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Guidelines for final paper and commentaries (5/10/2005)

Basic requirements:

A final paper, assessing the topic you have presented, as well as commentaries on two of the other topics we discussed, are due at 5 pm., Wednesday, June 8, 2005. Both the paper and the commentaries should be submitted as html files to t-d-a-v-i-e-s-@-c-s-l-i-.-s-t-a-n-f-o-r-d-.-e-d-u.  All of the papers and commentaries will be posted on the course website at the end of the quarter. I plan to grade the paper on a 70-point scale and the commentaries together on a 30 point scale.  The paper should be approximately 5-7 pages per student in your group, and the commentaries each 1-2 pages per student.   You may submit either group-written papers/commentaries or separate ones packaged together.

Suggestions for the Paper:

A worthy way to write your paper is as a critical, in-depth review.  For models of this style of writing, you should look at some (more than one) articles in the New York Review of Books (www.nybooks.com), and note the elevation in summary detail and analytical depth compared to the New York Times Book Review or, for that matter, most other popular book reviews such as those on Amazon.com.  Those reviewing books for the NYR often have extensive background in the area of the book in question, which you are unlikely to have as a student reviewer, but while you should not try to write as an authority would, questioning and assessing what you have read with reference to other readings from the class is quite appropriate.  The resulting tone should be more probing than opinionated, more seeking to understand than judging, and more tightly reasoned than general.  

It is okay to focus especially on one aspect of a piece of  reading, such as its relation to simulation or a particular claim it makes that is contentious and important.  For example, Stuart Kauffman's book At Home in the Universe makes the claim that the concept of an autocatalytic set can be applied to a wide variety or systems from chemical to ecological to economic.  A good question to ask is whether this claim is justified in the book.  An even better question to ask is what evidence you can find, as a reader, bearing on why the author makes this claim. If you do that really well, you will have earned the right to evaluate the claim itself if you like.  In other words, view the reading as a puzzle to be solved, and do the best you can.  In this case, for instance, simply arguing that the abstraction gains nothing and stating that the claim is unsubstantiated in the book would not earn a very high grade.  Remember also that you are writing for someone who has not read the book, so you must put yourself in that person's shoes and explain things accordingly.  

Suggestions for the commentaries:

The commentaries are your chance to make a particular point about each of two of the other topics presented in the last five weeks of this class, or about one of the chapters in Wolfram's book A New Kind of Science.  Your commentary should be something that grows out of the class reading and class discussion of that topic.  As the discussions often end before all the threads can be worked through or even begun, my hope is that you will write a commentary on an issue you would like to have introduced or discussed at greater length in class. One way to proceed is to make a specific argument, anticipate possible objections, and answer them.  Another is to flesh something out that was left hanging in your mind or in the discussion.  Think about how this will contribute to the web of commentaries that the whole class is producing, and try to contribute something that the rest of us may not have thought of or was overlooked in discussion, and that connects with other issues we have discussed in the course.  You may pick either one article/excerpt discussed in a given weak, or address a topic as a whole (such as applications of simulation in AI and cognitive science).  

I hope this is enough guidance to help you write worthy papers and commentaries. Feel free to visit me in my office hours (T,W,Th 10:30-12) or by appointment if you would like more advice regarding these assignments. 

