
LIN 439: Historical Linguistics

MWF, 10:00-10:55 AM, Burrowes 152

Andrew Hoffman

Email: adh29@psu.edu
Office Location: Burrowes 253
Office Hours: TBD

Course Description: This course provides a general introduction to historical linguistics. Major
topics include: types of linguistic change, linguistic reconstruction, the establishment of historical
relationships between languages, and societal factors in language change.

Course Goals: The emphasis of this course will be on the analysis of linguistic data for historical
linguistic purposes. A secondary goal will be to introduce significant theoretical issues in historical
linguistics.

Prerequisite(s): There is no formal prerequisite for this course, though it will presuppose intro-
ductory knowledge of phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics. Students who have
not already taken courses in these areas can expect to have some extra difficulties when working
on assignments.

Credit Hours: 3

Textbook:
Historical Linguistics: An Introduction, 3rd edition by Lyle Campbell (ISBN # 0748645942)

Course Objectives:
Upon completion of this course, students will be able to:

1. analyze historical data to account for patterns of sound change.

2. make use of principles of analogy to account for patterns not predicted by sound change.

3. analyze historical data to account for patterns of semantic change.

4. analyze historical data to account for patterns of syntactic change.

5. link patterns of change to real-world historical periods.

6. use the comparative method to reconstruct a proto-language and propose subgrouping for
language families.

7. interpret dialect variation in its historical context.

Grade Distribution:
Participation 10%
Exam 15%
Research paper 25%
Homework 50%
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Letter Grade Distribution:

93.0 - 100 A 73.0 - 76.9 C
90.0 - 92.9 A- 70.0 - 72.9 C-
87.0 - 89.9 B+ 67.0 - 69.9 D+
83.0 - 86.9 B 63.0 - 66.9 D
80.0 - 82.9 B- 60.0 - 62.9 D-
77.0 - 79.9 C+ 0 - 59.9 F

Course grade consists of:

• Participation - 10%

Students are expected to come to class on-time and prepared to discuss the day’s mate-
rial. Active participation (including asking questions and making constructive comments
during class discussions) is an important part of succeeding in this course. Students may
miss no more than 3 classes during the semester without prior approval (e.g. medical
emergency). Each absence beyond the third will result in a successive lowering of the
student’s participation grade.

• Exam - 15%

There will be one exam on Oct. 15th. This exam will cover the topics of sound change,
analogical change, semantic change, and syntactic change. These are foundational topics
in the study of historical linguistics and will be important for the remainder of the
semester’s content.

• Research paper - 25%

Students will be required to write a final research paper at the end of the semester.
Students may choose to write about any topic relevant to the course, but should draw
upon the content discussed in class. Papers are to be 10-15 pages in length. On Nov.
7th, students will be required to turn in a one-page summary of their research paper to
ensure that they are on track.

• Homework - 50%

Over the course of the semester, there will be a total of 10 homework assignments.
Homework assignments will generally be assigned on a Friday and are due the following
Friday. Unless prior accommodations have been made (e.g. in the case of a medical
emergency), all homework is due at the beginning of class on the day it is due. The
lowest homework score will be dropped when the final grades are calculated. Students
who turn in all homework assignments and earn more than half credit on all of them
will receive an extra five points on their homework score at the end of the semester.

All homework assignments are to be written up individually, indicating which students
(if any) you collaborated with while working on the assignment. Failure to adhere to
the academic integrity policy (see below) may result in point deduction for plagiarism
and other penalties if your assignment too closely follows that of another student or if
it can otherwise be shown to not represent your own work.
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Academic Integrity Policy:
Academic integrity is the pursuit of scholarly activity in an open, honest and responsible manner.
Academic integrity is a basic guiding principle for all academic activity at The Pennsylvania State
University, and all members of the University community are expected to act in accordance with
this principle. Consistent with this expectation, the University’s Code of Conduct states that all
students should act with personal integrity, respect other students’ dignity, rights and property,
and help create and maintain an environment in which all can succeed through the fruits of their
efforts.
Academic integrity includes a commitment by all members of the University community not to
engage in or tolerate acts of falsification, misrepresentation or deception. Such acts of dishonesty
violate the fundamental ethical principles of the University community and compromise the worth
of work completed by others.
The full text of the Academic Integrity Policy is in the Student Handbook.
If you have questions about this policy: Ask! Don’t assume.

Tentative Course Outline:
The weekly coverage might change as it depends on the progress of the class. However, you must
keep up with the reading assignments. Reading assignments are due on the days listed.

Week Dates Topic Readings Assignments

1 8/22 – 8/26 Sound change Chapters 1 and 15
2 9/3 – 5 Sound change (cont.) Chapter 2 Homework 1 due
3 9/8 – 9/12 Analogical change Chapter 4 Homework 2 due
4 9/15 – 9/19 Analogical change (cont.) Homework 3 due
5 9/22 – 9/26 Semantic change Chapter 9 Homework 4 due

6 9/29 – 10/3 Syntactic change Chapter 11 Homework 5 due
7 10/6 – 10/10 Grammaticalization Chapter 10 Homework 6 due
8 10/13 – 10/17 Language contact Chapters 3 and 12

10/15 Exam
9 10/20 – 10/24 Language change (cont.) Chapters 6 and 7 Homework 7 due
10 10/27 – 10/31 Comparative method Chapter 5 Homework 8 due

11 11/3 – 11/7 Comparative method (cont.) Chapters 14 and 17
11/7 Research summary

12 11/10 – 11/14 Internal reconstruction Chapter 8 Homework 9 due
13 11/17 – 11/21 Explaining change Homework 10 due
14 11/24 Explaining change (cont.) Chapter 13
15 12/1 – 12/5 Language and prehistory Chapter 16

16 12/10 Final paper due
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