
LINGUISTICS DEPARTMENT 
BOSTON UNIVERSITY - COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 

 
Language Variation and Change – Spring 2020 

                CAS LX 346/MET LX546/GRS LX 646 
 
Instructor  Daniel Erker    Days MWF  
Office  718 Commonwealth Ave., 501A  Time & Location 12:20-1:10p, CAS B20 
Contact     danerker@bu.edu    Credits 4 units 
Office Hours     M 1:30-2:30p, W 9-10a, 11:05a-12:05p, by appt. 
Graduate Student Seminar M 4p (same location) 
 
Course website: The course will be hosted on Blackboard Learn. 
 
Course Description 
Whether one embraces or decries the fact that languages change over time, innovation in linguistic systems 
is inevitable. Why is this the case? What are the seemingly unstoppable causes of language change? Are 
they internal or external to language itself? How fast or slowly can linguistic innovation occur? Are certain 
parts of a language more susceptible to modification than others? Who leads and who follows when 
language changes, and how are innovations spread across communities? A central insight of modern 
linguistics is that answering these questions requires understanding another basic property of language, 
namely its variability. It is literally the case that we can’t say the same thing twice, and it is obvious that 
people’s ways of speaking vary in relation to broad ranging social factors, such as age, sex, ethnicity, and 
class as well as local ethnographic and temporary interactional roles. Each of us has a broad linguistic 
repertoire, and we variably use its contents in situation-specific ways that are systematic. This course will 
examine the link between language variation and change, focusing on how patterns of synchronic variation 
give rise to diachronic change.  
 
This course allows students to earn one Hub unit in the following areas: Social Inquiry I and Intellectual 
Toolkit (Teamwork/Collaboration). 
 
Learning Objectives  
1. Students will engage with linguistic theories and methods for describing and explaining patterns of 

diachronic language change, applying them to a broad range of linguistic materials, including written 
documents, public corpora, and spontaneous speech.  

 
2. Students will develop proficiency in the research paradigm of variationist sociolinguistics, learning 

how to apply quantitative methods to linguistic variation with the goal of modeling the underlying 
structure of variant choice in a speech community. Special emphasis will be placed on interpreting the 
relationship between language-internal and language-external constraints on synchronic patterns of 
sociolinguistic variation. 

 
3. Students will be able to identify and describe types of linguistic innovation that emerge across different 

levels of linguistic structure, e.g. chain shifts and mergers at the phonological level and reconfiguration 
of micro-parametric settings at the syntactic level.  

 
4. Students will critically examine and apply the notion of apparent time to patterns of linguistic variation, 

identifying the strengths and weakness of investigating change by comparing speakers across different 
age groups. 
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5. Students will identify patterns of linguistic innovation in their own speech communities, focusing on 

those that are linked to specific dimensions of human identity such as sex, class, and age. They will 
also identify linguistic features that are variably deployed in relation to the dynamics of local 
ethnographic and temporary interactional roles. Students will use their knowledge of these trends to 
investigate their own worldviews and beliefs, as well as those of other individuals and societies.   

 
6. Students will demonstrate an understanding of foundational concepts in the study of language change, 

especially those that illuminate the workings of social groups, institutions, networks, and the diffusion 
of linguistic innovations across them, e.g., speech community, social network theory, accommodation 
theory, age grading, and community of practice. 

 
7. Students will learn to identify, obtain, engage, and analyze publicly available and discipline-specific 

information sources to address research questions and formulate research projects. 
 
8. Students will collaboratively participate in the practice of research by designing and carrying out a 

quantitative variationist sociolinguistic research project. This will include working as a team to (a) 
generate research questions, (b) formulate hypotheses about linguistic and social factors that shape 
patterns of linguistic variation, (c) collect data relevant for hypothesis testing, and (d) analyze, interpret, 
and communicate results. Certain roles within the team will rotate, in order to ensure that students have 
a diverse range of experiences within the team.  

 
Learning objectives 1-6 link the course with the Hub Social Inquiry I outcome of identifying and 
applying major concepts in the social sciences to explain individual and collective human behavior, 
e.g., the workings of social groups, institutions, networks, and the role of the individual in them. The 
application of such concepts is at the very heart of the study of language variation and change, the 
central theme of this course. 

 
Objectives 7-8 link the course with the Teamwork/Collaboration component of the Hub’s Intellectual 
Toolkit: (1) As a result of explicit training in teamwork and sustained experiences of collaborating with 
others, students will be able to identify the characteristics of a well-functioning team, and (2) Students 
will demonstrate an ability to use the tools and strategies of working successfully with a diverse 
group, such as assigning roles and responsibilities, giving and receiving feedback, and engaging in 
meaningful group reflection that inspires collective ownership of results. 
 
The teamwork component of the course will be introduced early, no later than the end of Week 2, in 
anticipation of the distribution of the group-project guidelines in Week 4. Approximately bi-weekly in-
class discussion of teamwork dynamics will be complemented by readings and materials on teamwork 
distributed via the course website. In Week 10, detailed guidelines for a written reflection on the 
teamwork experience will be distributed. Each student will submit their individual reflection 
independently of the group’s joint research project presentation (described below). Teamwork materials 
will include/be drawn from the following resources (among others): 

 
1. MIT’s Teaching + Learning Lab (http://tll.mit.edu/help/teaching-teamwork) 

 
2. UC Berkeley’s Center for Teaching and Learning (https://teaching.berkeley.edu/news/building-

teamwork-process-skills-students) 
 

3. Smith, Karl. (2013) Teamwork and Project Management. McGraw-Hill Education. 
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These resources provide an explicit framework for teamwork that is lacking in many educational 
contexts, which is particularly problematic in the study of language variation and change. Actual 
research on this topic routinely depends on the productive interaction of teams whose individual 
members are responsible not only for carrying out specific tasks, but also for synthesizing and 
communicating the results of their work to other team members. Our approach to teamwork in the 
course will focus on engaging students in activities, collaboration, and reflection that closely 
approximate the experiences of members of research teams carrying out large-scale inquiry into 
language variation and change.  

 
Instructional Format and Learning Environment  
The course will consist of a mix of interactive lectures, in-class research (both individual and group-based), 
and out-of-class activities. The course aims to create an active learning environment. This means that over 
the course of the semester you will be expected to solve problems collaboratively, practice self-assessment, 
and participate in a project-based learning experience.  
 
The first three weeks of the course will focus on gaining background knowledge necessary to initiate a 
sociolinguistic research project. In week four we will shift to the following structure, which we will 
maintain for the remainder of the semester: 
 

• Monday and Wednesday – Lecture and discussion 
• Friday – Research/teamwork and quizzes (more on this below) 

 
Books and other Course Materials 
 

• Labov, William. 2001. Principles of Linguistic Change, Volume 2: Social Factors. Blackwell.   
• Additional readings as assigned. 

 
All readings provided through course Blackboard site. 
 
A few notes on reading the Labov book: 
 

• It is the length of a handbook, but it isn’t one. Rather, it’s really more of a case study. It can be 
short on examples and presumes knowledge of certain terms that need definition. That is what 
class time is for. 

• It doesn’t exclusively use the IPA, but instead regularly adopts the conventions of the Atlas of 
North American English to represent speech sounds. This can sometimes be confusing. We will 
make sure to define and illustrate all speech sounds clearly in class. 

• It is very dense and very long. Luckily it is nicely divided into sections. When either your mental 
energy or time become limited, I recommend that you (at minimum) read the first page of each 
section in the relevant chapters. 

• The first 4 weeks of the course will be reading-intensive; our reading schedule will become 
lighter starting in week 5. 

Assignments and Grading Criteria 
 

• Biweekly quizzes (50%, five total). Quizzes will be administered at the end of class (after 
teamwork activities) on alternating Fridays, starting in Week 4. They will take approximately 20 
minutes to complete, will consist of short-answer type questions, and will cover key concepts and 
terms introduced and discussed in the previous two weeks. Note: Students enrolled in LX646 (the 
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graduate section of the course) will not take quizzes. Instead, they will complete short writing 
assignments based on their reading of Labov 2001. Relevant details for these writing assignments 
are posted on Blackboard, under the tab Graduate Student Section. Graduate students are not 
required (but are of course welcome) to remain in the classroom during the administration of 
quizzes. 

 
• Collaborative Research project (50% total, see weighting of individual components below): A 

fully detailed description of the project will be distributed in week 4 of the course. The following 
is an overview. 
 
The vast majority of empirical research on language variation and change depends on the work of 
teams of researchers. The division and distribution of tasks makes it possible to more deeply engage 
the research literature, formulate questions and hypotheses, collect and process meaningful 
amounts of data, and interpret and communicate results. It also improves overall research quality 
by providing regular opportunities for revision and refinement through group communication, 
constructive feedback, and group-reflection. 
 
Recent research (Stanford 2019) indicates that the linguistic behavior of American English speakers 
in New England is undergoing rapid change: ‘many traditional [English in New England] variants 
are receding in apparent time in the Hub area.’ In other words, the characteristic ways of speaking 
that have traditionally defined speech communities in our home region appear to be vanishing from 
the repertoires of younger speakers. We will explore this claim by carrying out, as a class, a 
quantitative variationist analysis of the linguistic behavior of a set of Bostonians, focusing on two 
sociophonetic variables: 
 

1. Post-vocalic-r — the entire class will analyze this variable. 
2. One other variable (e.g. t/d-deletion, CAUGHT-COT merger, -ING, MARY-MERRY-

MARRY merger, etc.) to be chosen group-internally. 
 

In teams of 6–7 members, students will collaboratively design and carry out an empirically-driven 
variationist research project on these variables over the course of the semester. Each team will: 

• Select two, native-born Bostonians who (a) lived in the Greater Boston Area during 
childhood and adolescence (speakers can/could have lived somewhere else as adults), (b) 
have been audio-recorded speaking spontaneously across a range of contexts. Individuals 
such as politicians, radio hosts, athletes, artists, actors, or other public individuals are good 
candidates, though any individual who meets the above criteria is acceptable. Note: your two 
speakers must differ along the dimensions of sex, age (at least 15 years apart), and ethnicity. 

• Identify and secure at least two, high-quality audio recordings per speaker (for a total of four 
recordings minimum), collected in at least two contexts (e.g. formal vs. informal).  

• Produce a sociolinguistic profile of the two selected speakers.  
• Produce a data set of 300 sites of variation for post-vocalic-r (150 per speaker), coded for (at 

least) two linguistic predictor variables, e.g. phonetic context, speech rate, lexical frequency 
of host word, etc. 

• Produce a data set of 300 sites of variation for the variable of the group’s choosing; once 
again 150 tokens per speaker coded for two linguistic predictor variables. 

• Quantitatively analyze the data for each variable.  
• Deliver the data in a tidy format to me so that I may aggregate, analyze, and present the class-

level results.  
• Prepare a 25 minute in-class presentation of the group’s results that engages relevant research 

literature. The presentation will be collaboratively created by the research team, and it will 
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consist of the following sections: (1) topic and overview of the project, (2) research 
question(s), (3) review of the research literature, (4) hypothesis and predictions, (5) data and 
methodology, (6) findings, (7) conclusions and implications, and (8) references. The 
presentation can either be delivered collectively or by a pair of individuals elected by the 
research team.  

Research Teams 
       I have created teams – more on team membership shortly – on the basis of collective student 
background and academic experience (e.g. declared majors and levels of study). In consultation 
with me, teams will collectively formulate research questions and hypotheses and assign individual 
roles and responsibilities. Each team member will be responsible for collecting speech data and 
submitting it to the team’s collective data set.  
 

Finally, each individual team member will also submit a written reflection on both their 
individual work as well as their teamwork experience, including an assessment of each individual 
team member’s performance. The reflection should include an honest accounting of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the team and its members as well as one’s own individual performance. A 
detailed outline of the components of the teamwork reflection will be distributed in Week 10.  

 
To summarize, the components of the research project, along with their respective grading 
allocations, are as follows. 

 
Each individual student will submit: 

• (20%) An audio recording, an associated annotated Praat textgrid file (with the data 
annotations the student produced), and a coded data frame/spreadsheet. 

• (5%) A individual written reflection on the teamwork experience. 
• (10%, except for grads, see below) A summary and assessment of each group presentation. 

 
Each group will give: 

• (10%) A 25-minute presentation in the last weeks of the course (all members will receive the 
same presentation grade). 

 
     Additional components of course grade/requirements: 

• Peer-assessment of team members: The final 5% of each student’s overall grade will be 
calculated on the basis of evaluation by their research team members. This will be done in the 
context of the written reflection on teamwork. Peer-assessment instructions will be provided 
in Week 10. 

 
• Quantitative analysis: Graduate students will be responsible for coordinating the data 

collection activities of their respective research teams as well carrying out the quantitative 
variationist analysis of the data. Their summaries of presentations will constitute 2.5% of 
their course grade, and my assessment of how they conducted their analyses will constitute 
another 2.5%.  
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Grading Scale 
The course will not be graded on a curve. This means that grades are determined according to a standard I 
set, rather than via comparison of students against each other. Therefore, it is possible for everyone in the 
course to receive an ‘A’, as well as for everyone to receive an ‘F’. The correspondence of numerical grades 
to letter grades is as follows: 
 

≥ 93.00  A  78.00–79.99 C+ 
90.00–92.99  A-  73.00–77.99 C 
88.00–89.99  B+  70.00–72.99 C- 
83.00–87.99  B  60.00–69.99 D 
80.00–82.99 B-  < 60.00  F 

 
Resources and Support 

• Please feel free to visit me during my office hours; I would be delighted to chat with you informally 
about course content and any questions or comments you may have. If you cannot make my 
regularly scheduled office hours, please feel free to contact me to make an appointment. 

 
• If you are experiencing difficulties in keeping up with the academic demands of this course, please 

do communicate that to me. Also consider contacting your academic advisor (or CAS’s Office of 
Academic Advising: 100 Bay State Rd., Room 401, casadv@bu.edu, 617-353-2400) and/or make 
use of the peer tutoring resources at the Educational Resource Center 
(http://www.bu.edu/erc/peer-tutoring/). 

• If you require course material in an alternative format or need special accommodations due to a 
disability, please contact me and the Office of Disability Services as soon as possible 
(http://www.bu.edu/disability/). 

 
Class and University Policies  

• Students are expected to come to class prepared and to engage with their classmates respectfully. 
 

• There is no official attendance policy for the course. However, given the active learning approach 
adopted, students will get the most out of the course by attending regularly. 

 
• All assignments will be submitted via Blackboard. Deadlines (for assignments, quizzes) are not 

flexible; however, if extenuating circumstances (e.g., religious obligation) make it impossible to 
meet a deadline or take a quiz on the regularly scheduled date, please talk with me to discuss 
alternative arrangements. In the case of a known conflict such as a religious holiday, please 
provide me with written notice of the conflict in advance. 

 
• You are responsible for understanding and complying with the BU Academic Conduct Codes:  

https://www.bu.edu/cas/current-students/undergraduate/academic-conduct-code-2/ 
https://www.bu.edu/cas/files/2017/02/GRS-Academic-Conduct-Code-Final.pdf 

 
It is assumed, unless you indicate otherwise, that your individual work in this course is your own. 
Work found to be the product of academic dishonesty can receive no credit, and such misconduct 
will be reported to the university. 

 
 

(class schedule next page) 
Course Schedule (subject to adjustment) 
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Week 
Dates  
 

Readings for 
week  

Quizzes 

 
Main Topics, Assignments (Due Dates), & Activities 

1 
1-22 
1-24 
 
 

 
 
Labov C1-2) 
(71 pages) 
 

 
Course Overview – Syllabus, Introductions 
The Darwinian Paradox 
 
Course survey (complete by 1-27) 

2 
1-27 
1-29 
1-31 
 

 
Labov C3-4 
(71 pages) 
 
Teamwork:  
MIT site  
 

 
 
The Study of Linguistic Change and Variation in Philadelphia 
Stable Sociolinguistic Variables 
 

3 
2-3 
2-5 
2-7 

 
 
Labov C5-6 
(75 pages) 

 
The Philadelphia Vowel System 
Location of the Leaders in the Socioeconomic Hierarchy 
 

4 
2-10 
2-12 
2-14 
 

 
Labov C7-8 
(70 pages) 
Teamwork: Carnegie 
Mellon Site 
QUIZ & GRAD 
ASSIGN. #1 

 
Subjective Dimensions of Change in Progress 
Neighborhood and Ethnicity 
 
DE Distribute Research Project Guidelines 
 
Teamwork: Choosing your variable 

2-17 No Classes – Presidents’ Day 

5 
2-18 
2-19 
2-21 
 

 
Labov C9 
(30 pages) 

 

 
The Gender Paradox 
 
Fill out Team Work Progress report before 2/21 
 
Teamwork: Choosing your speakers and identifying your data source. 

6 
2-24 
2-26 
2-28 
 
 

 
Labov C10 
(41 pages) 
QUIZ & GRAD 
ASSIGN. #2 

 
The Intersection of Gender, Age, and Social Class 
 
 
Teamwork: Operationalizing response/predictors, generating hypotheses 
engaging the research literature 

7 
3-2 
3-4 
3-6 
 

 
Labov C11  
(19 pages) 

 
Social Networks 
 
Teamwork: Data collection and coding, discussion  
 
Fill out Team Work Progress report before 3/19 

           
BU Spring Break 3-7 to 3-15 
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8 
3-16 
3-18 
3-20 
 

 
Labov C12 
(28 pages) 
 
QUIZ & GRAD 
ASSIGN. #3 

 
Resolving the Gender Paradox 
Research Team in-class project proposals 
 
Teamwork: Data collection and coding, discussion  

9 
3-23 
3-25 
3-27 

 
Labov C13 
(30 pages) 

 

 
Portraits of the Leaders 
 
Teamwork: Data collection and coding, discussion  

10 
3-30 
4-1 
4-3 
 
 

 
Labov C14  
(20 pages) 
QUIZ & GRAD 
ASSIGN. #4 

 
Transmission 
Incrementation 
 
DE Distribute Teamwork Reflection Guidelines 
Individual dataframe submission to team -- deadline 4-3 
 
Teamwork: Data analysis and presentation planning 
 

11 
4-6 
4-8 
4-10 
 

 
Labov C15 
(32 pages) 

 
Continuation 
 
Teamwork: Discussing results and presentation planning 
 

12 
4-13 
4-15 
4-17 
 

 
Labov C16 
(20 pages) 

QUIZ & GRAD 
ASSIGN. #5 

 
Conclusion 
 
Teamwork: Discussing results and presentation planning 
 

13 
4-20 
4-22 
4-24 
 

 
No additional 

reading 

 
 
PRESENTATIONS 

14 
4-27 
4-29 
 

 
No additional 

reading 
  
PRESENTATIONS  
Reflections and Presentation summaries due 

    
 


