
Ling 272: io h sics o  Language
[Is Language Uni ue to Humans?] 

Instructors: J. Uriagereka (juan@umd.edu); A. ishbein (a ishbein87@gmail.com), J. Locke (jelocke2@gmail.com)
Website: elms.umd.edu om anion book: Biolinguistic Investigations (Uriagereka, Routledge, 2018)

DESCRIPTION: A classical debate concerns hether natural (human) language is uni ue. While natural 
communication s stems are common, the s eci ic ro erties itnessed in human language have not 
been eas  to ind in other s ecies. This I series course de ates that uestion, di erent sides o  hich 
(extreme or s nthesi ing) are le t or students to take. The onl  recondition is that the matter be 
a roached scienti icall , starting ith notions rom the om utational Theor  o  ind. De ending on 
the majors students seek, insights rom linguistics, aleo anthro olog , cognitive s cholog , animal 
behavior, neuroscience, molecular biolog , bio h sics, etc., ma  be brought to bear on ho  an abstract 
s stematic behavior can arise ithin an animal brain, and hat that sa s about language and evolution.

PREREQUISITES: This is an interdisciplinary class, in hich artici ants nee  not e n e tensi e 
ac ground. At the same time, a ener  interest in so e of t e topics under discussion is ex ected. 
artici ants ought to bring their o n interests to a uestion that can be a roached rom man  angles, 

thus contributing to the ormation o  a e  di erent a init  grou s, in consultation ith the ro essor.

FORMAT: rior to the idterm, the ocus is on resenting language oundations, through est 
e t res fro  e erts on campus. These are accom anied b  reading assignments and involve 
re arator  resentations b  the instructors and subse uent grou  discussions. The class is to divide 

into affinity groups, to rs e t e to i  fro   i en perspective  s  s: i animal ehavior, ii  
paleoanthropology, iii comparative physiology, iv paleogenomics or others de ending on interest.

The idterm is an o en for  is ssion in t e ss chatroom, ith a osition  statement rom 
each grou  and individual reactions (limited to 200 collective ords and an extra 100 in rebuttals). 

A ter the idterm, a init  grou s are to visit identi ied grou s (labs, museums, the oo or a uarium) or 
an  other in ormation source reviousl  discussed ith the instructor, ith hands on  goals.

A init  grou s then collectively rite a report of their investigation ( ith context, results, and 
discussion as relevant). In addition, grou s are ex ected to come u  ith a proposal or an original 
ex eriment o  their o n, ithin the area o  ex ertise ursued in their visits and investigation.

Therea ter, the class ill engage in an anal sis in the s eci ic Wiki edia oundation ormat o  a 
iki edia to ic elate  to t e investigation t e cou se as u sue  The inal roject ill be the 

st ents  ritten ssi n ent on t e i i e i  to i  it  e its te  in t e ro ess. 

An individual, hand ritten, in class inal ill cover t e i i e i  to i  n the proposed e eri ent.

Course oals: tudents succeeding in the class should be able to:
x riticall  evaluate the human  animal cognitive behavior literature (on communication  thinking). 
x ain skills related to the anal sis  roduction o  ritten scienti ic studies.
x ormulate arguments related to central issues in the language sciences and science more generall .

Carillon Mission: arillon ommunities creates an ins iring and su ortive living and learning environment 
or irst ear students. arillon romotes academic success and innovative thought. In arillon, students 

consider their o n interests and kno ledge, and become more active agents in their o n education.

mailto:juan@umd.edu
mailto:heffner@umd.edu
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Grading and Assignments 

Grading is based on eight criteria (assignments turned in via ELMS and exams in class).

Assignment Proportion Description

Lecture Reflections 10% <1 paragraph written discussion o  guest lectures.

rou  Discussion % ontributions to  engagement in grou  to ic.

o en orum  in chatroom,  osition  
statement rom grou s  individual reactions. 

rou  ork on Wiki edia to ic. Results ma  be 
osted on Wiki edia a ter roo read b  instructor.

MIDTERM

Group Presentation & Lab Re ort 10% 

x eriment ro osal 15%       1 page (grou ) ex erimental proposal.

Wiki edia Work 1 %

Hand ritten, in class, inal asking about 
(a) experiment and (b) Wiki edia roject

2 %

15%

   FINA

Group power-point (5%)  & individuali ed re ort (5%) o  external visit.

ui es % ulti le choice uestions about lectures  readings.

Note on collective or : ach a init  grou  ill establish an in ormal (one or t o aragra h) grou  
contract  that ill be checked b  the instructors rior to establishing a collective grade.

Unjustified late assignments will be accepted by the next available class with a 50% penalty, and not 
thereafter. If a student believes to have a university-sanctioned exception to a late assignment polic , 
or ill miss a class or exam due to an excused absence, the  should make this known as soon as 
possible b  emailing the instructors, and roviding the a ro riate documentation as needed.

lease see the undergraduate catalogue for description of grades, and other policies and procedures: 
http://www.umd.edu/catalog/index.cfm/show/content.section/c/27/ss/1584/s/1534 

GENERAL GRADE RANGES (FROM - to +):   A: 85-100%,   B: 70-85%,   C: 55-70%,   D: 40-55%,   F: <40%

Communication a out This Course

tudents are responsible for keeping their email address up to date and must ensure that forwarding 
to another address functions properly. Failure to check email, forwarding errors, or returned email are 
the student's responsibility, and do not constitute an excuse for missing announcements or deadlines. 

Selected i io r  To e updated
rainard, .  T. itch, 201 . ditorial overvie : ommunication  Language,    e o io  28. 
ox, R.,  J. c lothlin  . onier, 201 . Hormones as mediators,  Integ   o  io  .
oster, .  . Ren re , 200 . ogeneti  et o s  t e e isto  o  ang age  ambridge.
allistel, R.  A. ing, 200 . e o  an  t e o utational B ain. Wilie lack ell.

Hauser, .; N. homsk   T. itch, 2002. The acult  o  language,  cience 2 8.
a ser, J. 201 . RNA hel s resurrect ancient DNA,  ien e 2.
c reart , .  A. rooks, 2000. The revolution that asn t,  o   vo tion .

Noble, D., . Jablonka, . Jo ner, . ller  . mholt, 201 . volution evolves,  o  sio  2. 
inker, .  R. Jackendo , 200 . The acult  o  language: What s s ecial about it?  ognition .
no do n, .2017.  Learning rom onke  Talk ,  cience 0.
un, R. 2018. The rigins o  ehavior,  In e ence, .

de Waal, . 2017 e e a t noug  to no  o  a t ni als e  W.W. Norton.
W nn, T. and . oolidge, 2011. Im lications o  Working emor  odel,  Int   vo  io .

http://www.umd.edu/catalog/index.cfm/show/content.section/c/27/ss/1584/s/1534
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E e te  Course Schedule
Topics may vary slightly depending
on students ma ors interests

Month Topic Assignments 

e tember  J. rit

What is
Language?

Syllabus 

Hauser et al. (2002) Pinker & Jackendoff (2005)
Intro to io ing isti  Investigations 

ctober

Animal 
ehavior

at is anguage
ui   Lecture 
re lection

November

MIDTERM

December

FINA

DI U I N, rainard  itch 201 , no don 2017, 
un 2018, ch. 8 o  Bioling  Investigations 

eneral Introduction

lass ra u   re aration or inal

Wiki Article Draft

RI NT R J T   DI U I N

DI U I N  WI I DIA R J T

Wiki Article

Instructor

aleo
anthro olog

aleo
genomics

om arative 
h siolog

. Leone
DI U I N, c reart   rooks 2000, 
W nn  oolidge 2008, ch. 7 o  Bioling  Investigations 

DI U I N, Noble et al. 201 , ox et al. 201 ,
ch.  o  io ing  Investigations 

DI U I N, orster  Ren re  200  Intro, 
aiser 201 , ch.  o  io ing  Investigations . Johnson

. Hodos

ni al Be avio  
ui   Lecture 
re lection

aleo ant o olog  
ui   Lecture 
re lection

o  siolog  
ui   Lecture 
re lection

aleo geno ics 
ui   Lecture 

re lection

resenter

LL TI  DI U I N  IDT R  ITI N

rotagonist Theme llabus Assignment

ntire class A INIT  R U  R ANI  R LI INAR  H TH ,
              WITH IN UT R  LA  A  R L ANT

raming 
Debate:
Is recursion 
else here?

A init  rou  
evise
osition  a ers

A init  
rou s

Delving
Dee er ith

ro essionals

WITH H L  R  IN TRU T R, A INIT  R U  
R ANI  I IT A U  R L AL LI RARI , LA , 
U U , AND TH R R L ANT IT

Detailed 
Note 
taking 
o  visits

A init  
rou s

Re orting
 indings 

A INIT  R U  R NT T  LA  R ULT    
    R  LL TI  UTIN  DITI N

W R
INT

ntire class
Wra ing u  

x erimental 
ro osal

Wiki eer Revie

x eriment
ro osal

Writeu

ntire class
Wra ing u  

x erimental 
ro osal

A init  
rou s

Wra ing u  
Wiki roject INAL DI U I N  WI I R J T

ntire class

[ ther names 
belo  used as 
exam les that 
ma  var ]
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 COURSE 

ull artici ation in the class is ex ected. tudents should contribute to course discussions, do 
assignments in a timely fashion, and participate in grou  activities.  tudents should read all assigned 
materials before the class in which they’re going to be discussed, enough to discuss them effectively in 
class.  issing class without being previously excused normall  leads to lose participation points in the 
course, or more generall  to miss crucial in ormation to succeed academicall .

Technology 
tudents are expected to bring a copy of materials being discussed every day.  Whether these are paper 

or electronic is up to students  discretion.  I  students choose to bring their own laptop in order to read 
the papers, it is obvious that it must not be used for other purposes (email, Facebook, etc.); doing so 
ma  entail losing the privilege to bring such technology into the classroom.  tudents must also avoid 
using cell phones or other hand held electronic devices during class, as this will harm the quality of the 
discussion.  If students need to use a recording device, the  must speak to the instructors first.

  Co rse Ev l tion 
tudent eedback about this course is ver  im ortant.  As this is a ne  class, instructors antici ate to 

give students a s to rovide eedback during the course itsel .   The most im ortant cam us ide 
evaluation is the online evaluation at the end o  the semester. To ards the end o  the semester, 

ourse valU  ill be o en to students to com lete their evaluations at .courseevalum.umd.edu.

        University Policy 
or details on universit  olicies (on students ith challenges or disabilities, academic dishonest , 

co right, religious observance and more), visit .ugst.umd.edu corserelatedpolicies.html 

mailto:dissup@umd.edu
http://www.shc.umd.edu/





