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The build-up to next year’s London Olympics seems the perfect time to think about the olympiad for English Language students: the Linguistics Olympiad. O.K., you’d be forgiven for not knowing it exists – even though linguistics olympiads have existed in other countries  for almost half a century, it’s only now that students in this country have the chance to pit their language skills against each other.
Internationally,  the olympiads involve applying what you know about how language works to unfamiliar languages – of course, because students around the world all study (and speak!) different languages, the competitions involve many truly obscure languages and even a few imaginary ones. Over the last couple of years, the UK Olympiad has been developed for students here along the same lines; a group of linguists from universities in English-speaking countries have put together a series of fascinating puzzles at progressive levels, designed to stretch the minds of students from years 7 to 13. While the Foundation Level  only calls for the most basic language skills and the Intermediate Level picks up on GCSE ‘knowledge about language’, you could call the Advanced Level the next step on from A Level English Language. Once you know how words & sentences are made, you’re ready for the Olympiad – and for those who aren’t so sure about ‘morphology’ and ‘syntax’ yet, well, students find they gain a lot of confidence in tackling English when they’ve cracked the code for a few other languages!

Each puzzle is based on snippets of a language you don’t know – hieroglyphics, Braille, Blissymbolics (honestly!), Hawaiian – and asks you to figure out how that language works by forming new words or phrases in it. Interestingly, right from the start, you find you can take on any language this way – no knowledge of the particular language is required, just some  serious thinking about how language works plus the ability to identify patterns and make connections. One of the best things students get from the whole thing is finding out just how much they already know about language – it’s just that they didn’t know they knew! Little wonder that university admissions people are happy when applicants have taken part in the LO – it’s built on all those ‘transferable skills’ they’re looking for…

The Olympiad can take your mind to places you didn’t know existed. A recent problem uses Abma, a language spoken by 8,000 people on a remote Pacific island. It starts with a simple Abma sentence and its English translation:


Mwamni sileng. ‘He drinks water.’

The challenge is to work out, well, how Abma works. You might figure that ‘he’ has no separate word in Abma – after all, it’s what you’d omit in a text or a note. But which word means ‘water’ and which means ‘drinks’? Here, the problem provides other examples to help, such as: 


Mwelebte sileng mwabma. ‘He brings water.’

Now the trick is to see what both sentences have in common, and what’s different – if ‘water’ is the only thing that’s in both sentences, ‘water’ must be sileng. So? So mwamni in the first sentence must mean ‘drinks’. So word order starts to feel familiar. But what about ‘brings’? We’ve two Abma words to one English word - we’ll be needing another sentence… As in any good mystery, every solution opens a new problem, and by the end of this one (ten examples later) you’ve enough evidence to work out how to build or translate some new Abma examples.  
So, if you’re enjoying, or are ‘puzzled’ by, English Language, have a go – there are sample problems at the UKLO site (www.uklo.org - where you’ll find the rest of the ‘Abma’ problem, plus solution) as well as at the International LO site (www.ioling.org). Among other things, there really isn’t a more enjoyable way to sharpen those language analysis skills that examiners look for, and once you’ve tried a couple of problems, you’ll be hooked! Lots of schools and colleges already have LO groups – there’s a list at www.uklo.org/?page_id=81. If your centre doesn’t, then think about setting one up. English Language students get so much out of LO problems, but  students interested in other languages or the formal patterns of maths and physics find a new way of applying their skills too (“Transcendental Algebra” anyone?). So it’s the perfect excuse to get a few like-minded folks together; teachers are finding LO to be the ‘enrichment’ or ‘extension’ activity Eng Lang has been waiting for. Any centre is free to enter a team, and as the annual UKLO challenge is sat in your own school or college, the whole thing can be done from the comfort of your English classroom; better yet, it’s all entirely free to schools and pupils. And the International element? Well, the highest-scoring UKLO entrants are invited to the UK Team selection & training camp, then to take on the world’s best student linguists. And that could be one more reason to get involved: unlike the other Olympics, this one offers the chance to travel - the 2011 Olympiad was in the U.S., and one of the UK Team came home with a Bronze. Now, there’s an Olympic challenge!

