How to write an explanation - Updated September 2023

At Round 2, you will be asked to “explain your solutions” to some of the later questions on the paper. What
exactly does this mean, and how do you do it?

An explanation to a linguistics problem takes the form of a short piece of writing (usually no more than a page)
that explains how the language in the problem works, at least to the extent that you can work out. This might
include explaining what different suffixes and prefixes mean and how they are used, as well as what order
words come in. However, what you actually need to write will depend on the problem - this is where most of
the difficulty comes from.

There are some general principles to bear in mind:

Be complete. Too many people lose marks for not describing things like word order. You should be able
to answer the questions at the end of the problem with just the explanation and a dictionary, so you
should explain everything that is relevant.

Be detailed. If you were describing English, you would likely get no marks for simply saying that “plural
is usually marked with (e)s” without specifying that it’s a suffix, and saying when it is -s vs. -es.

Be general. If you ever find yourself writing out a long list of words or affixes that are exceptions to
some rule, there will always be a pattern behind them. The marks will almost certainly be for finding
that pattern.

Be clear. Explanations that are filled with long, winding sentences are hard to understand.
Subheadings, tables, and lists are invaluable when trying to make explanations clear and concise.

Be thoughtful. Think about what you need to write. For instance, if the problem is about how different
types of verbs behave, you should probably say which verbs are in which category, either by describing
a general pattern (e.g. verbs of motion vs verbs of position), or by explicitly listing them; if all nouns
behave the same, you don’t need to list them all.

Below, you'll find a pdf of some example student explanations to problems 3, 4 and 5 on the 2023 R2 paper, with
short marker’s comments. They all scored full- or nearly full-marks, but more importantly, all are achievable.
They also all have some things in common:

Tables. Some have much more prose than others, but they all use tables of some sort to present
information concisely. This also makes it easier to make sure you’ve not missed any small details.
Terminology. None use fancy words that aren’t necessary, but they all use accurate linguistic
terminology when it makes the explanation clearer.

Structure. All of them flow well. Most use subheadings, some use bullet points or whitespace, but all
clearly show where each bit of the solution is being discussed. Again, this makes it easier to list all of the
small details.

Length. Most of them were fairly short, although not quite as short as the official solutions. Although
this isn’t always a good thing - there can be a lot to write down - it tends to show that the solution
understands the systems in the problem, and isn’t just a list of words and exceptions to rules.

Not only did these points make them easy to mark, they made it easier for the competitors to check that they’d
written down everything they needed to. Clarity of thought is key to success in the harder levels of UKLO.
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Marker’s comment

These both scored full marks (and there were several other full scores as well!). As is good practice in these
sorts of sentence-based questions, it is clear where the solutions are discussion the word order, as well as
different parts of speech (nouns, articles, verbs). Lower scoring solutions often did not make this distinction,
spreading the discussion of nouns and verbs throughout the explanation. A well-structured presentation makes
it easier to not miss out any details.

Both used tables to give the verb suffixes and noun classes. In fact, they actually have incredibly similar
structures, as did all solutions that scored highly on this problem. The only real difference was that the first
used slightly more prose. Both even gave examples to supplement the explanation - sometimes a good idea, to
make the markers are understanding you correctly!

Both used a good amount of technical language: noun class, article, (in)transitive, and perfect are all word we
would expect top-level competitors to be comfortable with even if they aren’t necessary to score full marks. One
solution did actually recognise the active/middle/passive voice system, which was a nice surprise but definitely
unnecessary.
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Marker’s comment

Both were nearly perfect solutions to a fairly unpopular question. In phonology problems like this, it is most
important to realise which features are most important (here, it’s most syllable structure and nasality) and
focus on them, as in both of these. Bullet points are often especially good for this kind of problem.

The first gives a very clear algorithm to follow to do the conversion. The second, while still getting all of the key
points, is a bit harder to follow (which shows as they also scored lower on the actual task, making several small
mistakes). Note that, unlike for Q3, both are much longer than the official solution. This is very much to be
expected - the official solution was not written under time pressure, after all.

Both also use accurate linguistic terminology and symbols. Both have a clear knowledge of the basics of
phonetics, using terms like voiced/voiceless and nasal accurately. Although this isn’t necessarily something we
need at R2, it would be expected of the highest scorers on a sounds-based question like this. Terms like onset,
nucleus and coda to describe a syllable are definitely beyond what we expect from a R2 candidate, but help
make the solutions clear.

Both also finished with tables showing all of the symbol conversions. This wasn'’t strictly necessary in the cases
where there was no change in symbol, but it shows a laudable attention to detail. Both lost the same mark, not
quite getting the right vowels triggering the changes from ts, dz to tf, d3.
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Marker’s comment

Both perfect solutions, and once again, all high-scoring solutions had very similar structures. It is often good
advice in morphology problems like this to structure your solution around the order that the morphemes
appear in, rather than what they mean, as both of these have done. Then other processes (here, the tone
marking) are discussed later.

The first used sentences to describe the more intricate parts of the solution, while the second appears to have
used as few words as possible. However, both are equally easy to follow.

The main difference between them is the use of technical language. The first uses key words like negative,
subject, object accurately, as we would expect of a R2 candidate. This is all that is necessary, as the rest of their
explanation awards them full marks. The second seems very comfortable with more advanced words and
phrases (describing one tone as “determined lexically” where the first says it “stays [the] same in every case”).

The first also shows a common mistake in UKLO explanations. They begin by giving the word order, even though
each Mongo word consists only of one word. This is a common occurrence that regularly confuses markers.
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