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Term Paper Guidelines

Linguistics 7420

Prof. Michaelis

Fall 2006

Deadline
The term paper is due in my office by 5pm, Friday, December 15 (the last day of classes).

What kind of contribution are you supposed to be making with this paper?

· This is a course about construction-based grammar, but you are not required to defend construction-based grammar against lexicalist or parameter-based syntactic theories. 

· However, a good way to establish the existence of a construction is to argue in the negative: what would the analyst miss about the meaning, use or distribution of this pattern if s/he presumed that conceptual content comes solely from the lexicon?

· In other words, your job is to describe a linguistic pattern that is constrained with respect to its meaning, use or combinatoric potential in ways that a naïve speaker wouldn’t necessarily guess. The constraints on this pattern cannot be predicted from the meanings of the words in the pattern, or general linguistic principles, so we have to treat it as an individual, whole fact about the language.

· The lesson of the usage–based model is that syntactic patterns (like subject-auxiliary inversion) are categorized and grouped together in much the same way that words are—according to relations of formal and semantic overlap. Try to speculate about what similarities a native speaker might exploit in the system of constructions you are describing. 

· Remember that constructions run the gamut from highly lexically constrained (substantive patterns) to very skeletal (templatic patterns). 

What kind of methods should you use to arrive at insights about meaning and use?

1. Permute. 

Get acceptability judgments regarding the permuted form. For example, I discover that although one can easily say An oak grew from every acorn, it is semantically anomalous to say: *An acorn grew into every oak. The driving factor appears to be constraints on nonspecific interpretations of arguments in particular positions in particular argument-structure patterns. 

2. Observe and describe ambiguities of sentences which instantiate the argument-structure pattern(s) you are looking at.

The bottle floated under the bridge.

She argued her way into the party. 

She walked the dog tired. 

3.
Try to determine the right level at which to state a given constraint.

In English, anaphoric zero arguments are always subjects, as in coordinate ellipsis (e.g., She took one look at me and [zero] left the room). This is not a fact about a particular argument-structure pattern of the language, but a general fact about null complementation in English. 

4. Talk about semantic constraints in terms of their syntactic consequences. 

It’s nice to refine notions like transitivity by grounding them in semantic properties like telicity, energy transfer, etc., but unless we can distinguish syntactic properties that are correlated with these semantic properties, we’re doing language philosophy rather than linguistic analysis.  

You have a data source if…

· You are a native speaker and can understand distinct nuances produced by permutations, make acceptability judgements about permutations and make judgments about appropriate contexts of use.

· You have a native-speaker consultant who is willing to make semantic, acceptability (and appropriateness) judgments.

· You have grammars, field notes or secondary sources (e.g., some linguist’s account of a given linguistic phenomenon, e.g., a meaning shift). If you are dealing with a secondary source for some phenomenon, you might wish to make your term paper a critical analysis of that scholar’s analysis.

· You have a particular passage of text or spoken-language transcript that you wish to analyze, e.g., with respect to the way in which the past tense is used.

· You have access to on-line corpora of spoken and written language.

· Note. Corpus work is an essential corrective on our lapses of imagination. We can’t possibly intuit all the contexts (linguistic and extralinguistic) in which a given form can be used. But of course corpora don’t contain nonoccurring (i.e., anomalous or ‘starred’ forms!
Guidelines for organizing your presentation

· Describe the phenomenon to be analyzed, with illustrative data. Number the examples for ease of reference. Even though you’re writing for me, don’t presume familiarity with the phenomenon and don’t skip reasoning steps on the supposition that your reader can reconstruct them!

· In the introduction, present the research question you asked with respect to these data. Present relevant foundational work if there is any. Briefly describe the theoretical framework you will assume or which you will use as your point of departure. 

· Toward the end of the introduction, briefly present your conclusions with regard to the appropriate representation of the data. Talk about why your solution captures generalizations about the data. 

· At the end of the introduction, describe how the rest of the paper will be structured (‘The rest of this paper will be structured as follows. In section 1, I will describe the data that I considered when developing this analysis. In section 2, ...). 

· Number sections and subsections appropriately, and explain in advance the purpose of each major section in the section of your introduction in which you map out the structure of the paper 

· In the concluding section, summarize the analysis and its motivations and suggest the wider import of your findings (Do they give hints about how one might approach other linguistic problems? If so, in what way? Do they suggest that a given way of analyzing language is appropriate? If so, in what way?)

· Use a consistent, appropriate bibliographic style. An easy thing to do is to the style employed by the journal Language, which is described in the inside back cover of every issue. As an alternative, you could simply use the style used in Goldberg 2006. These bibliographic styles each involve (a) citation of a source by last name and publication year in the text and (b) corresponding full bibliographic references in a section headed References at the end of your paper. Do not place any entry in your references section that you have not cited in the body of the paper, and do not place citations in the body of your paper that do not have a corresponding entry in the references section! 

General hint. If you want to really learn how to present a semantic or syntactic argument, examine the strategies used by authors who do this! Use the Modern Language Association (MLA) index and/or the Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts (LLBA) index to find articles relevant to your topic. Links to these databases and others are on the Linguistics subject page of the University Libraries website: http://www-libraries.colorado.edu/chi/ling.html. 

