
LINGUIST 143: Sign languages  Spring 2011 

 1 

FINAL PAPER ASSIGNMENTS 
 
 

Deadlines: Wednesday, May 18  Short paper 4, aka final paper proposal 
Friday, June 3, 11:30 AM Final paper due 

This is our exam time, though as it is quite early, I will be very open to 
arranging extensions, as long as we discuss ahead of time. 

 
Overview: Pick an interesting topic relating to the linguistics of sign languages. Read a few 

papers approaching this from different perspectives. Write 7-10 pages about it. 
Please feel free to come talk with me about this at any point. I’d be happy to 

talk about possible topics, help look for interesting references, give feedback on a 
draft, or whatever else would be helpful for you. 
 

Topic choice: As for the short paper assignments, you’re welcome to explore any topic that you 
find interesting, as long as some aspect of sign languages plays a central role. You should 
have a central guiding question, which you explore by synthesizing and evaluating 
various references. Examples of some possible guiding questions include: 
 

• How is the grammar of some signed language different from ASL, or from a spoken 
language used in the same geographic area? 

• What are the possible ways that signed languages can express some particular 
grammatical feature? Are there any linguistic universals? 

• How is a particular aspect of some signed language acquired? How does this differ 
across languages (signed and/or spoken)? 

• How has some aspect of the grammar of a signed language changed over time? 
• How is a grammatical feature of a particular signed language affected by social 

factors? 
• How does experience with (one or any) signed language affect cognitive processing? 

 
Reference sources: You should probably draw from about 3-4 substantive academic 

references. These can be anything – descriptive grammars, journal articles, book 
chapters, or whatever else. Your goal should be, of course, to synthesize various sources 
and compare different viewpoints; please don’t use e.g. all textbook chapters, or all 
papers by the same author.  

You’re welcome to use sources you discussed in your early short papers (#1-3; I 
assume you will definitely use the source you discuss in #4), or things we’ve read in 
class, but please do find at least 2 new sources as well. 

 
Project proposal:  This should be a regular short paper, discussing an article that relates to 

your final paper topic. In addition, you should include a paragraph or two explaining 
what you plan to explore in your final paper, so this paper can be up to 3.5 pages long. 

Please give a general overview of your topic, identifying a central guiding question 
and the specific aspects of this that you plan to investigate. Describe some sources that 
you expect to use, whqether these are specific papers you’ve already found (“Emmorey 
(2005)”) or general types of things you plan to look for (“something discussing mental 
rotation abilities in speakers vs. signers”). 
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Final papers: 
 

Length: Papers should be long enough to say something interesting and 
substantive, and no longer than necessary to do that. Careful editing and 
economy of prose is a virtue; length for the sake of length generally 
detracts from your main points.  

Less than 7 full pages is probably too short; more than 10 is probably 
too long. If you’re interested in writing something longer, please talk to 
me ahead of time. 
 

Formatting: Use a standard 12-point font.  
Double-space.  
One inch margins.  
Use page numbers. 
Staple hard copies (please print two-sided!), or email your paper as a PDF. 

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

and your argument should be easy for a reader to follow. 
Your introduction should give an overview of your guiding question 

and the path your argument will follow. There should be explicit 
transitions between ideas; where new ideas are introduced, with a brief 
explanation of how they connect to your guiding question.  

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. 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 


