
 

 

Four inclusive practices for the phonology classroom 

Kie Zuraw, UCLA 

While general checklists of inclusive teaching practices can be useful, we also need examples of 
practices that are adapted to our discipline. This poster presents four that phonology teachers may 
find useful. 

Beyond the land acknowledgment. It’s common in the U.S., Canada, and Australia to begin the 
first day of class with an acknowledgment of the indigenous people on whose ancestral lands the 
university is located. While land acknowledgments “[work] against the daily erasure of indigenous 
people”, they have serious limitations (Asher, Curnow & Davis 2018).  In the classroom in 
particular, the land acknowledgement risks becoming a box-checking exercise (Vowel 2016; 
Robinson et al. 2019) that students tune out. International students, especially, may not even 
understand some of the terms being used. This poster includes an example that incorporates the 
land acknowledgment into the first day of class and amplifies it, by covering: 

 Name(s) the area’s indigenous people prefer for their group(s), with phonetic transcription 
 What ‘treaty’ or ‘unceded’ mean 
 How the language is currently used. If it is not used in daily life, the history behind this 
 As applicable, current efforts at language reclamation or maintenance, and the 

department/university’s contribution to them 
 Accessible resources for further reading, such as a newspaper feature story 
 Photos of current culture or language activists 
 Local place names that are from the language 
 A level-appropriate phonology exercise using words or phrases from the language 

Beyond basic language information. When presenting data from a language in class, we typically 
give students the language’s family, geographic origin, and number of speakers. This is useful 
information, but does not go far towards humanizing the data and reminding students that speakers 
of marginalized languages are not just there for linguists to extract data from (Leonard 2017). This 
poster presents handout examples that:  

 Give additional facts about the language that center the people and culture, such as history 
of script, role in society, words from the language that students may have encountered 

 Include two or three relevant photos, preferably produced by speakers themselves and that 
highlight their agency and perspectives: notable speakers (especially if known for 
something language-related); writing system; language immersion programs; art works; a 
still from a film in the language; etc. 

 When a language has few or no fluent speakers, state the main causes of language attrition. 
Merely stating the number of speakers could contribute to a public misunderstanding of 
language attrition as a natural process or a simple choice by speakers (Davis 2017). 

Author photos. Advice on inclusive teaching urges us to include work by diverse researchers and 
authors: to include perspectives from marginalized groups; to give all students a broader idea of 
who can be an intellectual; and to promote a sense of belonging among students from marginalized 



 

 

groups. But in a phonology classroom, how will students even know whether they’re being 
exposed to work by diverse researchers? 

One small step is to include author photos. Of course, there are many dimensions of a 
person’s identity that are not apparent, or could be wrongly guessed, from a photo. But a syllabus 
entirely of articles by white males will look different from a race- and gender-diverse syllabus.  

Besides giving students a sense—partial and imperfect—of the demographics of the 
authors, author photos can be a self-accountability tool for the instructor. The first time I made this 
change to a syllabus, I was dismayed to see a page full of white, male faces. So instead of going 
with the first article that came to mind on each topic, I took a little time to think of the second and 
third. In most cases these were at least as suitable, if less cited (see e.g. Bertolero et al. 2020; 
Dworkin et al. 2020 on racial and gender biases in citations in another field). 

The poster includes examples of what handouts and syllabi look like with this change. 

Integrating spoken and sign languages. Sign languages are usually treated—when they are 
treated at all—as a special or advanced topic within linguistics curricula. This marginalizes Deaf 
people and cultures (Hochgesang 2019), and leaves hearing students with the impression that sign 
languages don’t really count. It’s also self-perpetuating, as PhD graduates with no training in sign 
language phonology feel unqualified to include sign languages in their teaching. 

For most phonology topics, there are good examples from sign languages that do not 
require extensive background. This poster presents examples ranging from beginning to graduate, 
an online example bank that phonology teachers can draw on, and tips such as favoring line 
drawings where available (easier to parse visually than photos or videos). 
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