
B.A. Seminar “Language, world, mind”  

Instructor: Dr Dorota Klimek-Jankowska 

 

All over the world people use around 6000 languages. Obviously, languages vary, but what is 

amazing is that this variation is systematic and largely predictable. Languages from different 

language families and from geographically unrelated areas share many phonological, structural 

and semantic properties. The fact that languages are both different and similar is a puzzle. Two 

questions arise: 

a) How are languages different from each other and how are they similar? 

b) How to account for their differences and similarities? 

Given that language is a cognitive function of the brain, linguists try to understand how the 

observed similarities and differences among languages of the world follow from the organization 

of linguistic knowledge in the mind. This question is at the center of both theoretical and 

psycholinguistic research. What constitutes a problem is that theoretical linguists and 

psycholinguists develop competing models of how the same aspect of language is organized in 

the mind. Thus, further evidence coming from different languages of the world is necessary to 

help us decide which of these models is on the right track or how to modify the existing models 

of language. Another problem is that the linguistic theories proposed in the literature focus 

mostly on English and it is necessary to enrich their empirical basis by confronting them with 

data coming from other languages of the world, including Polish. 

In this seminar, students will be encouraged to choose one aspect of language (with the help of 

the instructor) and either (i) to compare  recent theoretical and psycholinguistic approaches with 

respect to the question of how this aspect of language is organized in the linguistic system in the 

mind according to the language model they propose or (ii) to carry out comparative research 

related to a selected aspect of language with the aim of verifying the cross-linguistic validity of 

the existing linguistic theories. 

We will read and discuss selected journal articles and book chapters. This will help the students 

to broaden their knowledge in theoretical linguistics and psycholinguistics and to choose the 

topic of their interest. When the students choose their area of interest, the instructor will help 



students to select relevant literature, which will lead them to the formulation of an interesting 

research problem. The goal of the students’ B.A. theses will be to formulate a research 

problem/question and to critically overview relevant linguistic literature related to this question. 

Particular topics will be negotiated with students according to their individual preferences and 

can be quite diversified as long as they are comparatively oriented and relate to the area of 

linguistics (i.e. morphology, syntax, semantics, mental lexicon).  

MATERIALS: we will read and discuss a variety of papers selected by the instructor; the 

selection will be made according to the research topics negotiated with the students 

ASSESSMENT:  class participation, students' presentations, written assignments.  


