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There are ten steps involved in writing a research paper:

Step 1: Select a subject 
Step 2: Narrow the topic 
Step 3: State the tentative objective (or thesis) 
Step 4: Form a preliminary bibliography 
Step 5: Prepare a working outline 
Step 6: Start taking notes 
Step 7: Outline the paper 
Step 8: Write a rough draft 
Step 9: Edit your paper 
Step 10: Write the final draft 
  
Step 1:  Select a subject

Choose your subject carefully, keeping in mind the amount of time you have to write the paper, the length of the paper, your intended audience and the limits of the resources.  Check in the library to make sure a reasonable amount of information is available on the subject you choose.

Writing the paper will be much easier if you select a subject that interests you and that you can form an opinion or viewpoint about.  In fact, it will be easier later on to narrow the topic if you choose a subject you already know something about.  However, avoid controversial and sensational subjects that are not scholarly, or too technical, or will only restate the research material.

Step 2:  Narrow the topic
The topic of the paper is what you want to say about the subject.  To narrow the topic, you need to read background articles about your subject in encyclopedias and other general references.  Do not take notes at this time other than to jot down possible main ideas.  As you read, ask questions like the following:

Who are the important people involved? 
What are the major issues? 
What are my opinions regarding the topic? 
Why is this an important (controversial, interesting) subject? 
How has the problem (or issue) developed?  When?  Where?

The answers will help you narrow your topic.  Remember to keep in mind the length of your paper.

Step 3:  State your objective or thesis

Before you begin research for your paper, you need to compose a thesis statement that describes the viewpoint you are going to express and support in your paper.  Since your purpose in the rest of the paper is to prove the validity of your thesis, your thesis statement provides a controlling idea which will help you choose the resource materials you will use and will limit your notetaking.

Compose your thesis statement carefully, for it is the key to a good paper.  As a matter of fact, a good thesis statement can outline your paper for you.  

There are several common errors that students make when composing thesis statements.  These are listed below, with examples.  Read them carefully.

1. A thesis cannot be a fragment; it must be expressed in a sentence. 
 Poor: How life is in a racial ghetto. 
 Better:  Residents of a racial ghetto tend to have a higher death rate, higher disease rates, and higher psychosis rates than do any other residents of American cities in general.

2. A thesis must not be in the form of a question.  (Usually the answer to the question could be the thesis.) 
 Poor:  Should eighteen-year-old males have the right to vote? 
 Better:  Anyone who is old enough to fight in a war is old enough to vote.

3. A thesis must not contain phrases such as I think.  (They merely weaken the statement.) 
 Poor:  In my opinion most men wear beards because they are trying to find themselves. 
 Better:  The current beard fad may be an attempt on the part of men to emphasize their male identity.

4. A thesis must not contain elements that are not clearly related. 
 Poor:  All novelists seek the truth; therefore some novelists are good psychologists. 
 Better:  In their attempt to probe human nature, many novelists appear to be good psychologists.

5. A thesis must not be expressed in vague language. 
 Poor:  Bad things have resulted from religion being taught in the classroom. 
 Better:  Religion as part of the school curriculum should be avoided because it is a highly personal and individual commitment.

6. A thesis must not be expressed in muddled or incoherent language. 
 Poor:  Homosexuality is a status offense because the participants are willing so that the relationship is voluntary in character rather than the type described in a victim-perpetrator model. 
 Better:  When participants in a homosexual act are consenting adults, then homosexuality should be considered a status rather than an offense.

7. A thesis should not be written in figurative language. 
 Poor:  Religion is the phoenix bird of civilization. 
 Better:  As long as man can conceive the idea of a god, religion will rise to give man a spiritual reason for existence.

Step 4:  Form a Preliminary Bibliography
Internet is primary source of materials. Books are another source.

Evaluate the potential sources as you go along, keeping in mind how well they relate to your topic, how up-to-date they are and how available they are.  Watch for well-known authors and try to determine the point of view presented in the articles and whether they sound too technical or too simplistic.  

As you select articles and books, record information regarding them on 3x5 cards just as you want it to appear in your bibliography.  Later, when you complete your final bibliography, you will just arrange these cards in alphabetical order.  The form for bibliographic entries varies from school to school.  If you are uncertain about which form to use, refer to a writer's handbook, such as A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations by Kate Turabian, which is available in the university bookstore.

Next, gather your materials.  Evaluate them again, using the criteria mentioned above.  Do this by previewing each source, checking the table of contents and index, finding relevant chapters and skimming them.

Step 5:  Prepare a Working Outline
A working outline is important because it gives order to your notetaking.  As you do your research, you may find that you need to review your plan if you lack information about a topic or have conflicting information.  Nevertheless, it provides a good starting point and is essential before you start to take notes.

Begin by listing the topics you want to discuss in your paper.  (You should have a general idea of these from the reading you have already done.)  Then, divide the items on the list into major topics and subtopics. 

Step 6:  Start Taking Notes

After you have gathered your materials and prepare a working outline, you can start to take notes.  Write your notes on index cards (either 3x5" or 4x6") being sure to include only one note on each card.  Each note should relate in some way to one of the topics on your working outline.  Label each card with the appropriate topic;  then you can easily organize your notecards later when you begin to prepare the final outline of your paper.

Each notecard should also include the title of the source of information and the page number to use later for footnoting.  This is very important because you must cite all material even if you have not used the exact words of the text.  Be sure to write the note in your own words; use direct quotes only when the information is worded in a particularly unusual way.  To avoid overlooking any material, write on only one side of each card--if the note requires more space, use another card and label it accordingly.

Read the passage below and the sample notecard that follows it.  Pay particular attention to the paraphrasing that summarizes the content of the passage and the other items included on the card.

Step 7:  Outline the Paper
The final outline is similar to the working outline, but is more complex, with each topic being further divided into several subtopics.  To accomplish this, sort your notecards into separate piles according to the topics at the top of each them. Then, sort each pile into separate subtopics.

Your final outline also should reflect the organizational format you have chosen for your paper.  This will depend on the topic of your paper and your thesis statement.  For example, if the topic of your paper is the artistic development of a famous painter, you would probably want to use a chronological organization.  However, if your paper is a discussion of the family life of baboons and humans, a comparison-contrast format would be more appropriate.

Step 8:  Write the Rough Draft
After you have completed your final outline, you can begin to write your rough draft.  It is important to remember that this rough draft will be revised.  Therefore, at this time, you do not need to worry too much about spelling or punctuation.  Instead, you should concentrate on the content of the paper, following your outline and expanding the ideas in it with information from your notes.

Your paper should consist of three parts:  the introduction, the body of the paper and the conclusion.  The introduction should state the thesis, summarize the main ideas of the paper and capture the reader's interest.  The body of the paper should develop each section of the outline.  This is not difficult to do if you follow your outline and work through your notecards (which should be arranged to correspond with your outline) using the information from them to support the points you are making.  Whenever you use information from a notecard, remember to put a number at the end of the sentence.  At the same time, write the footnote as it should appear in the paper at the bottom of the page you are working on or in list form on a separate sheet of paper.  Number your notes consecutively throughout the paper.  The conclusion should summarize your findings and restate the thesis.

Step 9:  Edit Your Paper
When you have finished the rough draft, read through it again and revise it.  Pay particular attention to the content and organization of the paper.  Does each paragraph have a topic sentence that relates to the thesis?  Is each idea supported by evidence?  Are there clear transitions from one section to another, from your words to quotations?  Are there clear transitions to indicate to the reader when one idea is ending and another one is beginning.  Revision often requires many readings, each with its own purpose.

Step 10:  Write the Final Draft
The final draft of your paper should be typed and must include the title page, footnotes or endnotes, and a bibliography.

The title page should include the title of the paper, your name, the name of the course, the instructor's name, and the date the paper is due.

Footnotes are a matter of style and you can check with your instructor on the format he/she prefers.  In general, though, a footnote is indicated by an Arabic numeral raised a half space above the line, placed after the sentence or passage to which it refers.  Footnotes may be arranged in numerical order at the bottom of the page on which they appear or a separate page (labeled Endnotes) placed at the end of the paper just before the bibliography.

The bibliography is simply a list of your sources arranged alphabetically by the last name of each author or editor.  (Remember those cards you made for each book?  Just alphabetize them.)

Before handing in your paper, be sure to proofread it for any mechanical errors.

Step by step writing papers

1. If given a choice, select a subject that interests you and that you can treat within the assigned limits of time and space.

2. Determine your purpose in writing the paper. For example, do you want to describe something, explain something, argue for a certain point of view, or persuade your reader to think or do something?

3. Consider the type of audience for whom you are writing. For example, is your reader a specialist or a non-specialist on the subject, someone likely to agree or disagree with you, someone likely to be interested or uninterested in the subject?

4. Develop a thesis statement expressing the central idea of your paper.

5. Gather your ideas and information in a preliminary list, eliminating anything that would weaken your paper.

6. Arrange materials in an order appropriate to the aims of the paper and decide on the method or methods you will use in developing your ideas (e.g., definition, classification, analysis, comparison and contrast, example).

7. Make a detailed outline to help you keep to your plan as you write.

8. Write a preliminary draft, making sure that you have a clear-cut introduction, body, and conclusion.

9. Read your preliminary draft critically and try to improve it, revising, rearranging, adding, and eliminating words, phrases, and sentences to make the writing more effective. Follow the same procedure with each subsequent draft.

10. Proofread the final draft, making all final corrections.
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STEP 1. CHOOSE A TOPIC

Choose a topic which interests and challenges you. Your attitude towards the topic may well determine the amount of effort and enthusiasm you put into your research.

Focus on a limited aspect, e.g. narrow it down from "Religion" to "World Religion" to "Buddhism". Obtain teacher approval for your topic before embarking on a full-scale research. If you are uncertain as to what is expected of you in completing the assignment or project, re-read your assignment sheet carefully or ASK your teacher.

Select a subject you can manage. Avoid subjects that are too technical, learned, or specialized. Avoid topics that have only a very narrow range of source materials.

STEP 2. FIND INFORMATION

Surf the Net. Use Search Engines and other search tools as a starting point.

Pay attention to domain name extensions, e.g., .edu (educational institution), .gov (government), or .org (non-profit organization). These sites represent institutions and tend to be more reliable, but be watchful of possible political bias in some government sites. Be selective of .com (commercial) sites. Many .com sites are excellent; however, a large number of them contain advertisements for products and nothing else. Be wary of the millions of personal home pages on the Net. The quality of these personal homepages vary greatly. Learning how to evaluate Web sites critically and to search effectively on the Internet can help you eliminate irrelevant sites and waste less of your time.

Depending on the information you are searching, the Internet is not always the easiest nor the first place you should try especially if you don't have ready access to a computer. Some students unnecessarily line up for a computer to find the meaning of a word when they should be using their common sense, i.e. a simple dictionary. Often the traditional printed resource, such as an encyclopedia, a dictionary, an almanac, or a directory, can provide you with the needed information much faster. This situation may change, however, as libraries provide more free Internet access, subscribe more to online resources and buy fewer printed materials.

To find books in the Library use the OPAC (Online Public Access Catalog). 

Check out other print materials available in the Library: 

Almanacs, Atlases, AV Catalogs 

Encyclopedias and Dictionaries 

Government Publications, Guides, Reports 

Magazines, Newspapers 

Vertical Files 

Yellow Pages, Zip or Postal Code and Telephone Directories 

Check out online resources, Web based information services, or resource materials on CD-ROMs: 

Online reference materials (e.g. Electric Library, EBSCO, etc.) 

Index to Periodicals and Newspapers (e.g. MagPortal.com, OnlineNewspapers.com, MAS, Resource One, etc.) 

Encyclopedias (e.g. Encarta, Britannica, Canadian Encyclopedia, etc.) 

Magazines and Journals in full text and/or full image (e.g. Time, Maclean's, Newsweek, etc.) 

Newspapers (e.g. USA Today, New York Times, Los Angeles Times, Toronto Star, etc.) 

Social Issues (e.g. SIRS, IssueQuest, etc.) 

Subject Specific CD-ROMs (e.g. Discovering Authors, Exploring Shakespeare, etc.) 

Check out Public and University Libraries, businesses, government agencies, as well as contact knowledgeable people in your community.

Read and evaluate. Bookmark your favorite Internet sites. Printout, photocopy, and take notes of relevant information.

As you gather your resources, jot down full bibliographical information (author, title, place of publication, publisher, date of publication, page numbers, URLs, creation or modification dates on Web pages, and your date of access) on your work sheet, printout, or enter the information on your laptop for later retrieval. If printing from the Internet, it is wise to use a browser that provides you with the URL and date of access on every printed page. Remember that an article without bibliographical information is useless since you cannot cite its source. 

STEP 3. STATE YOUR THESIS

Do some critical thinking and write your thesis statement down in one sentence. Your thesis statement is like a declaration of your belief. The main portion of your essay will consist of arguments to support and defend this belief.

STEP 4. MAKE A TENTATIVE OUTLINE

All points must relate to the same major topic that you first mentioned in your capital Roman numeral. 

Example of an outline:

 
I.  Shakespeare's life


    A. Early life in Stratford


      1. Shakespeare's family


         a. Shakespeare's father


         b. Shakespeare's mother


      2. Shakespeare's marriage


    B. The Elizabethan Theater


      1. The Globe Theater


         a. History of the Globe


         b. Owners of the Globe


         c. Structure of the Globe


      2. Acting companies


         a. Men and boys

                 b. Sponsorships


II. Shakespeare's plays


    A. Hamlet

            B. Romeo and Juliet

The purpose of an outline is to help you think through your topic carefully and organize it logically before you start writing. A good outline is the most important step in writing a good paper. Check your outline to make sure that the points covered flow logically from one to the other. Include in your outline an INTRODUCTION, a BODY, and a CONCLUSION. Make the first outline tentative.

INTRODUCTION - State your thesis and the purpose of your research paper clearly. What is the chief reason you are writing the paper? State also how you plan to approach your topic. Is this a factual report, a book review, a comparison, or an analysis of a problem? Explain briefly the major points you plan to cover in your paper and why readers should be interested in your topic.

BODY - This is where you present your arguments to support your thesis statement. Remember the Rule of 3, i.e. find 3 supporting arguments for each position you take. Begin with a strong argument, then use a stronger one, and end with the strongest argument for your final point.

CONCLUSION - Restate your thesis. Summarize your arguments. Explain why you have come to this particular conclusion.

STEP 5. ORGANIZE YOUR NOTES

Organize all the information you have gathered according to your outline. Critically analyze your research data. Using the best available sources, check for accuracy and verify that the information is factual, up-to-date, and correct. Opposing views should also be noted if they help to support your thesis. This is the most important stage in writing a research paper. Here you will analyze, synthesize, sort, and digest the information you have gathered and hopefully learn something about your topic which is the real purpose of doing a research paper in the first place. You must also be able to effectively communicate your thoughts, ideas, insights, and research findings to others through written words as in a report, an essay, a research or term paper, or through spoken words as in an oral or multimedia presentation with audio-visual aids.

Do not include any information that is not relevant to your topic, and do not include information that you do not understand. Make sure the information that you have noted is carefully recorded and in your own words, if possible. Plagiarism is definitely out of the question. Document all ideas borrowed or quotes used very accurately. As you organize your notes, jot down detailed bibliographical information for each cited paragraph and have it ready to transfer to your Works Cited page.

Devise your own method to organize your notes. One method may be to mark with a different color ink or use a hi-liter to identify sections in your outline, e.g., IA3b - meaning that the item "Accessing WWW" belongs in the following location of your outline:


I. Understanding the Internet


     A. What is the Internet 
 


           3. How to "Surf the Net"


                b. Accessing WWW
Group your notes following the outline codes you have assigned to your notes, e.g., IA2, IA3, IA4, etc. This method will enable you to quickly put all your resources in the right place as you organize your notes according to your outline.

STEP 6. WRITE YOUR FIRST DRAFT

Start with the first topic in your outline. Read all the relevant notes you have gathered that have been marked, e.g. with the capital Roman numeral I.

Summarize, paraphrase or quote directly for each idea you plan to use in your essay. Use a technique that suits you, e.g. write summaries, paraphrases or quotations on note cards, or separate sheets of lined paper. Mark each card or sheet of paper clearly with your outline code or reference, e.g., IB2a or IIC, etc.

Put all your note cards or paper in the order of your outline, e.g. IA, IB, IC. If using a word processor, create meaningful filenames that match your outline codes for easy cut and paste as you type up your final paper, e.g. cut first Introduction paragraph and paste it to IA. Before you know it, you have a well organized term paper completed exactly as outlined.

If it is helpful to you, use a symbol such as "#" to mark the spot where you would like to check back later to edit a paragraph. The unusual symbol will make it easy for you to find the exact location again. Delete the symbol once editing is completed.

STEP 7. REVISE YOUR OUTLINE AND DRAFT

Read your paper for any errors in content. Arrange and rearrange ideas to follow your outline. Reorganize your outline if necessary, but always keep the purpose of your paper and your readers in mind.

CHECKLIST ONE:

1. Is my thesis statement concise and clear?
2. Did I follow my outline? Did I miss anything?
3. Are my arguments presented in a logical sequence?
4. Are all sources cited to ensure that I am not plagiarizing?
5. Have I proved my thesis with strong supporting arguments?
6. Have I made my intentions and points clear in the essay?

Re-read your paper for grammatical errors. Use a dictionary or a thesaurus as needed. Do a spell check if using a word processor. Correct all errors that you can spot and improve the overall quality of the paper to the best of your ability. Get someone else to read it over. Sometimes a second pair of eyes can see mistakes that you cannot.

CHECKLIST TWO:

1. Did I begin each paragraph with a proper topic sentence?
2. Have I supported my arguments with documented proof or examples?
3. Any run-on or unfinished sentences?
4. Any unnecessary or repetitious words?
5. Varying lengths of sentences?
6. Does one paragraph or idea flow smoothly into the next?
7. Any spelling or grammatical errors?
8. Quotes accurate in source, spelling, and punctuation? 
9. Are all my citations accurate and in correct format?
10. Did I avoid using contractions? Use "cannot" instead of "can't", "do not" instead of "don't"?
11. Did I use third person as much as possible? Avoid using phrases such as "I think", "I guess", "I suppose"
12. Have I made my points clear and interesting but remained objective?
13. Did I leave a sense of completion for my reader(s) at the end of the paper?

For an excellent source on English composition, check out Elements of Style by William Strunk, Jr. 

STEP 8. TYPE FINAL PAPER

All formal reports or essays should be typewritten.

Read the assignment sheet again to be sure that you understand fully what is expected of you, and that your essay meets the requirements as specified by your teacher. Know how your essay will be evaluated.

Proofread final paper carefully for spelling, punctuation, missing or duplicated words. Make the effort to ensure that your final paper is clean, tidy, neat, and attractive.

Aim to have your final paper ready a day or two before the deadline. This gives you peace of mind and a chance to triple check. Before handing in your assignment for marking, ask yourself: "Is this the VERY BEST that I can do?"

Research Papers
Introduction
This overview of research paper strategies will focus on the type of research paper that uses library resources. For the social sciences or sciences, learn more about strategies for an original research report. 

The research paper is a popular academic assignment. Forms of it are used in various professional fields as well. The research paper gives you the opportunity to think seriously about some issue. Building on the research of others, you have the opportunity to contribute your own research and insights to a particular question of interest to you. It also gives you practice in important academic skills such as formulating research questions, conducting research, managing time, organizing information into coherent ideas, substantiating arguments with research in the field, and presenting insights about the research. 

Disciplines vary in their ways of conducting research, in writing research papers, and in the form the final copy takes. Individual instructors may also vary in their expectations of a research paper. Some may expect you to write a report that describes your research; some may emphasize analysis of the information you have gathered; some may anticipate a report on original research. Therefore, it is important that you read the assignment carefully and ask clarifying questions. Here are three: 

· What field of study--humanities, social sciences, or sciences, for example--am I writing for? How will the expectations of that field affect the decisions I make? 

· What exactly is the teacher asking in this assignment? 

· Are there suggestions in the assignment or class notes that this paper should incorporate a particular theory discussed in class? 

Narrowing Down A Topic 

Even if you have written a research paper before, recognize that the procedures surrounding selecting a topic will vary by instructor and by discipline. 

Read the assignment sheet to ascertain the specificity of the teacher's expectations. Is there an explicit list of topics, or are you expected to narrow to a topic on your own? Are you to work with a specific theory or course material as you write the paper? 

If your instructor hands out a topic list and expects you to operate within those boundaries, keep in mind that those lists are often broad topics, not thesis statements. Other teachers prefer to be intentionally vague in order to give you the freedom to narrow to an area of interest. That means that you will have to search for a topic that you are willing to work with for a considerable amount of time. 

Strategies for a topic search: 

· Note in a research notebook provocative questions that arise in class lecture or discussion, topics in your textbook that appear ripe for further exploration, or issues that come up in your conversations with classmates. Those jottings may prompt a topic that you can narrow for your paper. 

· Use prewriting strategies such as brainstorming, clustering, or free writing to generate topics. 

· A readily available source for a topic search is the on-line catalogue in the library. You can select subtopics of interest to get into even more specific topics. The benefit of using the on-line catalogue is that you can narrow to a topic quickly and see what books are available on the topic. 

· The Internet is also a useful resource, although you must take care to evaluate Internet sources. 

Now that you have decided on a topic, narrow your focus. You can begin this process by asking yourself the following questions: Is this topic consistent with the assignment? Does it match what I intend to research? Will anyone want to read about this? What do I know about the topic? What do I want to know? What do I need to know? Skim the literature to help you narrow your topic to a manageable one which meets your instructor's assignment and your interests. As an example, if your initial topic for a 10 to 20 page paper is space exploration, by the time you finish your topic search, you might have narrowed your topic to unmanned U.S. space exploration of planets and even to a specific planet and mission, 1997s Pathfinder mission, let's say. 

Asking Research Questions 

At the college level, rather than writing an encyclopedia entry that merely reports facts about a topic, college-level writers will create more successful papers if they work from questions that pose a problem or question to be investigated. You need to do more than describe, in other words; you need to analyze, to bring your own insight to a problem or question you have formulated. Try to formulate what you want to know as a how, why, or so what question. 

With the Pathfinder mission, the temptation might be to write a paper that reports on the nature of or event surrounding the mission. However, a richer paper will demonstrate not only that you know about the topic but how you have thought critically about some specific aspect of it. Here are some possible research questions narrowed to specific aspects of the topic: 

· How: How might the technology in the Sojourner rover be applied on Earth to help the disabled? 

· Why: Given the success of robots exploring Mars, why should a manned mission be considered? 

· So what? How will this initial success of Pathfinder influence future space programs? 

Notice that these questions require a commitment on your part not only to show that you have researched the material but that you have thought about its significance as well. In other words, you will have to provide information and establish the significance of it in terms of the issue you have presented to discuss. 

Formulating a Thesis Statement 

Express the focus and the perspective about it that you intend to pursue in a carefully crafted thesis statement which introduces the topic and what you are going to argue, show, or prove about it. This statement becomes your commitment to your readers. When others read your writing, the thesis statement will inform them what you will discuss and also indicate the organizational structure your writing will take. 

At this point in your writing process, the thesis statement will establish perimeters for your discussion. As you write, check back to the thesis statement often to confirm that you remain on topic and that you are adhering to the organizational structure that you have determined is most appropriate for your paper. The organization of your paper will depend on your topic, the argument you intend to make, and the expectations of your audience. 

Creating a Working Outline 

An outline is a systematic way of organizing your ideas for your paper. A jot list is an informal outline and may work for your purposes. Often, however, you'll want to use of a formal outline to manage your information as your research expands. Besides helping you organize and manage your information as you draft your paper, outlining is helpful when you prepare to revise. Review your paper's organization and development by outlining your draft. 

Understanding Your Instructor as Audience 

In the case of most research papers, your instructor will be your primary audience. That person can be an intimidating audience for many student writers. How, after all, can you write anything about this topic that your instructor does not already know? Your instructor may indeed know the factual information about the topic, that is true; nevertheless, he or she is anticipating reading the thoughtful insights that you bring to the issue as a result of your thorough research and reflection. 

To help students develop an understanding of their expectations, many instructors incorporate check points into the research writing assignment. If yours does not, it may be helpful to set up an appointment with your professor in order to confirm that you are making appropriate progress. 

Use your working thesis statement and outline as the basis for the conference. Here are some questions to ask at this point: Is this thesis statement and preliminary outline on track? I'm familiar with MLA citation system. Is that appropriate for this paper? If the answer is no, ask: What form do you recommend, and where can I get the style information? What types of sources (see Primary vs. Secondary Sources) are acceptable for this assignment and this topic? Use your instructor's guidance as you research your paper. 

Researching the Paper 

Having planned your paper, you are now ready to do comprehensive research. This section will address how to develop a working bibliography, collect information, and credit information. 

Your research is more than gathering information, though. College-level research paper writing requires that writers inquire into an issue of significance; therefore, throughout the information-collecting process, ask yourself how what you are learning is reinforcing or countering, clarifying or confusing your working thesis statement. Take the time to reflect on what you are learning. How does the new information that you are gathering modify the thesis statement? Your outline? As you learn more about the topic, your views about it may change. If so, adjust your thesis statement and your outline accordingly. 

Developing a Working Bibliography 

After creating a working outline, use library and other resources to develop a working bibliography. This bibliography is a list of resources with which you will begin your research. In the process of reading, you will probably use some of the resources extensively; others will probably be repetitious; and still others may be useless for your purposes. For future reference, you may wish to develop an annotated bibliography. 

An annotated bibliography consists of the bibliographic entry in the form you are using for this paper and a brief statement about the item listed in the bibliography. The statement may summarize the item, it may comment on the relevance of the item to the project, or it may do both. Typically, the annotation will be placed as a block of indented text under the bibliographic entry. 

This is the time in the research process to determine what citation form is appropriate for your paper. If you use the form your instructor has recommended, you will record the information in the order established by the form and, thus, save yourself a return trip to the library. Write the bibliographic citation of your source on a note card, one citation per card, or begin a bibliography on your word processor. Your bibliography will be listed in alphabetical order by the last name of the author on your final paper. 

Collecting Information 

You will need to organize your notes by outline headings at a later point, so take notes by those headings now. If you are taking notes by hand, use 5" x 7" note cards or half sheets of paper. Because you will have to reorganize the pages of notes later, a spiral notebook or legal pad is less efficient than cards, which can easily be reordered. (If you are using a word processor, a file folder per outline heading with a document for each source will serve your purposes.) Include on a note card only information that fits the heading and the source on that card. You will want to put most of your notes in your own words. You can do that by writing a paraphrase or a summary. Write a direct quotation only when it is the best way to state the idea. 

Throughout the research process, you will need to evaluate which information to include and which to eliminate. If you have not done so before, now is the time to learn to distinguish primary and secondary sources appropriate for your topic, especially Internet sources. 

Crediting Information 

Your instructor is expecting you to provide your insight into this topic; at the same time, you need to give credit to information that you have gained from other sources. Giving credit is an important aspect of academic integrity. Failure to give credit is plagiarism. You need to give credit not only because it is ethical to acknowledge what originated with someone else but also to ground your research in the existing scholarship. Situating your efforts in the carefully selected work of others adds credibility to your own. 

In order to give credit, take notes systematically. Whatever method of notetaking you use, you will have to account for your source, the page number, and a key phrase in the upper corner of the note to direct you back to the outline. 

Writing the Research Paper 

When you have a substantial part of your research completed, you may want to begin drafting. Writing is recursive rather than linear. In other words, you may find that it is necessary to resume researching in the midst of drafting. You may also find that your introduction needs re-working once the body of the paper is drafted. This section will help you 

· draft the paper 

· revise the draft 

· edit the text 

Develop a working plan for your paper by revising your working outline into a formal outline with special attention to organization and development. Working from the thesis statement, check the points on the working outline. How will each go back to the thesis? What do you know about each? Modify the key phrases on your note cards to adjust them to the new outline. Some cards may have to be set aside. Reorganize the others to match the order of the outline. If you have taken notes on a word processor, make similar adjustment to your documents and file folders. 

Drafting 

Drafting is a messy process during which you, the writer, get your ideas in print. In order to focus on the ideas, restrain yourself from cleaning up the paper. Rather, permit yourself to reflect on your topic and your sources as you draft. Begin writing the draft by writing into the outline. Make a copy of the outline and begin writing into it. If you use the outline as the backbone for your paper, you will have your organizational scheme in front of you at all times. If you wish to work out of order on the paper, you can easily do so without losing your place. You will also be able to see at a glance how well your writing has progressed. 

You will want to signal the structure of the paper in the thesis statement. However, the drafting process may cause you to re-think your topic, the organization and, thus, the thesis statement. Remain flexible, allowing the organization and development of the body of the paper to emerge from your growing understanding of the topic. 

The introduction will focus your reader's attention on your argument by making clear why the paper is written, what is being argued in the paper, and how the author situates the argument in the field's literature. If writing an introduction is difficult, start with the thesis statement and keep writing. Here are some popular strategies to begin the paper: 

· relate the topic with something that is well known 

· open with the thesis statement 

· provide background information to the reader 

· review the literature 

· take exception to critical views 

· challenge an assumption 

· provide a brief summary 

· supply data, statistics, and special evidence 

· define key terms (avoiding "Webster says") 

The directness of the introduction varies from field to field. Review exemplary papers or published articles from that field for models, but, most importantly, let the purpose of your paper and your information drive the nature of the introduction. 

The body develops the argument by presenting evidence to support the thesis statement. As you use your notes, keep track of the origin of your outside information by jotting down the source information that is on your note card. 

The conclusion provides the reader with a summary of the argument as well its implications. Possible concluding strategies include 

· restating the thesis and going beyond it 

· closing with an effective quotation 

· comparing past to present 

· offering a directive or solution 

· discussing test results 

Revising 

This first draft will require revision. To determine what needs reworking, read the entire paper. What works? What doesn't? Now, get more specific. Working through paragraph by paragraph, ask yourself the purpose of each in terms of the thesis. When the second draft is complete, think about the readers, your instructor certainly, but also the educated public. You are, at a minimum, presenting your own original research on a topic, and quite possibly a unique way of looking at that research. Your writing should convey that. The following revision tips incorporate suggestions from Donald Zimmermann and Dawn Rodrigues's Research and Writing in the Disciplines. (Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich College Publisher, 1992.) 

Revise for content first. Do not do final revision at any other levels until content revision is complete. Have you explained why you conducted this research? Clarified how this research fits into other research? Given all necessary details? Reported results? Confirmed the logic of your reasoning and inference? 

Revise for organization. Do you need to reorganize sections of the paper? Revise main points for clarity? Use headings and sub-headings for clarification? Delete material? Add material? Insert transitions to connect sections of the paper to the thesis? 

Check the effectiveness of your organization by glossing the draft and then track your thoughts, outline your draft, or insert trial sub-heads. Improve your organization by inserting transitional phrases or paragraphs, or by adding clarifying and elaborating information. 

Revise for coherence. Do you offer a road map of your paper in your thesis statement and through your headings (if you use them)? Incorporate transitional devices? Stay consistent within topics? Use pronouns and repetitions within paragraphs to indicate continuation of the topic? Comment in the document about the significance to your argument of the information (especially direct quotations) that you have introduced? 

Improve coherence by incorporating ideas using a consistent organizing principle, inserting transitions between sections, using topic sentences, and inserting headings and sub-headings. 

Editing 

After you have satisfied yourself with the organization and development of the paper as well as the way it communicates with the audience, edit for punctuation. Pay special attention to quotation marks, commas and semi-colons, spelling, and grammar. Carelessness here undercuts your credibility and casts doubt on the quality of your work. 

When you edit, become the reader of your document. You can do that by placing time between yourself and the document. When you return to it, you will bring the eyes of a reader rather than of a writer. If you have not done so before, now is a good time to consider incorporating headings. In lengthy papers, especially ones written in the sciences and social sciences, headings are considered helpful guides to the logic and content of each section. At each level of heading, the parts of speech (nouns, verbs, gerunds, for example) and the form of text (words, phrases, statements, questions) need to be consistent. Besides directing readers through the document, headings will help you review the organization of the document. 

In addition to using your eyes differently in order to re-see your document, listen to it. Sometimes what may look fine on the page sounds awkward to the ear. This practice is especially important if what you have written will later be presented aloud. And don't depend on the word processor; the spell checker is not a proofreader. 

Edit for clarity and consistency. Improve clarity and consistency by 

· incorporating strong, active verbs 

· replacing nominalizations (nouns made from verbs) with strong verbs 

· reducing "there are" and "it is" constructions 

· deleting excessive prepositional phrases 

· replacing hedge or vague words with precise words or phrases 

· reducing wordiness 

· maintaining appropriate tense 

· using parallel structure 

· maintaining inclusive language 

Now that all the other editing is complete, edit for spelling, punctuation, precision in grammar (especially subject-verb and pronoun agreement), and accuracy in information. As you edit, check your citations again. Make certain that all directly quoted information or ideas that are not your own are cited in the citation form appropriate for the assignment. And make sure that you take drafts of your paper to a Writer's Roost for consultation with a tutor! 

Adding an Appendix 

Some research projects include information that helps the reader understand the argument but would be distracting if it were to appear in the text. This information may be included in the appendix. These materials should be titled and labeled (for example Appendix A: Questionnaire). The appendix needs to be referred to in the text so that the reader understands additional useful information is available elsewhere in the document. 

Adding Explanatory Notes 

Explanatory notes refer to additional sources or details on a topic, elaborate on statistics or other information beyond what is essential to the paper, refer the reader to a contrary position, explain variables in the evidence, describe testing procedures, and acknowledge individuals who helped in the research. Signal that you are adding an informational note by typing a superscript number in the text at an appropriate spot, usually at the end of a sentence. Where you place the notes in relation to the rest of the text will vary by the documentation system you are using. If you are using the parenthetical or author/date style, place notes on a page following the manuscript. If you are using end or footnotes, incorporate the notes into the reference notes. 

Formatting the Document 

Even the best research is undercut if the paper is poorly presented. Protect your research investment by taking the time to package the research properly. Your paper should be typed in standard manuscript form. That is, unless instructed otherwise, double-space it in 10- or 12-point type with one-inch margins. Place a title on the first page of the text and generate a coversheet with pertinent information (title, author's name, date submitted, course and instructor's name) attractively arranged. 

Keep in mind that your paper may not include all of the elements and that the order of research paper elements may vary by disciplinary practices. Unless instructed otherwise by your professor, arrange your paper in this order: 

1. title page 

2. abstract (if requested) 

3. outline (if requested) 

4. paper 

5. appendix (if any) 

6. explanatory endnotes (if any) 

7. endnotes (if required by the citation system you use) 

8. works cited, reference, or bibliography 

Bind the paper according to your instructor's directions. Now you are ready to submit a paper that provides an insightful look at the topic of your choice. Good work! 

PROCEDURE FOR WRITING A TERM PAPER
A term (or research) paper is primarily a record of intelligent reading in several sources on a particular subject. The task of writing such is not as formidable as it seems if it is thought out in advance as a definite procedure with systematic perpetration.
The procedure for writing such a report consists of the following steps: 

1. Choosing a subject 

2. Finding sources of materials 

3. Gathering the notes 

4. Outlining the paper 

5. Writing the first draft 

6. Editing the paper 

Now let's look at each of them.
CHOOSING A SUBJECT
Most good papers are built around questions. You can find subjects in any textbook. Simply take some part of the text that interest you and examine it carefully. Ask yourself the following things about it to see if you can locate a question to answer in your paper. Does it tell you all you might wish to learn about the subject? Are you sure it is accurate? Does the author make any assumptions that need examining? Can two of the more interesting sections in the text be shown to be interrelated in some useful way? Your paper is an attempt to write a well-organized answer to whatever question you decide upon, using facts for the purpose of proving (or at least supporting) your contention.
The most common error made by students in choosing a subject for a term paper is to choose one that is too general. (The most specific subject will always have enough aspects to furnish a long paper, if you think about it for a while.)
FINDING SOURCES OF MATERIALS
A. Limitations. Tradition suggests that you limit your sources to those available on the campus and to those materials which are not more than 20 years old, unless the nature of the paper is such that you are examining older writings from a historical point of view.
B. Guides to sources.
1) Begin by making a list of subject-headings under which you might expect the subject to be listed.
2) Start a card file using the following forms.
b) News story 

c) Periodicals: 

Sort these cards into (a) books and (b) each volume of periodicals. Then look up call numbers other periodicals and sort out those for each branch library. This sorting save library time.
C. Consult the card catalog in the library to locate books - record author, title, publisher, date of publication and call number.
D. Consult guides to periodicals, such as: 

These are aids to finding articles on any subject. They list subject heading, with various titles of articles under them, together with the location of each article.
GATHERING THE NOTES
A. Examine the books and articles - several volumes at a time will save steps.
Skim through your sources, locating the useful material, then make good notes of it, including quotes and information for footnotes. You do not want to have to go back to these sources again. Make these notes on separate cards for each author - identifying them by author.
B. Take care in note-taking; be accurate and honest. Be sure that you do not distort the author's meanings. Remember that you do not want to collect only those things that will support your thesis, ignoring other facts or opinions. The reader wants to know other sides of the question.
C. Get the right kind of material: 

1. Get facts, not just opinions. Compare the facts with author's conclusion. 

2. In research studies, notice the methods and procedures, and do not be afraid to criticize them. If the information is not quantitative, in a study, point out the need for objective, quantified, well-controlled research. 

OUTLINING THE PAPER
A. Do not hurry into writing. Think over again what your subject and purpose are, and what kind of material you have found.
B. Review notes to find main sub-divisions of your subject. Sort the cards into natural groups then try to name each group. Use these names for main divisions in your outline. For example, you may be writing a paper about the Voice of America and you have the following subject headings on your cards. 

1. Propaganda - American (History) 

2. Voice of America - funds appropriated 

3. Voice of America - expenditures 

4. Voice of America - cost compared with Soviet propaganda 

The above cards could be sorted into six piles easily, furnishing the following headings: 

1. History (Card 1) 

2. Purpose (Card 5) 

3. Organization (Cards 6, 7) 

4. Cost (Cards 2, 3, 4, 9) 

5. Effects (Card 8) 

6. Future (Card 10) 

You will have more cards than in the example above, and at this point you can possibly narrow down you subject further by taking out one of the piles of cards.
C. Sort the cards again under each main division to find sub-sections for your outline.
D. By this time it should begin to look more coherent and to take on a definite structure. If it does not, try going back and sorting again for main divisions, to see if another general pattern is possible.
E. You may want to indicate the parts of your outline in traditional form as follows:
1. Example
a) Example 

· i. Example 

· i.) Example 

2. Example
3. Example
a) Example
Use these designations only in the outline and not in the paper itself, or it will look more like an extended outline that a paper.
WRITING THE FIRST DRAFT
You are now ready to write.
A. Write the paper around the outline, being sure that you indicate in the first part of the paper what its purpose is. Follow the old formula:
1. Tell the reader what you are going to say (statement of purpose)
2. Say it (main body of the paper)
3. Tell the reader what you've said (statement of summary and conclusion)
B. A word about composition:
1. Traditionally, any headings or sub-headings included are nouns, not verbs or phrases.
2. Keep things together that belong together. Your outline will help you do this if it is well organized. Be sure you don't change the subject in the middle of a paragraph, and be sure that everything under one heading in your outline is about the same general topic.
3. Avoid short, bumpy sentences and long straggling sentences with more than one maid ideas.
EDITING THE PAPER
You are now ready to polish up the first draft.
A. Try to read it as if it were cold and unfamiliar to you. It is a good idea to do this a day or two after having written the first draft.
B. Reading the paper aloud is a good way to be sure that the language is not awkward, and that it "flows" properly.
C. Check for proper spelling, phrasing and sentence construction. Be sure that pronouns clearly refer to nouns.
D. Check for proper form on footnotes, quotes, and punctuation.
E. Check to see that quotations serve one of the following purposes: 

1. Show evidence of what an author has said. 

2. Avoid misrepresentation through restatement. 

3. Save unnecessary writing when ideas have been well expressed by the original author. 

F. Check for proper form on tables and graphs. Be certain that any table or graph is self-explanatory.
Paper Structure
· Typical outline of a paper is: 

· Abstract, typically not more than 100-150 words; 

· Introduction (brief!): introduce problem, outline solution; the statement of the problem should include a clear statement why the problem is important (or interesting). 

· Related Work (or before summary). Hint: In the case of a conference, make sure to cite the work of the PC co-chairs and as many other PC members as are remotely plausible, as well as from anything relevant from the previous two proceedings. In the case of a journal or magazine, cite anything relevant from last 2-3 years or so volumes. 

· Outline of the rest of the paper: "The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we introduce ..Section 3 describes ... Finally, we describe future work in Section 5." [Note that Section is capitalized. Also, vary your expression between "section" being the subject of the sentence, as in "Section 2 discusses ..." and "In Section, we discuss ...".] 

· Body of paper 

· problem 

· approach, architecture 

· results 

The body should contain sufficient motivation, with at least one example scenario, preferably two, with illustrating figures, followed by a crisp generic problem statement model, i.e., functionality, particularly emphasizing "new" functionality. The paper may or may not include formalisms. General evaluations of your algorithm or architecture, e.g., material proving that the algorithm is O(log N), go here, not in the evaluation section. 

Architecture of proposed system(s) to achieve this model should be more generic than your own peculiar implementation. Always include at least one figure. 

Realization: contains actual implementation details when implementing architecture isn't totally straightforward. Mention briefly implementation language, platform, location, dependencies on other packages and minimum resource usage if pertinent. 

Evaluation: How does it really work in practice? Provide real or simulated performance metrics, end-user studies, mention external technology adoptors, if any, etc. 

· Related work, if not done at the beginning 

· Summary and Future Work 

· often repeats the main result 

· Acknowledgements 

· Bibliography 

· Appendix (to be cut first if forced to): 

· detailed protocol descriptions 

· proofs with more than two lines 

· other low-level but important details 

It is recommended that you write the approach and results sections first, which go together. Then problem section, if it is separate from the introduction. Then the conclusions, then the intro. Write the intro last since it glosses the conclusions in one of the last paragraphs. Finally, write the abstract. Last, give your paper a title. 

Abstract

· The abstract must not contain references, as it may be used without the main article. It is acceptable, although not common, to identify work by author, abbreviation or RFC number. (For example, "Our algorithm is based upon the work by Smith and Wesson.") 

· Avoid use of "in this paper" in the abstract. What other paper would you be talking about here? 

· Avoid general motivation in the abstract. You do not have to justify the importance of the Internet or explain what QoS is. 

· Highlight not just the problem, but also the principal results. Many people read abstracts and then decide whether to bother with the rest of the paper. 

· Since the abstract will be used by search engines, be sure that terms that identify your work are found there. In particular, the name of any protocol or system developed and the general area ("quality of service", "protocol verification", "service creation environment") should be contained in the abstract. 

· Avoid equations and math. Exceptions: Your paper proposes E = m c 2. 

Introduction
· Avoid stock and cliche phrases such as "recent advances in XYZ" or anything alluding to the growth of the Internet. 

· Be sure that the introduction lets the reader know what this paper is about, not just how important your general area of research is. Readers won't stick with you for three pages to find out what you are talking about. 

· The introduction must motivate your work by pinpointing the problem you are addressing and then give an overview of your approach and/or contributions (and perhaps even a general description of your results). In this way, the intro sets up my expectations for the rest of your paper -- it provides the context, and a preview. 

· Repeating the abstract in the introduction is a waste of space. 

· Example bad introduction: 
Here at the institute for computer research, me and my colleagues have created the SUPERGP system and have applied it to several toy problems. We had previously fumbled with earlier versions of SUPERGPSYSTEM for a while. This system allows the programmer to easily try lots of parameters, and problems, but incorporates a special constraint system for parameter settings and LISP S-expression parenthesis counting. 

The search space of GP is large and many things we are thinking about putting into the supergpsystem will make this space much more colorful. 

· A pretty good introduction, drawn from Eric Siegel's class: 

Many new domains for genetic programming require evolved programs to be executed for longer amounts of time. For example, it is beneficial to give evolved programs direct access to low-level data arrays, as in some approaches to signal processing \cite{teller5}, and protein segment classification \cite{handley,koza6}. This type of system automatically performs more problem-specific engineering than a system that accesses highly preprocessed data. However, evolved programs may require more time to execute, since they are solving a harder task. 

Previous or obvious approach: 

(Note that you can also have a related work section that gives more details about previous work.)) One way to control the execution time of evolved programs is to impose an absolute time limit. However, this is too constraining if some test cases require more processing time than others. To use computation time efficiently, evolved programs must take extra time when it is necessary to perform well, but also spend less time whenever possible. 

Approach/solution/contribution: 

The first sentence of a paragraph like this should say what the contribution is. Also gloss the results.) 

In this chapter, we introduce a method that gives evolved programs the incentive to strategically allocate computation time among fitness cases. Specifically, with an aggregate computation time ceiling imposed over a series of fitness cases, evolved programs dynamically choose when to stop processing each fitness case. We present experiments that show that programs evolved using this form of fitness take less time per test case on average, with minimal damage to domain performance. We also discuss the implications of such a time constraint, as well as its differences from other approaches to {\it multiobjective problems}. The dynamic use of resources other than computation time, e.g., memory or fuel, may also result from placing an aggregate limit over a series of fitness cases. 

Overview: 

The following section surveys related work in both optimizing the execution time of evolved programs and evolution over Turing-complete representations. Next we introduce the game Tetris as a test problem. This is followed by a description of the aggregate computation time ceiling, and its application to Tetris in particular. We then present experimental results, discuss other current efforts with Tetris, and end with conclusions and future work. 

Body of Paper

This is the work itself.

Bibliography

· Avoid use of et al. in a bibliography unless list is very long (five or more authors). The author subsumed into et al. may be your advisor or the reviewer... Note punctuation of et al.. 

· If writing about networks or multimedia, use the network bibliography. All entries not found there should be sent to me. A listing of frequently-used references for networks is available. 

· Internet drafts must be marked ``work in progress''. 

· Book citations include publication years, but no ISBN number. 

· It is now acceptable to include URLs to material, but it is probably bad form to include a URL pointing to the author's web page for papers published in IEEE and ACM publications, given the copyright situation. Use it for software and other non-library material. Avoid long URLs; it may be sufficient to point to the general page and let the reader find the material. General URLs are also less likely to change. 

· Leave a space between first names and last name, i.e., "J. P. Doe", not "J.P.Doe". 

WRITING PAPERS AND EXERCISES: SOME ADVICE
This guide is a modest effort to help you improve your writing in general but especially in Western Traditions courses, philosophy, and similar critical-argumentative contexts.
1. Essays; persuasive writing.  You should normally think of your writing for this class (and classes like this one) as brief, persuasive essays in which your purpose is to rationally persuade your audience of something, the thesis or central claim of the paper.  That is, your purpose is to defend, on the basis of reasons and evidence, an interesting and perhaps provocative thesis.  In this case your writing should not be deeply personal.  You are not telling part of your life story; and few or none of our class readings are "stories."  (See item 6 below, on genre.)
2. Organize your paper -- and your thinking!  The opening paragraph should get right to the problem or point at issue.  Do not begin by "considering the history of the world as a whole" or by saying how terrific and important Socrates, Descartes, Einstein, or Simone de Beauvoir are.  Everyone already knows that.  And do not try to solve all the big problems in one short paper.  Focus your paper on one or two related issues that you can comfortably handle, then make sure that you deliver what the introduction promises.  Normally, the opening lines of your paper should state the problem or issue you wish to address and the following sentences should indicate how you propose to deal with this matter in the rest of the paper.  The second paragraph might then state the problem more fully, if necessary.  Every paragraph of the paper should contribute to your overall case and should follow the preceding paragraph smoothly.  Paragraphs should be neither too short nor too long.  Begin a new paragraph for every new idea or development, or whenever a break is needed.  Avoid abrupt, rough transitions that disrupt the intuitive flow (and lose your reader!).  If there is a change of subject or of voice (see 14 below), indicate that clearly with a transitional phrase or sentence so that the reader can follow your train of thought.  Normally, the first sentence of each paragraph will function as a "topic sentence" indicating where that paragraph is headed.
Aim at the suggested length for the paper.  Write more only if you really have something to say.  Longer papers can actually lower your grade if the extra pages add little and harm the overall tight organization of the paper.  Of course, handwritten papers should be longer, in terms of number of pages, than typewritten papers, since readable handwriting is larger than type.  They should be about twice as long.
3. Avoid BS.  Each page, typewritten, double-spaced, is only about 300 words, depending on type font and margins.  Even a five-page paper does not give you much room to work with, and certainly no space to waste.  So get right to the point.  Formulate your problem briefly and get on to the job at hand, explaining ideas clearly and illustrating them with clear examples.  Avoid long quotations and never substitute a quotation for an explanation that you are supposed to supply (see 13 below).  Others cannot read your mind, so be sure to explain your own ideas clearly, too!  BS may add lines to your paper, but it detracts greatly from the quality of the paper because it immediately signals the reader that you have nothing important to say.  In a good paper, every paragraph, every sentence, leads the reader on and accomplishes something.  So whenever you find yourself starting to "blah blah," go back and try to say something more significant and precise.  E.g., there is little point in repeating bromides or platitudes with which everyone agrees, since the purpose of your paper is to persuade your readers of something interesting, to "teach" them something that they did not already know.  And when your task is to discriminate position A from position B, be sure that most of what you say about A and B reveals a difference between them.  You might begin by noting any main features that they have in common, but quickly proceed to highlight and explore the differences.  Often the best way to explain a position or idea is to contrast it with others, even if you are not explicitly asked to "compare and contrast."
4. Opening paragraph.  In particular, do not waste the first paragraph on high-flown rhetoric or long-winded verbiage, such as: "Since time immemorial, one of the most important questions facing man is blah, blah, blah." or "The more I read this essay, the more profoundly it affected my thinking about X."  It does not help to expand your opening paragraph with a lot of personal expression of how important you feel the topic is, or how it made you think.  Your opening paragraph is crucial, so make it tight, informative, and relevant to the task at hand!
5. Multi-pass writing.  Ideally, you should take a "multi-pass" approach to writing.  First, read the assignment carefully on the day that you receive it and, over the next several days, jot down any half-way interesting or relevant ideas on the topic that may occur to you, however rough they might be.  Then sit down, look over your notes, revise them, add to them, and begin drafting a very rough sketch of your paper.  Each day or so, "edit" your previous version, improving both the form and content.  Before long, with any luck, a good, readable paper will emerge.  You should try to finish a draft of your paper in time to have someone else (a friend or fellow student or someone at the Writing Center, 214 Ross Hall) read and critique it, so that you can revise it and set it aside for a day or two.  Then go back and reread it yourself when you have some "distance" from it, a more "naive" perspective.  If you are too "close" to the paper when you turn it in, you will likely take many things for granted that will not be clear to your reader.  The reader will not automatically "know what you mean" or meant to say.
6. Genres.  The kind or type of writing or other presentation, its "literary form," is called the genre.  Examples of different written genres are narrative (stories, novels, epics), drama, tragedy, comedy, satire, essay, biography, dialogue, discourse, treatise.  Only rarely will our readings be a story (e.g., a novel) or a standard textbook.  Most will be more-or-less controversial essays that have an implicit dialogic form.  That is, the author is trying to argue for or against various claims and will consider objections raised by potential opponents.  Hence the writing usually takes the form of an implicit dialogue or intellectual conversation with others who are initially somewhat skeptical and need to be convinced.  In reading, therefore, it is obviously important to distinguish the views and arguments of the author from those of the people or positions that s/he is attacking or otherwise evaluating.  In your own writing, it often helps to lay out your thoughts and your paper in the form of an implicit dialogue.  Begin by stating and explaining your problem, provide relevant background, make your claim, explain it clearly, and defend it.  Then proceed to raise and answer one or two or three leading objections to your position (depending on the space available).  How would a critic of your position challenge you, and how would you respond?  When you do that, length takes care of itself.  You often run out of space before you run out of things to say.  I suggested above that you have a classmate or a friend read your first draft and raise objections to your position.
7. Critical/creative interpretation and evaluation.  Writing assignments for Philosophy and Western Tradition courses normally require you to do some interpretive and evaluative work.  Interpretation requires stating complex problems and positions in your own words, explaining and clarifying key passages, and perhaps spelling out an argument more fully than the author did (e.g., setting out the steps more explicitly and identifying a hidden premise that the author must assume to make the argument at all plausible).  Evaluation permits you to develop your own critical reaction to the texts and positions addressed in the course.  In philosophy and other humanities courses (unlike more cut-and-dried subjects, such as science courses), you have an opportunity to be critical and to be original.  In fact, your grade on the assignment will usually depend not only on your accuracy in expounding the text but also on the creativity and independence of thought that you display.  Of course, "off the wall" positions and mere opinions are not creative in this sense.  When you join in a critical debate or conversation, you are responsible for defending your position just as are the authors whom you criticize.
8. Subjective language should be avoided in writing for this class.  Your writing assignments will rarely call for "personal" writing about how you feel or how something affects you personally.  True, in many cases you will be asked or encouraged to state and defend your own position on an issue or to critique another's position, but even then you are not being asked merely about your feelings or impressions.  Such a task requires WORK -- providing reasons and evidence that others should find plausible -- and not just subjective expressions of your feelings.  The hard truth is that, when the relative merits of a position are at stake, no one really cares about your feelings.  What counts is whether you have an interesting viewpoint, evidence, or other reasons to offer.  In deciding intellectual issues, "votes" of how many people feel or even believe this way or that count for nothing.  It is not a popularity contest.  What counts is how good the reasons are for each side in the debate.  So whenever you begin to write "I feel," STOP and ask yourself whether you are doing more than gushing on about your feelings -- or whether you are reducing someone elses considered position or rational judgment to a matter of their "feelings."  To write "Descartes feels . . ." suggests that what follows is merely Descartes's subjective opinion, an expression of his taste, for which he has and needs no reasons.  And it actually contradicts his claim to suppress all emotion in favor of rational argument.
Remember, in our democracy, everyone is entitled to his or her opinion, but that does not make all opinions right or equally good.  Not all ideas are equally good.  Your beliefs may be your own, but, then, it is not enough in this course just to express your beliefs.
Qualification.  Avoiding subject language of the sort indicated above does not mean that you have to write in an indirect, third-person style, or in the passive mood.  It is usually more natural to write in the first person.  For example, "I shall first state the problem which Machiavelli attempts to solve, then I shall state his solution and proceed to evaluate its strengths and weaknesses."
9. Formal vs. informal writing. Most of your writing for class and in your employment will be formal writing, which aims at a higher standard than the informal language you use when speaking or writing to friends.  Learning how to write formally is one part of learning how to act in the company of important, dignified people.  (How would you speak to the mayor of New York, Queen Elizabeth, or a Congressional committee, a court of law, or on any official occasion in which you are expected to wear formal attire?)  Formal writing employs proper English, avoids colloquialisms (such as "The impact of Plato on later thinkers such as Descartes was totally awesome."  "After Socrates did a number on him, Thrasymachus did not know which end was up."  "Descartes's attack on the arts really turned me off."), and certainly shuns vulgarity ("Vico rejected Descartes's crappy argument.  The Cartesians were pissed, but Vico didn't give a damn.")  If you do wish to use a colloquialism for a special effect, put it in quotes.  ("Thrasymachus ridiculed Socrates for doing his thing.)  Fully formal language even avoids contractions (use cannot instead of can't, it is instead of it's, would have in place of would've, etc.).  However, you may use contractions in this course.  In formal contexts, you should also spell out two-digit numbers, one to ninety-nine, except when reporting dimensions and the like.  Yet do not get the idea from these examples that formal language is inflated and pretentious.
10. Simple and direct language is better than pretentious language, including jargon.  In college you should indeed enlarge your vocabulary and take advantage of every opportunity to use new words you have learned.  But you should also be yourself.  Show your understanding of any relevant technical terms, but avoid using big words just because they sound big.  It adds nothing to characterize a book as "a sequentially paginated linear information retrieval system."  Just say book!  Do use technical language and large words to add precision and clarity to your writing; do not use them simply to sound "smart," lest you come off sounding like a "pompous ass."  Big words never make up for lack of interesting ideas; on the contrary, they call attention to vacuous passages.  No reader enjoys being blasted with hot air!
11. Sexist language should be avoided.  Better avoid the word 'man', even if you mean it generically.  You can always say 'human beings', 'humankind', or 'people' instead.  Rather than 'he' or 'she', you can say 'one' ("One will never succeed unless one tries.").  Some people retain the singular 'he' and 'she' but avoid sexist favoritism by using first one, then the other.  That is, instead of using the generic 'he' or 'his' ("A doctor should treat his patients with respect"), try using 'she' or 'her' half the time ("If a surgeon is on call, she must be careful not to drink any alcohol.")  You should of course retain gender consistency within related paragraphs.  The awkwardness of saying 'his or her' can usually be avoided by putting the sentence into the plural and using 'their'.  (Instead of saying "Each person should check over his or her paper before turning it in.", say "Students should check over their papers before turning them in.")  Instead of saying 'he or she', I often write 's/he', but that is hardly standard usage.  Finally, be sure to use parallel terms.  The term corresponding to 'men' is 'women' and not 'ladies' or 'girls'.  'girls corresponds to 'boys' and 'ladies' to 'gentlemen'.  If you use a title for a person of one gender (Mr.,, Mrs., Dr., Professor, etc.), use the corresponding title for a person of the other gender.
12. Accuracy and clarity.  When discussing difficult, abstract issues, clarity becomes a problem.  Avoid vague and unclear language.  Spell out what you want to say in explicit terms.  Do not assume that your reader will "know what you mean."  Give frequent, concrete examples and illustrations to help the reader follow your line of thought.
13. Quotations.  Use of frequent, short quotations will spice up a paper and may improve accuracy and clarity as well as provide support for your case.  Occasionally, a long quotation may be necessary, as when you analyze a passage in detail.  Normally, however, you should avoid long quotations and extended strings of shorter quotations.  Never substitute a quotation for an explanation that you are supposed to provide in your own words.  Remember that your paper should reveal your contribution to the subject, not someone else's.  Naturally, you should place quotation marks around quoted passages.  However, whenever a quotation is more than a few lines long, you should instead indent the whole quotation in your text and single space it so that the reader can immediately recognize its special status.  Incidentally, single quotes are used to indicate a word or phrase to which you wish to refer.  (E.g., "The English word 'justice' has a narrower meaning than the Greek word that it translates.")  Alternatively, you can put such special words in a different typeface (italics, bold, etc.) or underline them.  You should do the same for titles of books, articles, movies, and foreign terms: (Plato's "Republic" or The Republic or The Republic; Descartes's cogito).
14. Voice.  In reading it is important to distinguish the voice of the author from the voices of those whom s/he cites or critiques.  You cannot just dive into the middle of a page, read a few lines and write, "Locke says . . .," for he may be describing the position that he wants to reject, the position of his opponents.
Similarly, in your own writing it is important to distinguish your voice from those of the people or positions you are discussing.  When writing about X's position, be sure that the reader knows at every point whether you are speaking for yourself or whether you are merely expounding X's views.  Or are you doing both: stating a view that you yourself endorse?
Your voice is the "you" the "persona" that you express or create in the paper.  Try to present yourself in a strong, confident voice.  Again, feel free to use the first person.  Texts that carefully avoid the first person are often awkward.  Science texts are a common example: "It will now be made evident that . . ." in which the authors use rhetorical techniques of self-effacement and objective-sounding language to make it seem as if nature herself (rather than the authors) is speaking to you.  But your use of the first person need not make your paper sound too personal, subjective, or biased, provided that you adhere to the advice in point 8 above.  Similarly, using the active voice makes you, the author, seem more "in control."  Use the passive voice rather sparingly.  E.g., "A better theory is seen to be necessitated . . ." sounds clumsy and weak compared with "We see, then, that we must search for a better theory."
You (and the people you are writing about) will also sound more active and agile if you avoid turning too many verbs into nouns.  E.g., you can often replace 'the Xing of' by simply 'Xing', as when we replace "The conferring of a higher social status on workers was the first act of the new parliament" by "Conferring a higher social status . . . ."  Which sentence of each pair sounds better?  "There is a need for a planning of future parking facilities."  "We need to plan future parking facitilies."  "The establishment of a theory of motion on the basis of central forces rather than action-by-contact and a rejection of the vortex theory of the universe were two main difference between Newton and Descartes."  "Newton based his theory of motion on central forces rather than Descartes's action-by-contact, and he rejected Descartes's vortex theory of the universe."
15. Audience.  You should always have a specific audience in mind when you write.  Are you writing to your instructor?  (Even if you are, do not address the reader as "you," as in "I do not need to convince you that Descartes is important.")  Are you writing to fellow students in the class, or perhaps those who are not familiar with the material of this class?  Choice of audience will help you determine how heavily the class material needs to be cited.  Your instructor may tell you what audience to write for.  If not, you may always ask.  It is usually safe to write for an audience of your fellow students.  Assume that you are writing to convince the better students in the class of your position.
16. Sentence structure.  Write in complete, structurally interesting sentences (subject, verb, and perhaps direct and indirect objects).  Do not model your writing on advertising copy, which often employs incomplete sentences or even single words followed by a period for impact.  ("The new Razzmatazz 500 is simple to operate.  Yet powerful.  And stylish!")  Also try to vary the structure of your sentences.  A series of short, simple sentences is boring and choppy and suggests a "Dick and Jane" mentality ("Spot chased Dick.  Jane chased Spot.  Bark, bark, bark went Spot.").  Interesting structure involves the use of dependent clauses and the like.  Here are a few examples of such patterns (where P and Q stand for sentence-like clauses): P; however (nevertheless, etc.), Q.  Despite the fact that P, Q.  P because Q.  Because Q, P.  Having rejected the view that P, Descartes attempted to establish that Q.
17. References.  In most Philosophy and Wester Traditions classes, you will be asked to think about the issues raised in the class texts and discussions rather than to consult outside sources.  Nevertheless, whenever you do employ ideas from another source, you need to cite the source, both to assist the reader and to avoid plagiarism.  This may be a reference to a television program, a radio interview, or a conversation with someone as well as an article or book.  References to texts and other materials used in class can be quite brief and perhaps indicated in parentheses at the end of a sentence rather than as a footnote (e.g., Meditations, p. 35, or Descartes, 35).  References to items not familiar to your audience should be given more fully as footnotes or endnotes.  Be sure to give complete information: author, translator (if appropriate), title of book, article, program, etc., edition, date, and publisher or source (e.g., CBS Evening News, July 17, 1991), and page number cited.  In short, give sufficient information that the interested reader could go to a good library and find the exact book or article cited.
18. Presentation.  Aim to produce a neatly written, easily read paper.  Use standard 8 and 1/2 by 11 white paper and double space everything except extended, indented quotations.  Typewritten work is much easier to read -- for you in clarifying your thinking about how to improve a draft as well as for the reader.  Do not bother with plastic covers or fancy title pages.  Just be sure that your name is on your work.
19. Grading.  The Student Handbook for the Western Traditions part of the Core Curriculum aptly describes an A paper as follows.  The idea behind the essay is solid and worth talking about.  The introduction is interesting, the thesis clear, and the focus tight and consistent.  There is ample development, with specific details, leading to a sound and insightful conclusion.  There are very few mechanical or grammatical errors; various sentence structures are used, and words are chosen for both precision and energy.  A specific audience is addressed by a strong, confident voice, conveying a clear sense of purpose.
In evaluating your work, I place a premium on your display of independence of thought and critical creativity.  Competence requires that you be able to regurgitate accurately the positions and criticisms that we read and discuss.  However, it is better to be able to go somewhat beyond this level of competence, to develop your own position or variation on the position.  You are free to criticize any of our texts or points made in class.  But with this freedom comes an important responsibility.  As emphasized above, merely personal statements of your feelings count for nothing in most cases.  Everyone who wants to be taken seriously in the discussion has the responsibility to defend their positions in ways that others should find at least interesting and somewhat plausible.  It is rarely possible to "prove" a complex position, so plausibility is usually all that can be expected, especially in a short paper.
Some Common English Errors to Avoid
20. Proof reading.  The single most important thing you can do to avoid errors is to proof your paper carefully before turning it in.  It is irritating to your professor, professional colleagues, or supervisor, to find grammatical errors, frequent typos, awkward phrasings, obviously misplaced or omitted punctuation and the like in your work.  Such mistakes indicate that you are hasty and careless, that you did not take the task seriously, that you do not really care.  If you have trouble spelling, check doubtful words in a good dictionary, or use a computer spelling checker.  Always read over the "final" version of your paper and make any necessary corrections before turning in the paper.
In preparation for the final draft, read your piece of work aloud and imagine that you are presenting it to a group of your fellow students (as audience).  This exercise will help you to improve the logical and rhetorical "flow" of the piece, identify awkward places, and punctuate properly.  Where your voice naturally pauses or lowers in reading, you probably need some punctuation -- a comma, semicolon, or period.  If you run out of breath reading a sentence, it is probably too long.
21. Run-on-sentences consist of too many clauses strung together by commas, 'and', or other simple conjunctions.  Run-on sentences are not structurally interesting; on the contrary, they are irritating and even confusing.  Mere length does not make for structural interest.  Normally, no more than two clauses that can stand alone as separate sentences should be coupled with a conjunction or semicolon.  (Bad example: "After finally finding a parking place, Julie walked to the clinic and arrived twenty minutes late, but she was still in time for the most important part of the meeting, which concerned the new policy on indigent patients, and she was quick to make her own views known even though she was not sure what had happened before she arrived.")  Some people use only a comma to join to sentence-like (independent) clauses, but it is better to use a conjunction such as and or but.  (Example of what not to do: "Julie arrived in time for the most important part of the meeting, she was able to voice her objections to the new policy on indigent patients.")
22. Consistency.  If you have to make a choice in spelling a name, forming possessives, putting quote marks inside or outside commas and periods, etc. one way rather than another, then be consistent.  Do it the same way throughout your paper.
23. Possessives.  Do not confuse possessives (showing ownership) with contractions (which combine two words into one, using an apostrophe).  The simplest possessive rule is to add apostrophe s to the end of nouns (and some pronouns) even if the word has two or more syllables and ends in s, with the exception of plural nouns ending in s, in which case a simple apostrophe will do.
singular possessive                                           plural possessive 
    the woman's shoe                                                the women's gym 
    the secretary's pen                                              the secretaries' lounge 
    its (warning: it's = it is)                                         their, theirs 
    his, her, hers                                                       their, theirs (not they're, which = they are) 
    Thomas Jefferson's chair                                     the Jeffersons' dog 
    Socrates's (or Socrates') pug nose                       the Greeks' view of slavery 
    Descartes's method                                             the witnesses' rights
Do not use an apostrophe to make a mere plural.  Many people (and much advertising) makes this mistake.  The plural of house is, of course, houses.  Similarly, the plural of the name Jefferson is the Jeffersons, not the Jefferson's or the Jeffersons'; the plural of Jones is the Joneses, not the Jones's.  This rule holds also for such expressions as the 1980s, the ABCs, and the 49ers.  No apostrophe is needed here.
24. Some commonly misused words.
lead and led.  The past tense of lead (the verb) is led, not lead (the metal).
imply and infer are not interchangeable.  "The author implied that P."  To imply that P is the case is to suggest that P without saying so explicitly.  In other words, the author (the text) leaves it to the reader to infer that P.  The speaker (or text) implies; the reader or listener infers.  In the strongest sense of 'imply' and 'infer', the implication is logical: the inference can be logically deduced from what is said.  If I assert that all Asians are smart and later mention my Asian friend Zhang Shirong, then you, the reader, may (logically) infer that I believe Zhang Shirong to be smart.  In ordinary language, 'imply' and 'infer' are usually weaker than strict logical implication and may amount to a mere suggestion or hint or innuendo, by association.  Politicians and advertisers are very good at this, inviting us to draw (logically fallacious) conclusions.  ("Look!  The car with gasoline containing Platformate goes further than the car without Platformate!" invites you to infer that the Platformate gasoline is superior to other commercially available brands, when in fact the competing brands also have their own additives similar to Platformate.)
affect and effect are not interchangeable.  To affect means to influence as an agent-cause; an effect is a result, not a cause.  The affecting agent is the cause of the effect or result.  X affects Y.  The effect of X on Y is Z.  Affect is normally a verb and effect normally a noun, but effect can also function as a verb meaning to accomplish or to bring about, as in, "The administration effected the change of policy by imposing a uniform regulation on all the states."  (Affect can also be a noun when used as a technical term of psychology.)  Just to make things confusing, however, 'effect' can function as a verb that implies agency, as in: "Once the dissenters were eliminated from the committee, the remaining members effected many changes.
among and between are not interchangeable.  Something holds between two things and among three or more.
fewer and less are not interchangeable.  If you can count the items in question, use 'fewer'.  If you are dealing with uncountable "stuff," use 'less'.  (You can count trees, people, rabbits, credit hours, days until winter vacation, gallons of oil.  You cannot count oil, peanut butter, air, water, smog, and other masses of stuff.)  E.g., "Fewer students flunk out of college than when I was a student."  "Thin people eat less food and exercise more."
which and that.  Use 'that' unless you really need 'which'.  (Most people use too many 'whiches'.)  Examples: instead of saying 'the horse which won the race' or 'the book which was lost', say 'the horse that won the race', 'the book that was lost'.  Try to restrict 'which' to such contexts as: "That horse, which won the Wood Memorial last year, has just been sold." and "This book, which is overdue at the library, has a good chapter on Descartes."  A good rule for elegant writing is to replace 'which' by 'that' whenever the result sounds right.  For example, it is better to say, "Abraham Lincoln is the greatest President that this country has produced" than "Abraham Lincoln is the greatest President which this country has produced."  "The river that flows through London is the Thames" is better than "The river which flows through London is the Thames."  But 'which' is sometimes appropriate, as in: "The river, which is here very shallow, gets much deeper downstream."
When referencing persons, 'who' or 'that' should be used rather than 'which', which relates to things rather than person.
due to.  Better avoid this expression in favor of 'because of', 'through', owing to', and the like.  (An example of correct use: "The accident was due to bad weather.")
etc.  No need to add 'etc.' to a list prefaced by 'for example' or 'such as', as you have already indicated that you are not mentioning all possible instances.  In formal writing, use etc. sparingly.  In fact, it appears too often in this guideline to writing.
questions and problems.  Problems are solved, questions are answered, issues are debated and resolved.  It is awkward to say that problems are answered, questions are solved.
unique.  Avoid overused terms such as 'unique' and certainly avoid redundancies or nonsense phrases such as 'very unique' and 'rather unique'.  It is also best to avoid Washington and Pentagon jargon ("governmentese"), expressions such as "at this point in time" and "the individual was terminated."
very.  This is another word that is overused.  Whenever you find yourself using it or saying it, ask if it is really necessary.  After all, if you emphasize everything, then nothing really stands out.  Compare the person who puts one or more exclamation points after every sentence, or the student who underlines everything in the text.
In general, avoid overkill by unnecessary use of emphasis words such as 'very' and 'particularly'.  Common examples are 'very real' and 'very true'.
principal (first, most important, director of a school) vs. principle (a rule or guiding thesis).
then and than.  If . . . then.  "Then [next, later], Sara took a train to Madrid."  "Ellie is taller than Sara."
Some commonly mispelled words
a lot (two separate words) 
    complementary (completes or fills gap left by another), complimentary (gives praise) 
    develop (no e on the end) 
    occurrence, occurred (double r) 
    separate 
    it's = it is (the possessive is simply its, without the apostrophe in this case)
