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On the surface, human languages seem to be quite different from each other. They have 

different vocabularies and grammars, which is a challenge for students trying to master a 

foreign language. Some elements of language variation are due to historical reasons, such as 

the lack of a common ancestor or infrequent contact between language speakers. Some other 

differences reflect “the nature of language”: the intrinsic rules of syntax, morphology, and 

phonology, which do not seem to have any direct social or historical motivations. Still other 

variations have socio-cultural reasons. In this seminar we will deal with different types of 

language variation from descriptive and theoretical perspectives. 

 

In spite of the observed variation, it turns out that in fact languages differ in systematic and 

largely predictable ways. For example, languages without articles, such as Polish, Mohawk, 

and Ukrainian, systematically apply different rules to form questions than languages with 

articles, such as English, Bulgarian, Basque, and Romanian. The contrast between the two 

language types is also observed in semantics: speakers of languages with articles may 

interpret certain types of negated and tensed clauses in a different way than speakers of 

article-less languages. Such correlations can be accounted for in the framework of Principles 

and Parameters developed in linguistics over the last forty years, This framework also 

predicts that language change affecting a certain element of grammar may have a 

snowballing effect and trigger modifications in other, apparently unrelated areas of grammar. 

Many case studies have shown that this is indeed the case. For example, the current 

emergence of the definite article in Finnish is accompanied by the loss of movement 

operations that are typically not found in article languages. 

 

In this MA seminar, the students will be encouraged to conduct a comparative investigation 

of a selected aspect of language in English and Polish. The focus will be on grammatical 

structures, but any other levels of language (including socio-cultural variations) will be 

considered as well. We will also study the consequences of differences between languages for 

translation strategies. A specific MA topic will be subject to negotiations and may reflect any 

broad area of comparative research in linguistics that represents the student’s interests. I have 

experience supervising theses on syntax, morphology, historical linguistics, borrowings, 

language loss, slang, sociolinguistics, and translation studies. Furthermore, I have broad 

international research experience: I studied linguistics in Norway, completed the doctoral 

program in the Netherlands, and worked as a post-doc researcher in the USA.  

 

The students will be evaluated on the basis of class participation, presentations, and written 

assignments. In view of the broad range of topics covered by this seminar, the literature will 

be selected on an individual basis. In addition, the students interested in doing syntax 

research may apply to complete part of the seminar at the Department of Linguistics at the 

University of Venice via the Erasmus exchange program. 

 

 


