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Introduction
	I found this semester’s course, “Special Topics in Linguistics” quite informative. The course had many topics that are either related to linguistics or that are considered subtopics of linguistics. Most of these subtopics were new to me and I found leaning about them interesting. The course instructor guided us through numerous theories, principles, and approaches that are related to linguistics. Essentially, linguistics is a course that helps one to expand his or her knowledge as a linguist. Through this course, learners get to explore and develop an in-depth understanding of linguistic themes that may not be covered sufficiently in other disciplines or courses. These courses include forensic linguistics, educational linguistics, computational linguistics, artificial intelligence, machine translation, language planning, and neurolinguistics. At the end of this course, we are required to produce research work of advanced postgraduate level on a topic that is related to a sub-field of linguistics.
	Educational linguistics, the first subtopic of linguistics, is concerned about the use of linguistic information to formulate and implement education policy. People who study educational linguistics apply theory and research to investigate and address a wide range of issues that are related to education and language. I was particularly interested with discourse theory, which places emphasis on studying language in ‘its own terms’, and interactionist theory, which analyzes linguistic competence as it develops in a social environment. Educational linguists, as I came to learn, investigate the use of language in classroom, the process of literacy development and language learning, and planning of language use. The course also taught me that linguistics cannot be studied outside social and cultural environments in which a language develops. This was the main idea that was advanced by Bernard Spolsky in 1972 when he noted that there is an intricate relationship between language and socio-cultural context in which it is used. 
	The second subtopic of linguistics that we explored in this course was forensic linguistics, which deals with application of language for forensic purposes. When Jan Svartvic coined the term forensic linguistics in 1969, he wanted to emphasize that language could be used as evidence in legal contexts or spoken interactions. A forensic linguist must have knowledge of law and demonstrate the ability to understand spoken language in order to be able to uncover distinguishing feature of a language. In real-life situations, police, for example, rely on forensic linguists when they have weak hypothesis the identity of a speaker. The work of a forensic linguist, in this case, is to look for clues that may lead to identification of a speaker’s identity. Forensic linguists are also used to detect plagiarism when there is miscarriage of justice, such as when words are reused in another language.  
	There course also involved discussions about autism, a disorder that impairs the ability of humans to understand language. Before the course, I had believed that autism is a condition that is dealt with in clinical contexts only. However, I learn that skills of a linguist are also needed for successful diagnosis and treatment of autism. Through training, language therapists develop an in-depth understanding of processes that are involved in hearing and speech formulation. These communication processing include perception, motor execution, motor programming, and sensory processing. Any disruption in one of these communication processes causes an individual to experience difficulties when communicating verbally and nonverbally and when interacting with other people. Autism affects both adult and children, although it may be difficult to diagnose a child who is below the age of 2. 
	


The fourth concept that I leant in this semester’s course is artificial intelligence. As the name suggests, artificial intelligence involves making machines, mostly computers, to perform tasks that require human intelligence. If well programmed, machines can perform tasks as effectively as humans, including reasoning, perceiving, and acting. While many people, including myself, tend to associate artificial intelligence with recent technologies, I learnt that the concept of artificial intelligence traces its history to Middle Ages where mechanical characters in Greek myths used to perform human tasks. Today, computers have been programed to understand and speak natural human languages. In addition to natural language processing, algorithms have been developed to allow computers to interpret information in videos and images. We were taught that in 10-year time, advancements in the field of artificial intelligence will lead to development of machines that can communicate with humans using voice and text. My interest is to live and be part of those human-machine interactions.   
The course featured a presentation about machine translation (MT), another interesting subtopic in linguistics that is related to computers. In MT, software is used to translate speech and texts from one language to another. The first entity to use MT was IBM in 1954, where software was used for word-to-word translation. The presentation about MT made me understand numerous advantages of using machine translation, which include confidentiality, low cost, and quick translation. If an organization decides to use a professional translator to translate a speech or a text, charges will be higher than if a machine translator is used. The use of machine translation, however, may lead to loss of accuracy of translation especially when the text being translated is complex and ambiguous. For such text, the use of human translator is advisable because it leads to superior exactness.   
   
	This semester’s course also had a discussion about computational linguistics, which involves use of rule-based or statistical modeling of natural human language to address linguistic questions. We learnt how computational linguistic evolved with time to become an independent discipline. While computational linguistics was traditionally a preserve of scientists who had specialized knowledge on computers and language, today’s computation linguists are professionals who work with interdisciplinary teams to develop solutions to different kinds of linguistic phenomena. Processes that are involved in computational linguistics include speech recognition, text understanding, human machine communication, machine translation, and automatic question answering. I learnt that the spellchecker that I use to correct text in my computer is a product of computational linguistics. Today, computational linguistics is applied to situations involving the internet or social media. The Google search engine, for example, uses the concept of computational linguistics to filter information when we are conducting web searches.  
	Language planning also emerged as an important topic in linguistics. When we talk about language planning, we are referring to selection and development of a unified language for administrative purposes. This activity is mostly undertaken by governments. Thus, language planning can be understood as a response to socio-political needs, as an attempt to reduce linguistic diversity and increase access to linguistic mechanisms of day-to-day life. In a country like China where thousands of languages and dialects exist, it would be difficult to achieve national unity without language planning. Contrary to what I used to believe, developing a national language is not something that occurs overnight. Rather, legal and government systems have to work together to select a language, codify it, elaborate it, and encourage people to use it. Otherwise, people will reject the language and embrace languages of their own. 	
	Neurolinguistics, the eighth topic, involves development of mechanisms that help people to understand the relationship between brain and language. Here, I learnt that neurolinguistics is not a distinct profession, but a field that involves collecting insights and ideas from diverse fields. These fields include artificial intelligence, cognitive science, neurobiology, chemistry, and anthropology among others. I have also come to understand that the relationship between brain and language is viewed differently by different scholars. Associationism, for example, is the view that, while language functions are located in different regions of the brain, they work together and associate perceptions with words to generate meaning. Localism, on the other hand, holds that different regions of human brain are responsible for different language-related functions.     
`	Lastly, we explored the different meanings of the word dictionary and this expanded my understanding about the relevance of dictionary to linguistics. When a dictionary is being compiled, lexicography is used to study meanings, functions, and evolution of vocabulary units. Another important thing about dictionary-making is that it involves deep analysis and description of paradigmatic, semantic, and syntagmatic relationship within vocabulary of a language. This topic was important for me given that I have always considered dictionary book that contains listed words with meanings explained and information about origin, use, and pronunciations of these words given. Dictionaries also have social functions in addition to informative and communicative functions. When people consult dictionaries to find meanings of different words, they share the meaning with others and this process acts as a form of interaction and communication.  
Conclusion
	There is no doubt that my experience in the “Special Topics in Linguistics” course has been life-changing. During the course of the semester, I learnt that linguistic is a complex discipline whose concepts intersect with concepts from other disciplines. There are linguists who deal with forensics when others are dealing with autism spectrum disorders and artificial intelligence issues. Linguists also play an important role in development and investigation of vocabulary and compilation of dictionaries. They also work with governments in language planning departments where they are involved in development of education policy. Nevertheless, the knowledge I have gained has helped me as far as my journey to further my education in linguistics and become a holistic professional linguist is concerned.  
  
