
Rhodes College  Fall, 2004 

Psychology 306  Language and Communication 
 
Dr. Marsha Walton  121 Clough 
Office hours:   Mondays 10:00-12:00 drop-in (no appointments) 
    Wednesdays and Fridays by appointment 
 
Seminars:   Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30 – 4:20 
Labs:    Thursdays   7:00 – 9:30 
 
Course Objectives 
 

1. Gaining factual knowledge of terminology, classifications, methods of study, and 
recent research in the following areas:    

 
Language is probably the most distinctly human of the behaviors psychologists study.  In 
this course we will review several different areas of psycholinguistic research, and we 
will collect our own data from ongoing interactions that students observe.  Five major 
topics will be covered, with students concentrating more on those areas of greatest 
interest: 
 Language and Interaction:  How we do things with words. 
 We will collect data and analyze such speech acts as and forms of talk as:  
inviting, insulting, gossiping, storytelling, promising, hedging, swearing, complaining, 
indirect requesting, etc.  We will consider what non-lexical sounds and gestures are 
important to communication.  How do we use them, and how well do we recognize and 
understand them? 
 Language and the Mind:  How we think things with words. 
 What does the structure of human languages reveal about the structure of the 
human mind, or about how the mind works?  To what extent is our thinking limited or 
constrained by the language we use, and to what extent are we capable of 
conceptualization that is language-free? 
 Language and the Self in Society:  How we define ourselves with words. 
 We will think about how the structure of narrative influences our sense of self, 
how we create life stories, and how we use them. 
 What are the differences between "Black English" and "Standard English?"  
Between "feminine" and "masculine" speaking styles?  And what differences do such 
differences make? 
 Curious Language Phenomena:  How we play with words. 
 Slips of the tongue:  "You have hissed all my mystery lectures and tasted the 
whole worm."  Language and creativity:  metaphor, linguistic humor 
 Linguistic Ambiguity:  "Linguists are nice to understand." 
 Language Development:  How babies create human languages. 
 If language is so complex and so subtle, how do two-year-olds learn it without 
any trouble at all?  We will observe infant and child language and consider recent 
research on first language acquisition. 
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2. Developing skills used by language researchers, and also by professionals in most 
areas of psychology and in many other disciplines: 

 
The assignments and the use of class time in this course focus on exercising and 
improving the following student abilities: 
 •Observational skills.  We will make regular observations of language behavior 
and learn about observational research techniques. 
 •Qualitative research skills.  We will work with collecting data, developing 
classification systems and with transcribing and analyzing complex linguistic 
interactions. 
 •Collaborative research skills.  Students will work on research teams, sharing 
data with one another, learning to establish coding reliability with team members, and 
learning to contribute ideas and skills to a research effort.  
 
 

3. Learning fundamental principles, generalizations, and theories in the study of 
language: 

 
Students will read works by authors whose approach to the study of language is grounded 
in conflicting philosophies.  These authors disagree fundamentally about the nature of 
language and about the linguistic phenomena that are most fruitfully studied.  The 
implications of their differences are far-reaching and will push students to think about the 
nature of mind and culture. 
 
  
Required Texts 
 
Bruner, J.  (1990).  Acts of Meaning.  New York:  Harvard University Press. 
 
Lakoff, G. & Johnson, M.  (1980).  Metaphors We Live By.  Chicago:  University of 
Chicago Press. 
 
Nofsinger, R. E. (1991).  Everyday Conversation.  Newbury Park:  Sage Publications. 
 
Overmyer, E. (1986). On the Verge.  New York:  Broadway Play Publishing, Inc. 
 
Pinker, S,  (1994). The Language Instinct.     New York:  Harper Collins. 
 
Rosnow, R.  & Rosnow, R.   (1993).  How to Write Papers in Psychology.   New York:  
W. W. Norton.  (Required only for psychology majors.  New or older edition acceptable.) 
 
 (Additional readings will be assigned as the class selects topics for special attention.) 
 



 3

Course Requirements1

 
Seminar Participation (10% of final grade) 
Seminar sessions will depend on the participation of all members.  Students should 
prepare for class discussion as they read for each class.  Each member of the class will be 
expected to contribute discussion questions, comments, and examples.  When students 
must miss class, they must turn these in writing with copies sent to all class members.  
 
Laboratory Participation (10% of final grade) 
Success of the class research projects and of all laboratory sessions will depend on each 
student arriving with his or her weekly observations, and other assignments prepared in 
the prescribed format.  We will rely on the linguistic intuitions of all class members for 
interpreting and analyzing data, so each student' s attendance is important.  Students who 
must miss laboratory sessions should arrange to turn in their notebooks or other lab work, 
preferably before the session missed, so that we may combine their observations for use 
in the lab.  Absences from labs will be difficult to make up, but students should try to 
arrange comparable experiences or make-up assignments when absences are unavoidable.  
  
The laboratory participation grade will be based both on quantity of contributions of 
weekly observations and on quality of work as we analyze these data.  Two sets of 
qualities are equally valued here:  (1) accuracy, attention to detail, organizational skills, 
and precision and (2) insight about human interaction, linguistic intuition, and 
interpretive skills. 
 
Class Research Project (20% of final grade) 
We will work together as a class in collaboration with Dr. Wetzel’s research team to 
develop a coding system, establish coding reliability, and conduct descriptive analyses of 
a data set already collected at Rhodes last year.  Students will learn qualitative research 
skills, and will have an opportunity to practice and develop collaboration skills.  
Although we will work collaboratively with these data, students may elect to collaborate 
in pairs or to work individually on writing a final report in standard APA professional 
style.  Late reports will take a one-letter grade penalty. 
 
The research project grade will be divided into two components.  10% will be based on 
an assessment of the quantity, quality, and promptness of the student’s work with the 
data.  10% will be based on the quality of the final research report.   
 
Individual Research Project (20% of final grade) 
Each student will select a language phenomenon he or she finds especially interesting 
(e.g., indirect speech acts, hedges, gossip, conversational humor) and will review current 
research on that topic.  All students in the class will collect observations of the 
phenomena chosen by each of their classmates.  (This will be part of the Observations 

                                                 
1 Excepting raw data, which will generally be turned in hand-written on data collection forms, all work 
turned in for this class must be printed double-spaced in a font size no smaller than Times 14.  If the 
printing is light or distorted, I will not be able to read it.  If you are uncertain about the quality or size of 
your print, please bring a sample page in advance for my approval. 
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Notebook assignment described below.)  Data collected by classmates will be distributed 
to the primary researcher for coding and descriptive analysis. 
   
The student will write a short research report (1500 - 2000 words) describing this data 
set.  The report will include a review of previous research on the topic, a descriptive and 
qualitative analysis of the data, and a discussion of the results of that analysis, with 
suggestions for future research questions.  Reports must be written in strict accordance 
with APA style.  Late reports will suffer a penalty of one-half letter grade, accruing at 
5:45 on the first day, and a full letter grade on each day after.   
 
Observations Notebook (25% of final grade) 
Students must spend at least two hours a week outside class making observations and 
collecting examples of specific language phenomena we will study.  (These will be 
recorded in 3-ring, loose-leaf notebooks and will be brought to each lab session, where 
we will often work with the combined data. Instructions for formatting observations 
notebooks will be forthcoming. 
 
Observations Notebooks will contain a number of specific assignments (probably ten).  
All students will do an observation project on metaphor and one on personal narratives.  
These assignments will be described in detail as we complete the relevant readings.  Each 
will count one-fourth of the Notebook grade. 
 
In addition to these two assignments, students will collect observations for their 
classmates’ research project, described above, and for other topics the class decides to 
explore in lab.  Notebooks will be assessed on both the quality and quantity of 
observations contributed.  These sections will account for half of the final Notebook 
grade. 
 
The late penalty for the metaphor and narratives components of the notebook will be one 
letter grade.  However, failure to turn in the data on time for your classmates’ projects 
will be severely penalized, a full letter grade each day, accruing at 7:00 p.m. 
 
Theatre Project (15% of final grade) 
Our class will collaborate with McCoy Theatre in the production of a play by Eric 
Overmeyer.  Students will attend rehearsals for at least an hour a week while the play is 
in rehearsals, and this will be where much of the data for the Observations Notebook will 
be collected.  In addition to these observations, students will work with the script, 
identifying various language and conversational phenomena that we consider in other 
course readings.  Students will turn in a detailed analysis of the script with a discussion of  
The conversational and linguistic devices used by the playwright. 
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Preliminary Class Schedule  
 
(Labs will be specified and Lab Assignments will be made as the class explores our 
mutual interests.) 
Date Reading  Topic Assignment due 
    
Th 8/26  Introductions/ Conversation Openers  
 Lab 1  N1 Performatives/ Speech Act Verbs  
T 8/31 P1, Bpref Contrasting two approaches  
Th 9/2 N2 What language DOES  
Lab 2  Indirect Speech Acts  
T 9/7 P2 Instinct to Talk  
Th 9/9 Verge   
Lab 3  Meet with Verge cast  
T 9/14 P3   
Th 9/16 L&J1-5 Metaphorical Thought  
Lab 4  Metaphor Initial Notebook Check 
T 9/21 P4 What grammar REALLY means.  
Th 9/23 N3 Sequencing Talk Research Project Topics  
Lab 5    
T 9/28 P5   
Th 9/30 N4  Verge Project Prelim 
Lab 6    
T 10/5 P6   
Th 10/7 N5 Conversational Housekeeping  
Lab 7    
T 10/12 P7 Language Comprehension  
Th 10/14 N6 Discourse  
 Lab 8   Midterm Notebook 
recess    
    
Th 10/21 L&J6-10   
Lab 9  Class Research Project  
T 10/26 P8-P9 Universal Babies  
Th 10/28 LJ11-13   
Lab 10  Making Categories/ Coding Schemes  
T 11/2 P13 Evolution  
Th 11/4 LJ20-21  ‘Verge’ Analysis 
Lab 11    
T 11/9 B1 Language in Psychology  
Th 11/11 LJ22-24   
Lab 12  Assessing Reliability  
T 11/16 B2 Folk Psychology  
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Date Reading  Topic Assignment due 
    
Th 11/18 LJ25-28   
Lab 13  Descriptive Analysis  
T 11/23 B3 Baby Stories Class Research Report 
Thanks-
giving 

   

T 11/30 B4 Stories Creating a Better World  
Th 12/2   Final Notebooks 
Lab 14  Sharing Data  
T 12/7 LJ29-30 Metaphor Creating a Better World    
    
S 12/11 5:30 p.m.  Individual Research Rpt 
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