A Short Paper Proposing that we
Need to Write Shorter Papers

Stephen Krashen

“When we ask the time, we don’t want to know how watches are constructed.”
Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (1742-1799)

Introduction

Our current journalsinlanguage education are
full of long papers. A typica journa might have,
at mogt, fivemajor papers. Sometimeswe have
towritelong papers, but most of thetime, itis
unnecessary: The papers often contain long
introductions more suitable for doctoral
dissertationsor review ‘ state of theart’ papers
apparently designed to provideevidencethat the
author is well-read. They also have long
conclusions, with arepetition of thefindingsand
the author’sdetailed and lengthy speculations
about what the results might mean for theory
and application.

Readers of professional journals do not need
this. Introductions should only give enough
information to alert the reader asto what the
articleisabout, and provide afew citationsin
casethereader needsmoreinformation. If the
articles cited in the introduction are readily
available, readersarefreeto consult them, and
abrief indication of implicationsisgenerally
more than enough for experienced readers.
Also, if theresultssectionisclear, norepetition
of thefindingsisnecessary inthe conclusion.

Watson and Crick’s(1953) Nobel Prizewinning
paper on the double helix was only one page.
Their conclusion: *It hasnot escaped our notice
that the specific pairing we have postul ated
immediately suggests a possible copying
mechanismfor the genetic materia” (p. 737).
Long papersdrainintellectual energy from both
readersand writers, and waste their time.

L ong paperstakelonger to write, and much of

the energy in writing them is dedicated to
sectionsthat don’'t engagethewriter: Writingis
apowerful tool to solveproblems, and can result
insubstantia cognitivedeve opment (it canmake
you smarter), but to do this, thewriting must be
directed at a difficult problem (Langer &
Applebee, 1987).

Long papers also take longer to read. Even
readers who try to skim long papers have to
devote time and energy to find the essential
parts, and run thedanger of missing thedetails.

A Disservice to the Profession and to the
Scholar

Too-long papers hurt the spread of knowledge
in two ways. They waste our time in both
reading and writing, and they promote sloppy
reading. Many readersare content just to read
the abstract and perhaps the summary of
technical papers, with just aglance at atable.
This means that significant details on
methodology, crucid pointsand analysesburied
in the paper, are missed, and often errors are
perpetuated.

Too-long papers al so take up space. A journal
with fivelong papers could easily include 20
short papers. This space limitation hurts the
dissemination of knowledge, because not only
is the information less genuine, but it much
harder for junior scholarsto publish and to get
tenure and promotion, especially when
universities require publication in certain
journas. Thisproblemwill bedleviated asmore
journa sbecomeavailableeectronically.
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Conclusion

Again, sometimes papers haveto belong. But
oftenthey don’t, and the problem usually lies
withthelongintroductionsand conclusionsthat
go far beyond the needs of the paper.

Language education has clearly taken its
tradition from the humanities, which favors
dissertation-style prose, rather than the sciences,
where papersare usually much shorter.

Itisprobably no coincidencethat citation rates
in science are much higher: Hamilton (1991)
reported that about 91% of paperspublishedin
atomic, molecular and chemical physics, and
86% invirology, had been cited at least once. In
languageand linguistics, only 20% had beencited
andinAmerican literature, lessthan 1%.
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