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Additional Exercises

Chapter 1
1. Chapter 1 describes how linguists studying an unfamiliar language go about collecting data and attempting to describe the language’s rules and conventions. The following asks you to act as a descriptive linguist by examining the test sentences below and formulating some rules about the usage of determiners (words like a, an, the, and so on). Remember that sentences unacceptable to native speakers are indicated by an asterisk.

a. I’m holding a balloon.

b.*I’m holding a sand.

c. I’m eating an apple. 

d.* I’m eating an hotdog.

2. Continuing your work as a descriptive linguist, get with two or three other persons, analyze the following group of sentences, and see if you can come up with some written conventions about verb use in English. Don’t worry about using technical terms to describe what you discover; just try to be as general as possible in your description.

a. He singled in the ninth inning.

b. He singled me out in the ninth inning.

c. She broke the vase.

d. The vase broke

e. *The dog broke.

f. We smelled dinner cooking.

g. The house smelled smoky.

h. He smells.

i. I slept at my house last night.

j. *I slept the dream last night.

3. At an open house at your child’s elementary school the principal talks to the parents about the goals of the school year. Among other things, she states, “Parents and teachers need to work together to teach the children English.” Drawing on what you have learned about language acquisition in this chapter, write 2-3 paragraphs in which you respond to this statement. 

Chapter 2

1. Since the early 1990s, the American Dialect Society has announced the annual “Word of the Year,” a word that has become prominent in that particular year because it indicates or reflects national discourse in the United States.  In the past few years other organizations around the world have also begun following this practice. A quick comparison/contrast of two selections for the same year illustrates the close link between a nation’s identity and that nation’s language. In 2007, the American Dialect Society named subprime as the Word of the Year, indicating the growing concern in America over its financial markets. But the Australian National Dictionary Centre chose me-tooism because it was a political buzzword in the Australian General Election of that year. Both words certainly were used in both countries, but the emphasis and emotional shadings attached to each word’s use were unique to each nation’s own language. Subprime originally was a banking term with a positive meaning, referring to the lower-than-prime interest rate offered to preferred customers. By 2007, though, the American use of subprime carried particularly negative implications, referring to a less-than-credit-worthy borrower rather than a good interest rate. And while Americans are certainly familiar with the term me-tooism, it would not immediately bring thoughts of national politics to their minds. 


Consider your knowledge about the American national discourse of this year. What have been major news stories, political events, national issues? What word would you nominate to the American Dialect Society as the Word of the Year? Write a rationale for your decision that would persuade others to vote for your choice. 

2. When one language becomes privileged over another, speakers want to learn and use the privileged language, which can have negative consequences for the non-privileged language. For example, it might become an endangered language, one that is no longer being used for everyday activities and taught to a next generation of speakers. In other words, it is fading from daily use and will most likely disappear within the next few decades. Scholars estimate that up to 50% of the world’s languages are endangered. Explain the social forces at work in each of the following scenarios that would encourage parents to privilege one language over another and so lead them to ensure that their children learn to speak this privileged language rather than the parents’ mother tongue: 


a. Apinajé is a native language currently spoken by roughly 1250 people living in Brazil, in the area where the Araguaia and Tocantins rivers come together. In the second half of the twentieth century, the area was inundated with migrant families from Europe and Asia, as well as other parts of South America, who relocated to work on two major highways being built there. Portugese is the official language of Brazil, used by a vast majority of the population.b. Franco-Provençal is spoken in central France, Western Switzerland and north-west Italy. It is endangered in France and Switzerland, used primarily by elderly speakers in rural areas, and potentially endangered in Italy because its use is rapidly declining.  (1)The few children who learn Franco-Provençal in France and Switzerland almost always change to using French once they enter school because that is a language officially recognized by both countries.  
(2) In Italy, Franco-Provençal speakers are migrating to other geographic areas in search of jobs. 


c. Today Chickasaw is spoken by about 600 Native Americans who live in south-central Oklahoma. During the 1830’s, the Chickasaw people were forced to move from Mississippi and Tennessee to the Indian Territory in Oklahoma among the Choctaw Tribe. Although the Chickasaw were originally an agrarian society, today they rely heavily on tourism for their income, running casinos, trading posts and travel plazas. 

Chapter 3

1. American English users frequently coin words to fulfill specific needs. Just think of Stephen Colbert’s truthiness, the news media reporting on Brangelina, new uses for technology such as email or blog, and so on. Create your own word, consisting of at least three morphemes, which  you think would be a useful addition to American English. Then analyze your new word to answer the following questions:

a. What morphemes are combined to create this word?

b. What does each individual morpheme mean?

c. Is each morpheme   free or bound; a root, prefix, or suffix; andderivational or inflectional? 

d. What does the word as a whole mean? 

e. Why is this word a useful addition to American English? 

2. Identify at least 5 productive American English morphemes not already identified in this chapter and then analyze them for similarities. What sort of generalizations can you make about the qualities necessary for a productive morpheme?

3. The language in “Jabberwocky,” Lewis Carroll’s famous poem from his 1871 novel Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There, seems to make sense, even though key words in each stanza are nonsense. Analyze the following three stanzas from the poem and, with your knowledge of English morphology, explain why readers can find meaning, despite the nonsensical words. Be sure to analyze at least three of the nonsense words in as much depth as you can. 

Beware the Jabberwock, my son!
  The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!
Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun
  The frumious Bandersnatch!"

He took his vorpal sword in hand:
  Long time the manxome foe he sought --
So rested he by the Tumtum tree,
  And stood awhile in thought.

And, as in uffish thought he stood,
  The Jabberwock, with eyes of flame,
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood,
  And burbled as it came!

Chapter 4

1. Examine a topographical map of the United States, such as this one http://www.united-states-map.com/us212088.htm, identifying features that might create geographical isolation. Then circle at least 5 areas where you think such isolation might have shaped a distinctive dialect.  Then compare/contrast your ideas with several of your classmates. Can you think of any evidence that might support your observations? Be prepared to explain your analysis to the class. 

2. Reflect on what you know about American history, specifically about interactions between English speakers and non-English speakers. Do any of these interactions illustrate one language being privileged over another? Be prepared to explain your analysis to the class. 

3. One of the reasons that contemporary readers have trouble understanding literary works from earlier time periods, like Shakespeare’s plays or Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, lies in these writers’ use of inflectional endings, endings that are no longer used in American English. Examine the follow passage from Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part I to identify the 4 inflectional ending(s) that appear:

“O villain, thou stolest a cup of sack eighteen years
ago, and wert taken with the manner, and ever since
thou hast blushed extempore. Thou hadst fire and
sword on thy side, and yet thou rannest away: what
instinct hadst thou for it?” 
Now answer these questions about your analysis of the text:

a. How do you know that these particular endings are inflections? What were the cues in the text?

b. As you know, inflectional suffixes convey grammatical information. What meaning do these particular inflectional endings convey?   

Be prepared to explain your analysis to the class. 

Chapter 5

1. If every variety of regional American English has its own grammar rules, why teach traditional grammar in the public schools? Wouldn’t students be better served learning a non-judgmental, descriptive grammar that would apply to every individual’s own idiolect? List as many pros and cons as you can for changing the way that the public schools teach grammar. Be prepared to discuss your ideas with your class. 

2. As you now know, syntax means the way in which individual units of meaning combine together to create a larger meaning. In American English, syntax is conveyed through word order. Audiences interpret constituents based on the order in which words and morphemes appear. Thinking on a larger level, we can find many places in our lives where the syntax, the order of particular actions or objects, determines the end product, the “meaning.”  For example, recipes employ syntax to ensure that cooks create the desired dish. Ingredients combined together in one order will result in a final product that differs from the same ingredients combined in a different order. Bread recipes never instruct cooks to combine yeast and salt together, for instance, because salt kills yeast. Or think about starting a car with a standard transmission. Stepping on the clutch after turning the key in the ignition means that the car will leap forward and stall out rather than start smoothly. Identify five other kinds of syntax and explain why each example fits the definition of syntax.  

3. The following newspaper headlines received a lot of attention when they appeared in print, but probably not for the reasons the writers intended. For each one, explain 1) what you think the writer meant and 2) why readers understand a different meaning:

a. Stolen painting found by tree 

b. Two sisters reunited after 18 years in checkout

c. Juvenile court to try shooting defendant

d. Miners refuse to work after death

e. Grandmother of eight makes a hole in one

f. Teacher strikes idle kids

Chapter 6

1. Transcribe the following words into the IPA to illustrate your own pronunciation: 

a. Sector

b. What

c. Creek

d. Tune

e. Veterinary

f. Dog

g. Easy

h. Chalk

i. Soot

j. Library

k. Wednesday

2. Reflect on your study of American English phonology; have you found more variation in the pronunciation of consonants or of vowels? Explain your answer.

3. Over time, as pronunciations and the spellings reflecting those pronunciations have changed, the consonant g is sometimes retained, sometimes lost, and sometimes changed into something else. The following lists Old English and Modern English spellings for the same words.  Examine the spelling environment surrounding the g in each Old English word. You should be able to determine at least one rule determining when the g is retained into the Modern English spelling and one when the g changes into another letter.

Old English


Modern English

Fēowertig


Forty

Cyning



King

Gīet



Yet

Strang



Strong

Geaf



Give

Engel



Angel

Fyligde


Followed

Gēar



Year

Īgland



Island

Gierd



Yard

Chapter 7 


1. Identify whether each of the following pairs of words is homonymic or polysemous.



a. log (to record)           log (a piece of wood)



b. rich (wealthy)           rich (filled with calories)



c. pal (noun)                 pal (verb)



d. smash (verb)            smash (noun)



e. kite (toy)                   kite (person)


2.  Explain what discourse conventions are not being followed in the following sets of conversations.



(On the phone)



First speaker: Hello?



Second speaker: Hi, Bobby. This is Sylvia. Is your mother there?



First speaker: Yeah, she is.



(8 second pause)



Second speaker: Uh, could I speak to her, please?



(At a conference between a teacher and a parent)



Teacher: Thank you for coming in today. I’d like to talk with you about Frances.



Parent: What’s wrong with her?



Teacher: I don’t think she’s working up to her full potential.



Parent: I don’t understand.



Teacher: She satisfies all requirements of her classes, yet she lacks those qualities

 that inform the most gifted students in our population.



Parent: So, she’s doing all her work. Good.

Chapter 8

1. Just as people do in other countries, persons in the United States associate certain dialects, and especially pronunciations, with certain ethnic groups. Oftentimes these pronunciations represent stereotypical notions about these groups. For instance, when Americans impersonate a Frenchman, they might try to impart through their speech and manner the elegance, romance, and mystery associated, stereotypically, with French people. For this exercise, consider how languages work together with other characteristics to create stereotypes. What in a language helps to invoke a stereotype? Is there something specific in the French pronunciation, for example, which makes us think of elegance or romance? What else, besides an accent, might promote a stereotype? Think of other languages as you formulate your answer. 

2. In chat room discussions on line about differences between British and American English, native speakers of both dialects have expressed diverse opinions. Comments have ranged from, “I think the British accent is sexy” (from an American) to “Americans don’t care as much about grammar as the British do” (from a Brit). One person notes that the British used to believe that their dialect, because older, was superior to American English, which, of course, traces its heritage to the earliest forms of English in Britain. The writer of this comment says that this belief is no longer held by the British, however. For this exercise, explore some of the attitudes that Americans and the British have about each others’ dialects. Start off by surveying 3-4 people and asking them their opinions of British English and American English. What do they think the differences are? What are their perceptions of the two accents? Is one “better” than another? You may wish to ask as well about the regional accents contained in each dialect: are your informants aware of these? Which accents do they believe have a higher status than others? Write up their responses in a 1-2 page paper and draw some conclusions about how perceptions of accents are created. 

3. In colonial Williamsburg, there has been a push to reconstruct the pronunciation of the 18th century inhabitants of that town so that current historical interpreters can speak the authentic dialect of the times. Of course this is a difficult project, given that we have no sound recordings from that era. Just how do linguists figure out how people spoke in earlier historical times? Research this question on the Web and elsewhere by choosing an historical era, such as colonial America, or the frontier of the American West, and see what scholars have theorized about the pronunciations of people from these times. The following website on Williamsburg will introduce you to how researchers study older language forms: http://www.history.org/foundation/journal/Summer01/words.cfm

Chapter 9

1.  Using on-line resources, learn about the dialect of Tangier Island, VA, a small language community whose members use a pronunciation, vocabulary, and syntax very different from those of other American English dialects. In a one-page paper, explain why the Tangier residents have been able to retain the unique features of their language and why they express fears about eventually losing their language, a very real threat.

2. Imagine you are a teacher of a culturally-mixed group of students in an elementary school. Write down some ideas you would have for ways in which you could introduce Standard American English (the desired language for academic use) without degrading the students’ home dialects.

3. Recall a situation in which you were unfamiliar with the jargon being spoken (perhaps when in a class, in an encounter with a professional, while reading instruction, etc.). Write down your impressions of that experience: How did it make you feel to be the outsider? What opinions or attitudes did you have about those who either were using the jargon or had written it? Discuss your writing with the rest of your class.

Chapter 10

1. Do some research on obtaining language fluency by visiting the websites of language schools advertised on the Web, such as  http://www.elanguageschool.net/,  http://www.bostonlanguage.com/,  and http://www.letutor.com/ . What do these schools claim to teach? How long do they suggest it will take for their students to become fluent? And how might they define fluency? Decide whether you think these claims are valid by comparing them with what you have learned in this textbook about acquiring a second language. 

2. Surveys of Americans over the years have shown that a majority of people in this country believe in the importance of learning a second language, yet, most citizens remain stubbornly monolingual. How can this situation be remedied? Get with a partner in class and brainstorm some ideas that could be suggested for increasing bilingualism in this country. What approaches could be taken to ensure that future generations of Americans are fluent in more than one language?

3. The Hot Topic in Chapter 10 asks you to consider approaches to teaching English as a second dialect to those students who already have fluency in English. Now consider the implications of “teaching” English to this population: what kind of English would be taught and why? For what purposes might students use this English? And, finally, what might be the attitudes of this student population toward studying English, given that they have already apparently acquired it and they believe they know the English language?

