023; 1: language

Uchihara 2023; !Buckley 2020

3 22 Jan Roots, stems, and P ch. 3; Zúñiga 2023; Hieber 2023 (2 posted)
24 Jan categories !Haspelmath 2018; !M 37–56

4 29 Jan Deixis, speech acts, TBD
31 Jan participants, person ?Diessel 2012 2: phonology, typology

5 05 Feb Predication and P ch. 6; Mithun 2023 (3 posted)
07 Feb argument structure ?M 187–193

6 12 Feb Alignment and P ch. 7; Compton 2020;
14 Feb obviation

7 19 Feb Nouns, gender, anim- SM 32–34; M 95–117; P ch. 5;
21 Feb acy, and classification Gillon 2020 3: morphosyntax

8 26 Feb Voice and valency P ch. 8; Haspelmath 2022 (4 posted)
28 Feb alternations

04– · · · · · · · · · · Reading break · · · · · · · · · ·
08 Mar

9 11 Mar Tense and P 9.3; SM 41, 34–38; M 152–186;
13 Mar aspect Chen & Matthewson 2023 4: project proposal

10 18 Mar Eventualities and TBD (5 posted)
20 Mar eventuality classes

11 25 Mar Word order, info. P ch. 4; Aissen 2023; Krifka 2008;
27 Mar struct., questions Berge 2023; Lovick 2023 5: peer feedback

12 01 Apr — no class —
03 Apr Clauses & embedding P ch. 10; P ch. 11

13 08 Apr Modality and P 9.6; Huijsmans & Murray 2020
☀ evidentiality

10 Apr presentations — no readings —
11 Apr presentations — no readings —

15– · · · · · · · · · · · Exam period · · · · · · · · · · ·
30 Apr final paper due 24 Apr

Abbreviations: M = Mithun 1999; P = Payne 1997; SM = Silver & Miller 1997

Reading requirements: no symbol = required; ? = possibly, may change; ! = optional
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