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Introduction to Semantics 
Elizabeth Bogal-Allbritten     eba@linguist.umass.edu 

 
Course Goals: 

 
• Students become comfortable describing meanings (truth conditions and lexical entries) 

in terms of formal concepts with connections to mathematics, computer science, and 
philosophy.  

o Set theory 
o Functions (lambda calculus) 
o Possible worlds/situations 

 
• Students understand compositionality and can identify whether a communication system 

exhibits it. 
 

• Students will read and discuss primary literature on fieldwork- and experiment-based 
semantic research.  

 
• Students gain hands-on experience with methodologies used in semantic research. 

o Students will study and develop diagnostics which probe (their own or others’) 
native speaker intuitions to explore language (aspectual classes, thematic roles, 
gradability). 

o Students will be able to explain what hypotheses can be developed given 
particular data sets and will identify what data must be acquired to test these 
hypotheses. 

o Students will conceptualize experiments. 
o Students will learn to use storyboards and to consult grammars for initial semantic 

observations.  
 

• Each section of the course will be related to issues in crosslinguistic semantic theory 
 

• Write a final squib which synthesizes theoretical and methodological course components. 
 
Evaluation: 

• Regular homework assignments (occasional optional challenge assignments) 
• Midterm exam 
• Final exam 
• Final squib (5-7 pages) 
• Participation in lecture and tutorial 
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Final Squib 
 

• Final squib (5-7 pages) 
 

• Students wishing to come up with an original paper topic must meet to discuss it with 
Elizabeth by end of sixth week. Otherwise, students will use the fieldwork or grammar 
final squib topics.  

 
o Some example final paper topics  

§ Classifiers (Korean, Japanese, Chinese) – what kinds of objects can it be 
applied to? How does the preferred classifier change when the object is 
manipulated 

§ English some vs. sm 
§ Spanish algún vs. un 
§ Modals in Hindi 

 
• Fieldwork or grammar final squib: 

 
o Choose one of the following topics: 

§ Modality 
§ Adjectives 
§ Aktionsart 

 
o Fieldwork squib: 

§ Work with a friend or classmate who is a native speaker of another 
language 

§ Work through a Totem Field Storyboard to study semantics of lexical 
items of interest, or 

§ Construct 6 contexts to study semantics of lexical items of interest. 
§ Squib will discuss theoretical background for topic of choice, motivation 

for choice of context construction, a summary of the findings of your 
fieldwork, a hypothesis about semantics of language of study based on 
your findings.  

 
o Grammar final squib: 

§  Find a grammar of a language which you do not speak and have not 
studied formally. 

§ Squib will discuss theoretical background for topic of choice, a summary 
of the data contained in the grammar pertinent to your final topic, 
discussion of what data is missing and whether or not you can construct a 
working hypothesis, contexts which you construct and would test to elicit 
data that test your hypothesis. 
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Week-by-Week Outline 
 
Week 1: Conceptual and Formal Foundations 
 

• Introduction to ’meaning’ and the project of semantics 
 

o Illustrate intuitions about truth conditions and lexical meaning 
 

• Principle of Compositionality: Lexical meaning combined with rules to combine these 
meanings 

o Sentences, N-N compounds 
 

• Introduction to sentential meaning vs. speaker meaning:  
o Informal introduction to implicatures, presuppositions, and truth conditions 

 
• Tutorial: Set theory and predicate notation  

 
• Reading:  

o Portner. 2005. What is Meaning: Fundamentals of Formal Semantics, Ch. 1. 
o Partee, ter Meulen, and Wall, 1990. Mathematical Methods in Linguistics. Ch. 1. 
o Reading for writing assignment: is prairie dog communication compositional? 

§ Slobodchikoff et al. 2009. Prairie dog alarm calls encode labels about 
predator colors. Animal Cognition 12: 435-439.  

§ Slobodchikoff et al. 2012. Size and shape information serve as labels in 
the alarm calls of Gunnison’s prairie dogs. Current Zoology 58: 741-748. 

 
• Assignment 1:  

o Set theory finger exercises 
o Informally identifying implicatures, presuppositions, and asserted (truth 

conditional) content 
o Prairie dog compositionality writing exercise:  

§ Prompt, abbreviated: We have learned that the Principle of 
Compositionality is argued to be a key property of human language. Do 
other communication systems exhibit compositionality? Given 
descriptions of prairie dog communication (Slobodchikoff et al. 2009, 
2012), discuss whether we can conclude that this communication system is 
compositional: if not, briefly describe how you would design further 
experiments to test for compositionality.  

§ Goals of assignment: 
• Students demonstrate understanding of Principle of 

Compositionality. 
• Students develop ability to read primary literature critically. 
• Students consider experimental design.  
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Week 2-3: Formally modeling truth conditions for entire sentences 
 

• The reality and necessity of truth conditions 
 

• Introducing [[…]] notation 
 

• Truth conditions modeled in terms of ’possible situations’ 
 

• Truth conditions (intension) vs. truth value (extension) 
  

• Intensionality and extensionality in referential DP domain 
o Rigid designators 

  
• Modeling predicates (intransitive verbs, adjectives, and common nouns) as sets 

o ‘Missing’ functional words 
o Group discussion: Wakashan and Salish lexical category controversy 

 
• Using set theory to model truth conditions. 

 
• Interpretive rules for sentences with: subject and predicate; logical connectives; 

quantifiers 
 

• Modeling adjectival modification in terms of set theory. 
o E.g., Paczki is a black cat 
o Does this strategy work for all adjectives?  

 
• Tutorial: Function notation; practice applying interpretive rules to describe truth 

conditions in set theoretic concepts; come up with new interpretive rules.  
 

• Reading: Portner, ch. 2 
 

• Assignment 2: Application of interpretive rules finger exercises, modeling or in terms of 
set theory, adjectival modification puzzle 

 
 
Week 4-5: Building up truth conditions using functions 
 

• Where our Set Theoretic Interpretive Rules fail: 
o More complex sentences, e.g. transitive verbs 
o Denotations of function words: we can formalize truth conditions using our set 

theoretic interpretative rules but we do not know what a morpheme like, e.g. and 
or every actually denotes.  

o Compositionality: We have rules for deriving the truth conditions of entire 
sentences but don’t know how the individual pieces come together, bit by bit. 

o We have to come up with a lot of interpretive rules  
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• Frege’s Conjecture: A very general rule for interpreting sentences in a compositional 
manner given individual lexical meanings 

o Function Application  
 

• Introduce functions (taught in terms of lambda calculus) equivalent to sets 
o Intransitive verbs as functions 
o Derivation of truth conditions 

 
• Review relationship between syntactic structure and semantic meaning   

o Thematic Roles 
o Reasons to believe object composes with verb before subject 
o Evidence for binary branching structures 

 
• Transitive and ditransitive verbs as functions 

o Derivations of truth conditions with transitive and ditransitive verbs 
 

• Writing connectives like and and quantifiers as functions  
 

• Tutorial: Converting sets into functions, writing functions as entries for more complex 
verbs, practice deriving truth conditions with lambda calculus notation. 

 
• Assignment 3: Entries as functions for logical connective or quantifier; finger exercises 

on functions; generalizing and to conjoin sentences (sets of situations) as well as 
predicates 
 

o Crosslinguistic Challenge: Challenge problem noun incorporation with doubled 
nouns: what to do when a verb seems to take “too many” arguments? (Chamorro 
and Oneida data) 

 
Week 6: Review and Midterm Exam 
   

• Review in first class, Midterm in second class 
 

• Midterm covers: 
o Compositionality 
o Set theory 
o Lambda notation for functions  
o Truth conditions in terms of possible situations; truth values 
o Implicatures (informal) vs. presuppositions (informal) vs. truth conditions  
o Intensions and extensions of different expressions: written as set theoretic 

expressions and as functions 
o Adjectives 
o Determining entry and semantic type of at least one connective not previously 

introduced 
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Week 7-8: Modality and Fieldwork 
 

• This segment will introduce fieldwork methodology 
 

• Return to the importance of possible situations, intensionality 
 

• Aspects of modal meaning: 
o Force 
o Flavor 

 
• Figuring out the truth conditions for modal sentences 

o Totem Field Storyboards 
o Constructing contexts (examples from my own work) 

 
• Cross-linguistic variation: 

o Flexibility in terms of force 
o Flexibility in terms of flavor 

 
• Reading:  

o *Excerpt of Amy Rose Deal (2011), ‘Two sketches of modality in Nez Perce’;  
o *Lisa Matthewson (2004) ‘On the methodology of semantic fieldwork’ 

 
• Assignment 4: 

o Practice constructing contexts to test modal meaning (short writing assignment to 
explain why contexts were constructed in a particular way) 

o Identification of modal types 
 
Week 9-10: Lexical Semantics of Predicates 
 

• Aktionsart, Stage- vs. Individual-Level Predicates, Scale Structure 
 
• This section will reinforce fieldwork methodology by introducing diagnostics for 

particular kinds of lexical meaning.  
 

• Classification of verbs based on their lexical aspect 
o [+/- bounded] (telicity) 
o [+/- durative] 
o [+/-change] (homogeneity/heterogeneity) 

 
• Diagnostics: for-time adverbials, in-time adverbials, take+time, progressive -ing 

 
• States, activities, accomplishments, achievements, semelfactives 
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• Explore semantic distinctions in stative predicates using similar diagnostics 
o Crosslinguistic Exploration: Combination of individual- and stage-level meaning 

in Navajo classificatory verbs (Willie 2000) 
 

• Reading: *Dowty 1979: 51-71 
 

• Assignment 5: Exploring gradability and scalar differences among adjectives using 
modifiers as diagnostics (slightly, totally, very).  

 
Week 11: Presuppositions 
 

• This segment will introduce discussion of experimental methodology in semantics 
 

• What kinds of ‘extra’ meaning can certain lexical items carry? 
 

• Presuppositions and presupposition ‘triggers’: 
o stop, again, factive verbs, clefts 
o Focus on semantics of the 

 
• Diagnosing presuppositions 

o ‘Hey, wait a minute!’ test 
o P-family tests 

 
• Crosslinguistic Exploration: Navajo classificatory verbs encode object shape as a 

presupposition  
 

• Readings:  
o *Chierchia and McConnell Ginet. 1996. Section on presuppositions 

 
• Optional additional readings: 

o Kai von Fintel. 2001. Would you believe it? The King of France is back! In A. 
Bezuidenhout and M. Reimer (eds.), Descriptions and Beyond: An 
Interdisciplinary Collection of Essays on Definite and Indefinite Descriptions and 
other Related Phenomena. Oxford UP.  

o Presupposition. 2011. Article in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Online. 
o Chris Potts. 2008. Conventional implicature and expressive content. In C. 

Maienborn, K.von Heusinger, and P. Portner (eds.), Semantics: An International 
Handbook of Natural Language Meaning. De Gruyter. 

 
• Assignment 6: Identifying whether a context makes a sentence true, false, or neither (due 

to presupposition failure); problems from Chierchia and McConnell-Ginet on 
presuppositions (practice using P-family tests and ‘hey, wait a minute!’ test).  

 
o Challenge assignment: Challenging data for presupposition associated with the 

(generic reading) 
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Week 12: Interaction of language and context 
 

• This segment will reinforce discussion of experimental methodology in semantics 
 

• Conventional implicatures: 
o and (then), but, or; some, most 
o Cognitive processing of conventional implicatures 

 
• Structural ambiguity 

o Quantifier scope 
o Attachment ambiguities 

 
• Lexical ambiguity 

o Review modals 
 

• Coercion  
o Scalar coercion 
o Complement coercion 

 
• Crosslinguistic Exploration: Coercing classificatory verbs and noun classifiers as a form 

of word play (Navajo data, from Willie) 
 

• Conversational implicatures: when sentence (truth conditional) meaning is distinct from 
speaker meaning. 

 
• Assignment 7: Practice identifying implicatures vs. entailments vs. presuppositions.  

 
 
 
Final Exam 
 
 
 


