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Abstract
This tutorial will present the genre of the self-
contained linguistic problem as a form of teach-
ing facts about languages and concepts from lin-
guistics, as well as the major techniques of com-
posing problems and problem sets for linguistic
contests, both classical and computational, but
with a special focus on the latter.
It is intended for all who are interested in lin-
guistic problems, whether because of current or
envisaged participation in organising a contest,
or interest in trying one’s hand as a problem au-
thor, or involvement in teaching in any form, or
plain curiosity.
Keywords: computational linguistic problems,
linguistic problems, linguistic olympiads.

1 General description
For more than six decades, linguistics olympiads –
contests for secondary-school students in solving lin-
guistic problems – have served as a means of ac-
quainting such students, but also the general public,
with the science of language and its applications,
thus filling a gap in school curricula from which
this domain of human intellectual pursuit is typi-
cally absent.1 Accordingly, the idea is that the prob-
lems should be self-contained — primarily induc-
tive rather than deductive, not testing previously ob-
tained knowledge but inviting the discovery of rules
on the basis of unseen data, using only one’s analyti-
cal skills and general culture in addition to such fun-
damental notions about language as are introduced
in native and foreign language classes.
The contests were inspired by and modelled

on mathematics olympiads, mathematicians cooper-
ated with linguists in their design and implementa-
tion, and the word ‘mathematics’ or ‘mathematical’
was (and still is) often present in the title; but it was

1Linguistic problems have also been found highly useful in
other educational activities, notably in university teaching.

understood that what mathematics provided was the
general method, the idea of abstract logical reason-
ing, not the content. The subfield of linguistics to
which most linguistic problems can be said to be rel-
evant is unquestionably typology.
Notwithstanding, since the earliest instalments

of the first regular linguistic contest in history, the
Moscow Traditional Olympiad in Linguistics and
Mathematics (established in 1965), concepts and
topics from computational linguistics have been
present in it, in anticipation of the explosive devel-
opment of language technologies that was destined
to come shortly. Unsurprisingly, in recent years
such problems have been appearing more frequently
at ‘classical’ linguistic olympiads, and several con-
tests have been launchedwhich explicitly name com-
putational linguistics as their primary or only sub-
ject, such as the North American Computational
Linguistics Open Competition (NACLO, est. 2007)
and the Australian Computational and Linguistics
Olympiad (OzCLO, est. 2008), or the Contest in
Computational Linguistics offered by the Institute
for Bulgarian Language, Bulgarian Academy of Sci-
ences. As the olympiads grow in numbers and size,
the number of problem authors grows as well — but
so does the need for problems.
The proposed tutorial, envisaged as introduc-

tory, will present the art – that is, the major tech-
niques – of composing problems and problem sets
for linguistic contests, both classical and computa-
tional, but with a special focus on the latter.
The target audience are primarily those who are

engaged or interested in organising a contest in lin-
guistics or computational linguistics, but also lin-
guists, and especially computational linguists, both
professionals and (postgraduate) students, who are
involved (or considering being involved) in teach-
ing at any level and would like to broaden the range
of methods that they use. There is no prerequisite
background.



The total duration will be four academic (forty-
five-minute) hours. The tutorial will cover:

• an overview of the genre of the linguistic prob-
lem and the history of linguistic contests and
olympiads (1 hour);

• a presentation of the process of composing
(and solving) linguistic problems of the ‘clas-
sical’ (theoretical, typological) type (2 hours);

• a discussion of problems featuring concepts
from computational linguistics as a subgenre
of linguistic problems (1 hour).

The tutorial has no required preliminary read-
ing. The exposition, however, will refer to pub-
lished literature on linguistic problems as a genre
(e. g., Зализняк, 1963; Алпатов et al., 1973;
Журинский, 1993; Derzhanski, 2009); on linguis-
tic contests and other extracurricular activities in
linguistics, both in general (e. g., Derzhanski and
Payne, 2010) and in individual countries (e. g.,
Derzhanski, 2007a; Hudson and Sheldon, 2013;
Verhoeven, 2016; Lopuhaä-Zwakenberg, 2018); on
the relationship between (theoretical) linguistics
and mathematics as seen in linguistic problems
(e. g., Derzhanski, 2007b; Derzhanski and Veneva,
2018); on the use of electronic language resources
in developing linguistic problems (e. g., Iomdin
et al., 2013; Derzhanski and Dekova, 2014); and on
problems and contests oriented specifically towards
computational linguistics (e. g., Littell et al., 2013;
Estival et al., 2013, 2014).

2 The instructor

Ivan Derzhanski is an associate professor at the
Institute of Mathematics and Informatics, Bulgar-
ian Academy of Sciences. His research interests
are in (mostly computer- and corpus-aided) con-
trastive linguistics and typology, corpus linguistics,
translation theory and practice and the methodol-
ogy of linguistics. He teaches courses in Python
programming for linguists, computational linguis-
tics and natural language processing in undergrad-
uate and postgraduate programmes at the Univer-
sity of Sofia and the New Bulgarian University. In
Bulgaria he has been playing the central part in pro-
viding scientific support to the Olympiad and Na-
tional Contest in Linguistics and to linguistic semi-
nars for secondary-school students, putting together
problem sets for the former and lecture programmes

for the latter, continuously since 1996. He is a co-
founder of the International Linguistics Olympiad
(IOL, est. 2003) and has served on the problem com-
mittee and jury of all its instalments and chaired
them thrice. Also he is a member of the team organ-
ising the national Contest in Computational Linguis-
tics, centred at the Institute for Bulgarian Language,
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. He has authored
and co-authored more than 120 linguistic problems.

3 Further details
An audience of about 20 people can be expected;
since the tutorial has not been offered before, this
(admittedly rough) estimate is based on the overall
attendance of earlier instalments of the conference.
There are no special requirements for technical

equipment.
The tutorial will be accompanied by handouts and

a presentation. The materials can be made publicly
available on the CLIB 2026 website.
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