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LING 419T: (Learning) the meaning of modals 

University of Maryland - Spring 2020 

Syllabus 

 

Updated: 3/15/2020 

 

Class meets 
Mondays and Wednesdays 

12:00pm – 1:15pm 

MMH #1304 

 

Instructor: Anouk Dieuleveut 
adieulev@umd.edu  

3416 Marie Mount Hall (please ring the doorbell) 

Office Hours: Wed 3:00-4:00pm (or by appointment) 

 

Prerequisites 
LING311; or permission of ARHU-Linguistics department 

 

Course communication 
Course website: elms.umd.edu 

You can contact me via ELMS or via email to discuss questions, absences or accommodations.   

Announcements will be sent via ELMS.  

 

Course content  
Humans are able to talk about possibilities and necessities that go beyond the here and now, by using 

so-called ‘modals’: words like can, must, maybe. In this class, we will explore the challenges that these 

words raise, both for semanticists and for children trying to figure out their meanings. In the first part of 

the class, we will see that modals such as can are traditionally analyzed by semanticists along two 

dimensions: force (whether they express possibility or necessity) and flavor (the kind of possibilities 

and necessities they express). We will consider both dimensions, and for each, explore the associated 

acquisition challenges. In the second part of the class, we will dive into challenges that may arise from 

the way modals are used by speakers. We will focus on two phenomena: so-called scalar implicature 

(‘you can’ usually is often understood as ‘you don’t have to’); and indirect speech acts (‘Can you pass 

me the salt?’ is, syntactically, a question, but is used as an order, as a way to make the addressee pass 

the salt). It is not always clear where to draw the line between literal meaning and speaker meaning: we 

will explore these debates at the theoretical level, and ask whether this complicates further the 

acquisition picture, or if it might, in fact, help the learner. 

 

This course provides a general introduction to:  

- the main semantic theories of modals, and the basic tools and concepts of semantic analysis  

- current debates about modals’ meaning, and how they illustrate the distinction between semantics 

and pragmatics 

- an overview of current research on children’s acquisition of modals: what makes it challenging to 

learn modals, current hypotheses about when and how children acquire these words 

- experimental methods and scientific procedure in semantics and pragmatics  

 

 

http://www.elms.umd.edu/
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Course objectives 
 

You will learn how to: 

- read and understand challenging scientific articles, spanning from philosophy of language to 

experimental papers: identify the research question, the methods, and the answers provided by the 

authors 

- think critically about these methods, hypotheses and results  

- reason as a scientist by conducting your own research project (experimental study or small corpus 

study). This involves finding and reading previous literature, testing hypotheses, designing and 

conducting a study, analyzing and discussing the results, writing a paper presenting your results. 

 

Readings  
There is no textbook. All readings will be made available on ELMS.  

On average, there will between 1 and 2 readings per week. Make sure to plan enough time to read!  

 

Requirements and evaluation 
 

Your grade will be calculated as follows: 

 

- Active participation (in class)      10% 

- Short assignments/Reading responses (before class)   30% 

- Midterm (in class)       15% 

- Research project (corpus or experimental)    40% 

- Paper review        5% 

 

- Active participation (in class)      (10%) 

You are expected to read assigned readings prior to class, and to actively engage in the discussion (listen, 

ask questions, critique arguments, etc.) For each reading, you will have to submit a reading response 

before class (see Reading responses): be ready to discuss these questions in class. Participating in class 

discussions is valuable for you as well as for others: it makes you an active learner and increases the 

likelihood that you will understand and retain the material. Never worry about asking 'stupid questions': 

your questions, remarks, observations, allow you to test your own understanding, and they also help 

others learn by resolving misunderstandings that they are likely to share with you.  

Contributions of any sort are encouraged, but your participation is expected to be mindful and respectful 

of everyone’s personal identities, which include at least gender, race, sexual orientation, social class, 

cultural heritage, spirituality/faith, linguistic identity (accent/dialect), physical or mental condition. 

 

- Short assignments/Reading responses (before class)   (30%) 

Every week, there will be either a short list of questions on the reading (Reading responses) or a short 

assignment. They are to be submitted on ELMS the day before class, before 8pm.  

Overall, there will be between 12 and 16 reading responses and 4 short assignments throughout the 

semester. Late posts receive no credit, but your two lowest scores will be dropped from your final grade.  
 

Reading responses. The goal of reading responses is, first, to help you understand the articles better 

and, second, to help you participate in discussion. They will help getting to the main points (don’t expect 

to understand all the details the first time you read a paper!): identify what questions the article is aiming 

to address, how it addresses them, what new findings it presents, and how this relates to existing findings. 
 

Short assignments.  There will be 4 short assignments, consisting of practice exercises or short 

questions. They will be related to content covered in class, but not to one specific reading.  
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- Midterm (in class)       (15%) 

There will be one midterm on Monday March 9th, which will consist of short questions about the 

readings and class content.  

 

- Research project (corpus or experimental)    (40%) 

You will have to conduct your own (small) research project, and give a 15-minute presentation on it in 

the last weeks of class. The project can be either (a) a corpus study or (b) an experiment. You can either 

choose a topic from a list I will provide at the beginning of the semester, or talk to me if you have another 

idea. In any case, you will have to formulate a clear research question, and justify why it is important 

given the current issues in modality.  

We will also do two tutorials on how to use CHILDES (CLAN) (for corpus projects) and IBEX (for 

experimental projects).  

- CHILDES/CLAN: https://childes.talkbank.org/ 

- IBEX: http://spellout.net/ibexfarm/  

 

Project deadlines (more details will be provided later on): 

The project will be sub-divided into 4 steps: 
 

1) Step 1: Pick a topic   (5%)  due: Wed March 5th   

I will provide you with a list of possible research topics, but you can talk to me if you want to work on 

a project that is not in the list. Try to not be too ambitious! Keep in mind that this has to be feasible over 

the course of the semester. You can also choose to try to replicate findings from a paper you found 

interesting. 

- What is the research question you want to address? Why is it interesting?  

- Start thinking about the methods: how will you address the question? Will you use corpus or 

experimental methods? 
 

2) Step 2: Initial proposal  (5%)   due: Mon April 6th     

Describe your project: your research question, working hypotheses and methods you will use. 

Format: 2-3p., including a small bibliography (review of 2/3 articles). 
 

3) Step 3: Final paper  (25%)  due: Mon May 5th   

Report your project and results. 

Format: mini journal article (max 6p.) with Introduction, Methods, Results, and Discussion sections. 
 

4) Step 4: Oral presentation  (5%)  (last week of classes, 15 mins)   

Presentations will consist of a description of your research question, working hypotheses, the methods 

used to test your hypotheses, and your results.  

This is not meant to be stressful, take it as an opportunity to share your work with others! 
 

5) Self-evaluation    (+5%)   (optional, max 1p.) 

Think critically about your own work: what problems did you have to face? What did you find most 

challenging? What would you do differently if you had to start again? What did you learn?  

         

Note on collaborations: you can decide to work alone or with (one) other student. I allow this because you 

may learn a lot from working with other people, but beware of balancing the amount of work between you! 

If you decide to work with another student, the contribution of each student has to be made very clearly, 

for each step of the project. Each student will have to submit his own work, for each step of the 

project. Grades will be individual. Expectations for a joint project will be higher than if you work alone, 

but may also lead to more extensive findings (you could for example try to assess one research question by 

using both corpus and experimental methods).  

https://childes.talkbank.org/
http://spellout.net/ibexfarm/
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- Paper review    (5%)   due: Wed May 11th    

Each of you will have to read carefully and review the project from another student (max 1p.). This will 

not impact the grading of the other student. The goal is to give constructive feedback, and to be more 

aware of the work of others. It can even help you assess your own work.  

 

Assignment submission policies  
All written assignments must be typed and submitted in PDF format via ELMS.  

Late work may be submitted up to 48 hours late with a 50% penalty; after 48 hours it will not be accepted 

for credit. Any assignment turned in more than 15 minutes after the submission deadline will be 

considered late. Exceptions to this policy may be made in special circumstances, but you have to inform 

me before the deadline.  

 

Grades 
Final letter grades are assigned based on the percentage of total assessment points earned.   

 

Final Grade Cutoffs 

+ 97.00% + 87.00% + 77.00% + 67.00%   

A 94.00% B 84.00% C 74.00% D 64.00% F <60.0% 

- 90.00% - 80.00% - 70.00% - 60.00%   

 

 

Course schedule  
(subject to change, based on pace of the course, interests and discussions) 

 

Date Topic Readings  Assignments  

1/27 MON First Day of Classes 

Introduction: syllabus 

no reading   

1/29 WED Modals: what are we going to talk about? Portner 2009 chapter 1 Reading response 

I- Background. Studying meaning: semantics vs. pragmatics 

2/3 MON Studying meaning  Portner 2005 chapter 1 Reading response 

2/5 WED Semantics vs. pragmatics:  

Sentence and speaker’s meaning 

Grice 1975 Reading response 

2/10 MON Getting the basic semantic toolkit    

2/12 WED Intensional semantics (1/2) Von Fintel and Heim chapter 1 Reading response 

Assignment 1 

2/17 MON Intensional semantics (2/2) Von Fintel and Heim chapter 2-3 Reading response 

2/19 WED Summary: the 2 dimensions of modals 

Kratzer vs. Cinque  

Hacquard 2020 section 1-2 Reading response 

Assignment 2 

II- Modal flavor 

2/24 MON Epistemic vs. ‘root’ modality 

Syntax detour: raising vs. control 

Wurmbrand 1999  

 

Reading response 

2/26 WED Modals and tense (TP/TO) Matthewson 2014 (section 4) Reading response 

3/2 MON Modals and aspect: Actuality Entailments  Hacquard 2010 (section 1-2) 

Hacquard 2016 (section 1) 

Reading response  

 

3/4 WED Modal flavor: acquisition challenges  

Guest lecture: Annemarie van Dooren 

How do children discover epistemic? 

Van Dooren et al. 2019 (section 

1-2) 

Reading response 

Project step1 

(pick a topic) 

3/9 MON Midterm  Midterm 

3/11 WED Experimental methods in semantics (1/2) 

Tutorial CLAN/IBEX  

  

3/15 TO 3/22 Spring Break 
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3/23 MON Class cancelled (COVID-19)  Assignment 3 

3/25 WED Class cancelled (COVID-19)   

3/30 MON Hacquard event’s relativity  

Modals under attitude verbs 

Hacquard 2010 Reading response 

III - Modal force 

4/1 WED Crosslinguistic variation:  

Modals without duals 

Deal 2011  Reading response 

4/6 MON Modal force: acquisition challenges  

Children and Scalar Implicatures 

Ozturk and Papafragou 2015 Reading response 

Project step2   
(biblio and methods) 

4/8 WED Modals and disjunction: 

Free choice effects  

Tieu at al. 2015 Reading response 

4/13 MON Modals and negation 

Acquisition: How do children learn force?  

Dieuleveut et al. 2019 Reading response 

 WED Experimental methods in semantics (2/2) 

Tutorial CLAN/IBEX + data analysis 

  

IV - From sentence to speaker’s meaning (and back?) 

4/20 MON Back to pragmatics  

What are speech acts? 

Searle 1975  

Hacquard 2020 section 3  

Reading response  

 WED The ‘performative’ dimension of modals Ninan 2005 Reading response 

Assignment 4 

4/27 MON The pragmatic learner Hacquard and Lidz 2018 Reading response  

 WED The case of want TBD Reading response 

5/4 MON Project presentations  Project step3 
(final paper) 

 WED Project presentations   

5/11 MON Project presentations 

Last day of classes 

 Paper review 

5/14 TO 5/20 Final Exams   

 

 

Course Procedures and Policies  
 

Attendance and absences  
Students are expected to take full responsibility for their own academic work and progress. Students are 

expected to attend classes regularly. Consistent attendance offers students the most effective opportunity 

to gain command of course concepts and materials. Excused absences must be requested promptly and 

must be supported by appropriate documentation.  

 

Religious Holidays 

The University of Maryland provides that students should not be penalized because of observances of 

their religious beliefs. Students shall be given an opportunity, whenever feasible, to make up within a 

reasonable time any academic assignment that is missed due to individual participation in religious 

observances. It is the student’s responsibility to inform the instructor of any intended absences for 

religious observances. You must inform me in advance of the day to be missed.  

 

Inclusion   
The University of Maryland values the diversity of its student body. Along with the University, I am 

committed to providing a classroom atmosphere that encourages the equitable participation of all 

students regardless of age, disability, ethnicity, gender, national origin, race, religion, or sexual 

orientation. Potential devaluation of students in the classroom that can occur by reference to demeaning 
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stereotypes of any group and/or overlooking the contributions of a particular group to the topic under 

discussion is inappropriate.   

 

Misconduct   
The University of Maryland is committed to providing support and resources, including academic 

accommodations, for students who experience sexual or relationship violence as defined by the 

University’s Sexual Misconduct Policy. To report an incident and/or obtain an academic 

accommodation, contact the Office of Civil Rights and Sexual Misconduct at 301-405-1142. If you wish 

to speak confidentially, contact Campus Advocates Respond and Educate (CARE) to Stop Violence at 

301-741-3555. As “responsible university employees” faculty are required to report any disclosure of 

sexual misconduct, i.e., they are obligated to not hold such disclosures in confidence.  

For more information: http://www.umd.edu/ocrsm/  

 

Academic Integrity  
You may discuss ideas and assignments with your classmates, but you must write up and complete all 

work by yourself and in your own words. I follow the university’s policies on academic honesty and 

will report any form of cheating according to these policies. Please review the terms and penalties of the 

Student Honor Council’s code of Academic integrity at: www.shc.umd.edu/code.html.  

 

Students with disabilities 
Students with a documented disability should inform the instructors within the add-drop period if 

academic accommodations will be needed. NB: You are expected to meet with your instructor in person 

to provide them with a copy of the Accommodations Letter and to obtain your instructor’s signature on 

the Acknowledgement of Student Request form. You and your instructor will plan together how 

accommodations will be implemented throughout the semester. To obtain the required Accommodation 

Letter, please contact Accessibility and Disability Service (ADS) at 301- 314-7682 or go online to: 

https://adsonline.umd.edu/ClockWork/custom/misc/home.aspx 

 

Electronic devices 
Laptops are allowed in class, but not encouraged. Smartphones are prohibited.  

 

Copyright  
Class lectures and other materials are copyrighted. They may not be reproduced for anything other than 

personal use without written permission from the instructor. Copyright infringements may be referred 

to the Office of Student Conduct.   

 

General University of Maryland Policies   
http://www.ugst.umd.edu/courserelatedpolicies.html 

http://www.shc.umd.edu/code.html
https://adsonline.umd.edu/ClockWork/custom/misc/home.aspx

