
Some comments on writing papers for Linguistics 406/802.

The requirement was a 10 (double-spaced) paper.  It is due on Friday April 8th (this is a change
from the course syllabus, which said they would be due April 6th), either in paper to my mail
slot across from the Philosophy Department office on the fourth floor of WMX before that
corridor is locked (3pm? 4pm?) or else electronically to me before midnight.  Remember that
they should be in Word, pdf, ps, dvi, rtf, LaTeX, or TeX.   I cannot read WordPerfect (.wpd), so
save documents as rtf instead.

This set of comments covers four points:  (a) where to get ideas for a paper, (b) what sort of style
to follow (including organization, etc.), (c) other stylistic matters (citation style, grammar, etc.),
and (d) issues about intellectual honesty.

One thing you should keep in mind is that your paper needs to be relevant to this course.
Although you might be interested in phonetics, or second-language learning, or syntactic
metatheory, you cannot simply write a paper on that topic.  Instead, you need to show how it
impinges on the topics of this course—formal semantics of intensional constructions, tense,
presupposition, lambda calculus, quantifiers vs. generalized quantifiers.  This sort of relevance is
assumed in all the discussions below.

A.  Ideas for Papers

Since you are all either senior undergraduate students in Linguistics or graduate students, I
expect there to be at least a little of your own original thought in your paper.  This is not as scary
as it might sound, for there are many ways you can incorporate your ideas.

Perhaps the easiest paper to write that still shows some originality is to compare two authors who
are writing on the same topic but who have different conclusions.  One of the authors could be
out textbook, and you would then find an author who had a different viewpoint on one of the
topics.  A paper would then contain:

a. A statement of the general issue that is under discussion by the two authors, including
some indication of why it is important (or why the authors think it is important).

b. A clear account of the positions taken by each of the authors which highlights where their
disagreement is and what sort of ramifications this disagreement has for our
understanding of the general topic.

c. [Here’s where your originality comes in].  A criticism of one (or both) author(s),
explaining something that they have overlooked, or a bad argument that they gave, or
new data that you have, etc.  Often it will turn out that the author has foreseen that
someone might object, and will have given his/her own further reasons for his/her
position.  In this case you will want to further argue that none of these supplementary
reasons was any good.

d. It might happen that one of the authors disagreed explicitly with the second author, and
gave some reasons or arguments as to why the second author was wrong.  But you
disagree with the reasons given by this first author, and want to defend the second author.
In this case you will want to dissect the first author’s reasons, and show that they are bad.



e. You might decide that both authors are wrong, but for different reasons.  That too can be
dealt with in this same fashion, by bringing forward new evidence or showing that the
authors’ arguments are bad, etc.

That was the easiest sort of original paper to write because all the “deep ideas” are already out in
the open in the writings of the two authors, and it is your job merely to evaluate which one is not
cogent and why.  Nonetheless, this counts as original work, and is the sort of work that can get
published and is important for the advancement of the field.

It is somewhat more difficult when you do not pick up an on-going dispute, but just one article
(or a series of articles that all put forward the same general ideas) which you think is wrong.
Nonetheless, you can use your original thought here also.  There is a lot of overlap with the first
type of paper in this type, but there are some differences.  This paper would contain:

a.  A statement of the general issue that is under discussion by the author, including some
indication of why it is important (or why the author thinks it is important).

b. A clear account of the position taken by the author which highlights where your
disagreement is with the author’s account, and what sort of ramifications this
disagreement has for our understanding of the general topic.

c. [Here’s where your originality comes in].  A criticism of this position of the author,
explaining something s/he has overlooked, or a bad argument that s/he gave, or new data
that you have, etc.  Often it will turn out that the author has foreseen that someone might
object, and will have given his/her own further reasons for his/her position.  In this case
you will want to further argue that none of these supplementary reasons was any good.

d. One of the things that makes this be a more difficult paper to write than the former type is
that you have to come up with the criticisms yourself and that will usually mean that you
have some idea of what the alternative position would be (rather than relying on the
second author).  But an even more important reason that it is difficult is that you are
under an obligation to make sure that this criticism you are making hasn’t already been
made over and over again in the literature.  (Actually, to be original, it should not have
been made at all.)  And this means that you will have to go to some databases (including
LinguistList) to discover whether it is already in the air.  Even if it really was you
yourself that came up with the criticism and alternative theory, if someone has already
done it, then it is not an original theory.  (Of course, you might still be able to work it out
in your favour if you decide that the other authors who have put forward these criticisms
and alternative theories have bad reasons…you can then criticize them.)

A grander type of paper takes a general problem or topic that was identified in one of the
published works, but characterized as “an unsolved problem” or a “direction for further research”
or some such thing.  And you then follow up their hints and comments, and “solve the problem”.
In this case a paper would contain:

a. A clear statement of the problem/new direction and how it was seen as fitting into the
author’s overall theory.  This would include saying why the problem is important for the
author’s original theory and how it would help our understanding of the general topic.



b. Usually the author will have given some hints or statements about the problem and why
s/he didn’t solve it in the original paper.  (E.g., maybe the author said “this theory needs
to be tested against languages that differ in this-or-that respect” but that the author didn’t
have the relevant data.)  You would then say why you have the resources to undertake the
challenge.

c. You should follow up this general research of yours, and carefully show how it does or
doesn’t fit in with what the author had predicted or presumed or wanted.

d. You would close with a general statement of how your discoveries have altered the state
of the general research area, and give some hints of further problems that still need to be
addressed.

As you can see, “original research” builds upon the work of others, and any decent piece of work
needs to show how it fits into what facts we already know and in what way it interacts with
existing theories.  A large part of writing a research paper involves these aspects.

B. Organizing your paper

The discussion above already gives important hints about how to organize your paper.

Introduction: You want to place it into the ongoing research in an area, so you need to start with
a description what the area is and some claims of why it is an important topic.

Background: If you are going to talk about some specific topic brought out in an earlier paper,
you need to be explicit about what the specific issue is, explaining it and how it fits into the
author’s overall theory.  You will be expected to show that it is an important part of the theory,
and if it is relevant, you will need to say what others have already said about the topic.

Critical Remarks: You want to say what you think is wrong with the author’s claims, giving
whatever evidence you have and whatever analytic comments (e.g., pointing out invalid
arguments) you are planning on making.  Again, if you are mentioning other authors also, you
will want to explain why your criticisms are different from theirs.  And if the original author has
already considered the sort of remarks you are making, you need to further show why s/he
wasn’t right in his/her statements about this.

New Ideas (if you have this type of paper): If you are going to put forward a different account
of some phenomena, or some new evidence to a different overall theory, you should put it forth
and state why it is relevant, what it proves, and exactly how this is different from the author’s
original theory.  And if the author already considered this sort of theory and rejected it, you need
to show why s/he was wrong to do so.

Conclusion:  You want to give a quick summary of what the problem is, what you said about it,
and what type of overall theory we are left with.  You might also wish to mention some further
work that needs to be done.



C. Stylistic Matters

You should write in a suitably academic style.  This means that you should have a title, your
name, your id number, etc., somewhere at the beginning of the paper (title page, or top of first
page).  It means that you should take care to spell words correctly (use a spell checker, but be
careful, since they recognize correctly-spelled words that are not the ones you want).  Although
you can use grammar checkers, most writers think they are terrible because they claim things to
be wrong that really aren’t.  If English is not your native language, you might try to get a native
speaker to just read over it for “naturalness”.

Your paper should have a bibliography (reference list).  This is an alphabetized list, at the end of
your paper, of all the works that were used in your paper.  So of course, the articles you are
writing about need to be listed there, and so do other works that you consulted in writing the
paper (if, in any way, the ideas in those works show up somehow in your paper).  Bibliographies
come in many different styles, and I don’t really care which one you use…although you should
be consistent in what you use.  Here are some examples.

(An article in a journal, followed by a book, followed by an article in an anthology, followed by
an article in a conference proceedings):

Pelletier, F.J. & R. Elio (1997) “What Should Default Reasoning Be, By Default?” Computational Intelligence 17:
165-187.

Pelletier, F.J. (1990) Parmenides, Plato, and the Semantics of Not-Being. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Pelletier, F.J. (2000) “A History of Natural Deduction and Elementary Logic Textbooks” in J. Woods & B. Brown

(eds) Logical Consequence: Rival Approaches, Vol. 1. (Oxford: Hermes Science Pubs) pp. 105-138.
Pelletier, F.J. & R. Elio (1993) “Human Benchmarks on AI’s Benchmark Problems” Proceedings of the

15th Congress of the Cognitive Science Society (Boulder, Co.) pp. 406-411; (Lawrence Erlbaum
Publishers: Hillsdale, NJ).

The bibliography is alphabetized by author; it includes the date of publication, the title of the
work (my displayed method uses quotations for articles and italics for book titles; it also uses
italics for journal titles…but different styles do that differently), name of the journal, volume
number (here in bold), and page numbers.  Note that for books one puts the name of the
publisher and the publisher’s city.  One sometimes puts the date of the conference, for
proceedings of conferences.

When you are quoting an author you give a citation, which means that you mention where the
author said that thing you are quoting.  It is standard to do something like this:

“Plato’s Sophist should be seen as responding to Parmenides” (Pelletier, 1990: 15)

The citation says to look for “Pelletier 1990” in your bibliography to find out what work that is,
and then gives the page number for that specific quotation.  If you just want to cite the article in
general, and not any particular quotation, you just use something like:  (Pelletier & Elio, 1997).
Even if you are just giving the general idea of what an author says, and not an actual quote, you
need to credit the author for the idea and you should somehow cite him or her.



In general it is not a good idea to use things from the internet, since these often have not been
refereed or otherwise evaluated by suitably qualified and independent researchers.  If you do use
some article you found on the web (and it is not published elsewhere…if it is published, you
should refer to the published version), your bibliography should contain something like the
following, so that another person can find what you are referring to.  And, if it is not a permanent
website (the example below is permanent), then you should say (in the bibliography) what date
you downloaded the article.  Here’s a possible way to refer to an article on the web:

Pelletier, F.J. (2000) “Relation of Computer Science to Other Disciplines”.  Portion of “Computer Science” entry in
the new, revised version of Canadian Encyclopedia.  Main entry by Jonathan Schaeffer
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com.

D. Intellectual Integrity

It is a fundamental principle of academic research that you credit the work of others.  This means
that it is not a good piece of research if you either misappropriate the work of others as your own
or if you do not take reasonable steps to find out what others have done on the topic you are
working on.

Plagiarism is defined as:

Submitting the words, ideas, images, or data of another person as one’s own in
any academic writing, essay, thesis, research project, or assignment.

Two related types of cheating are:

Submitting, without the written approval of the course instructor, all or a
substantial portion of any academic writing, essay, thesis, research report, project,
or assignment for which credit has previously been obtained by the student or
which has been or is being submitted by the student in another course in the
University or elsewhere.

Submitting any academic writing, essay, thesis, research report, project, or
assignment containing a statement of fact known by the student to be false, or a
reference to a source which reference or source has been fabricated.

Plagiarism and cheating are contrary to academic research standards, and are just plain not nice.
Do not do them.  You can easily get around plagiarism simply by citing all the sources you use,
and giving the credit that the original authors deserve.  It even makes your paper become more
scholarly.  As I said, science advances by people making improvements on the work of others.
You need to give the others their full credit, and then continue with your thoughts about how
they are wrong in this way or that, or that their work could be extended like such-and-so.


