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Foundations of Linguistics
• LING-201, offered every semester, no prereqs

• required for major and minor in linguistics, 
prereq for many upper-level linguistics classes

• concentrate on ‘six subfields,’ using 
Language Files or Contemporary Linguistics
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Who takes Foundations of Linguistics?
• 50-60 students/semester

• ≤50% are thinking about major or minor in linguistics

• ≤20% take it to fulfill GER in History, Society and Culture 

• The rest take it out of curiosity, because it fits in their schedule, etc… 

• Many will never take another linguistics class.



4

traditional nuts and bolts 
• IPA, allophonic analysis, 

morphological analysis, 
syntax trees, terms, etc...

bigger-picture stuff
• understanding what kind 

of discipline linguistics is
• enhancing students’ general 

educational experience

+

What do we want our various students 
to take away from this class?



Evidence QEP at Emory
• Since 2015, Emory offers summer training workshops 

for faculty who want to design an evidence-focused course

• Topics vary; evidence is ‘foregrounded’ in assignments, discussions, etc.
(similar to writing-focused courses) 

• Originally for first-year seminars, but applies across courses – even large intro courses

http://evidence.emory.edu/index.html

http://evidence.emory.edu/index.html


Recognizing the scientific method across disciplines

• every few weeks (after a unit test), 
~20 minutes of class discussion 
focusing on a question that I provide An ungraded, optional question 

on Homework 4. Most answered 
it, some very thoughtfully.



Questioning underlying assumptions

Morphology unit starts 
with a broader discussion 
of ‘What is a word?’ 
instead of going straight 
into the detailed analysis.



Getting students 
in the habit of 
supporting claims 
with examples

Making generalizations with limited evidence



Making the most plausible generalizations

In Turkish, the plural suffix is sometimes pronounced -ler and 
sometimes pronounced -lar. All of the following statements are 
factually correct, but one is preferable to the others. Why?

a) -ler is used when the preceding vowel is e, i, y or ø, and 
-lar is used when the preceding vowel is a, i, o or u. 

b) -ler is used when the preceding vowel is front and 
-lar is used when the preceding vowel is back. 

c) -ler is used when the preceding vowel is high or mid, 
front, and unrounded or rounded, and -lar is used when 
the preceding vowel is high or mid, back and rounded or 
high or low, back and unrounded. 

• More detail isn’t necessarily better. This exercise reminds students that 
we’re ultimately interested in what’s going on in speakers’ minds. 

This wording makes it 
clear that a statement can 
be ‘technically correct’ 
without being very good.



Recognizing that linguistic knowledge isn’t directly accessible

Suppose a team of linguists is trying to figure out if ‘Language M’ is a 
tone language or not. 

o Larry asks a speaker: ‘Does your language have tones?’ The speaker 
says, ‘Yes.’ Larry concludes that Language M is a tone language.

o Jim asks a speaker, ‘Can you think of a pair of words that mean 
different things and are pronounced exactly the same except for the 
pitch?’ The speaker says, ‘No, I can’t.’ Jim concludes that Language 
M is not a tone language. 

o Sally conducts an elicitation session. She asks the speaker ‘How do 
you say water?’ The speaker says /si/ with rising pitch. Then she 
asks, ‘How do you say sister?’ The speaker says /si/ with falling
pitch. Sally concludes that Language M is a tone language. 

Sally’s approach is better than Jim’s, which is in turn better than 
Larry’s. But there are flaws in all three linguists’ methods and/or 
reasoning. Identify as many problems as you can with each.

The scenarios are meant to 
be a bit silly. In considering 
them, students are forced 
to think about how we can 
tap into our linguistic 
knowledge, articulating 
standards for evidence. 

Students consider 
hypothetical research 
scenarios and ask:
‘Why wouldn’t this 
count as sufficient 
evidence?’



Linking evidence to a claim
• Sometimes students make a claim, present evidence, but neglect to explain how 

the evidence is supposed to support the claim. Here I provide both claim and 
evidence, so students can focus on articulating the connection between them. 

Suppose you’re trying to figure out what kinds of syllables
Swahili allows. Each of these documents could be used to 
support the following claim: 

Claim: Swahili does not allow closed syllables. 

• Explain how Document A supports this claim. State 
precisely how the logic behind the argument would work. 

• Explain how Document B supports this claim. State 
precisely how the logic behind the argument would work. 

Document B

Document A



Thanks! 

These slides are on my website (www.marjoriepak.com), 
and you can email me (mgpak@emory.edu) with any questions. 

http://www.marjoriepak.com/
mailto:mgpak@emory.edu
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