How to Write a Research Paper 

Step One

Establish Your Topic

1. Try to pick a topic that's fun and interesting. If your topic genuinely interests you, chances are you'll enjoy spending time working on it and it won't seem like a chore.

2. Finding a topic can be difficult. Give yourself plenty of time to read and think about what you'd like to do. Trying to answer questions you have about a particular subject may lead you to a good paper idea. 

a) What subject(s) are you interested in? 

b) What interests you most about a particular subject? 
c) Is there anything you wonder about or are puzzled about with regard to that subject? 

3. Once you have a topic, you will probably need to narrow it down to something more manageable. For example, say you are assigned to write a 10-page paper, and you decide to do it on Ancient Egypt. However, since Ancient Egypt is a big topic, and you only have a limited number of pages, you will have to focus on something more specific having to do with that topic.

Too general: 
Ancient Egypt.
Revised: 
The building of the pyramids of Ancient Egypt.
4. One method for coming up with a more specific focus is called brainstorming (or freewriting). Brainstorming is a useful way to let ideas you didn't know you had come to the surface. 

· Sit down with a pencil and paper, or at your computer, and write whatever comes into your head about your topic. 

· Keep writing for a short but specific amount of time, say 3–5 minutes. Don't stop to change what you've written or to correct spelling or grammar errors. 

· After a few minutes, read through what you've written. You will probably throw out most of it, but some of what you've written may give you an idea that can be developed. 

· Do some more brainstorming and see what else you can come up with. 

Step Two

Look for Sources of Information 

1. Take a trip to the library. Use the electronic catalog or browse the shelves to look for books on your topic. If you find a book that is useful, check the bibliography (list of sources) in the back of that book for other books or articles on that topic. Also check indexes of periodicals and newspapers. Check with a librarian if you need help finding sources. 

2. Try to use as many different types of sources as you can, including books, magazine articles, and internet articles. Don't rely on just one source for all your information. 

3. Keep a list of all the sources that you use. Include the title of the source, the author, publisher, and place and date of publication. This is your preliminary, or draft, reference page. 

Step Three

Read Your Sources and Take Notes 

After you've gathered your sources, begin reading and taking notes. 

1. Use 3 x 5 index cards, one fact or idea per card. This way related ideas from different sources can be easily grouped together or rearranged. 

2. On each index card, be sure to note the source, including the volume number (if there is one) and the page number. If you wind up using that idea in your paper, you will have the information about the source ready to put in your footnote or endnote. 

3. If you copy something directly from a book without putting it in your own words, put quotation marks around it so that you know it is an exact quotation. This will help you to avoid plagiarism. 

4. Before you sit down to write your rough draft, organize your note cards by subtopic (you can write headings on the cards) and make an outline. 

Check out the differences between these two note cards for a research paper on baseball:

Good note card: 

	WB, 2, p.133

Star players become national heroes

Many Americans could name every major league player, his batting average, and other accomplishments. 

(What batting records were set?) 
	Lists source (World Book, Volume 2, page 133) 

Includes heading or subtopic 

Is limited to one fact 

Has personal note/question


Bad note card:
	Baseball becomes popular

Ty Cobb (Detroit Tigers) outfielder one of the great all-time players. Another star was Honus Wagner, a bowlegged shortstop.

"Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of America had better learn baseball."
	Source not indicated in top right corner 

Heading too vague 

Too many facts 

No name after quotation


Plagiarism

What is and what is not plagiarism

by Holly Hartman

What is plagiarism?

Plagiarism means using someone else's work without giving them credit.

How do I know when to give credit?

In your writing, you must give credit whenever you use information that you found in a source, unless it is common knowledge (see below). Always give your source for:

· Quotations (exact words) 

· Paraphrased information 

· Summarized information 

· Facts that are not common knowledge 

· Ideas, including opinions and thoughts about what particular facts mean 

· Maps, charts, graphs, data, and other visual or statistical information

What is common knowledge?

Common knowledge is information that is widely available. If you saw the same fact repeated in most of your sources, and if your reader is likely to already know this fact, it is probably common knowledge. For example, the fact that Vladimir Putin was elected president of Russia in 2000 is common knowledge.

Accidental Plagiarism

Sometimes, plagiarism is obvious. Copying a lab report from another student and buying a research paper over the Internet are clear examples of plagiarism. But plagiarism can also be accidental. Following these tips will help you avoid accidental plagiarism. 

· In your research, when you copy words from a source, put quotation marks around them so that you do not forget that they were not your own words. 

· When your notes include an idea, write in parentheses whether it is the source's idea or your own idea. 

· Check your final text against your notes. Make sure that you did not accidentally use wording or other content without giving credit for it.

Unacceptable paraphrasing and misuse of credits are the most common causes of accidental plagiarism. Here are examples of these problems-and some solutions.

Source
A pro-market democratic reformer, Vladimir Putin has vowed to revitalize the foundering economy, fight corruption, subvert Communism, and build a strong Russia. —Beth Rowen, Vladimir Putin: President and Prime Minister of Russia
Problem: Uncredited Quotation 

A pro-market reformer, Vladimir Putin vows to revitalize the economy, fight corruption, subvert Communism, and build a stronger nation.

The writer has dropped and changed a few words, but otherwise just copied the source.

Remember! When words are taken from a source, they must be 1) copied exactly; 2) enclosed in quotation marks; and 3) followed by a credit.



Problem: Unacceptable Paraphrasing 

A democratic reformer who is pro-market, Vladimir Putin has promised to reenergize the failing economy, battle corruption, destroy Communism, and develop a powerful Russia.

The writer has changed a few words, but the sentence structure and much of the wording are the same as in the source. The writing is too similar to the source to count as original. 

Remember! An acceptable paraphrase changes both the sentence structure and the wording.

So, what if the writer had added a source credit to the end? Would that make it acceptable? Well, no. Here's why.

Problem: Misused Source Credit 

A pro-market reformer, Vladimir Putin has promised to reenergize the failing economy, battle corruption, destroy Communism, and develop a powerful Russia. (Rowen.)

The writer does give a source credit. However, the paraphrasing is unacceptable (see above), and it does not become acceptable just because a source credit is added. The purpose of a source credit is to tell where information came from. Unless the writer is using a quotation, the information must always be restated in an original way.

Remember! The writer must either copy the source exactly and use quotation marks, or paraphrase the source acceptably. Both options require source credits.



Problem: Misplaced Source Credit 

Vladimir Putin has promised various reforms. (Rowen.) Jump-starting Russia's economy, fighting government dishonesty, and strengthening the nation are among his goals.

The writer has placed the source credit in the wrong place-at the beginning, rather than the end, of a passage.

Remember! Credit your source immediately after you have used it.



Problem: Mix of Credited and Uncredited Quotations 

A pro-market "democratic reformer," Vladimir Putin has vowed to "revitalize the foundering economy," fight corruption, and build a strong Russia. (Rowen.)

The writer has used quotation marks around some of the words, which is the correct way to treat words that are copied exactly. However, the writer has copied other words without using quotation marks.

Remember! All exact words from a source need to be enclosed in quotation marks. Using quotation marks in your research notes will help you remember where words came from.



Solution: Successful Paraphrasing 

Putin has promised various reforms, including better government integrity. He is seen as wanting to advance both democracy and economic growth. (Rowen.)

This is successful because:
· The writer used key information from the source, but changed both the sentence structure and the wording. 

· The writer used a source credit after the information.



Solution: Successful Paraphrasing with a Credited Quotation 

Rowen calls Putin a "pro-market democratic reformer," noting his promises to advance government integrity and economic growth. (Rowen.)

This is successful because:
· The writer successfully paraphrases the source, changing both the sentence structure and the wording. 

· The words that are copied exactly from the source have been enclosed by quotation marks. 

· The writer used a source credit after the information.

Step Four

Organize Your Ideas 

Using the information collected on the note cards, develop an outline to organize your ideas. An outline shows your main ideas and the order in which you are going to write about them. It's the bare bones of what will later become a fleshed-out written report.

1. Write down all the main ideas. 
2. List the subordinate ideas below the main ideas. 

3. Avoid any repetition of ideas. 

Below is a partial sample outline for a research paper entitled The Early Days of Baseball. 

I. Baseball is born

i. Rounders

1. Originated in England in the 1600s

2. Differences between rounders and baseball

ii. The Abner Doubleday theory

1. Many people think Abner Doubleday invented baseball in 1839

a. Doubleday’s friend, Graves, claimed he was a witness

b. A commission created Doubleday with inventing the game

2. Historians say theory is bogus

II. Baseball becomes popular

i. Interest soars after 1900

1. Kids’ favorite warm-weather sport

2. Crowds follow pennant races and World Series

3. Star players become national heroes

4. Know as “the national pastime”

a. Quote from philosopher Jacques Brazun: “Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of America had better learn baseball

ii. The Babe Ruth era

1. Babe Ruth joins NY Yankees, 1920

a. Plays outfield

b. Hits more and longer home runs than anyone before

2. Other heroes
a. Lou Gehrig

b. Rogers Hornsby

3. Radio stations begin broadcasting games

a. Play-by-play accounts reach millions of people.

Step Five

Write a First Draft 

1. Every essay or paper is made up of three parts: 

· introduction 

· body 

· conclusion 

2. The introduction is the first paragraph of the paper. It often begins with a general statement about the topic and ends with a more specific statement of the main idea of your paper. The purpose of the introduction is to: 

a) let the reader know what the topic is 

b) inform the reader about your point of view 

c) arouse the reader's curiosity so that he or she will want to read about your topic 

3. The body of the paper follows the introduction. It consists of a number of paragraphs in which you develop your ideas in detail. 

a) Limit each paragraph to one main idea. (Don't try to talk about more than one idea per paragraph.) 

b) Prove your points continually by using specific examples and quotations from your note cards. 

c) Use transition words to ensure a smooth flow of ideas from paragraph to paragraph. 

Transition Words and Phrases

Transition words and phrases help establish clear connections between ideas and ensure that sentences and paragraphs flow together smoothly, making them easier to read. Use the following words and phrases in the following circumstances.

	To indicate more information:
Besides
Furthermore
In addition
Indeed
In fact
Moreover
Second...Third..., etc.
	To indicate an example:
For example
For instance
In particular
Particularly
Specifically
To demonstrate
To illustrate

	To indicate a cause or reason:
As
Because
Because of 
Due to
For 
For the reason that
Since
	To indicate a result or an effect:
Accordingly
Finally
Consequently
Hence
So 
Therefore
Thus

	To indicate a purpose or reason why:
For fear that
In the hope that
In order to
So
So that
With this in mind
	To compare or contrast:
Although 
However 
In comparison
In contrast
Likewise
Nevertheless
On the other hand
Similarly
Whereas
Yet

	To indicate a particular time frame or a shift from one time period to another:

	After 
Before
Currently
During
Eventually
Finally
First, . . . Second, . . ., etc.
Formerly
Immediately
	Initially
Lastly
Later
Meanwhile
Next
Previously
Simultaneously
Soon
Subsequently

	To summarize:
Briefly
In brief
Overall
Summing up
To put it briefly
To sum up
To summarize
	To conclude:
Given these facts
Hence
In conclusion
So
Therefore
Thus
To conclude


4. The conclusion is the last paragraph of the paper. Its purpose is to 

a) summarize your points, leaving out specific examples 

b) restate the main idea of the paper 

Step Six

Use In-Text Citations to Document Sources

In-Text Citations: The Basics
Reference citations in text are covered on pages 207-214 of the Publication Manual. What follows are some general guidelines for referring to the works of others in your essay.

Note: APA style requires authors to use the past tense or present perfect tense when using signal phrases to describe earlier research. E.g., Jones (1998) found or Jones (1998) has found...

APA Citation Basics

When using APA format, follow the author-date method of in-text citation. This means that the author's last name and the year of publication for the source should appear in the text, E.g., (Jones, 1998), and a complete reference should appear in the reference list at the end of the paper.

If you are referring to an idea from another work but NOT directly quoting the material, or making reference to an entire book, article or other work, you only have to make reference to the author and year of publication in your in-text reference. 

In-Text Citation Capitalization, Quotes, and Italics/Underlining

· Always capitalize proper nouns, including author names and initials: D. Jones. 

· If you refer to the title of a source within your paper, capitalize all words that are four letters long or greater within the title of a source: Permanence and Change. Exceptions apply to short words that are verbs, nouns, pronouns, adjectives, and adverbs: Writing New Media, There Is Nothing Left to Lose. 

(Note: in your References list, only the first word of a title will be capitalized: Writing new media.)

· When capitalizing titles, capitalize both words in a hyphenated compound word: Natural-Born Cyborgs. 

· Capitalize the first word after a dash or colon: "Defining Film Rhetoric: The Case of Hitchcock's Vertigo." 

· Italicize or underline the titles of longer works such as books, edited collections, movies, television series, documentaries, or albums: The Closing of the American Mind; The Wizard of Oz; Friends. 

· Put quotation marks around the titles of shorter works such as journal articles, articles from edited collections, television series episodes, and song titles: "Multimedia Narration: Constructing Possible Worlds"; "The One Where Chandler Can't Cry." 

Short Quotations

If you are directly quoting from a work, you will need to include the author, year of publication, and the page number for the reference (preceded by "p."). Introduce the quotation with a signal phrase that includes the author's last name followed by the date of publication in parentheses.

According to Jones (1998), "Students often had difficulty using APA style, especially when it was their first time" (p. 199). Jones (1998) found "students often had difficulty using APA style" (p. 199); what implications does this have for teachers? If the author is not named in a signal phrase, place the author's last name, the year of publication, and the page number in parentheses after the quotation. She stated, "Students often had difficulty using APA style," (Jones, 1998, p. 199), but she did not offer an explanation as to why.

Summary or Paraphrase

If you are paraphrasing an idea from another work, you only have to make reference to the author and year of publication in your in-text reference, but APA guidelines encourage you to also provide the page number (although it is not required.)

According to Jones (1998), APA style is a difficult citation format for first-time learners.
APA style is a difficult citation format for first-time learners (Jones, 1998, p. 199).

Step Seven

Write a Reference Page 
A reference page is a list of the sources you used to get information for your paper. It is included at the end of your paper, on the last page (or last few pages). 

You will find it easier to prepare your final reference page if you keep track of each book, encyclopedia, or article you use as you are reading and taking notes. Start a preliminary, or draft, reference page by listing on a separate sheet of paper all your sources. Note down the full title, author, place of publication, publisher, web address, and date of publication for each source. 

Also, every time a fact gets recorded on a note card, its source should be noted in the top right corner. When you are finished writing your paper, you can use the information on your note cards to double-check your reference page. 

When assembling a final reference page, list your sources (texts, articles, interviews, and so on) in alphabetical order by authors' last names. Sources that don't have authors (encyclopedias, movies) should be alphabetized by title. There are different formats for reference pages, you will be using APA.

How to Do Basic APA References

Magazines

Author, A. A., Author, B. B., & Author, C. C. (Year). Title of article. Title of Periodical, volume number(issue number), pages.

_________________________________

Smith, J. (2007). How to write an APA reference sheet. American Psychological Association Journal, 3(5), p.4.

Webpage—The author could be the actual website
Author, A. A., & Author, B. B. (Date of publication). Title of document. Retrieved month day, year (only if the text may potentially change over time), from http://Web address

__________________________

Purdue University Online Writing Lab (OWL). (September 30, 2008). APA formatting and style guide. Retrieved October 8, 2008, from http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/

Book

Author, A. A. (Year of publication). Title of work: Capital letter also for subtitle. Location: Publisher.

__________________________

Hendersonn, J. (2008). APA style: How to format a research paper. Albuquerque: CEPi Presss.

Motion Picture
Basic reference list format:
Producer, P. P. (Producer), & Director, D.D. (Director). (Date of publication). Title of motion picture [Motion picture]. Country of origin: Studio or distributor. 

Television Broadcast or Series Episode
Producer, P. P. (Producer). (Date of broadcast or copyright). Title of broadcast [ Television broadcast or Television series ]. City of origin: Studio or distributor.

Single Episode of a Television Series
Writer, W. W. (Writer), & Director, D.D. (Director). (Date of publication). Title of episode [Television series episode]. In P. Producer (Producer), Series title. City of origin: Studio or distributor.

_________________________________________________

Wendy, S. W. (Writer), & Martian, I.R. (Director). (1986). The rising angel and the falling ape [Television series episode]. In D. Dude (Producer), Creatures and monsters. Los Angeles: Belarus Studios.

Television Broadcast
Important, I. M. (Producer). (1990, November 1). The nightly news hour [Television broadcast]. New York: Central Broadcasting Service.

A Television Series
Bellisario, D.L. (Producer). (1992). Exciting action show [Television series]. Hollywood: American Broadcasting Company.
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Step Eight

Revise the First Draft 

1. Try to set aside your draft for a day or two before revising. This makes it easier to view your work objectively and see any gaps or problems.

2. Revising involves rethinking your ideas, refining your arguments, reorganizing paragraphs, and rewording sentences. You may need to develop your ideas in more detail, give more evidence to support your claims, or delete material that is unnecessary.

3. Read your paper out loud. This sometimes makes it easier to identify writing that is awkward or unclear.

4. Have somebody else read the paper and tell you if there's anything that's unclear or confusing. 

Step Nine
Proofread the Final Draft 

1. Look for careless errors such as misspelled words and incorrect punctuation and capitalization.

2. Errors are harder to spot on a computer screen than on paper. If you type your paper on a computer, print out a copy to proofread. Remember, spell checkers and grammar checkers don't always catch errors, so it is best not to rely on them too much. 
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