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Approaches to Language Study 
Dr. Seth Antwi Ofori, Lecture notes: 

Adapted from Bauer, Laurie. 2007. The Linguistics Student’s Handbook. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 

 
A. Introduction: What does linguistics cover? 
-- Linguistics deals with human language. This includes deaf sign-languages. 
-- Human language is just one way in which people communicate with each other, or gather information about the world 
around them.  
 
B. Approaches to Language Study: Some Levels of Linguistics and their Concentration 
-- One obvious way of studying language is to consider what its elements are, how they are combined to make larger bits, and 
how these bits help us to convey messages. The study of the elements of language and their function is usually split up into 
a number of different subfields. 
 
(1) Phonetics deals with the sounds of spoken language:  
-- how they are made (i.e. articulatory phonetics),  
-- how they are classified (i.e. sound description and classification),   
-- how they are perceived (auditory phonetics) 
-- the nature of the acoustic properties of sounds (frequency, duration etc.) 
(2) Ponology deals with speech sounds at a more abstract level.  
-- it identifies the phoneme, which is its unit of analysis, and also investigates the following: 
-- how sounds are combined with each other (i.e. phonotactic constraints) and  
-- how sounds interact with each other when they are combined (i.e. phonological processes),  
-- which sounds or sound properties are contrastive (i.e. leads to meaning difference) and which ones are not contrastive (i.e. 
not lexically significant) 
-- the structures the sounds of a language can enter into (for example, syllables and intonational phrases), and the 
generalisations that can be made about sound structures 
(3) Morphology deals with the internal structure of words – not with their structure in terms of the sounds that make them up, 
but their structure where form and meaning seem inextricably entwined; that is, morphology deals with words and their 
meaningful parts. 
(4) Syntax is concerned with the ways in which words can be organised into sentences and the ways in which sentences are understood.  
(5) Semantics deals with the meaning of language. This is divided into two parts: Lexical semantics is concerned with the 
relationships between words, and sentence semantics is concerned with the way in which the meanings of sentences can be built 
up from the meanings of their constituent words.  
(6) Pragmatics deals with the way the meaning of an utterance may be influenced by its speakers or hearers as they interpret it in context. 
Pragmatics also deals with matters such as what the difference is between a set of isolated sentences and a text, how a word 
like this is interpreted in context, and how a conversation is managed so that the participants feel comfortable with the 
interaction. 
(g) Lexicology deals with the established words of a language and the fixed expressions whose meanings cannot be derived 
from their components: idioms, clichés, proverbs, etc.  
 

C. Approaches to Language Study: Ways in which the above levels of Linguistics can be put to use (i.e. applications 
of linguistics) 
In principle, any one of these levels of linguistic analysis can be studied in a number of different ways. Note that, in principle, 
each of these choices is independent, giving a huge range of possible approaches to the subject matter of linguistics. 
 
(1) They can be studied as facets of a particular language (language specific study). 
(2) They can be studied across languages, looking for generalisations which apply ideally to all languages (i.e. Language 
Universals). 
(3) They can be studied looking for generalisations which apply to even genetically unrelated languages (Language Typology). 
(4) They can be studied as they exist at some particular time in history (Synchronic approach). 
(5) They can be studied looking at the way the patterns change and develop over time (i.e. Diachronic or historical approach). 
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(6) They can be studied with the aim of giving a description of the system of a particular language or set of languages (Descriptive 
linguistics) 
(7) They can be studied with the aim of developing a theory of how languages are most efficiently described or how languages are produced by 
speakers (i.e. Theoretical linguistics). 
(8) They can be treated as isolated systems, as though all speakers talk in the same way as each other at all times (i.e. when the 
approach is a-contextual) 
(9) They can be treated as systems with built-in variability, variability which can be exploited by the language user to mark in-
group versus out-group, or to show power relations, or to show things as diverse as different styles and personality traits of 
the speaker (Dialectology, Sociolinguistics).  
(10) We can study the way they develop in children (i.e. language acquisition)  
(11) They can be studied in terms of the use to which language is put in communication (i.e. functional approaches) 
(12) They can be studied in terms of how the cognitive functions of the human mind shape the way in which language works 
(iconicity, the notion that language form follows from meaning to a certain extent, is thus a relevant principle in such studies) 
(Formal approaches). 
(13) We can study the problems of language learning and teaching (Applied Linguistics) – which also involves matters of 
educational psychology and pedagogical practice. 
 

Other applications of linguistics may seem more centrally relevant. These include: 
(14) Developing machines to be able to produce something akin to human language; if humans can interact with it without 
realizing they were not interacting with another human being then the machine is intelligent (Turing 1950) (Artificial 
intelligence). 
(15) the use of language in legal contexts, including matters such as the linguistic techniques of cross-examination, the 
identification of speakers from tape-recordings, and the identification of authorship of disputed documents (i.e. Forensic 
Linguistics). 
(16) some large organisations and nations have language policies to provide guidelines on how to deal with multilingualism 
within the organization (i.e. Language policy). 
(17) the creation of dictionaries; although some people claim that this is not specifically to do with linguistics, it is a linguistic 
study in that it creates vocabulary lists for individual languages, including lists of things like idioms, and in translating 
dictionaries provides equivalents in another language (i.e. Lexicography).  
(18) the use of computers to translate a written text from one language to another (i.e. Machine translation).  
(19) speech and language therapists deal with people who, for some reason, have not acquired their first language in such a 
way that they can speak it clearly, or with the re-education of speakers who have lost language skills, e.g. as the result of a 
stroke. (Speech and language therapy: Clinical Linguistics). 
(20) the use of computers to decode spoken language in some way; this may include computers which can write texts from 
dictation, phone systems which can make airline bookings for you without the presence of any human, or computers which 
can accept commands in the form of human language (i.e. speech recognition). 
(21) Voice recognition can be used for security purposes so that only recognised individuals can access particular areas. 
(22) the use of computers to produce sound waves which can be interpreted as speech (speech synthesis).  
(23) It is clear that second- and foreign-language teaching involve, among other things, linguistic skills, but so does much 
mother-language teaching, including imparting the ability to read and to write. At more advanced levels, teaching students to 
write clearly and effectively may involve some linguistic analysis (i.e. teaching). 
 
Another way of looking at what linguistics covers is by taking the list of topics given at the head of this section as being some 
kind of core, and then thinking of all the types of ‘hyphenated’ linguistics that are found. 
 
(24) Areal Linguistics deals with the features of linguistic structure that tend to characterise a particular geographical area, 
such as the use of retroflex consonants in unrelated languages of the Indian subcontinent. 
(25) Comparative Linguistics deals with the reconstruction of earlier stages of a language by comparing the languages which 
have derived from that earlier stage. 
(26) Computational Linguistics deals with the replication of linguistic behaviour by computers, and the use of computers in 
the analysis of linguistic behaviour. This may include Corpus Linguistics, the use of large bodies of representative text as a 
tool for language description. 
(27) Educational Linguistics investigates how children deal with the language required to cope with the educational system. 
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(28) Ethnolinguistics deals with the study of language in its cultural context. It can also be called Anthropological Linguistics. 
(29) Mathematical Linguistics deals with the mathematical properties of languages or the grammars used to describe those 
languages. 
(30) Neurolinguistics deals with the way in which linguistic structures and processes are dealt with in the brain. 
(31) Psycholinguistics deals with the way in which the mind deals with language, including matters such as how language is 
stored in the mind, how language is understood and produced in real time, how children acquire their first language, and so 
on. 
(32) Sociolinguistics deals with the way in which societies exploit the linguistic choices open to them, and the ways in which 
language reflects social factors, including social context. 
 
Even this overview is not complete. It indicates, though, just how broad a subject linguistics is. 
 
Conclusion: Saussure 1959: 7: This discipline is very important to every field of study – [[this importance stems from the 
important role speech the object of its study plays in the lives of individuals and societies. Everyone is concerned with it in 
one way or another, which is why it is unthinkable for the field to be the prerogative of a few specialists. (Translated from French 
by Wade Baskin: 1959. Course in General Linguistics Ferdinand de Saussure. New York: Philosophical Library). 
 


