
LING 106: Start Talking!

Instructor: Savithry Namboodiripad (she | her | hers)
savithry@umich.edu

Office hours by appointment on BlueJeans

An asynchronous course with optional synchronous moments on Tu-Thu 11:30 AM - 1:00 PM Eastern US
Time

I’ll be broadcasting from: The traditional and unceded territories of the Three Fire Peoples: the Ojibwe,
Odawa, and Bodewadmi

Your health is important and should be your top priority. Let me know how I can help.

Course description

One of the most remarkable properties of human development is how easily and rapidly children learn to
use language. In fact, all typically developing children learn the languages they are exposed to, spoken
and/or signed. So, what’s so special about children? How does the way that they learn compare to how
adults learn language? How does human language learning compare to non-human animals?

As we explore these questions in class, we will find that they not only tell us about how language is learned,
but what language is. We will discuss language learning in a variety of linguistic and cultural contexts,
how children imitate and innovate as they learn, and what the “mistakes” kids make can tell us about
their linguistic knowledge.

Topics covered include comparative human development, brain development, multilingualism, atypical
language development, and rudimentary linguistic analysis. Skills developed include reading academic
articles and analyzing child language data.

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this course, students should be able to:

1. Track the timeline of typical language development, in signed, spoken, and multilingual contexts

2. Explain why there are differences between how young children, adult humans, and non-human animals
respond to language exposure

3. Identify and debunk myths about language development

4. List and compare methods and theoretical approaches used to study language development

5. Analyze a sample of child language data

6. Understand the anatomy of different types of academic articles, and skim for key points

Course Rhythm

Tuesdays:

• 10 AM: Short assignment having to do with the reading due on Canvas

• 11:30 AM-1 PM: Optional in-class discussion/office hours on Zoom

• 10 PM: Lecture questions due on Canvas

Thursdays:
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• 10 AM: Weekly reading+questions posted on Canvas

• 11:30 AM-1 PM: Optional in-class discussion/office hours on Zoom

• 10 PM: Lecture questions due on Canvas

Course deliverables

All assignments will be posted and collected via Canvas

• Lecture questions (3 points per day)

• Weekly short assignments (5 points each)

• Mid-term paper (3 pages; 20 points)

• Final paper (3 pages; 25 points)

• Pre-course, midterm, and final surveys (5 points each)

Don’t skip this section! Important resources and policies

Unforeseen circumstances

If any type of circumstances arise such that you are prevented from turning in assignments on time, or
completing any other requirement of the course, please email me as soon as possible. I am more than
happy to consider extensions, make-up assignments, or other accommodations. Please communicate early
and often!

Caretaking responsibilities, home life, and course expectations

The synchronous portion of this course is completely optional, and there for those students who would like
some synchronous checkins throughout the term. You are never required to have your camera on during
Zoom sessions, and any children, other loved ones, and non-human animals who might make their way
into your realm are very much welcome. Let me know if course expectations are conflicting with your
caretaking responsibilities, and we can work together to determine appropriate accommodations.

Disability access statement

I am committed to working with you for any disability or other learning related needs and accommodations.
Please communicate with me (over email savithry@umich.edu or in office hours) during the first week of
class or as soon as concerns arise. If you haven’t already, check out the University of Michigan’s Services
for Students with Disabilities (https://ssd.umich.edu/, G-664 Haven Hall). If appropriate, we can work
together with the Office of Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) to help determine appropriate
academic accommodations. SSD (734-763-3000; ssd.umich.edu) typically recommends accommodation
through a Verified Individualized Services and Accommodations (VISA) form. Any information you provide
is private and confidential and will be treated as such. I treat the SSD accommodations as a starting point,
not a be-all end-all, and I do not require an accommodation letter for you to ask for adjustments.

Statement of basic needs

Any student who has difficulty affording groceries or accessing sufficient food to eat every day, or who lacks
a safe and stable place to live, and believes this may affect their performance in the course, is urged to
contact the Dean of Students for support. Furthermore, please notify me if you are comfortable in doing
so. This will enable me to provide any resources that I may possess.
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Student well-being

If you or someone you know is feeling overwhelmed, depressed, and/or in need of support, services are
available at the University of Michigan. I take the mental health and general well-being of students and
community members very seriously.

For help, contact Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) (734-764-8312; https://caps.umich.edu/)
during and after hours, on weekends and holidays, or through its counselors physically located in schools
on both North and Central Campus. You may also consult University Health Service (UHS) at (734)
764-8320 and https://www.uhs.umich.edu/mentalhealthsvcs.

For alcohol or drug concerns, see www.uhs.umich.edu/aodresources.

For a listing of other mental health resources available on and off campus, visit: http://umich.edu/ mhealth/.

Schedule

Any changes will be announced via Canvas Announcements.

date week day topic before 10 am eastern US time

Sept 1 1 1 Starting Start Talking check out the syllabus
Sept 3 1 2 Ways of studying language (no Zoom this day!) pre-class survey
Sept 8 2 3 Theoretical approaches and atypical development Karmiloff-Smith 1998
Sept 10 2 4 Theoretical approaches
Sept 15 3 5 Context of learning Elmlinger et al. 2019
Sept 17 3 6 Ontogenetic niche
Sept 22 4 7 Learning sounds Narayan 2019
Sept 24 4 8 Learning sounds
Sept 29 5 9 Communicative development Tomasello et al. 2007
Oct 1 5 10 Communicative development
Oct 6 6 11 Joint attention, Sign Language acquisition Lieberman et al. 2012
Oct 8 6 12 Articulatory pressures and learning
Oct 13 7 13 Learning words Gentner & Boroditsky 2001
Oct 15 7 14 Learning words Mid-term paper, mid-term survey
Oct 20 8 15 Learning constituent order Gervain & Werker 2013
Oct 22 8 16 Learning argument structure
Oct 27 9 17 Learning morphosyntax Yuan & Fisher 2009
Oct 29 9 18 Learning morphosyntax
Nov 3 10 19 Bilingualism and utterance complexity (no Zoom) Quick et al. 2019
Nov 5 10 20 Re-thinking utterance complexity
Nov 10 11 21 Learning complex syntactic/semantic patterns Green 2004
Nov 12 11 22 Learning discourse subtleties
Nov 17 12 23 Language learning and reclamation Meek 2018
Nov 19 12 24 Language learning and schooling
Nov 24 rest & rejuvenate
Nov 26 rest & rejuvenate
Dec 1 13 27 Bilingualism and brain development Costa & Sebastián-Gallés 2015
Dec 3 13 28 Language learning and language dynamics
Dec 8 14 29 Summing it up Karmiloff-Smith 1998
Dec 16 Final paper due on Canvas by 6 PM Post-course survey
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