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How would you describe ‘linguistics’ to a friend?

Chansamantha, CC BY-SA 4.0, 
via Wikimedia Commons

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Adjunction_in_X-bar_theory.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0


(Sheehan et al. 2021, p. 10)

https://modernlanguagesopen.org/articles/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.368


Linguistics defined by an A-level language student 

“Linguistics allows you to understand languages better from how they were formed, 

how they changed through time due to specific history and also how they change 

from geographical areas. Linguistics include the study of syntax, semantics, 

phonetics and phonology and makes you think more about your own language 

and the differences and similarities between other languages (from both the 

same language tree or others).”

(Sheehan et al. 2021, p. 10; my emphasis)

https://modernlanguagesopen.org/articles/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.368


Linguistics defined by an A-level language teacher

“Linguistics is learning ABOUT language rather than learning the language itself. It 

allows you to understand both the common and disparate elements of languages across 

the world and brings with it the options to appreciate the scientific basis of language as 

well as the huge social, cultural, cognitive and environmental elements of language. 

The opportunity to understand how and why we say the things we do – in any language 

– and how important it is to appreciate this to avoid misunderstandings and improve 

cultural capital – is something all language teachers should have.”

(unpublished quote, my emphasis; cf. Sheehan et al. 2024)

https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.4009


Linguistics

• Linguistics is the objective, scientific, analytical and critical study of language(s)​

• It is the study of how language(s) work(s) ​

• It looks at the sounds and structures of linguistic varieties as well as how and why 

they are used
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Language is as diverse as the people who speak it… 

• How dost thou, sweet lord?

• Hiyaaa!

• Ey up!

• Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!

• Alright mate?

• Hi, aunty Sarah!

• Aww hellooo there! Aren’t you a cutie?

•   



Asymmetric Pluricentricity of Standard German (Ammon 1995)

German vs. Austrian vs. Swiss Standard 

Differences re:

• Pronunciation (NB. Swiss Standard mainly written)

• Grammar (ich habe gestanden vs. ich bin gestanden)

• Spelling (ß vs. ss)

• Vocabulary (Erdapfel, Paradeiser, Velo, Poulet, …)

https://benjamins.com/catalog/lplp.20.3.15bar


German dialects (Bausinger 2015; Atlas zur deutschen Alltagssprache)

https://www.fischerverlage.de/buch/hermann-bausinger-deutsch-fuer-deutsche-9783596304219
https://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/


Mia san mia: © imago/photoarena/Eisenhuth, https://www.bundesliga.com/en/bundesliga/news/mia-san-mia-what-does-bayern-munich-s-club-motto-mean-4947

Oh là là: Madame a Paname, Youtube, https://youtu.be/51peApWXqew   

Radfahrer*innen: Creative Commons; Foto (Ausschnitt): Coyote III; CC BY-SA 4.0, https://www.goethe.de/ins/hu/de/kul/sup/klt/21458969.html 

C‘est ouf !

https://www.bundesliga.com/en/bundesliga/news/mia-san-mia-what-does-bayern-munich-s-club-motto-mean-4947
https://youtu.be/51peApWXqew
https://www.goethe.de/ins/hu/de/kul/sup/klt/21458969.html
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Language variation in language learning classrooms – some 

observations:

• One standard variety is usually dominant (asymmetry), but contemporary textbooks do tend to 

introduce some vocabulary from other standards/regions 

• Focus on regionally ‘neutral’ standard pronunciation

• Focus on ‘conceptually written’ registers (Durrell 2017, Koch & Oesterreicher 2007)

• Teacher and learner attitudes towards ‘non-standard’ forms vary widely (e. g. Bohm, Scott & 

Stollhans 2014; Scott 2015; Stollhans 2015; Durrell 2017):

• ”authentic language”, ”speak like a ’native’ speaker”

vs.

• “important to master ‘correct‘ language first“, “shouldn‘t be taught too early“

https://www.dafdigital.de/ce/muendlichkeit-und-schriftlichkeit-im-schulischen-deutschunterricht-in-england/detail.htm
https://doi.org/10.1515/zgl.2007.024
https://war-and-peace-life-of-language.weebly.com/programme.html
https://war-and-peace-life-of-language.weebly.com/programme.html
https://doi.org/10.37307/j.2198-2430.2015.03.10
http://gfl-journal.de/1-2015/Stollhans.pdf
https://www.dafdigital.de/ce/muendlichkeit-und-schriftlichkeit-im-schulischen-deutschunterricht-in-england/detail.htm


More on this:

Stollhans, S. (2020). Linguistic variation in language learning classrooms: 

considering the role of regional variation and ‘non-standard’ varieties. Languages, 

Society and Policy. DOI: 10.17863/CAM.62274. 

https://www.lspjournal.com/post/linguistic-variation-in-language-learning-

classrooms 

https://www.lspjournal.com/post/linguistic-variation-in-language-learning-classrooms
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/linguistic-variation-in-language-learning-classrooms


Here linguistics can help!

• Linguistic diversity can be conveyed through the 

inclusion of different varieties (registers, youth language, 

dialects, etc.)

• Language is part of culture – through the focus on 

linguistic diversity, cultural diversity is conveyed at the 

same time

• Linguistics-informed content can thus contribute to an 

inclusive teaching environment



https://padlet.com/lynne_jones2/uyru0t8q5mdljj1c 

https://padlet.com/lynne_jones2/uyru0t8q5mdljj1c


James Sturt-Schmidt
https://themillennial.home.blog/2021/02/04/making-the-curriculum-lgbt-
inclusive-with-mfl-examples/ 

https://themillennial.home.blog/2021/02/04/making-the-curriculum-lgbt-inclusive-with-mfl-examples/
https://themillennial.home.blog/2021/02/04/making-the-curriculum-lgbt-inclusive-with-mfl-examples/


https://www.annaheger.de 
https://www.tiktok.com/@mi
treden/video/6933192087701
654789

https://www.annaheger.de/
https://www.tiktok.com/@mitreden/video/6933192087701654789
https://www.tiktok.com/@mitreden/video/6933192087701654789
https://www.tiktok.com/@mitreden/video/6933192087701654789


Workshop recording

https://leeds365-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/g/personal/smlssto_leeds_ac_uk/EbjyrFdp7FlJut5gEOL2LNMBfEE9v7FwcEJUH6I9ccfa1A


Photo by mana5280 on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@mana5280


https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/news-policy/subject-
updates/languages/gender-neutral-language-and-inclusivity-in-
the-MFL-classroom.html

https://www.aqa.org.uk/news/equality,-diversity-and-inclusion-
in-our-qualifications-weve-listened-and-acted 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/news-policy/subject-updates/languages/gender-neutral-language-and-inclusivity-in-the-MFL-classroom.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/news-policy/subject-updates/languages/gender-neutral-language-and-inclusivity-in-the-MFL-classroom.html
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/news-policy/subject-updates/languages/gender-neutral-language-and-inclusivity-in-the-MFL-classroom.html
https://www.aqa.org.uk/news/equality,-diversity-and-inclusion-in-our-qualifications-weve-listened-and-acted
https://www.aqa.org.uk/news/equality,-diversity-and-inclusion-in-our-qualifications-weve-listened-and-acted


“Sociolinguistic appropriateness” in the CEFR (2020, p. 136-137)

https://rm.coe.int/common-european-framework-of-reference-for-languages-learning-teaching/16809ea0d4


Linguistics: the potential benefits

1. New ways of thinking about language(s)​

• Objective, (scientific) approach​

• Descriptive rather than prescriptive​

• Deeper understanding of what language is and how it works

2. Recruitment

• Different/new kinds of students attracted to languages​

• Languages more accessible to less able/less confident students



Linguistics: the potential benefits

3. Empowering students

• Skills for autonomous language study ​

• Reduced linguistic misconceptions and prejudices​

• Ownership of their unique way of speaking (“idiolect”), especially for 

community language/heritage speakers​

• “appreciation of the universality of human cognition and also of human 

diversity” (Tortora 2017, p. 4)

https://conyce.commons.gc.cuny.edu/wp-content/blogs.dir/2720/files/2017/02/tortora_llw_SBU_101317.pdf


Linguistics: the potential benefits

4. Cross-curricular connections​

• Empirical investigation and theory formation/testing (‘STEM’ skills)​

• Intersection with English, sciences, maths, history, geography, …

• (also within the field: bridges the “Language“ (skills) vs. “culture“ gap)

5. Language proficiency

• Increased metalinguistic and sociolinguistic awareness​

• Better communicative competence (through understanding of how language 

use varies)



https://studybreaks.com/culture/perfecting-the-art-of-the-third-wheel/   

https://studybreaks.com/culture/perfecting-the-art-of-the-third-wheel/


Proto-Celtic *dūnom (‘stronghold, rampart’)

Proto-Germanic *tūną (‘fence, enclosure’)

German: Zaun (‘fence’) Dutch: tuin (‘garden’) English: town

Irish: dún (‘fortress’)   English: -ton
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L A N G U A G E  L E A R N I N G  I N  E N G L I S H  S C H O O L S

• UK: devolved education

• England: some form of language instruction compulsory at 

primary/elementary level – actual practice varies

• “Modern Foreign Languages“ (MFL) 

• In 2023, German had the largest decrease (-15.9%) of A-level (high 

school leaving certificate) entries compared to other subjects in 

England since 2022; French and Spanish saw the third and fourth 

largest decrease, at nearly 11%

https://www.britishcouncil.org/about/press/british-council-statement-modern-foreign-languages-level-results-0


L A N G U A G E  L E A R N I N G  I N  E N G L I S H  S C H O O L S



L A N G U A G E  L E A R N I N G  I N  E N G L I S H  S C H O O L S

• Knock-on effect on university degrees (closures, re-structuring, 

introduction of ab initio programmes)

• Issues/criticisms include:

• English as lingua franca

• Brexit/politics

• Harsh grading

• Elite subject

• “Language“ (skills) vs. “culture“ divide 



L I N G U I S T I C S  I N  L A N G U A G E  T & L

• Potential motivational effect (Sheehan et al. 2021)

• Eases transitions

• Bridges language-culture gap

• May increase diversity and inclusivity

“A-level cultural topics cover a range of themes such as cyber-society, cultural heritage and 
multiculturalism, but the approach taken to these topics is not informed by linguistics. (…) [T]his is an 
unfortunate omission not only because linguistics is appealing to many language students and 
perceived by them to be useful, but also because the existing cultural topics could be significantly 
enriched by the inclusion of the critical/analytical study of language itself” (Sheehan et al. 2024)

https://www.modernlanguagesopen.org/articles/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.368/
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.4009


T H E  L I N G U I S T I C S  I N  M F L  P R O J E C T

• Aim: enhance uptake and results in languages by incorporating 

some linguistics into language teaching



W H O  A R E  W E ?

Michelle Sheehan, 
Newcastle (PI, 
Portuguese, French, 
Spanish)

Norma Schifano, 
Birmingham (Italian, 
Spanish)

Jonathan Kasstan, 
Westminster (French)

Anna Havinga, Bristol 
(German)

Alice Corr, 
Birmingham (Spanish, 
Portuguese)

Sascha Stollhans, 
Leeds (German)

Débora Minguito 
(Spanish teacher)

Laura Probodziak
(German teacher)

Susana Lopes
(Spanish teacher)

Janette Swainston
(French teacher)

Claire Robinson 
(French teacher)

Christina Westwood
(German teacher)



W H A T  W E  H A V E  D O N E  ( S O  F A R )

Sheehan et al. 2021)

Sheehan et al. 2024

Sheehan et al. 2024

Mini-course

• 4 x language-specific hour-long classes
• Positive and constructive feedback from students and teachers (Sheehan et al. 2021)

Co-creation 
project

• Trial of co-created integrated A-level materials for French, German and Spanish (Sheehan et 
al. 2024)

• Collection of quantitative and qualitative feedback from participating teachers and pupils.

CPD sessions

• 2-hour sessions for experienced or trainee teachers (PGCE and SCITT cohorts)
• Rationale and strategies for incorporating linguistics into MFL teaching

Also: policy engagement, e.g. Sheehan et al. 2021. The DfE/Ofqual consultation on  revised GCSE 
qualifications in Modern Foreign Languages – a view from  linguistics. Languages, Society and Policy. 

https://www.modernlanguagesopen.org/articles/10.3828/mlo.v0i0.368/
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.4009
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.4009
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/the-dfe-ofqual-consultation-on-revised-gcse-qualifications-in-modern-foreign-languages
https://www.lspjournal.com/post/the-dfe-ofqual-consultation-on-revised-gcse-qualifications-in-modern-foreign-languages
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C O - C R E A T I O N  P R O J E C T :  C L A S S E S

- Regional languages of France

- Case studies: Breton and Francoprovençal

- Linguistic discrimination

- French outside France

- Attitudes to linguistic diversity in Spain
- Attitudes to language change
- Online communication
- Language and gender

- Deutsch in den digitalen Medien
- Kiezdeutsch
- Regionale Variation im 

deutschsprachigen Raum
- Deutsche Sprache außerhalb 

Deutschlands



O V E R V I E W  O F  C L A S S E S



Online-Kommunikation

Sehen Sie sich die beiden Bilder an. Das 
erste ist ist ein Tweet des deutschen 
Politikers Bernd Riexinger. Das zweite ist 
eine Unterhaltung zwischen zwei Freunden 
auf WhatsApp. 

• Wo weichen diese Beispiele von den 
Regeln der Standardsprache ab? 

• Welche typischen Merkmale der Online-
Kommunikation können Sie finden? 
Erstellen Sie eine Liste.

45
Deutsch in den digitalen Medien



Die Kiezdeutsch-Version

Welche Kiezdeutsch-Merkmale entdecken Sie in dem folgendem Augenzeugen-
bericht? Erstellen Sie eine Liste und tauschen Sie sich dann mit einem Mitschüler/ 
einer Mitschülerin aus.

Ja Dicker. Ich war heut Hermannplatz so, so einfach ein Auto kommt ja, jalla, ein 
schwarzer Auto, und einfach so ein Frau, sie telefoniert, sie fährt noch Fahrrad, 
diese Behinderte, sie fährt einfach so vor diese Auto, ich guck einfach, diese Auto 
macht bum, kommt von Seite, diese Frau fliegt runter, dann warn aber zwei Frauen, 
ja tamam, dann diese Frau geht raus von Auto und guckt ob diese Frau tot oder 
keine Ahnung irgendwie so.

46Kiezdeutsch



Die hochdeutsche Version

Formulieren Sie nun diesen Text auf Hochdeutsch. 

Im Anschluss daran können Sie hier (ab Minute 8.16) die ursprüngliche Version 
hören.

Hier spricht der gleiche Jugendliche, der diese Situation einem Freund auf 
Kiezdeutsch geschildert hat (siehe Transkription auf voriger Folie). Wir sehen 
also, dass Kiezdeutsch eine Varietät im Sprachrepertoire des Jugendlichen ist. 
Er kann auch problemlos Standarddeutsch sprechen.

47Kiezdeutsch

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9emFFPr4sMs


48

http://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-2/f03/

http://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-2/f03/

- Karneval
- Fasching
- Fastnacht
- Fasenacht
- Fasnacht
- Fasnet

Regionale Variation im deutschsprachigen Raum

Ordnen Sie die Namen des Festes den passenden Gebieten auf der Karte des deutschsprachigen Raumes zu. 

http://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-2/f03/


49

http://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-2/f03/

http://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-2/f03/

Was fällt Ihnen hier an der Karte 
auf? Gibt es grobe Grenzen für 

die verschiedenen Begriffe?

- Karneval
- Fasching
- Fastnacht
- Fasenacht
- Fasnacht
- Fasnet

‘Vastenavond’ ist der 
Name des Festes in den 

Niederlanden, und 
‘Fastelavn’ der dänische 

Name. 

Regionale Variation im deutschsprachigen Raum

Ordnen Sie die Namen des Festes den passenden Gebieten auf der Karte des deutschsprachigen Raumes zu. 

http://www.atlas-alltagssprache.de/runde-2/f03/


Texas German

Hören Sie eine Minute lang Vernell zu, die 
auf Texas German über ihr Leben 
berichtet.

• Gruppe A: Machen Sie so viele Notizen 
über ihr Leben wie möglich. Erzählen 
Sie dann einem Mitschüler / einer 
Mitschülerin aus Gruppe B in der 3. 
Person über Vernells Leben, z.B. Sie 
heißt Vernell.

• Gruppe B: Notieren Sie alle englischen 
Wörter, Ausdrücke und Aussprachen, 
die Vernell verwendet. Erklären Sie 
dann Ihre Notizen einem Mitschüler / 
einer Mitschülerin aus Gruppe A, z.B. 
Vernell verwendet das Wort … statt …

50

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
Deutsche Sprache außerhalb Deutschlands

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1_dH403pqRU
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flag_of_Texas
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Eine sprachwissenschaftliche Sichtweise

„Die“ deutsche Sprache gibt es nicht.

Stattdessen gibt es viele verschiedene 
Varietäten des Deutschen – regionale 
Dialekte, deutsche Standardsprachen, 
Jugendsprache und auch Kreolsprachen 
und die Sprachen von Auswanderern 
gehören dazu.

Man könnte sich also „das Deutsche“ als 
einen großen Sack vorstellen, in dem alle 
diese Varietäten Platz finden und 
nebeneinander existieren.

51

Deutsch

Deutsche Sprache außerhalb Deutschlands

Eine sprachwissenschaftliche Sichtweise



W H A T  D I D  S T U D E N T S  L I K E ?



F E E D B A C K  F R O M  S T U D E N T S

Studying different versions of 
French instead of the one 
'accepted' exam-ready 
version.

Normally we focus on grammar, 
vocab and exam-based skills, not 
wider language learning.

Actually useful for 
genuine use in 
speaking Spanish.

Enabled a wider variety of 
opinion and means for debate.

The class I took changed 
my perspective of 
languages as a whole.

It gives me a more 
humanistic perspective 
as opposed to just 
learning vocabulary.

It made me realise that the French I 
study is just a small part of the 
linguistic heritage which makes up 
France and other francophone 
countries.



F E E D B A C K  F R O M  T E A C H E R S  ( S H E E H A N  E T  A L .  2 0 2 4 )

[L]inguistics reduces the gulf 
between the knower and the 'non-
knower‘ and therefore increases 
the wish to learn.

Linguistics is a leveller, and a 
formidable skill to learn.

They enjoyed the pursuit of the 
intellectual challenge. And that applies I 
guess to students from all across the 
board.

Mathematicians and scientists as well are 
looking for formulae.

It was very inclusive.

They were interested and they 
understood, and I think what they 
really got is the no judgement.

https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.4009


S T U D E N T  ( N = 6 5 )  A N D  T E A C H E R  ( N = 1 7 )  F E E D B A C K

• 100% of teachers felt confident teaching the classes.

• 88% of teachers agreed / strongly agreed that the lessons were helpful to their students.

• 85% of students agreed / strongly agreed that the content was interesting.

• 72% of students agreed / strongly agreed that it is useful to study linguistics when learning 

a language.

• Nearly all participating students and teachers agreed / strongly agreed that linguistics should be 

taught as part of MFLs in schools.

• Potential barriers to the inclusion of linguistics as a component of MFL A-level: mainly time (N=12) 

and lack of presence of linguistics in teacher training courses (N=6).



F U L L  R E S U L T S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N
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A  M A N I F E S T O  F O R  L I N G U I S T I C S  I N  L A N G U A G E  
T E A C H I N G  I N  T H E  U K  C O N T E X T

• Employability and skills development

• Social inclusion

• Multilingualism

• Motivation

• Transitions

• Curriculum and assessment design

Sheehan, M., Corr, A., Having, A., Kasstan, J., Schifano, N. & Stollhans, S. 2023. A manifesto for 
linguistics in language teaching in the UK context. 
https://linguisticsinmfl.co.uk/a-manifesto-for-linguistics-in-language-teaching-in-the-uk-context 

https://linguisticsinmfl.co.uk/a-manifesto-for-linguistics-in-language-teaching-in-the-uk-context


P O L I C Y  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

➢ Increase and diversify dissemination of findings in linguistics and work collectively to promote use of 

linguistics-based materials (DfE, APPG, NCLE, universities, subject associations)

➢ Make the case to publishers, exam boards, school/department leaders and teachers that linguistics 

topics fit well within existing specifications and encourage introduction of linguistics components (DfE, 

APPG, NCLE, subject associations, universities, teachers)

➢ Consider linguistics and linguistics-informed approaches in curriculum and assessment design (DfE, 

NCLE, exam boards, publishers)

➢ Embed linguistics in ITT and CPD (teacher training providers, DfE, NCLE, schools)

➢ Encourage collaboration and co-creation projects between academics and teachers as well as MFL and 

English teachers (universities, schools, subject associations)



A  M A N I F E S T O  F O R  L I N G U I S T I C S  I N  L A N G U A G E  
T E A C H I N G  I N  T H E  U K  C O N T E X T

https://linguisticsinmfl.co.uk/resources-events/ 

https://linguisticsinmfl.co.uk/resources-events/


Almost there…



Conclusions

• Curriculum could be significantly enriched by inclusion of linguistics

• Critical/analytical study of language itself can be appealing to students and support 

inclusive approaches

• New linguistics-informed materials can be integrated into existing curriculum and offer 

new/complementary angles

• Materials can be taught by teachers with limited prior knowledge of linguistics if presented 

appropriately

• Co-creation between academics and teachers can be an effective and meaningful form of 

collaboration



!لكشكرًا  Bedankt! 谢谢! Merci ! Mòran taing! Danke! Ευχαριστώ!
આભાર! !תודה Grazie! Go raibh maith agat! ありがとう！감사합니다 ! 

Gratias vobis ago! متشکرم!  Dziękuję! Obrigado! ਤੁਹਾਡਾ ਧੰਨਵਾਦ!
Спасибо! ¡Gracias! Teşekkürler! Дякую! شکریہ! Diolch!

Sascha Stollhans (he/him)
Associate Professor of Language Pedagogies

University of Leeds

 S.Stollhans@leeds.ac.uk | @SaschaStollhans | @LCSLeeds
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