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Writing a Research Paper

	Purpose 

 This lesson will explain how to write a research paper.  You will learn about selecting and limiting a topic according to specified requirements.  You will learn how to write a thesis statement and develop an outline.  You will see how to write endnotes and bibliographic entries.  You will also learn how to take research notes and complete the paper.


Introduction

A research paper, often known as a term paper, is like other forms of writing in that it is characterized by a coherent exposition of an idea or argument.  Additionally, a research paper includes the use of library sources.  Library sources, or references, are facts, quotations, opinions, or ideas of others that can be used to support your own ideas or arguments.  Any such reference must be credited by footnotes or endnotes.  Research into a topic often yields new information and helps you to more fully understand all aspects of the subject of your paper.


Selecting a Topic

The first step in writing a research paper is the selection of a topic.  When choosing a topic for a research paper, select a topic that interests you and one where you may be able to support your own ideas or conclusions with reference material.  Some topics are not suitable for a paper of this type, due to the fact that there are no reference materials available.  For example, a paper on your summer vacation cannot be researched for it is a personal matter.  The source can only be your personal experience.

You must also select a topic that is consistent with the instructor’s assignment.  If your instructor sets standards of topic area or paper length, be sure to choose a topic that lends itself to the instructions.  For instance, if your instructor told you to write a short research paper on a current event, you would not choose World War II as your topic, because this topic does not follow the assignment and can not be thoroughly covered in a short paper.

Limiting the Topic

A problem with many cadets’ research papers is the fact that the cadets try to cover too broad a topic.  How you limit your topic depends on the assigned length of the paper and the availability of source material.

To limit your topic, begin with a generalized idea and break it into smaller and smaller divisions.  Examine how the topic is limited in the following example:

If you wanted to further limit this subject, you could write about a particular work of Bach or the development of his style.  If your topic is too general, you cannot write a successful paper, because it will be vague and often will not fall into the limitation set by the instructor.

Just as it is a mistake to write on a topic that is too general, it is also a mistake to write on a topic that is too limited.  If you limit your topic too much, you may find it difficult to locate sources or sufficient material to write about; therefore, take time and thought when selecting a topic.

Devising a Thesis

After you select a topic, you must determine exactly what it is that you want to say about that topic.  For example, are you “pro” or “con” concerning it?  How strongly do you feel about your topic?  What do you want your audience to understand from reading your paper?  The sentence that presents the writer’s subject, the writer’s attitude toward the subject, and the overall pattern of organization for the subject, is known as the “thesis statement.”  The thesis statement is defined as the statement of the proposition or concept to be discussed and/or argued in a research paper.  It is usually one or two declarative sentences that appear at the end of the introductory paragraph(s).

The thesis statement is like a map, because it plots the course of the entire paper.  An effective thesis statement offers guidelines to the paper’s content, organization, and the scope of the topic.  An effective thesis statement does not state the obvious, nor is it abstract, vague, or obscure, but presents an interesting idea or argument in a concrete and concise manner.  Observe the following examples:


Developing an Outline

After you have selected a topic and formed a thesis statement, you should form a “working” outline, which may change slightly during the course of your research, before you form your final outline.  An outline is a brief sketch of the material to be covered in the paper and the manner in which the material is to be organized.  Drafting an outline will help you organize your thoughts and will enable you to disregard sources which are not relevant, thus setting the pattern for your research.

Your outline should contain several parts:  the title, the thesis, the ideas about the introduction, the body, and the ideas about the conclusion.  The following is an example of a standard outline form:

The ideas about the introduction and conclusion will be used to write the actual introduction and conclusion within the paper itself, and should be removed from the final outline.

The body of the outline is the portion that includes the major ideas, supporting ideas, and the examples.  Major ideas are numbered consecutively with Roman numerals.  These are reinforced by at least two supporting ideas.  Supporting ideas are lettered consecutively by capital letters.  These are reinforced by at least two examples or illustrations, which are numbered consecutively by Arabic numerals.

When outlining your main points and supporting ideas, make sure that all of them support the goal and purpose of the paper.

There are several ways to organize the information.  Before you start, think about the various alternatives available to you.

· Topical organization is when you have several ideas to present and one idea seems to naturally belong before another idea.  This is one of the most common ways to organize ideas.

· Chronological organization uses time sequence for the framework.  Chronological organization is important for papers that require background information. 

· Spatial organization orders material according to physical space. You may use spatial order in papers involving geographical locations. 

· Classification puts things into categories.  This pattern fits many papers.

· Problem/Solution puts the problem in the first part of the outline, and the solution into the second part.

· Cause/Effect organization describes the cause of a problem in the first part of the outline, and the effect is described in the second part.

Writing an Introduction

Once you have an outline of the information that is the body of your paper, you need to think about how you will introduce the information.  The introduction accomplishes several things, it:

· Gets the reader's attention;

· Introduces the topic; 

· Shows the topic's importance; 

· Presents the thesis of the topic; and

· Forecasts the major ideas, thesis statement. 

Within the introduction, you will give a “preview” of your paper.  The preview is usually only a sentence or two long.  Be brief and be clear.  After the introduction, the reader should know exactly what you are writing about and, in some cases, why.

Conducting Library Research

After creating a working outline, you can begin to do library research.  The first stage in your research is to discover where to find necessary information to support your thesis.  This involves compiling a working bibliography or a list of sources that could possibly be used.  (A working bibliography is much like a working outline, in that it is likely change during the course of research.)  Your working bibliography should include the source name (title), the author, the publisher, the publication date, the page number, and any other information critical to locating the source.

There are many types of material that can be used as references, both written and spoken, such as books, pamphlets, newspapers, journals, lectures, and interviews.  One important consideration to examine when selecting a source is the reliability of that source.  Is the author respected in the field?  Is the work recent enough to give current information on the topic?  Is the author biased in any way?  You would not use a tabloid-type newspaper as a reference for a research paper, because the information is often an exaggerated version of the truth.  Likewise, you would not use a book that was twenty years old to write a paper on the current advances in cancer research, because it is outdated.  You also may not want to use an author who is biased on the subject matter and cannot give an objective account of the material.

Taking Notes

Taking accurate notes is essential to a research paper.  This is most efficiently done on index cards, due to the fact that they can be arranged and rearranged in accordance with the organization of the paper.  Each note card should contain the following information:

1. Subject – Identify the information the card contains in a few words at the top of the card.

2. Source – List the author’s name or the title.

3. Page Number – Be sure to list the page from which you drew the information.

The notes can be a quotation, a paraphrase, or a precise summary.   Proper note taking can save you time and effort, while helping you develop the ability to better organize your paper.  


Using Source Materials

You can use the information gathered during the course of your research in several different manners.  Direct quotation, paraphrase, and précis (summary) are the three manners of using source material.  Direct quotation is the word-for-word statement of information found in a reference and should be enclosed in quotation marks or set as a single-spaced indented passage.  Paraphrase is the restatement of the source in approximately the same number of words and in much the same manner, while a précis is a short concise summary of the source.  In all three cases, you are responsible for documenting the source.

At this point, we must discuss one of the major pitfalls of a research paper: plagiarism.  Plagiarism is defined as the failure to cite a source and repeating an author’s specific sentences, or ideas, in such a manner that they appear to be your own.  Not only is plagiarism of copyrighted material unethical, it is illegal and may lead to litigation.  To avoid plagiarism, be sure to cite the source when quoting, paraphrasing, and summarizing.

Writing a Rough Draft

After you have made your outline as complete as possible, have gathered, and organized your note cards, you are ready to begin writing.  This original draft is known as the rough draft.  As you begin writing, you will realize that some ideas will need to be expanded and some ideas shortened or cut entirely.  You also will need to devise transitional sentences or paragraphs so that your thoughts flow from one idea to the next in a smooth logical pattern within the paper.  You will also write a conclusion, to tie up your ideas, and restate your thesis.

Use your source material in such a manner that it supports your thesis and the major ideas; yet be sure not to flood your paper with quotes and references, for this often overshadows your own ideas.  If you eliminate all quoted and paraphrased passages, your paper should still make sense.  Here are a few guidelines that will help you achieve this goal:

1. Avoid long paragraphs of quotations.

2. Introduce source material so that your reader will know the source you are quoting:  Lincoln once said that, “ A house divided against itself cannot stand.”

3. Include direct quotations only to emphasize major points.

You must also realize that it may be necessary to revise your paper several times to make it both grammatically and topically correct.

Documenting Sources

Documentation is the citation of sources used within a research paper.  These take the form of footnotes or endnotes.  Footnotes appear at the bottom of each page and endnotes appear on a separate sheet of paper at the end.  Endnotes are the simpler form and are more widely accepted than footnotes, although either citation is completely acceptable.

Documentation has two important functions.  The first being to give credit to the author(s) whose material you have consulted; and second, to enable your readers to look up the original material.  You must document all material that is directly quoted, paraphrased, summarized, and facts and data, which are not common knowledge.

Endnotes

Since endnotes are simpler and more widely used, we are going to limit our attention to the use of endnotes.  First, number all the notes consecutively throughout the entire paper, placing the note numbers at the end of the quoted, summarized, or paraphrased material.  Use Arabic numerals, slightly raised, and placed them after the punctuation.


The second step is to place all endnotes in numerical order on a separate page, titled “Endnotes.” The first line of each entry should begin at the margin and subsequent lines should be indented five spaces.  The first line begins with the note number slightly raised.  Leave one space between the number and the beginning of the note, double-spacing both the lines of the note and the lines in-between the notes.

The third step is the order in which the information for each note is listed.  Cite the author’s name in normal order (first name, middle initial, and last name) and then the title.  The titles of books, plays, long poems, pamphlets, periodicals including magazines and newspapers, films, radio and television programs, ballets, operas, classical literature, and names of ships and aircraft are all underlined or italicized.  The titles of articles, essays, short stories, songs, chapters of books, unpublished works, lectures, speeches, courses, and individual episodes of a radio or television program appear in quotation marks.  If the author or the editor is not named, list the title first.

Next, cite the publisher’s city, the publisher’s name, and the most recent copyright date, enclosing the information in parenthesis.  Finally, state the exact page or pages on which the information appears.  Note: In cases where it is unclear, after the city, name the state.

Commas should separate the information in each note, except in the case of the publisher’s city, state, and the publisher’s name.  (Example:  “New York:  Blairedom Books”)  A colon should appear between these two pieces of information and the entire note should be ended with a period.

In some cases, further information must be included to better specify the source.  For books that have more than one edition or volume, cite the edition used (9th edition) or the volume number (Volume I).  If there is not an author, instead cite the editor’s name, placing the abbreviation “ed.” after it.  If there is no author or editor, cite the title of the work.

When making references to a source that has already been noted, simply state the note number, the author’s last name and the page number.  (Avoid using the abbreviation, Ibid.)  The following are examples of endnoting:

First Full Reference:

1 John Schmidt, Images of Light (New York: Hall Press, 1986), p. 6.

Later Reference to the Same Book:

6 Schmidt, p. 23.

Note:  If two or more works of a certain author are being cited, also include the title when making the later references.

Two or Three Authors:

4 Marvin Pile, James Borlin, and Ramond Yard, Energy of the Future (Pittsburgh:  Applebomb, 1984), p. 12.

More than Three Authors:

8 Joan P. Cooley et al., The Railroad Today (Dallas: Williamson Publishing Co., 1985), p. 10.

Edited Books:

1 Donald Ford, ed., The Works of Dryden (Oxford: Tailore, 1983), p. 242.

Translated Books:

7 Voltaire, Candid, trans. Edward Tilly (Baltimore: Cane and Serth, 1983), p. 67.

Chapter or Part of a Book:

4 Rachel Ward, “Oriental Cooking,” in Worldwide Cooking, (New York: Gross & Sones, 1979), p. 22.

Article in a Journal:

7 Howard Nelson, “The Romantic Revolt,” Romanticism, Vol. 7 (1980), p. 218.

Magazine:

3 Jane Rather, “Southern Hospitality,” Southern Life, July, 1982, p. 23-27.

Newspaper:

5 “Star Wars,” Sentinel Daily, 24 July 1976, Sec. A, col. 4, p. 3.

Pamphlet:

8 U.S. Service Commission, Jobs Within the U.S. Government (Washington, D.C.:  GPO, 1983), p. 97.

Interview:

11 Personal Interview with Dr. Clara Barnes, Dr. of Physics, Univ. of California, 18 May 1984.


Remember, these endnotes should be double-spaced on the Endnote page.

Creating a Bibliography

A bibliography is an alphabetical list of all sources cited in a paper.  Although the bibliography and endnotes are both located at the end of the research paper, they are different in form.  Like the endnotes, a bibliography comprises three units:  the name of the author, the title of the work, and the publication date.  Periods rather than commas divide each section.

First, the author’s name should be listed last name first.  In cases where there is more than one author, only the first author’s name is listed in reversed order.  If no author or editor is listed, alphabetize according to the title.  If you cite more than one work by the same author, use twelve dashes in place of the author’s name instead of repeating the name.

Second, state the title of the work in the same manner that the title is noted in the endnotes.  The title should be either underlined or in quotation marks according to the type of work it is.  Third, list all publication data that was included in the endnote, deleting the parenthesis.  Although your endnotes must include the specific page cited, the bibliography includes all page references within the work.  In cases when the whole work was used, no pagination is required.

The bibliography should be listed on a separate page after the endnote page(s).  The first line of each entry should begin at the margin and subsequent lines should be indented five spaces, with the bibliography being double spaced in the same manner as the endnotes and captioned with the title, Bibliography.  Below are a few examples of bibliographical entries:

Ebert, Howard. Fundamentals of Management.  New York: Jaffy Press, 1982, pp. 20-47, 120-130.

------------.  Career Planning. New York: Pelican, 1985.

Hall, Gail, ed. Jobs Today. Cleveland: University of Ohio Press, 1983, pp. 34-180.

Mallon, Richard, and Paul Young. “Careers in Computers.”  Business, May. 1981, pp. 34-38.

If you have further questions concerning documentation, consult your school’s English department.

Writing a Final Draft

You are now prepared for the final drafting of your research paper.  Your final draft will contain at least five parts:  the title page, the outline, the text, the endnotes, and the bibliography.  The entire paper should be typed and double-spaced, leaving one-inch margins at the top, bottom, and sides of the paper, while pages within the text should be consecutively numbered beginning with the second page.  Note that the title page, the outline, the first page of the text, the endnotes and the bibliography are not numbered. 

The title page is the first page of the research paper.  It should include the title of the paper, your name, the class for which it was written, the instructor of the class, and the date.  


The next part of the paper is the outline and it should be captioned Outline.  The thesis statement should be at the top of the outline and should be followed by the body of the outline.


The paper’s text comes after the outline.  You will write some introductory text that will lead up to your thesis statement.  The first page of the text is not numbered and the title is use as a heading.  The title should be one inch from the top of the page with quadruple spacing between the title and the first line of text.  Although the first page is not numbered, all subsequent pages should be numbered in the upper right-hand corner, one inch from the top and the side.  Thus, the first numbered page will be page two.  Quadruple space from the page number to the top of the text and be sure to include all note numbers within the text.

The endnote page follows the body of the text with the title Notes centered two inches from the top with quadruple spacing before the first note.  The first page of endnotes should not be numbered, but all subsequent pages should be numbered in accordance with the rest of the text.  For example, if the last page of the text is page 15, the first endnote page would not be numbered and the second would be numbered 17.

The bibliography follows the endnote page and is titled Bibliography, typed two inched from the top of the page.  You should quadruple space between the title and the first source.  Leave the first page of the bibliography unnumbered and number all subsequent bibliographic pages in accordance with the directions given for numbering endnotes.

Conclusion

An effective research paper is based on your ideas and supported by references, or source material.  You must choose an appropriate topic and limit it in such a manner that it can be treated within the assigned number of pages.  The development of a strong thesis statement and outline will give you the ability to effectively develop your rough draft after taking accurate notes.  Finally, endnotes and the bibliography will give credit to those authors whose materials you used to support your paper, thus eliminating the possibility of plagiarism.  All the parts of a formal research paper, when put together, will ensure a well-organized, well-received project. .(
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Paper Topic:  Gun Control


Ineffective Thesis Statements:


Too Obvious:  	Guns can be dangerous.


Abstract/Vague:	Anything that could be detrimental to society should be eliminated.


Too General:	All guns should be outlawed.


Correct Thesis Statement:


Any device with the potential for being misused, where misuse may lead to serious injury or death, should be restricted and licensed, in particular handguns.
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Examples:


Incorrect: “Terrorism could be eliminated if strict punishments were enforced I.”


Correct:	“Terrorism could be eliminated if strict punishments were enforced.” 1
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