SCHOOL OF ENGLISH LITERATURE, LANGUAGE & LINGUISTICS

WRITING AND REFERENCING AN ESSAY IN LANGUAGE AND LINGUISTICS

These notes are designed to help you make the best of your own writing skills.  Many of the points made below apply to any kind of writing, not just to the writing you do while at university, but beyond, in employment thereafter. More specifically, they address the problems new students encounter in writing linguistic and language essays. We will kick off with some very general advice and then turn to presentation.

GENERAL ADVICE

If writing an essay in language and linguistics presents any special problem, this may be because you feel that―by comparison with the knowledge displayed by the linguistic textbooks and articles you have read― you have little to offer; the facts are displayed in what you have read and there is little you can do but regurgitate them.  You would be right in feeling that this is unsatisfactory.  So here are some hints on how to get around this problem.

1. Developing an aim and purpose.  
You must have a particular purpose in writing each essay.  This is obvious―but, because writing essays at university is an exercise, with the ultimate purpose of producing work required for assessment, it is easy to forget.  It is important to develop a specific purpose and be clear at the outset what it is.  Purposes change, of course, but if you have made your purpose explicit to yourself at the outset, it will be easier to become conscious of when your purposes have changed.  For each essay, think of the essay title/question as a problem to which your essay is the solution.  The trick is to identify the salient problem and how you are going to set about solving it.  Close attention to the title and its implications is called for.  If you think explicitly in these terms, it will give you an explicit aim and a more explicit idea of how to criticise your own writing.  It will help you decide whether (and when) you have fulfilled your aim.  When it comes to writing the essay, it would be best to make this purpose explicit in a brief introduction (more on introductions below).  A little thought here will give you an axe to grind and a purpose when it comes to the reading.

2. Planning and structure.  
Developing a specific purpose will help when it comes to planning the essay. This in turn will help with structuring the essay.  Break the problem down into aspects or sub-problems.  And don’t keep the plan and structure secret: let the reader know what they are, explicitly.  The plan, along with the overall purpose, can be announced briefly in an introduction.  The structure can be indicated by sectioning (and sub-sectioning, but don’t overdo it!).  Consider giving your sections explicit titles.  Asking yourself what those titles should be is an excellent way of structuring the essay both in your own mind and for the benefit of your reader.  Be helpful to your reader: it is in your own best interests.  Include brief but explicit structural signposts:  these can take the form of indicating at crucial points where you are in the overall structure, how the section that follows relates to the present section, sub-conclusions etc.  

2.1. Introductions.  An introduction is the place to do several things:  it should announce the theme, or give a brief initial outline of the problem (the purpose).  It should announce the plan/strategy you are adopting to tackle the theme or problem, and it should briefly indicate how this plan will be implemented in the structuring of the essay (enumerating the sections, if any, that are to come).

2.2. Conclusions.  You must have something by way of a conclusion, and it is better if this is presented explicitly as a section.  A good conclusion is one that truly reflects the content and thrust of the essay.  Conclusions can also briefly contextualise the preceding discussion. They can discuss its wider significance and/or point towards further work to be done or questions to be asked.  A conclusion can also briefly mention aspects of the theme/problem of which you are aware but have not touched on in the essay.

3. Use of reading.  
There are several reasons for reading. The most salient are (a) to gather brute information, (b) to stimulate thought on a topic, and (c) to compare and evaluate different views and arguments.  As regards (a), bear in mind that there are, in fact, few interesting brute (indisputable) facts when it comes to language and linguistics.  Much more often it is a matter of proposals, hypotheses, theories, more or less reasonable suppositions based on more or less convincing arguments.  It is a good idea to try to decide why you are reading and what you expect to get out of any particular piece of reading.  If you are reading for brute information (or what passes for brute information), you need to ask yourself what you are going to do with that information.  There is a place for (insightful, lucid) summary of information―in fact, this is something frequently called for in the jobs you may go on to.  But, especially in university essays, it must be in aid of something. It must serve the explicit purpose of the essay


So, what is the information for, as far as you and your essay are concerned?  But also:  is it, in fact, brute indisputable information?  To what extent is it, in fact, based on supposition however apparently reasonable?  How reasonable is the supposition?  How convincing are the arguments?  Asking yourself these questions will help you guard against just reproducing information for the sake of it, and against presenting as fact something that might be disputable.


In approaching an essay it is a good idea first to do the reading, making a note of the contentions, proposals of the authors and how/why they arrived at them.  Then put your reading and your notes away.  In writing the essay, don’t consult your reading and notes in the first instance: consult yourself.  It is becoming recognised in the psychological and linguistic literature that we remember ideas and concepts as represented in our own heads: we don’t remember the actual language in which we were first introduced to those ideas.  So inspect the contents of your own head and write a draft of the essay on the basis of that.  Then you can consult your notes and reading to make sure you have represented the facts and arguments correctly.  This is one way of making sure that you are writing your own essay, however much you may be indebted to others in coming up with the ideas.  There is nothing wrong with direct quotation, but this should be used sparingly and always in support of contentions/ideas expressed in your own words. See below on quotation.
4. (Lack of) Understanding.  
Never pretend you understand something when you don’t (this goes for the essay title particularly).  No one understands everything immediately.  The best learning and thinking comes from being able to recognise explicitly that you don’t understand, identifying precisely what it is you don’t understand, and trying to resolve it.  Quite often, the very attempt to identify the problem explicitly is―in itself―enough to resolve it. Furthermore, don’t assume, whenever you don’t understand, that it’s necessarily your fault.  It might indeed be your fault―perhaps you aren’t concentrating properly or not trying hard enough; in these cases leave it and come back to it.  But perhaps your failure to understand an idea or argument is due to there being some fault in it that you have only half-consciously noticed (a writer’s failure to notice something strongly encourages the reader not to notice it consciously).  Quite possibly, the idea hasn’t been explained properly.  Consider the possibility that there might be an ambiguity or vagueness in the explanation.  It is quite acceptable to discuss such problems explicitly in your essays, provided that doing so can be made to serve your overall purpose.  Attending to these points will help you write essays that show a personal critical engagement with the subject and your reading.

5. Disagreeing.  
Most articles in linguistics (as in many other subjects) are written because the author believes (s)he has something new to say.  And having something new to say, more often than not, involves disagreeing with what has been said by someone else.  Apart from review articles and encyclopaedic articles, no worthwhile published article or book consists just of the author agreeing with everyone.  And the fact is, when it comes to writing set essays, it is much easier if you disagree than if you agree.  In other words, essay writing will be much easier if you are reasonably critical and reasonably argumentative.  The emphasis is on reasonable, though.  Don’t disagree just for the sake of it―and always look for and provide support for your contentions.


There are different forms of disagreement too.  There’s good old-fashioned flat disagreement on facts.  Be suspicious of this kind.  More subtly and more often, disagreement is about their significance, their

interpretation or their relevance.  There can be disagreement about the relative emphasis given to facts, or about the connections between them, even disagreement about how best to express the agreed facts.  Often these kinds of disagreement affect the question of what the facts actually are.  Try to be aware of these different kinds of disagreement both in your reading and your own writing.  In short, be self-conscious in your argumentation.

6. Keeping to the point.  
Following the above advice will help you keep to the point.  Perhaps the most common failure in essays is failure to keep to the point.  If you have a general purpose and have developed an essay plan and structured the essay in the light of that purpose, you should ideally be able to say – for any section, paragraph, or topic introduced – what it is doing there, what part it plays in the overall purpose.  Sometimes the problem in essay writing is not so much irrelevance as such, but failure to indicate explicitly what the relevance is.

7. Style.  
This is difficult to advise on.  The style should be reasonably formal, without being pompous or pretentious.  You do not have to adopt the impersonal, highly formal, style of scientific reports, always using passives.  The 1st person pronoun (I, me) is acceptable, if used sparingly and judiciously.  Don’t contract (as I’ve just done – exemplified here in italics).


Aim for clarity and succinctness.  Keep your sentences short.  Make sure the reference of pronouns is clear.  Where appropriate, clearly indicate the connections between your sentences – eg by the use of conjunct adverbials (eg however, furthermore, hence, therefore, on the one/other hand, nevertheless, more generally…).


More generally, start paying conscious attention to the style adopted in the articles and books you read.  Find out from these what seems to you to succeed stylistically.

Avoid footnotes at all costs.
8. Spelling. 
It's an unfair fact of life that bad spelling makes you appear uneducated and generates a quite disproportionate feeling of contempt in the reader.  Few of us are perfect spellers.  You will be word processing your essays, so why not save yourself (and us) embarrassment by using the Spell-check facility?
9. Quotation and acknowledging sources.  
You MUST acknowledge your sources, both within the text and at the end, in the form of a bibliography. Unacknowledged use of another’s words (whether published or not) amounts to plagiarism - a disciplinary matter, which may result in your being disqualified from the award of a degree (or a mark of zero for the relevant piece of work). 
You do not need to acknowledge ideas that are widely accepted as matters of fact, or for any information of a general nature. For example, you don't have to indicate a source when you mention that Shakespeare died in 1616, that Saussure was a Swiss linguist, or that /b/ is a voiced bilabial plosive. 

Short extracts that you quote word for word from a source text should be clearly placed within quotation marks and the source given immediately in a summary form (and referenced in the bibliography). See below on in-text referencing and the bibliography. Only use quotations that support/emphasise your argument in a particularly concise or convincing manner. Bear in mind that the word-limit for an undergraduate essay makes it inadvisable to over-use direct quotation. Anything much more than 5% of the essay would count as over-use.
If the quotation is part of a sentence of your own, it may be necessary, in order to keep the grammatical coherence of your sentence, to make small changes to your quotation. Any changes you make (e.g. pronouns, verb endings, capital letters etc.) have to be clearly marked by using brackets ([ ]). 
Prose quotations longer than 40 words (if really necessary) and verse quotations longer than two lines should be marked off from the main body of the text by adding a space above and below and indenting them.  Single spacing or smaller font size is acceptable here (and in fact recommended). You should not use quotation marks in the case of such quotations. If you omit material from the original source, you need to mark this clearly by using an ellipsis (...). Never place a long quotation within a sentence of your main text: it is difficult for a reader to carry on the meaning of your sentence. Remember that you need to justify your use of long quotations. This means that you need to comment on and interpret them. Your commentary should be at least as long as the quotation itself. 
FORMATTING AND PRESENTATION

An essay should have an explicit title. It should, if appropriate, have explicit sections, the first of which should be a brief Introduction and the last an explicit Conclusion.  As mentioned, it is a good idea to title your sections explicitly, and number them (eg “1. Introduction”… “5. Conclusion”) – as in this document.  Sub-sections should be numbered and formatted as exemplified in Section 2 above. The essay must have a bibliography (see below). 

Detailed advice and instructions on formatting and presentation are given in the School’s Guidelines for the Presentation of Essays, Extended Studies and Dissertations.  We suggest you follow those guidelines for any essay.  Those Guidelines, however, don’t address three things that are of particular importance in a linguistics essay: 
A. Citation (mention) of linguistics expressions 
B. Diagrams and figures
             C. Referencing in linguistics.

A. MENTION (CITATION) OF LINGUISTIC EXPRESSIONS.  
In a linguistics essay, it is particularly important to make a distinction between the expressions you are USING in writing your essay and the words or expressions you are writing about, (i.e. those you are citing, MENTIONING).  When you are citing (mentioning) an expression, the expression cited must be typographically distinctive.  The usual way to do this is by putting it in italics.  Thus, when mentioning the prepositional phrase (PP) round the bend, italicise it as exemplified here (in handwriting, underlining is equivalent to italics). Bath is a four-letter word but Bath is a city in the southwest of England.
If an example is particularly important, or if it is a full sentence, or if you are going to refer to it again or compare it with other examples, you should give it a bracketed number, add a space above and below, and inset it.  For example, an alternative way of citing the sentence These fritters need to be thrown away is as follows:

(1) These fritters need to be thrown away

In that case, it does not need to be italicised.  Thereafter it need only be referred to as “(1)”.

B. DIAGRAMS AND FIGURES (including phrase –markers).  These should receive the treatment just described: give them a number, inset them, adding a space above and below. See above on longer quotations. 
C. REFERENCING IN LINGUISTICS.  

Academic writing in linguistics follows different conventions from those followed in literature―more like those followed in scientific writing. 
In-text references should take the following form, standard in linguistics: 
(1) Name of Author followed by 
(2) Date of publication, followed by 
(3) colon, followed by 
(4) Page number(s) (where necessary) or chapter.  
When you are referring to a publication as a whole, it is not necessary to specify pages or chapters.  The whole reference, i.e. (1-4) above, can be in brackets as for example in:

“The competence-performance distinction (Chomsky 1965: 4) is fundamental in the study of language….”

or just the information in 2-4, as in


“Chomsky (1965: 4) draws a distinction between competence and performance”.

Example Extract:
….The slippage here emblematises the ways in which noir is, as Steve Neale would have it, ‘in essence a critical category’ (2000:153). 
That is, noir should be understood as a fairly vague category, and one that it is necessary to comprehend not as a genre, but as an aesthetic. And if noir is an aesthetic then we should be seeking to understand how it works as a discursive critical construction. Slavoj Žižek speaks to this concern:

is ‘noir’ a predicate 
that entertains towards the crime universe the same relationship as towards comedy or western, a kind of logical operator introducing the same anamorphic distortion in every genre it is applied to, so that the fact that it found its strongest application in the crime film is ultimately a historical contingency? To raise these questions is in no way to indulge in hair-splitting sophistry: my thesis is that the ‘proper’, detective film noir as it were arrives at its truth – in Hegelese: realizes its notion only by way of its fusion with another genre, specifically science fiction or the occult. (1993: 200; emphasis in the original
).
Although
 it is particularly apposite for an analysis of the cyberpunk Trinity as a femme fatale that Žižek should point towards science fiction as one of the ….

BIBLIOGRAPHY (sometimes entitled ‘References’). 

The bibliography at the end of the essay (in alphabetical order, by author) should include every work you have cited. It should take the following form: 
Entry for a book:

1. SURNAME of author (comma)

2. CAPITAL INITIAL OF FIRST NAME (full stop)

3. DATE (full stop)

4. TITLE in italics or underlined (full stop)

5. PUBLISHER (colon)

6. PLACE OF PUBLICATION (full stop)

Chomsky, N.  1965.  Aspects of the Theory of Syntax.  MIT Press: Cambridge, Mass.

It is not necessary to mention any chapter or page in the bibliography since you will have given that information in the in-text reference.  It is acceptable to use the author’s first name rather than an initial but the choice (name vs. initial) must be consistent throughout the bibliography. Note the initial capitals for all content words in the title.
Multiply authored books. Note that only the first author has names (or name and initial) reversed:

Chomsky, N. and M. Halle. 1968. The Sound Pattern of English. Harper & Row: New York.

Gazdar, G., E. Klein, G. Pullum and I. Sag. 1985. Generalised Phrase Structure Grammar. Blackwell: 

Oxford. 
Second editions. (It is important to indicate if a text is a later edition as these are often considerably revised.  If an edition has been revised, it will say so clearly in the opening matter.)
Trudgill, P. 1983. Sociolinguistics: An Introduction to Language and Society. 2nd ed. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Entry for a thesis:

Buchstaller, Isabelle. 2004. The Sociolinguistic Constraints on the Quotative System - British English and 


US English Compared. PhD, University of Edinburgh.

Entries for an article in a journal:

1. SURNAME of author (comma)

2. CAPITAL INITIAL OF FIRST NAME (full stop)

3. DATE (full stop)

4. TITLE OF ARTICLE in single inverted commas (full stop)

5. JOURNAL IN WHICH IT APPEARED in italics or underlined

6. JOURNAL VOLUME NUMBER (colon)

7. PAGE NUMBERS (full stop)

Gazdar, G. 1981. ‘Unbounded dependencies and co-ordinate structure’. Linguistic Inquiry. 12: 155-184.

 Sperber, D. and D. Wilson. 2002. ‘Pragmatics and mind-reading’. Mind and Language. 17: 3-23.
Only the first word in the titles of articles need have an initial capital.

Entries for an article or chapter in an edited book:

1. SURNAME of author (comma)

2. FIRST NAME or CAPITAL INITIAL OF FIRST NAME (full stop)

3. DATE (full stop)

4. TITLE OF ARTICLE in single inverted commas followed by ‘in’

5. INITIAL + SURNAME OF EDITOR(S) OF BOOK + ‘(ed(s))’

6. TITLE OF BOOK in italics or underlined (full stop)

7. PUBLISHER (colon)

8. PLACE OF PUBLICATION (full stop)

9. PAGE NUMBERS OF ARTICLE (full stop)

Kempson, R. 1986. ‘Ambiguity and the semantics pragmatics distinction’ in C. Travis (ed) Meaning and 

Interpretation.  Blackwell: Oxford. 77-103.

Entry for a talk given at a conference: 

Durham, Mercedes. 2006. ‘It’s altered a lot has York: Right dislocation over time’. Paper presented at Northern Englishes Workshop, University of Lancaster, March 2006.

Entry for a website 
‘Selected Seventeenth-Century Events.’ Romantic Chronology. Ed. Laura Mandell and Alan Liu. 1999. U of California, Santa Barbara. 22 June 2002. http://english.ucsb.edu:591/rchrono/

Websites are the single most consistently incorrectly referenced item in bibliographies.  Note carefully the necessary information – including the date of publication and the date of access.
Or simply: 

http://www.ncl.ac.uk/necte (accessed 7 January 2007).
Always add when you accessed the webpage – since they can change quite rapidly.
Finally, if one or more works by the same author need referencing, reference them in chronological order. 
� The parenthetical reference comes after the quotation mark but before the punctuation symbol (whether that is a comma or a full stop).


� Quotations longer than 4 lines are set apart from the main text in this manner.  They must:


 Be indented on both sides (usually by 1 cm).


 Not be italicised.


 Not have quotation marks surrounding the extract.  


�As the quotation includes emphasis (that is, italics) in parts, it is necessary to indicate whether the emphasis is in the original or not by using the following phrases:


 emphasis in the original.


 emphasis added. 


�The line following the extended quotation is not indented – it must be flush with the left margin.
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