University of Massachusetts Boston      

First Year Seminar G 125: Understanding Language
This course is a First Year Seminar (FYS). First Year Seminars welcome new students (with fewer than 30 credits) to UMass Boston with small-sized courses designed to prepare them for a successful college experience. Students may choose from a variety of FYS courses, reflecting a wide range of topics and disciplines. A major goal of First Year Seminars is to practice the following habits of mind essential to university level educational success: Careful reading; Clear writing; Critical thinking; Information literacy and technology; Working in teams; Oral presentation; Academic self-assessment.

All First Year Seminars meet 4 hours per week and carry 4 credits. A mentor and a staff academic advisor are assigned to each seminar. Among other things, the mentor(s) can help you with computer accounts, e-mail, and with library research. The advisor will visit the class once or twice during the semester, and can be contacted for help with choosing courses and major, with financial aid, and any problems with university life in general. 


If you entered UMB with 30 or more transferable credits, you should not be enrolled in this course. If you do enroll, you will be retroactively withdrawn during the semester and will not receive credit for it. In addition, if you have taken another G 100-level course in any department at UMB, you cannot receive credit for this one.


Student Referral Program. If it appears to the teacher that you might not pass this First Year Seminar, and if the instructor cannot figure out how to support your success in the course, the  instructor might inform Dr. Elsa Casas, Director of the Student Referral Program (M-3-625; 287-5500). Dr. Casas or her staff would attempt to help you address the difficulties that are interfering with your success in the class. If you do not want your instructor to let the Student Referral Program know that you are having difficulty, please let your instructor know. 


Assessment of these Courses. In addition to course evaluation forms that are routinely administered at the end of each course at UMass Boston, an assessment committee will look at randomly chosen student writing from First Year Seminars. Please save all your writing in this course so that if you are randomly chosen you will have your work available. The purpose of this is to improve the program and to improve particular courses, as necessary. You may remove your name from your papers if you choose to submit them anonymously.

FALL 2001
             
Professor:           Esther Torrego
Office:                 Mc Cormack, 4th Floor, Room 618
Phone:                 (617) 287-7554
Email:                  esther.torrego@umb.edu
Class Time:         MWF 1:30  Location:  M-2-209
                             M       2:30 Location:   M-2-209 
Office Hours: :    W&F 2:30-3:30 and by appointment. 
Mentor:               Elizabeth Ginga   
Email:                 eginga@mindspring.com 

Reading materials: The following book is available for sale in the campus bookstore:


Book:  Aitchison, Jean (1997) The language Web. 
                             Cambridge: University Press.
       
All other materials will be for sale in class. 



About the Course Understanding Language:

This course aims to help students develop the ability to understand the workings of human language. In view of this goal, thinking about one's language, and about one's relationship to language, is more effective than exploring the history of language. The students for whom the course is created (you) are incoming freshmen to the university setting, and have not had an introduction to the field of linguistics and its current developments. Not all of you have had instruction in grammar or in historical linguistics. I will present basic issues concerning language with the help of articles and the selected book for the course.


About the Syllabus

The syllabus for this course is divided into five conceptual units. You will soon see that each unit helps you understand a different aspect of language. 

The first unit deals with different, sometimes opposite, views of language, and the reasons behind each view. For this part, your ability to read and think critically will be extremely valuable.

The second unit addresses the cognitive component of human language. Human language is an attribute of the human species. Knowing this enables you to understand many important things, such as the creativity that goes into simple, daily life conversation, or the reasons why languages differ so widely from one other. We will discuss reading and writing, and how they relate to speaking. 

The third unit deals with language diversity in the context of society. Individuals have many preconceptions about language (so and so speaks good/bad English; this language is nicer than that language, etc.). Society also has such preconceptions, with the result that in many situations people are not allowed to speak their native language. Endangered languages are an important component of this part of the course. Students will be asked to give oral presentations based on personal experiences with language (here in the USA or in other parts of the world).

The fourth unit deals with second languages (non-native languages acquired after puberty). This unit is crucially linked to part two, and you will be able to understand what a foreign accent is; degrees of fluency in foreign languages, and the overall problems encountered by second language learners. 

 The fifth unit is concerned with the basics of language: Sounds; words and pieces of words; syntax and meaning. This is a central part of the course, since the units of language are valid for all languages (not just for English). We will deal with both oral and written language, developing effective reading and writing strategies. Since language is a primary tool of communication, we are committed to the learning of standard communicative techniques for language, and for systems of communication based on language. You will be asked to use library technology and the Internet.  

Please, keep in mind that in order to understand language, one must work with language empirically. This entails creating, inventing and using language in many different ways.

 
SYLLABUS

DATE 

September 5, W Introductions.                   
                          About this course. Writing assignments. Portfolio

                         Assignment for next class. Read "About the Course" and "About the 
                                Syllabus".                         . 


September 7, F Uses of language.
                          Students must sign up to get an email account.

                       Assignment for next class. Write a one-page long essay about your first
                              week at UmassBoston.
September 10, M  Different views on human language.     

                       While in class, you will be asked to write a one page essay commenting on 
                              your overall ideas about  language. (What is your view of language? How do 
                               you relate to your own language? Are you "good"/"bad" at language?) This 
                             will be a rough draft.

                        Peer-mentor led discussion about the University.

                               No assignment.
[Add/Drop Ends September 11]     

                 
September 12, W The Knowledge of our native language.

                         Assignment for next class: Write down three different ways you use
                                language without having to think about it (like when you say “Ouch”
 when you hit your toe).
                                 
September 14, F  The hidden rules of language.

                          No assignment.  
                   You should have an email account by now.


September 17, M   The twenty century view of human language.

                          Discussion on your draft of "Language". Students will work in small groups.
                                                      

                      Visit to an academic unit at Umass/Boston (such as the 
                      Library, Media Lab., Language Departments and others).
                        Assignment for next class:
                     Read: Jean Aitchison (1997) "A web of  worries. Anxiety about language," 

                          (pp. 1-19) from The language web, Cambridge, University Press. Instructions for 
                           doing the assignment. First, read through looking for main ideas. Then, do the 
                           reading again slowly. Learn and think about the views on language that people
                           you know (your friends, family, etc.) have.
September 19, W  Worries about language. Discussion of the reading.
 

                     Discussion. Students will work in small groups.

                         Assignment for next class. Go to the library and look up the dictionary 
                           entry for language in the Webster Dictionary, and in another dictionary of your 
                           choice (American Heritage, Random House Dictionary, etc.). Write a 
                           comparison between the two entries (one page). Devote the last paragraph of
                           your essay to explain which one of the two entries is closer to the XX 
                           century view commented on in class. Prepare a draft for next class. 
                     You will have the opportunity to revise this assignment several times throughout 
                           the course.
September 21, F   Do all people have the same worries about language?

                         Assignment for next class. Write down your personal worries about 
                           language.

September 24, M  Written language. Work with language, and work on 
                            language.


                           You will be asked to write an assignment on this topic in class.
 

                           How to write an academic essay. 

                       (Peer-mentor led discussion).


                     Assignment for next class: REVISE your draft of 
                        "Language", keeping in mind class discussions. You will be 
                         asked to hand in your essay on "Language" the day of the
                         midsemester exam (Monday October 22). It should be five pages long, 
                         and you will receive a grade for it. Make sure to
                         include this assignment in your Portfolio for this class.
                             

September 26, W   Discussion. 


                          Comments on your assignment of "Work with 
                          language and work on language."
                                

                       Assignment for next class. Using the Internet, find out how you
                           can join the Linguistic Society of America. Be prepared to share
                           your findings with the class.

September 28, F  Native-languages and non-native languages.

                          IMPORTANT: Bring your portfolio to the next class.
                      

                      Assignment for next class: Read: Jean Aitchison (1997) "Building 
                             the web. Acquiring language," (pp. 41-59).
                         
 
October 1, M  Reviewing portfolios.

                      Discussion of your Internet assignment.


                         Students will be divided in teams to discuss and write 
                          about what we can do to improve portfolios.

                     No assignment. 
                                     
October 3, W  Discussion of how to make an oral presentation.
                       Students will make a class presentation a week from now.
                           The topic of the presentation should be a personal experience
                           related to language.

                         Assignment for next class: Write one paragraph about what 
                         makes a good speaker (to be discussed in the next class).
                


October 5, F  Discussion. Worries of non-native English speakers.

                         Assignment for next class: Prepare your oral presentation.

October 8, M  Holiday, Columbus Day
October 10, W Class presentations. 
                        Presentations must be 5 minutes long.
October 12, F Class presentations. 
                       Presentations must be 5 minutes long.
                          Assignment for next class: Turn your oral presentation into
                          a written essay, taking into account the differences between 
                          oral a written language.You will receive a grade for this essay.
                          Due on Monday, October 15.


 October 15, M  Are all languages equally "good"? Who defines 
                         language?

                   Assignment for next class: Find out what languages other than English
                      are spoken by students at U/Mass Boston. List them, and bring a 
                      copy of the list to class.

 

October 17, W Is Language Diversity Important?
                    

                     Assignment for next class: Write down five words in your native 
                         language. You will be asked to read them aloud in the next class, and 
                         should be prepared to answer questions pertaining to them.
October 19, F Discussion.

                          Assignment for next class:  Review the readings done for the course.
                      Bring to class your essay on “Language”.

October 22, M  Midsemester exam. 

                      (Your essay on "Language" is due today).
                                       Midsemester Course Evaluation. 

    
October 24, W Invited Speaker talks about families of languages.      
                        No assignment.


October 26, F Languages learned before puberty, and languages learned
                       after puberty.

                           Students will work in small groups.


                       Assignment for next class: Read again Jean Aitchison (1997) 
                            "Building  the web. Acquiring language," (pp. 41-59).

October 29, M  Students will talk to the class in their native languages.

                             Discussion.  

                           Assignment for next class:  Bring an English dictionary to our next  
                               class.

October 31, W The two sides of language: sound and meaning.

                         Writing practice.
                             Students will work in small groups.
                              Assignment to be announced. 



November 2, F Speaking. Sounds across languages.

                              Assignment to be announced. 

[COURSE WITHDRAWAL DEADLINE
SUNDAY
NOVEMBER 4, 2001]

[PASS/FAIL DEADLINE
                          SUNDAY          NOVEMBER 4, 2001]

November 5, M Varieties of English: British English, Black English, etc. 

                              Students will work in small groups.


                             [Peer-mentor led discussion]
 

                             Assignment for next class:  Write down the arguments given in class for
                             the thesis that Black English is a language.  


 
November 7, W Discussion of your assignment.
                        Students will work in small groups.

                       Assignment for next class:  Revise your assignment on Black English. 
                           Bring this assignment to the next class (To be graded).

November 9, F  Speaking. Sounds across languages.

                              Assignment to be announced.


November 12, M   HOLIDAY. VETERAN’S DAY

November 14, W  Second language Teaching

                           [Peer-mentor led discussion]

                           Assignment for next class: Find out what language departments other 
                           than English U/Mass Boston has, and what languages they teach. List
                           them, and bring a copy of the list to class.


November 16, F Demonstration of Second language teaching.

                            Assignment for next class: Students will be asked to do a language 
                            teaching demonstration class of their native language.


November 19, M   Student’s demonstrations of language teaching.                              

                            Assignment for next class: Write an essay commenting on the
                            language teaching demonstrations you like best and why. Bring it
                            to the next class.
November 21, W Preparation of portfolio. Discussion.          
                          

                          No assignment.

November 23, F    HOLIDAY. THANKSGIVING
November 26, M   Endangered languages. 
                          Students will be divided in teams to discuss and write 
                             about what we can do to preserve disappearing languages.

                         Assignment for next class. Read "Languages, Disappearing, and
                           Dead." (in the package for this course)
            
November 28, W Discussion of the reading.

                             Assignment for next class: Write a one-page long essay about the 
                                    importance of preserving nature.


November 30, F   Nature and Language. Discussion.

                                   Students will work in small groups.
                                   Assignment for next class: Write an e-mail to each of us in class 
                                   telling us why you care about preserving nature.
December 3, M    On Language and Diversity.

                             [Peer-mentor led discussion]

  
                             No assignment.
                          
December 5, W    Video on language.


December 7, F    Discussion of video on language.

                             Students will work in small groups.

                                  Assignment for next class: Write a one-page long essay about 

                                    You liked best in the video. Bring it to next class.
December 10, M   Class Evaluations.

December 12, W  What we have learned.

                        Assignment for next class: Prepare your portfolio.


December 14, F Portfolios are due in chronological order.
                     
How will I be graded?

1. Portfolio: You will be asked to keep all of your writing in a notebook to be handed in at midterm and the end of the course. I do not put grades on individual assignments as I do not believe that a grade accurately reflects the progress or effort of a student. I do, however, make comments that I expect you to read and respond.

2. Do your homework in a timely and thorough fashion.

3. Class participation entails to pay attention, to contribute to other students' understanding, to take the courage to express your own ideas and to demonstrate respect for classmates.

4. In this course, I consider attendance, getting to class on time, and doing the homework absolutely essential. We will start out with simple tasks that will allow us to, slowly, get acquainted with one another, and with the methods of thinking about and working with language. Do not hesitate to talk to me about any problem that you may encounter in the course at any time during the semester. The mentor you have for this class will be able to answer questions about the course, the university, and me. You should keep a copy of all your work for this class. At the end of the semester I will ask students to bring all the work done during the semester. In addition to the work done for class, and in class, you will have a take-home, and a final exam. The overall grade will be based on the following criteria:


Work done for class and during class: 90%
Midsemester exam                              10%
Warning: Repeated absences, late arrival in class, and missing more than three class will lower your grade!


Accommodations: 

Section 504 and the American with Disabilities Act of 1990 offer guidelines for curriculum modifications and adaptations for students with documented disabilities. If applicable, students may obtain adaptation recommendations from the Ross Center (287-7430). The student must present and discuss these recommendations to each professor within a reasonable period, preferably by the end of the Drop/Add period.


Student Conduct: 

Students are required to adhere to the Code of Student Conduct, including requirements for academic honesty, delineated in the University of Massachusetts Boston Undergraduate Catalog.


