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Linguistics 690, Fall 2019              Monday 4:30 - 7:10 PM @ Thompson 2021 
 
 

LING 690: GENERATIVE PHONOLOGY 
 

Professor: Harim Kwon 
Office: Robinson Hall B, Room 378A 

Office hours: Wednesday 11:30 am-12:30 pm and by appointment 
Email: hkwon20@gmu.edu 

 
 
This course explores three fundamental aspects of the sounds of human language: 

(i) Physical reality. Speech sounds are physical phenomena – they are literally just air molecules 
put in motion by the speech organs and traveling from the mouth of the speaker to the ear of 
the listener. We will look at how the shape and properties of the speech organs influence the 
nature of speech sounds. 

(ii) Mental abstractions. But speech sounds also have an abstract mental representation in the 
mind of the language user, and function as part of the abstract grammar of the language user. 
We will also look at the properties of these mental representations and the structure of the 
grammatical systems in which they are incorporated in the mind of the language user. 

(iii) The interaction between these two. Lastly, we will look at how the acoustic reality and the 
mental representation of speech sounds are related to each other. What are the generalizations 
that can be stated about the way in which listeners of different languages map different 
acoustic events onto mental representations? Do all listeners do this in the same way? Do 
listeners of different languages maybe map the same acoustic event onto different mental 
representations? 

 
 
This course has two different kinds of goals: 
I. Content-based goals 

a. Introduction to phonetics and phonology. The first goal of this course is to equip you with a 
basic knowledge of the fields of phonetics and phonology. After completion of this course, 
you should be ready to pursue more detailed study in one of these two sub-fields of 
linguistics. 

b. Language and theorizing about language. Human language is an incredibly varied and 
complex phenomenon. This course aims to introduce you to many widely different 
languages. This should appeal to students whose main interest is language. Linguistics is a 
very theoretical field, and we will also focus on the more abstract properties of different 
theories of grammar. This should appeal to the formally inclined students. 

 
II. Skill-based goals 

a. Analytical skills. Linguistics is a field that makes extensive use of data, and to be a 
successful linguist you must be able to analyze and interpret complex datasets. The course 
will be based largely on datasets from several different languages. Together, we will 
develop the skills to analyze these datasets, identify the patterns and regularities in the 
datasets, and to formulate an account for these regularities within phonological theory. 

b. Communication skills. Every field has its own set of conventions about how to 
communicate the results of research conducted in the field. We will talk about the typical 
conventions of how to write about phonology and phonetics. You will also get several 
opportunities to do writing about phonological and phonetic matters. 
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Textbook and other readings 
• Text: Odden, David (2013). Introducing Phonology, 2nd edition. Cambridge. Be sure to get the 2nd 

edition; the 1st edition has different problem sets and a different transcription system. 
• Other readings posted on Blackboard Course Site 

 
There are assigned readings almost every week (see the tentative schedule on p. 4). You are expected to 
do the reading before you come to class. The readings contain definitions of key terms and concepts that I 
will assume you have some familiarity with. In addition, most of the reading consists of working through 
examples to illustrate the concepts discussed. We will not necessarily go through the examples in the 
textbook in detail – Instead, we will most likely look at different data sets in class. The examples in the 
textbook will therefore serve as additional examples that you can use for practice and clarification. 
 
  
Blackboard Course Site: 201970.76242 LING-690-002 (Fall 2019) 
Blackboard Site is used for posting announcements, course materials, lecture notes, homework 
assignments, other handouts, and more. Students should check the website regularly. Please let me know 
if you have any questions about the site, or run into any difficulties using it. Lecture notes will be posted 
after class meetings, but they are not a replacement for attending class. Class time will include working 
through problem sets and this interactive discussion, and the resulting analysis of the data, will typically 
not be captured in the posted notes.  
 
 
Course requirements 
There will be either a quiz or a homework assignment due every week, starting in Week 4 (see the 
tentative schedule on p. 4). All the quizzes/assignments will count towards the final grade.  
 
1. Homework assignments (70%): There will be 7 homework assignments (10% each). Assignments 

are to be submitted at the start of the class. Students may work together on the assignments (you are 
even encouraged to do so!), but the actual write-up must be done individually.  

2. IPA quiz (5%) 
3. Feature quiz (5%) 
4. Final project (15%): The final project may be (a) a well-structured phonological analysis of a dataset 

from your textbook or (b) a detailed prospectus for an original phonological experiment. See pp.5-6, 
"Final Project Options", for more details. 

5. Participation grade (5%): You are expected to attend all class meetings and actively participate (i.e., 
actively listen, speak, and participate in class activities). Out of respect for your peers and your 
instructor, please arrive on time and be prepared to participate.  

 
 
Communication 
• I am available to answer brief questions via email, but allow a minimum of 48 hours for a response. 

(Please don't wait until the night before the assignment is due; you might not receive a response 
before the class.) When emailing, please use your Mason email, include "LING 690" in the subject of 
your email, and provide a subject line that makes it as clear as possible what you are emailing about. 
This will help ensure that your email gets the quickest attention I am able to provide.  

• Any detailed questions about assignments should be handled in office hours, as email often is not 
conducive to providing the kind of answer that would be most helpful to you. If your schedule doesn't 
permit you to come to my office hours, please email me so that we can make an appointment at a 
mutually convenient time. If you wish to make an appointment, in your email please include times 
that you are available, and do not expect to make an appointment with less than 48 hours notice.  
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Late homework policy 
As a general rule, late homework submissions will not be accepted. We will often discuss the content of a 
homework on the day that it is submitted. It is therefore not fair to students who submit an assignment on 
time if other students are allowed to submit the homework after the in-class discussion. With a reasonable 
excuse, a late homework may sometimes, as a courtesy, be accepted. Other coursework or an exam will 
generally not count as a reasonable excuse. Also, a penalty of 10% of the total grade allocated for the 
assignment will be deducted per day.  

I do, however, recognize that unforeseen circumstances may make it impossible for you to 
submit an assignment on the due date. In such cases, you must notify me 24 hours before the due date (via 
email) and you must present proper documentation to receive the full credit. In the case of emergencies, I 
will waive the 24-hour requirement, but not the proper documentation requirement. A missed homework 
assignment will result in a score of zero for that assignment, and there will be no make-up homework. If 
you feel that there are extenuating circumstances regarding a particular assignment, you may discuss the 
issue with me. 
 
 
Classroom etiquette 
• It is important to have a setting where everyone feels comfortable participating and sharing their 

views. If there is something you think is upsetting the classroom environment or getting in your way 
of participating, please come talk to me and we can try to find a way to remedy the situation.  

• Regarding electronic devices (such as laptops, cell phones, etc.), please be respectful of your peers 
and your instructor and do not engage in non-class-related activities (e.g., instagram, email).  

 
  
Special needs 
• If you think you need an accommodation for a disability, please let me know at your earliest 

convenience and contact Disability Services (993-2474; ds.gmu.edu). All academic accommodations 
must be arranged through Disability Services.  

• If a class or due date conflicts with a religious holiday, please notify me as soon as possible, but no 
later than two weeks prior to the holiday, so that any necessary arrangements can be made. 

 
 
Academic integrity 
All students are expected to adhere to the George Mason University Honor Code. For a full description of 
the code and the honor committee process including definitions of cheating, stealing, lying, and 
plagiarism, please see the Office for Academic Integrity website at https://oai.gmu.edu. Any suspected 
academic misconduct will be turned over to the Office of Academic Integrity for inquiry. 
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Tentative schedule 
All readings, other than the main text (Odden), are available on the Blackboard Course Site.  
Note: (i) other readings may be added as the semester progresses 
 (ii) some topics towards the end of the semester may change, depending on student interests 
 

         1 The class meeting is cancelled due to the instructor's conference trip – I will be attending the 178th Meeting of the Acoustical 
Society of America during 12/2-6. There will be no make-up class. Instead, you are encouraged (1) to attend the linguistics 
colloquium on 9/26 (the topic is highly relevant to our course), and (2) to schedule an individual meeting with me to discuss 
your final paper during 11/8-27 and 12/9-13.

DATE TOPIC READINGS/ 
ASSIGNMENTS 

Week 1 
8/26 

Introduction: Phonetics, phonology, and generative grammar  
What English words do listeners hear when the [s] is deleted from spit and skate? 
(HINT: the answers are not pit and Kate.) 

No reading 

   

Week 2 No class: Labor Day  
   

Week 3 
9/9 

Phonetics: sounds of the world's languages 
   Your amazing vocal tract [jɹə̩meɪzɪŋ̃vokɫt̩ɹækt˺] 

Odden Ch.1 
 

   

Week 4 
9/16 

Phonetic analysis 
    

Ladefoged_Johnson 
(optional: Abramson) 

   

Week 5 
9/23 

Distributions 
Phonemes and allophones: [p] and [ph] are "the same thing" in English but not in 
Korean.  

Odden Ch.2 
IPA quiz 
 
 
 

   

Week 6 
9/30 

Features 
   How can we represent speech sounds as symbolic units? Why do we want to do so? 

Odden Ch.3 
Assignment 1 due  

   

Week 7 
10/7 

Underlying representations  
   What is the relationship between two words in the following pairs?  
   electri[k] – electri[s]ity; alterna[t] – alterna[ʃ]ion; wri[t] – wri[ɾ]ing 

Odden Ch.4 
Assignment 2 due  

   

Week 8  
10/15 

URs continued   
(Note that we meet on Tuesday this week!) 

No reading 
Feature quiz 

   

Week 9 
10/21 

Rule interactions I  
   What happens when more than one rules apply to a form? 

Odden Ch.5 
Assignment 3 due 

   

Week 10 
10/28 

Rule interactions II 
 

Odden Ch.6 
Assignment 4 due 

   

Week 11 
11/4 

Syllables Hayes  
Final project topic due  

   

Week 12 
11/11 

Experimental phonology Dupoux et al.,  
Flege and Eefting, 
Baker et al. 
Assignment 5 due 

   

Week 13 
11/18 

Constraint-based grammar 
    An alternative model of phonological grammar: How is it similar to, or different  
    from, a rule-based grammar? 

Davenport_Hannahs 
Assignment 6 due 

   

Week 14 
11/25 

Constraint-based grammar continued + Pulling it all together    No reading 
Assignment 7 due 

   

Week 15 
12/2 

No class1 Final paper due:  
12/16 7pm 
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FINAL PROJECT OPTIONS 
 
 
1. Topic approval by Oct. 31 (1%): For both options, you are required to talk to me about your final 

project and get your topic approved. You can do this during class breaks or after class meetings, but 
it's better to come to my office hours (Wednesday 11:30-12:30, and by appointment). I will approve 
your topic after (a) you've told me what you are going to work on, and (b) I've given whatever advice 
I can think of. 

2. Final paper by Dec.16 (14%): You should submit your final paper on Blackboard by 7:00 pm on 
12/16. The document must be submitted in pdf form.  

 
 
Option A. Phonological analysis of a dataset 
For this option, you will choose a dataset to work on from Ch. 6 Exercises on Odden (pp.186-203), 
conduct phonological analyses, and write a paper that presents your analyses. The purpose of this option 
is not to "solve another phonological problem set". Rather, you should write a paper that delivers your 
analyses in a logical way. This means, your paper will be evaluated not only based on the content, but also 
on how you communicate your ideas. Even if your analysis is correct, if you fail to structure your analysis 
as "a well-structured paper", you will not get a good grade. You should write a coherent paper consisting 
(at least) of the following sections:  
 
• INTRODUCTION: What is the paper about? How is the topic (or the dataset you would choose) related 

to the big picture in phonology? In other words, what can we possibly learn about human language by 
looking at the data and your analyses? 

• DATA: Present the data that you will analyze in the paper. You should not just copy-paste the data 
from the textbook. Instead, classify them according to the purpose of your analyses, and present data 
in a way that would help your readers to follow your analyses.  

• ANALYSIS: Provide your phonological analysis of the data. You have to present the data as evidence, 
and explain the evidence for each claim that you make. This means, you have to give a relevant piece 
of data for each claim, and that you need to discuss it. If you have considered more than one analyses 
and have chosen one analysis over other alternatives (e.g., different rules, different rule ordering, 
different framework), provide your reasoning.  

• CONCLUSION: Provide a short summary of your data and analysis. And remind your readers what they 
learned from your paper about human language.  

 
If you choose this option, you are encouraged to meet with me to discuss your analysis. Also, it may be 
helpful to look at the sample term paper on the Blackboard. The sample paper is on Tibetan data on 
Odden p. 112. As the dataset that you will work on will be much more complicated than the Tibetan data, 
your paper will likely be more complicated than the sample. Also, the sample paper is just a "sample" 
rather than an exemplary model. You can certainly do better than the sample!  
 
 
Option B. Prospectus for an original experiment 
There is a likelihood that, in the course of class discussions and/or in the course of reading the research 
articles for Week 11, you'll speculate something to the effect of "I wonder what would happen if someone 
tested …". This is your opportunity to turn that speculation into a carefully thought out prospectus for an 
experiment. Your paper should consist of the sections typically found in an experimental paper in 
phonetics/phonology (you can think of the readings for Week 12 as your "models") except that Results 
and Discussion sections would be replaced by consideration of possible results and their implications. 
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• INTRODUCTION: The Introduction sets the stage for the proposed experiment. It clearly defines the 
main research question to be addressed and provides a critical evaluation of the relevant existing 
literature (i.e., previous studies). The Introduction (or sometimes a separate section after Methods but 
prior to Results) typically also clearly identifies the hypotheses to be tested, the predicted outcomes, 
and the basis for those predictions. 

• METHODS: What are the characteristics of the participant population (e.g., native speakers of a 
particular language, infants 8-10 months)? What will you ask the participants to do (e.g., reading a 
word-list, listening to pre-recorded stimuli)? What kind of data will you collect (e.g., acoustic 
recording, ultrasound data of tongue movements, response to auditory stimuli)? If you will present 
auditory stimuli to your participants, what is the nature of the stimuli? The general "rule" for a 
methods section is that it should be sufficiently explicit that the reader could replicate your 
experiment. That standard is too rigorous for an experimental prospectus, but it should help to keep 
the standard in mind when writing this section. 

• POSSIBLE OUTCOMES AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS: Given your methodology, what are the possible 
experimental outcomes? Which of those outcomes would conform to your prediction(s) and would 
therefore answer your research question(s)? Which would be inconsistent with your predictions? 
What would be the implications of these different types of findings? As appropriate, you might also 
want to consider what next step researchers might take in investigating this question. 

 
If you would choose this option, I recommend you read the articles assigned for Week 12 earlier in the 
semester. You are also required to meet with me with a specific topic and/or research question(s) by Nov. 
4. For most topics, I should be able to provide you with background literature that is relative to your own 
research question(s). I enjoy helping students take a nascent idea and reformulate it into a doable 
experiment and/or a cogent argument, so you are encouraged to discuss with me at any step. Use this 
paper as an opportunity to get your creative juices flowing! 
 
 


