
Ling 272: �ioƉhǇsics oĨ Language
[Is Language UniƋue to Humans?] 

Instructors: J. Uriagereka (juan@umd.edu); A. &ishbein (aĨishbein87@gmail.com), J. Locke (jelocke2@gmail.com)
Website: elms.umd.edu �omƉanion book: Biolinguistic Investigations (Uriagereka, Routledge, 2018)

DESCRIPTION: A classical debate concerns ǁhether natural (human) language is uniƋue. While natural 
communication sǇstems are common, the sƉeciĨic ƉroƉerties ǁitnessed in human language have not 
been easǇ to Ĩind in other sƉecies. This�IͲseries�course�deďates�that�Ƌuestion, diĨĨerent sides oĨ ǁhich 
(extreme or sǇnthesiǌing) are leĨt Ĩor students to take. The onlǇ Ɖrecondition is that the matter be 
aƉƉroached scientiĨicallǇ, starting ǁith notions Ĩrom the �omƉutational TheorǇ oĨ Dind. DeƉending on 
the majors students seek, insights Ĩrom linguistics, ƉaleoͲanthroƉologǇ, cognitive ƉsǇchologǇ, animal 
behavior, neuroscience, molecular biologǇ, bioƉhǇsics, etc., maǇ be brought to bear on hoǁ an abstract 
sǇstematic behavior can arise ǁithin an animal brain, and ǁhat that saǇs about language and evolution.

PREREQUISITES: This is an interdisciplinary class, in ǁhich ƉarticiƉants neeĚ not ŚĂǀe Ăn eǆtensiǀe 
ďacŬground. At the same time, a�ŐenerĂů interest in soŵe of tŚe topics under discussion is exƉected. 
WarticiƉants ought to bring their oǁn interests to a Ƌuestion that can be aƉƉroached Ĩrom manǇ angles, 
thus contributing to the Ĩormation oĨ a Ĩeǁ diĨĨerent aĨĨinitǇ grouƉs, in consultation ǁith the ƉroĨessor.

FORMAT: Wrior to the Didterm, the Ĩocus is on Ɖresenting language Ĩoundations, through ŐƵest 
ůeĐtƵres froŵ eǆƉerts on campus. These are accomƉanied bǇ reading assignments and involve 
ƉreƉaratorǇ Ɖresentations bǇ the instructors and subseƋuent grouƉ discussions. The class is to divide 
into�affinity groups, to ƉƵrsƵe tŚe toƉiĐ froŵ Ă Őiǀen perspective͕ sƵĐŚ Ăs:�;iͿ�animal�ďehavior,�;iiͿ� 
paleoanthropology,�;iiiͿ�comparative�physiology,��;ivͿ�paleogenomicsͲͲor others deƉending on interest.

The Didterm is an ΗoƉen forƵŵΗ ĚisĐƵssion in tŚe ĐůĂss chatroom, ǁith a ΗƉositionΗ statement Ĩrom 
each grouƉ and individual reactions (limited to 200 collective ǁords and an extra 100 in rebuttals). 

AĨter the Didterm, aĨĨinitǇ grouƉs are to visit identiĨied grouƉs (labs, museums, the ǌoo or aƋuarium) or 
anǇ other inĨormation source ƉreviouslǇ discussed ǁith the instructor, ǁith Ηhands onΗ goals.

AĨĨinitǇ grouƉs then collectively ǁrite�a�report�of�their�investigation (ǁith context, results, and 
discussion as relevant). In addition, grouƉs are exƉected to come uƉ ǁith a proposal Ĩor an original 
exƉeriment oĨ their oǁn, ǁithin the area oĨ exƉertise Ɖursued in their visits and investigation.

ThereaĨter, the class ǁill engage in an analǇsisͲͲin the sƉeciĨic WikiƉedia &oundation ĨormatͲͲoĨ a 
ǁikiƉedia toƉic ƌelateĚ to tŚe investigation tŚe couƌse Śas ƉuƌsueĚ͘ The Ĩinal Ɖroject ǁill be the 
stƵĚentsΖ ǁritten ĂssiŐnŵent on tŚe tiŬiƉeĚiĂ toƉiĐ͕ ǁitŚ eĚits ĂĐĐƵŵƵůĂteĚ in tŚe ƉroĐess. 

An individual, handͲǁritten, inͲclass Ĩinal ǁill cover tŚe tiŬiƉeĚiĂ toƉiĐ ĂnĚ�the proposed eǆƉeriŵent.

Course�'oals:��^tudents succeeding in the class should be able to:
x�riticallǇ evaluate the human Θ animal cognitive behavior literature (on communication Θ thinking). 
x'ain skills related to the analǇsis Θ Ɖroduction oĨ ǁritten scientiĨic studies.
x&ormulate arguments related to central issues in the language sciences and science more generallǇ.

Carillon�Mission:���arillon �ommunities creates an insƉiring and suƉƉortive living and learning environment 
Ĩor Ĩirst Ǉear students. �arillon Ɖromotes academic success and innovative thought. In �arillon, students 
consider their oǁn interests and knoǁledge, and become more active agents in their oǁn 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 oĨ guest lectures.

'rouƉ Discussion ϱ% �ontributions to Θ engagement in grouƉ toƉic.

ΗoƉen ĨorumΗ in chatroom, ǁͬ ΗƉositionΗ 
statement Ĩrom grouƉs Θ individual reactions. 

'rouƉ ǁork on WikiƉedia toƉic. Results maǇ be 
Ɖosted on WikiƉedia aĨter ƉrooĨread bǇ instructor.

MIDTERM

Group Presentation & Lab ReƉort 10% 

�xƉeriment WroƉosal 15%       1 page (grouƉ) exƉerimental proposal.

WikiƉedia Work 1ϱ%

HandͲǁritten, inͲclass, Ĩinal asking about 
(a) experiment and (b) WikiƉedia Wroject

2ϱ%

15%

   FINA>

Group power-point (5%)  & individualiǌed reƉort (5%) oĨ external visit.

Yuiǌǌes ϱ% DultiƉle choice Ƌuestions about lectures Θ readings.

Note on collective�ǁorŬ: �ach aĨĨinitǇ grouƉ ǁill establish an inĨormal (one or tǁo ƉaragraƉh) ΗgrouƉ 
contractΗ that ǁill be checked bǇ the instructors Ɖrior 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 policǇ, 
or ǁill miss a class or exam due to an excused absence, theǇ should make this known as soon as 
possible bǇ emailing the instructors, and Ɖroviding the aƉƉroƉriate documentation as needed.

Wlease 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 aďout 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��iďůioŐrĂƉŚǇ To�ďe�updated
�rainard, D. Θ T. &itch, 201ϰ. Ζ�ditorial overvieǁ: �ommunication Θ Language,Ζ �Ƶƌƌ͘ KƉ͘ EeƵƌoďioů͘ 28. 
�ox, R.,  J. Dc'lothlin Θ &. �onier, 201ϲ. ΖHormones as mediators,Ζ Integƌ͘ Θ �oŵƉ͘ �ioů͘ ϱϲ.
&oster, W. Θ �. RenĨreǁ, 200ϲ. WŚǇůogenetiĐ DetŚoĚs Θ tŚe WƌeŚistoƌǇ oĨ >angƵage͕ �ambridge.
'allistel, R. Θ A. <ing, 200ϵ. DeŵoƌǇ anĚ tŚe �oŵƉutational Bƌain. WilieǇͲ�lackǁell.
Hauser, D.; N. �homskǇ Θ T. &itch, 2002. ͚The ĨacultǇ oĨ language,͛ ^cience 2ϵ8.
<aǇser, J. 201ϯ. ΖRNA helƉs resurrect ancient DNA,Ζ ^ĐienĐe ϯϰ2.
Dc�reartǇ, ^. Θ A. �rooks, 2000. ΗThe revolution that ǁasn͛t,Ζ :oƵƌ͘ ,Ƶŵ͘ �voůƵtion ϯϵ.
Noble, D., �. Jablonka, D. JoǇner, '. Dƺller Θ ^. Kmholt, 201ϰ. Ζ�volution evolves,Ζ :oƵƌ͘ WŚǇsioů͘ ϱϵ2. 
Winker, ^. Θ R. JackendoĨĨ, 200ϱ. ͚The ĨacultǇ oĨ language: What͛s sƉecial about it?͛ �ognition ϵϱ.
^noǁdoǁn, �.2017.  ΗLearning Ĩrom DonkeǇ ΗTalkΗ,Ζ ^cience ϯϯ0.
^un, R. 2018. ΗThe Krigins oĨ �ehavior,Ζ InĨeƌence, ϯͲϰ.
de Waal, &. 2017 �ƌe te ^ŵaƌt �nougŚ to <noǁ ,oǁ ^ŵaƌt �niŵals �ƌe͍͕ W.W. Norton.
WǇnn, T. and &. �oolidge, 2011. ΖImƉlications oĨ Working DemorǇ Dodel,Ζ Int͘ :͘ �voů͘ �ioů.

http://www.umd.edu/catalog/index.cfm/show/content.section/c/27/ss/1584/s/1534
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������EǆƉeĐteĚ Course Schedule
Topics�may�vary�slightly�depending
����on�students�maũors�Θ�interests

Month Topic Assignments 

^eƉtember  J. &ritǌ

What is
Language?

Syllabus 

Hauser et al. (2002) Pinker & Jackendoff (2005)
Intro to �ioůingƵistiĐ Investigations 

Kctober

Animal 
�ehavior

tŚat is >anguage͍
Yuiǌ Θ Lecture 

reĨlection

November

MIDTERM

December

FINA>�

DI^�U^^IKN, �rainard Θ &itch 201ϰ, ^noǁdon 2017, 
^un 2018, ch. 8 oĨ Bioling͘ Investigations 

'eneral Introduction

�lass ǁraƉͲuƉ Θ ƉreƉaration Ĩor Ĩinal

Wiki Article Draft

�yW�RID�NT WRKJ��T^ Θ DI^�U^^IKN

DI^�U^^IKN K& WI<IW�DIA WRKJ��T

Wiki Article

Instructor

WaleoͲ
anthroƉologǇ

WaleoͲ
genomics

�omƉarative 
WhǇsiologǇ

D. Leone
DI^�U^^IKN, Dc�reartǇ Θ �rooks 2000, 
WǇnn Θ �oolidge 2008, ch. 7 oĨ Bioling͘ Investigations 

DI^�U^^IKN, Noble et al. 201ϰ, �ox et al. 201ϲ,
ch. ϲ oĨ �ioůing͘ Investigations 

DI^�U^^IKN, &orster Θ RenĨreǁ 200ϲ Intro, 
<aiser 201ϯ, ch. ϵ oĨ �ioůing͘ Investigations W. Johnson

�. Hodos

�niŵal BeŚavioƌ 
Yuiǌ Θ Lecture 

reĨlection
WaleoͲantŚƌoƉologǇ 

Yuiǌ Θ Lecture 
reĨlection

�oŵƉ͘ WŚǇsiologǇ 
Yuiǌ Θ Lecture 

reĨlection
WaleoͲgenoŵics 
Yuiǌ Θ Lecture 
reĨlection

Wresenter

�KLL��TIs� DI^�U^^IKN K& DIDT�RD WK^ITIKN^

Wrotagonist Theme ^Ǉllabus Assignment

�ntire class A&&INITz 'RKUW^ KR'ANI�� WR�LIDINARz HzWKTH�^�^,
              WITH INWUT &RKD �LA^^ A^ R�L�sANT

&raming 
Debate:
Is recursion 
elseǁhere?

AĨĨinitǇ 'rouƉ 
ZeviseĚ
Wosition  WaƉers

AĨĨinitǇ 
'rouƉs

Delving
DeeƉer ǁith
WroĨessionals

WITH H�LW &RKD IN^TRU�TKR, A&&INITz 'RKUW^ 
KR'ANI�� sI^IT �ADWU^ KR LK�AL LI�RARI�^, LA�^, 
DU^�UD^, AND KTH�R R�L�sANT ^IT�^

Detailed 
Note 
taking 
oĨ visits

AĨĨinitǇ 
'rouƉs

ReƉorting
 &indings 

A&&INITz 'RKUW^ WR�^�NT TK �LA^^ R�^ULT^   
    &RKD �KLL��TIs� Η^�KUTIN' �yW�DITIKNΗ

WKW�R
WKINT^

�ntire class
WraƉƉing uƉ 
�xƉerimental 
WroƉosal

Wiki Weer Revieǁ

�xƉeriment
WroƉosal
WriteuƉ

�ntire class
WraƉƉing uƉ 
�xƉerimental 
WroƉosal

AĨĨinitǇ 
'rouƉs

WraƉƉing uƉ 
Wiki Wroject &INAL DI^�U^^IKN K& WI<I WRKJ��T^

�ntire class

[Kther names 
beloǁ used as 
examƉles that 
maǇ varǇ]
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 COURSE WK>/�/�^

&ull ƉarticiƉation in the class is exƉected. ^tudents should contribute to course discussions, do 
assignments in a timely fashion, and participate in grouƉ 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.  Dissing class without being previously excused normallǇ leads to lose participation points in the 
course, or more generallǇ to miss crucial inĨormation to succeed academicallǇ.

Technology 
^tudents are expected to bring a copy of materials being discussed every day.  Whether these are paper 
or electronic is up to studentsΖ discretion.  IĨ 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 
maǇ entail losing the privilege to bring such technology into the classroom.  ^tudents must also avoid 
using cell phones or other handͲheld electronic devices during class, as this will harm the quality of the 
discussion.  If students need to use a recording device, theǇ must speak to the instructors first.

  CoƵrse EvĂlƵĂtion 
^tudent Ĩeedback about this course is verǇ imƉortant.  As this is a neǁ class, instructors anticiƉate to 
give students ǁaǇs to Ɖrovide Ĩeedback during the course itselĨ.   The most imƉortant camƉusͲǁide 
evaluation is the online evaluation at the end oĨ the semester. Toǁards the end oĨ the semester, 
�ourse�valUD ǁill be oƉen to students to comƉlete their evaluations at ǁǁǁ.courseevalum.umd.edu.

        University Policy 
&or details on universitǇ Ɖolicies (on students ǁith challenges or disabilities, academic dishonestǇ, 
coƉǇright, religious observance and more), visit ǁǁǁ.ugst.umd.eduͬcorserelatedpolicies.html 

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





