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Objective

- How do we design courses in the “basic” subfields of linguistics (phonology, 
morphology, syntax, and semantics) that meet the needs of three diverse 
subgroups of students?

- Non-majors for whom this will be their sole (or last) course in linguistics
- Guiding question: What do educated laypersons need to know about the scientific study 

of the human language faculty?

- Majors who aspire to attend graduate school in linguistics or an allied field
- Guiding question: How can course assessment provide PhD-aspirant students with the 

scaffolding necessary to do independent research?

- Majors who career aspirations lie outside graduate school
- Guiding question: How can a more ecumenical selection of readings give PhD-nonaspirant 

students a fuller (i.e., less formal and theoretical, more interdisciplinary) picture of the 
field?



Meeting diverse student needs

- Students transition between these three groups (non-major, PhD-aspirant major, and 
PhD-nonaspirant major) over the course of their undergraduate career--even over the 
course of a single term

- Out of our hands: Some discover that linguistics isn’t their thing (which is okay [really! {unless 

it’s because they had an instructor who took all the fun out of it}])

- In our hands: Some students, particularly first-generation, international, and 
racially-minoritized students, are structurally (but not always individually) underexposed to 
the hidden curriculum (Meighan 1981) that would prepare to them to apply to and succeed 
in graduate programs

- Also in our hands: Some students in basic courses that privilege discipline-internal problem 
sets have a hard time seeing how linguistics fits into other fields or non-academic pursuits



Two course design principles

- A research awareness requirement that asks students to grapple with 
current work on language science, at a level of engagement that most suits 
their own level of interest
- Low engagement: Students can attend a talk in the department (and write a summary of 

what they learned)
- Mid engagement: Students can participate as a subject in a linguistics-related study
- High engagement: Students can submit an abstract to an undergraduate conference

- A syllabus diversification philosophy that prioritizes textual variety in two 
dimensions

- Type: Foundational primary sources, journal articles, unpublished manuscripts
- Content: Discipline-internal texts, historical/sociolinguistic/experimental perspectives on 

the particular subfield, discipline-external texts (e.g., psychology, education, sociology)



Hidden curriculum socialization

- Undergraduates may not know where to find talks, that they are welcome at 
talks, that attending talks can be a great way to make friends and professional 
connections, that they can ask to be put on departmental mailing lists, etc.

- Instructors should regularly get into the habit of forwarding talk invitations to their students 
(this is also a good way of keeping students aware of summer/research/fellowship opportunities)

- Undergraduates may not know where to find conferences, that they are 
qualified to submit, what an abstract is or how to write and format one, etc.

- Instructors should set aside time to demystify the conference submission process, including 
helping students develop a topic, editing the abstract, and seeking university-internal travel 
funding if the abstract is accepted

- Nothing about conference submission is obvious, especially to first-generation and international 
students! Encouraging research awareness requires a significant mentorship commitment



Sample research awareness policy



The research awareness requirement in action

- 11 students: 4 students attended talks, 7 submitted abstracts (of whom 5 
were first-generation, international, and/or racially minoritized)
- This was the first time doing something like this for all 7 of them

- 4 abstracts were accepted to the 14th Annual Cornell Undergraduate 
Linguistics Colloquium

- A. Whitney: Animacy, authority, and outsiders: The history of an academic understanding of 
Algonquian gender

- D. Jacobs: Regularization of suppletive comparatives and superlatives
- C. Gu: Dative-allative-locative case syncretism in Tibetan
- H. Li: New cartographic evidence for clause-medial position of low sentence-final aspect 

particles in Mandarin Chinese



Syllabus diversification of type: Examples from an undergraduate 
introduction to morphology

- Foundational texts (the densest of these could be given as excerpts or optional readings)
- Sapir, Edward. 1921. Language: An Introduction to the Study of Speech. New York: Harcourt, Brace, & Company. Chapter 

6.
- Harris, Zellig. 1942. Morpheme alternants in linguistic analysis. Language 18(3):169–180.

- Journal articles showcasing ongoing debates in theoretical morphology
- Caha, Pavel. 2017. How (not) to derive a *ABA: The case of Blansitt’s generalisation. Glossa: A Journal of General 

Linguistics 2(1):1–32.
- Baerman, Matthew. 2004. Directionality & (un)natural classes in syncretism. Language 80(4):807–827.

- Unpublished manuscripts to show cutting-edge research in the field
- Konnelly, Lex & Elizabeth Cowper. 2020. Gender diversity & morphosyntax: An account of singular they. Ms. [NB: This 

has since been published!]

These texts vary in their level of “acceptedness” by the field: the idea is to help students see 
linguistic research at multiple levels of “acceptedness,” in order to help scaffold their own roles 
as budding researchers.



Syllabus diversification of content: Examples from an undergraduate 
introduction to morphology

- Discipline-internal diversification: Historical, experimental, and cross-modal perspectives 
(i.e., texts students might not see in a traditional morphology class)

- Emmorey, Karen & David Corina. 1990. Lexical recognition in sign language: Effects of phonetic structure and 
morphology. Perceptual & Motor Skills 71(3):1227–1252.

- Givón, Talmy. 1971. Historical syntax & synchronic morphology: An archaeologist’s field trip. In Proceedings of the 7th 
Annual Meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Society, eds. Douglas Adams, et al., 394–415.

- Kemps, Rachèl J. J. K., et al. 2005. Prosodic cues for morphological complexity: The case of Dutch plural nouns. 
Memory & Cognition 33(3):430–446. [An experimental paper.]

- Discipline-external diversification: Sociological and psychological perspectives (i.e., texts 
to help students contextualize linguistic inquiry with respect to allied fields and human 
knowledge writ large)

- Healy, Kieran. 2017. Fuck nuance. Sociological Theory 35(2):118–127.
- Henrich, Joseph, et al. 2010. The weirdest people in the world? Behavioral & Brain Sciences 33(2–3):61–135.

Assembling this type of syllabus will also give the instructor a very broad perspective about what 
is important about their field (or: what has unjustly not been seen as important!).



Do students feel prepared to do research after this course?

At least one did!



Thank you for reading!

- My apologies for an extremely text-heavy presentation: this was designed 
with the knowledge that participants will not be able to attend a physical 
talk

- A sample syllabus that puts these course design principles into action 
should be accessible to you on the POSTER website (if not, please feel free 
to e-mail me)

- I am extremely interested in seeing the syllabus diversification principle 
applied to other subfields!


