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SHORT PAPER ASSIGNMENTS 
 

Overview: For each short paper assignment, you’ll find a reference (a chapter or section of a 
book, or a journal article) connected with any linguistically relevant topic that’s 
interesting to you, and turn in a thoughtful, clearly written summary and 
discussion of your reference. 

 
Due dates: Paper 1 Proposal: Monday, October 11 

Paper:  Wednesday, October 20 
 

Paper 2 Wednesday, November 10 
(Paper 2 may also have a proposal, to be announced later) 

 
Topic choice: You’re welcome to explore any topic that you find interesting. Language must, of 

course, play a central role, and you should do your best to avoid things that are entirely 
unconnected to linguistics, e.g. prescriptive grammar.  

 
Linguistics is generally concerned with how language is systematically structured, and 
how people choose to use language systematically in everyday situations. This includes 
all kinds of topics: how different languages assemble words and sentences, how sounds 
differ across languages, how languages change over time, what all languages have in 
common and how they can differ, how kids learn language, how people learn language 
differently when they’re not kids anymore, how brains store and process language, how 
computers (do and don’t) understand language, how groups of people use language 
differently depending on social factors…there are a lot of options. 

 
Finding references: You should select reliable academic references, and you should be careful 

to choose references that are at an appropriate level for you to understand, and limited 
enough in scope for you to write a 2-3 page discussion (see details below). Some ideas of 
places to look for interesting references are below. 

 
Any topic that you identify could potentially be quite huge. Keep in mind that these are 
quite short response papers, and focus on finding references (or parts of references) that 
contain enough content to give you something meaningful and interesting to write about, 
without being overwhelmingly long or problematically complex. 

 
If you are having trouble finding a good reference, please come talk to one of us! This is 
typically a fairly easy kind of question to answer in person, though it can be somewhat 
more difficult via e-mail, so please plan ahead. 
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Paper proposals:  For your proposal, you should turn in (1) full bibliographic citation 
information for the paper you’re planning to use, and (2) a paragraph or so explaining 
very briefly what your reference is about and generally convincing me that you’ve found 
something comprehensible to work with. 

 
The purpose of the proposal is to make sure everyone is on track with coming up with a 
topic and digging through the literature to find something that seems promising. If you’ve 
found a couple of things and are having trouble deciding, you could use this as a chance 
to ask for advice. If you choose something that doesn’t sound much like linguistics to us, 
we’ll let you know, but that’s unlikely. 

 
Writing up your paper: For each paper, you should turn in a thoughtful, fairly concise 

response to your chosen reference. This should include a brief summary of the piece, or 
of a section that you focus on. You should also include some discussion of what you find 
interesting, questions that arise, and ideas that you might (or could) pursue further. 
Evaluation of the author’s argument is encouraged: are you convinced that their 
conclusions are correct? Why or why not? Treat this like an extended, formal reading 
response. 

 
Length: 2 (full) to 3 pages. Please type, use a standard 12-point font, double-space, 

and use one inch margins. Use page numbers, staple if necessary (please print 
two-sided!), and make sure to include your name. 

 
Writing: This is a formal writing assignment. It should be thoughtfully organized, with 

a brief introductory and concluding sentence or two, and sensible connections 
between ideas throughout. You must proofread and spellcheck your work 
before turning it in. 

 
Citations: You must give full bibliographic information for any source you cite – here, 

this really means for your central reference. Make sure to include page 
numbers for any direct quotations.  

 
Any bibliographic style is fine with me; if you are searching for a style, APA 
is nice: http://www.library.cornell.edu/resrch/citmanage/apa 
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Some thoughts on finding a good, accessible reference for your paper. 
 
You are a beginning linguistics student. While it’s excellent to be ambitious, please don’t try to 
get your head around anything that feels dauntingly hard. The purpose here is to give you a 
chance to explore something you think is interesting; there are plenty of ways to do this that 
don’t require any more background than you have now. It would also be easy to find something 
that’s many levels beyond where you are now; don’t hurt yourselves. 
 

(If you have a lot of background in, say, computer science, or psychology, or something else, 
though – feel free to use it here!) 
 

Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts is one of the best databases for searching for 
linguistics articles; it’s available through the Stanford library, and is particularly useful because it 
shows not just article titles but also abstracts. 
 

Journal articles about actual linguistic structure are often extremely theoretically dense; 
articles about experiments and sociolinguistics are often more accessible for beginners. 
 
Articles in Language and Linguistics Compass (available electronically through the Stanford 
library website) are generally overviews of various aspects of linguistics geared towards 
readers without too much background in linguistics; this can be an excellent place to start. 
The archive is easy to browse, and includes articles like “Preserving Endangered 
Languages”, “Language in Schizophrenia”, and “Ethnicity and Sociolinguistic Variation in 
San Francisco”, as well as introductions to more specific areas of linguistic theory. 
 

If there’s a general topic you’re interested in, you could find out where books in that area are in 
the library (the librarians are fabulously helpful), and start browsing.  
 

General linguistics books start in the P1 section; information about specific languages is 
organized by language group; these are generally between the P and PM sections.  

 
You could also pick an interesting chapter from a book intended to introduce linguistics to a 
broad audience, like Pinker’s The Language Instinct (which contains the Language Mavens 
chapter). Some other books in this vein are Mark Baker’s The Atoms of Language, John 
McWhorter’s The Power of Babel, and lots more. Textbooks are often pretty dry, but could work 
if you find something particularly exciting. 


