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This presentation reports the outcomes of Variation and Change in Japanese, a twelve-week 
linguistics course offered in 2019 and 2020, and discusses a revised course design and 
pedagogical strategies, focusing on language change. The course was offered in English at a US 
undergraduate institution with no prerequisites, and enrolled students included Japanese learners 
and/or students interested in linguistics, ranging from zero to native knowledge of Japanese. The 
main goals of the class are: to understand how and why Japanese varies and changes, and to learn 
to think critically about issues pertaining to linguistic diversity and people’s (including one’s 
own) attitudes toward them.  

The course was first designed to cover the following areas (Table, Column A): the 
characteristics of Japanese and other languages (linguistic typology); variations within Japanese 
(sociolinguistics); categorization, cultural concepts and communicative strategies (cognitive 
semantics/pragmatics); language change (historical linguistics). In constructing this semester 
structure, three general disciplinary concepts in linguistics were implemented: descriptivism, 
indexicality and linguistic ideology (which roughly correspond to Units 1, 2, 4, respectively). 
These concepts are considered to be critical and are best incorporated in this order when 
addressing sociolinguistic issues, such as biases and stereotypes (Abe & Shapiro, forthcoming). 
This talk presents a continuing development of this pedagogical model, but incorporates 
diachronic linguistics. In this light, I provide a revised course design, which is based on students’ 
feedback and my reflections (Table, Column B).  

 A. Topics, BEFORE  B. Topics, AFTER 
Unit 1  
Weeks 1-3 

characteristics of Japanese and cross-
linguistic variation  

characteristics of Japanese and 
cross-linguistic variation 

 
 
 
historical 
linguistics 

 

Unit 2 
Weeks 4-6 

variations within Japanese and 
contextual variables  

variations within Japanese and 
contextual variables  

Unit 3 
Weeks 7-9 

categorization, cultural concepts, 
communicative strategies  

categorization, cultural concepts, 
communicative strategies 

Unit 4 
Weeks 10-12 

historical linguistics   
(and selected contemporary issues) 

world/social situations & changes; 
emerging movements; pedagogy 

The revised version encourages a deeper integration of variation and change, by incorporating 
insights from historical linguistics throughout the course, and leaves more room for discussing 
“external” or societal factors in the final unit. For example, the concepts of mechanisms (analogy 
/reanalysis) and motivations (metaphorical/metonymic processes), which are used to explain 
language change (Hopper & Traugott, 2003; Traugott & Dasher, 2002), can be incorporated in 
earlier course units (Units 1 and 3). In the presentation, I will also provide examples of small 
activities and assignments that scaffold into a culminating project addressing language change, 
and examples of primary sources (data) and secondary sources (articles) used to develop research 
questions and arguments. These materials are meant to make abstract or technical concepts more 
inclusive and relatable for audiences with different linguistic background.  
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