Linguist 721 Formal Syntax


The Formal Syntax Essay
You should view an essay as a 12 week project, not a 3 or 4 week one. A suggested time-line is given below. You should aim to skim read 5-10 abstracts, and 2-3 full articles a week for the first 2-3 weeks.  After that your reading should be progressively more focussed and in depth. 

Topics : Formal Syntax essays should involve description of syntactic structures and discussion of the appropriate structural analysis to be assigned to them, with justifications, evidence that this is the appropriate structure. 

This could involve issues like assigning words to the correct lexical class; demonstrating whether two similar structures are structurally related (for example by movement); describing how a given surface structure is derived from a specific Deep Structure / Numeration (why that deep structure and not another); evaluating competing analyses for the same structure; explaining how certain interpretations arise from certain structures; explaining why movements happen where they do; analysing the features of certain lexemes and explaining how these effect grammaticality; determining the selectional restrictions operating between certain words or word classes. Comparing the syntax of related languages or varieties. 

The essay should not be just a summary of other people's work, it should involve evaluation or application of prior work.

Timeline:

Weeks 1-3:  Finding a preliminary Topic and References

Tasks: 

Week 1: Browse through the readings to get an idea of the Topics we will cover. Look for Topics or ideas in the readings that you could apply to a language or syntactic problem or question that interests you. During class make a note of any questions that occur to you. Visit the Library and browse through journals on linguistic theory, or the language or language family you are interested in. Look for current topics or issues. Check the 'squibs' for ideas to develop.

Week 2: If you have no idea of a Topic, pick any sentence from any language you speak, and start to write about its structure. Compare it to example sentences from the readings, Can you apply any of those analyses to your sentence? If you get stuck, the thing you get stuck on is your topic. If it all seems easy and poses no problems, then look for other sentences that are related to this one in some way (from the same or a different language) and discuss the similarities and differences, using either Minimalism, or P&P/ X'bar approach.  If no interesting problems or questions occur to you in doing this, then you can simply continue to write an essay describing the syntactic structure(s) you picked, (e.g. ditransitives in Cantonese, V2 word order in Dutch, etc) maybe (later) adding an alternative analysis from a different theoretical approach (LFG, GPSG).  


If you have a rough topic/ structure/language of interest, search for literature on it. You don't need to discover anything new, you just need to demonstrate understanding of the theory and mastery of the analytic methods. 

Week 3 ORDER ANY INTERLOANS YOU NEED NOW!!!
 Whatever you do, discuss the topic with your lecturer by the middle of week 3. Check any key references recommended in class, and generally read around the area (skim through 10-15 abstracts, pick 3-5 articles that are available, recent and look relevant, read 3 a week. Compile a list of your readings as you go, with notes from articles that prove useful (and their page refs etc). Photocopy the references of those articles and highlight any that develop or relate to your topic.  Select 6-10 articles towards a bibliography. 
Week 4: Write up your ideas as a research proposal: why is this topic interesting, what are the key issues to address, what kind of data will you use? Attach your refined bibliography, mention the relevance of each work in your proposal and submit it. 
Weeks 5-7: refining the Topic: Lit review 

Week 5 and 6: Read read read. Think think think. Read 5-6 selected articles, choosing three for your lit review. Follow up their references as necessary, to clarify anything or check the author's interpretation of other work. Check the Social Science Citation index (CD rom in Library) or Google Scholar for more recent work citing your references. Take notes and select quotes recording page numbers as you go.  Pay special attention to the linguistic evidence author's present to support their claims. Think about how you will apply or extend the ideas from the readings in your essay.  Try translating examples from the articles into the language you want to study, do they fit precisely? is something different happening? Start collecting examples that demonstrate your point. These could come from readings, texts or you could invent them. 
Your review should start with a brief definition of your topic, using feedback from your proposal to make it clearly focussed. Pick three articles (not the set readings), relevant to some aspect of that topic, explain their relevance, summarise the points important to your study, and make any appropriate criticisms or endorsements of their ideas. End with a statement of how you will apply these ideas in your syntactic analysis or description.
Over the Break

(Week 1) Write Think Write. Compile, edit and expand your notes on readings into a Literature review, or if this has been submitted already, start work on your analysis of data, or the discussion section of the essay where you develop your ideas. 

(Week 2) Prepare a 1-2 page outline of your essay, stating the topic, the key ideas/ sections of the essay, and the references you need for each section. You might like to use one of your readings as a model structure. Think about the way those articles are organised. Work alone or with a class-mate to gather, select and gloss relevant examples of the language / structure you will analyse. Practice explaining your topic and what you are trying to do, and how the data relate. Note on your draft which examples will go where. prepare to present this data in class after the break.. Seek help on any problems you are stuck on.

Weeks 7-9 Preparing the Draft

Week 7-9: Write a fully referenced draft essay (2,000-3,000 words), incorporating a statement of your topic, your lit review, and ideas so far. Attach an abstract (200 words) - you can use your essay outline as the basis. Make the essay as good as you can at this time. When it is written, give it to a class-mate for comment, or write your own separate 1/2-page statement saying what you think the strengths and weaknesses of the draft are, which parts you are unsure of, need to develop or feel you need help with. 
Week 8: Read over feedback on your lit review, and rewrite this if necessary, for your final version, incorporating more material, especially those interloans! 

Week 9-10: swap essays with a class-mate, read each other's essays and mark areas where you get lost or confused, or can think of an argument against what the writer is saying. Work together to find stronger arguments, better examples, clearer wording. 
Weeks 11-12: When you get the essay back from your class-mate, reread it  and the classmate's feedback carefully. Rewrite, re-organise, expand or condense the essay as advised, or as you think required. Proof-read and check your referencing carefully. Prepare a final draft. hand in your essay. End of Week 12 at the latest.
