English Language – Introduction to A Levels

English Language is the most interesting A-Level course that you can take. I’m biased of course – but that doesn’t make it untrue!

Have you ever wondered where our words come from? Why are some words socially acceptable, when others will get you put in Time Out?

Have you ever wondered just how children learn to speak a language?

Have you ever considered how the language of a small, wet island in the North Sea came to be the language of the world? The language of cinema, music, TV and business?

Have you ever thought about how you use language, and what it says about you? How other people view you and how you can use words to impress and control other people?

Yes? No? Either way – English Language A Level answers all those questions and gives you much more besides
What makes a good Linguist?
A good A Level linguist is curious – the very best students are the ones who take an interest in language and the world around them.
A good A Level linguist is analytical – they can spot trends and patterns amongst the different theories and ideas that we study.
A good A Level linguist is creative – part of your overall grade is decided by coursework which sees you creating a 750 word Original Writing piece
A good A Level linguist is argumentative – the very best linguists are the ones who can form their own viewpoint, outline it and defend it

Course outline

Ms Badham and Mr Mitchell teach 50% of the course each – In Year 12 Ms Badham covers the ‘Levels of Language’ part of the course, and Mr Mitchell covers the ‘Language and society’ sections. In ‘Levels of Language’ we start the course looking at the ‘nuts and bolts’ of our language. You build up slowly through the levels – grammar, lexis and semantics, discourse, phonetics, pragmatics and phonology. Don’t worry if you don’t know what these words mean! We start very slowly – but you could get a head start by looking into what all these terms mean.
In Language and Society we start off looking at how gender affects language. Why do men and women speak the same language but always seem to be misunderstanding each other?
We then look at accents – does your Brummie accent count against you? Do you think that some accents are nicer than others? Do you judge others based on how they speak?
We also look at social class – do you have breakfast, dinner and tea or breakfast lunch and dinner? Do the social groups you belong to affect the way you talk?
Pre- course tasks

Gender
1. Use Google to find out what Robin Lakoff, a famous gender theorist, said about women’s talk. Make some notes on her most famous ideas.
2. Then, go on Youtube and find some genuine dialogue (nothing scripted) – maybe your favourite Youtuber? - and see whether what you see supports Lakoff’s ideas. Put this together in a Powerpoint – include clips and transcripts
3. Song lyrics are usually an excellent source of gender-based study. Find three songs written/performed by a female and three songs written/performed by a male. They can be as rude as you like, swearing is OK. Put together a short report highlighting how the language is used by one gender to describe another; for example do men talk about women in a particular way? Do they liken them to objects like cars? Do they talk about them in derogatory ways? Is this more obvious in a genre like hip hop compared to a genre like Country music?


Region
1. Read the article: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/west_midlands/3187433.stm
Find online a range of opinions about the Brummie accent – you might want to look at the comment section of Youtube videos, read articles about British accents or look at the famous YouGov poll. Put together a short document (Word, Powerpoint, Publish) about the Brummie accent
2. Take the NYT British and Irish Dialect test https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/02/15/upshot/british-irish-dialect-quiz.html
You could then ask your friends and family to take the same quiz. Report your results. How accurate was it? Do you have friends or family from elsewhere in the country? Get them to take it. 
3. In this country, one form of prejudice that’s still acceptable is known as ‘Accentism’ – being discriminatory to someone based on their accent. Have a look at the https://accentism.org/ website and read some of the stories. Then, write an article of about 500 words on the issues in the UK facing people with accents that aren’t standard. Be sure to make your article a) interesting b) your personal opinion c) lively and entertaining
Social group
1. ‘Roadmen’ are a social group that speak a language known as ‘MLE’ (multicultural London English) or “MEYD” (multi-ethnic youth dialect). Your task is to watch videos by the Youtuber known as ‘Chicken Connoisseur’ https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCZFmxd9L1btyXig-2Dp9XnA and compile a list of MLE slang that he uses, and translate it into Standard English – for example ‘Bare’ means ‘very good’ and ‘Bredrin’ means literally ‘brother’ but in this context means ‘friend’. See how big the dictionary you can compile is (Warning: there is lots of slang to translate so you might want to watch the same video a few times!)
2. Think what social groups you belong to – draw a diagram with yourself at the centre (stick figures are OK) then think about all the groups you belong to; Sports teams? Fan groups (are you a Belieber or maybe a Directioner?) The School you attend is obviously a social group. How many groups can you think of? For each group think about specific language use in each group and give some examples. Make this a colourful and interesting display
3. Take the new British Class Calculator Test https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22000973 and see which Social Class you belong to. Interview 10 people – even if you’re in lockdown you can send them a text! – and see if you can get them to take the same test to establish their class. Then, see what words you have in common; some examples – what do you call the three meals of the day? What do you call the big chair that your family sits on to watch telly? What do you call the room that your family sits in to watch telly? These terms are called ‘Shibboleth’ – words that reveal something about your identity.

Course Background & Resources - videos
David Crystal – Texting is good for the English Language
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h79V_qUp91M
Steven Pinker – Language pragmatics
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKbp4hEHV-s
Big Bang Theory demonstrates Grice’s Maxims
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vEM8gZCWQ2w
English Language Word Classes – Lesson 1: Grammar
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XlB1ohRQfZM
Glottal T – British Accent Lesson

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zDKLAYsLXgQ
The Schwa – British Accent Lesson

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b_XMthn4iUc
Beowulf in Old English (don’t worry, you won’t understand it)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CH-_GwoO4xI
What did Shakespeare’s English sound like?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WeW1eV7Oc5A
How to talk like Shakespeare?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5lOFAzt8fMg
Articles to read

