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STANFORD UNIVERSITY 
LINGUISTICS 143:  SIGN LANGUAGES 
 
Kathryn Flack Potts 
Spring 2011  
                           
 
Class    Monday, Wednesday 11:00 – 12:15   

Building 110, room 114 
 
Instructor   Kathryn Flack Potts 

 

Email:   kfpotts@stanford.edu  
      

Office:   Building 460, room 118 
 

Office hours: By appointment (I’m available most of Mondays and Wednesdays) 
 

Appointment sign-up: http://www.jifflenow.com/grp/Kathryn_Flack_Potts 
 

Course website  http://www.stanford.edu/~kfpotts/s11-linguist143.html 
 

Things you'll find on the website:   
 

• A summary of each day's class (check here first, if you miss class) 
 

• In-class activities and materials 
 

• Homework assignments (assignments are all listed on the days that they're due) 
 

• Reading assignments  (and PDFs, for readings not in the textbook) 
 

• Paper information, grading rubrics, and due dates 
 
Textbook   Linguistics of American Sign Language (4th edition) 

 C. Valli, C. Lucas, and K. J. Mulrooney, 2005; Gallaudet University Press.  
 
Description The linguistic structure of sign languages. How sign languages from around the 

world differ, and what properties they share. Accents and dialects in sign languages. 
How sign languages are similar to and different from spoken languages. How and 
why sign languages have emerged. 
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GRADING CRITERIA 
 
23% reading responses and other short assignments 
 

You’ll typically be asked for at least one short written assignment per week. These may be open-
ended reading reactions, or may ask you to reflect on a particular question.  
 

EXTRA CREDIT: Turning in a thoughtful, 2-3 paragraph response to an optional reading assignment 
will add 0.5% to your final class grade. These optional responses are due at class time on the day 
that the optional reading is assigned. Selections from Language Files are generally hard to 
discuss in depth; these are usually not good choices for thoughtful responses. 

 

40% short papers: 4 × 10% each 
 

For each of 4 short papers (roughly 3 pages each), you will be asked to select an article on any aspect 
of signed languages that interests you from the linguistic literature; you will present a clear, well-
organized discussion and critique of your article’s central argument.  
 

The following topics should each be addressed in one (or more) of your short papers; the order and 
combination in which you address these topics is up to you.  
 

• At least one paper focusing on linguistic structure (phonology, morphology, syntax, 
semantics…) 

• At least one paper focusing on language in society (education, social context, variation, dialects, 
gender…) 

• At least one paper on a (natural) signed language other than ASL 
 

You should have at least one paper focusing primarily on ‘linguistic structure’ and at least one on 
‘language in society’ (rather than always blending both types of topics), to allow for deeper 
engagement with these topics. A paper on either of these topics, or a different paper entirely, may 
address a non-ASL signed language. 

 

Your fourth short paper will also serve as your final paper proposal. You are encouraged to explore 
topics of potential interest for your paper in earlier short papers as well. 
 

7% class presentation 
 

Each student will lead a 15-20 minute class discussion about an article that you chose for one of your 
short papers. Each presenter needs to meet with me at least 2 days before your presentation to discuss 
your plans. Your presentation should give an overview of key ideas from the article and include open-
ended questions to stimulate discussion. Your article will be provided as an optional reading. 

 

25% final paper 
 

This will be on a topic of your choice; this can be anything you like as long as you discuss some 
aspect of the linguistics of (one or more) signed languages. Topics could include description of a 
particular complex grammatical phenomenon, comparison of some aspect of linguistic structure 
across multiple signed languages, acquisition or processing of signed languages, linguistic aspects of 
education or language policy, or anything else. This final paper may relate to any or all of your first 
three short papers, or it may be on a new topic. 

 

5% class participation and engagement 
 

This class will be largely discussion-based; everyone should make an effort to participate in ways that 
enhance your own educational experience and that of others. Attend regularly, arrive promptly, be 
attentive to and respectful of others, prepare for discussions via thoughtful reading, share your own 
perspectives with the group, and help ensure that everyone feels comfortable participating. 
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OTHER COURSE POLICIES 
 
Assignments  
 

It is your responsibility to be aware of when assignments are due. 
 

All assignments will be posted on the course website by no later than 6:00 PM on the previous 
class day, as well as being announced in class. If you aren’t sure whether there’s an assignment due, 
check: if it’s 6:30 on Monday night, all of Wednesday’s assignments will be posted; if nothing is 
posted by then, nothing is due.   

 

Like you, assignments are expected to appear promptly at the beginning of class (11:00) on the day 
they are due. I’m happy to accept assignments by e-mail (PDFs strongly preferred) or turned in to my 
mailbox in the linguistics department office (460-127), as long as they arrive no later than the start of 
class.  
 

If dire circumstances will keep you from completing an assignment on time, you must make 
alternate arrangements before the assignment is due. Unexcused late work will not be accepted. 

 
On written work  
 

Unless I say otherwise (as for papers), I don’t care whether written work is typed or handwritten. 
However, all work should be easy to understand. This means it must be: 

 

...legible. If you have messy handwriting, you should make a serious effort to write clearly, or 
consider typing. If your printer is running out of ink and prints only in yellow and pink stripes, 
please find another printer. If I can’t comfortably read your work, it won’t receive a grade. 

 

...correctly spelled and punctuated. Linguists don’t care about spelling; however, readers do. 
 

...clearly organized. When you’re explaining complex data or making an intricate argument, it takes a 
fair amount of thought to make sure you express your ideas clearly. Think about what points you 
want to make, and how you want to explain them, before you start writing.  

 
Academic honesty 
 

You are expected to be familiar with, and to uphold, Stanford’s honor code 
(http://www.stanford.edu/dept/vpsa/judicialaffairs/guiding/honorcode.htm). Any student whose 
behavior in this course is found to be in violation of the honor code will not receive credit for the 
course; penalties for violation can also go beyond the bounds of this course (e.g. suspension, or even 
expulsion). Please feel free to ask, in class or in private, if you have any questions about how the 
honor code relates to this course. 
 

Students with documented disabilities 
 

Students who may need an academic acocmodation based on the impact of a disability must initiate 
the request with the Student Disability Resource Center (SDRC) located within the Office of 
Accesible Education (OAE). SDRC staff will evaluate the request with required documentation, 
recommend reasonable accomodations, and prepare an Accomodation Letter for faculty dated in the 
current quarter in which the request is being made. Studnts should contact the SDRC as soon as 
possible since timely notice is needed to coordinate accomodations. The OAE is located at 563 
Salvatierra Walk (phone: 723-1066). Students are also encouraged to meet with faculty in private to 
discuss specific needs and/or to make arrangements for accomodations. 
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SCHEDULE 
 
NOTES: Assignments listed here are subject to change. It is your responsibility to be aware of when 

assignments are due; the course website will always show an up-to-date list of deadlines. 
 

Reading details follow. 
 

Readings may be required or optional (OPT). Optional readings may give additional background, 
or may expand on the main ideas of the required readings. 
 

  Topic Assignments Readings 
M 
3/28 

deafness vs. Deafness 
ASL vs. Signed English   

Week 
1 W 

3/30 

In
tro

 

History, structure of arguments 
that sign languages are ‘real’ 
languages 

Info sheet 
Reading response 

LASL: 1: Defining language; Battison 
(1980) 

Padden (1990/2001) 
OPT: Eastman (1980/2001) 

M 
4/4 

Phonological features: 
handshape, movement, etc. 

Features vs. segments vs. 
morphemes 

Reading response LASL: 2.1: Signs have parts; 2.3: 
Sequentiality; Battison (1978) Week 

2 
W 
4/6 

Phonological features, 
processes, structures 

Short paper 1 
Presentation:  

Mayberry (1993) 
LASL: Liddell & Johnson (1989) 

M 
4/11 

Iconicity vs. transparency, 
across sign languages Reading response 

SLLU: §25.4 Iconicity/motivatedness 
Pizzuto & Volterra (2000) 
Beykirch et al (1990), Griffith & 

Robinson (1981), OR White & Tischler 
(1999) 

Week 
3 

W 
4/13 

Si
gn

ed
 p

ho
no

lo
gy

 

Syllables in speech and sign Presentation:  
Zhao et al.  

M 
4/18 

ASL word order, syntactic 
processes  

Spatial verb agreement 
What are ASL pronouns? 

 

LASL 3.6: The function of space in ASL; 
3.7: Verbs in ASL; 3.8: Simple 
sentences in ASL 

OPT: LASL: Liddell (2000) Week 
4 

W 
4/20 

Variations on basic agreement: 
Cross-linguistic auxiliaries 
Nonmanuals in ASL 
agreement 

Short paper 2 
Presentation:  

Zeshan (2004) 

SLLU: ch. 19: Clausal structure across 
sign languages 

OR Bahan et al. (2000) 

M 
4/25 

Word formation: borrowings, 
numeral incorporation, 
lexicalized fingerspelling 

Reading reaction 
LASL: 3.4: Lexicalized fingerspelling and 

loan signs; 3.5: Numeral incorporation 
SLLU: ch. 6: Entering the lexicon Week 

5 W 
4/27 

M
or

ph
ol

og
y,

 sy
nt

ax
 

Classifiers: Typology, 
iconicity, origins 

Reading reaction 
Presentation:  

Emmorey (2002) 
ch. 8 

LASL: 3.9: Classifier predicates  
SLLU: ch. 5: Classifier constructions 

M 
5/2 No class 

Week 
6 W 

5/4 
Cognitive effects of signing vs. 

deafness 

Short paper 3 
Presentation:  

Nonaka (2004) 

LASL: Emmorey (1999), esp. §5.1.5-5.3 
OPT: Emmorey (2002) ch. 8: The impact 

of sign language use on visuospatial 
cognition 

M 
5/9 

Modality effects on 
acquisition: Timeline, 
babbling, iconicity 

 
Emmorey (2002) ch. 5: Sign language 

acquisition 
OPT: Petitto (2000) Week 

7 W 
5/11 

M
od

al
ity

 e
ff

ec
ts

:  
C

og
ni

tio
n,

 a
cq

ui
si

tio
n 

Gesture:  
Manual vs. vocal 
In speech vs. sign 

Presentation: 
Gardner & 
Gardner (1969) 

Emmorey (1999) 
OPT: McNeill (2005), pp. 5-12 
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M 
5/16 Homesign systems Reading reaction 

Goldin-Meadow (2003):  
ch. 8 (Words) OR ch. 9 (The parts of 

words) 
ch. 12 (Building a system) 

OPT: ch. 6 (Background on deafness and 
language-learning); ch. 7 (How do we 
begin?) Week 

8 

W 
5/18 

Sign language emergence: 
Grammatical consequences 
of different social contexts 

Short paper 4 (aka 
final paper 
proposal) 

Presentation: 
Klima & Bellugi 
(1979), ch. 14 

OPT: Meir et al. (2010) 

M 
5/23 

Morphological properties as a 
consequence of language 
age? 

 Aronoff et al. (2005) 
Week 

9 W 
5/25 

W
he

re
 d

o 
si

gn
 la

ng
ua

ge
s c

om
e 

fr
om

? 

Historical change in ASL  
LASL: 5.1: Variation and historical 

change 
OPT: Frischberg (1975) 

M 
5/30 No class – Memorial Day 

Week 
10 W 

6/1 

W
ra

p-
up

 

What have we learned from 
sign languages?   

 
 

F 
6/3 Final paper due by 11:30 AM 

 
 

READINGS 
 
LASL:  Clayton Valli, Ceil Lucas & Kristin J. Mulrooney (2005) Linguistics of American Sign Language (4th 

edition). Washington DC: Gallaudet University Press. [required text] 

Includes, as supplemental readings: 

Battison, Robbin (1978) Lexical Borrowing in American Sign Language. [excerpt: pp. 19-58, Analyzing 
signs] Silver Spring MD: Linstok Press. 

Battison, Robbin (1980) Signs have parts. In C. Baker & R. Battison (eds.) Sign Language and the Deaf 
Community, pp. 35-51. Silver Spring MD: National Association of the Deaf. 

Emmorey, Karen (1999) The confluence of space and language in signed languages. In P. Bloom, M. S. 
Peterson, L. Nadel, & M. F. Garrett (eds.) Language and Space, pp. 171-209. Cambridge MA: MIT 
Press. 

Liddell, Scott K., & Robert E. Johnson (1989) American Sign Language: The phonological base. Sign 
Language Studies 34: 195-277. 

Liddell, Scott K. (2000) Indicating verbs and pronouns: Pointing away from agreement. In Karen Emmorey 
& Harlan Lane (eds.), The Signs of Language Revisited: An Anthology to Honor Ursula Bellugi and 
Edward Klima, pp. 303-320. Hillsdale NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

 
SLLU: Wendy Sandler & Diane Lillo-Martin (2006) Sign Language and Linguistic Universals. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
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Other readings: 
 

Aronoff, Mark, Irit Meir, & Wendy Sandler (2005) The paradox of sign language morphology. Language 81: 301-
344. 

Bahan, Benjamin, Judy Kegl, Robert G. Lee, Dawn MacLaughlin, & Carol Neidle (2000) The licensing of null 
arguments in American Sign Language. Linguistic Inquiry 31: 1-27. 

Beykirch, Hugh L., Tammi A. Holcomb & Judith F. Harrington (1990) Iconicity and sign vocabulary acquisition. 
American Annals of the Deaf 135: 306-311. 

Eastman, Gilbert (1980/2001) From student to professional: A personal chronicle of sign language. In Lois Bragg 
(ed.), Deaf World: A Historical Reader and Primary Sourcebook, pp. 86-96. New York: New York University 
Press. 

Emmorey, Karen (1999) Do signers gesture? In Lynn S. Messing & Ruth Campbell (eds.) Gesture, Speech & Sign, 
pp. 133-159. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Karen Emmorey (2002) Language, Cognition, and the Brain. Hillsdale NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Frishberg, Nancy (1975) Arbitrariness and iconicity: Historical change in American Sign Language. Language 51: 
696-719. 

Gardner, R. Allen, & Beatrice T. Gardner (1969) Teaching sign language to a chimpanzee. Science 165: 664-672. 

Goldin-Meadow, Susan (2003) The Resilience of Language. New York: Psychology Press. 

Griffith, Penny L., & Jacques H. Robinson (1981) A comparative and normative study of the iconicity of signs rated 
by three groups. American Annals of the Deaf 126: 440-449. 

Klima, Edward, & Ursula Bellugi (1979) The Signs of Language. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press. 

Mayberry, Rachel I. (1993) First-language acquisition after childhood differs from second-language acquisition: The 
case of American Sign Language. Journal of Speech & Hearing Research 36: 1258-1270. 

McNeill, David (2005) Gesture and Thought. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Meir, Irit, Wendy Sandler, Carol Padden, & Mark Aronoff (2010) Emerging sign languages. In M. Marschark & P. 
E. Spencer (eds.), Oxford Handbook of Deaf Studies, Language, and Education, Volume 2, pp. 267-280. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Nonaka, Angela M. (2004) The forgotten endangered languages: Lessons on the importance of remembering from 
Thailand’s Ban Khor Sign Language. Language in Society 33: 737-767. 

Padden, Carol A. (1990/2001) Folk explanation in language survival. In Lois Bragg (ed.), Deaf World: A Historical 
Reader and Primary Sourcebook, pp. 104-115. New York: New York University Press. 

Petitto, Laura Ann (2000) On the biological foundations of human language. In Karen Emmorey & Harlan Lane 
(eds.), The Signs of Language Revisited: An Anthology to Honor Ursula Bellugi and Edward Klima, pp. 449-
473. Hillsdale NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Pizzuto, Elena, & Virginia Volterra (2000) Iconicity and transparency in sign languages: A cross-linguistic, cross-
cultural view. In Karen Emmorey & Harlan Lane (eds.), The Signs of Language Revisited: An Anthology to 
Honor Ursula Bellugi and Edward Klima, pp. 261-286. Hillsdale NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

White, Alfred, & Shelly Tischler (1999) Repetitive sign vocabulary tests: Tests of single-word vocabulary or 
iconicity? American Annals of the Deaf 144: 334-338. 

Zeshan, Ulrike (2004) Hand, head, and face: Negative constructions in sign languages. Linguistic Typology 8: 1-58. 

Zhao, Liwei, Karin Kipper, William Schuler, Christian Vogler, Norman Badler & Martha Palmer (2000) A machine 
translation system from English to American Sign Language. In John S. White (ed.) AMTA ‘00 Proceedings of 
the 4th Conference of the Association for Machine Translation in the Americas on Envisioning Machine 
Translation in the Information Future, pp. 54-67. London: Springer-Verlag. 

 


