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LING-GA 2530 Linguistic Variation
Syllabus

1. Logistics
Time & place T 12:30-3:15p, 10 Washington P1. Rm. 104

Instructor Laurel MacKenzie (laurel.mackenzie@nyu.edu)
Office hours By appointment via https://calendly.com/laurel-mackenzie

2. Course description and goals

This course is an intensive graduate-level introduction to the quantitative study of variation in language.
The course has two goals:

1. Students will gain an understanding of some of the fundamental questions in variationist
sociolinguistics, concerning how variation in language is structured and how it is represented
formally.

2. Students will gain currency in methods for the collection and analysis of variationist
sociolinguistic data. This comprises quantitative and statistical techniques and the processing of
corpus data.

In class, we will learn by reading and by doing. We will read and discuss classic and recent papers in the
field addressing the first point above. And we’ll work on a group project to collect and analyze data on
the structure of a particular linguistic variable decided on by the class. Ideally, this will culminate in a co-
written abstract to be submitted to a conference such as NWAV 52 (to be held in Miami, Nov. 7-9).

This course will assume that you have already had a basic introduction to doing statistics in R, such as
that offered by LING-GA 2945 Statistical Analysis in Linguistics, as well as a basic familiarity with
phonetics, phonology, morphology, and syntax.

3. Materials

Everything you will need for the course will be linked from this syllabus document. I recommend that
you make a shortcut to this document on your own Google Drive by doing File > Add shortcut to Drive.
Then organize it somewhere where you can easily find it each time we meet.

Access to course materials is restricted to NYU Google accounts. If you’re told that you “do not have
permission” to access some course material, you are likely logged in through a personal Google account.
Switch to your NYU account and try again.

4. Requirements

e Readings, annotations, and participation: All participants are expected to do the assigned
reading (before class) and to participate in discussion of the material in class. You are also
requested to annotate the readings with questions/comments/complaints as you read them: at least
two annotations per class session, ideally with those annotations in at least two different readings
(where applicable).
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We will attempt to use Adobe’s Share PDF feature for commenting on readings. On a desktop, it
doesn’t require any special software or logging in (though please identify yourself when you
comment). On a mobile device, you’ll need the (free) Adobe Acrobat app, and you’ll need to log
in with your NYU/Google account to comment. Please access the readings through the
syllabus links in this document so that you access the commenting interface.

Readings in the first half of the course will be journal articles and handbook chapters. Readings in
the second half of the course will come from Bodo Winter’s (2020) textbook Statistics for
Linguists: An Introduction using R. Keep Dan Villarreal’s errata/notes page handy as you read
Winter’s text.

Assignments: Each week will have an associated assignment. As the semester progresses, these
will involve doing work on the group project. Participants are expected to do the assignments.

Group project-related write-up: At the end of the semester, participants will be expected to
write up something related to the group project. Depending on how far along the project is, this
might be an abstract for conference submission, or it might be a project proposal to look at
something in or related to the data.

Syllabus
(subject to change based on how things go)

Reading is to be done before class; homework after class.

Week | Topics Reading

1 (1/23) | Foundational issues, variationist terminology Labov 2006

2 (1/30) | Variationist methods, the linguistic variable, the | Wolfram 1993

envelope of variation Rickford et al. 1991

Brook 2018

3 (2/6) | Formalizing variation: phonetics & phonology Fruehwald 2022
Cedergren & Sankoff 1974 (fine to skim §4-8)
Foulkes & Docherty 2006 (fine to skim §2-3)

4 (2/13) | Formalizing variation: morphosyntax Adger, Jamieson, & Smith 2020
Kroch 1994 §1-3.3 and 6
Embick 2008

5 (2/20) | No class! (Laurel out of town)

6 (2/27) | Conditioning of variation, pt. 1 Tamminga, MacKenzie, & Embick 2016
Purse, Fruehwald, & Tamminga 2022

7 (3/5) | Conditioning of variation, pt. 2 Bender 2005

MacKenzie 2019



https://acrobat.adobe.com/link/review?uri=urn:aaid:scds:US:fe5efbbc-6c2d-464c-ad1e-2c93ae1100b8
https://acrobat.adobe.com/link/review?uri=urn:aaid:scds:US:fe5efbbc-6c2d-464c-ad1e-2c93ae1100b8
https://djvill.github.io/Winter-2019-Errata/Winter-2019-Errata.html
https://acrobat.adobe.com/link/review?uri=urn:aaid:scds:US:1bc0848f-45ac-4c89-9c46-7f66b682677c
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Week | Topics Reading

8 (3/12) | Case studies connecting quantitative data & MacKenzie 2020
grammatical representation of variation MacKenzie & Tamminga 2021

3/19 Spring break! No class!

9 (3/26) | R code hygiene, R markdown, summarizing & (see Wk. 8 notes)
plotting categorical dependent variables

10 (4/2) | Simple linear regression with one continuous Winter ch. 4 & 5
predictor

11 (4/9) | Multiple linear regression with continuous & Winter ch. 6, 7, & 11.3-11.4
categorical predictors

12 Logistic regression Winter ch. 12

(4/16)

13 Interactions Winter ch. 8

(4/23)

14 Random effects, model selection Winter ch. 14-16

(4/30)
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