
How to write an explanation 
 

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. 

 Generalise. 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. 

 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 

2021 R2 paper, with short marker’s comments. They were all high-scoring solutions, although 

none of them are perfect; but importantly, they all try to follow the principles above, and are all 

achievable. 





Marker’s Comment 
The solution is mostly correct, and very well presented.  

The description of the pronouns (although differently presented to the official solution) is complete 

and clear, as is the description of the aspect markers.  

The description of verbs suffers slightly from not recognising the role of transitivity (whether the 

verb takes an object or not) – this is where most of the marks where lost, as it is a key part of the 

problem.  

Also, there is no clear description of word order. The statement that the word order is mostly SOV 

doesn’t gain any marks, as (i) the subject and object are one word, which may come before or after 

the verb, and (ii) the aspect markers are not mentioned. 

Overall, the answer scores 22/34.  

 

  





Marker’s Comment 
An almost perfect solution. 

A sufficient description of the syntax is given, with the only marks in the problem being lost for not 

mentioning the formation of compound nouns. 

The list of classifiers (labelled “determinants”) is complete and clear, as is the list of root nouns 

(labelled “modifiers”). This was not necessary, but made the solution stand out.  

Overall, the solution scores 18/20. 

  







Marker’s Comment 
The solution is incomplete, but what is given is of very high quality. 

The initial description of syntax is almost perfect, although the later description of ega isn’t quite 

right. 

The description of affixes and their uses is also nearly perfect, except that they seem to miss the 

object suffix -ya. 

Unfortunately, they do not fully describe the behaviour of verbs and adjectives, where most of the 

marks for the question were. The description of reduplication is also incorrect. 

Thus the explanation scores 10/23. 
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