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LING 3050: Animal Communication              Fall 2015 

 

Instructor: Dr. Konstantia Kapetangianni 

Time: Tu/Th 3:30PM – 4:50PM 

Location: Wooten Hall 215 

Office: Lang 408J   Office Hours: Tu/Th 1:00PM – 2:00PM, or before class time at Wooten 

Hall and by appt. 

Email: Konstantia.Kapetangianni@unt.edu 

 

 

Course Description & Objectives 

This course explores perspectives and issues of animal and human language and communication 

using cross-disciplinary evidence from different fields, i.e. linguistics, cognitive-developmental 

psychology, neuroscience, and anthropology. A primary objective of this course is to consider 

our preconceived notions of animals in comparison to findings from recent scientific studies. 

This comparison will ultimately allow us to gain a more accurate understanding of the unique 

aspects of human cognition and, in turn, a deeper appreciation of each species’ special 

characteristics. Two major questions that we will consider are: “How do humans and non-

humans communicate?” and “What are the similarities and differences in communicative 

abilities between humans and non-humans?” We will meander through written and web 

resources to consider a variety of disciplines, theories and research in order to arrive at some 

conclusions. As we will see, there is a great deal of controversy, and legitimate points that can be 

made on both sides of an issue; therefore, this course seeks to develop a sense of critical reading 

and writing, leading students to consider the distinction between what is intuited or believed to 

be known and what is actually known from scientific investigation. 

Finally, this course assumes no knowledge of linguistics. During the course, we will learn more 

about phonetics, phonology, morphology and syntax and how these aspects of human language 

apply to the types of communication used by non-humans. 
  

 

Required Textbook (reserved at UNT Willis library) 
 

Anderson, Stephen. (2004). Doctor Dolittle’s Delusion: Animals and the Uniqueness of Human 

 Language. Yale University Press. 

 

 

Additional Recommended Textbooks 

 

Fouts, Roger & Stephen Tukel Mills. (1998). Next of Kin: My Conversations with Chimpanzees. 

 Harper. 

 

Grandin, Temple. (2005). Animals in Translation. New York: Scribner. Harvest Books.  

 

Hauser, Mark. (2000). Wild Minds: What Animals Really Think.  Henry Holt and Company. 
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Course credit requirement and grading 

� Participation (weekly discussion questions) & attendance 10pts   

� Weekly Quizzes 10pts 

� In class group presentation 10pts 

� 3 homework assignments  30pts (10pts each) 

� 1 Midterm exam 20pts  

� 1 Final exam  20pts 

 

 

Attendance & Participation 

Attendance in class is expected ☺! Absences will be excused and not counted toward the grade 

only in the case of illness, accident, personal tragedy, or travel for academic functions and should 

be communicated to the instructor in advance wherever possible. Students should provide proper 

official documentation in order to have absences excused for the reasons mentioned above. You 

will be allowed three unexcused absences. Additional unexcused absences will result in poor 

grades for participation.  

To achieve the best possible grade for participation you should come to every class, complete all 

weekly assigned readings, come prepared to discuss the texts you have read, and volunteer your 

ideas in discussion. Even if you do not understand a reading, you can participate by asking 

questions!!! 

 

 

Readings and lecture notes: 

Students are expected to have read all assigned readings before class. Lecture notes based on the 

reading and the class lecture will also be provided after each class on BB as an aid to 

understanding the textbook and readings. The lecture notes are just a skeletal treatment of the 

lecture, however, and are not a substitute for the class lecture or the reading. Students will be 

learning about a new field of study in this class, therefore some of the materials and concepts 

may seem fairly complex. In such cases, students should read the assigned readings and go over 

the lecture notes multiple times. Students are expected to bring the assigned readings in class 

sessions on the days that they are discussed. 

 

 

Extra Credit 

There are no extra credit assignments for this course. If you miss a significant portion of class (3 

or more classes), you may submit a make‐up assignment. Please contact me when you have 

missed, or know you will miss, 3 or more classes. 

 

 

Coursework 

Weekly in-class discussions  

In order to encourage and help students with the readings, you will answer some study questions 

posted on Blackboard for each reading. Answers to study questions will be discussed in class on 

the date the reading is assigned for (see weekly schedule below).  
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Homework Assignments 

Homework must be presented in class to the instructor on the days that they are due. They will 

be assessed for completeness. No late homework will be accepted. If you cannot submit a  

homework to the instructor due to illness, the weight of the grade will fall on the remaining ones, 

provided advanced notice and proper documentation of illness is given. 

 

 

In-class Group Presentation 

We will have group presentations in class (2 - 3 students in each group) on the assigned readings 

or topics of students’ choice and interest. These group presentations will be given over the course 

of the semester and should not take longer than 20-25 minutes each. Students will be allowed to 

choose their topic and content of the presentation, if they prefer so. The presentation may involve 

summarizing a linguistic or other article related to the topics covered in class. In this case, it will 

involve reading the article carefully to fully understand the argument, creating an outline, and 

writing a cogent summary of the main points.  

All presentations should come with a handout; the handout must be submitted to me via email a 

week before the day of the presentation. It should have the following structure: (i) introduction: 

main arguments/ideas, (ii) data and methods (if applicable), (iii) results, (iv) discussion: 

implications of arguments and beyond. 

Your group presentation will be graded (a total of 10pts) for: content (presentation/discussion of 

the main points of the article; 2.5pts), structure (well structured, clear and easy to follow 

presentation; 2.5pts), explanation (explanation of empirical results or terminology & technical 

notions; 2.5 pts) and creativity (use of questions/activities/exercises to engage your fellow class 

members in discussion; 2.5 pts). 

 

 

Class behavior (instructor’s policy) 

Be on time! Please make every effort to get to class on time. It is important that you don’t arrive 

late or leave early. Repeated late arrival will result in loss of points in your attendance grade. 

Be respectful! Avoid eating, sleeping, chatting or working on other classes.  

 

 

Cell phone policy 

In this class, cell phones and other electronic devices are to be turned off during class time. In 

case of an emergency that requires the use of cell phone, students should quietly exit the 

classroom before responding to the call. If a student is caught using a cell phone during class 

(texting, etc.) he/she will be asked to leave the class.  

 

 

Class behavior (University policy) 

Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' 

opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional 

forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the 

classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Center for Student Rights and 

Responsibilities to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct.  

The university's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including 



 4 

university and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc.  The Code of 

Student Conduct can be found at www.unt.edu/csrr  

 

 

Academic Integrity 

Please make sure that all the work you submit in this course is your own!!! 

It is your responsibility to know the definitions and consequences of plagiarism, cheating etc. as 

outlined in the Code of Student Conduct and Discipline, available in the Undergraduate Catalog 

and online at 

http://catalog.unt.edu/content.php?catoid=5&navoid=244#Student_Standards_of_Academic_Inte

grity 

 

 

Disability Accommodation Statement 

“The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with 

disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability 

Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide 

you with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion 

regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request accommodations at any time, 

however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester 

to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of 

accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to 

implementation in each class. For additional information see the Office of Disability 

Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by phone at 

940.565.4323.” 

 

Students with any special needs or disabilities (including learning disabilities) should inform me 

of their needs as soon as possible so that proper accommodations can be made. 

 

 

LING 3050: Animal Communication 

 

Weekly Plan: Notice that assigned readings should be completed before the scheduled class day. 

Week Date Topics Assigned Readings; 

Due dates 

Week 

1 

Aug 

25 

Course Introduction & Documentary: Why do we talk? Available on YouTube 

 Aug 

27 

Discussion of documentary Why do we talk? 

What is Language?  

Properties of human language 

 

“True Language?” by 

The Ohio State 

University Language 

Files. Reading on BB 

Week 

2 

Sept 1 Language vs Communication Chapters 2: 

“Language & 

Communication” in 

Anderson.  
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 Sept 3 Animal Communication Hillix: “The past, 

present and possible 

future of animal 

language research”   

E-reserve 

Week 

3 

Sept 8 The Worlds of Language:  

Humans, Apes, Birds, and Others 

http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/geopedia/Animal_

Minds 

 

Student presentations 

based on National 

Geographic Articles 

 Sept 

10 

Language & Cognition Chapters 3: “Studying 

Cognition” in 

Anderson  

Week 

4 

Sept 

15 

Primates Communication: Great Apes, gorillas, 

bonobos, monkeys 

Video: “Koko: The Gorilla who Talks” 

 

Chapter 7: “What 

Primates Have to Say 

for Themselves” in 

Anderson 

 Sept 

17 

Sign Language  

Film: Chimp Talk (available online through UNT 

Media Library) 

Chapter 9: “Language 

is not just speech”  in 

Anderson 

Homework 1 due 

Week 

5 

Sept 

22 

Animal Communication Systems: Bee dances 

Student Presentations 

Chapter 4 in 

Anderson: “The 

Dance ‘Language’ of 

Honeybees” 

 Sept 

24 

Animal Communication Systems: Squirrels & Prairie 

dogs 

Student Presentations 

Wilson and Hare 

(2004): “Ground 

Squirrels Use 

Ultrasonic Alarms” 

Additional links on 

BB 

Week 

6 

Sept 

29 

Animal Communication Systems: Elephants Links on BB 

 

 Oct 1 The Sounds of Language: Human phonology & bird 

songs 

Student Presentations 

Chapter 15 in 

Pepperberg, I. (2002): 

“How similar to 

human speech is that 

produced by a 

parrot?”   

E-reserve 

Week 

7  

Oct 6 Acoustics, Animal Sound Systems and Human 

Phonetics 

  

 

Chapter 5: “Sound in 

Frog and Man” in 

Anderson 
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 Oct 8 Echolocation:  Communication in Bats Articles on BB 

Homework 2 due 

Week 

8 

Oct 

13 

Catch-up and Review for Midterm Exam 

 

 

 

 Oct 

15 
Midterm Exam  

Week 

9 

Oct 

20 

Dolphin Communication Links on BB 

 Oct 

22 

Bioluminescence Links on BB 

 

Week 

10 

Oct 

27 

Topic open  

 Oct 

29 

The Evolution of Speech  

Student Presentations  

 

Fitch (2000) “The 

Evolution of Speech: A 

Comparative Review” 

Week 

11 

Nov 3 Animal Cognition “How animals think” 

in Grandin & Johnson 

(2005): Animals in 

translation.  

 Nov 5 Animal Cognition cnt’d 

Student Presentations 

Leighty, Fragaszy, and 

Brown: “Continuity of 

cognition across 

species: Darwin in 

cyberspace”. 

Week 

12 

Nov 

10 

Human Language: Words & Syntax Anderson, chapter 8: 

“Syntax” 

 Nov 

12 

An exceptional human language 

Documentary: The Grammar of Happiness 

Bower (2005): “The 

Pirahã Challenge” 

 

Week 

13 

Nov 

17 

Language Acquisition: Critical Periods in language 

learning; humans vs songbirds. 

 

Chapter 6 Birds & 

Babies Learning to 

Speak in Anderson  & 

O’Grady, Chapter 7: 

“How Do They Do 

It?” 

 Nov 

19 

Language Acquisition: Nature vs Nurture 
See videos of Washoe and review other clips of animals 

and people learning languages  

The Case of Genie. 

Student Presentations 

Pinker (1994) chapter 

9: “Baby Born 

Talking—Describes 

Heaven” 

Fromkin et al. (1974) 

“The development of 

Language in Genie” 

Homework 3 due 
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Week 

14 

Nov 

24 

Language Acquisition in deaf & blind children Gleitman & Newport 

(1995):“The invention 

of Language by 

children: 

Environmental & 

Biological Influences 

on the Acquisition of 

Language”. Reading 

on BB 

 Nov 

26 
Thanksgiving Holiday 

 

 

No class 

 

Week 

15 

Dec 1 Evolution of Language Jackendoff (1999) 

Possible stages in the 

evolution of language 

capacity & 

Nobrega and 

Miyagawa (2015) The 

precedence of syntax 

in the rapid 

emergence of human 

language in evolution 

as defined by the 

integration hypothesis 

 Dec 3 Wrapping up: Course Evaluation & Review for final 

exam   
Last class day  

 

**The schedule and reading assignments in this course are subject to change in the event of 

extenuating circumstances or by mutual agreement between the instructor and the students** 

 


