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Semester 2, 2021-2 

 

1. Course aims and objectives 
 
This course focuses on variation and universals in the grammars of the world’s languages, 
particularly in the areas of morphosyntax and phonology, on the importance of universals 
and variation for linguistic analysis and theory, and on the responses of linguistic theory to 
these challenges. The course aims to develop students’ awareness of the diversity of 
linguistic phenomena and restrictions on this diversity, skills in analysing a diverse range of 
data, and theoretical understanding of the sources of linguistic variation and different 
approaches to explaining its range and limits. 
 
The course gives an introduction to the study of linguistic typology and the issue of linguistic 
universals. It addresses issues of theory construction more broadly and in linguistics 
specifically, methods in the study of typological variation, and approaches to explanation. In 
particular, the course considers the tension between ‘grammar-internal’ and ‘grammar-
external’ explanations in linguistic theory, with reference to questions of innateness, 
emergence of linguistic structure, domain-specificity of linguistic knowledge, and the roles 
of psycholinguistic factors, developmental data, and diachronic/historical explanations for 
patterns of linguistic diversity. 
 
In addition to these overarching questions, the course also equips students with knowledge 
and skills related to the description and theoretical analysis of specific phenomena in a 
diverse range of languages, including patterns of word order, syntactic relations, 
phonological alternations, and language development.  
 
The teaching on this course is organized into five thematic groups: 
 

1. Implications of universals and variation, pt.1. This material introduces some central 
issues relating to our understanding of the extent of and limits on cross-linguistic 
grammatical variation. We will explore trends in linguists’ responses to observations 
about cross-linguistic variation, often from very different points of view, and 
consider the nature and history of linguistic theory as it has been developed to 
explain, or at least cope with, what is possible in terms of cross-linguistic variation. 
We will particularly focus on the tensions between grammar-internal and grammar-
external explanations of linguistic patterns.  

2. Linguistic diversity. This material introduces several issues in the analysis of 
understudied languages, including an introduction to field methods and the 
linguistics of sign languages. 



   
 

   
 

3. Morphosyntax. This material presents case studies of cross-linguistic syntactic 
variation, and explores how the syntactic theory that you have already developed in 
earlier courses can be modified to account for this variation. At the same time, we 
will explore structural similarities between grammars of apparently very different 
languages, and ways of accounting for those similarities. You will become familiar 
with a wider range of linguistic phenomena, and develop your understanding of the 
theoretical tools for explaining them.  

4. Phonology. This material explores universals and variation at the level of phonology. 
You will have the opportunity to develop your skills in phonological analysis by 
applying them to data from a variety of languages. We will also consider the range of 
cross-linguistic variation in selected phonological domains (such as inventory 
structure, syllabification, and the phonology of stress and tone) and the relationship 
between theory and data in phonological analysis. This block will include material on 
morphophonology, considering the relationships between morphology, phonology, 
and the lexicon as a step towards an integrated theory of grammar. 

5. Implications of universals and variation, pt.2. Finally, we return to the themes with 
which we opened the course, and consider the balance between grammar-internal 
and grammar-external explanations in accounting for the grammatical universals and 
variation which we have uncovered. 

2. Prerequisites 
 
Students are expected to have a good background in structural linguistics before beginning 
the course. For Edinburgh students, this usually means that you must have passed both 
Linguistics and English Language 1A and Linguistics and English Language 1B, and are 
expected to have passed LEL2A: Linguistic Theory and the Structure of English. Visiting 
students should usually have at least one introductory level Language Science course at 
grade B or above (or be predicted to obtain this). Relevant courses are those which teach 
structural linguistics as an academic discipline. Courses that focus on description of aspects 
of a given language as part of a degree in English or another language will often not provide 
students with an adequate background. If you are in any doubt as to whether you have the 
required background for this course, please consult the Course Organizer. 

3. Learning outcomes 
 
On completion of this course, the student will be able to:  

1. Demonstrate their knowledge of some important ways in which the phonological 
and syntactic systems of different languages differ from each other, the extent to 
which these differences are restricted, and understanding of how these different 
systems have been analysed within current linguistic theory.  

2. Analyse data from unfamiliar languages using the theoretical tools presented.  
3. Explain how cross-linguistic data can be used to test theories. 
4. Discuss the factors influencing the nature of cross-linguistic variation and its limits, 

such as the architecture of the language faculty, general cognitive factors, and the 
nature of language acquisition. 



   
 

   
 

5. Demonstrate an understanding of the role of cross-linguistic variation in major 
developments in linguistic theory, and of the major issues and controversies 
concerning the limits of linguistic variation.  

4. Key staff 
 
The following members of academic staff are involved in the delivery of the course: 
 

• Rob Truswell (rob.truswell@ed.ac.uk, Course Organizer) 
• Laura Arnold (laura.arnold@ed.ac.uk) 
• Jennifer Culbertson (jennifer.culbertson@ed.ac.uk)  
• Itamar Kastner (itamar.kastner@ed.ac.uk)  
• Benjamin Molineaux (benjamin.molineaux@ed.ac.uk)  
• Matthew Spike (mspike@ed.ac.uk) 

 
We hope to have a guest lecture on sign languages by a colleague from Heriot Watt 
University. 
 
You will also see videos prepared by two further members of academic staff: 
 

• Pavel Iosad 
• Graeme Trousdale 

 
Dr. Iosad and Dr. Trousdale are not otherwise involved in this year’s LEL2D; please direct any 
queries about their videos to the Course Organizer or your Tutor in the first instance. 
 
The following members of staff will be acting as tutors on the course: 
 

• Mirella Blum 
• Jiuzhou Hao 
• Anna Laoide-Kemp 
• Jakub Musil 
• Aleksandra Sevastianova 
• Zack Situ 
• Ivaylo Youmerski 

 
The course secretary is Susan Hermiston (lelinfo@ed.ac.uk) 

5. Teaching delivery 
 
This course is organized around the principle of active (or problem-based) learning. The two 
core components of the teaching material for this course are a series of puzzles, which are 
designed to help you develop your understanding of a particular empirical phenomenon, 
and a series of asynchronous videos, which help you make theoretical sense of what you 
discovered in the puzzles. You should attempt the puzzles before watching the relevant 
videos. 



   
 

   
 

 
In a given week, there will be 1-2 puzzles and 1-2 hours of videos. This material is organized 
into three blocks per week; each block contains roughly the same amount of content as a 1-
hour lecture. There will also be a short homework exercise, closely related to a puzzle, to be 
submitted via Learn. 
 
There are no synchronous lectures. All synchronous activities (online and in-person) are 
intended to support you in working through the puzzles and videos. The synchronous 
activities each week will consist of a tutorial (Tuesday, starting Week 2, in person), a 1-hour 
puzzle support session (Wednesday, 10am, Teams), and a drop-in session to discuss any 
aspects of the course material (Friday, 10am, Teams). Attendance at the tutorial is 
compulsory; attendance at the other two synchronous sessions is optional, but highly 
recommended if you are struggling at all with any aspect of the course, or if you want to 
discuss any topics which extend the ideas developed in the puzzles and asynchronous 
videos. 
 
Taken together, the weekly rhythm of the course is as follows: 
 

• Monday: puzzles and asynchronous videos released. Begin work on puzzles. 
• Wednesday: attend puzzle support session. The puzzles are designed for 

independent study, but it’s important that you feel confident that you have 
mastered the puzzles, and this session is here to help you if you need it. You should 
aim to understand the puzzles by the end of the support session. 

• Monday-Thurs, according to schedule: watch videos. Remember that the videos are 
designed to be watched after the puzzles have been completed, and that puzzles + 
videos + tutorials are the core of the content for the course. 

• Before the deadline, weeks 3-12: submit homework assignment on Learn. 
• Midweek at latest: material for following week’s tutorial released. Work on tutorial 

material as schedule permits. 
• Friday: attend drop-in session. Come with any questions about the week’s material, 

anything that isn’t making sense to you, or anything that you want to discuss further. 
• Following Tuesday: attend tutorial. Tutorials are compulsory, and you are expected 

to have worked on the tutorial exercises in advance. 
 
In addition to this regular routine, there will be a Piazza forum where anything related to 
the course can be raised (queries relating to assessment will be redirected to Piazza, so that 
all students have access to the same information). We also encourage students to form self-
study groups to meet regularly and work through the materials together, though this is not 
required or enforced. 

6. Teaching schedule 
 
NB the initials associated with each block indicate who will appear in the videos for that 
block. Other members of staff may be involved in other aspects of the material, e.g. setting 
puzzles, participating in synchronous sessions. Tutorials relate to the previous weeks 
material, e.g. the Week 2 tutorial relates to Week 1 material. Tutorials run in Weeks 2-11 
only. 



   
 

   
 

Week Date Block 1 Block 2 Block 3 
1 17-21/1/22 Implications pt.1 

[PI/GT] 
Implications pt.1 
[PI/GT] 

Implications pt.1 
[PI/GT] 

2 24-8/1/22 Implications pt.1 
[PI/GT] 

Implications pt.1 
[PI/GT] 

Implications pt.1 
[PI/GT] 

3 31/1-4/2/22 Diversity [LA] Diversity [LA] Sign languages [IK] 
4 7-11/2/22 Morphosyntax 

[RT] 
Morphosyntax 
[RT] 

Morphosyntax 
[RT] 

5 14-18/2/22 Morphosyntax 
[RT] 

Morphosyntax 
[RT] 

Morphosyntax 
[RT] 

 21-25/2/22 Flexible learning week – no new material 
6 28/2-4/3/22 Morphosyntax 

[RT] 
Morphosyntax 
[RT] 

Morphosyntax 
[RT] 

7 7-11/3/22 Phonology 
[LA/BM] 

Phonology 
[LA/BM] 

Phonology 
[LA/BM] 

8 14-18/3/22 Phonology 
[LA/BM] 

Phonology 
[LA/BM] 

Phonology 
[LA/BM] 

9 21-25/3/22 Morphophonology 
[IK] 

Morphophonology 
[IK] 

Morphophonology 
[IK] 

10 28/3-1/4/22 Implications pt.2 
[JC/MS] 

Implications pt.2 
[JC/MS] 

Implications pt.2 
[JC/MS] 

11 4-8/4/22 Implications pt.2 
[JC/MS] 

Implications pt.2 
[JC/MS] 

Implications pt.2 
[JC/MS] 

 

7. Assessment 
 
There are three components of assessment for this course:  

1. Homework (10%). There will be one short assignment per week (Weeks 3-12 only), 
linked to one of the puzzles for that week. Each assignment will be graded 1 or 0; 
your grade for the homework component is simply the sum of these ten grades. 

2. Midterm coursework (40%). This will be a data analysis assignment covering the 
morphosyntax and phonology components of the course. It is due at noon on 
Wednesday, 30 March. Submission is electronic via Turnitin.  

3. Final assignment (50%). This will be an essay of 2,000 words covering all components 
of the course. It is due at noon on Wednesday, 4 May. Submission is electronic via 
Turnitin.  

 

8. PPLS undergraduate student information 
 
The PPLS Undergraduate Student Handbook has lots of information on student support and 
academic guidance (who to ask if you’re having problems); extensions for coursework; 
penalties for late coursework and plagiarism; illness and disability adjustments, and many 
other useful sources of advice. Do make sure that you consult it carefully as these things are 
not covered here. The information can be found at https://www.ed.ac.uk/ppls/linguistics-
and-english-language/current/undergraduate.  


